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Chapter
One


Maddox



 

The
weather never changed in Seattle, Washington. It was always cool enough for a
jacket, but never too cold that a simple cashmere scarf couldn’t help. I think
that’s what I liked about it the most; not having to worry about the weather,
what to wear, or if it was going to rain,
because it was always raining. The weather was a constant in my life, as was
the partying and investments and beautiful women and good champagne. I liked
routine, stability, never worrying about money because there was plenty of it
and there would always be plenty of it. It might sound simple, but a friend
once told me I was like a stubborn oak tree. Rooted in the ground while I
helped others flourish off my branches. I didn’t understand it at the time, but
it was starting to make sense.


My
house wasn’t the biggest on the street. That title belonged to some
multibillionaire yacht club owner who lived across from me. I’d catch him
staring out of his window as his newest young fling swayed around him like a
minx during breakfast. Our eyes would meet, and he’d nod his head as if it to
say, ‘Don’t let this happen to you.’ So, that became my number one rule; never
bring one-night stands over to your place.


But
it seemed my next door neighbor and best friend since college, Nick, didn’t
take that rule very seriously. I waved at the young brunette rushing out from
his front door and into a cab, forcing a pleasant smile on my face as she
flipped everyone in the world the finger. Nick leaned against his front porch
and shot me an innocent look. His clothes were stained with a fresh coat of
paint, signaling a new project. 


“Listen,
Maddox, don’t get mad.” He loved making puns out of my name. “I invited her
over for bacon and orange juice. How was I supposed to know she wanted a side
of monogamy?”


“Kick
her to the curb,” I said. “No one deserves such hell.” He rubbed my shoulder
and invited me inside, where the house that I had purchased several years prior
was beginning to resemble the inside of a painter’s studio. And it had only
been a month since I’d last hired him a cleaning crew. 


“Dang
right.” He left me alone in the giant living room covered in splotches of
yellow and purple. A few blank canvases hung on the wall, where I supposed he
was waiting for the right inspiration to hit him. His latest piece, an
intricate rainbow of dark colors blending to form the outline of a woman, sat
in the corner of the room in front of a dusty flat screen television. Nick was
talented, the best at the university, but as expected, a degree in art wasn’t
getting him much work. I once had a maid that told me a tidy house indicated a
tidy mind, and looking around, I wondered what she’d say about Nick. His mind
was cluttered, indeed, but his creativity is what made him tick. It was his
lifeblood, his spark.


“Thanks
for taking the night off,” he said as he hurried down the tall staircase in a
new outfit that wasn’t covered in paint. “I don’t remember the last time we
went out to the clubs, and spying on your restaurants doesn’t count. Not with
your rule against picking up chicks at your place of business.”


I’d
only made that rule to keep him from getting me hit with a harassment suit.
Over the years, he’d tried to make his way through the females on my staff. “It
wasn’t easy,” I said. “Jackie’s probably banging her head on her desk as we speak, and it’s only lunch
time.” My assistant, a dedicated woman who woke me up every two hours through
the night wanting to discuss meeting points and numbers, was not happy with me.
I agreed to give her the next Monday off, and she reluctantly agreed. We both
knew she wasn’t going to take the day off. The woman had trouble taking an hour
off, and I imagined her home was as
untidy as Nick’s. 


“Well,
your new place is opening up soon, right?” he asked as he carelessly trashed
his kitchen looking for his sunglasses. I spotted them on the top of the
fridge, thick white frames that were painted with splotches of color. 


“On
Alaskan Way,” I confirmed. “Just two weeks left, and then my life is going to
be nothing but ocean breeze, hot ovens, and pissed off millionaires who asked
for their seasoned garlic herb au gratin unseasoned and gluten-free.” I
couldn’t wait.


“Don’t
waste those fancy terms on me,” Nick said. “The only thing I understood was
garlic and free.” He found his sunglasses and slipped them on, checking the
time on his cracked phone.


“I
have to be back in an hour and a half before checking out for the night,” I
said, checking my Rolex. “Means your painting class starts in two.”


“So
do we have time for any of the spots on First?” he asked.


“A
Wednesday at lunch time, on the busiest street in the whole city?” I smiled.
“Of course we have time; come on. I’m feeling sushi.”


Nick
explained his latest motivation for his painting—seeing a woman naked in the
early twilight of morning—as I drove us downtown. I picked our neighborhood, a
gated community which was an average of 20 minutes away from my closest
restaurant, on purpose. It gave us open air, green land, and had the perfect
view of distant mountains, sprawling hills, and cliffs. Nick had been living in
an apartment on the very outskirts of downtown, where I had to resort to using
taxis, and now passenger pick-ups, to get dropped off and picked up or else
risk my car being stolen, or worse, me being mugged. I wasn’t going to let him
live in that hellhole for long, for both of our sakes.


The
wait for our favorite sushi restaurant was an hour and a half, but the hostess
immediately ignored the current patrons in line and gave us the table closest
to the kitchen. Nick hated being forced to watch as the doors swung open and
closed and the heat of the marble stoves
bathed us in warmth, but I loved it. Famous sushi chefs straight from Japan
greeted us and brought over a freshly cut salmon to inspect, and soon our table
was covered in nigiri and sashimi and deep fried sushi rolls that Nick devoured
himself. A sautéed octopus covered in a generous pool of barbecue sauce with a
slight citrus taste finished our lunch, and as the restaurant was beginning to
turn people away with wait times of over two hours, Nick and I leaned back and
nursed our sake. 


“Jackie
still seeing that guy?” Nick asked.


“If
one date a month is considered dating, then yes,” I said. “I offered to be her wingman tonight, but she said they have
something special.” I shrugged. “You start questioning stuff like that and all
of a sudden you’re the jerk boss.” I’d learned to stay out of her business a
long time ago.


“Too
bad.” Nick ordered another sake, claiming
inebriation was good for the creative mind. It’s funny, but most things he
wanted to do were good for the same reason. I grinned, knowing Nick had had a
crush on Jackie for five years, ever since she’d started working for me. “Guess
I’ll just have to pick another curly-haired beauty to give me inspiration.” He
slurred, his gestures becoming more animated. I placed my cup on the table and
gestured for our drinks to be taken away. Our waitress, a new woman in her
early 20s, returned with the check. 


“It’s
probably my last chance to bring anyone home, at least for a while.” I slipped
a card inside without bothering to glance at the total, something Nick scolded
me for often, and left a tip that was
more than most people make in a month. “I’m lucky to get out once a month with
my business having grown to over 100 restaurants.  The next time you see me I’ll be a former
ghost of myself.”


“You
could cut back, you know, or maybe hire someone to help you out,” he suggested,
and we paused for a moment before laughing. “I know, they’re your children.”


“Every
single one is worth it,” I said, thinking about all of my employees and chefs
and the amazing dishes of art that we created. Because while Nick literally
dealt in physical and emotional art, my
recipes were edible works of art. My chain, All You Can Eat, named after a
funny joke my late grandfather always told about coming back until the pans
were licked clean, was my blood and sweat. And preparing for another new
location opening was the closest thing I’ll have to a new baby. The best part…
the restaurant sounded like a diner, and yet it was a four-star restaurant
chain, catering to the upper middle class in every major city and most of the
smaller ones as well. 


“Make
tonight count then,” Nick said as we waited for valet
to bring my car. “It’s your last night of freedom.”



 

I
dropped him off at his house after lunch, where he pointed toward my front
porch with a confused look on his face.


“Were
you expecting company?” he asked. He motioned toward the house.


A
woman stood on my porch, her face scrunched in concentration as she glanced between her phone and my front door. Her hair
was long and blonde, reaching her lower back and falling like satin, and even from where we waited in the car, I
could see that she was beautiful. I had no idea who she was, but my interest
was piqued. It wasn’t every day I had a beautiful stranger show up at my
doorstep.


“I’ll
see you tonight,” I muttered and nearly pushed Nick out of my car. My driveway
circled around a giant fountain, but I didn’t like strangers seeing my personal
items, so I used the second driveway, a
curling path that went behind my house and into the 10-car garage full of
sports and designer cars. I parked, fixed my dark suit, and straightened my
watch, then walked around toward the front where the woman continued to knock
on my door.


“Can
I help you?” I asked, any sense of humor
or inappropriateness in my tone left with Nick. The woman jumped as I hopped up
the marble steps leading to my door. Her eyes were stunning, a bright blue that
matched the sky on a rare sunny day. 


“Maddox
Moore?” she asked with a smile. Oh no, I thought for a moment. She’s here to
sell something.


“Yes?”
I offered a sideways smile. “What can I do for you?”


“Born
December 2, 1983?” She looked at her phone. “Owner of the chain restaurant, All
You Can Eat, which has over 100 locations across the country?”


“A
hundred and three, to be exact. A hundred and four in two weeks,” I added with
as much sarcasm as I could muster. The very top button of her blouse was
unbuttoned, and I eyed it as she spewed off more facts about me that she most
likely Googled. “If we’re sharing information, why don’t you tell me a little
about you?”


A
smile revealed a dimple in her left cheek. It seemed she liked what she heard. 


“I’m
Chelsea Gabbard,” she said. 


“I’m
sorry, do we know each other somehow?” I would have remembered such a beautiful
face.  I stepped back as she slipped a
hand into her purse and grabbed something. I wasn’t sure what she’d pull out of
there, but before I could guess, she paused. Her face scrunched up a moment,
before shaking her head and retreating her hand. 


“No.
I guess you can say I’m a fan of yours. I want to open my own restaurant one
day, too. You’re a bit of an inspiration
to me.” She looked at my house. “I would do anything to live like this.” The
adoration was tinged with a hint of bitterness that reflected in her tone, but
I was intrigued.


“Well,
would you like to come in?” I ignored my first rule, but this woman, despite
her attractiveness, just wanted some advice, it seemed. I also had 20 minutes
to spare before returning to work. 


“I
would love that; thank you.” She straightened her purse strap on her shoulder
and followed me. That was my first mistake. 


The
front door opened to my family room, where vaulted ceilings end in a glass dome
and giant portraits commissioned by Nick hung on the walls. Furniture chosen by
a French designer decorated the room, and rich, red and gold carpet finished
it. I had two giant televisions on each end,
and a saltwater aquarium that ran down
the length of the room toward the kitchen. It was one of my favorite things
about the place, and the peaceful glow
illuminated the entire stretch as the rippling reflections from the water cast
across the floor and walls. Chelsea stared at all of it in awe, her jaw
dropping as she followed me into the kitchen. 


I
slid my gaze across her body from head to
toe. “Are you hungry?” I asked. “I could whip up something special for you.”


She
grinned at my innuendo, but after one look at my kitchen, a chef’s dream and nightmare at the same time, it seemed as if she
made up her mind.


“You
already have,” she said, and pulled something out of her purse. Pictures. Of a
baby. A tiny baby with a bald head and bright blue eyes in one photograph, and
it slowly grew until it had a head full of hair in the rest of the pictures. 


Bile hit the back of my throat as I snatched
the small stack from her hands. This was a cruel prank indeed. “What the heck
is this, some kind of sick joke?” I thumbed through the photos and then pushed
them at her.  “Get out of my house.” I’d never used force
with a woman, but part of me wanted to
drag her out kicking and screaming.


“You
don’t remember me? Well, I’m not surprised someone like you would have a nasty
memory for such things, I mean, I didn’t think you would, even if you do. But
you’re not getting off so easily.” She looked at me as if I were a bug she
wanted to squish. “Two years ago you were drunk as trash at Trinities. You met
me in the bathroom, said you had plans to open your 100th restaurant;
remember?” She practically spat her words, they flew from her mouth so fast.


I
paused, searching my mind for a specific memory. It was two years ago; who the
hell would remember small details like that? But the timing made sense. Two
years ago, I was planning my 100th
restaurant. We had a blowout celebration because of it. It was one of the
things on my bucket list and I’d reached it so fast it made my head spin.
I glanced at the woman. Incredible.


But
then again, this wouldn’t be the first time some crazy lady tried scamming me
out of money. It happened all too often,
unfortunately; heck, I was probably the supposed father of at least 100 kids. I
wouldn’t deny I’d spread it around, but I wouldn’t consider myself a careless
man, either. It didn’t pay to be reckless. Not with my wealth.


“I
want a paternity test.”


She
belted a laugh like I had all the audacity in the world. “I expected you might, and I have no issue with that.” She
seemed so certain, and I wasn’t going to stand around arguing.


“Then
you can leave me the details, and I’ll
show you out.” I pushed the photos into her hand,
and she stuffed them into her purse as if they weren’t more than used napkins
for the waste bin. Then, after telling me what time and place, she left without
saying much else.


I
called Nick, needing to tell someone what had happened, if only to assure
myself it was real.


The
phone rang three times until he picked it up. His breath was labored, and he admitted running across his
house to the phone. I imagined the thing was now covered in paint, as was
everything in the artist’s home.


I
took a deep breath and prepared to drop the bomb. “A woman showed up here
tonight.”


He
gave a half-hearted cheer. “Good for you, man. I hope you got laid. Was she
hot?”


“It
seems I did, maybe. Heck, I hope not.” I raked my fingers through my hair and
paced the room.


“What?
Slow down and explain. You sound a bit shaken,
and that’s not like you at all.” The phone went silent as he waited for my
response.


I
took a deep breath and let the words spill. “She says she’s the mother of my
child.”


Nervous
laughter sounded and was quickly stifled, as if he couldn’t believe it. “I hope
you’re getting proof of that before taking her word for it.”


“Don’t
worry about that. I’ve ordered a test.” The bad thing about ordering that test
was it could come back positive, and then there’d be no denying it. There was a
certainty about the woman, a desperation that seemed genuine enough to make me
nervous.


Nick
let out a long breath through the phone. “Don’t worry, Maddox, you know it’s
not yours. She’s some gold digger looking for a quick score and—”


“I
think she’s right. Something in my gut is screaming at me that she is.” The
longer I thought about it, the more
nervous I became.


“I’ll
come with you for moral support if you want. You know, to make sure you don’t
attack anyone like they do on Maury or Springer.” His half-hearted attempt at
making me laugh was falling short, but I appreciated it all the same. He was a
true friend, and it felt better knowing
that I had someone on my side.


“I’ll
do this myself. I’ll let you know what happens,” I said and hung up. I went to
the kitchen and poured myself a drink. After throwing it back like a shot, I
left the glass and took the entire bottle, sipping it like a wino on payday.


The
rest of the night was spent in a drunken stupor in my kitchen. A baby? It was
impossible. My restaurants were my babies. 


I
met Chelsea in the early morning two days later in front of a family planning
clinic to take the test. I didn’t say more than good morning as she led me
inside. I couldn’t help but wonder how familiar she was with the place as she signed us in and took a seat in the
dingy lobby. We both stared ahead in silence for the first few minutes until
she took a magazine from the table and thumbed through it. I wasn’t sure how
she could focus. My mind was racing a mile a minute.


Finally, they came in and took me to the back
to a small triage-type area, and I gave
them a sample. Then it was back to the drab lobby with the fake plants and
tattered chairs that were a leftover from decades past to await the
results.  I sat next to Chelsea to be polite, but still didn’t speak. I had nothing
to say.


Instead, I thought of every sacrifice I’d
ever made to make my mark on society, to make a name for myself. I thought of
all the hard work it took to even make my first restaurant, all the years of
slaving away in a nasty kitchen in the middle of the ghetto. I thought of my
future, branching out to 200, 300, maybe 500 All You Can Eat locations across
the country. It was a pipe dream, but if I could pull it off, I’d go down in
history with the greats of restaurant creation. 



“Mr.
Moore?” the nurse called, and I looked up. “We’re ready for you.” I stood, and followed her into the room. 


And
then I thought about how a baby would ruin it all.

















 

Chapter Two


Everly



 

There
was nothing I couldn’t do. I held my up head and walked proudly across the
stadium, smiling like a crazy person as the President of Northwest Culinary
Institute handed me my certificate. The paper was thinner than I expected,
considering how much it cost, but my
heart soared to new heights. I was officially a chef. Or, at least I would be
as soon as I got a job as a chef. 


The
sky was as dreary as ever as I left graduation, but that wasn’t going to ruin
my incredibly happy mood. I deserved some happiness. I considered all the
restaurants I was going to apply at, making a list in my head as I walked
through the crowd of families who had attended the graduation. I had a mental
list of five restaurants, possibly even that new one opening in two weeks, when I found my own family. More so, my
niece found me as she attacked my legs.


“Everly!”
She slammed into me so hard that I wobbled a bit and then lost my balance.
Before I could right myself, my knees caved
and I found the ground.


Belle
stared at me with wide eyes and a curled-up bottom lip. I’d dragged her down
with me and the both of us were struggling to get up. 


“Belle!”
My sister, Lacey, scolded her 3-year daughter as Belle leaned against me to get
to her feet. Lacey grabbed her by the shoulders and heaved her up. “I’m sorry,
Everly; she only gets this excited when she sees you.” 


I
cringed a little, wishing I could say the same. It wasn’t as if I hated her,
but she had a way of annoying me, and for
some reason, she took to me like a bee to
a flower, but instead of bringing me honey, she more times than not stung the
garbage out of me. 


“It’s
okay,” I said, and smiled as my mom and Lacey helped me up. 


“Say
you’re sorry, Belle,” Lacey said, and the
little girl apologized. Her hair was the same as the rest of the women in our
family; dark red and silky, and she had a dusting of freckles that only I
shared. Lacey’s red,  curly hair was
clearly in need of a deep shampoo and cut, and stood out in stiff waves in a
ponytail. My mom had her red hair cut short, and all four of us shared green
eyes, though I’d been told mine were always the brightest and biggest. Lacey
had once told me how she’d always envied them and thought hers were the color
of moss. 


“Congrats,”
Lacey said as she hugged me. “I’m so proud of you;
I knew you could do it. Now you get to be the family’s personal chef.”


Our
mother scoffed and pulled me into a tight
hug. “You’re going to need a better job than that. If an MBA in finance wasn’t
enough, you just had to get a useless culinary degree. Now you have to pay them
both off.” Lacey rolled her eyes and mouthed an apology. 


I
winced, though I was not surprised at how quickly our mom spoiled the
afternoon. For some reason, me pushing myself to take more credits in school
than anyone else annoyed her. Having completed my bachelor’s in three years and
my master’s in a year wasn’t celebrated, but rather had become a point of
contention. It was almost as if she didn’t want me to push myself. Tough trash.
I was who I was. And being a chef was something that came up after I’d gotten my master’s. 


“I’ll
treat all of us to lunch; come on. Lacey, you need to save your money for
Belle’s gymnastics, and don’t get me started on how much money you have to
save, Everly.” She clutched her handbag tight against her breasts and shook her
head, as if to shake that very thought from her brain. Lacey and I followed our
mother to her car, where Belle was showing me how she could strap herself into
her own car seat. I faked a smile and pretended to listen, but all I could
think about was my mother’s disappointment in me. Nothing I’d ever do would be
good enough. Not many people were good enough in my mother’s eyes. She’d always
been hard on us and tough as nails. She took that strong single mother role to
a new level, but only when she was single. When she had a man, she ignored us, and oh, how I wished she
had a man. 


“Everly,
couldn’t you at least try a little harder, and would you please answer, Belle?”
Lacey gestured toward her daughter, who still hadn’t gotten her car seat
buckled properly.


“She
said she could do it herself,” I muttered under my breath as I reached over and
clicked her in properly. Lacey rolled her eyes and squeezed Belle’s hand. It
wasn’t my fault if I just didn’t feel the same level of attachment to Belle,
and I wished Lacey would understand that. I didn’t want my own children, so
what made her think I would want to deal with hers? Don’t get me wrong, I loved
the little fiend, but I didn’t quite have the instincts or the interest to pick
up Lacey’s slack all the time.


“Are
you in the mood for sushi?” Mom asked. Lacey and I didn’t bother responding. It
didn’t matter what we were in the mood for because our mother would have her
way, as usual. “Good, let’s get some sushi.”



 

After
finding out that the wait for Mom’s favorite sushi place was two hours long, we
settled for a burger joint. We took our seats, me grimacing as Belle demanded
to sit next to me but refused a booster seat. I picked up the menu and scanned
it.


“They
have a wonderful lettuce burger here,” Mom said. I glanced at her. 


“I
eat my burgers with buns,” I said. Belle and I exchanged a glance, wrinkling
our noses at the thought of bunless burgers.


“I’m
just saying you could use a little moderation,” she said, and Lacey groaned. My mother had always been on the two of us
about our figures, even though we were not unhealthy. 


The
waitress took our order, and I ordered a burger with a double order of fries
just to see the grimace on mom’s face. She pursed her lips as our food arrived.


“So,
what about that new guy you’ve been seeing?” Mom asked Lacey. She wrinkled her
nose.


“Oh,
Fred? No, our third date was a disaster. I haven’t called him since,” she said. “Plus, he freaked when he
found out about Belle anyways. I don’t need that kind of man in my life.”


“You
can’t blame him,” I said. “You didn’t tell him you had a kid until the third
date.” Mom glared at me and gestured toward Belle. “Oh, come off it. She
doesn’t know what I’m saying.”


Belle
and I dipped our fries into her milkshake and munched on them as Lacey and Mom
discussed their future plans for Belle.


“I
can’t believe I have to start considering where to take her to preschool next
year,” Lacey said. I glanced at the younger version of all of us. She was
growing up fast, and soon enough she’d be
a young woman. I remembered being her age, back when I had a better outlook on
children and families. I had wanted to grow up and marry a rich prince and live
in his huge castle and have lots of children so I could have a big playground
on the castle grounds. I’d even dreamt of a moat,
only I’d wanted to make it into a giant ball pit. Looking back, I was an
unusual child.


I
watched as Belle tried to sit taller so
her elbows reached the table, and she could almost do it. She gave up and took
to her knees, leaning over her milkshake where she dipped a fry to the bottom. “She’s getting so big,” I
said. 


“Forget
about Belle’s future; what about yours?” Mom asked me. “What are your plans
now?”


Lacey
sat her burger on her tray and looked at me. I wondered if she was losing her
appetite. Mom had a way with that too.


“I
don’t know.” I shrugged. “Does it matter? Whatever’s going to happen is going
to happen regardless of whether it’s planned or not. You know I like to
experience life without fussing over unnecessary things. There’s no point in
thinking about the future.”


Mom
scoffed. “Whatever’s going happen is going to happen? Really? Que será, será? I
don’t know what kind of fantasy world you’re living in, sweetheart, but take it
from me, that Doris Day was full of garbage.” Mother sipped her drink and Belle giggled.


“Everly,
why don’t you live with us for a bit?” Lacey offered as she finished a bite. I
stole a fry from Belle’s plate, who frowned. “I have a friend who could get you
a job at one of the restaurants near the pier.”


“Oh,
the one with the fish tacos?” I asked. “I love their fish tacos. They’re some
of the best around.”


“Yeah,
Pier’s Fishes. It’s a beginner’s job, but at least it’s something. And Belle
and I would love the extra company.” Lacey added, and I felt a stab of pity.
Lacey’s mongrel ex-husband, Frank, left both her and Belle completely alone two
and a half years ago. 


I
considered the offer for a moment longer than I’d like to admit. It wasn’t that
I didn’t love them both, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to impose on them. Lacey
had already done so much to help me over the years.


“Thanks,
but I can probably find a cheap apartment. I’m not the greatest roommate, and
it’s been 12 years since we’ve shared a house together. I don’t want to depend
on you for more than I already have,” I said. 


Mom
paid the check and regarded me with a scowl. “You’re going to rent an
apartment?” She shook her head. “No, you’re moving in with me until you find a
job that can pay off both of your degrees and we’ll figure out where to go from
there. You need to start planning and preparing for the real world, Everly.
This sort of attitude is exactly why there are homeless people living across
the street from this very diner. Do you want to be homeless?”


My
mother’s rant made up my mind, as it usually did. Having lived in the dorms for
the last few years, I was used to roommates, and my sister and her kiddo would
be a welcome distraction from life. 


I
looked back at Lacey and Belle. “Do you still need a third roommate?”


Belle
clapped her hands and cheered, then knocked over her milkshake. The lost fry
floated through the creamy mess and found its way to my blouse.


What
had I signed up for?

















 

Chapter Three


Maddox



 

Nick
met me in between our houses, in a garden pathway that connected our spacious
backyards. His tan skin was covered in fresh paint, and as he slipped on his sunglasses, he transferred some of that paint
onto the lenses.


“Incredible.”
He cursed and wiped them off on the only white part of his shirt. “I have to
stop doing that.”


“Why?
You’re turning 500 dollar glasses into a work of art,” I said. Nick looked at
his glasses in consideration.


“I
could probably sell this for another two or three hundred on top of that,” he
mentioned. “Good business idea.” I nodded. 


“Seven
days left,” I said with a sigh. “Alaskan Way is opening in seven days, and I
still don’t have my entire team assembled.” 


“Screw
that,” Nick said. “Probably doesn’t help that Chelsea might try and force you
into that kid’s life. Can you imagine? You? A dad?” I didn’t tell him that I’d
been doing my best not imagining that. 


“I
gave her two million in alimony just to keep both her and that baby away from
me. I haven’t heard from her since, but dang, it’s still worrying me. I can’t
sleep, I’m barely eating. Jackie knows something’s wrong, but I haven’t told her. Nick. How did this happen?
I’ve never even wanted kids; I was always careful.”


“Let’s
just get some lunch, get your mind off of it.” Nick offered. “You’re buying.”


We
took my newest car, a blue Ferrari with a gray stripe and soft leather seats,
and the wind in our faces and power beneath my hand as I switched gears made me
feel better. Lunch was Italian, and the chef personally catered to our table; a
big guy, Romano, who taught me when I was younger how to make pasta from
scratch. I savored the meaty sauce of the spaghetti and popped meatball after
meatball into my mouth as Nick took giant bites of strangozzi al tradeoff nero. His dish looked so good that I
ordered a plate of it, and ate that as well.


We
emptied a bottle of wine throughout lunch, and Nick looked appreciative as
another bottle was brought to us.


“One
day you’re going to own the restaurant world. You know that?” Nick said.


“With
the way things have been going, I have to admit that you just might be right.”
I smiled. “I just need the right people in the right places, and boom! Things
will grow almost like a compounding interest scenario. Just have to grind.”


“Are
you ever going to branch to overseas?” he asked, and I considered it.


“In
a few years, yeah. Nothing’s tying me down here, so I might as well reach for
global domination,” I said, and Nick cheered to that. Dessert was brought to
us, two cannolis with a generous amount of chocolate shavings sprinkled on top
of oozing cream. They were crunchy and light and fresh, and I personally
thanked Romano as he checked in on us.


“I
think this new painting is really starting to get the right attention,” he
said, with a light in his eye. “It’s already creating some buzz around the
community. There’s a rumor of an offer, and it’s only a rumor, but if it’s
true, it might be enough to start paying you back for everything you’ve done.
Not a year too soon.”


I
waved him off. “Don’t worry about it, Nick. Just focus on your art.”


“I’m
serious.” He held up a hand as our server poured our wine into two half-empty
glasses. “You bought me my house, helped me more than anyone ever has in my
life. I’m going to pay you back one day.”


I
held the wine up to my mouth. 


“I
just need to know that you’re okay,” I said. “Just be happy working on your
passion, and that’s enough.”


I
knew it was difficult for Nick to take anything freely given to him. In his
house growing up, a nasty one-story loft with four siblings, an absent father, and an abusive mother, gifts and
presents were always with strings attached. And even those were rare. Nick’s
never had anyone in his life, except me. 


“Thanks,
man,” Nick said and finished his drink. “Still, I’ll make it up to you.”


The
check never arrived; instead, Romano came
personally to say it was taken care of, from one chef to another, and I left a
ridiculous tip that would have covered the check plus double. Nick thanked me
for lunch, and I kindly reminded him that it was his idea in the first place.


“What
can I say? I have great ideas.”


I
dropped Nick off at his house and pulled into my front driveway, in front of
the fountain, as I only had maybe 10 minutes to change clothes and head back to
work. My phone chimed like crazy as I parked, and I unlocked it to find a
million texts from Jackie confirming and reconfirming and then changing and
then reconfirming the change and asking for a
confirmation on the opening night’s menu. I sent her a quick reply
saying I’m on my way back, and that I didn’t bother reading a single thing she
sent.


I
stayed focused on my phone as I walked up the steps to my front door, and almost tripped over a young girl,
probably no more than 12, holding a good-sized baby wrapped in a pink blanket. 


“Um,
can I help you?” I gave her an odd look and stepped back, slipping my phone
into my pocket. “This is private property.”


“Here,
Mister.” She lifted a note that I took from her before she stood up. “Some lady
paid me 20 bucks to wait on you. Took you long enough.”


“What?”
I glanced down at the note. 



 

I can’t do this.


She’s your problem now.


I just can’t do this; I never wanted a baby. I don’t want her.



 

-Chelsea



 

My
stomach turned to stone and plummeted to my feet as bile hit the back of my
throat. I wasn’t sure what to say, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t get my
tongue to work anyway. 


“Well,
here. This is yours.” She handed me the baby and jogged down the street as I
turned to watch her go. 


What the heck just happened?


I
moved the baby back as she wiggled in my arms. The smile on her little face
should have filled me with joy, but terror was all I experienced at the moment.
She was beautiful though, breathtaking. She had a head full of blonde curls,
and stunning blue eyes. It was the same baby from the photographs. My baby.
Abby.

















 

Chapter Four


Everly



 

It
didn’t take long for my nightmare to come true. I stuffed a pillow over my head
as tiny hands grabbed at my sheets and pulled them off. I groaned and flipped
onto my stomach. That was my first mistake.


“Auntie!”
Belle yelled as she climbed onto the bed and jumped on the very tiny space
around me. Her knee landed on my rear, and
she fell onto my back, but that didn’t stop her from picking herself back up
and jumping toward my head. “Auntie! You’ve been sleeping forever!”


“No,
I haven’t,” I moaned. There was no sleeping forever while living with the most
annoying 3-year-old in the world. I’d asked her and her mother a million times
not to barge in on me, but neither listened.


“But
Mommy says you have,” she said, and I pushed her off of me, her small frame splaying across the bed as she giggled. I
yawned big and slid out of bed. 


“Oh,
she did?” I pursed my lips, not entirely surprised. Lacey was always the
judgmental sister. Belle began to climb off the bed,
but I wrapped my blanket around her and rolled her up like a burrito. “Have fun
getting out of that.” I joked and left my room as she giggled behind me. Hopefully that would buy some time before she
came back for me. 


A
stack of pancakes and plate of bacon waited on the dining table as Lacey stood
in the kitchen and prepared dinner using a crock pot and a pile of chicken
breasts. 


“Sending
your spawn to wake me up? That’s low, Lacey,” I said and plopped down on the
couch in the living room and pulled the small throw blanket across my lap. 


“Getting
your kids to do your dirty work is the best part of having them,” she called
from the kitchen. “You’ll learn one day.”


“No,
thank you.” I unlocked my phone and scrolled through my social media, barely
reading the headlines of sensationalized news articles before flipping to the
next one. “This world doesn’t need any more children,” I mumbled.


“What
was that?” Lacey brought over a plate of freshly cooked pancakes and sat it on
the table. Soft butter was slowly melting off the sides, and the fluffy cakes
were bathed in a generous amount of sticky maple syrup. My stomach growled.
“Are you nervous?”


“About
what? My new job on Monday?” I cut into the pancakes and savored each delicious
bite. “Not nervous. Excited. I’m just a lower cook, but it shouldn’t be too
hard to move up the ladder. I’ll be head chef soon enough.” I’d already decided
that the job was mine and my determination would pay off in the end. 


“And
then you’ll have time to find a man?” Lacey asked as Belle ran toward me. Her
red curls bounced as she jumped on the couch and started pulling my arm. 


“There’s
toys in my room! Come play with me, please,” Belle yelled, and Lacey picked her
up and sat her on the other side of the couch. 


“Don’t
crowd your auntie, and calm down. We’re having a conversation.” My sister’s
tone told me I wasn’t the only one growing weary from Belle. She was full of energy, and I wondered if it was all the maple
syrup. Lacey plopped down between us.


“I’ll
have less time for men when I’m head chef,” I said. “Plus, I don’t want to find
a man.” Just the idea made me roll my eyes. Why did it seem like finding a
husband was more important than graduating? 


“It
doesn’t matter what you want.” Lacey struggled as Belle attempted to climb over
her lap to get to me. “It just happens. Like I just so happened to run into
this really good-looking guy while dropping Lacey off at daycare the other day.
And he just so happened to ask for my number.” A sly smile spread across her
lips.


“You
know I hate bringing this up, Lace, but look at every woman in this family.
What do they have in common?”


“Other
than red hair and skin that burns too easily?” Lacey’s brow rose and then she
giggled.


“Divorce.”
I sighed. “I am literally the only woman in the family who isn’t divorced.
You’re the only one who hasn’t been divorced
twice. You might want to mention that to this new guy of yours.”


Lacey
laughed. “I guess that’s something to be proud of.”


“It
really isn’t,” I mumbled. “I don’t want that for myself. What’s the point in
falling in love if it’s so easily broken?” 


Our
own father left Mom when Lacey was six. I barely remember him, just the faint
memory of his cologne and how his dark hair stood up like a cockatoo in the
early mornings. Mom was alone for barely a year before she met our stepfather,
Greg, who ended up being an abusive jerk who cheated on her every weekend.
He lasted a year. And then there was Mason, the last stepdad, who promised Mom the
world and left her with herpes and debt. Our home was broken, and because of
it, I too felt broken. I didn’t trust men not to ruin my life or leave me
again.


“Because
you’re left with something amazing.” Lacey smiled at Belle, who even I had to
admit was being annoyingly cute as she snuck beneath our legs to steal the rest
of my pancakes. 


“Another
kid growing up in a broken home,” I said, and immediately knew I had gone too
far as Lacey tensed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. Belle is lucky; she has a family who loves her. And a
mom who has time to raise her. But I don’t have that time; I have a career to focus on.”


“Is
your career enough to make you happy?” Lacey asked. I considered that for a
moment. Would years of running around a hot kitchen, blending ingredients and
creating new recipes for people to try and critique, and yelling at the
inexperienced cooks as they struggle to even boil the appropriate amount of
water, make me happy? Yes, I realized. It would. Lacey shook her head and
sighed. 


“How
about I make you some lunch?” I offered and set my plate in the sink. 


“I
did barely get a bite out of those pancakes.”
Lacey admitted. I searched through the kitchen until I had all the ingredients
for two chickpea sunflower sandwiches. I sliced through tomatoes, chopped up
lettuce, and toasted sunflowers as Belle prepared the plates. She absolutely
loved helping me cook, though it’d cost
quite a few shattered dishes. 


“Where are your chips?” I asked as I dug
through a pantry. 


“Dang
it; I forgot to buy some.” Lacey’s phone
began to ring.


“It’s
okay; I can oven-roast some squash and
make butternut chips.” I started prepping the oven, adjusting the racks and
setting the temp and timers. 


“Hey,
Mom,” Lacey said, and I cursed. “Yeah.
No. Sorry, I meant to call you back. Oh, you called her as well?” Lacey glanced
at me. “No, she’s been up all morning.” I sighed and mouthed a ‘thanks.’ “Did you still want to talk to her?”
Lacey asked Mom, and I shook my head and frantically waved my arms. 


“No!”
I whispered roughly, but Lacey smiled. 


“Yeah,
she’s right here. Here you go.”


I
groaned and accepted the phone. Lacey, now free from the judgments of our mother, snickered at me as I
turned toward the oven, wondering if my
sister would fit if I took out the racks.


I
covered the phone with a hand. “Don’t piss off the person making your food,” I
said, and uncovered the phone. “Hello?” I answered as if I had no idea who was
on the other line. 


“I
thought you started working already?” Mom asked. She clearly had no interest in
small talk; going right for my jugular. 


“I
told you a million times, it starts Monday,” I said, while I sliced butternut
squash. 


“So
what have you been doing this weekend?” she asked, and I glared at Lacey.


“I
don’t know, Mom. Cooking? Getting ready for a job that starts in two days?”
Lacey chuckled as she left the kitchen. “I had to get my uniform ready. I do
have a life and things to do, Mother.”


“How
much money are paying on your loans?” she asked, and I sat the knife down. I
didn’t trust myself not to throw it. “If you’re only paying the minimum due, it
won’t be paid off in your lifetime. You need to go to a financial adviser and
see what they suggest. Maybe double or triple the amounts, whenever you get a
real job.”


“This
is a real job.” I raked my hand through my hair and let out a long breath of
frustration. “Like, as in it’s an actual job that pays steadily.”


“You
know what I meant,” Mom said. Her voice was so strained, I waited for a vocal
cord to snap.


“Actually,
I don’t,” I said, but she ignored me. 


“Just
because you’re not paying your sister rent doesn’t mean you can live there
forever. You need a real job so you can pay your loans and get your own place.
Poor Belle is going to think you’re her older sister.” I could hear another
woman speaking in the background, asking Mom if she wanted a dark red or
regular red. I wondered if she was getting her nails painted or her gray roots
dyed.


“Are
you getting a pedicure?” I asked. “And I’m pretty sure Belle knows I’m her
aunt. She’s not that young, and she calls
me Auntie.”


“Yes,
I’m getting a pedicure. You won’t be able to afford one for a long time,
though,” she said, and I smashed my
forehead against the steel microwave. “But make sure you keep clipping your
toenails anyway, and maybe try to find a
brand of polish that won’t wash off with those awful shoes you insist on
wearing.”


Lacey
walked by the kitchen with a laundry
hamper in her arms. I flipped her off as Mom continued her tirade against my
entire wardrobe. Lacey smiled sweetly. She’d had her fair share of the same
type of phone calls when she was my age, and I couldn’t imagine the calls the
woman had given her during her divorce. I had no doubt that she hadn’t been as
understanding as any other normal mother who’d gone through the same thing.


At
least I’d never have a chance to be a horrible mother.

















 

Chapter Five


2 Years Later


Maddox



 

For
the first time in months, I woke up to my own alarm instead of the warning
screeches of a t3-year-old toddler preparing to jump on my bed. It was quiet,
and I glanced at my phone to confirm that it was in fact time to get up. 


But
I hadn’t had the chance to sleep in for so long, and the plush comforter was
swallowing my body and whispering promises into my ears of warmth and sleep. My
muscles sunk into the bed, and I almost allowed myself to be pulled in, until a very funny thought crossed my mind.


The
bed was too empty. And my house too quiet.


With
a groan, I pushed myself out of the bed
and walked down the hall from my room. The door was open, and I tried remembering
if I left it open or if she did.


“Kiddo,”
I said as I entered the room. “What’s the point of having you around if you’re
not going to wake me up?”


A
figure rolled up in a tight blanket moaned in her blue bed bedazzled with real
diamonds and way too much glitter. My mother had gone a little crazy with the
whole grandmother role. 


“Hey,
kiddo? Are you awake?” I said again and sat on the edge of the bed. A soft,
blonde curl lay across a pillow, and as the figure moved, more curls fell
alongside it.


“Not
yet,” a whiny voice cried. I laughed. Seemed like we had something in common.


“Abby?”
I asked and got no reply. Her bed was big enough for both of us to lie side by side, or her dangling across my chest and off
the bed. I scooted in close and nestled beneath the blankets. “Oh, Abby,” I
whispered. “I see you in there. How about you come out and make my day
brighter.”


A
light blue eye peeked out from a set of thick eyelashes, and her rosy cheeks
failed at hiding a smile, but she stayed still,
and the eye closed. 


“You’re
still sleeping, huh?” I said, and as confirmation
she made a loud snoring noise. “Oh, too bad, because if you weren’t sleeping, I
wouldn’t have to do this!” I yelled and furiously tickled her.


Abby,
my wonderful 3-year-old daughter who often claimed that tickling betrayed her
sense of trust—thanks Nick, for teaching her that phrase—exploded with laughter
and desperately tried to escape my hands. 


“Now
you’re awake?” I asked as we both settled down.


“Yes,
Daddy.” She playfully slapped my hand. “With my lack of trust.”


“You
don’t know what that means,” I reminded her, but she loved to repeat it. 


“Is
today a fundraiser?” she asked, not for the first time. She’d been going on and
on about getting to go to the event and had even begged me to let her choose
what she got to wear. 


“Yes,
Abby. Today’s the fundraiser. Are you excited to go with me?” I was thrilled
when my name appeared on the donor list of the Children’s Jump for the Sky
event, a local fundraiser that raised money for public schools. It wasn’t that
I didn’t donate to my fair share of charities, but it’s nice to be asked. The
best part was seeing Abby’s face light up when I asked her to come along. 


“I
get to dress up!” she squealed. “With glitter, and rhinestones, and diamonds,
and lipstick.” She just loved repeating every single word she heard. “Daddy,
where’s your lipstick?”


“Stop
listening to everything Uncle Nick says,” I said. “And I don’t have lipstick.
Plus, you’re way too young for that, and
you don’t need it. You’re beautiful without it. Now, get dressed so we can go
to the fundraiser.”


“Is
Uncle Nick there?” she asked as she ran into her walk-in closet. I wondered
often if maybe it was a bit much for a toddler, but she loved her closet. 


“We’re
picking him up at his house,” I said. “I’m going to get your breakfast ready;
meet me downstairs when you’re done.”


“Mushroom
and onion omelet?” she asked, hope blossoming in her voice. “Is it a mushroom
and onion omelet?”


I
smiled. Any other child would literally run from an omelet with mushrooms and
onions in it, but my Abby loved them. It helped that Nick had told her that’s
what all the Disney princesses eat.


“And
spinach,” I added and left, chuckling as
she screamed with excitement and rushed to get the rest of her clothes on. It
didn’t take much to please her.


I
plated her breakfast and waited next to
the marble table. Abby bounced down the stairs in a bright pink shirt made of
satin, and a blue wool skirt. “How do I look, Daddy?” She reached the bottom of
the stairs and twirled in circles.


 It didn’t match, that much was obvious, but I
wasn’t about to discourage her creativity or damage her spirit; besides, I
didn’t know anything about fashion, either. “You look beautiful, darling.
You’ll be the prettiest girl there.” I pulled out her chair and she climbed in, struggling in the wool skirt, but finally
getting herself righted in the chair so she could see her omelet. She picked up
her fork and I watched as she took the first bite and gave me a thumbs up. 


After
she’d finished her breakfast, we left holding hands. “Does Uncle Nick have
lipstick?” Abby asked swinging our arms as we walked to Nick’s house. 


I
contemplated the question. “None that you’d want to use,” I said, and made her
promise that she wasn’t going to slather paint on her lips. 


She
looked up at me with narrowed lids, her chin lifted and set in a way that made
me wonder what she was thinking. Finally,
she found her question. “How many people are going to be there?”


“Lots
of people, I don’t know the exact number, but hundreds.”


Before
I could take another breath, she asked another. “What is it for?”


I
glanced down to find her staring at her feet as she walked. “A charity for
children and schools.”


“I’m
going to go to school soon, Daddy. Do you know everyone there?”


The
questions came faster than I could answer, and I did my best. “Do I know anyone
where?”


“Where
is it? The fundraiser, Daddy.”


“I
might know a few people.” I was sure I was a question or two behind on my answers, but luckily, we approached the
steps to Nick’s door.


She’d
managed to squeeze a couple more questions in on me, and I answered each one as we waited for Nick to answer the
door.


I
heard his heavy footsteps approaching,
and then the door swung open.


“Do
you have lipstick?” Abby shouted as he appeared. His hair was cut a little
shorter than normal, but still fell over his ears, and he wore a tailored black
and gray suit that was cut against his tall form. 


He
glanced at me with a puzzled expression,
and I shrugged. “None that you’d want to use,” he joked and picked Abby up. It
was amazing how much the two of us thought alike. Abby squealed and hugged his
neck, giggling as he tickled her sides.


“You’re
betraying my sense of trust, Uncle Nick!” she screamed over and over until Nick
eventually sat her back down. 


“Thanks
for that, by the way,” I said. “You know 3-year-olds
repeat literally everything they hear.” It wasn’t the worst thing she’d
repeated from Nick, and I’d had to have a
talk with her about a few of the words.


Nick
scratched his neck as Abby held onto his other hand.


“I
didn’t know she eavesdrops on me from her window,” he admitted, “But hey, I
told Kelly to keep it quiet next time.”


“Uncle
Nick, will you sit next to me?” Abby pulled on his sleeve and gave him the same
wide eyes that she often used on me. They were irresistible. He kneeled in
front of her.


He
released a long breath, content to give into her, a slave to her charm. “Of
course; there’s nowhere else I’d rather sit.”


I
checked my watch and urged them to follow
as we settled into my new car, an Alfa Romeo Giuilia.
Nick always took a deep breath as he entered my car and had once admitted that
he couldn’t get enough of the way it smelled. I’d teased him and told him that
was my cologne, but he hadn’t laughed.


“We’ll
get there about 15 minutes before the fundraiser starts,” I said, and Abby
cheered. 


“Uncle
Nick, don’t forget, you’re sitting next to me!” she reminded him, and Nick
smiled. 



 

Parking
at the fundraiser was a nightmare, which is why both Nick and I chuckled as we
pulled straight into the VIP line and waited no more than a minute before an
attendant took my keys and parked for me. The Children’s Foundation was a
building in the middle of downtown, with foot traffic from every direction. It
was sleek and clean, with portraits of poorly drawn imaginary creatures hanging
on every wall. Nick and Abby spent a moment critiquing them until I pointed out that the names scribbled into the corners
were of children in foster care.


“Don’t
repeat anything I just said,” Nick told
Abby, who nodded. But Nick and I both knew we’d have to keep an eye on her. She
was liable to strike up the very same conversation inside the event with a
stranger. My little girl never had met one,
and I’d had the ‘don’t talk to strangers’
speech with her on several occasions, each time explaining the definition.


Our
table was toward the middle of the floor, and I was thankful that the guests
beside us weren’t strangers. No forced, awkward conversations, at least. Maria,
a wealthy startup owner, asked Abby about
her hobbies, while her husband, Charles, asked me about my latest car. We
bonded over the Giuilia as food arrived, and the music hushed down until a
woman dressed in a smooth black dress took the stage. She began reading the
names of donors to the foundation, and I was particularly happy that she wasn’t
specifically mentioning the amount of the donations. I’d had that happen before, and it had embarrassed me so badly it
was months before I’d attended another event. But they were all for a good cause, and I never minded opening my wallet for
any one of them.


“You
probably donated more than everyone else combined,” Nick leaned over and said
next to my ear. I shrugged as the woman said my name. I probably did, but I
didn’t want to have that conversation at any time or place.


“It’s
a good cause,” I said. “But I don’t want anyone knowing how much I donated.” I
kept my voice quiet, hoping my friend would understand I didn’t want to let too
many people catch wind of the amount, much less me talking about money.


The
woman finished reading the donors, and I held Abby’s hand as Nick and I stopped by the bar. A whiskey on ice
and straight bourbon later, we walked through the floor and greeted the other
donors. I knew several of them, and met quite a few I hadn’t before. All in
all, it was pleasant, and at least Abby was behaving and seemed to enjoy
herself.


“Maddox!”
someone yelled, and I turned to find an old friend. 


“Phil,
how are you?” I asked. We shook hands, his old, wrinkled fingers feeling rather
clammy for the chilled temperature. Phil owned a restaurant on Third Street,
and I’d helped him out quite a few times on his neverending menu changes.


“Good.
Just want to get this over with. Dang fundraisers never leave us alone. At
least we’re about to get a nice candy show, though. Right?” he sneered, and I
tried my best not to grimace. The auction part of this fundraiser was my least
favorite.


“Every
dollar raised is for the children,” I said and politely excused myself. My
thoughts drifted as I roamed the floor,
until a flash of red caught my eye and I turned to find a woman standing by
herself in the middle of the floor.


She
was beautiful. That word might not have been enough, but at that moment, it was the only description I could remember as
my blood pumped a bit faster. Her hair, thick and long, was a dark red that was
a stark contrast to her pale skin and bright green eyes, and she wore a long,
shimmery black dress that hugged curves
so round and voluptuous they were beginning to make me blush. Someone got her
attention, and she turned toward them and smiled. It was a forced smile, I
could tell easily, but a blush spread across her cheeks and her red painted
lips curved. I couldn’t move.  


“Daddy?”
Abby pulled on my sleeve and batted her thick eyelashes at me. Ever the
perfect, polite little girl in public. “May I please have some ice cream?”


The
crowd around us aahhed at Abby’s politeness, and I reluctantly turned from the
beautiful redhead and kneeled in front of Abby.


“Of
course; let’s get you some and then sit back down.”


A
chocolate sundae later, and we were back at our table as the auction began.
There was a line of women waiting to stand on the stage, but my attention was
everywhere else, trying to find where that beautiful woman was sitting.


“Uncle
Nick, I’m sitting next to you,” Abby said. Then she asked me to move so Nick
would be between us. 


“I
can’t remember who won last year,” Nick said as the auctioneer explained the
rules for the night. The women were to be auctioned off for a date with the
winning man, with all the proceeds going to the fundraiser. The ‘winner’ of the
night was the woman who raised the most money.


“I
don’t remember, either,” I admitted.
“This whole thing is disgusting anyways. I’d rather just cut them another check
and be done with it.” The women began to walk on stage. 


“Funny,
you totally wouldn’t have said that before you had her.” Nick gestured at Abby
and gave me a nudge. I shrugged. He was right; being the father of a daughter had changed me in more ways than
one.


“It
just makes you realize what’s important.” I smiled as Abby ate her ice cream
and stared at the women climbing the stage. She would never have to go through
that, at least. There was no way I’d ever let my daughter auction herself off,
not even for charity.


“Oh
wow, she’s beautiful,” Nick whispered as the last woman took her spot. I
groaned, knowing how Nick gets when he sees a woman he’s interested in. I
turned to see what he was looking at and suddenly it was as if someone had
stolen my breath.


On
the stage, on unbalanced legs, stood the beautiful redhead that I had been
looking for. She nervously stared at the crowd, shifting her weight from one
foot to the other, and crossed her arms as her bidding began.


My
hand raised before I realized it. I had
to have her, if for nothing more than to
end the obvious pain she was in before the crowd.


“I
thought this whole thing was disgusting,” Nick said slyly. “Funny how a pretty
girl can change your mind.”


Abby
turned and looked at Nick, and then tried getting a better look at the woman by
craning her neck and finally pulling her feet up under her bottom. 


I
looked at Abby and then the redhead. 


Something
inside me stirred as my blood grew warmer. “It’s for the children, Nick.”

















 

Chapter Six


Everly



 

Everyone
was staring at me, and all I wanted was to jump off the stage and make a run
for the exit, but that wouldn’t help anything. I’d end up on my rear after
tripping over these ridiculous heels. Phil’s words, his urging reminder that
this was only going to help my career in
the long run, was the only thing keeping my feet in place. 


The
auctioneer continued to take bids, and I almost fainted at the amount these
hungry, wealthy men were planning on throwing away just for a single date with
a woman they didn’t know. I faked a smile on the outside, but if anyone
bothered to actually look at me, they’d recognize it was forced and painful. 


The
back of the fundraiser, a part of the building that had been roped off and
reserved for parents to play games with their children in a giant,
carnival-themed party, was loud and distracting at least. It took me a moment
to realize the bid was between two men, and it was over 10,000 dollars.


“Ten
and one?” The auctioneer pointed at one of the men, a balding man who leered me at with hungry eyes and licked his lips far
too often. He was plump in the middle, with a nose that stuck too far from his
head and eyes that threatened to pop out with the smallest amount of force. The
auctioneer pointed at the other man still left, and before I turned to look at
him, I was already praying for him to win. 


“Eleven
and five,” a smooth voice said, and I saw him. A tall man leaning confidently
in his seat, eyes on the auctioneer, but body turned toward me. His head was
shaved, and he had a five o’ clock shadow
spreading across his chin, but he was big and strong, and if I had to be honest, not bad looking. 


I
shook my head and reminded myself that he was participating in this gross
event, and paid attention to the other people at his table. A few more wealthy
business owners, no doubt, but the people directly next to the man were
surprising. One was another man close to his height, with blond hair that
curled at his ears and an attractive smile. I realized he’d been staring at me
the whole time.


And
on the man’s other side was a little girl; she couldn’t have been more than
three, with a head full of blonde curls and eyes as blue as the sky. She wore
an odd ensemble of clothes, and rested her head against the blond
haired man’s arm. His daughter, perhaps?


By
their attire, they didn’t look like they fit in at the fundraiser. No, they
seemed more like a father/daughter duo who would have more fun in the carnival
with all of the other children and parents.


“Twenty.”
The man sitting with the odd pair said at last. The older man dropped out, and
shortly after, the auctioneer rushed me off of the stage as he started the bid
for the next woman. It all happened so fast, I
didn’t know what to make of any of it.


A
night with me was just purchased for 20,000 dollars. My knees were weak as I
found Lacey and Belle waiting near the side of the stage, but I listened
closely as the other women’s bids didn’t
even come close to my amount. 


“I’m
so sorry we’re late, Everly,” Lacey said,
and I took turns hugging them both. Belle, a 5-year-old dressed in such expensive
clothes I never once imagined wearing at that age, looked at the crowd with
wary eyes. “My date with Michael lasted longer than I expected. I had no idea
you were being auctioned off though; you
didn’t say anything.”


“I
didn’t want to make a big deal out of it,” I admitted. The final applause
roared as the auction ended, and the crowd dispersed, breaking off into smaller
groups to converse with one another. “My boss heavily suggested I volunteer,
and if I’m ever going to get anywhere in that place,
I need to keep him happy.” I found Phil, the jerk owner of the restaurant I
worked at, shaking hands with the man who’d just purchased our date. “There he
is now; I guess I’m meeting the lucky
man.”


Lacey
and Belle both turned and watched as Phil slapped the man’s shoulder and they
exchanged a few words and smiles. Phil noticed me pointing them out and gestured toward us. The man paused as
our eyes met, and he said something to Phil and began walking our way.


The
butterflies in my tummy started to bite and I took a deep breath as they came closer. 


“There
were a few games in the carnival that Belle wanted to play,” Lacey said. “We’ll
be over there.”


“You
mean you wanted to play,” Belle said and looked at me. “She’s been wanting to
throw darts at a wall of balloons since we got here.”


I
could barely register what they were saying, as all of my attention was fixed
on the man coming my way. “I’ll find you,” I said and waved them off. 


“Hello.”
I turned and found myself staring into a pair of kind, gray eyes. The man was
taller than I expected, and an expensive whiff of cologne confirmed that he was
indeed very, very rich. “I’m Maddox Moore.”


“Everly,”
I said, not particularly interested in giving him my last name. An eyebrow
rose, but he shrugged and shook my hand. Maddox
Moore… why did that name sound so familiar?


“You
were a natural up there,” he said, as if
every weekend for him was spent bidding on women. It dawned on me that it might
be. A handsome man like him with fat pockets could buy his fill of women any day
of the week.


“Thank
you; it was my first time,” I said, realizing his hint of sarcasm a bit too
late.


We
stood in  awkward silence, something that
I didn’t expect from a man who probably hosted galas and drank only the finest
scotch in front of a fireplace. 


He
leaned in and my back stiffened as his arm brushed against mine. “I’ll have
everything prepared for our date. Until then, I’ll let you enjoy the fundraiser, and I’ll pick you up tomorrow night, if that works for you?” His brows
lifted, as if he anticipated my response.


I
wanted to tell him that no, it didn’t work,
and that there might not be a day that ever worked. But Phil’s eager face
popped in my mind and I nodded, although I really didn’t want to give him my
address. I considered all the grunt work I’d have to do to make it up to Phil
if I didn’t go through with it. He’d have me scrubbing the toilets at the
restaurant if I embarrassed him, and I couldn’t afford to be on his bad side.
I’d sacrificed so much already to give up
on my dreams over a silly date. 


“Tomorrow
night is fine. Do you have a pen?” Maddox nodded and pulled one out from his
pocket. I dug out the night’s program from my purse and wrote the address of a
not-so-fancy restaurant far from my apartment before handing it to him. 


He
glanced at it, and a lopsided smile appeared. It was almost charming, but I
quickly shut that thought down. It was best I kept my level head and not let
him charm me into some swooning idiot who’d lose focus on her future for a
load of heartache.


“I’ve
never eaten here.” His voice brought me back down to earth, and I faked surprise. I had no doubt the man had never
dirtied his feet in that restaurant, which is why I chose it. “I’ll meet you at
7, Everly. It was a pleasure to meet you.” He smirked, and I watched as his
broad shoulders slipped away into the crowd. 


Despite
his politeness and looks, I still didn’t feel comforted by the fact that I
basically was sold to him for the night. I grimaced, already dreading the
following day. If nothing else, I needed to figure out how I knew his name. It
rang a bell – a warning bell. 


I
found Lacey and Belle popping balloons at one of the game stations at the
party. They were both giggling so hard their faces were red, and my sister had tears in her eyes. I’d missed whatever had
gotten them to that point, but it was good to see them having fun.


“She’s
been losing the whole time,” Belle said as she handed me a dart. I watched as
Lacey attempted another hit, aiming far too low and throwing her dart toward
the ground. The two of the tuned up their giggles again, and I realized my
sister was the laughingstock with her poor aim. “Mom, will you let Auntie
Everly try?”


Lacey
moved aside for me and handed me a dart.
I squared my shoulders and stuck my tongue out a bit as I aimed. With a flick
of the wrist, the dart sailed across
toward the balloons, headed right for a fat blue one. As it made contact, the
dart bounced off and fell to the floor. Belle and my sister both stifled their
giggles as I gave them a sideward glare, but soon the three of us were giggling and I was red-faced too.


“So,
how was Mr. Moneybags?” Lacey asked. She tapped my shoulder and pointed across
the room, where Maddox was standing next to the blond-haired man and the little
girl. It was obvious, from how the little girl was hanging off of the blond
man’s arm, that she was his daughter. I blew out a sigh of relief; at least
Maddox didn’t have children.


“He’s
polite,” I offered. “Meeting me at Thad’s tomorrow.”


“Oh
dear Lord, please don’t tell me you picked the restaurant,” she said. “Wait, of
course you picked it. A man like that
would never eat there. He probably wanted to pick you up in his helicopter and
fly you to the top of a skyscraper where an esteemed chef would be waiting with
a seven-course dinner,” Lacey said, and
Belle gasped.


“A
helicopter? Does he have one?” Her little mouth hung open and she turned to see who we were talking about.


“No,”
I told Belle. “Your mom is being difficult; there’s no helicopter.” But as I
glanced at Maddox, at the fine lines of his suit and the glow from a watch that
was possibly more expensive than the price tag on my date, I wondered if maybe
he did have a helicopter. Or two or three? It wouldn’t be that surprising; men
like him usually did have their big toys. My face felt warm as I realized he’d
just purchased me like I was another one of his toys. It certainly made me
curious to see the toy box. Surely a rich man like him had a nice home or two. 


“Still,”
Lacey said, as I threw my next dart and hit a balloon. “You could have done a
lot worse.”


The
balloon popped, and I watched as Maddox walked back to the fundraiser floor. 


Maybe,
I thought. Maybe so.

















 

Chapter Seven


Maddox



 

 “That doesn’t match,”
Abby said as I handed her another tie. I frowned at the gray pinstripe suit I
wore and the thin, black tie in my hand. 


“You
can never go wrong with black and gray, Abby,” I said, but put it away. 


“This
one?” She picked up a solid blue tie and held it up to my suit. “I like it.”


“Of
course you do.” I frowned. “But I don’t know if a young woman would like the
same color tie as my 3-year-old.” But what was the point? I fixed the tie and
sat on the bed with Abby. “This is a mistake.”


“Why?”
She hopped down beside me. “You like her?”


“I
don’t know her,” I said. But I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her
once. “It’s my first date since I’ve had you, sweetie. It’s been a long time
since I even smiled at another girl. Is that okay?” I gazed into her eyes for
any sign of hesitation or grief. “You can tell me if you don’t like this. If
you don’t want me to go, I’ll stay home
and we can watch “Frozen” again.”


Abby
narrowed her eyes in concentration. “She’s pretty,” she said. “Her hair is
really red. Redder than any other hair I’ve seen. She reminds me of a mermaid,
Daddy.  I want you to go. Uncle Nick is
better at singing “Let It Go” than you, anyway.”


I
laughed; the insult definitely wasn’t as bad as it could have been.


“Okay.
I’ll go on a date with this woman, but only because you like her hair. Now come
on, let’s drop you off at Nick’s.”


She
held my hand as we walked over, but the moment the door opened, she flew into
the house and looked for the latest painting that Nick had been working on. A
child in the middle of an ocean of balloons, floating in midair as she popped
each balloon and giggled as the paint splattered her skin. Obviously, the child
was Abby, and she demanded to see it every time we came over. 


“Got
your big date?” Nick teased me as he closed the door behind us. 


“Yeah.”
I checked my watch; 6:15. “Getting there
a little early. I’ve never been to the restaurant,
so I wanted to take a look around first.”


“Surprised
Jackie let you off for the night,” he joked, and I rolled my eyes. He knew
Jackie worked for me, despite how it might seem sometimes. 


“It
was a busy morning at Alaskan Way, but lunch wasn’t too bad. I’m going to stop
by after close though, and make sure the finances for the month are in order.”
I straightened my shirt and tie and then
kneeled in front of Abby. “I’m heading out now. Have fun with Nick, say hi to
Elsa.”


She
hugged me, and I held on to her tightly. “Elsa is in the TV,” she said. “I can’t say hi.”


“Oh,
of course. My bad.”


We
said our goodbyes, and I squeezed Nick’s shoulder. “Thanks again for watching
her.”


“Of
course.” He seemed almost shocked. “Our time together is the best part of the
week.” I smiled. Nick watched Abby often during long days of me visiting my
restaurants. I’ll never be able to voice how much it meant that Nick was like a
true uncle to her. “Have fun with the redhead. Don’t get food poisoning.” He
curled his lip as if he were disgusted and let out a chuckle.


I
laughed. Nick and I both had heard horror stories of Thad’s, but I was willing
to try something new. 


“I’ll
shoot you a text when I’m on my way back here,” I said and pulled the door shut
behind me.


The
beginning keys of “Do You Want to Build a Snowman?” filled the silence as I
walked down the steps toward my car. I got in my car and drove to the
restaurant with clammy hands. I hadn’t been that nervous in ages, and I sure hoped she was worth it.



 

The
restaurant isn’t that bad, I thought as I waited at the front. It
wasn’t fancy, and the steaks were all less than 100 dollars, but the wine
selection was decent, music was low, and waitresses were average. I paused to
glance at the kitchen and took some time memorizing the menu. It wasn’t upscale
Italian as I would have suggested, but seemed to be comfort American instead. It seemed I was the only one who made
a reservation as well, as couples dressed in office clothes got seats with no
problem. I fixed my tie and checked my watch.


It
was 7:15. She was late. I should have asked for a phone number, but she hadn’t
seemed to be comfortable with more than a friendly handshake at the fundraiser.


She
wasn’t coming. I fixed my tie and checked my watch again. Of course she wasn’t
coming; why would she? Why would such a beautiful, stunning woman bother with a
single dad who spends his entire days traveling between restaurants? 


The
door opened behind me, and I turned to take my leave.


“I’m
so sorry I’m late,” Everly said as she smiled in my direction. I paused, taking
in her soft gray dress with a white collar and dark high heels. “I got held up
at work, and I couldn’t exactly tell everyone there that I was going on a
20,000 dollar date.  Not that they’d
believe me anyway.”


Her
cheeks flushed, catching her words too late.


“It’s
okay,” I laughed. “I guess that would be difficult to explain, huh?” The host
showed us to our seats, where I ordered a bottle of their most expensive wine
and ordered a steak dinner. Everly ordered roasted chicken, and the 20,000
dollar date, as she called it, began in awkward silence.


“So,
you were held up at work?” I asked.


“Yup.”
She fidgeted with the cloth napkin. I smirked and raised an eyebrow, which she
must have understood. “I’m a chef at Saint Padres,” she said. Our appetizer, a
bread basket that was left out for too long and a weird side sauce that I
supposed was oil and vinegar, arrived. 


“Saint
Padres? On Third Street?” I asked. I hadn’t realized Phil was her boss, but he
had congratulated me after winning the bid with a bit too much excitement. I
should have known.


“That’s
the one.” She gestured with her fork. 


“Are
you head chef?” I hadn’t taken her for a cook,
and it shocked me that I’d suddenly become even more intrigued with the
gorgeous redhead. 


“Not
yet,” she admitted in between bites of the cold bread. “It’s taking a little
longer than I expected to move up the ladder, but I should be there soon. Show
up on time, be innovative while taking only the appropriate amount of
initiative, give others their time to shine, and above all else, be grateful.”
Her eyes lit up as she spoke about her journey, starting from a dishwasher out
of culinary school to being a prep cook. She had taken the dishwashing job because
she couldn’t find a chef job and it at least got her foot in the door of the
culinary market. Her hair was in a tight bun, with strands curling around her
forehead. Thick eyelashes framed incredible green eyes that were much brighter
in the restaurant’s dark lighting. 


“That’s
quite a journey,” I said after she finished. “You’ve worked so hard in such a
short amount of time. Give it a few more years
and you’ll be running your own restaurant.”


She
laughed. “Sure, and one day I’ll own a four-star
restaurant, or maybe even a chain of them.” She shook her head, and I bit my
lip from saying anything. Modesty is a virtue, I
reminded myself.  


Our
dinner arrived, and I was pleasantly surprised by the appearance. 


“So
I have to ask, why did you pick this place?” I asked. “You work in the kitchen
of a four-star restaurant.”


“This
place doesn’t pretend to be anything it’s not,” she said, and I frowned. She
framed her words carefully around bites
of herbed chicken. I cut into my steak, letting it ooze onto the plate and into
the mashed potatoes. “It’s not fancy, the customers aren’t snooty or uptight. I
worked here in high school, as a waitress, and I ended up liking how not fake
everyone here is, if that makes sense.”


“And
you feel like the four-star restaurants are full of fake people?” I asked,
leaning toward her. The V of her dress dipped dangerously low, and I struggled
to keep my eyes away from it. Her slender neck gulped, and a fallen strand of
red hair brushed against her cheek as she tilted her head and considered. 


“I
think they’re afraid of being real,” she said. “Because they’re afraid of judgment.”


“But
aren’t you judging them anyways?” I asked. “So no matter what, it’s a lose-lose
situation.”


“The
chocolate lava cake is amazing,” she said, and I blinked.


“The
what?”


“You
asked why I picked this place.” Both of our plates were empty, and she was
eyeing our waitress. “I used to make it when I worked here. It’s a cookie dough
flavored cake full of hot chocolate that melts on your tongue; it’s especially amazing paired with the vanilla bean ice
cream. My mom used to ground me every single time I got a C in class, and so on report card day, before going home, I’d
come here and eat a chocolate lava cake before getting grounded. I haven’t had
it since I was in high school.”


“So
you picked this casual American restaurant to eat a chocolate lava cake?” I
asked, and she nodded. Our waitress came by with a refill for our wine, and I
ordered a lava cake.


“I
know it’s not as fancy as your chocolates, cheesecakes, or diamond-crusted
macaroons,” she said as we sipped our wine. Her tone was a weak attempt at putting me in my place. “Or that
you’ve probably never been to a restaurant like this.”


“Howells
was exactly like this.” I glanced around. “A restaurant down the street from
our place growing up. Comfort American, with some good pies for dessert.”
I met her eyes as if to challenge her opinion of me.


“Pies?
It’s hard to imagine someone like you eating a pie.” She laughed.


“Someone
like me?” I raised an eyebrow. She was a second away from getting put in her
place. She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth and blushed as if
she’d read my mind. “My particular favorite is a traditional apple pie, with a
crust as golden and crispy and buttery as it can be,” I said as our waitress
set the lava cake between us. It was fluffy and huge, with steam slowly rising
from the top. Everly picked up her spoon and dug into it, and we both licked
our lips as a warm chocolate center oozed onto the plate. 


“It’s
still the same.” She took a bite and collapsed in her chair. I took one bite,
and the sweet chocolate was a wonderful mixture with the soft, cookie dough
flavored cake. 


“Dark
chocolate,” I said as I took another bite. Everly raised her eyebrow this time.
“I think a dark chocolate filling, with a white chocolate cake and coconut shavings would be a good creation.”


“White
chocolate cake, coconut shavings, and hazelnut chocolate melted in the middle,”
she corrected, and I nodded. Her idea was better. “Like Nutella, but not as
sweet, maybe. Yours is good too, but the bitterness of the dark chocolate would
overpower any sweetness of the white chocolate. You may eat at fancy, expensive restaurants with two-year waiting lists, Mr. Maddox Moore, but
you better let the chefs do the cooking.”


I
laughed, but a part of her was serious. Everly truly didn’t know I was the chef
who created my menus or owned my own chain of restaurants across the United
States. I contemplated correcting her, but she had such an irresistible glow as
she corrected my recipe that I didn’t have the heart to say anything. I had the
urge to tell her about Abby, how she would scarf down that lava cake within a
second, but I couldn’t bring myself to talk about her. 


“You’ll
have to make it for me sometime, then. I have some pull with a few professional
chefs in the city,” I said, and Everly flushed.


We
finished our dessert with pleasant small talk, this time of her experience in
culinary school. She was incredibly intelligent, vocal about her desires and
beliefs, and I found myself more and more drawn toward her as the night
progressed. 


I
paid the check and helped her with her
coat as we left the restaurant. The air was chilly and the wind strong, and
Everly hugged herself tightly as I walked her to her car. I glanced to make
sure mine hadn’t been broken into, and sure enough,
the Camaro was waiting in the corner of the shadows without a mark. I had
decided against bringing the Giuilia to
this part of town, and the Camaro was the cheapest car in my garage. Still, it was
one of my older models and I had been worried about it for the past few hours.


“Thank
you,” Everly said as we reached her car. “I actually had a decent time.” She
laughed, and it was obvious she was truly surprised. 


“I’m
glad.” I scratched my head and tugged on my cashmere scarf. I needed to see her
again, that was all I knew. “Maybe next time I can take you out to one of the
restaurants with the two-year waiting
list? You can make your dessert, or we could enjoy some wine in front of a fire
during a cold night?” I could have kicked myself. I hadn’t meant to sound like
a desperate romantic. 


“Thank
you, really, but I’m really not interested in dating right now.” She didn’t
give me much time to respond before opening her car door and sliding behind the
wheel. “It’s not you, Maddox. It’s my career.” 


We
said our goodbyes, and as I slid behind my steering wheel, I found it hard to blame her. I’ve given up plenty of
opportunities for my own career. But the ghost of her smile hid in the shadows
of my rearview mirror as I drove to Nick’s house. 


I
needed to see her again. But first, I needed to figure out how. 
















Chapter Eight


Everly



 

For
the first time in a month, I had the chance to sleep in. I threw my phone
beneath my bed and snuggled under the blankets, hiding from the noisy stripes
of sunlight dancing on my pillow. It was late when I got home from the date,
and after a few glasses of my own wine, bottom shelf, I had sat on the couch
and went over the entire evening in my head multiple times. 


Maddox
was handsome, and charming, and hadn’t taken offense to anything that I said.
It wasn’t for my lack of trying, but he handled it like a true gentleman. I’d
thought at any moment he’d put me in my place, but instead, he wanted another
date. Glutton for punishment, maybe? But I’d let him off the hook with my
refusal.


He wanted another date. 


But
that was far too complicated for my life. He was rich, and no doubt powerful.
And living in an entirely different world than me. Still, it had been fun
thinking of a new dessert, and he had eaten at Thad’s with no problem. I
supposed he was a down to earth billionaire. 


I
laughed. Did such a thing exist? Who knew? It wasn’t every day I met one, but
then again, I hadn’t let myself meet anyone over the years since school. I was
content to do my work and get my career off the ground without anything or
anyone getting in my way. Turns out it wasn’t too bad after all, but I’d take
those things in small doses. I reminded myself to look him up again, to figure
out exactly why his name was so familiar. His face certainly wasn’t, but
Seattle was huge. Unless he was the mayor or someone important, there was no
way I would remember him. My memory sucked, as it were. 


Maybe looking him up is a bad idea.
I’m not interested anyway. 


Sleep
was just barely on the horizon when someone knocked on my door. 


Ignore it.
I told myself. It’s not important.


But
the knocking continued, and just as I believed it gone, a key was inserted into
the lock, and the doorknob turned.


Great.
I tried burrowing further into my bed. It was either a murderer or Lacey and Belle, and last I checked, I hadn’t given any
murderers a key. 


“Evie!”
Belle’s voice rang throughout the apartment. I would have rather faced the
murderer.


“Everly.”
Lacey knocked on my bedroom door. “I know you’re cursing us right now, but
Belle really wanted to help wake you up. And we thought it would be nice to
have breakfast together.”


“This
is why I moved out,” I yelled and forced myself out
of the bed. “Because Belle wants to wake me up every morning.”


“She’s
a good alarm clock, I’ll give her that.”
Lacey joked. I laughed to myself and slipped on a pair of comfy lounge pants
and a thermal. “I’ll start breakfast.” 


“Are
you sure this isn’t because you’re
insanely curious about my 20,000 dollar date last night?” I asked, as I met
Belle on my couch. She hugged me and told me about the newest Shopkins that she wanted. For a toy series
about tiny groceries and miniature kitchen sets, they could get expensive. But
Belle had matured beyond what was average for other 5-year-olds, and she always asked politely and somehow understood
when it was beyond our means. 


“A
20,000 dollar date at a ‘20 dollars for two meals’ restaurant,” Lacey said from
the kitchen. “I can imagine that only went one way.”


“A
disaster?” Belle asked. I laughed, and the little girl smiled sheepishly. “We
were talking about it on the way here.”


“It
wasn’t a disaster.” I pulled out the miniature fridge that Belle carried
everywhere with her and helped her stack the tiny food toys inside. Belle
giggled as they threatened to fall over, and together we jammed them all
inside. “It was decent. He liked the steak, at least.”


“He
liked the steak,” Lacey repeated. She
spoke over the sounds of bacon sizzling and potatoes frying, and soon my
apartment smelled like a 24-hour diner. I took a deep breath. “Waffles or
pancakes?” she asked.


“Why
not both?” Belle and I said at the same time,
and we laughed. The girl was thinking more and more like me every day.


“So
if it wasn’t a disaster, did he ask you for another date?” Lacey asked. I bit
my lip. Do I tell her? I didn’t want her to think there was anything more than
one paid date. But there was something charming about Maddox. An annoying itch
that I couldn’t scratch in my head. 


“No,”
I lied. Lacey set up my kitchen table with stacks of pancakes and waffles and
heaping plates of bacon and potatoes. “You do realize I’m a chef, right? I’m
not going to starve if you don’t leave me leftovers.”


“All
this food was getting near the expiration date. I’m doing this so you don’t poison yourself,” she said.
“And I can take some leftovers home. All Belle ever does anymore is eat.” The
little girl was stuffing her face with waffles as her mother spoke. “When’s the
last time you went grocery shopping?”


I
thought about it. “I haven’t had time, honestly. Prepping for the dinner rush
takes way longer than I thought, and then I help the station chefs through the
rest of the night. I’m stuck there.”


“What
do you eat on your days off?” she asked.


“Lacey,
when’s the last time I had a day off? And yesterday doesn’t count.”


“Mr.
Moore probably didn’t think it was stupid.” Lacey smiled between bites of
potatoes. 


“Well, he didn’t want another date, so I
wouldn’t say that as fact,” I quipped. “Plus, it’s not like I have time to even
think about him. I need to focus even more at Saint Padres; there’s rumors that Remy, the sous chef, is planning on
retiring in a year. If I can get a spot as a station chef before he officially
has a leave date, I can throw my name in for his position.”


“Sous
chef? That’s basically head chef, right?” Belle asked. I smiled, happy that she
remembered my lessons. 


“It’s
one step lower, basically an assistant to the head,” I said.


Lacey
groaned. “Well, your love life can’t take
a backseat to your career forever. Find someone who will support both, Everly.
There’s no reason you can’t have both. Like you and Belle always say.”


I
contemplated her words as we finished up our breakfast, and I helped Belle put
away her Shopkins. 


“I
have to drop Belle off at kindergarten,” Lacey said as she slipped both of
their coats on. “She’s finishing up her painting today.”


“Oh,
the secret one for me that I’m not supposed to know about?” I smiled as Belle
counted each one of her Shopkins. 


“That’s
the one. So be surprised,” Lacey instructed me,
and I nodded. I said goodbye to them both
and glanced at the clock hanging above my kitchen. I still had a few hours
before I had to leave for work, and with a full stomach,
I could feel the edges of sleep pulling at me. I lay down on my couch and got
comfy within the warmth of a throw blanket. 


For
a brief moment, I wondered what Maddox
was doing. And then I reminded myself that it didn’t matter. He was probably
sleeping in his giant, four-post bed with one of those canopies over it, on
sheets that were more expensive than my monthly rent. Yearly rent? Then another
thought popped into my head and my face burned. Was he alone in that giant,
four-post bed?


“It
doesn’t matter,” I yelled at myself. Just
fall back asleep.


Something
poked my side, and I wiggled my arms until I pulled out a tiny chocolate cake Shopkin. I smiled at the memory of our
fictional dessert, and fell asleep with
the chocolate cake in my grasp. 



 


 

My
eyes opened, and without even glancing at the clock I knew I was going to be
late.


I
got ready in a rush and pulled out of my parking spot with tires screeching
against the road. I used my knee to steer as I tied my hair into a tight bun at
the top of my head, and glanced in the mirror to make sure my face looked decent.
A few bags beneath my eyes, and makeup
from last night still smudged, giving me an almost smoky eye. At least I was
presentable. 


I
was still sitting in traffic when my shift started. There’s goes my planned
speech to Phil about me moving up to a station chef
within the next few months. But, as I stared at the cars slowly inching
forward, a new determination grew within me. I wouldn’t be licked. I may be
late, a little too often than I’d like, but I always stayed far past my shift,
never once blinking an eye as everyone else left before me, and I’d never once
disappointed Phil. I’m a hard worker, loyal, and dependable. This was just a
hiccup in my plan, sure, but surely Phil would recognize my resolve and at
least offer a discussion about a promotion. 


Third
Street was nearly right off the highway, but the parking was a few blocks over.
I zigzagged through traffic and nearly
screamed in a fit of rage as another car cut me off, but I eventually found our
parking lot and was grateful as I pulled into one of the last remaining spots. 


“Thank
God,” I murmured and held my bag against me as I hurried down Fifth. As soon as
I crossed onto Fourth, I realized I hadn’t locked my car, and after a quick
sprint back to the parking lot, I was finally in the back alley of Third,
behind Saint Padres.


“Everly,
I was looking for you!” Timothy, a station chef for meats, called as I stashed
my purse into my locker and tied an apron around my waist. “I needed the meats carved, and Anthony needs the potatoes
blanched.”


“I’m
on it,” I said and immediately went to work. 


“You
seem out of it.” I jumped as Catalina, one of my only friends at work, scared
me as I peeled potatoes. 


“I
had a long night,” I said. “And morning; my sister and niece woke me up way
earlier than I’d planned.”


“Oh,
you mean your date?” She smiled, brushing a small black curl off of her
forehead and took over the other half of potatoes. 


“You
don’t have to do that,” I said. Catalina was station chef for the desserts, but she often helped me with my own chores.
She shrugged, and I knew better than to argue with her. “And you know about
that?”


“Phil
was talking nonstop about it,” she said. “He was so happy that a woman he
brought was bought for so much.”


“He
didn’t buy me,” I argued, and Catalina
laughed. “At least not liked that. We went out to eat at a small restaurant,
nothing fancy, and had casual conversation. He paid, I thanked him,
and we went our separate ways.” I realized then that I hadn’t thanked him for
paying.


“Really?”
She raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “All the men here would pay more than he
did for a single conversation with you. And they would do a lot more than
talking.”


“That’s
gross,” I said and nudged her with my hip. “He was a gentleman, thank goodness.
Completely proper.” I watched as Timothy struggled at his station. The older
man was buried in mountains of potatoes, each one needing to be shaped
differently, and I realized he must have been hours behind. There was literally
no reason for me to be blanching these potatoes. “Phil hasn’t been too happy
with Timothy recently, right?” I asked.


“Yeah,
the rumors say he might be fired soon. Phil even mentioned hiring another
station chef to pick up his slack,” Catalina said. “You’re gunning for that
spot, right?”


“That
station helps all of the other ones,” I said. “Decent exposure to the whole
kitchen, and then the sous chef is leaving soon. I could make head within the
next two years if I play my cards right.”


“You’re
crazy.” Catalina smiled and laughed. “I’m perfectly happy where I am. Head chef is a whole other ballgame. But,” she
gestured behind us, toward the restaurant’s offices, where Phil was just
entering through the back door. “The
pitcher just got back from the bank, if you want to make a swing at him.”
Catalina knew I had been planning on making my pitch for station chef. “I’ll
finish the rest.”


“Thanks,
Catalina,” I said, and met with Phil outside of his office. His bald head was
freshly shaved, and his suit was crumpled at the seams. I thought of Maddox,
and how perfectly straight his suit had been.


“Everly,
how was your night?” he asked.


“Very
good, thank you for taking me. Maddox was a perfect gentleman,” I said.


Phil
made a funny face, and I realized he most likely didn’t know who Maddox was. 


“I
heard you were late again today,” he said, and I winced. “Traffic?”


“I’m
sorry, yeah. It was bad earlier. I’m staying past close and helping prep for
tomorrow, if that makes up for it,” I said and followed him into his office.
Phil took a seat behind a large mahogany desk and rummaged through metal bins. 


“Of
course, Everly. I’d expect no less. You know, sometimes I count on you being
late, only on days that I know we’ll need more help later in the night.”


“I’m
glad to help,” I said and took a seat. He raised an eyebrow.


“Is
there anything else I can help with?”


I
swallowed, this was my moment. 


“I’ve
been here for two years,” I said. “Started dishwashing, and now I’m prepping.”


He
nodded. “You’ve worked hard these past years, yes.”


“But
I’ve been helping the station chefs a lot more, and most of the shifts are
spent subbing for station chefs,” I said.


“Every
position is expected to fill in,” Phil said, repeating the same words he had
said during our interview two years prior. 


“Yes,
and it’s given me plenty of experience,
and I’m so grateful for it. And recently, I’ve noticed a need for an extra
station chef, and I’m trying to be modest here, but I am perfect for that
position.” I lowered my voice as Phil glanced between me and the various files
on his desk.


“You’re
asking for a promotion?” he asked.


“Yes,
to station chef. I’ve never been shy about
telling you that I’m going to be head
chef one day, and being a station chef is my next step,” I said. “Remy retires
within the year, which is more than enough time to get the experience necessary
as a station chef before applying for the sous chef position.”


Phil
rubbed a hand down his jaw. 


“It
sounds like you’re getting a little ahead of yourself there,” he said. My heart
deflated.


“I
just want to make sure I’m prepared,” I said. “I can recreate all of the menu
items here perfectly, and I’ve assisted Remy enough times to know that I can
manage an entire kitchen on my own.”


“You
are talented, Everly, and I’ve never disagreed.” Phil leaned back in his chair.
“But I have to deny your promotion. I need you where you are. There are no new station chefs, and when it’s
time for Remy to leave, whoever the top station chef is at the time will
replace him. There’s a natural order to the chain, and if you try climbing over
others to get to the top, you might find
yourself delinked.”


“What
does that mean?” I whispered.


“You
know what it means,” he said and focused his direction back to the files. “Stay
where you are, Everly. You’re a wonderful prep cook,
and given time, you’ll get to where you
want to go.”


He
dismissed me, and I walked back to my prepping station in a daze. 


Two
years. I’d bled for the restaurant for two years, giving up a life, time spent
with family, losing friends, and two years later, all I can do is blanche frites.
Catalina threw me a look of pity, recognizing the distress in my face. 


Two
years, and I’m still at the bottom of the ladder. I blanched my potatoes. Maybe
it was time for something new. It was going to be a long rear week, for sure.

















 

Chapter Nine


Four Days Later


Maddox



 

It
was a rare day off, but being the end of the week… I’d take it. One of those
days where Jackie promised to take care of the restaurants herself, and to
forward any emails to me to be read tomorrow. I didn’t have anything planned,
other than possibly stopping by Alaskan Way to peep in without anyone knowing I
was there, and thankfully there wasn’t anything else written on my calendar. No
business meetings, no doctor visits, no luncheons. I could say, without a
doubt, that I had absolutely nothing planned. 


So
then, why did I feel such an overwhelming urge to do something? I had spent all
week thinking of ways to see Everly again, and I did have one idea that was
unlikely and nearly impossible, but it was the only trick I had up my sleeve. I
hoped Nick wouldn’t mind watching Abby for a bit. 


Something
wiggled beside me, not unlike a horror
movie; I remained still as a creature wormed its way up to me. Stiff, blonde
curls popped out of the sheet, and it took me a moment to realize Abby had been
hiding under the covers as I slept.


“Hi, Daddy,” she mumbled and rubbed her eyes.


“Hey, sweetheart. How long have you been here?”
I wrapped an arm around her tiny frame and snuggled her close. 


“Crawled
in last night. The wind was scary,” she whined. “Like that movie Uncle Nick was
watching before you picked me up.”


I
groaned. “You guys watched a scary movie that late?” I wasn’t entirely
surprised, which spoke for itself. 


“About
a guy who chased people with chainsaws and cuts them in graveyards,” Abby said and trembled. “Uncle Nick said it’s good for
the brain to watch scary movies early.”


I
couldn’t even remember what movie that was, which meant it must have been one
of Nick’s B-rated slasher films. 


“Don’t
listen to Uncle Nick,” I said. “He must have watched one too many scary movies,
and his brain is messed up because of it.” Abby giggled. 


“Are
you going on a date?” she asked. I asked her what she meant. “Uncle Nick said
you’re dating.” 


“You
barely even know what that means. I only went on one date, with Everly.”


“Do
you like her?” Abby stared at me with her giant blue eyes, and I was reminded
of Everly’s firm refusal. “Daddy?”


“Sure.
But that doesn’t matter. I don’t need anyone else but you.” I poked her nose and she laughed. 


“Daddy,
you need a girlfriend,” she said, and I slowly brought my hands to her sides.
She recognized it too late, and Abby screamed bloody murder as I tickled her. 


“But
then I wouldn’t have time to tickle you!” I yelled, and Abby hit me in the side. She squirmed on the bed, trying to
crawl toward the edge, and I pulled her back. “Plus,” I said, getting serious.
“I can’t imagine loving anyone else as much as I love you.”


Abby
wasn’t one for emotional outbursts, so as I spent a moment bonding with her,
she took the opportunity to sneak her arms in my armpits and started tickling
me. 


“You
monster!” I yelled, and she took off from the bed. I chased her down the
stairs, where I picked her up and spun her around the room.


“You
monster!” she repeated in screams. “You monster!” 


I
carried her into her room and helped her change for the day. 


“What
did you eat?” she asked. I had tried explaining to her what a date was before I
left, and said that it was a night where two adults shared a dinner. She had
seemed so confused, but I promised she’d understand when she was older.


“Steak,”
I said. 


“That’s
so boring!” She picked out my tie, a striped blue one, and fetched my shoes for
me. Three-year-olds could be really
useful at times. 


“It
was delicious,” I said, a blatant lie. Abby was already used to the tender
portions of steak at my restaurants, and she would have spat last night’s steak
out with disgust. 


We
walked hand in hand over to Nick’s, who answered the door in a paint-splattered apron.


“An
early surprise.” He yawned. 


“You
know how much Abby loves going over here. She’d probably make a tunnel
connecting our houses if she could,” I
said, and looked over his newest paintings. They were incredible; bright and
vivid with dark shadows that really caught your imagination. 


“There’s
a lot of buzz coming from the galleries downtown,” Nick said. “I sold a few
already, and my name’s been popping up in people’s mouths. Soon, I’ll be known
in all of Seattle.”


“That’s
great,” I said honestly. “They deserve it. You deserve it. I knew you’d get
your big break eventually.”


“Is
that why you’ve been sponsoring me?” Nick teased. Abby was invested in a mostly
blank canvas in the corner, where the corners were covered in stripes of yellow
and pin drops of red. She had been working on her own painting for a while,
pretending to be Nick’s little apprentice. 


“So,
now that you got the hardest one out of the way, when’s the next?” Nick asked
and plopped down on his couch.


“What?”
I frowned, did he mean children?


“Dating.
You went on your first date since having a kid, and you’re still standing. That
means you’re free to go on others, right?” he said. Nick had been begging me to
go out with him for months now, but meeting women at the club and checking into
a motel while my 3-year-old was at her grandmother’s
didn’t sound like a promising life.


“No
dates,” I said. “At least, not with anyone else. You should have met her, Nick.
Everly, the woman’s name, she’s smart. Beautiful and smart, with her own
aspirations and goals, and dang, I really think she has a chance.”


Nick
smirked. “A chance? At what?”


“Well,
she’s a chef,” I said. “At Saint Padres, Phil’s place. That jerk you hate.
But she had these ideas for her own menu that were amazing, and she’s working
now to become head chef. She has no problem speaking her mind, and doesn’t give a hoot how much money I
make. She ordered the cheapest entree on the menu.”


Nick
clapped. “She ordered the cheapest item? She’s obviously the one, Maddox.”


“Go
screw yourself,” I whispered below my breath and glanced to make sure Abby
didn’t hear.


“It
sounds like you really like her,” Nick said. “Poor girl.”


“I
don’t know what I feel,” I admitted.
“Just that I have to see her again. Will you watch Abby for a while? Not too
long, I just have something I need to do.”


“Sure,
she needs to work on her painting anyway. I’ll make her some breakfast, and we’ll go out for lunch later.”
Nick gestured at Abby’s little workshop in the corner. “You’re going to have an
artist on your hands one day.”


“As
long as she doesn’t grow up to be like you.” I thanked him and got ready to
leave. “Oh, and if you let my 3-year-old watch a slasher film again, I’m going
to chase you with a chainsaw around a cemetery.”


“Yeah,
yeah.” Nick laughed. “Go chase your woman.”


“I’m
not chasing anyone. And she’s not my woman,” I mumbled as I entered my car. “Not
yet.”



 

I
pulled into an awful parking situation on Third, and after one glance up and
down the street, decided to valet three blocks over from Saint Padres instead.
It was a busy Monday, in between breakfast and lunch time, and business workers
hurried down the street to make it to the office in time. I took my time, hands
stuffed in pants, and walked back and forth in front of Saint Padres. The
afternoon preps were arriving, and I
tried to stay innocuous as I looked for any sign of red hair. My nerves got the
better of me, and I walked down a block toward a cat cafe to collect my nerves.


What
was I doing? This was never going to work. She was absolutely going to refuse
me, possibly even call me a stalker, and hit me with her purse. I paid for a
small mocha and brownie and sat in the
cat cafe for longer than I’d like to admit. I took Abby there often, and her
favorite cat, an adoptable black and white tuxedo who loved purring on her lap,
greeted me warmly. He was looking for the 3-year-old who loved scratching
behind his ears, surely, and I offered him a pet or two as an apology. His
white fur clung onto my dark suit within seconds, and I cursed myself.


There
was no way I could confront Everly now, not with cat fur all over me. 


I
finished my mocha and treat in peace as
two other cats lounged beside me. The worker reminded me kindly, once again,
that the tuxedo cat was up for adoption, and I pretended to care. Abby would be
delighted, but she’s also a 3-year-old with little understanding of what it
meant to take care of another living being. 


I
was making excuses. I realized this as I paid for another mocha and convinced
myself that Everly would judge me for three stray cat hairs on my sleeve. I was
stalling for time; I was a coward. 


Saint
Padres was in between the cat cafe and the valet where my car waited, so I
slowly walked past it. Just before I turned the corner, however, a flash of
bright red caught my eye, and I turned.


Everly
was rushing down the street on the opposite road, her hair in a messy knot on
the top of her head, and eyes focused on her watch. 


This
was it. My chance. It was now or never. Seeing her in the flesh, not in the
hazy memories of my mind, was like a jolt of electricity to my veins. Had she
always been so beautiful?


“Everly,”
I said and moved in front of her, but she wasn’t paying attention and she ran right into me.


“I’m
so sorry!” she yelled, and stared at me
with wide, green eyes. I saw the flicker of recognition, and the shock of surprise, hit her. 


“Mr.
Moore,” she said and fixed her uniform. 


“Maddox,
really,” I said. She seemed hesitant.


“Maddox,
what are you doing here?” she asked, glancing at her watch. “Goodness, I’m late
again.”


“Again?”
I bit my lip and stopped a smile. “I wanted to see you.”


Her
eyes flickered from her watch to me, and she raised an eyebrow. I realized how
inappropriate I sounded.


“I
mean, I have a proposition,” I said, and
cursed. That also sounded inappropriate.


“I
hate to rush you, but I’ve been late twice already this week, and I’m already not on the best of terms with my boss at the
moment.” 


“Of
course, I’m sorry. I only meant that you seemed so skilled and knowledgeable,
and in a turn of irony, my chef quit this week.” I forced a smile onto my face.


“Your
chef?” she asked. “Like, at your house?”


“Yes,”
I said it a little too quickly. “At my house. My personal chef. She made every meal, and was going to teach me how to cook,
but she found a better position at, well, death.” I cringed. This was making no
sense at all.


“She
passed?” Everly covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, I think. But what does your
personal chef dying have to do with me?”


“I
want to offer you a formal position as my personal chef, and to teach me how to
cook. It’s time I learned how to do it myself.” The lie was blasphemous, and if
anyone else heard me, Phil, for example, who
no doubt was sitting in his office just feet away from me, they would never let
me live this down. But it was the only way I could get Everly in my life, while
also helping hers. “It’ll look wonderful on future resumes. A lot of people in
this city know my name, and they know how I only eat the highest quality food
available.”


Everly
hesitated, staring at everything except for me. I had expected her to laugh, or
to slap me, or just about anything else other than actually contemplating it.
But she recognized the potential, it seemed. “What’s your current salary?” I
asked.


She
whispered a number under her breath, and I almost frowned. Phil was paying her that little?


“I’ll
tell you what, the head chef here? He makes well over six figures a year,” I
said and pulled out a thin spiral notebook from my pocket and a pen. I
scribbled a quick series of numbers, followed by my phone number, and handed it
to her. “That’s how much I’ll pay you. You’ll never get paid that much at Saint
Padres, even as head chef.”


She
stared at the numbers blankly. She would need time to process it, it seemed. 


“I’m being serious, Everly,” I said. “I see the
potential in you. You just have to see it yourself.”


“This
much and I’ll be your chef, and teach you how to cook?” she clarified, and I nodded. “I’ll have to think
about it,” she said, and surprised the
both of us. “I’ll think about it, and I’ll call you. Thank you, Maddox.” 


She
rushed into the restaurant and I returned to my car with trembling hands. It worked,
so far; my plan worked. 


I
barely remembered the numbers on the notepad, but I knew they were enough that
if she still declined, then she truly did not want to see me again.

















 

Chapter Ten


Everly



 

I
walked away from Maddox with trembling legs. The note was in my purse, and it
was difficult to keep from reading it over and over again. A job offer? His
personal chef? The salary? It was like a dream. Everything about it screamed
fake. He would laugh at me if I took it, telling me it was a joke and that I
was a naive little girl. He was older than me. Maybe it was a lesson. 


But
his face had been so serious as he offered the position. The same stubble
across his chin, the same deep, gray eyes that seemed to look nowhere else but
at me, the same smirk that crossed his face as he smiled at something I said.
Maybe he wasn’t joking. Maybe it was real.


I
clocked into work and tied my apron around my waist. It was busy for a Friday,
which meant I would have almost no time for myself. I didn’t have time to be
distracted. I had to blanche fries, prepare tomatoes, sauté mushrooms, and dice
onions. The other chefs moved around me in a familiar pattern, until we were
synchronized in a cooking dance. 


“You’re
distracted,” Catalina said, and I paid her little attention as I pureed
carrots. 


“Maybe,”
I said as a plan formulated in my head. We began to slow into the few silent
moments between lunch and dinner, and soon I was able to breathe. 


The
note was surely buried deep within my purse by now, but that didn’t stop it from
taking over my mind. His phone number, just a few scribbles on a note, was all
I could think about. That and the fact that I was going nowhere in this
restaurant, with no recognition or way up.


“Are
the truffles ready?” Sergio, another station chef, asked. I glanced at my prep
counter and found a pile of mushrooms that had been waiting for pickup for
nearly three hours.


“They
were washed hours ago,” I said and handed
them to him.


“Hours
ago?” He huffed.” They’ll lose their flavor that way. We have more, right?”


I
shook my head. “I was told to have these washed and ready hours ago, which I
did. It’s not my fault you didn’t pick them up in time.”


Sergio
snarled and snatched them from my hand. “I’ll talk to Phil about this,” he said
and returned to his counter. 


Of
course, I thought. I wouldn’t expect anything less.


It
wasn’t the first time a station chef forgot an ingredient. But they were never
blamed for their faults, no, it was always the prep’s wrongdoings. 


“Don’t
listen to him,” Catalina said as she passed
me. “He always threatens to run to Phil.”


I
smiled and thanked her, but I had had enough. 


The
moment I was finished prepping, I barged into Phil’s office without knocking.


“Everly!”
he exclaimed, stammering as he apologized to whomever he spoke with on the
phone. “Did I call you in here?”


“No,”
I said. “I’ll wait for you to finish.”


I
stood in the corner as he frowned and told the speaker he’d call them back, and
hung up.


“What
is it now?” he asked, as if I often interrupted him during important phone
calls. 


“I
received an offer earlier,” I said. “A job offer.” I clarified as he stared at
me with a blank look.


“Oh?
What for?” he said carefully.


“A
personal chef. To someone very wealthy.” I kept Maddox’s name out of my mouth.
“He offered me way more than you ever could, but, Phil, I’d be more than happy
to stay if it was certain that I’d at least have a shot at head chef in the next two years.”


There
was a moment where Phil considered my plea. He glanced at his files, his phone,
and finally at me.


“Everly,”
he began. “Do you really think anyone else would put up with you the way that I
do?”


“What
do you mean?” I asked.


“You’re
always late,” he said. “Always running in here when you should be working.
Always trying to get ahead of everyone else, not caring who falls in your path.
The way you speak to me,” he shook his head. “No one else would put up with
this. Especially not a ‘wealthy man’ who is apparently offering you more than I
am.”


“I’ve
worked my rear off for years,” I pleaded. “I stay in that kitchen until two,
sometimes three, in the morning. Why am I always late? Because no one else
stays that late, and I’m the only one who even cleans the kitchen. I get maybe
four hours of sleep, on a good night, before I’m awake and on my way, here.”


“Regardless
of your motivations, when I have you scheduled at 10, I expect you to be here
at 10 on the dot,” Phil said.


“So
you won’t even let me try to move up the ladder here?” I asked one more time.


“You
are exactly where you need to be,” he said, repeating the same words as every
other time I’d asked about a promotion. 


“Okay,”
I nodded, fidgeting with the edges of my sleeves. “I don’t think I can be here
anymore then. Thank you for the opportunity, Phil, but I quit.” I turned, my
heart beating so hard that I feared it might explode. I heard Phil stand
abruptly from his seat.


“Good
luck finding anyone else to put up with this!” he yelled, but I was already
walking out of his office, and out of Saint Padres. 



 

“You’re
what?!” Lacey yelled. I winced, pulling the phone away from my ear. I sat in my
car, still parked in the cramped parking
lot on Fifth, and munched on a bag of
muffins purchased from the cat cafe. I had sat there for the better part of an
hour, reliving every moment of the day.


“I
had to do something,” I said. “I was never going to get anywhere there. And
this new job as Maddox’s chef? It could lead somewhere, Lace. He has
connections that I could only dream about.” I dusted off cat hair from my
favorite tuxedo.


“You
don’t know anything about him!” Lacey yelled. I could practically hear her
slapping her head. “You don’t know if he’s going to keep his word, or if his
checks will bounce or clear.”


I
thought about his fancy suits, the watch that cost
more than both of my college degrees, and how much he paid for a single date
with me. 


“I
don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” I said.


“He
could be a murderer.” Lacey loved stating the obvious. “Or a weird pervert.
God, I don’t know what would be worse.” 


“Or
he could just be a bored billionaire who actually wants to learn how to cook,”
I offered, but Lacey wasn’t taking it.


“Just
think this through, Everly. Please, this is way too risky for someone like you.
You’re giving up your career for some guy you don’t even know.”


“What
does that mean?” I asked. “Someone like me?”


“You
just don’t take unnecessary risks,” she said. “Everything you’ve done has been
for your career.”


“That’s
the thing. This is for my career. I’m going to be a chef for one of the richest
guys in Seattle. It’ll look amazing on my resume,” I repeated Maddox’s words.


“Just
promise me you’ll think about this,” Lacey pleaded. “You can probably get your
job back if you apologize today.”


I
opened my mouth to argue, but realized it
was useless with Lacey. Becoming a mom made you more careful, paranoid. I knew
she was only this troublesome because she
cared, and I couldn’t blame her.


“Of
course, yeah,” I said. “I’ll call you later.”


“Don’t
do anything crazy,” she said, and we exchanged our goodbyes.


Don’t
do anything crazy.


I
stared at my phone, and the piece of paper
waiting on the console of my car. His phone number was in clear view, and so
was the salary. Lacey was right, at least. This was possibly the biggest risk
I’d ever take. And it was one I needed. I was doing the right thing. It was
hard to explain, but somehow, at that
moment, I knew it was the right thing.


I
dialed Maddox’s number, and within a minute, his voice spoke from the other
line.


“Hello?”
he answered.


“It’s
Everly,” I said. “Everly Winters.” I winced. I don’t think he knew my last
name.


“Everly,
how are you?” He seemed pleased to hear from me,
and surprised.


“All
I have to do is cook all your meals, and teach you how to make them?” I asked,
and confirmed the salary.


“Of
course,” he said. “With bonuses on holidays.”


“How
much of a bonus?” I asked.


“Double
what you’d normally get,” he said, and I sighed. What would I even do with all
this money?


“I’ll
take it,” I said, crumpling up the piece of paper in my palm.


“I’m
glad to hear it,” he said smoothly, as if
he’d expected this the whole time. “Are you able to start on Monday?”


“This
Monday? Yeah, I can be there,” I said.


“Perfect,
I’ll send you my address, and I’ll see you no later than 6 that evening. Let’s
start with dinner and go from there.” 


“Okay.
Thanks so much.”


He
said goodbye, and hung up.


I
threw my phone in my purse and covered my mouth. Adrenaline rushed over me, making me want to jump and skip and curl
into a ball all at the same time.


I
had quit my job, and taken an offer of a lifetime from a handsome man who
seemed to take up way too much of my thoughts.


This
was just a job, I reminded myself.


And
hopefully his word was good.

















 

Chapter Eleven


Maddox



 

I
saw the opportunity present itself and
slipped between the closing doors without a single person noticing. The cold
wind bit at me, and I said goodbye to Alaskan Way and picked my car up at the
valet. It never took more than half a minute for them to retrieve it, but I was
still waiting after two. 


“You
still have your restaurant on Market Street.” I turned to find Jackie storming
toward me. I cursed. So, someone noticed me leaving.


“I
stopped by the other day,” I said. “It’s in my notes. I’m pretty sure you
already ordered the new freezer, and I ordered new table covers.”


She
furiously typed on her phone and checked our pending orders. Her thick hair was
framed around her face in a bob cut, and her black skin was shiny with the heat
of standing in a kitchen for too long. Dark eyes glared at me, but I was right,
and she knew it.


“Really,
Jackie, All You Can Eat is fine. Much more relaxed than you. Take the rest of
the night off, get a massage, drink some wine. Add it to our expenses.” I
offered as the Giulia pulled up. 


“You
and I both know I’m not going to do that,” she said and leaned on a hip. “Well,
except the wine part. I’m putting a bottle of our most expensive wine on your
tab.” She pointed at me, and I smirked.


“Of
course,” I said, and slid behind my wheel. Jackie turned on her heels and
returned to the restaurant, and I waited a moment and watched as she left with
two bottles of our finest wine. I wouldn’t expect anything less.


I
checked my reflection in the visor often as I drove to Nick’s house. Tonight
was Everly’s first night, and it was a miracle I had gotten through work at
all. What would she make? I wondered throughout the day. How would she react if
I introduced Abby to her? Was I paying her enough?


I
was smart enough to understand that introducing Abby to a woman too early was a
poor decision, but I felt as if there was another reason behind it. I was
protecting Abby, no doubt, but was I protecting myself, as well? There was no
way I was letting my little girl think that another woman was coming into our
world until I knew for sure that Everly was the woman I wanted in my life. It
would either give Abby false hope that she’d have a mother figure, or scare the
rubbish out of her that someone might take me away too. I wasn’t willing to let
her think either thought just yet. 


And
how long was I going to be able to hide my very successful restaurant chain
that’s all over this state and all across the country? It was almost a must now
that I’d lied about needing her to teach me how to cook. Why had I
done that? Alaskan Way had been open for a year and a half, and already we were
the top choice for downtown evening dinner. I was also contemplating adding a
dish to the menu, thanks to Everly, and it was hard to hide my passion when it
stirred.


And
it was stirring. The more I thought about Everly, the worse my desire grew. I
squirmed in my seat. Something was stirring, at least. 


I
was back to normal as I reached Nick’s, and I greeted Abby with a giant hug.
She was working on that same painting she’d started Friday, just before the
weekend. I made a comment on how amazing
it looked.


Nick
smirked in his corner, where a new painting waited. 


“A
little lie doesn’t hurt,” I said as he glanced at Abby’s mess of scribbled
paint. 


“Clearly,”
he said, and his tone gave the impression of a double meaning. I raised an
eyebrow, and Nick laughed. “You told that poor woman you needed someone to
teach you how to cook. And she believed you! You’re playing her for a fool.” He
had trouble keeping his laughter from filling up the whole room.


“I
didn’t have another choice,” I said, and I couldn’t help laughing along. “It is
dumb, isn’t it?”


“Yeah.”
Nick shrugged. “Really dumb, but horny men do really dumb trash,” he said it
quietly, but my head still snapped toward Abby to make sure she wasn’t
listening.


“She
repeats everything you say!” I reminded him, and he held his hands up. “And
that’s not why I’m doing this, anyways. You’re disgusting.” I shoved his
shoulder, and we both cracked up. 


“But
man, she is something, isn’t she?” I said, remembering Everly in that tight,
black dress at the fundraiser. What was interesting, to me at least, was that
she still looked as amazing as she was rushing down the street in a chef’s
uniform, late for work. 


“She’s
a looker.” Nick agreed.


“Would
you mind watching Abby for a few more hours?” I asked. “I haven’t exactly told
her about Abby yet.”


“Sure,
I understand. She can stay as long as you want her to.” Nick asked Abby if
she’d like to stay longer with him, and she cheered and thanked me.


“Uncle
Nick and I are painting!” she said and pointed at her canvas. “Do you like it?”


“Of
course, sweetheart. It’s perfect,” I said, and Nick laughed behind me. “That
pretty woman that you like? With the red hair? She’s coming over to make
dinner.”


“She’s
eating?” Abby asked, and I nodded. 


“We
might eat together. Is that okay?” I asked. Abby pretended to think about it,
which was a habit she was starting to enjoy.


“Yeah,
Daddy,” she said. “I love you.”


For
a split moment, I second guessed myself. Was this fair to Abby? She didn’t know
Everly, so if things didn’t work out between us,
then it wouldn’t be a big deal. But it was important to me that Abby was
comfortable with everything. I pulled her into a hug and thanked her for being
a great child.


“That’s
weird.” She complained and pushed me away. Nick cracked up, and I shoved him
aside. 


“I
guess they all grow up someday, huh?” he said and opened his door for me. 


“Don’t
even joke about that.” I frowned and got ready to leave.


“Oh,
wait, Daddy!” Abby yelled and jumped on my leg. I kneeled in front of her.


“Good
luck.” She smiled and ran back to her painting. I watched her for a moment,
before fixing my tie and walking back to my house. I was going to need that
luck.



 

I
spend the next two hours making sure my kitchen was perfect. High, marble
counters, sleek, all-steel appliances, restaurant-grade oven and stove; only
the best. I wondered if it was possibly too much, but that couldn’t be an
issue. Surely Everly would appreciate it. I was stressing over nothing.


I
forced myself to lounge in a recliner in the library, nerves on edge as I
waited for the sound of a doorbell. I had sent her my address earlier in the day, and had nearly forgotten how to breathe
when she had replied with a simple thanks.


Thankfully,
Abby was easy to pick up after, and there was nothing of hers lying around. She
was a bit of a neat freak, and always wanted her toys to be perfectly
positioned in the corner of her room. She loved dusting the house as well,
despite our maid visiting once a week for nearly five hours at a time. 


The
doorbell rang, and I ran to greet it in record time. My breath was shallow and
uneven as I answered it, opening the door to welcome a very startled and
wide-eyed Everly.


She
was breathtaking, in a form-fitting white blouse and black pants that hugged
her curves. Her hair was tied up as usual, and she had an apron hanging on the crook
of her arm.


“Everly,”
I welcomed her. “Come in.”


She
took the first step slowly, as if she
wasn’t sure if she should come inside. Her eyes never once stopped zigzagging
through my house; at the grand staircase to our left, the vaulted ceiling with
a giant crystal chandelier behind us, or the bridge upstairs connecting my
seven rooms. 


“This
is your house?” She almost laughed. 


“Yes.”
I gestured around us. “There are two restrooms on this floor, on the furthest
two corners from each other.” She followed as I crossed the family room into
another room. “Here’s the parlor.” It opened up to an office, where a pool
table and billiards waited with dust. “And through here,” I took her to the
other room on the other side of the parlor, “is the library. If you need a
moment to yourself, for any reason, I highly recommend this room.”


She
nodded, taking it all in. “If I need a moment to myself,” she repeated. “You
have this entire house to yourself? No one else?”


I
hesitated, standing in between the family room and parlor. “Yes,” I said after
a moment. “It does get quite lonely sometimes, to be honest.”


“And
all you had was your chef?” she asked.


“And
a maid, Gloria. She comes once a week.”


Everly
laughed, a sweet sound that I wanted to
hear more of. “How does this place get dirty with just one man? Are you that
filthy?”


My
eyes widened, and a blush spread across her cheeks.


“I
mean, no. That’s not what I meant,” she stammered. “I’m sorry, that was
inappropriate.”


“Come.”
I waved her off and led her toward the east portion of my house. She gasped at
the sight of the fish tank running along the wall,
and followed the trail into the kitchen, where she froze.


“And
this is the kitchen,” I said proudly.


“Oh
my goodness.” She placed her apron on the countertop and traced along the smooth
edge. The kitchen was easily half the size of the family room, spanning nearly
two regular restaurant kitchens. Two double ovens faced one another against the
wall, and a long, spiral island separated the two halves of the kitchen. “Is
this real?”


“I
haven’t spent much time in here,” I said and leaned against the counter. “I
barely even know what any of this does.”


She
shook her head, but I made a point to memorize the smile playing on her face. 


“Okay,
well, let’s start with ingredients.” She opened one of the two fridges and began pulling items out. “I’m
surprised you already had everything I needed.” She had sent over a list of
ingredients the other day, asking which ones she needed to pick up. I had gone
out and purchased the highest quality selection I could find, and lied and said
my previous chef loved to stock up on food.


“Well,
it seems like a simple recipe,” I said. Salmon and potatoes were on the menu
for dinner.


“I
wanted to start easy,” she said. “Plus, living on the coast, everyone should
know how to cook a decent fish dinner. It should be a requirement.”


On
the counter was a giant fillet of salmon, prepped and ready to cook, whole
sweet potatoes, bell peppers, cilantro, lemon, pepper, cloves of garlic,
onions, and asparagus. She sorted through my pots and pans until she picked out
specific ones. She seasoned the fish with herbs and spices, and set it aside.


“It’s
important to get the potatoes in the pot quickly,” she said and dumped four
potatoes in a giant pot. She covered it with water, and I patiently listened as
she explained the instructions on how to make mashed potatoes. 


“Doesn’t
seem too hard,” I said, noting the differences in
our techniques in my head.


“Now,
we prepare the bell peppers and asparagus,” she said and began slicing through
them. 


“Do
you want me to help with anything?” I asked, and she shook her head.


“Just
watch for tonight,” she said. 


“I’m
sorry I stole you away from your previous position.” I made small talk as she
began roasting the vegetables. “I only wanted your talents for myself; it was selfish.”


“Phil
was selfish,” she said, and apologized.
“He was my boss, and I’m sure he had his own problems. But I couldn’t stay in a
place that didn’t appreciate me.”


I
nodded, understanding every single word. I knew how it felt to be so proud of
yourself, and to have little recognition. I pretended to act clueless about
this meal, and Everly danced around my kitchen flawlessly as she mimicked the
top chefs of my restaurants. I smiled; how could anyone ever not appreciate her?


“The
salmon takes the least amount of time,” she said as she placed two seasoned
fillets on a skillet. The vegetables were roasting to the side, and a bowl of
boiled sweet potatoes were waiting to be
combined with salt, butter, chives, and sour cream. 


“Just
like that?” I asked. “Leave it on there for 10 minutes,
and it’s done?”


“It’s
the easiest,” she said. “And my favorite. I could eat salmon every day for the
rest of my life.”


“What
else would you do for the rest of your life?” I asked, unable to hide my
curiosity. She paused and glanced at me
with a confused look. “If there weren’t any obstacles, what would you do?”


“I
would open up my own restaurant,” she said without hesitation. “On the pier.
Fresh seafood, amazing cocktails, and the best view in the entire city. It
would have an open patio, for the dogs,
and an upstairs dining area that’s more formal than the downstairs.”


“And
you would just work there? Rest of your life?” I asked.


“That’s
all I would need,” she said, and smiled
softly. “I guess that and watch all the Broadway shows that came into town.”


“Oh?
A Broadway junkie?” I joked. I knew far too many of them, and Everly didn’t
really strike me as the type.


“I’ve
seen every musical known to man,” she said. “Sung every word, recited each
line. I try to make it to the shows, but by the time I have some money saved
up, all the tickets are purchased by scalpers,
and the prices are triple what they normally are. So, I end up buying the DVD,
or watching it online.”


“Have
you been to a show?” I asked, and she
shook her head.


“Well,
if you count high school plays, then sure. I was the director of ours.” She
grinned, and I found myself copying her. “Goodness, what a mess we were.”


The
salmon was finished, and Everly began plating
a single plate. 


“I’ll
set the leftovers in the fridge,” she said.


“Why
don’t you stay for dinner?” I asked. “You made more than enough for the entire
week. I’m going to have to bring this into work or give it away to the homeless
before it goes bad.”


She
glanced at her phone. “Is that okay?” she asked. “I mean, the job was to cook
for you and show you how along the way.”


“I
like to be friends with my employees,” I said, not that I saw her as an
employee exactly. “Come on.” I handed her another plate, and she mimicked the
first one perfectly. 


I
carried them both to a room on the other side of the kitchen, where a giant oak
table stretched from one side of the long room to the other. Golden chairs
draped with shimmery cloth waited for us, and I placed the two plates beside
one another and pulled a seat out for Everly. 


“It
just keeps getting better,” she murmured
and stared at the crystal chandelier above us. “Why do you even have so many
chairs if it’s just you?”


“Family
get-togethers,” I said. “And I host
parties here on the rare occasion.”


Somehow,
with just the two of us at a table that seated 30, it felt intimate. Everly
coughed into her elbow and draped her
apron across the back of her chair. 


“Okay,”
she said and sat down. “So what exactly do you do, then? I’ve been dying to ask
this forever, but it seemed rude up until
now.”


“What’s
different about now?” I smiled.


“You’re
living alone in a mansion with a dining room that’s excessive even for the
Queen of England,” she said. “I don’t think even the Queen has enough family to
fill up these seats.”


I
contemplated the question. I couldn’t tell her I owned restaurants; not yet
anyways.


“I’m
an investor,” I said, not entirely a lie. “I have stocks and trades, and heavy
investments in businesses that make more money than they know what to do with.”


“An
investor.” She considered my words and
speared a piece of salmon onto her fork. I tried the vegetables first and sighed with pleasure. They were
crunchy and warm, and delicious. The sweet potatoes were just as good, and
finally, I took a bite of the salmon. Flavor burst onto my tongue, sweet and
tangy and flaky and juicy. Everly had combined the ingredients in a unique
blend that I hadn’t experienced before, with a strong mixture of lemon and
garlic that isn’t overpowered by pepper. She really knew how to cook fish.


“Where
did you learn how to cook?” I asked.


“We
were poor growing up,” she said. “And my mom couldn’t really buy many
groceries. Two months of ramen in a row really teaches a girl how to spice it
up. I’d save up money from my awful weekend job, buy some cheap fish at the
market, and taught myself how to cook it and add it to the noodles. It evolved
from there until I was cooking every
night. It wasn’t until I was in high school that my dream of my own restaurant
came up, but once it did, I couldn’t stop it.”


She
was constantly full of surprises, it seemed. We finished our meal with pleasant
chat, and I waved her off as she attempted to clean. “My maid comes tomorrow,”
I said, a blatant lie. “She’d rather clean this and get a good bonus for it
than come here and find nothing to do.”


“Well,
okay,” Everly said, but it was clear that she wasn’t entirely comfortable with
leaving such a mess. 


“So,
tomorrow night again,” I said, and complimented
her cooking.


“Thank
you.” She blushed. We walked to the front of my house, just between the
entryway, and hesitated. It felt like the end of a date, and I wondered if she
noticed it.


 “I’m thinking of duck or lamb tomorrow,” she
said. “I’m an expert at both.”


“Of
course you are.” I laughed. “Either one is perfect.”


She
nodded. “Okay, then. Well, goodnight Mr. Moore.” She turned to leave, and I sat
my hand on her shoulder. Her warmth shocked me, and I had to remind myself to
speak as her green eyes looked at mine.


“Maddox,”
I reminded her. “I know this is a job, but call me Maddox.”


She
smiled, tension leaving her shoulders. “Okay, Maddox. Goodnight.”


I
closed the door behind her and rested my
forehead against the solid frame. What was the woman doing to me?


I
cleaned up our mess in silence, my thoughts tracing our steps throughout the
night. Her dreams were brighter than I expected, and she was full of so much
potential. 


I
walked over to Nick’s house and thanked
him for watching Abby.


“No
problem,” he said, and woke her from a
short nap. “She was just watching some guys play Mario on YouTube. How’d it
go?”


“She’s
talented,” I said. “I learned how to make salmon, mashed sweet potatoes, and
roasted vegetables.” I grinned, and Nick shoved my shoulder. “She’s coming back
a few times this week; can you watch Abby for a few more hours on those days?” 


“Of
course,” he said, as if the situation was
entirely normal. “I’ll just keep adding our dinners to your tab.” I assumed he
was joking until I saw the takeout bag
from All You Can Eat on the counter. 


“You
get free food anyways, jerk,” I said as Abby grabbed my hand.


“Jerk,
Daddy,” she repeated as she rubbed sleepy eyes. I groaned and left Nick giggling like a madman.


“Remember
what I said about repeating all of my words?” I asked, as we returned to our
house.


“Yes,” Abby said, but I knew she was lying. I
made her a plate from our leftovers and stood at the counter as she ate
mashed potatoes. 


“How
was the date?” she asked. Nick must have mentioned it a few times through the
night. 


“She’s
just my chef, Abby,” I said and stared at
the spot in front of the stove where Everly had worked. 


“Okay,
Daddy.” Abby shook her head, two curly pigtails slapping her across the face.
She had such a grin spread across her mouth that mocked me for the fool I was.
She knew better, but still, I repeated to myself that Everly was just my chef.


“Okay,
daddy,” Abby said again, in a tone that meant, ‘whatever you say.' I grinned; it really was a ridiculous
idea.
















Chapter Twelve


Everly



 

Three
nights at Maddox’s ridiculous mansion. I’d spent three nights cooking for him,
showing him to cook, and watching as he attempted to dice an onion and failed
miserably. I pulled my bed sheet closer to me, remembering the previous night
of pork chops and diced scallions. He was friendly, perhaps the friendliest
boss I’d ever had, and there was something so inviting about him, despite the
fact that he was a lonely billionaire in a house that was far too big for one
man. I wondered if he was divorced and if
that’s why his house was enormous.


He
had shown me his insane garage the other night
after I made a comment about the Italian car sitting in his driveway. The way he showed off his trophies, however, never
seemed more than honest pride. He never boasted, never bragged. His answers to
everything were always politically correct, and I found myself wishing that
just once he would stumble over his words
and bite his tongue. 


I
had, plenty of times over the past few days.


My
door opened and closed, and I hid beneath my pillow. I really needed to change
my locks.


“Everly,” Lacey called from the kitchen. “I’m
starting breakfast.”


“Don’t
you have your own kitchen?” I said, as I met Belle in the living room. She had
brought her Shopkins, and we fell into the same routine of putting them in the
fridge and taking them out. Belle always thanked me for playing with her,
making it impossible for me to ever say no, the little perfect brat.


“Your
pans are way better than mine,” Lacey
said as she flipped pancakes.


“Because
they’re not scratched!” I yelled. “Because I don’t scratch them, and you do.”


“I
learned my lesson,” she said. I kissed Belle on the cheek and joined Lacey in
the kitchen. “Do you have biscuits and gravy?” she asked.


“I
have some leftover from yesterday’s breakfast,” I said and began reheating them
in the oven. 


“So?
How’s your job?” Lacey asked with a hint of annoyance. She still hadn’t come
around to the idea of it yet.


“It’s
perfect,” I said honestly. “It’s literally two hours a day. And Maddox really
seems interested in learning how to cook. I actually enjoy spending time with
him, which I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to spend more than a minute with any
of my bosses.”


“Would
that have anything to do with the fact that he’s a handsome billionaire?” Lacey
asked, and I shook my head.


“I
don’t care about that,” I said. “He’s good for my career, that’s all that
matters.”


“Still,
you might find yourself in a difficult position whenever this agreement ends.
This isn’t set in stone, Everly. And he might seem like a good guy, but there’s
no guarantee that he’ll help you find a job after this. It could be empty
promises. Some men are good at that sort of thing.”


“I
know, and trust me, I’ve thought about that.” I stirred the gravy in a saucepan
until it began to bubble. The biscuits were ready, and Lacey set down plates of
pancakes and sausage on my dining table. Belle met us, and the three of us ate
breakfast together. I hadn’t realized just how tiny my table was. “I’m going to
enjoy the time I have there. If I can keep this job for even a year, it’s
already more than enough money to seriously start planning my restaurant with.
And, I’m having fun. How many people can say they’re having fun at work? It’s
every person’s dream.”


Lacey
seemed to agree.


They
left to make it to Belle’s kindergarten class on time, and I spent the rest of
the morning shopping for both my apartment and Maddox’s house at the market on
the pier. I picked up crab legs and a lobster
and made it back to my place before the lunch rush began. 


Working
only two hours a day meant that I had time to do just about anything else I
wanted, and yet I couldn’t force myself to do anything. I was anxious for work and found myself constantly glaring at the
clock and imprisoned by my freedom, in a strange sort of way, which didn’t make
sense to anyone who had never experienced it. I needed to do something,
anything, other than sit on my couch and
scroll through my phone.


I
opened my laptop and began typing out a
menu for next week. I had just finished when I glanced at the clock and realized it was almost time to leave.


It
was funny. I hadn’t been late once to Maddox’s, which was a new accomplishment
I was proud of. Although, I supposed it was difficult to be late for a job that
was only two hours long.


I
got dressed in my usual blouse and pants uniform
and arrived at his house 10 minutes early. If being on time wasn’t surprising
enough, it was definitely the fact that I had gotten anywhere with more than a
minute to spare.


Maddox
greeted me in a dark suit that was just as proper and form-fitting as usual.
His gray eyes were kind as he welcomed me inside, and he took the grocery bags
from my arms as I followed him into the kitchen.


“Lobster?”
he asked, as he peeked within them. “Oh,
and crab.”


“If
you can’t tell, I’m a little partial to seafood.” I smiled. I lined up my ingredients and quizzed Maddox on which pots to
use. As usual, he got every other question wrong. But I couldn’t blame him; these were hard questions. He was
evidently a quick learner, at least, and I was confident he’d catch on
eventually.


He
helped tie my apron around my waist, and we began cooking dinner.



 


 

An
hour later, with two plates full of freshly boiled crab legs, lobster tails,
melted butter, and roasted vegetables, Maddox and I sat at his dinner table and
ate. I was particularly proud of the meal as he gushed over how delicious it
was, and we chatted more about my dream of a fish restaurant on the pier.


“My
mom hates the idea, though,” I said. “She thinks I’d make more money begging on
the streets.”


“In
her defense,” Maddox said. “I did read an article about how some homeless
beggars make over 30 grand a year.”


I
gasped. “No way.”


“What
about your father?” he asked. “Is he supportive?”


“Oh,”
I set my fork down. “I wouldn’t know. They got divorced when I was young.”


“I’m
sorry,” he said, and I heard the sincerity in his voice. “I didn’t know.”


“It’s
no big deal.” I shook my head to let him off the hook. “I mean, of course it’s a big deal. I’m actually the only
woman in my family who isn’t divorced.” I faked a laugh. “It’s why I’m single,
anyways. There’s no point in getting married if it all ends up falling apart at
the end.”


I
stuffed a giant piece of crab meat in my mouth. Shut up, I told myself.


“I’m
certainly not defending divorce, but, good things can come from it,” Maddox
offered. “Children, for example.”


“You
sound like my sister,” I said. “No, I don’t believe this world needs any more
children in it.”


Maddox’s
voice was quieter than normal. “So, you’re not interested in having children of
your own?”


“Not
at all,” I said. “That’s my worst nightmare, actually. I decided a long time
ago I was never having kids. Bringing
them into a broken world full of divorced families is a mistake. No child
should have to go through that.”


Maddox
fell silent and focused more on his plate, but as the silence stretched, I
realized he was hardly eating anything.


“Anyways,
shellfish might be a little more complicated, but it’s definitely worth it.” I
changed the subject, and that seemed to perk Maddox up. Note to self: divorce and children was not a suitable topic.


“It’s
wonderful.” Maddox finished his lobster claw. “You’ve surprised me once again.”


“I’d
hope that my cooking skills aren’t that surprising.” I smiled.


“Of
course not,” he said, and we finished our dinner.


I
packed up my belongings and he walked me to the door. I took one more glance around his magnificent house, once again in awe
at the grand splendor. The decorations looked far too rich and unique for a
lone businessman, and it didn’t escape me that there were at least six couches total on this floor alone. I glanced at
the grand staircase in the corner, wondering how much more room there was
upstairs.


“Dinner
was incredible tonight,” Maddox said. 


“Thank
you,” I said, heartened by his compliment.


“But,
I was wondering if I could take you out to a real dinner on Saturday? At a
four-star restaurant this time?” he asked. 


“Like,
to get ideas for dinner?” I asked.


“That,”
he nodded. “and possibly, like a date. Depending on how it goes.” He smiled,
and once again I found his charm to be far too alluring for his own good.


“Saturday.
Dinner. Yes, of course,” I said. How could I say no, anyways? He was my boss,
after all.


“Great,
I’ll pick you up at 6.” We said our goodbyes, and I slid into my car. 


As
I drove home, I convinced myself that
this date was just something I was doing to keep my job. It was a requirement,
and I had agreed so quickly because of that single reason.


But
I couldn’t get Maddox’s smile out of my head, and the closer I got to home, the
less convinced I became. 

















Chapter Thirteen


Maddox



 

I
leaned against my door and watched as her beat-up Corolla disappeared into the
night. I hoped she hadn’t noticed my abrupt mood change during dinner, but her
words had been so forward and direct that
I hadn’t had time to truly consider the meaning until we were walking toward
the door. 


Everly
didn’t want children. Not only that, but she was passionate about not having
children, and held to her belief that every marriage was doomed to fail. I
could hardly blame her; my daughter had been created out of a one-night stand.
And I couldn’t ever be sure of what would have happened had Abby’s mother
stayed in the picture and forced me into becoming a parent. Would we have
gotten married for the sake of our child? A relationship that would have only
lasted until our hatred for one another spiraled out of control, and ended with
the fragile mentality of a child suffering from our own mistakes.


Everly
didn’t want children, and yet, the most important person in my life was a
child. 


I
should have been honest with her from the start. Now, I had two lies that were beginning to spiral out of
control, and they were only set for failure. 


I
walked over to Nick’s to pick up Abby, and she ran straight toward me for a
kiss.


“My
painting!” She pointed at a mess of paint in the corner. Her eyes were shining
with pride as she tried explaining in her little mind what the  painting was supposed to look like.


“How
was it?” Nick asked.


“Sweetheart,
we still have some time before bed; do you want to work on your painting a
little more?” I asked Abby.


“Okay, Daddy.” She nodded and ran back to the
corner. When I was confident that she couldn’t hear our conversation, I turned
to Nick and told him about Everly’s opinion.


“You
were against children at one point,” he
reminded me. “Heck, I think at one point most of us are.”


“True,”
I said and watched Abby dip her fingers into a jar of paint and spread them
across the canvas. “The thought of having a kid terrified me.”


“Maybe
that’s it,” Nick said. “Maybe she’s scared.” But there was a tone in Nick’s voice that revealed his hesitation.
He seemed bothered by Everly’s confession, which wasn’t surprising considering
how close he and Abby were.


“We’re
leaving, Abby,” I said, and we both said our goodnights to Nick. He refused to
ever take money from me, but he’d been watching Abby far more than usual the
past week, and I wanted to repay him somehow. I waited until he was distracted
with hugging Abby and then dropped a few hundreds on his counter.


“The
painting is huge!” Abby said, and we
walked back to our house. “But a little too green. I’ll make it more red tomorrow.”


“What
was it again?” I asked. 


“Christmas
tree,” she said. She had been obsessed with Christmas ever since I went a
little crazy with the decorations last year. “With lights and two angels.”


“Two
angels.” I laughed. “Why not three?”


“Because
one is a mommy, and the other a daddy,”
she said.  I loved hearing her talk about
painting, and it always brought a smile
to my face.


“Where’s
the kid?” I asked.


“She’s
not ready.” Abby swung on my arm. “I don’t need help, Daddy. It’s my painting.”


“Oh,
I’m sorry.” We entered the kitchen and I
began setting a plate for Abby from our leftovers. She explained more about her
painting, and I ate every word up. She was such a little artist. Maybe she was
spending a little too much time with her uncle.


“This
is yummy,” Abby said as she licked fingers covered in melted butter. I cracked
open the crab legs for her and set the meat in a pile on her plate, with a side
of lobster meat. She loved the vegetables the most, which was a testament to
Everly’s skills.


“You
like crab?” I asked after she begged for more.


“It’s
sweet and plump,” she said. I laughed as her eyes widened.


“Just
like you.” I gave her another plate, and
ate the rest of the leftovers myself. Everly really was an incredible cook. Her
seafood restaurant would do amazing on the pier.


“The
pretty girl cooked this?” Abby asked. “The one with the red hair?”


“Her
name is Everly. The chef, and yeah,” I said. “She’s good, isn’t she?”


“Yup!”
Abby responded with a mouth full of food. She took a giant gulp and washed it down with juice. “Can I tell
her?”


I
frowned. “Maybe one day. Come on, let’s get ready for bed.”


“Already?”
Abby whined, but she was already walking toward the stairs.


I
helped her with her pajamas, and she sat on the sink as we brushed our teeth.
She asked me to braid her hair before bed, and it ended up in a loose side
braid that was already falling apart.


“I’m
not tired.” She yawned and climbed into her bed. I settled beside her and picked
up a book from her nightstand. 


“Good,
because we still have to read two more chapters,” I said, as I opened the book
to the dog-eared page. I’d read Alice in Wonderland to her nearly 100 times by
now, but Abby never wanted me to read anything else. 


“She
has to meet the caterpillar!” Abby squealed and fluffed her pillow. “Okay,” she
said, as she relaxed. “Read the book, Daddy.”


I
read until Abby was snoring louder than most 3-year-olds,
and then spent a moment watching her breathe. She had repeated a few of the
lines as I spoke, and we had a conversation about whether or not the Cheshire
cat was a good guy or a bad guy. Abby refused to believe he was anything but an
innocent kitty, and I felt she was too young to explain what an unreliable
narrator was. 


My
mind was full of Everly’s words. She wasn’t wrong, in a sense, that bringing
children into a world full of divorce and
broken families was hard. But with Abby sleeping so peacefully beside me, her
tiny hands clutching the worn pages of her favorite book, I knew without a
doubt that I wouldn’t change a thing. This little girl had changed my life with
her pure love and childish innocence, and no matter how much of a struggle the
past few years had been, I would do it all over again.


Maybe
Everly was like me, afraid of the responsibility and potential for failure.
But, maybe like me, a child would change her mind. 


Maybe
it was time for Everly to learn about Abby.
















Chapter Fourteen


Everly



 

 “Can we watch it again?” Belle asked, and
Lacey and I both groaned as we hit the play button on our TV. She thanked us
and settled back on the couch for our third showing of “Frozen.” Lacey kept the
lucky girl home from kindergarten to spend time with us, coincidentally at the
same time that Belle found the dusty Blu-ray of the movie buried deep within
the coffee table’s drawer. 


“Can’t
really blame her,” I admitted as Lacey
and I finished our mimosas. “I have a soft spot for movies about sisters hating
each other.”


Lacey
grinned and asked if I wanted a refill, which I stubbornly refused.


“So,
you have a big date on Saturday?” Lacey teased me. I had mentioned it briefly
after she asked me to see a movie with her and Belle Saturday night, and had stressed that it wasn’t a big
deal.


“It
might not even be romantic,” I said. “He didn’t really seem to like my opinion
of children.”


Lacey
shook her head. “You don’t tell a man that you don’t believe in having kids and you’re against getting married until
at least the fourth date,” she said. “You haven’t even been on one.”


“He’s
my boss!” I argued. “I didn’t think there were rules on that sort of stuff in a
work relationship.”


“This
is very obviously not your everyday work relationship. Look how much he’s
paying you for four meals a week.”


“Four
meals that I teach him.” I clarified. “But yeah, you’re right. It feels like
there’s a catch.”


“The
catch is that he’s a very handsome man interested in a young, vulnerable woman
and is using his looks and wealth to manipulate her into falling in love with
him,” Lacey said as we both took seats on either side of Belle on the couch.
“I’ve read this story a dozen times at my book club.”


“My
life is nothing like those books you read,” I argued. “It’s a lot more
complicated than that. And he’s not manipulating me. I needed a job; he needed a cook. That’s it; plain and
simple. Why do you have to be like Mom and read more into simple things?”


“Ouch.”
She narrowed her eyes and glared. “Because his
chef just so happened to retire or die or whatever you said.” Lacey gave me the
‘are you serious’ look. 


“Lacey,
I’m already stressed enough about this date, or whatever this is,” I said.
“You’re not helping.”


“Okay,
I’m sorry.” She patted Belle’s head as the little girl sang along with the
movie. “Tell you what, we both have the day off. Let’s make a girls’ day out of
it. We’ll get our nails done, go shopping, do something with your hair.” I
rolled my eyes at the last bit. “How does that sound?”


“I
don’t know, Lace,” I said. 


“You
can’t use your bank account as an excuse anymore,” she reminded me. “That man
is paying you way too much for your hair and nails to look like that.”


“Could
you be any subtler?” I snapped and turned to Belle. “What do you think? Do you
want to go shopping?”


Belle
paid me little attention as a snowman sung a song about summer on the television.
She nodded, at least, and that was enough for Lacey.


“You
drive. I’m going to look up new hairstyles on Instagram for you on the way.”


After
finishing the movie, we spent a few hours browsing through stores far too
expensive for us, and each bought a few outfits at the department store in the
mall. 


“Is
this pretty?” Belle asked as she slipped her new scarf around her neck in the
food court. Belle and I shared a plate of Chinese food while Lacey ate a taco
salad. 


“Who
are you trying to impress?” I teased her. “Any cute boys in kindergarten?”


She
blushed, and her mom gasped.


“Belle,
you do not have a crush on a boy,” she accused, and I felt bad for the poor
girl.


“Calm
down, Lace,” I said. “But yeah, it’s really pretty. It brings out your eyes.”


Belle
offered me a weak smile and tightened the scarf. “Thanks, Aunt Everly,” she said, and I was reminded of when she used
to call me Auntie Evie. 


“I
got the wrong size,” Lacey complained as
she looked through her bag. “Could you take Belle to the hair salon downstairs
and I’ll meet you there?”


I
agreed, and I walked hand in hand with Belle to the salon. The three of us had
gotten our nails painted, and Belle showed me a pretty powder blue on hers. 


“I
love it,” I said. 


“Don’t
tell Mom, but Miles’ favorite color is blue,”
Belle said.


“Is
Miles the boy you like?” I asked.


“Not
really. I mean, he’s nice and cute, but we barely talk.”


“So
you just think he’s cute.” We waited at the salon until the hairdresser was
ready. “Well, you can tell me anything, you know that right?” 


“Of
course.” Belle smiled. I never truly noticed it, but we were always told that
Belle looked just like me when I was her age. I felt like I was beginning to
see it.


“Thank
you, Aunt Everly,” Belle said. “I had a
lot of fun today. And I hope your date tomorrow is fun.”


“I
hope so, too. You’re the best kid, do you know that?” I said honestly. “And I
also had fun.”


Lacey
met us just as I sat in the seat. They sat nearby as the hairdresser did a
small trim, despite Lacey’s best efforts to convince me to replicate the latest
trends on Instagram.


“Which
dress are you going to wear?” Lacey asked.


“Oh,
I love the blue one,” Belle said.


I
winked an eye at her. “Good thing my favorite color is also blue.” Belle
blushed, but Lacey didn’t notice.


I
dropped them off at Lacey’s house and went inside to help her prepare dinner. 


“I’ll
stop by on Sunday to let you know how it went,” I said, once I was done
chopping vegetables. Lacey handed me a glass of wine, and I ended up staying to
make dinner as well.


“Send
a picture of how you look in the dress,”
Belle said. She really liked the blue dress.


“Of
course.” I hugged Belle and said my goodbyes.


“Don’t
fall in love.” Lacey teased, and I rolled my eyes.


“Not
even an option,” I said in a loud voice to make sure Belle heard. “I want an
established career before I fall in love with anyone, even a cat.” I thought
fondly of the tuxedo cat at the cat café. What a keeper.


“Or
a dog,” Belle added. She’d been begging
her mom for a puppy for nearly three years now. 


“Whatever
you say,” Lacey said to me and closed the door as I left.


Don’t
fall in love, she suggested. I laughed as I even considered it. 


But
then again, what if it was too late?

















Chapter Fifteen


Maddox



 

 “Give me that,”
Abby ordered as I held a tie against my suit. I handed it to her, and she threw
it on the floor. “Ugly,” she declared and
ran to my closet to pick out a blue tie.


“Abby,
my suit is gray,” I said. “This blue doesn’t go with it.”


She
frowned and gave me doe eyes that always
were successful in getting their way. “I like this blue,” she said. 


“Okay,”
I said, and decided to hide another tie in my pocket. Abby climbed onto the bed
and grabbed the open ends of my suit and tried buttoning them.


“This
is hard,” she whined and furrowed her eyebrows in concentration. She had
insisted on helping me dress, going so far as picking out several combinations
of shirts and pants that were completely mismatched. I had convinced her on a
gray set, and she had reluctantly agreed.


“Can
I do this?” I asked as she struggled with the first button. She shook her head.


“I
got this,” she said. I nodded, thankful that I still had at least three hours
before I was supposed to pick up Everly. 


“You’re
okay with staying at Uncle Nick’s, right?” I asked and guided her fingers through
the process. This was the most help she would accept,
but if I didn’t try and nudge her along, I’d be here with her all night.


“Yeah!”
She smiled, momentarily distracted as she mumbled something about the painting
she was working on. I took the opportunity to quickly button at least three
before she noticed.


“Hey!”
She frowned, and I went back to helping her. 


“And
you like staying at Uncle Nick’s this time?” I asked, the guilt eating at me.
This was becoming frequent, and I hated not including my little girl.


“I
love it,” she answered, and my heart swelled knowing that she was telling the
truth.


“We’re
lucky to have him, huh?” I asked, but she was too focused on finishing the rest
of the buttons. We were lucky, indeed. Not many people, especially men, had
friends they could trust to babysit their little girl, but Nick was true blue.


“Okay,
how do I look?” I asked as I looked into the mirror. This particular suit was a
bit more dressed up than I was used to, and I felt ridiculous. But Abby seemed
to love it, and her enthusiasm was infectious.


“I’m
excited!” she squealed and jumped off the bed. 


“Me
too, kiddo.” 


I
dropped her off at Nick’s and was driving
toward Everly’s home with the help of the navigational app on my phone when I
realized I was sweating far more than usual. 


“Don’t
be nervous,” I told myself. “There’s no
reason to be nervous.” 


Her
place ended up being an apartment just on the outskirts of downtown. It was a
decent-sized complex, and I walked up the three floors of stairs to her
numbered door. 


I
brushed my shoulders and straightened my suit as I stared at her door. 


I
still couldn’t forget her words from Thursday night. How adamant she was that
she would never have children. Was this fair to her? I had made the decision
earlier to tell Everly about Abby at dinner, but my nerves were beginning to
get the better of me. I shook my head and reminded myself that I had been
against children as well, and that if a
guy like me was capable of changing, maybe she was as well. Everyone deserved a
chance, assuming she’d want one.


So,
first I needed to make sure that this intense connection I felt was real, and
that it was something she felt as well. I gathered the courage to finally
knock, but the moment I raised my fist was the moment she swung her door open.


“Maddox?”
She seemed surprised, as if she wasn’t
sure I was actually going to show up. It dawned on me that she must have been
watching my inward turmoil through a peephole, and I felt my cheeks warm.


“Everly.”
I cleared my throat. “You look…” I looked
for the proper words, but my mind failed me. Her dress was a powdery blue that
shimmered like diamonds beneath the light, and the top was cut low enough that
I was going to have to remind myself to look elsewhere. It was tight from her
bosom to her waist, and hung in a loose
wave that just barely brushed the floor. The lightness of the dress made her
green eyes even brighter, and they were rimmed with a faint layer of gray
shadow that highlighted the contours of her cheeks. Her beautiful hair was pulled
into a loose bun at the nape of her neck, and on her face was a shy,
self-conscious smile that tugged at my heart.


“Nice?”
she offered a word, and again I cleared my throat.


“Beautiful,”
I said. It wasn’t often that I lost the ability to speak. “You look beautiful.”


“We
match.” She tilted her head and gestured at my tie, which I realized was the
same shade as her dress. 


“How
about that,” I said, thankful that I had completely forgotten to switch ties in
the car. Abby was going to be so happy when she found out she matched our
colors. “Are you ready? I’ll be a little honest;
I wasn’t sure where to park because everything was numbered and my car
isn’t exactly subtle.” Stuck out like a sore thumb was more appropriate a
description. My palms grew damp as my heart raced.


“Of
course.” She grabbed a clutch and locked her door behind her. “I forgot to tell
you that the visitor parking is like two miles away from the actual complex.
I’m sorry.” I followed her down the stairs and held the door open as we exited
into the night. She slipped her arms through a thick coat and tied it around
her waist.


“How
was your dinner last night?” she asked as we walked toward my car. I raised an eyebrow, and she elaborated. “You said you were
going to try and make the salmon, remember?”


“Oh.”
I nodded, remembering our conversation over text. I had been bored and was desperately wanting to start a
conversation with her, and so I asked for the recipe for our first meal
together, despite having made a complicated pasta dish for Abby, Nick, and me.
“I attempted it, but I must have overcooked the fish. It didn’t come apart as
smoothly as yours, and the vegetables were far too salty.”


“Those
are easy mistakes,” she said, and then paused as I unlocked my car. I had taken
the Giulia and Everly stared in awe.
“It’s so much prettier up close,” she said.


A
soft chuckle fell from my lips. “Is it ugly from afar?” I asked as I opened the
door for her. She slipped inside and I hurried to the driver’s seat. 


“No,
not at all. It’s just, I don’t think I’ve
ever seen something like this.” She examined the inside, brushing her fingers
against the dark leather seats. “It’s incredible.”


“It’s
my baby,” I admitted. “There’s less than 100 in the States.”


“You’re
one of a kind,” she murmured. I grinned, asking her to repeat herself, and she
shook her head and laughed. “You heard me, you arrogant billionaire.”


“Now
I’m arrogant?” I chuckled. “I think I like one of a kind better.”


She
gasped as I turned the ignition and the powerful engine came to life. I couldn’t
help but notice her thighs pressed tightly together, and I gripped the steering
wheel as desire struck me hard.


The
restaurant was about a 20-minute drive, and despite Everly’s attempt at
innocent conversation, I knew it was going to be a very difficult 20 minutes. 



 

“Have
you been here before?” I asked as a valet took my keys. Everly stood like a
crystal statue beside me, staring at the grand staircase leading to a building
decorated with diamonds and glittering rubies. Lumiere was known for catering
only to the wealthiest of the socialites, and it made sure to look its part. I
always felt it was a little too gaudy for this part of downtown; too much
display of wealth could sometimes come off as greedy, but Everly was clearly in
awe of the exquisite display. It was hard not to be impressed by its grandeur.


“No,”
she said. “I always heard there was a wait list for the wait list, and it was
booked nearly a year in advance just to get on the first one.” I offered her my
arm, and she slipped hers within mine as
we made our way upwards. Her dress trailed behind her, and she curled into me
as the bitter wind slapped at our exposed skin, and the warmth of her beside me
felt nice. 


“There
is,” I said. “But they usually leave a spot or two open for investors.” It wasn’t
entirely a lie. The owner of Lumiere had been a close friend until we both
became too busy with our restaurants, but I had created his menu for him, and he considered that payment enough. 


“You’re
an investor here?” Everly kept her voice low, and I had to lean toward her. Her
perfume was a lovely scent of jasmine and spice. “Goodness, Maddox, you just keep
surprising me.”


That
was the best compliment I’d gotten in a while. “Good.” I smiled as two doormen
opened the front door for us. They nodded at me and offered to take our coats.


“Thank
you,” Everly said as one helped her take hers off. I handed mine to the other,
and a hostess greeted us with a wide smile. She didn’t have to ask my name;
every reservation was at a unique time, and the valet had confirmed my identity
already.


“If
you’ll follow me to your table.” She led us up another set of stairs, this one
shimmering with sharp diamond corners that Everly stared at as we followed the
hostess. The upper floor was a large oval room with plenty of giant tables in
the middle filled with other wealthy socialites, and more secluded, intimate
tables pressed against a floor-to-ceiling window that framed the room. The
lighting was dim, and each table was furnished with a single candle and the
option to control a light hanging low above it. 


A
waiter was waiting at our table, against the window, and pushed Everly’s seat
back as she sat. I held up my hand and sat myself.



“Wow.”
Everly breathed deep, her ample breasts heaving as she stared at the view.
Lumiere was on the edge of downtown, and the building was high enough to show
an incredible picture of the ocean and the distant horizon. The sun was just
beginning to set, which painted the waters with a lovely shade of pink, and its
ripples seemed to dance in its glory. “It’s beautiful.”


I
ordered a bottle of wine, and the waiter set off to bring our appetizers. 


“How
would you feel about working somewhere like this?” I asked. “If you wanted, I
could put in a word.”


“Oh,
no.” Everly shook her head. “I mean, yeah, it would be wonderful. But I think
I’d rather work at a place maybe one step below. Plus, I’m sort of having fun
working for you.” She smiled and her
cheeks flared with a blush. The words had
my chest swelling with pride.


“You
are? I was worried you’d hate it. I know it’s not much cooking, and I
know…well, I’ve heard that some chefs go crazy if they don’t cook enough,” I
said.


“I
still cook for myself, like breakfast and lunch, and on the weekends, I cook
for my sister and niece,” she said. “But I think I might have spoiled them.
Last time I made steak for my niece, she
asked if I had truffle butter with edible gold to go with it.”


I
laughed. “How old is your niece?”


“Five,”
she said. “But don’t get me wrong, she’s not as bratty as a lot of other 5-year-olds. I don’t know how my sister managed
it, but she’s raising an amazing kid. Belle always asks for something she
wants, and always says thank you. And she’s smart, too.” Her face seemed to
glow with love for the child.


“She
sounds wonderful,” I said, and realized
this might have been the perfect opportunity to tell her about Abby.


“I
have to give a lot of credit to my sister, but it wasn’t easy. Seeing her
struggle through life as a single mother is what confirmed my choice. I love
Belle more than possibly anything else in life now, but I couldn’t stand her
until a little over a year ago,” Everly admitted. 


I
closed my mouth, deciding against telling her at that moment. I didn’t want to
ruin anything, at least, not yet.


“I
understand.” I nodded. “That choice isn’t an easy one to make.”


“I’m
sorry, I told myself I wasn’t going to bring that up again.” Everly shook her
head, and our waiter arrived with our wine. He poured our glasses, and we made
a toast to Everly’s new position as my chef. 


“Your
menu this week was wonderful,” I said. “I’m looking forward to next week’s.”


“I’ve
been working on it, actually. I have a few surprises planned.”


“Oh?”
I smirked and leaned forward. “I rather like surprises.”


She
brushed a stray hair behind her ear, and the small movement instantly turned me
on. I shifted in my seat, staring at the curl behind her ear, and her cheeks
flushed as she considered my statement. 


“I’ll
remember that,” she said, her voice low and sultry. I nearly sighed; she was
flirting with me as well. 


Before
the appetizer round began, our waiter placed a cheese selection platter on the
table and introduced each one to us. Small pieces of bread accompanied them,
and Everly and I took turns testing each one.


“You
were right,” Everly said. “This is giving me inspiration for future menus.”


“I’m
glad I could help,” I said. “It’s about the most I could do with my poor
cooking skills.” I sounded silly, and I knew I shouldn’t be adding to the lie,
but I couldn’t help it. Everly seemed to enjoy poking fun at my failures.


“You’re
not that bad,” she offered, but a
slight chuckle gave her modesty away.


Our
waiter brought our appetizer, the first of three, and explained to us that the
tiny sample-sized meal was Alaskan sablefish with baby bok choy and coconut
curry broth. It took less than two bites to finish it, and Everly and I shared
our appreciation. Every moan of satisfaction from her sweet mouth stirred deep
in my blood.


We
had finished our first glass of wine by the time the third appetizer was delivered; smoked Rohan duck with Fuji apples
and celery root. 


“Why
is it so pleasurable?” Everly closed her eyes and swallowed the last bite. She
tilted her head back and arched her back, and the moan that escaped her lips
made me grip the stem of my wine glass tightly. “Should food be this
pleasurable?”


“You’d
be surprised at what food is capable of,” I said. Everly opened her eyes and
looked at me, and we shared a moment of desire. Her cheeks were flushed with
the warmth of wine, and her lips stained with red. I wondered how they would
taste.


A
movement caught the corner of my eye, and I turned to glance at a couple
walking toward us. An older woman with dark hair and gray eyes, and a man who
looked like me, but had blue eyes and was older.


“Oh
no,” I said, and Everly frowned at my sudden change of mood.


“What?”



“My
parents,” I said a brief prayer, and it was answered as they were brought to a
different table. But Everly apparently recognized them, and she seemed far more
interested than I was.


“We
should bring some chairs,” she said and
waved until my mother noticed us. “There’s plenty of room.”


“Everly,
no,” I urged, but it was too late. My parents were already ordering the hostess
to add chairs to our table, and they greeted us warmly.


“Maddox,
honey!” I stood, hugged my mother, and shook my father’s hand. “You didn’t tell
me you were eating here tonight!”


“He’s
clearly on a date, sweetheart,” my father said. At least he seemed to be sorry
for the interruption.


“A
date?” My mom gasped and turned toward Everly. Her short hair was curled
perfectly, and she wore a conservative black dress with a strand of pearls on
her neck. 


“Yes,
Mother. This is Everly. Everly, this is Maxine, my mother, and Darrell, my
father.”


“It’s
a pleasure to meet you both.” Everly shook both of their hands. The hostess
helped set our table up for four, and they were brought their appetizers
swiftly. 


“How
did you two meet?” Mother asked. I had our waiter refill my wine quickly. 


“It’s
a funny story,” Everly started, and I realized she was planning on telling my
parents that I hired her to teach me how to cook.


“She
was at the Children’s Foundation Fundraiser,” I said. “A date with Everly was
auctioned off, and there was absolutely no way I was going to have anyone else
win that.”


I
shot Everly a quick look without my parents noticing, and she must have
recognized the desperation. 


“How
romantic!” Mother gushed. She was far too giddy for my liking, but it wasn’t
surprising. She had always been a hopeless romantic, playing matchmaker to her
friends. She had wanted me to settle down and find a mother for Abby for years
now. “Oh, that just reminds me of how we met.” She glanced at my father and dove into their story. 


Every
time she opened her mouth, I was prepared for her to mention Abby, but it
didn’t seem as if she was planning on
bringing her up. Maybe she understood that children weren’t a good conversation
for a simple date, and Father didn’t seem too invested in anything we had to
say. He nodded at the appropriate times
and offered enough polite chat to seem respectful.


“That’s
a wonderful story,” Everly said. 


“It
is, isn’t it? Perfect to pass onto our grandchildren.”


I
choked on my wine as Everly frowned, but it was that moment that a miracle
happened, and our entree was served. The plating was so gorgeous that it
somehow distracted Mother long enough to forget the current topic, and I
mentioned to her that Everly had a passion for the arts.


“Oh!
What shows have you gone to this year?” Mother asked, and Everly blushed as she
admitted she hadn’t had the time to attend any.


“I
would have liked to see “Evita” the most,” Everly said.


“Well,
we’re not only patrons of the theater, but we also have a box reserved for each
showing. If you find the time, you must come with us. Just let Maddox know, and he’ll set it up,” Mother said, and
Everly’s jaw nearly dropped.


I
chuckled. Mother basically set up a future date for me. 


Everly
and Mother bonded over the theater throughout dinner, and by the time the
dessert was served, a Peruvian chocolate crunch with a hazelnut mousse, they
seemed like best friends.


“Abby’s
first show was “Wicked,” Mother said, and I paled. 


“Mother,
would you like another refill?” I asked as she finished her wine.


“I’m
good, Maddox.” She waved me off. “Oh, she was so wonderful and well behaved!
Dressed to the nines, and barely over a year old,
she was. Does she still have that dress, Maddox? The one with the pearl set?”


Everly
stared at me. 


“Abby?”
she mouthed.


“I
have pictures, actually!” Mother retrieved her phone from her purse and
unlocked it. She opened her gallery and
showed Everly as she flipped through nearly 100 photos of Abby, “This was just
after Maddox first brought her home to us,” Mother said. “I always thought I
couldn’t love anyone more than my own son, but
at that moment, when I saw those big beautiful eyes, I knew I was
capable of so much more love.”


I
saw the moment Everly realized the important of mother’s words.


“Abby,”
Everly said and glanced at me. “Maddox’s daughter, of course. She’s beautiful.”
She was nothing but polite to my mother, and her eyes revealed it all to me.


I
bit my lip and leaned back in my chair. I was screwed.

















 

Chapter Sixteen


Everly



 

 “She’s beautiful,” I said as Maddox’s mother
showed me the rest of the photos. There was something familiar about her. The
little girl really was beautiful, with giant blue eyes and fair hair, and his
mother had clearly assumed I already knew of her, so there wasn’t much I was
capable of other than playing along. 


The
pictures ranged from one year to three years, and in that short amount of time, it was obvious that this little girl had
experienced more in life than I ever would. Trips to the Bahamas, vacations in
Italy, a weekend getaway in Paris. Maxine spent 10 minutes describing their
last visit to Hawaii in detail, how Abby, at two, had swum in shallow water with a dolphin. I gripped the edge of the
table at that one. A 2-year-old playing with dolphins. What a daring adventure.



“He
got lucky with that one,” Maxine said and dropped her phone in her purse. “She
loves seeing musicals as well; you should
go together. There’s nothing better than watching the reflection of a story in
a child’s eyes.”


I
smiled politely and nodded, fighting the urge to suggest that watching the play
with your own eyes would be better. Maddox looked downright distraught on the
opposite end; his face was pale, and he
flinched every time his mother opened her mouth. I noticed his father, Darrell,
speaking in hushed tones with Maddox as we finished our dessert, which left me
to keep Maxine company.


Our
wine was refilled, and Maxine took the opportunity to replace hers with a
cocktail. I followed suit, needing something stronger to silence the constant
echo in my mind.


Maddox
had a child. A little girl, just two years younger than Belle. I remembered
hating Belle at that age, and could only assume that Abby was just as bratty,
and worse, high maintenance. It would be nearly impossible to not grow up
spoiled in a family like hers. 


“We
have to do this again,” Maxine said, as she stood from the table. 


“Thank
you for joining us,” I said when it became obvious that Maddox wasn’t going to
thank her. 


“Oh,
of course. It was such a pleasure meeting you.” Maxine pulled me into a hug,
and Darrell shook my hand.


“Call
your mother more often,” she said as she hugged Maddox. He promised he would
call her the next day, and I could only imagine what an earful he’d give her.
He shared a very brief goodbye with his father as I smiled and nodded, unsure
of what to say or do. They exited first, with us trailing behind. 


“Your
parents are nice,” I said as we waited on the valet. Maddox’s eyes were still
dilated, and it was obvious that we both were struggling with words.


“Yeah.”
He swallowed. “They know how to entertain an audience.”


“I
guess that’s where you learned it,” I offered, and he nodded.


The
valet was taking a little longer than usual, and the silence between us was
beginning to stretch out longer than I liked.


“Look,
I’m really sorry about what I said,” I blurted out. “I had no idea, and I never would have even mentioned children had I
known.”


His
car arrived, and he didn’t speak until we were pulling out of the restaurant’s
street. 


“I
should apologize,” he said at last. “I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I
didn’t want you to think this was anything serious, at least, not yet. And I
haven’t been on a date since Abby came into my life, so I didn’t even know how
to tell you.”


I
contemplated his words.


“Do
you have her full time?” I asked.


“Yeah,
my friend watches her during work hours, but I can take off as much time as I need.”


We
fell into an awkward silence.


“She
doesn’t even look like you,” I said.


“Thank
goodness.” He chuckled, and the thick atmosphere lightened up. “But no, she
really doesn’t. She actually looks more like Nick, my friend.”


Something
dawned on me.


“She
was at the fundraiser,” I said. “With the guy with the long blond hair.”


“Nick.”
Maddox nodded. “That’s them.”


“Is
she a handful? I remember when Belle that was age. Goodness, I just wanted to kick
her.”


He
laughed. “Abby can be pretty bad. She’s a little parrot right now, repeats
everything she hears. I have to keep reminding Nick about that. It’s not good
when your 3-year-old runs around the grocery store cursing up and down like a
sailor.”


“Belle
did that too,” I said. “Lacey washed her mouth out with soap, and that stopped
it pretty early on.”


“That
actually works?” he asked. “Seems a bit much for a curse word.”


“Oh,
you didn’t hear the words Belle repeated,” I said. “Lacey loves reading, well,
adult erotica and sometimes reads passages aloud when she thinks Belle’s
sleeping. I think I learned a few things from the kid.”


“I
guess we all make mistakes,” he said as he pulled up to my apartment. “I’ll
walk you up.”


We
made polite conversation as we climbed the stairs, but Maddox wasn’t nearly as
affectionate or flirty as he had been earlier. I supposed there was no coming
back from my comments, and in all honesty, I couldn’t blame him.


I
thanked him for walking me up, and slipped my key into the lock of my door,
preparing for the inevitable. He’d let me go, say he was sorry, and wish me the
best in my future endeavors. It was odd,
I mused; I’d never been fired at the end of a date before. Because that’s what
this was, right? A date with my employer?


“I’ll
see you on Monday,” he said after a moment of silence. I blinked, unsure if I
heard him correctly.


“Yeah,
of course. Thank you for dinner,” I said, and we exchanged a pleasant goodbye. 


I
changed into a more comfortable outfit, but I wasn’t ready to call it a night.
I glanced out of the window on the other side of my apartment and caught a
glimpse of him driving away.


Guilt
was eating me alive. I had basically told a single father that having children
wasn’t worth it, and that children didn’t
belong in this world. That, and I condemned divorced couples. Of course, he’s
divorced. I should have figured that an attractive man in his mid to late 30s
had been married at least once. I realized then that I didn’t know much about
Maddox. Maybe he’d been married several times? Abby was only three years old,
so there was a possibility that he hadn’t been single for long. He also didn’t
even mention the mother once on the drive home. Was the scar too new?


I
groaned, feeling like complete trash. He had every right to hate me, and even
more to fire me. 


I
knew if I ended the night like this I would stew
over my emotions and pull my hair out, so I slipped on a pair of boots and a
coat and drove to Lacey’s.


Unlike
her, I didn’t have a copy of her house key, and it took nearly 15 minutes of
ringing her phone for her to finally answer the door.


“Belle’s
asleep,” she said, as she let me in. 


“Don’t
lie; you were sleeping, too.” I gestured
at her pajamas and messy hair. She shrugged and yawned.


She
followed me to the kitchen. “Maybe. What’s the matter?”


“Oh,
Lace.” I pulled out a bottle of wine, poured a glass, and finished it in one
chug. Lacey’s eyebrows raised.


“Looks
like I’m going to need one too,” she said. She took her own long stem from the
cabinet and poured herself a glass.


“His
parents showed up to dinner, and we ended up having a weird double date,” I
said, and Lacey grimaced. I had no other way to describe it, but disastrous
came to mind.


“That
would ruin the mood for anyone,” she said, and I shook my head.


“It
wasn’t bad, but during dessert, his mom
started showing me pictures of a 3-year-old girl. His 3-year-old girl, Lacey. A
daughter.”


Lacey
gasped and quickly refilled both of our
glasses.


“He
has a daughter,” she repeated. “Are you sure?”


“Positive,
we talked about it a little in the car afterward,”
I said.


“Oh,
Everly, after everything you said about children.” She shook her head and
pushed the tall decanter my way. “You can have the bottle.”


“I
was planning on it,” I groaned. “He has to hate me.” Each word I’d uttered was
like a slap across my memory, a twisting knife of guilt in my gut.


“I
can’t believe you didn’t know. Was he hiding her the entire week?” she asked,
and I tilted my head.


“That’s
a good point,” I said. I couldn’t believe he’d hid her for so long. “He has
full custody, but she wasn’t ever there during dinner. Actually, there’s not a
single sign of a child in his entire mansion.”


“Everly,
it’s time you started looking for another job,” Lacey said. “This is way too
complicated for you.”


“He
hasn’t fired me,” I said. I couldn’t give up or walk out on my job. It wasn’t
an option. Besides, I really didn’t want to leave Maddox just yet.


“But
he could at any moment. Really, you need to start applying or try and get your
job at Saint Padres back. He’s just some guy, Everly. This is your future we’re
talking about.”


I
finished my glass. “Yeah,” I said, pretending to agree.


But
I wasn’t entirely sure if he was just some guy anymore, or if he was something
more. I knew in my bones that my feelings were stirred.

















Chapter Seventeen


Maddox



 

I
woke to an entirely empty house the next morning. It was a lazy morning, and I
took my time climbing out of bed and dressing for the day. The previous night
played in my mind like a movie, Everly’s curves silhouetted in the light, her
seductive smile, a teasing, flirty glance between us. And then the bad parts
repeated themselves. My parents walking toward us, Everly making room at the
table. Everly’s face as my mother showed her pictures of Abby.


The
shock had been apparent, the first moment of confusion as her eyebrows furrowed
and she mouthed Abby’s name to me, framed like a question. She had played
along, leaving such an impression on my mother that she left me countless
voicemails and texts telling me to marry Everly as soon as possible. She
thought Everly was a suitable mother for Abby. I almost laughed. If only she
knew the truth.


I
hadn’t expected Everly to want to come back to work, but she hadn’t argued when
I mentioned that I would see her on Monday. I still expected a formal text thanking me for the opportunity but
politely stating she had found another position and couldn’t work for me
anymore, but the text never arrived.


Instead,
I could only assume that there was still a part of Everly that was interested.
What exactly she was interested in was still a mystery.



I
walked to Nick’s house within the first hour of waking. He welcomed me, heavy
bags beneath his eyes that revealed just how late he had stayed up and how
early he’d woken up. A new painting waited in the living room, paint still
fresh and bright. So, he’d gotten bit with some sort of inspiration, which
meant he had stayed up until odd hours watching another slasher film. I could
only hope that Abby hadn’t watched it as well.


“She’s
still sleeping,” Nick said, motioning toward the room where she stayed. “Want
me to wake her up?”


“Nah,
I’ll let her sleep in a little longer,” I said and made myself a cup of
espresso in his kitchen.


“So,
how was it?” Nick asked, straight to the point. He hadn’t been all for the
date, but he was still the supportive best friend nonetheless.


“Started
off perfect,” I said. “She was beautiful, we flirted. It felt like a date, not
like a boss taking his employee out to test meals.”


“You
took her to Lumiere, right?” he asked. “You haven’t even taken me there.”


“I’m
not dating you,” I said pointedly. “You want to take one of your women there,
just use my name.”


He
nodded. “I’ll let you know when I finally find one I like enough for a second date,” he said and nudged my arm.
“Go on? It started off good?”


“Well,
and then halfway through dinner, guess who showed up?” I looked at him.


“Let’s
see.” He furrowed his eyebrows in concentration. “The only other people who go
to Lumiere who would ruin a date would be…oh, no.” He shook his head.


“Yup,”
I said. “My parents. And of course, Everly was more than okay with making room
at the table and inviting them over.”


“Aww
man,” Nick shook his head. “What a drag.”


“For
a minute there, I thought I was in the clear. Mom loved her, Dad doesn’t hold
opinions on anything really, and Everly was getting along with the both of
them. And then, after I was starting to breathe again, Mom pulled out her
phone.”


Nick
gasped. He knew where it was going.


“Showed
her pictures of Abby. Bragged about her beautiful grandchild. Even said Everly
and Abby should go see a Broadway show together.” I sighed, reliving the moment
in my head. 


Nick’s
eyes bulged, and I finished my espresso as he struggled to speak.


“I
don’t even know what to say,” he said. “I mean, I know you were planning on
telling her sometime, but that’s a real
nasty way of finding out.”


“I
know,” I agreed.


“What
did she say?” he asked. “Was she pissed off?”


“Not
much. My parents left, and she apologized for
what she said on Thursday. We talked a little about Abby, and Everly’s niece,
who is two years older. I said I’d see her on Monday, and dropped her off at
home.”


“No
first kiss?” Nick asked with a grin. I placed my mug in his sink and rolled my
eyes.


My
eyes widened, remembering the tension and how the air had seemed to go thick
with it around us. “It definitely wasn’t the time for that,” I said.


“Dang.
That’s tough.” Nick made his own cup of espresso as Abby walked out of her
room. She rubbed her eyes and ran to me, her bare feet slapping against the stone floor. Her hair was a mess, and she still had on her pajamas.


“Daddy!”
She hugged me, and I asked her how her night was.


“Fun.
Uncle Nick helped me paint,” she said. “I’m not done, though.”


“Think
you’ll finish it this week?” Nick asked. She nodded. “Good, then I can sell it
at my next gallery, and you can finally
start paying me for babysitting you.”


“Daddy
pays you!” She giggled. Nick gave her a cup of milk
and she chugged it. 


“How
was the date?” she asked.


Nick
laughed, knowing I couldn’t exactly explain what happened to Abby.


“It
was good,” I said, not wanting to get her hopes up. She was becoming way too
invested in Everly, not to mention curious about my dating life. 


“Thanks
for keeping her for the night,” I said to Nick as Abby ran to her room and
gathered her things. She came back dressed in mismatched clothes, but thankfully had managed to slip on
her own shoes. She hugged Nick goodbye,
and we hurried off to home.


“What’s
for breakfast?” Abby asked as we entered our house. She threw her shoes on the
floor, and I raised my eyebrows. “Sorry.” She whined as she picked them up and
placed them neatly inside the closet next to the front door. 


“How
about French toast, egg and mushroom muffins, and home fries?” I offered, and
Abby perked up. She absolutely loved French toast,
and was starting to really enjoy the egg and mushroom muffins. “I’ll even let
you deliver some to Uncle Nick when we’re done.”


“Okay!”
she said and removed her own coat. She was at that age where she wanted to do
everything herself.


“Go
brush your teeth first and get changed. I’ll start with breakfast,” I said.


“But
I want to help!” She crossed her arms. She also was at the age where she wanted
to help me do everything. 


“Teeth
brushed, clothes changed. Now,” I ordered, lowering my voice. She instantly
responded to what Nick liked to call the dad
voice, and ran upstairs. I chuckled and started prepping the kitchen. No matter
what my mood was from the night before, my little girl always put a smile on my
face and warmed my heart.


I
poured the egg and mushroom mixture in a muffin tin and placed it in the oven,
and whipped up a quick French toast batter for several thick slices of old
bread that I’d been meaning to turn into breadcrumbs. The potatoes were
blanched and diced and waited on an oiled skillet to heat. With everything
ready to cook, I took a moment to breathe,
and leaned against the counter. 


I
couldn’t believe what I had gotten myself into. How could a woman like Everly,
with so much potential in her future, ever be interested in a man like me? I
had lied to her, technically was still lying to her about not knowing how to
cook. Maybe the one lie was a deal breaker. Maybe she was just waiting to tell
me.


I
had just dropped the potatoes in the skillet and dipped a few pieces of bread
into the batter when the doorbell rang. I couldn’t find an apron to wipe my
hands with.


“I’ll
get it!” Abby yelled as I heard her tiny feet thump down the stairs. “It might
be Uncle Nick!”


It
wasn’t unusual for Nick to stop by in the mornings looking for some breakfast.
It was a good thing I had made extra for that very reason.


“You’re
lucky we didn’t go out to eat,” I called
as I heard two footsteps enter the house. I found an apron and was wiping my
hands when I turned and walked out of the kitchen. “You’d starve every morning
if I didn’t feed you.”


“I
would?” Everly stood in the entryway of my house
next to Abby. “I find that very hard to believe.”


“Everly,”
I said, letting the apron fall to the floor. 



 


 

“Everly!”
Abby squealed and looked up at the beautiful redhead next to her. She had
trouble saying Everly, and it came out more as Eh-veen. 


“You’re
Abby, right?” she asked with a tight smile. 


“Yup!”
Abby said.


I
glanced between the two of them.


“It
smells good,” Everly said and looked toward the kitchen. She wore a white
turtleneck and slim fitting jeans with fur-lined boots. Her hair was loose,
thick, wavy strands falling around her shoulders, and I wondered how they would
feel between my fingers. Her eyes were still barely smudged with makeup from
the previous night, and her cheeks were lit with a small amount of blush. She
was beautiful, and there was something about seeing her smiling at Abby that
made her seem even lovelier.


“Daddy
cooked breakfast,” Abby said. “You want some?”


Everly
raised an eyebrow and glanced at me. “He did?” she asked. “Is it safe to eat?”


I
chuckled. “I’ll get the plates ready.” They followed me into the kitchen, where
Everly casually checked out the breakfast. I knew I was going to have to come
up with an excuse, but she seemed more interested in helping me finish the
French toast and potatoes than questioning me about my sudden cooking skills. I
pulled out the muffin tin, and her eyebrows had raised slightly as I set two
egg and mushroom muffins on each plate.


“Thank
you, Daddy,” Abby had said as we sat at the table with full plates. 


“You’re
sweet,” Everly said as Abby stuffed her face. “My niece is a little older than
you.”


“What’s
her name?” Abby asked. 


“Belle,”
Everly said. 


“That’s
a pretty name!” Abby swallowed a piece of her muffin.


“Well,
I think Abby is a really pretty name,” Everly offered, and she seemed surprised
when she bit into her muffin. I couldn’t stop myself from grinning as Everly
and Abby spoke. Everly wasn’t bad with kids; in fact, she was wonderful. 


Abby
blushed, and she looked at me with wide, blue eyes. 


“It’s
not a bad name,” I joked. 


“Daddy.”
Abby frowned. 


“Don’t
listen to him,” Everly said. “Dads never know anything.”


“Does
your dad know anything?” Abby asked, and I choked on a potato. 


“He
actually doesn’t,” she said. 


“How
do you like your breakfast, Abby?” I asked, desperate to change the
conversation. 


“It’s
good. But Uncle Nick makes cinnamon rolls that I like better.”


Everly
laughed.


“She’s
an honest girl,” I muttered. “Abby, those cinnamon rolls are prepackaged.
Anyone could make those,” I said.


“Then
you make them, Daddy,” Abby said. Everly smiled at me.


“She
has a point, Maddox. Prepackaged cinnamon rolls are the best.” She flashed me a
warm smile.


“I
don’t know if I like the both of you ganging up on me,” I said. “It’s not
fair.”


“It’s
not fair,” Abby repeated, and I groaned. Everly watched with amusement in her
eyes as Abby ate the rest of her breakfast as she repeated my words over and
over again. “It’s not fair. You’re not fair.”


“Abby,”
I said, but Abby ignored me.


“Do
you have a parrot, Everly?” Abby asked. 


“No.”
She smiled.


“Daddy
says he has one,” Abby said. 


“I
think you’re the parrot,” Everly said, and Abby tilted her head.


“I’m
a kid,” she argued. “A parrot is a bird, silly.” 


“Abby,
go put your plate in the sink,” I said.


“But
I’m talking to Everly,” she whined. 


“Abby,
plate, sink, now.” My tone had grown demanding,
and Abby pouted as she slid off of her chair. 


“I’ll
be right back!” she said, not wanting to miss a moment with Everly.


“I’m
sorry,” I said when she was out of earshot. “She loves talking to new people,
which I’ll admit, isn’t often.”


“She’s
cute,” Everly said. “Not nearly as awful as Belle was at that age.”


“You
haven’t seen her tantrums.” I shivered. “You’d be running for the hills.”


“Do
you want to watch a movie?” Abby asked as she returned. “I’ll ask Uncle Nick
for Chainsaw the Two.”


“Chainsaw
the Two?” Everly asked, shooting a sideways glance toward me.


“She
means “Saw Two.” I sighed. “Nick watches horror movies at night for inspiration
when she’s supposed to be asleep. She fakes it, of course.”


Everly
laughed. “Maybe next time, Abby,” she said. “But let’s pick a different movie.
That movie is too scary for me.”


Abby
crossed her arms and tried thinking of another movie to watch. 


“Abby,
is your room messy?” I asked as I took Everly’s plate and set both of ours in
the sink. Everly and Abby followed me into the kitchen.


“No,”
Abby drew the one syllable out. 


“Abby?”
I asked again.


“Maybe
a little,” she admitted with a blank stare.


“Do
you think you should go clean it? You know you usually keep things clean. Let’s
not change that, okay?” I said.


Abby
glanced at Everly with worried eyes. She really didn’t want to leave her. 


“I’ll
come back, I promise,” Everly said, and it meant more to me than she could have
realized.


“Okay,”
Abby relented. “I’ll clean my room, Daddy.”


“I
should probably get going,” Everly said as Abby ran upstairs. She grabbed her
purse from the entryway table, and I followed her outside.


“Is
everything okay?” I asked.


“Yeah,
I just wanted to apologize again. For what I said.” She offered a small smile,
and I realized then that she truly felt bad.


“I’m
sorry I kept Abby a secret from you,” I added. 


“I
sort of understand,” Everly said. “It really isn’t an easy thing to tell
someone.”


“Especially
not someone you like,” I said before thinking. Everly blushed, and I stuffed my
hands in my pocket. I felt like a silly schoolboy with a silly crush.


“What
was up with the breakfast?” she asked, changing the subject. I was ready for
this question.


“Cooking
breakfast is a necessity when you have a kid,” I said. “It’s about the only
thing I can manage, though.”


Everly
nodded. “That makes sense. It wasn’t bad, at all. You have more talents than
you realize, Maddox.”


My
name on her lips did more than she would ever realize.


“Thanks,”
I breathed. 


“Well,
I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said with a smile. “Last night gave me a new idea
to try.”


“I
look forward to it,” I said honestly. She bit her lip.


“Good.”
She turned and walked down toward her parked car in my circular driveway. I
wasn’t used to seeing her leaving my house in the daylight, and I tried to
memorize how bright her hair was beneath the sunlight. I glanced up at the sky.


Odd.
It wasn’t cloudy or rainy. 


Everly
got into her car and drove off. I couldn’t wipe the silly grin off my face as
Abby met me outside several minutes after Everly was already gone. 


“She’s
pretty, Daddy,” Abby said, and I held her hand and nodded.


“She
is,” I said. “She really is.”

















 

Chapter Eighteen


Everly



 

My
phone wouldn’t stop ringing, but despite running my arms around my bed, I had no idea where it was. I opened my
eyes and glanced at the floor, where my phone was lit with an incoming call
from Lacey.


“Hello?”
I groaned into it and realized I hadn’t pressed Accept. “Hello.” I tried again.


“I
lost my key,” Lacey said. “Open the door.”


I
rubbed my eyes and slipped on a pair of pajama shorts along with a T-shirt and opened my door, where Lacey and Belle
waited.


I
moved aside to let them in. “Maybe losing the key was a sign,” I said and got
myself a glass of orange juice. 


“A
sign that Belle needs to stop going through my purse looking for lost Shopkins?” Lacey offered. Belle smiled
sheepishly and apologized.


“They’re
just so tiny,” she said.


“That’s
why I keep buying you carriers for them,” I said. “I’m guessing you're here for
breakfast?”


“Can
I put an order in now?” Lacey joked. I rolled my eyes and started getting out
my pans. Without thinking, I started making my version of an egg and mushroom muffin, and realized that I had all the
ingredients for French toast as well. A few minutes later and I was frying two
diced potatoes in a skillet. It seemed Maddox was the one giving me inspiration
for menus.


“I’m
giving up on men,” Lacey said as she leaned against the kitchen counter. “I’ve
had three awful dates in the past month. Three, Everly. Who has this kind of
bad luck?”


“Someone
who goes on three dates in a month? I don’t know,” I said. “You’re the one who
always told me I needed to put myself out there.”


“I
might have been wrong about that,” she said. “I might try again next month.”


“How’s
kindergarten?” I asked Belle, desperate to change the subject.


“It’s
fine. We’re making these weird macaroni drawings.”


“I
remember doing that,” I said. “Your mom tore mine up and ate the raw noodles
just to be a butt.”


“I
wouldn’t trust the memory of a 5-year-old,”
Lacey added as she scrolled through her phone at the breakfast bar.


“And
yet you happen to remember the exact age I was when it happened.” Belle and I
laughed. Lacey rolled her eyes and reminded me that she was the older sister,
and therefore always right.


“You’re
lucky you’re an only child,” I said to Belle. “Or else you’d have to deal with
someone like her.”


“She
says I’m too much like you,” Belle said.


“She’s
right.” The more Belle had grown, the more she resembled me. I finished up the
French toast and pulled the muffin tin out of the oven. 


“So,
have you started looking for another job?” Lacey asked as we ate breakfast. I
hesitated. I didn’t want to have this conversation with her again, and I didn’t think it would end any
better this time.


“Since
18 hours ago when you first suggested it? No,” I said. “And like I said last
night, I’m not sure if I want to find another job.”


“Everly,
don’t be like that. The guy purposefully lied to you about having a kid. That’s
reason enough to quit. If he’ll lie about that, what other kinds of things will he lie about?”


“She
really isn’t that bad,” I said. “I met her yesterday. She’s a good kid.”


“It
doesn’t matter if she’s royalty,” Lacey
argued. “It’s the fact that he hid her from you, and probably wasn’t going to
tell you about her until way later, if he was going to come clean at all.”


“I
really don’t think he was planning on hiding her forever,” I said. “He’s not a
bad guy. He’s just a little nervous to be dating again. He hasn’t since he had
her, and I can see why it might intimidate someone. I remember you weren’t so
keen on getting back out there.”


“He’s
a bad father,” Lacey said, and I felt the sudden urge to defend him. “Has he
told you anything about the baby mama?”


I
realized he hadn’t. “Well, no. But I figured that might be a hard topic to
bring up. What if she died?”


“Then
she would be the least of your worries,” Lacey said,
and I flinched at the dark humor. “But if she isn’t? You have no idea, and
that’s not something you want to get involved in. Plus, aren’t you against
divorcees? The odds that they’re divorced are overwhelming at his age.”


“He’s
not that old,” I said.


“For
me, no, he’s not that old. But for you?” Lacey spoke as I washed the dishes.
“I’m just saying this is too complicated, especially since you don’t even know
the full story yet. You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”


I
couldn’t argue with that. Lacey wasn’t entirely wrong, but I didn’t want to
give in so easily.


“I’ll
see how this next week goes, okay?” I offered. “If it’s awkward, or if I find
out he’s lied about anything else, then I’ll quit. No questions.”


“Promise?”
Lacey asked, and I nodded.


“Good.
Now that we have that over with, I just have to complain for a moment about
Kim.” She sat at the table and explained in great detail how her coworker was
slowly ruining the company. Belle sat quietly at the dinner table and played on
a tablet. I tried paying attention to Lacey, but my thoughts continued to run
back to Maddox and Abby, and if Belle and Abby would get along. 


“Time
for kindergarten,” Lacey said and got their things ready. We said goodbye, and
I shut the door behind them. 


I
had made the decision to crawl back into bed when my phone rang. I picked it
up, assuming Lacey forgot something, and
flinched as Mom’s voice screeched on the other line. 


“I
have been calling you for over a week, Everly Winters.” The strict tone in her
voice would have a drill sergeant shaking in his boots, and I was surprised she hadn’t inserted my middle name as
well. “Were you ever planning on calling me back?” I knew better than to answer
that question with a big hell no.


“I
texted you,” I offered. “It’s the same thing.” To any normal person.


“It
is not, and you know that. Now, what’s
this Lacey mentioned about you quitting your job?” she asked, and I groaned. Of course, Lacey couldn’t keep her big mouth
shut. “You need that job to pay off your loans.” Here we go again.


“I
have a new job, Mom,” I said. “This one is going to help me pay it off faster.”


“Is
this job one of those at-will employers? Because you know what I’ve always said
about those. They’re not trustworthy, and you’re as replaceable as the next
person. Everly, you need to find a nice job at a bank. One with regular work
hours, and paid time off. You’re putting the wrong degree to work, darling.”


“I
have all of those benefits.” I lied. I wasn’t sure if I had paid time off. Or
sick leave. Maybe I should have asked Maddox these questions.


“Can
you double your monthly payments?” she asked.


“Yes,”
I said, and realized that I could. “I can
triple them at this point.”


“Oh,
thank goodness,” Mom said. “Maybe you’ll finally put a small dent in them.” She was
wearing me out, and I’d had enough of her
dramatics for one day already.


“Thanks, Mom.” I sighed, wishing I could
disappear. It might be the only way to avoid her from future calls. “Listen, I
have a lot of stuff to do.” Plus, I already knew how important it was to pay
the loans. I didn’t need to hear it from her every time she called.


“Just
promise you’ll actually call me back from now on.” There was a sincere plea and genuine concern in her
tone, so I agreed. 


“I
love you,” I said, and hung up. Saints help me,
I did love the woman, no matter how much she drove me insane.


I
promptly returned to bed, where thoughts of my student loans and bills and
debts filled my head. In a way, both my mom and Lacey were right. I really
needed to focus on money, and saving up enough to one day start on my dream.
But at the same time, I was right about this job helping with exactly that. I
did need the money, and I needed it bad.


I
couldn’t afford to start over from scratch, which meant I couldn’t afford to
mess up what I currently had. Which, at the end of the day, meant I couldn’t
afford to have feelings for Maddox. Everything was a huge mess, and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t
follow my heart or my head without losing out in one way or another. 


I
groaned and pressed my face into my pillow. Lacey was right; I really had no
idea what I was getting myself into.

















Chapter Nineteen


Maddox



 

After
a long morning of checking on two locations, I took a moment to breathe in my
car. The day was busy, and I hadn’t had much time to reflect on more than menu
changes and price increases. I picked an album to play on my phone and connected
it wirelessly to the new audio system. A rhythmic bass began, followed by a soothing upbeat tempo that helped me relax. 


I
was excited for Everly to cook dinner, and even more excited that there was a
chance we could have an honest conversation about Abby. We hadn’t discussed the
terms of this weird relationship yet, but I felt as if we both were tiptoeing
around that conversation. All I knew was that I liked her, and I thought she
liked me. Unless I was horribly mistaken.


But
I couldn’t mistake the way she looked at me for anything else. There was a clear desire in her eyes, a flame that I wanted
to kindle until it burned brightly between us.


Something
caught my eye in the rearview mirror, and I looked up to find Jackie storming
toward me. She looked upset, and had a
stack of paperwork in her hands as she stomped on tall heels.


I
started the engine and peeled out of my spot in record time. Jackie didn’t
believe in leaving work at work, and she would have thrown the files in the
back seat of my car, given a chance. I
decided to make it up to her later.


I
drove straight to Nick’s house, pulling into his driveway just as he was
getting home from a lunch outing with Abby.


“How
was Chinese?” I asked Abby, who offered me a fortune cookie. I stuffed it into
my pocket and followed them inside.


“It
was good.” Her lip curled into a frown. “But they didn’t have sushi.”


“I
already told you, that’s Japanese food. And I promised we’ll get sushi
tomorrow,” Nick said.


“Should
a 3-year-old be eating sushi?” I asked.


“You’re
the parent.” Nick shrugged. “You tell me.”


I
made a mental note to look that up later.


“I
don’t have anything to cook tonight.” Nick frowned as he checked his fridge. He
walked over to his pantry, and his
shoulders slumped. “You mind getting Everly to cook up some extra food for us?”


I
frowned. “Not a chance. I’m paying her to cook for me and Abby and to teach me
how to cook, not provide dinner for my frugal best friend next door. Unless you
want to chip in and help with the expense?”


“Yeah
right. I wish,” he said. “Nevermind then. We’ll order pizza instead. We like
pizza, right Abby?”


“Pizza!”
she yelled, and Nick took it as confirmation. “Can I have the kind with fruit and ham?”


Nick
gave me a sour look and turned to Abby. “Not when you’re at Uncle Nick’s,
remember? Save that weird stuff for your dad’s house, okay?”


“Nervous?”
Nick asked as I paced around his living room. Abby turned on the TV and started
looking up videos to watch. I watched her, trying to remember if I knew how to
open a door when I was three years old. My daughter wasn’t your usual child;
though, and she was far more advanced than I’d ever been.


“No.
Yes. I don’t know. It’s just dinner; nothing’s
really changed,” I said.


“That’s
incredible,” Nick said and pulled out a couple of beers from the fridge. Abby
heard the movement and turned.


“Juice?”
she asked, and Nick handed her a bottled fruit juice. I popped open my bottle
and took my time enjoying it. Hopefully
it would help ease the nerves.


“Everything’s
changed,” Nick said. “Do you even know how you feel about her yet? Usually you’re far more open to me about this
sort of thing. She’s got you shaken up?”


I
didn’t tell him that that very question had been on my mind for days. 


“No,
I know.” I admitted. “Then again, I have no idea. She’s special. There’s just
something about her that makes me excited, makes me want to know more.”


“I
think you should probably start backing away from this situation,” Nick said.
“If you ask me. But then again, no one ever does, even though I’m usually right.”


The
response surprised me. “Okay, I’ll bite.” I sighed. “Why do you think I should
back off?”


Nick
lowered his voice. “You have a kid, man. She doesn’t want kids. It’s not that
hard to add the two together. Simple math.”


“You’re
the one who said she might change her mind,” I argued.


“I
know, and she still might. But I think you’re a little too emotionally invested
in this. You’re too close, and if she ends up burning you, it’s going to leave
a scar. An ugly one. Not just on you, but on her,” Nick gestured toward Abby.
“This is her first time having her dad date someone. You need to be extra
careful, for her sake. When you aren’t around,
it’s all she talks about.”


I
watched as Abby picked a video of a singing tomato as that all sank in. She
clapped along, and even knew a few words
of the song. Nick was right; if I got hurt, so would she.


“I’m being careful,” I said. “But you should
have seen Everly and Abby together yesterday. She was a natural, and they got
along so great. Everly may not want children, but I think she could really fall
in love with Abby.”


Nick
contemplated my words. “Just don’t expect too much from her.”


“I
won’t; I’ll take it as it comes.” I threw
my empty bottle in the recycling bin. I still had another hour before Everly
arrived, so I took a seat beside Abby and watched awful children’s videos with
her until it was time to leave.


“Is
Everly at the house?” Abby asked as I said goodbye to Nick.


“She
will be soon. I’ll save you some dinner.” I kissed her cheek, and she hugged me. I knew one day I was going to have to
explain this to Abby, but surely when she was older,
she’d understand. 


I
returned home and did a thorough check on the kitchen and dining room.
Everything was immaculate as always, and I found myself killing time by
checking the silverware. 


A
knock on the door startled me, and I dropped two forks onto the ground. 


“Calm
down,” I told myself and placed them in the sink to be washed later. Why was I
so nervous? 


I
brushed my hands off on my pair of comfortable jeans
and rushed toward the door as she knocked. Each of my heartbeats was faster
than the previous. This woman was going to be the death of me one day. Sweet, slow death.



 

“I’m
early, I know,” Everly said, and she
pushed past me into my house. She had two arms full of grocery bags, and I
raised my eyebrows. “I couldn’t remember if you had anything I needed, so I
just decided to buy everything. Don’t worry; you’re
getting billed for it.”


“Good
to know.” I followed her into the kitchen. “What’s on the menu for tonight?”


“I
thought we’d go with veal with mushroom lasagna and sauce perigord.” She began setting
the ingredients on the counter. My eyebrows raised.


“We’re
getting a little fancy tonight,” I said and glanced through everything. She
picked only the highest quality ingredients, and in my head, I calculated at least 200 dollars’ worth of food for what
might create four servings. Nick was going to eat very well later.


“I’ve
shown you the general basics,” she said. “Plus, I’ve had a veal craving all
weekend. It’s really not that difficult.” She knotted an apron around her
blouse and pants and ran a few fingers
through her hair before tying it up. She seemed happier, more relaxed, as she
ran around my kitchen. It dawned on me that she moved as if she’s always lived
in this kitchen. 


I
stifled a laughed. Cooking veal was certainly not an easy skill, but Everly
seemed fairly confident in her ability. 


“How
has your day been?” I asked.


She
walked to the sink and scrubbed her hands. “Long,” she said, but there wasn’t a
single frown on her face. “Belle got a little sick at kindergarten, and Lacey
had me pick her up and stay with her until she got home from work.” She pulled
a towel from the drawer, and after she
had dried her hands, she tossed it over her shoulder.


“Is
she feeling better?” 


“Well,”
Everly took out some seasonings for the veal and started prepping the lasagna.
“Between us, Maddox, I suspect a certain boy that Belle has a crush on said
something not so kind to her, and she faked being sick to go home.”


I
laughed. “She’s only five, isn’t she? She’s already crushing on boys?” I wasn’t
ready for that with Abby. The way she tended to get carried away with things, I
couldn’t image how it would be when those things were boy-related. I cringed.


“It’s
crazy, isn’t it? When I was her age I was playing with trading cards and
telling everyone I was part cat,” she said.


“Why
doesn’t that surprise me?” I muttered. She grinned,
and set everything up on the counter. 


“All
kids are weird. Just wait, a few years and yours might end being part horse.”
She focused our attention on the food and
began telling me what everything was for.


I
listened closely as she went through the process, seasoning this, washing that,
and chopping and dicing vegetables. I pretended that I had no idea how to hold
a knife, and she placed her hand on top of mine and showed me. 


Her
warmth electrified me, and I leaned into her. She hesitated, her breath
hitching as she pulled her hand from mine.


“I
think I got it,” I said and expertly sliced a tomato as she turned to regain
her composure. Her blush was contagious, it seemed.


The
rest of cooking dinner was similar, and it seemed our bodies were never more
than a foot apart. Everly was just as desperate for intimacy as I was, or at
least that’s what I told myself. By the time our plates were ready to be
brought into the dining room, I was flushed with desire and having trouble
focusing. 


“Where’s
Abby?” she asked as we took our seats.


“At
my friend Nick’s,” I said. “He offers a pretty competitive rate for daycare. I
was worried I wouldn’t be able to learn anything if she was here. She’d be
trying to do all the cooking herself, and
she’d most likely outshine me as a student. She loves cooking.” 


Everly
laughed. “Belle went through the same thing.”


We
took our bites at the same time and
sighed in pleasure. It was delicious. 


“This
might be the best yet,” I said.


“Think
you could recreate it yourself?” she asked, her teasing tone a clear joke. I
laughed, fighting the temptation to tell her that I’ve created dishes similar
to this hundreds of times. 


“Maybe
a few more lessons,” I said. “So my mother has just not stopped asking about
you. Did you really have to be so amazing at dinner and make her fall in love
with you?”


“Was
I supposed to be an awful person and make her hate me?” she asked. “Because I
could have done that. Easily.” Her soft laughter was refreshing.


“I
can’t imagine anyone hating you,” I said. She bit the inside of her cheek and
stuffed a bite of lasagna in her mouth. 


“Thanks,
I guess?”


We
finished the rest of our meal with pleasant small talk. I picked up her plate
along with mine, and she followed me into the kitchen.


“So,
I’ve been meaning to ask, do you just
hide all signs of Abby in the house?” Everly glanced around the kitchen. “You
don’t even have chocolate milk.”


“Abby’s
been pretty spoiled when it comes to food,” I admitted. “She likes coconut milk
mixed with melted semisweet chocolate, which we keep at Nick’s. As for the rest
of the house, well, I have the housekeeper to thank for that.”


“Could
you show me around?” Everly asked. “Like, upstairs? I just want to see how the
spoiled daughter of a billionaire lives her life.”


I
smiled and offered her my hand. “I can do
that.”


I
pulled her across the living room toward the grand staircase. 


“How
many rooms total do you have?” she asked.


“Ten
or so.”


“And
one kid’s room?”


“There’s
only one kid here,” I said. We walked into another living area just above the
stairs, where two desks and a chair hugged the wall and faced a giant
television. 


“Oh
my goodness,” Everly whispered. “You have two living rooms.”


“Don’t
try and keep count,” I joked.


I
showed her Abby’s room, which had been decorated for a little princess. 


“My
mother did all the decorations,” I said as Everly brushed her fingers against a
glittery, pink wall. A blue bed with a sheer, pink canopy above it was pushed
into a corner alcove, on a two-step platform. The walls were lined with real
diamond statues, and a giant unicorn stuffed animal lay in the middle of the
room.


“I
could have guessed,” She muttered, turning in a circle to take it all in. 


The
next stop was my room, and I stayed near the door as she spent her time
browsing my things. The master bedroom was a series of three connected rooms,
the first a sitting area, the second a bathroom suite with a closet the size of
my kitchen, and the last a bedroom with a king-sized bed. 


“Three
living rooms.” She sprawled across a couch in front of a fireplace. 


“Three
that you’ve seen,” I said. She grinned,
and I showed her the bathroom next, receiving an expected gasp as she walked
inside the closet. I kept my suits neat and organized, with the back wall
reserved for the plethora of shoes meant for several different occasions.


“This
is bigger than my apartment.” She did another spin when we entered the bedroom.
She glanced inside a corner door, where
my office waited. 


“Your
apartment isn’t that small.” I offered the words to be polite, and she shot me
a glare. I leaned against the door leading to the bathroom, waiting for this
tour to end.


“Wait,”
Everly said as her head popped into my office. It was fairly small, and from
what I remembered, only had a single desk and a shelf of pictures. “Is this
you?”


I
groaned. I didn’t exactly have the best time during puberty. “No,” I tried, but
she had already disappeared into the room. I followed her, shutting the door
behind me to keep her from escaping, and raced her to the very unflattering
picture of me as a child. 


“You
can’t hide this!” she yelled as she held it up. “Oh, Maddox. How unfortunate.”


“Give
me that,” I ordered and tried grabbing it from her. I was behind her, her small
frame between my arms, when she turned
and fell into me. My breath hitched, the warmth of her skin pressed so tightly
against mine doing unkind things to me. 


She
dropped the picture as my hand slid to her waist, pressing into her as I’ve
been wanted to do since I first saw her. My other hand slid up her back, and
her mouth parted slightly as she took a deep breath.


“Maddox,”
she whispered, and the only thing I wanted in that one moment was to taste my
name on her lips.

















 

Chapter Twenty


Everly



 

He
kissed me, and I thought I was going to melt into a puddle at his feet. His
hands roamed my body as if they were starving for me, and I kept a tight grip
on his suit as I kissed back. Our tongues met, greedy and hungry, and I
sprawled my hands across the thick muscles of his arms. Fingers swept through
my hair, pulling at the nape and sending shivers down my spine. I wanted to
drink all of this in, soak in the desire that had been plaguing me since I’ve met
him, and let him bathe me in his own passion.


His
legs started to push me until my rear hit his desk, and without breaking contact, he bent down and lifted me in the air.
I sat on the desk and pulled at his tie, forcing it off.


“Incredible,
Everly,” he said, his voice husky and low. There was such a raw desire in it
that it made my thighs squirm, leaving my panties damp. His waist fit in between my legs as he touched me
everywhere. 


I
needed him to touch me everywhere.


My
legs hooked around his hips, and he brought
a hand on my thigh. I looked down. We both were still clothed, and it seemed as
if he had the same thought at the same time.


“Come
here.” His voice was but a whisper in my ear, low and raspy as he led me back
into his room. I closed the door to his office behind me and watched as he slipped his suit off, and unbuckled his belt.


“Let
me do that,” I offered, my hands getting busy to finish it. He unbuttoned my blouse, and his fingers skimmed my skin as he
slid it off. His lips pressed against my collarbone, lowering until they were
close to my breast. Fingers slid in between my pants and skin, and they pushed
them down with such an urgency that my breath hitched.


“That
took longer than I thought,” I said as I stood before him in a bra and panties.
He chuckled and pushed me onto his bed. His hands were trembling ever so
slightly, and there was something in his expression that came across as
hesitation. But it was gone the moment I pulled at his pants, and soon we both
were only in our undergarments, nearly naked and hot and desperate for one
another. 


I
lay back on the bed and arched my back as he kneeled, pressing light kisses on
my stomach and working his way lower. 


“Maddox,”
I breathed out as his lips came close to my thighs. A tongue slid just beneath
my panties, and I gasped. I hadn’t been touched there in so long, and fire ripped through me like a boiling
wave as my core ached with anticipation.


At
first, he teased me. Running his tongue on the edge of my panties, flicking at
the very top of me. Then he grew bolder, pressing his mouth against my entrance
and running his tongue against it ever so slightly. I squirmed, my hips
gyrating against the bed as his tongue repeated its motions.


I
slipped the straps of my bra off as one of his hands crawled up my skin and
started tracing circles just below my breasts. I unclasped it with one hand and
removed it. I caught his eyes as he glanced at my exposed top, and I recognized
the hunger within them. His hand cupped my breast, running a finger in a circle
around my nipple.


I
moaned, needing more.


His
other hand pushed my panties aside, and he started licking me. One fluid motion
at first. My hands gripped the bed sheets
as I trembled beneath his mouth. 


His
licks became short flicks against my center, and then gradually returned flat
against me. He went between the two as my breathing became more rough, more
shallow and hungry with need.


I
felt the very edge of release as his mouth continued moving between my legs.
One hand squeezed my breast while the other held onto my hip, and I warned him
that I was close.


His
tongue worked harder until I was screaming, crying from the sudden release as
my orgasm washed over me in waves.


He
licked me one more time before removing my panties and climbing onto the bed to
meet me. 


“Do
you want to taste yourself?” he asked. “It’s amazing.”


I
pulled him into a kiss, tasting the sweet mixture of my own juices on his
tongue. He pulled away after a moment and admired his view of my naked body. 


“You’re
beautiful,” he said and lowered his mouth to my breast. I was still covered in
a wave of pleasure, but the sensation of his mouth on my nipple toppled me
over. 


“Take
these off.” I grabbed the top of his briefs and tugged. I could see his member
very well, a solid bulge against his waist, but I needed more of it.


“Yes,
ma’am.” He joked and shrugged them down. I wrapped a hand around it and he flinched, curling into my body. It
was thick and long, and seemed perfect
for my hand. 


“Everly,”
He moaned into my ear. “Do you want this?”


His
hand guided his package toward my entrance, and I spread my legs. I had protection; I was wet, he was thick. We were
ready. I told him as much. “Please,” I
begged.


His
hips moved against mine. His hard body pressed against soft skin that was
covered in a flush from his warmth. He
breathed hard next to my ear until his
manhood was deep in my juices, and deep inside of me.


I
cried, tilting my head back and clawing his skin as he pushed himself further
into me. Once he was as deep as he could go, he stopped, and we both enjoyed a
moment of intimacy.


“My
world stopped the moment I saw you,” he said, breathless. His gray eyes were
staring down at me, and his five o’ clock
shadow was a light spread across a sharp jaw. “And I knew,” he continued. “That
very moment I knew that I just needed to be inside of you. To know you.”


He
started moving once again, slowly, as he told me his thoughts on our first meeting. 


The
words grew dirty, his thoughts turned to the things he wanted to do to me late
at night, and this thrusts grew strong and quick. One hand grabbed my rear and
held it tightly as he buried himself deep inside of me, and I felt the moment
he came. 


And
I felt each burst afterwards, as he
twitched inside of me. 


We
spent a moment just breathing when he finished, my head on his shoulder. 


Lacey
was going to kill me, I realized. I had just gone against everything she said.
I was in way over my head, and absolutely crazy about a man who had lied to me,
and had a child. I had just let him come inside me. I let him taste me, and
then I tasted myself. I could have groaned, but I didn’t want him to think I
regretted anything. In his arms, on his bed, on top of the wet spots where he
had just made love to me, I felt safe. 


His
doorbell rang, and I froze.


“Incredible.”
He muttered and looked at me. “Let’s just stay here and ignore them.”


I
curled into his neck. “You’re not going to hear me complain,” I said.


Another
doorbell.


His
muscles tensed, realizing it must have been important, and he stood. I realized
we were both naked, and we hurried to slip on our clothes. I followed him down
the stairs while trying to fix my hair in a pathetic attempt, and nearly bumped
into him as he flung open the front door.


“Maddox.”
A man stood on the other side with blond hair and blue eyes, and in his arms
was the small body of a 3-year-old girl, her face red with fever and nose
covered in snot. “She’s sick, has a fever, and threw up twice now.”


“Incredible,
come in, Nick.” Maddox ushered them
inside. I stood in the corner and watched as Maddox took Abby in his arms.
“What’s her temperature?”


“Over
101, last time I checked,” the man, Nick, said. He glanced at me, and I hugged
my body self-consciously. The reality of what we had just done hit me without
the security of Maddox’s arms. The stupidity of such an act. I couldn’t believe
I’d had sex with him, especially when his daughter was one house over puking. 


“Everly,
this is Nick,” Maddox said, and I grabbed my purse from the counter.


“Nice
to meet you. I’ll see you tomorrow, Maddox,” I said, as I rushed out the door. 


His
hands against my body, lips pressed on mine, inside of me. I forced the
thoughts away and pressed my hand over my mouth as I slid behind my steering
wheel and dropped my head against the headrest. What had I done?

















Chapter Twenty-One


Maddox



 

The
next morning, after a night of a home doctor visit and staying up with Abby as
she turned and twisted each and every way in bed before waking up to puke on
the floor, I lay in bed and spent a moment to myself. I glanced at the clock.
Nearly 8 in the morning, which meant I had finally put Abby to rest in her bed
and fell asleep myself maybe three hours prior. My bed felt bigger for some
reason, and as my hands ran down the clean sheets,
I couldn’t help but think about Everly. She had run off so quickly after Nick
and Abby showed up, and I hadn’t had time to text or call her once. She had
gotten home and sent me a quick text wishing Abby well, and then our
communication had gone dark. 


Was
she regretting what happened after dinner?


I
checked in on Abby and found her with a slight fever. She was getting better,
but I decided to take the day off and take care of her myself. It had been a
while since I spent a weekday with her, and a part of me was excited to rewatch
“Frozen” and sing along and make her
banana pancakes in a smiley-faced shape.


I
left her in bed and started on breakfast in the kitchen. The doorbell rang, and
for a split moment, I expected to see
Everly on the other side. Instead, it was Nick.


“How
is she?” His face scrunched up with worry. So, he hadn’t gotten much sleep
either, which didn’t surprise me


“Better,”
I said with a yawn. “Still sick though. I took the day off. You’re welcome to
watch royal princess sisters and a snowman with us all day.”


“Technically,
one is a queen,” he said. “And I think I’ll leave before the first showing. Let
you go through that torture once and see how you like it.”


I
finished breakfast with him beside me. 


“Sorry
we just sort of rushed over,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare Everly off like
that.”


“I
think she was just caught off guard,” I said, hoping it was true. “Seeing a
sick kid covered in mucus isn’t exactly the way to get someone to like them.”


Nick
laughed and left to get Abby ready for breakfast.


“My
head hurts,” she said as we sat in the dining room. 


“I
know, baby. Just eat these and then we’ll go lie down.” I cut her pancakes and
fed them to her.


“You
don’t feed me like that,” Nick complained and made Abby laugh.


“Uncle
Nick, why would Daddy feed you?” she asked.


“Because
your uncle is lazy and useless,” I said. Abby giggled as we finished our
breakfast. 


“Get
comfy on the couch, sweetheart. I’ll put on your favorite movie.” I walked to
the table for the remote and then to the player to insert the disk. 


“Are
you watching?” she asked Nick with her doe eyes. I grinned and watched as he
struggled to find his words.


“Yeah,
I am,” he relented, and we all took our
seats on the couch. Abby watched in silence, which was how we knew she wasn’t
feeling okay.


Nick
left after the first showing and promised to check on Abby later. 


“I’m
hungry, Daddy,” Abby said, and she followed me into the kitchen as I made her
chicken noodle soup. “Are you mad at me?”


“What?
What for?” I asked and poured her a bowl. She sat on the kitchen counter and
ate. 


“Because
I’m sick, and because Everly left.” Her little head bowed, and she stared at her hands as she stirred her spoon around
her bowl. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”


“No,
honey. I’m not mad at all. I just want you to be better, okay?” I said. She
nodded and finished her soup. “I just have to make a quick phone call, okay?
And then we’ll watch TV the rest of the day.”


“I’ll
be on the couch.” She hopped out of her seat and headed for the living room,
where her movie was waiting for a replay.


After
a moment of hesitation, I pulled out my phone and dialed Everly.


“Hello?”
she answered on the third ring.


“Hey,”
I started. “I wanted to apologize for last night. Abby had a fever, and she
didn’t mean to scare you away like that.”


“Oh,”
Everly said. “No, it’s okay. I just didn’t want to intrude. Is she okay?”


“Yeah,
she’s better. But we’re not in the clear yet, so I’m going to have to cancel
for tonight, and I’ll have you come back
when she has a clean bill of health.”


“Of
course,” she said. “Just let me know when to come back.”


“Thanks,
Everly.” I paused, wanting to mention what happened before Nick showed up. “I
put money in your account for the week,” I said instead.


“Thanks.
I have to get going; my mom is on the other line,
and if I don’t answer, she’ll show up at my door in five minutes.” Her voice faded, and a quiet giggle sounded through the
phone. “Bye, Maddox. I hope Abby gets better soon.”


“Me
too.” I hung up the phone and stared a moment, unsure of what to think.


So,
Everly wasn’t going to bring up what happened, either.


I
returned to Abby and helped her pick a movie for us to watch. She cuddled
against me, and I slipped an arm around her. 


“Daddy?”
she asked as she turned toward me. The movie began playing, and I tried
focusing on both her and the screen.


“Yeah,
honey?” I brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her warm forehead.


“Everly’s
pretty,” she said almost dreamily. I smiled.


“She
is.” I nodded my head and agreed. The movie was a new kids’ movie that had been
released recently, and while I’d never admit this to anyone, I enjoyed watching
them. Sometimes I found myself watching them when Abby wasn’t even around.


“Do
you like her?” Abby asked. She was starting to sound like a broken record, but
then I realized she didn’t understand dating.


“Haven’t
you asked this before?” I tried paying attention to the movie. The characters
were singing a very catchy song, and this would have normally been Abby’s
favorite part.


“Do
you?” she asked again.


“Of
course,” I said.


“Oh.”
She grew quiet for a moment. “Daddy?”


“Yes?”


“Is
Everly my mommy?” she asked it so innocently that it took me a moment to
realize what she had said.


“What?”
I stammered. “No, honey. Why would you think that?”


“Because
she would be a good mommy. I think.” Her little face turned up to mine, and her eyes widened a bit as if she
wasn’t convinced.  “Are you sure?”


“She’s
not your mother,” I said. Abby settled back down, and just as I expected the
song captured her attention. But it was useless for me to try and focus on
anything else now. All I could do, at
that moment, was pray that Abby wouldn’t start asking questions about her real
mother. That was the last thing any of us needed. 

















 

Chapter Twenty-Two


Everly



 

I
hung up, breathing a sigh of relief as I dropped my phone on the kitchen
counter. I had at least a few days before seeing Maddox again, and hopefully in that time I’d be able to sort these horrible feelings out. Why was I
getting so comfortable with a man who had a life that I had always been so
against? A single father, with a mysterious baby mama, and a little girl who
doesn’t yet realize just how broken her home is. How could I, in good faith,
become close to a family like that when I’ve been so vocal about my opinions?


It
wasn’t fair to anyone.


The
phone rang again, and I unlocked it, thinking it was Maddox. A familiar number
popped up, one that I had deleted from my contacts a little over a week ago.


“Hello?”
I said. 


“Everly,”
Phil said on the other line. I frowned; why was my old boss calling me? “How
have you been?”


“I’ve
been good,” I said carefully, as if the phone
were a landmine I’d just put next to my head. “Can I help you?”


“Yes.
If you can find the time, I’d like to talk to you face to face. Can you swing
by the restaurant today?” His voice wasn’t giving anything away, and I searched my mind for reasons he might
be calling. Perhaps he regretted letting me leave.


I
glanced at the clock on the microwave, debating. I didn’t have anything to do,
and there was no used in pretending that I wasn’t at least curious.


“Sure,
I’m just finishing up some business here,
but I can make it before the lunch rush.” I shuffled my hands to make it sound
like I was doing something.


“That
works. I’ll see you then.” Phil hung up. I sat my phone on the counter and
pressed a hand against my cheek. The only possible explanation was that he was
offering my old job back, and it honestly couldn’t be better timing.


I
stopped by a diner on the way to Saint Padres and grabbed some brunch, trying
to decide what to do if Phil offered a job. It’s barely been a few weeks, so
his desperation might help me get a bigger raise out of him. Maybe even a
promotion.


I
parked in the awful lot a few blocks down
and entered Saint Padres through the back.


“Everly!”
Catalina smiled as I crossed the kitchen. “I’ve been thinking about you. Phil’s
tried to replace you twice, but neither lasted more than two days. He’s
desperate, chica.”


“Good
to know,” I said and knocked on Phil’s office door. 


“Come
in,” he said, and looked up as I entered.
“Close the door behind you, Everly.”


I
did as he said, and stood awkwardly in front of his desk. His eyes continued to
glance between me and a sheet of paper on his desk,
as if he barely had time to give more than a minute of his attention. 


“You
wanted to talk?” I asked, trying to keep a polite tone in my voice.


“Yes.”
He finally looked at me, keeping his poker face in check. “How’s your new
position? Is it everything you wanted?”


Two
hours a night showing a very handsome man how to cook four to five days a week
would be a tough job to give up. But Lacey’s voice spoke in my head, reminding
me that my feelings were getting way too complicated and I needed to distance
myself.


“It’s
fine,” I said. Phil nodded his head.


“I
wanted to do something nice for you,” he said. “I have to admit, you’re a star, Everly. A hard worker, a
chef who one day is going to do amazing things. And it was my mistake letting
you go in the first place.”


“Thanks?”



“I
want you back, Everly, and so you know how much I appreciate you, I’m offering
you co-head chef.” He grinned.


“Co-head
chef?” It was an entirely made-up
position, and I had no idea what terms came with it. 


“Yes,
you’ll be co-head chef, official title and everything.” His foot tapped on the
wooden floor, waiting for my exit.


“Thank
you, Phil. I’ll have to think about it though, but I’ll get back to you soon.”
I left and closed the door behind me, nodding a goodbye to Catalina as I
returned to my car. I should have clarified what it meant, but it didn’t
matter. She was right; he really was
desperate. Creating a position for me was one thing, but if he was worried
about dissension in the ranks of his
kitchen before, what would happen when the others found out just how far he’d
gone to get me back? Not that I cared, really. I couldn’t afford to care about
much more than getting my debts paid off. 


Before
going grocery shopping for my own place, I decided to check my bank account on
my phone. 


I
logged online, and my phone fell onto my
lap as the amount of money in my bank account stared at me. My mind blanked for
a moment. Where did all that money come from?


Then
I remembered. Maddox said he was giving me money for the week. I took a deep
breath and forced myself to calm. 


Maybe
working for Maddox wasn’t that bad after all. 

















Chapter Twenty-Three


Maddox



 

I
woke with Abby snoring soundly by my side. I didn’t remember her climbing into
bed with me; I probably would have carried her back to hers had I been awake,
but I welcomed her comfort anyways and checked her temperature with the back of
my hand. She wasn’t too warm, and her skin had the healthy glow that had been
missing for the majority of the week.


She
stirred, eyes slowly opening as I crawled out of bed.


“How
are you feeling. kiddo?” I asked and began getting ready for the day.


“Better,”
she said.


“You’re
not sick anymore?” I took her temperature properly this time, with a
thermometer, and it came back normal.


“I’m
hungry,” she said, and I chuckled. I figured she was going to be hungry after
eating nothing but soup for a week.


“I’m
going to hop in the shower, and then you
need a bath,” I said. “And then I’ll make some muffins for you to take over to
Nick’s.”


“Okay,
Daddy,” she said and settled back into bed to wait for her turn in the bath.


“I’m
going to have to stay late at work tonight to make up for the week,” I said.
“Nick said you’re taking your painting in a new direction, though?”


“You
can’t know that!” she cried, and I held up my hands and slowly backed away.


“I’m
sorry, it’s a surprise. I should have known. So, you’re okay with me staying
late?” I asked.


“Yes,
Daddy,” she said, and settled into bed muttering how Nick betrayed her sense of
trust. I smiled and shook my head as I started the shower.


Afterward, we walked hand in hand toward
Nick’s. He greeted us and gladly accepted the tin of fresh baked muffins from
the crook of my elbow.


“I’m
perfectly capable of feeding her,” he said as he popped one in his mouth.


“Yeah,
I don’t see you complaining though.” 


“Someone’s
feeling better, yeah?” Nick picked up Abby and kissed her cheek.


“I’m
ready for my painting!” she said as she glanced in my direction. “That means
you have to leave.” She pointed to the door in a dramatic gesture.


Nick
and I laughed.


“I’m
going to stay later and catch up, if
that’s okay,” I said to Nick.


“No
problem, she can stay the night if you want,” he said.


“I’ll
see what time I get home. Thanks.” I kissed Abby’s forehead. “Goodbye, sweetie.
I’ll see you soon.”


“Bye,
Daddy.” She waved me off and I closed the
door behind me. I always felt as if I should do more for Nick, after everything
he’s done for us.


After
a gruesome 30 minutes sitting in traffic, I finally arrived at my Alaskan Way
location, still the newest of my restaurant chain. My employees greeted me with
forced enthusiasm, but it was hard to blame them. They had every reason to be
nervous around the owner and boss.


“Maddox!”
Jackie met me in my office. “I didn’t know you were coming in today.”


“I’ve
had too many days off,” I said. “Plus, it’s a Friday. Missing the middle of the
week isn’t that big of a deal, but I need
to be here on the weekend, at least.”


“Well,
I’ve left you 10 voicemails about this already, but…” Jackie handed me a
folder. I decided against telling her I had deleted every message without
listening to it.


“What’s
this?” I flipped it open, staring at a series of numbers that were slowly
decreasing as my fingers skimmed through weeks, and then the past seven days.


“The
two-year excitement for a new restaurant is starting to die,” Jackie said. “It’s not enough to keep our numbers up, and now
they’re lower than they were before Alaskan Way opened.”


“That’s
alarming,” I muttered as I examined the
numbers thoroughly. They were decreasing at a much quicker rate than I had
expected. “We need something new to push these numbers back up.”


“Did
you have anything in mind?” she asked. I ran my hand down my face and shook my
head.


“Nothing
right now. Give me a minute; I’ll think of something.”


Jackie
left my office and I sat down,
brainstorming. A new dish would help the numbers, but it would have to be cheap
and exciting. 


“Mr.
Moore?” I looked up at one of my assistants entered the room. Carla Fischer,
one of my oldest employees, stood at the foot of my office.


“What
is it, Carla?” I asked.


“Have
you looked over the itinerary for next week’s trip?” 


“No,
I haven’t.” I paused. “Wait, what trip?”


“The
Vegas trip, Mr. Maddox, where you have at least three meetings every single day
for four days straight,” she said and searched through a stack of folders on my
desk. She pulled out a thin red folder and placed it in front of me. I glanced
through it, suddenly remembering a faint conversation I had with Jackie about
Vegas and meetings. Incredible.


“Of
course, the meetings,” I said and shoved the file into my take-home bag. “I’ll
look over it again. Thank you, Carla.”


The
Vegas meeting couldn’t have come at a worse time, really, but maybe it was a
blessing in disguise. Maybe I could use both this and a new dish to get my
numbers up.

















 

Chapter Twenty-Four


Everly



 

I
didn’t remember the last time I’d had such an unproductive weekend. I had
watched Belle for a few hours a day while Lacey had her ‘alone time,' and had attempted a few new recipes that
all turned out either too salty, too garlicky, or just plain disgusting. It
wasn’t my fault, though; Belle had suggested a few ingredients herself. 


I
was attempting to plan out a week that was looking to be just an uneventful as
the weekend when my phone rang. I glanced at the screen as I answered it. 


“Hey,
Maddox,” I said in a voice that I prayed sounded confident and not at all
awkward. 


“Hi,
Everly, how are you?” he asked. I looked down at my pajamas and the kitchen
covered in pots stained with grease and leftover food. 


“I’m
fine,” I said. “Just getting over a busy weekend. How’s Abby?”


“She’s
much better. That’s actually why I’m calling; I
think we’re good to continue the lessons tonight,” he said. “I’ll send over the
allowance for the week, and you can go ahead and pick up the ingredients on
your way here. Sound good?”


“Yeah,
I’ll see you tonight. I’m happy that Abby is feeling better.”


“Perfect.
I’ll see you soon, Everly.” He hung up. 


It
was almost alarming how perfectly casual he had sounded,
as if we hadn’t shared a single experience together. Maybe maintaining a
professional relationship was for the best. If he could act normal, then so
could I.


I
sat at the dining table and created a menu for the week, deciding which
ingredients I would get today and which ones I would save for the following
days. I was just finishing up Thursday’s when my doorbell rang. 


I
frowned and opened it, surprised to see Lacey and Belle waiting patiently on the
other side. 


“Did
you lose your key again?” I joked, but Lacey’s unamused eye roll meant that she
did lose the key and she wasn’t very happy about it.


“I
had to help this one with a project for pre-K,” Lacey said. “Why would
kindergarteners know anything about the evolution of dinosaurs? Don’t they save
that stuff for elementary?”


“Nothing
wrong with starting them young,” I said, and started on breakfast. 


“Think
you could watch Belle for an hour tonight?” Lacey asked. “There’s a book club
that I’ve been wanting to join, and I
thought they met on the weekends, but apparently there’s a few Mondays thrown
into the mix.”


“I
actually have work tonight,” I said and started frying the potatoes. 


Lacey
gasped. “You got a new job?”


“At
Maddox’s,” I said. “He just called and said Abby was feeling better, so we’re
continuing our lessons tonight.” Lacey shook her head. “What?”


“You’ve
been very hesitant to even bring him up this past week,” she said. “I thought
he fired you or something.”


“Well,
not exactly.” I whipped up some scrambled eggs and threw a cookie pan full of
brown sugar-dusted bacon in the oven. 


“What
does that mean?” Lacey asked. “So nothing happened?”


“Not
exactly,” I repeated. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”


“Everly,”
Lacey said. “You can tell me.”


I
glanced at Belle. She was sitting on the couch watching the TV, and seemingly
not interested in listening to our conversation. Lacey noticed what I was
staring at and frowned. 


“What
happened?”


“We
had sex,” I said quickly and focused on the potatoes. Lacey asked me to repeat
myself, and I did, but in a slightly quieter voice.


“Everly
Winters, you did not!” Lacey’s voice was loud enough for my neighbors to hear.


“Is
it that surprising?” I argued. 


“Well,
I mean, he’s your boss.” She widened her eyes and stared through me. “What
happened though? Was his kid home?” She clutched her chest as if the thought
was appalling.


“Of
course she wasn’t home.” I gave her a nudge. 
“She stays at a friend’s house, who’s his neighbor. And I don’t know. We
had just finished dinner, and I wanted to
see the rest of his house, there’s literally no evidence of a kid there, and
one thing led to the other and then we were in his bedroom.”


“On
his bed,” Lacey added, and I rolled my
eyes.


“Yes,
on his bed,” I said. “But afterward his
neighbor stopped by with Abby. She was sick, looked like she was about to puke,
and I ran off.” Like my head was on fire. I could have kicked myself.


“You
ran off? After sleeping with him?” Lacey asked,
and I nodded, feeling bad enough without her repeating it. “And he didn’t fire
you?”


“He’s
not like that,” I said. “I don’t think he was upset. Obviously, he was more
concerned with Abby, and he stopped our nightly lessons because she was sick.”


“Have
you guys talked about what you did yet?” she asked,
and I shook my head. “Why not?”


“He’s
been busy,” I said. “And I’m not sure how to bring that up. Oh, hi Maddox,
how’s Abby? Oh, and by the way, how was the sex we just had before your
daughter came over puking? Yeah?”


“You
and I both know it doesn’t have to be that awkward,” Lacey said. “But Everly,
how could you? You slept with your boss. A boss from a job that’s not in the
least bit stable. You do realize what
this looks like, right? What if he expects this to be a nightly thing?”


“He’s
not like that,” I argued. “And even if it was a nightly thing, I’m still doing
my job. What would it matter?”


“It
matters because it’s widely inappropriate.” She had lowered her voice to a
whisper as if saying the words aloud would be blasphemous. “And irresponsible. Everly,
this is probably the most irresponsible thing you could have done. Sleeping
with your boss, in his home, while his daughter is literally next door? You
need to shut this down and find another job.”


I
hadn’t told her about the offer to go back to my previous job yet, and I
decided to keep it from her. 


I
released a breath of frustration. “I don’t need you to lecture me.” She sounded
as if our mother was in the room and talking to me.


She
scoffed, which only solidified my thoughts. “I’m just concerned.” She turned
and started prepping the table for our breakfast, taking out the dinnerware and
forks. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like Belle heard any of our conversation, and
throughout breakfast I asked her
everything she knew about dinosaurs. Which was more than I’d ever learned at
her age. 


Lacey
continued to frown and shake her head, even as we said goodbye and I left for
the grocery store to shop for the week. I wasn’t upset with her though, she was
just looking out for me, and I couldn’t exactly disagree with how complicated
the whole situation was. 


I
sent her a quick text thanking her for listening and for her advice, but that I
would ultimately decide what to do about Maddox myself. I leaned against the
headrest and contemplated my own words. What was I going to do about Maddox?



 

I
spent hours shopping at several different markets, looking for the highest
quality ingredients. One of the markets was on the pier, and I spent nearly an
hour enjoying the ocean breeze and imagining the menu of my own restaurant. One
of the newer spots on the pier had a line of people waiting just to get their
name on the list, and I made a mental note to check it out one day. It had the
perfect location, but I always wondered if All You Can Eat’s menu was as
perfect as it claimed to be. It was almost comical the name that was chosen for
the four-star restaurant. Almost a joke of sorts, until you walked in and the
atmosphere swept you away. 


I
arrived to Maddox’s on time, and he
greeted me with a warm smile.


“Is
Abby here?” I glanced around him into the house to see signs of his 3-year-old.



He
shook his head, taking a few of the bags from my arms as he stepped aside to
let me pass. “She’s at Nick’s.” I nodded, remembering the friend who had stood
in the doorway with a sick little girl in his arms and a blush as he realized how unkempt Maddox and I had been. The
memory made me blush, and I followed Maddox to the kitchen, expecting an
uncomfortable and awkward silence.


I
led the way to the kitchen, where I placed the reusable bags on the counter and
unpacked them. 


Maddox
opened the fridge to help. “What’s on the menu for tonight?”


“Sea bass.” I held up the paper-wrapped package.
“There was a fresh cart on the pier. And
I was thinking of a pickled cucumber relish and stringed potatoes on the side.”


He
narrowed his eyes and stared up to the
ceiling as he seemed to considered it, as
if he were the chef and me the student. “That sounds wonderful. I’ve eaten sea
bass plenty of times, so you’ll have to try hard to impress me.” A slow, sly smile spread across his lips, and I
found myself relaxing at the sight of it. At least he hadn’t lost his ability
to tease me.


I
waved a finger at him. “You’ll have to impress me by actually cooking this
time.” I gave him a sideways glance and turned back to the counter. “Don’t
think you can get away with watching over my shoulder and the occasional
comment about the smell.”


“I
suppose I am paying you to teach me.” He walked to the counter beside me, and we began prepping. He made conversation
easily, and I was surprised at how normal and comfortable I felt around him. He
was good at making things less awkward, but throughout cooking dinner, I couldn’t help but give his muscles a
second glance. His fingers as they stirred a pot of soup, his grin as he bit
his bottom lip, his forearms as they washed potatoes and spiralized them. Every
small movement made me remember our night together, how strong he was, how good
I had felt under his touch. A soft heat spread through my arms and into my core
as if it drained directly from my brain to its intended target.


I
shook my head. I needed to stop thinking those things.


Instead, I glanced toward him again, noticing
his shirt was tight, and his pants had just enough slack to create a slight
outline where his thick bulge had been. I groaned, confident that at this rate
I was going to burn something. Hopefully not myself.


“Ginger
sea bass with sautéed scallops, pickled cucumber relish, and stringed
potatoes,” Maddox pointed to each item, naming it as we plated the meal. “Not
bad.” He seemed pleased as he nodded his head and regarded our accomplishment.


“Not
bad? You just made a 200 dollar meal.” I gave him a soft nudge with my elbow, and then we took our plates to the
dining room, where he insisted on pulling out my chair. Maddox dug into his
first, and I smirked as his eyes lit up. 


“This
is fantastic, Everly.” He closed his eyes
and his shoulders slumped as he slowly chewed. “Really, I don’t think I’ve ever
had fish taste so good.”


“I
think I already mentioned that I’m sort of a pro when it comes to seafood,” I
said. “It’s probably the only thing I’ve ever been confident about.”


“That
took a bit of a sad turn.” He popped another bite into his mouth and swallowed.
“But I can assure you that you’re a pro at just about everything we’ve cooked.
Although your desserts could probably use some work.”


“We’ve
only made like, two desserts,” I argued,
and he chuckled. “Oh, you’re joking.”


He
released a soft chuckle. “Of course I am. You’re a naturally talented
chef.”  His compliment made my shoulders square, but I tucked my chin to not seem as
proud as he made me feel.


“I
don’t think it was natural, but thank you.” I had never given a sincerer thank
you in my life, but that’s what he did to me. He made me feel wonderful. In
more ways than one.


Just
as we were finishing our meal, Maddox
retreated into a room tucked into the corner of the dining room. I tried
peering inside, but it was long and dark, and the breeze that brushed gently
across my arms which had come from that direction was much cooler. He soon
returned with a bottle of wine and poured each of us a glass.


“That’s
where you hide them.” I swirled the wine in my glass and noted the rich
color.  “I was beginning to think there
was some sort of secret basement.”


“Nothing
secret about this,” he said and took a sip. I hesitated. Drinking with your
boss during dinner wasn’t exactly a responsible thing to do, or appropriate. It
was a thought that my sister had planted
in my mind, and I wanted to give her a
swift kick in the behind for making me second-guess everything. Maddox seemed
to recognize my hesitation. “I’m sorry about before.”


“For
what?” I asked, and then realized he meant our night together. “Oh, it’s okay.”
I’d never had anyone apologize to me about having sex with me. I wasn’t sure
whether to be offended or not, but one look at Maddox put me at ease. He was being sincere; his soft gray eyes were a
comfort.


“No,
it’s not. I don’t want you to think that I expect anything more than a cooking
lesson from you. I’ve been worried all week that you might have taken it the
wrong way.” He pulled his glass to his lips and took a hearty swig, and his eyes stayed locked on mine the entire time. 


“I
don’t think that at all.” I wouldn’t admit that the thought had crossed my
mind. “I never felt like anything more was expected from me. I wanted to do
it.”


“Oh,
thank goodness.” His shoulders slumped as he sighed. “That’s a relief. You have no
idea how worried I’d been this week.” 


“I’m
sorry.” I reached over and placed my hand on his. “I didn’t mean to cause
trouble.”


“Cause
trouble?” He stifled a laugh. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I just usually
don’t overanalyze so much, but for some reason with you, it’s all I can do.” 


I
blinked, startled at the confession. I hadn’t thought that he might be having
the same feelings as me. The growing uncertainty about his reaction subsided at that moment.


“There’s
something else I wanted to ask.” He paused a moment while I finished my glass.
He grabbed the bottle and offered more, but the effects of the wine were
beginning to make my head a little woozy, and I politely refused another glass.


“Yes?”
My eyes widened with curiosity.


He
leaned forward to close the distance between us. “Have you ever been to
Vegas?”  I shook my head.


“Lacey’s
been with her ex, but she didn’t really have many good things to say about it.”
She’d called it a den of sin and a waste of good money, but I didn’t think I
needed to go into all that with him. I wasn’t sure what had happened to her
while she was there, but I had an idea it was the first time she’d come to
terms with her ex’s wandering eyes and grabby hands, because after that, things had changed in their relationship.


Maddox
chuckled. “Vegas can be a hit or miss.” He looked as if he’d experienced the
latter a few times. “Well, I have a few important meetings coming up next week,
and I was hoping you’d join me.”


The
offer came as a shock. He wanted me to go away with him? “In Vegas?” I leaned
forward and took his wine glass in my hand. He laughed and nodded. I took a
much larger than normal sip and
contemplated it. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Maddox.” I placed the
glass on the table and fingered the rim.


“I
understand, and it’s absolutely your decision. Usually
I just have either Abby or Nick with me, but Abby will be at my parents’ and Nick has an art gallery
showing, so I guess I’m just being selfish and don’t really want to go alone.”


I
wondered if the offer was conditional. “Do I get my own room?” My brow rose waiting for the answer.


“Of
course.” He nodded and chuckled. “Anything you want.”


My
sister’s voice was still loud in my head, reminding me how inappropriate and
irresponsible it would be. I thought of a million reasons to say no, and yet
I’m not entirely surprised as I answered.


“Okay.”
I couldn’t believe I was agreeing, but there was no chance I was missing the
opportunity.  “I get my own room and
spending money, and we eat at one of the
buffets in the casinos because I’ve always heard about those, and I’ll go.”


Maddox
smiled, his cheeks widening more than I’ve seen, as he nodded.


“Deal,”
he said, rising from the table and taking my empty plate.


I
followed him to the kitchen, and as we
cleaned up dinner, he told me countless
stories about his experiences in Vegas. He’d seen so many things and done so
much in his life, that I felt like I had a lot of catching up to do.


I
nodded, half listening and half having a mental breakdown in my mind. I was
afraid he’d be able to hear the inner battle, my thoughts were screaming so
loud, but he gave me a warm smile and tossed me a dishrag.


“Care
to help me clean up?” He turned toward the sink and turned on the water. The
idea of him washing dishes brought a smile to my face.


“I
wouldn’t miss this for anything.” I stood beside him next to the built-in dishwasher, which was worth more than my rent,
as he went a little heavy on the dish liquid.


Then
Maddox’s arm brushed against mine as he wiped our plates clean, his warmth
spreading over me like a blanket. I shuddered as a pulse of need burned deep in
my core. What on earth had I agreed to?

















Chapter Twenty-Five


Maddox



 

Everly
had made amazing dinners throughout the rest of the week, and our conversation
continued to grow more natural and endearing to me as the days passed. She
always made sure to ask about Abby, and Abby made sure to constantly ask about
Everly. The past four days had felt like a dream as we planned our Vegas trip
and cooked together. Well, as she taught me how to cook. According to her, I
was picking it up a lot quicker than she had expected, and last night I had mashed
the potatoes without a single comment from her. I continued my ruse, and she
continued to believe that I wasn’t a renowned chef. Really, all it would have
taken was a single Google session and she
would have found the truth, a fact that was always in the back of my mind as we
spent time together. What would I do when she finally learned the truth?


I
lounged in bed a little longer than usual on Thursday morning, making a mental
checklist for the weekend. Abby squirmed beside me, her tiny body radiating a heat
that I wouldn’t trade for the world. I hadn’t fallen asleep with her in the
bed. She must have snuck in again throughout the night. She had always been a
master at that, since her tiny footsteps
were no more disturbing than butterfly wings.


“I
had a dream, Daddy,” she said, as she woke. A hearty yawn stretched her mouth, and she rubbed her eyes.


“What
about?” I asked.


“I
don’t remember.” She shrugged her tiny shoulders and giggled. “I just remember
liking it.”


“You’re
still okay with me leaving this weekend, right?” I asked. She must have been
tired of constantly reassuring me. “You’re okay with staying at Grandma’s and
Grandpa’s?”


“Yes,
Daddy. Grandpa makes me pancakes, and
Grandma takes me shopping.” Her eyes widened with excitement. I chuckled; of course she was more than okay with staying with
them for the weekend. “Is Everly going?”


I
nodded. “Yeah, she’s helping me. You’re okay with that, right?”


Abby
sighed and met my eyes before averting them with more attitude than necessary. Clearly, she was tired of all these questions.


“All
right, I get it. I’ll start with
breakfast. You get ready to go to Nick’s.” I moved to the side of the bed away
from her warmth and found my feet. 


Abby
dressed herself as I made pancakes. I
added a little cinnamon and brown sugar into the mix, and topped them with a blend of cream cheese and powdered
sugar. I was at least going to make sure my pancakes were better than my dad’s.


“Is
your painting almost done?” I asked. Nick had been giving me small updates
through the week. Apparently, it was something Abby was really passionate
about. 


Her
head went up and down as she scooped another spoonful. “Almost,” she said in
between bites of pancakes. “But you can’t see it yet!” She narrowed a gaze at
me that had threat written all over it.


I
raised my hands to surrender. “I know.” I turned away to my own plate ready.
“When can I see it?”


“When
it’s done,” she said with another long, dramatic sigh. “You’re going to love
it!”


“I
know I will.” I turned and gave her a smile over my shoulder. “Maybe you can
show it to me when I get back?”


Abby
tilted her head as I joined her at the table. “Maybe,” she said. 


“Alright,
time to get to Uncle Nick’s,” I said and threw the dishes into the sink. Abby
got her shoes on, and we left.


Nick
was in the middle of a new painting when we arrived. I sat on his couch as Abby
watched him finish the corner of his painting. It was a colorful field of
flowers, with bleeding roses that created a border. It was somewhat depressing,
but of course, Abby only saw the flowers
and instantly fell in love. 


“Uncle
Nick! I’m going to finish my painting soon!” Abby said.


“It’s
almost done.” He agreed and patted my shoulder. “It’s a real work of art.”


“I
believe it,” I said and kissed Abby goodbye. “I have a long day at work today,
sweetie. There’s a lot to plan for the weekend,
and I might not pick you up until late.”


“That’s
okay,” she said. “Take your time.”


I
chuckled. Abby surely didn’t know what that meant. 


“I
need to check into the hotel sometime
today,” I said to Nick as I got ready to leave. “I added Everly’s room last
minute. I need to make sure it’s another suite or else she’ll be stuck on the
bottom floor with the drunk mongrels who go to Vegas for the women and drinks.”


“You
don’t think she’d like that?” Nick asked. I raised my eyebrow at his
condescending tone. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he sighed. “And don’t get all
defensive over her. You don’t think you’re maybe getting a little too close to
her?”


“What
do you mean?” I asked.


“You
barely know her, and already you’re paying for an entire weekend in Vegas,” he
said.


 “Because I have meetings there, and you were
busy. I didn’t want to go alone,” I argued.


“Jackie
could have gone with you,” he said.


“I
think I’d rather go alone than have her company.” I leveled my stare to his.
“Plus, one of us needs to stay for the restaurants. We both can’t have a Vegas
weekend.”


“It’s
a business weekend,” Nick said. “Remember that.”


“What
are you trying to get at?” I asked. “Just spit it out.”


“Just
that you need to do what’s best for both you and Abby, not just yourself,” he
said. I nodded, and we said goodbye.


Nick
was just being a good friend. I could
acknowledge that. He also didn’t know Everly as much as I did, and he didn’t
understand how either of us felt. But more than anything, I knew that Everly
wouldn’t do anything to hurt me or Abby. To think otherwise was ridiculous, but
I could understand how he would be protective of us, though. It was his nature, and I know he considered us family. She
was worth it, and I knew in my heart that what we could potentially have was
worth it, too.

















 

Chapter Twenty-Six


Everly



 

My
suitcase wouldn’t close all the way. I sat on it again and tried to zip it
shut, but there was too big of a lump in the middle that was keeping me from
getting it zipped. I groaned and opened it for the hundredth time, trying to
decide if I was bringing too many clothes, or if my suitcase was just too
small. I had no idea how to pack for a weekend in Vegas. Did I bring only
business clothes? Or should I bring a dress in case we go to a show? It was cold in Seattle, with nights
that felt like a freezer, but what was the temperature in Vegas like? I had
always assumed it was hot, it was a desert after all, but after a quick Google search, I had learned that the temperature
changed often. I had blouses, sweaters, shorts, leggings, and several dresses
stuffed into the suitcase, along with shoes of all styles and more makeup that
I would ever need. 


Why
was I so anxious for this trip? What was I expecting to happen? I had added a
piece of lingerie that I hadn’t worn in years to the pile very suddenly, and I
picked up the soft satin and second-guessed myself. It probably didn’t fit
anyways. And even if it did, what was I wearing it for? I had already arranged
my own room.


Lacey
and Belle arrived as I was repacking the suitcase. I’d learned that you could
roll things up, but hesitated on certain items. The last thing I needed was my
clothes to be a mess.


My
sister walked in and looked around as if trying to find clues. To what, I
wasn’t sure. “When do you leave?” Lacey asked. She still wasn’t entirely okay
with the trip, but that was to be expected from an older sister. 


I
went to the bedroom and brought out my overstuffed suitcase to continue my
battle of zipping it shut. “Tomorrow,” I said. “We get back late Sunday.”


“And
you’re already packed?” Lacey raised an eyebrow at my bulky luggage. Maybe this
guy is good for you after all. I’ve never seen you so responsible.”


I
rolled my eyes and struggled with the zipper, having no luck.


“You’re
channeling our mother again. I just want to make sure I have everything ready,”
I said. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning, and I don’t want to leave anything to
chance.”


“You’re
nervous,” Lacey said. “Why are you so nervous? You said yourself this was a
business trip.” She regarded me with a smirk, as if she could see right through
me.


I
sighed, my shoulders slumping in defeat. “It is. But, I don’t know Lace. The
money is good, like, so good. I’ve never been paid this much in my life, and I don’t think I’ll ever be paid this
much. But things are starting to get complicated,
and I’m not sure what this is anymore.”


“What
do you mean?” Lacey asked. Belle entertained herself with the TV in the living
room as Lacey took a seat on my bed. 


“I’m
starting to like him. Like, really like him. I didn’t think I’d get feelings
for this guy, but our dinners are starting to feel like dates. It feels like
we’re dating, but we’re not. And I don’t know what we are.” I guessed that’s
what bothered me most of all, not knowing what we were and where it would lead.
Did it have the potential to be a normal, healthy relationship? What did that
even mean anymore? Most relationships are dysfunctional in some way or another.


“At
least you seem to be cautious about this, which makes me feel much better about
the situation,” Lacey said. “And you should be cautious. Everly, our family has a pretty bad track record with
relationships already, and the fact that he’s your boss makes the odds even
worse. This weird relationship you have is already way unbalanced.”


In more ways than one.
“I know, that’s why I’m nervous,” I said. “But there’s something special about
him. It’s hard to explain it, but I just know he’s special with every ounce of
my soul.”


“I
said the exact same thing once,” Lacey said. I frowned. She was right; I do remember her saying that her
ex-husband was special. “And look at how that ended.”


“I
know. I’m just starting to think that maybe every guy is different? I can’t
spend the rest of my life judging every man based on your failed relationship.”
The words sounded much harsher than I meant them, but it was true. If I lived
my life afraid to give every man a chance based on my sister’s past mistakes,
I’d die a spinster. 


“And
what about his kid? You were dead set against them.” Lacey glanced in Belle’s
direction. “Though I’d be lying if I said I’ve not been praying that you’d
change your mind. Kids are wonderful.”


“I
don’t know. I haven’t hung out with Abby that much, to be honest.” I pictured
the sweet little girl in my mind.  Her
bright eyes were full of wonder and her behavior was far above average for most
kids her age, from what little I had seen. “I don’t know. This is all so
confusing.” I closed the suitcase with Lacey’s help.


“What
about your old job at Saint Padres?” she asked. “You can get that back, right?”


“I
think,” I said, holding my tongue.


“I’m
fairly certain you can. So, when this doomed relationship fails,” I glared at
her, and she held up her hands. “I’m sorry, if
it fails, you have a backup job. You won’t be totally screwed.”


“Thanks,”
I said. Lacey shrugged and walked over to join Belle on the couch. If only
Lacey was more supportive, but she’d been nothing if not vocal about her
opposition to Maddox. I wondered if she was right; would I be totally screwed
if this relationship failed? Maybe, but I knew in my heart I’d be forever
regretful if I didn’t at the very least give it a try. 


My
phone began ringing, and Belle retrieved it from the kitchen and handed it to
me.


“Thanks.”
I patted her head and answered the phone.


“Everly,
hello,” Maddox said on the other line. His voice brought a smile to my face.


“Oh,
hi, Maddox. I was just getting ready for the weekend,” I said, and caught Lacey
glaring at me from the corner of my eye. I retreated into my room and closed the door behind me. “What’s up?” I walked
over and lowered myself to the bed.


“I
just had some time in between work here, so I figured I’d call you. I’m
starting to get a little impatient with this day. I’m beyond excited to spend
some time with you away from the stress of work and my kitchen.”


“Me
too,” I said honestly. “It’ll be fun. At least when you’re not in your
meetings.”


“Speaking
of those.” He paused, and I heard him typing away on his computer. He must have
been extremely busy to be working while talking on the phone. “I put some of
your spending cash in your account, along with next week’s payment. An advance,
if you will, so that you can have fun
some on your own while I’m in my meetings.”


His
generosity was overwhelming, and a girl could
certainly get used to it. “Oh, thank you, you didn’t have to do that,” I said,
flabbergasted. How much money did I have? I wasn’t particularly fond of
gambling; what was I going to spend it all on? I’d have to check my account
status and get my balance so I’d know what kind of budget I’d be looking at.


“Well,
I figured you’d want to spend some time at the top restaurants in the area, and
they don’t come cheap.” He let out a long breath. “Plus, there’s several shows
this weekend that I thought you might be interested in. I’m hoping we can see
some together, but these meetings tend to overstay their welcome at times. This
way, I won’t be worried about your boredom.”


“Something
tells me it’s very hard to be bored in Las Vegas,” I said. He chuckled lightly,
and I closed my eyes. How was it possible to miss someone’s laugh so much?


A
woman’s voice spoke in the background, sounding angry and demanding Maddox’s
attention. He muttered the name Jackie and something about being inconsiderate and apologized to me on the
phone.


“I
should get back to work,” he said. “I’ll pick you up around 8 tomorrow.”


“I’ll
be ready,” I said, and we both hung up at the same time. It felt as if we had
just agreed on a date.


I
was still smiling at my phone when Lacey opened my door.


“That’s
a stupid smirk on your face,” she said. Belle looked over from behind Lacey’s waist and smiled. “I haven’t seen it there in a
long time, and I’m afraid I already know
what it means.”


“Are
you in love?” Belle asked. I blushed and slipped my phone into my pocket.


“No,
Belle,” I said. “It’s a bit too soon for that. Did your mom tell you to ask
that?”


Belle
shook her head.


“I
can’t help it if my kid calls it as she sees it,” Lacey said. “Maybe you
shouldn’t act so lovestruck if you wanted to keep it a secret.”


“There’s
no secret.” I groaned and lifted myself from the bed. “And teasing me isn’t
going to do anything.”


“Everly,”
Lacey said in a serious tone. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”


“Of
course,” I said. I wanted to tell her that there was no reason to worry about
my feelings; Maddox was a good person who wouldn’t hurt me. But even in my head, I couldn’t tell if I was trying to
convince her, or myself. 

















Chapter Twenty-Seven


Maddox



 

It
was 7:30 when I dropped Abby off at my parents’, and they both were already
enjoying their second cup of espresso on their balcony. 


“Are
you seeing any of the new shows?” my mom asked, mainly so that she could berate
me for not waiting to see them with her.


“I
don’t plan on it,” I said. “But sometimes tickets just fall into my hands, and
it would be rude not to go.”


“I
suppose,” she said. Abby was sitting on my dad’s lap and telling him about a
secret painting that I wasn’t allowed to see yet. There was one thing about my
little girl; she sure knew how to keep a secret.


“I’ll
show you, though,” she said. “I just need Uncle Nick to bring it.”


“Uncle
Nick is busy this weekend, honey,” I said. “He has his art gallery showing
downtown.”


“We’ll
stop by, even though his paintings have never been my favorite,” my mom said as
my father agreed. “Maybe he’ll have your painting there.”


Abby
lit up at the idea. 


“Now,
be careful with this girl,” my mother said. I groaned.


The
last thing I wanted was a lecture from my mom about being safe with a woman.
“I’m not a teenager,” I said. “I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”
Plus, I was tired of hearing the same warnings from both Nick and my mother.
They were beginning to sound like a pair of broken records.


“I
know,” she said. “And I trust you’ll know what’s right. If you like her, fine,
if she likes you back, perfect. If she likes both you and Abby, then marry her,
already.”


My
pulse raced at the thought. “Mom, we’re not anywhere near that. I haven’t even
considered that,” I said. Marriage wasn’t
what I’d had in mind, but a relationship was. First things first.


“Maddox,
honey, when you’re a single father, the only thing you should consider is
finding a suitable parental role. That’s the most important thing in a
relationship that has a child.” I was offended she didn’t think I was concerned
for Abby when it came to my relationship with Everly,
when all I’d done is ask my daughter for her opinion. I’d sought her approval
all along.


My
father seemed slightly uncomfortable with the topic, and thankfully he sped up
the conversation and began to make farewells. 


I
kneeled in front of Abby and took her in my arms. I’d miss her like crazy.


“I’ll
pick you up Sunday night, Monday morning if it’s too late. Okay?” I kissed her
cheek. “Promise to be good?” I knew I didn’t have to ask. She was always well-mannered, and I’d never gotten any complaints
so far.


She
nodded and kissed my cheek. She was a trooper, for sure.


“I’ll
be good, Daddy. Tell Everly I said hello. Don’t see any shows without Grandma,”
she said, and I laughed.


“Did
Grandma make you say that?”


Abby
nodded as my mother shook her head behind her. Heaven help me if the two of them ever really did gang up on me over
something of importance.


“I
love you, sweetie;
you can use Grandpa’s phone to call me whenever you want to, okay?” I
looked up to my father who nodded and gave Abby a reassuring smile. The
reassurance was more helpful to me. 


“Okay, Daddy.” She smiled up at me, and I took a good long look at her, taking
in as much as I could to make it last the length of my trip.


I
hugged her tightly. We’ve been apart for this long only once before since she
came into my life, and it hadn’t been easy.


I
left after the long goodbye, wiping a stray tear from the corner of my eyes as
I settled behind the steering wheel of the Giulia.
I blinked away more tears and drove to Everly’s, where she promptly exited the
complex with a medium-sized suitcase which was stuffed to maximum capacity
within a minute of me texting her.


“This
is all you have?” I said as I put the suitcase into
the backseat. The car wasn’t built for much storage.


“I
don’t really have much stuff,” she said. She averted her eyes and tapped her
foot.


“Well,
you’ll probably want to buy another suitcase when we’re there, in case you end
up buying souvenirs.”


“What
souvenirs do people buy in Vegas?” she asked. “Penis mugs and nipple
lollipops?”


I
laughed. “I don’t think I’ve actually seen any of those.” 


“You
clearly haven’t seen enough bachelorette parties in movies,” she said.


My
eyes widened. “What kind of movies are you watching?”


She
giggled, and I opened the door for her.
She slid into the seat, and I waited for
her legs to clear the door before shutting her inside. I walked around and got
into the car to find her smiling.


“Not
the kind of movies you’re thinking about, but I hear the hotels there give you
those channels for free.” She flashed me a wink
and I belted out a laugh as I started the car.


We
arrived at the airport after 30 minutes of traffic, and I drove toward the
valet.


“I
didn’t know airports did valet,” she said. 


“Technically,
they don’t,” I said. “Only certain people can use it.” The answer surprised
her.


“I’ll
have to get used to all of your perks.” She stepped out of the car.


An
attendant glanced at my license and immediately retrieved our luggage. Everly
raised her hand to take it from him, but he placed them on a cart and
disappeared with it.


“We’ll
see them again; don’t worry,” I said as she frowned. “They’ll be in your room
in Vegas.”


“Certain
people?” she asked as I led her through the airport. The crowd thickened a bit, and we made our way through until we
reached our destination.


I
still hadn’t answered as we walked through a special line for security, and
found an unlisted gate that was far from the others. Everly seemed to be
piecing things together as her eyes narrowed. “What type of certain people?”


“People
with private jets,” I said as a flight attendant greeted us warmly. Everly
paled as we exited through a pair of double doors straight onto the runway. A
bitter wind nipped at our skin, and we both pulled our coats close to our body.


“You
have your own private jet.” It wasn’t a question. I glanced at her with a
smirk.


“Surprised?”
I asked.


A
smooth, white jet was waiting for us with a set of stairs leading to the door.
Everly rose first, staring with wide eyes at the immaculate inside. Six rows of
comfortable leather seats sat across from each other, with plenty of leg room
and a dining table in between pairs. A bar sat against the wall on each side of
the jet, and four giant screen televisions hung from the ceiling. I had themed
the colors black and white, with small pops of pink that Abby had insisted on
the moment she found her voice.


“This
is yours?” she asked in awe as she took a seat. “There’s no way.”


“It
is,” I said. “I don’t get to use it as often as I’d like, though.”


“I
need to know, what exactly do you invest in?” 


I
frowned. I had so many answers planned for this question, but I was tired of
lying to her face. Still, I had to be smart about this confession.


“Honestly?
I own a chain of restaurants,” I said. She tilted her head as her jaw dropped. 


“What?”


“Have
you heard of All You Can Eat?” I asked.


She
hesitated a moment. “Of course.” 


“It’s
mine. I own the chain, and I have money invested in other brands that fall
under the All You Can Eat name.”


“You’re
a restauranteur?” she asked. Her voice was laced with pure disbelief. “Why
didn’t you tell me? I’ve been cooking for you this entire time like you had no
idea what the difference between duck and goose was.”


“Would
it have made such a difference?” I asked. She blinked.


“Well,
yeah.” 


“That’s
why.” I nodded. “I hate the limelight,
and all the attention and feedback it draws, so I try to fly under the radar. I
wanted you to just be yourself, while still cooking the best you have to
offer.”


“So
these meetings?” she asked.


“They’re
to discuss new opportunities in the business, and I need to unveil a new dish.
I don’t like to change the menu often, but it’s been a while since we added
anything, and we need the numbers.”


“You
need a new dish,” she repeated. “For your restaurants.” She laughed as if she
couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


“I’ve
been thinking, and I can’t stop thinking about that ginger sea bass we made.” I
met her stare directly. Everly raised both eyebrows. 


“It’s
cheap,” she suggested. “Probably less than a dollar a plate, if you were to buy
enough of it. And the cucumber relish is a great flavor combination for fish.”


“It’s
a great dish,” I said. “I’m going to pitch it at the meetings and see what
everyone else has to say.”


Everly
pressed her palm against her cheeks.


“One
of my dishes served at All You Can Eat?” She breathed. “I can’t believe it.”


“Don’t
get your hopes up,” I said. The plane’s engine roared to life, and we both
leaned into our seats as we took off.
“I’ll try my best.”


“I’ve
seen what you can do, Maddox,” Everly said as the plane settled into the air.
“We both know you get what you want.”


I
bit my lip and watched as she stared out
the window of the plane.


“I
do,” I murmured. “I really do.”



 

Vegas
was bright despite it being late morning. Everly’s eyes were as wide as saucers
as we took an unmarked car from the airport to the hotel. It was a tall, shiny
skyscraper with metallic walls and gold lettering that promised a good weekend
to everyone visiting. 


“You
should see it at night,” I said as she marveled at the giant statues and
fluorescent lights. “It’s like a completely different world.”


“I
believe it.” She wore a stunning business suit, a tight skirt and even tighter blouse, and her red hair was in a loose bun
at the nape of her neck. There was something about seeing her in the middle of
such a busy city that made her irresistible. Or maybe it was being forced to
stare at her for several hours in a small jet that was making my desire
heighten. 


We
were told our rooms wouldn’t be ready for several hours and were given tickets to the next showing of “The Beatles”
as an apology. 


“Do
you want to see it?” I asked. 


“Of
course,” she said. “I’ve seen a million commercials for this. Lacey is going to
kill me.”


I
laughed, and together we found the playhouse. The tickets were front row seats,
and we arrived with barely 10 minutes to spare. We each ordered drinks, bourbon
for me and a cocktail for Everly, and decided to split an entree during the
show.


It
started, and halfway through the musical,
I felt Everly’s shoulder lean against mine. I stiffened for a moment before
relaxing, and we watched the rest of the show with our shoulders touching.


“That
was incredible!” she said. “Goodness, I felt like I was on drugs the whole time.”


I
chuckled. “I think that’s the point.” I checked my watch. “The room must be
ready by now.”


As
we walked through the casino, under a ceiling of stars and statues of gods and
goddesses, Everly began to pay more attention to the various slot machines
around us. The air was bitter with the smell of smoke and alcohol, but the more
we drank, the better it smelled.


“Do
we have time to maybe play a few slots?” she asked. “I’ve never actually
touched a slot machine before.”


“Do
you know how, then?” I asked. “It can get pretty complicated.”


We
watched as someone else pressed buttons on a touchscreen, and won 50 dollars.


“Doesn’t
seem that complicated,” she said and took my hand. “Come on, show me.”


I
took a seat in front a slot and expected her to take one beside me. Instead,
she sat on my lap and pressed her back against my chest. I sucked in a breath,
praying that she couldn’t feel the reaction stiffening in my pants.


“So,
what now?” she asked. I slipped my wallet out and inserted a 100 dollar bill.


“Now,
we lose all our money,” I said and showed her what to do.


An
hour and a half later, she had won 200 dollars and was feeling the exhilaration
from it. 


“That
wasn’t too bad,” she said. Her words slurred from several more cocktails and my head was beginning to spin
from too much bourbon. “Oh, you know what else I’ve always wanted to do?” She
stumbled against me as if I were a wall to lean on.


“What’s
that?” I asked.


“Poker.”
She took my hand again and led me toward the poker tables. “I’ll watch you
first.”


I
chuckled, took a seat, and placed my bet. Everly was as quiet as a statue
behind me, but I was well aware of her presence. We enjoyed several more
drinks, and after losing the 200 dollars on a single round of poker, found ourselves at the buffet.


“Is
it everything you’ve imagined?” I asked as she sat at the table with three
plates full of mixed cultures. 


“And
more,” she said, and dug in. I loved to watch her eat, and I considered how strange it was to find the way she chewed
a turn on. 


“There’s
always a bunch of street shows at night,” I said. “We should check them out
before calling it a day.”


“I’d
like that.” She smiled and rested her palm against my chest and then dropped
her hand into mine.


It
was late by the time we managed to check into our rooms. 


“Your
luggage was delivered to 6165.” The hostess said. I checked our room keys; 6165
was my room.


“I’ll
just pick mine up from your room and then get ready to go out in mine,” she said, and we left to search for our rooms.
Thankfully, they ended up directly across from one another. I opened the door
and welcomed her inside. 


She
gasped and bolted straight toward the window, where we had a view of the entire
Vegas Strip in all its lighted glory beneath our fingertips. The room itself
had a living room with two couches and an entertainment center, a kitchen
complete with a full bar, a luxury restroom, and a king-sized bed in a separate
bedroom with an extra restroom. I sat both of my suitcases on the bed.


“It’s
bigger than my apartment,” she said as we both toured it. “More expensive,
probably.”


“I
wouldn’t know,” I said truthfully. “I don’t see the bill.” She laughed, but it
was hard to tell if she thought that was funny or sad.


“Four
bottles of wine,” Everly said as she made her way toward the bar. I poured two
glasses, and she emptied hers quickly. “The Hangover” makes so much more sense
to me now.”


I
pulled her suitcase toward the door as she refilled her glass.


“I’m
just going to use the restroom first, if
that’s okay?” she asked, and I nodded.


“Take
your time,” I said. She disappeared into the bedroom and presumably the second
restroom. I poured an ounce of bourbon into a glass and enjoyed the view of
Vegas. The lights were a bright blend of yellow, purple, blue, and red, and I
watched jets of water shoot up from a fountain and create a water show. Down
the street from that was a volcano that spat out fire, and even further from that was a pirate ship that was slowly
moving from one end of the casino to the other. 


“I’m
done,” Everly said as she opened the door. I turned and finished my bourbon.


“Do
you want to watch any of the street shows?” I asked, but as she exited the bedroom, the words died on my lips. 


Everly
stood in the doorway almost naked, save for one of my ties strapped around her
neck and in between her breasts. One hip
was resting against the door, the other playing with her smooth stomach and
trailing circles on her skin.


“I
think I’d rather stay in tonight,” she said and crossed the room. Her lips
pressed hard against mine, and her fingers began to unbutton my shirt.

















 

Chapter Twenty-Eight


Everly



 

His
glass of bourbon spilled onto the floor as I kissed him. I pulled away and
tried cleaning it, but he shook his head and held my waist close to his.


“Don’t,”
he said. I unbuttoned the rest of the shirt and slipped it off of his strong
arms. His hands slid up and down my naked body, pressing hard against my skin
as our lips played with one another. 


“It’ll
stain,” I said and bit his bottom lip. He gasped and flipped me around roughly,
my back pressed against his.


“Good.”
He growled in my ear and kissed my neck. I couldn’t contain my breathing; it
was rough and shallow as he slipped a hand in between my thighs. His other hand
cupped my breasts and massaged them, twisting the nipples until I was squirming
in his arms. 


He
pushed me until we were in the bedroom, and he shoved his suitcases onto the
floor. Clothes spilled out, fancy and expensive suits. I reached toward them, but he grabbed the tie that hung in
between my breasts and forced me onto the bed. 


“The
only thing I’ve wanted all day was to taste you,” he said. I was leaning on my
elbows staring down as he crawled toward my body. “You have no idea how badly I
wanted that.”


“That’s
the only thing you wanted?” I teased. His hand pushed against my chest until I was
lying down, his head in between my thighs. 


“You,
naked, sprawled on my bed, is the only thing I can think of.” He trailed his
hot mouth down my thigh, planting tiny kisses as he went, and then his mouth
neared the juncture of my parted thighs,
and his tongue darted out, flattening against me. I gasped and dug my fingers
into the bed. He tasted me like he had been dying of thirst, sucking and
licking and flicking his tongue on my most sensitive parts. I cried loudly, the
euphoria washing over me in waves of pleasure. He didn’t slow down, in fact, he seemed as if he was only gaining
speed. 


But
the moment my hips started to thrash and I was close to my release, he stopped
abruptly and stood from the bed.


“Turn
around,” he ordered. I hesitated for a split second, and Maddox growled. He
slipped his hand around beneath my waist and forcefully turned me onto my
stomach. “That’s better.”


The
more he commanded and took charge, the wetter I became. His hand cupped my sex,
and it seemed even he could tell just how much he was affecting me. He pulled
my hips toward him while keeping my head pressed low against the bed. 


“Tell
me, were you fantasizing about this as well?” he asked, a low guttural sound in
my ear.


“Every
single night,” I said. “I thought about being in bed with you every single
night.”


“Before
we first made love?” 


“Yes,”
I whispered. I felt his thick rod press against my rear. He was hard and thick,
and I began squirming just thinking about him inside of me.


“This
is what you want, right?” he asked. I nodded, and a swift hand slapped my rear
and squeezed it. He took control, squeezing my hips as he plunged deep inside
of me. He didn’t take his time. He wasn’t slow, comforting, loving this time.
His rhythmic motions were fast and hard. I pushed my head into the bed and
cried as wave after wave of pleasure hit my body. This wasn’t making love; this
was a raw, deep need that Maddox was exploring with me. 


We
both needed to feel powerful, in control, and as he found his power, I found my release again and again, in a
neverending cycle of pleasure. 


His
strong arms flexed as he twisted my body toward him, and picked me up from
beneath my thighs. I straddled him, grinding my sex against his, and he pushed
my body against the wall as he entered me again. He carried me to the
entertainment room, where he shoved the bottles of wine and bourbon off of the
front bar and sat me on it, all the while still inside of me.


He
moved us to every spot in the hotel, making sure that nothing was left out, until we ended at the window overlooking
the neon signs of Las Vegas. He held me tightly and moaned loud in my ear, and
I felt his stiff member twitch inside of me. My head
turned to the side, my gaze spreading over streets full of tourists and street
shows, as Maddox released his energy and passion into me. His hips buckled,
pressing me even more against the glass, and his hands clenched tightly; one on
my neck, the other on my rear.


He
finished, but he didn’t let me go. I panted hard against his chest as we took a
moment to stare at the beautiful scene just outside our room. His lips nibbled
on my earlobe almost absentmindedly, until he finally sat me down. 


“Are
you okay?” he asked, his eyes full of concern. I laughed; I couldn’t help it.
We were still covered in sweat and our juices, there was a bruise forming on my
rear, and I probably was going to have wet dreams of Maddox grabbing my hips and
pushing himself inside of me with such force, and yet he was concerned about my well-being? 


“I’m
perfect,” I said. “Maybe a little sore.”


He
chuckled, and we cleaned ourselves up. He poured us a glass of wine from one of
the few bottles that remained, and we stood in front of the window watching the
street shows. 


“We
can go see them tomorrow night, if you’d
like?” Maddox suggested. “Unless you’re curious to see how my socks would look
on your naked body?”


I
laughed. “Maybe I’ll save that for breakfast.”


He
seemed to find trouble with his next words. “Would you like to stay the night
in my room?”


“Are
you sure?” I looked at him searching his eyes for uncertainty. “You’re paying
for it, and I wouldn’t want it to be wasted.” He smirked and gave me a
condescending look. “Oh, that’s right, you don’t get the bill. Then sure, I’d
like that.”


We
got ready for bed together, and I ended up in his arms. My head rested on his
chest, his arms tight around me as if we were made to fit, a perfect match. 


“You
know what?” I said, my voice hoarse and low from exhaustion.


“What?”
The vibration of his voice melted into my back with his warm breath.


“I’m
happy I found you,” I said. In the morning, I would blame the confession on all
the wine and endorphins. 


Maddox
tightened his hold on me. “And I’m happy I won that bid,” he said. I laughed.


I
thought of how nervous I was for the auction, how I thought I’d end up with
some nasty old man who would try to take advantage. This was much different
considering I was lying next to the winning bidder now. “Was it worth the
20,000?” I asked.


“Every
cent and then some,” he said. I listened to his soft breathing and the sounds
of the city around us as he drifted to sleep, and I joined him shortly after,
content in his arms and never wanting it to end.

















Chapter Twenty-Nine


Maddox



 

I
was still waiting patiently in a stiff chair nearly 30 minutes past the
scheduled end for the last meeting of the
day. We had gone over the numbers and figures of my chain of restaurants, and I
had just introduced the new dish that would be served in all the restaurants in
just a few months’ time. They seemed to enjoy the idea, and more so, loved how
cheap it would be. 


I
checked my watch for the millionth time. Everly was waiting at the room to be
picked up for dinner, and I had sent her a quick text 20 minutes ago
apologizing for the delay. I wasn’t worried that she would angry, but I was
sure there was at least a million other things she’d rather be doing than
waiting in a hotel room.


The
meeting finally ended, and I shook hands with several of my investors.


“Congratulations,”
they took turns saying. “The new dish is going to be a hit.”


I
smiled politely and told each of them that a fantastic chef gave me the idea, and that all the congrats should go
toward her.


The
meeting was set in a part of the hotel on the other side of the casino, at
least a 15-minute walk. I made sure my pace was quick and hurried past the
casino floor with hundreds of slot machines and bars tucked away in the
corners. Beautiful women dressed in very minimal clothing attempted to greet
me, but I politely waved them off and focused my thoughts. Everly and I had
enjoyed the morning in bed together. I had run
my fingers down her naked body for what felt like hours, admiring her soft skin
and sharp curves, and she had enjoyed teasing me until I reached my limit and
took her from behind as she tried brushing her teeth.


The
morning was perfect, sensual, and I couldn’t imagine spending another morning
without her at this point. 


I
reached the room 45 minutes later than planned.


“There
you are,” Everly said, as she lounged on the chair. She didn’t look upset,
merely bored.


 “These meetings never go as planned,” I said.
“I’m sorry I made you wait.”


“It’s
okay.” She turned off the television. “The local news here is just as
entertaining as a murder flick.”


I
laughed. “That’s awful.”


She
was dressed in a tight black dress that hugged her thighs and knees and plunged
deep down her chest, with her red hair tied up in a messy bun with loose
strands framing her face. I was already wearing a formal business suit in tones
of gray and black, and together we looked as if we owned the casino itself.


“Where’s
this dinner at?” she asked as she checked her phone. She had complained earlier
about her sister nonstop messaging her since we arrived in Las Vegas.


“At
a casino across the street,” I said. “SW Steakhouse.”


Everly
gasped. “No.” She threw her phone back in her purse and checked her makeup in a
compact mirror. “It’s impossible to get in there;
it’s booked solid for months, if not a year. Plus, that water show? I’ve
dreamt of eating there.”


“It’s
a good thing I’m friends with the chef, then,” I said and held the door open
for her. “But we should get going; the reservation was for 20 minutes ago, and I don’t want to push our luck too
much.”


She
nearly ran out the door and looked back at me as she hurried down the hall.


“Then
get going, Maddox!” she yelled. I laughed and followed her through the casino.
As we hit the busy Las Vegas street, I
slowed her down by grabbing her hand and gently pulling her beside me.


“Our
table isn’t going anywhere,” I said. Everly’s eyes were wide as she took in the
several hundred tourists scurrying around us. 


Giant
buildings, all themed differently, lined the street, and just getting to the
sidewalk was almost like walking through its own miniature downtown. Everly was
distracted by the shops full of expensive decorative items, and she was tempted
by the small bars that offered cocktails to go. I reminded her that the
restaurant would have plenty of drinks for us, and we made our way across the
street over a bridge.


“It
feels amazing,” she said and tipped her head toward the sky. The sun was
beginning to set, and shadows were forming on the streets, but there was still
a warmth to the Las Vegas air that helped the small goosebumps on Everly’s
shoulders. I brushed my fingertips over them,
and she shuddered. 


“You
should have brought a wrap,” I said. “The casinos are always air-conditioned
and 15 degrees colder than it is outside.”


“I’ll
be fine,” she said. “Anything is better than Seattle weather.”


We
entered the Wynn through the front, passing by several tourist shops before
finding the casino floor. Everly slipped 10 dollars into a slot machine and
quickly lost it all.


“Can’t
win them every time,” I said. She huffed and followed me as we circled around
the casino floor toward the back of the building. We pushed through several
groups of drunks with cigarettes dangling in their fingers. Everly scrunched up
her nose.


“It’s
weird being surrounded by smoke,” she whispered close to me. A man sitting at a
poker table slid his eyes over her body, and I wrapped my arm around her waist
and pulled her into my arms. 


“You
get used to it,” I murmured, and moved us away from the leering stranger. 


The
entrance of the restaurant was nestled away in a corner, nearly hidden unless
you knew where to look for it. I introduced myself to the hostess just as she
was about to turn us away, and a sudden pink blush flushed across her cheeks.


“Oh,
of course, Mr. Moore. If you’ll follow me to your table?” She nodded in
Everly’s direction and entered the restaurant. We followed her, passing by a
room of people dressed in the richest of fashion and tables of clean white
linen topped with bottles of top shelf alcohol and 100 dollar steaks. 


The
hostess led us into a half circular room that didn’t have as many tables. Ours
was against a low glass wall that opened into a beautiful view of a water
garden. The light breeze from thick, green trees welcomed us as we took our
seats, and Everly placed her hand on the glass wall.


“You
got us a table right at the water show,” she breathed, staring at the view.
“Why am I not surprised?”


“It’s
the best table in the whole restaurant,” I said. “You were right before, in a
way, that this place is booked for months. But this table is the only table
that’s booked for years at a time.”


“When
did you reserve it?” she asked. I smiled.


“Three
days ago.” She laughed.


“Stop
bragging,” she teased. A waiter stopped by and topped our glasses with water,
and took our order for drinks.


We
both ordered wine and our glasses were filled within the minute. 


“Everyone
loved your new dish,” I said as she examined the menu. Her eyebrows shot up as
she glanced at the prices. I had forgotten that this steakhouse even showed
their pricing publicly.


“Oh,
really?” she stammered and set the menu down. “Maddox, this place is way too
expensive.”


I
grinned. “Don’t worry; it’s worth every
penny.”


“Let
me guess,” she tilted her head. “You don’t even see the check?”


I
shrugged. 


“You’re
impossible.” She laughed and glanced at the menu again. “I’m happy that they
liked the idea though; are you going with it for sure?”


“Of
course,” I said. “And I was hoping you could create the recipe and make the
sample dish.”


Everly’s
jaw dropped, and she looked at me with those bright green eyes.


“Are
you saying I could set a platter that’s going to be served in all of your four-star
restaurants?” she asked. The wine was already spreading a pink haze over her
cheeks, and she was smiling a lot more than usual.


“That’s
exactly what I’m saying.” Our waiter arrived to take our dinner order, and I
allowed Everly to go first. Unsurprisingly, she picked the cheapest item on the
menu: a peppercorn shrimp scampi. I chuckled slightly as my turn arrived.


“The
shrimp scampi will be on the side for us,” I said, and Everly opened her mouth
to intervene. “We’ll have two four-ounce Wagyu, Kobe, from the Hyogo
Prefecture, if you still have it. Tenderloin,” I said, and the waiter nodded.
“Let’s add the Hudson Valley Foie Gras while we’re at it, as well.” 


He
left, and Everly pressed the back of her hand against her cheek. 


“Maddox,
that’s like 600 dollars’ worth of steak,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever
eaten more than 100.”


“You
can’t eat at a steakhouse and not eat the steak,” I said. “Plus, in order to be
a great chef, you have to experience it all. How do you expect to prepare 300
dollar steaks if you’ve never eaten them?”


“Well,
I never really expected to get that high up in the chain,” she admitted. “A
seaside diner that serves fresh fish is about as far as I’ll probably get.”


“I
had that attitude once,” I said. “For a semester in college, and then something
just snapped, and I realized that I
wouldn’t be happy unless I owned an entire chain of restaurants. And now, here
I am.” I gestured around us. The water show just over the fence beside our
table was beginning to start, a stunning choreographed and complex display of
water jets that danced and spiraled in the air to a soft and uplifting tempo.
Everly watched it as lights from the show reflected off her face. I couldn’t
tear my eyes away from her, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to. I drank her in
like a warm brandy, and I didn’t think
I’d ever get enough of her taste.


“Here
you are,” she muttered as the show approached its finale. 


Our
wine was refilled, a bread basket arrived, and a plate of steaming shrimp
scampi helped set off the bitterness of the bourbon that had been delivered to
me. 


“You
didn’t order that,” Everly said as I sipped it.


“No,
but I usually do,” I said and instructed our server to send my appreciation to
the kitchen.


Everly
shook her head and ripped off a piece of a bread.
She spread a smooth layer of truffle butter over it and popped it in her mouth. Her shoulders slumped as she closed
her eyes.


“Even
the bread and butter are amazing,” she said. She quickly repeated the routine
and had another bite.


“Wait
until you get the steak,” I said. 


It
arrived shortly afterward, and Everly
dove into hers. The cut was perfect, with a juicy pink strip and charred sides,
and she made inappropriate moans as she chewed. I tightened the hold on my
knife as Everly bit the bottom of her lip. I wondered how long it would take to
return to the hotel room.


Our
dessert was a sample platter: two cheesecakes, three truffles, and a chocolate
bar. We each tried the cheesecakes and a truffle,
and ordered the rest to be sent to our room.


“They’ll
do that?” Everly asked. “Even though it’s at a different casino?”


“Of
course they will,” I said. We finished our meal, and she slipped her hand into
mine as we made our way through the Wynn.


“There’s
a pirate show, isn’t there?” she asked. “I’ve always wanted to see it.”


“It’s
still there,” I said. “But it’s changed quite a bit. It used to be for
children, but several years ago it turned into half-naked women battling other
even more naked women.”


“And
that’s a street show?” she asked, surprised. I nodded. “Well, I still want to
see it. Oh, and I remember reading about a volcano? And another water show on
the Strip. And what else is there?” She touched the tip of her finger to her
chin. I took her hand as led her toward the street.


“We
have plenty of time to do everything,” I said. “Let’s start with that pirate
ship.”


After
several street shows, we found ourselves outside of a casino themed like a
castle. Everly had wanted to cross the street toward the street performers, but
I had convinced her that there was something to be seen in the castle.


“It’s
Abby’s favorite part of Las Vegas,” I said. Everly pursed her lips and stared
at the front of the casino. A clock chimed, and two doors opened as an evil
queen walked out and stared at the pedestrians on the ground. Her animatronic
face turned and scowled at everyone, before returning to the castle. Everly’s
eyes lit up, and she asked if we could stay for the next one.


“It’s
every minute,” I said. “Why not?”


“You’re
going to have me spoiled.” She leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. It
was quick and appreciative, but it made my desire stir deep inside.


We
watched it several more times before walking across the street to watch two
groups in a dance off. I was well aware that Everly and I were the best dressed
out of the crowd, and I made sure that my wallet was deep in my pocket and that
Everly’s purse was in her hand. I had been robbed one too many times in the
City of Sin.


We
retired to our room after a night of drinking, walking, and gambling. Everly
was complaining about her feet, but there was a smile on her face regardless as
she stared out the window. I realized then that we weren’t even sure what her
room looked like.


She
had me unzip her dress, and she shivered as my fingers brushed against her
skin. I kissed her neck and held her close, but for a moment, that was all I
did. It wasn’t that I didn’t desire her; I wanted nothing more than to taste
her and be inside of her, but at that
moment, all I wanted was to hold her.


This
attraction wasn’t just physical anymore; it was an intimate affection that I
had been looking for nearly all my life. And it seemed as if I had found it
with Everly.

















 

Chapter Thirty


Everly



 

Maddox
was more affectionate as we returned to Seattle. He caressed my cheek as I took
a light nap beside him in the private plane, and he held my hand throughout the
entire journey. He always made sure I was taken care of; fed and happy with a
blush from wine. I returned his affection, of course. His gray eyes closed and
his thin lips parted to release a soft moan of pleasure as I took care of him
in the empty cabin of the jet. Things had heated up unexpectedly, and we’d decided to take care of the situation. His
strong arms held me as the turbulence helped rock my body against his. Before
the plane began its descent, we finished together. 


“I’ll
see you at the usual time tomorrow?” he asked as he parked in front of my
apartment complex. He almost looked worried, as if he wasn’t sure if I would be
coming back to him.


“Same
time,” I said. “I’ll have to come up with a recipe tonight, though, and I’ll
pick up the ingredients on the way.”


“Maybe
add some dessert this time?” he suggested. “I would love to learn how to make
dessert.”


“I’ll
think of something.” I flashed him a warm smile before leaning in to kiss him
goodbye.  My apartment felt smaller as I
entered it alone, and the silence was almost overbearing. Maddox and I had
shared plenty of silent moments together, and I was surprised to realize that I
missed it. After a weekend of pleasure, I missed Maddox more than anything, and
the intimate time with him was better than all that Vegas had to offer.


I
considered calling Lacey and gushing about the weekend, but it was already late, and she was most likely asleep. Then I
contemplated if I should wake her anyway considering all the times her and Belle had woken me. I decided against
it, and exchanged a few messages with Maddox as I got ready for bed. Just
thanking him for the weekend and brainstorming meal ideas with him. Conversation was easy with him, and I had never met anyone I had such a
strong connection with, especially over food. Not anyone I was romantically
involved with, anyway.


I
fell asleep with my phone in my hand, the screen on Maddox’s contact image. I
woke far earlier than usual, at least an hour before Lacey and Belle would
usually arrive, and I decided to head to their house for breakfast instead. I
whipped up a batch of muffins and a platter of bacon,
and made three giant omelets before leaving my apartment. I called Lacey in the
car, and she was awake and alert as I arrived.


“You’re
up early!” she said and let me inside. “Did you even sleep?”


“Of
course I slept.” Belle walked out of her room and rubbed her eyes. She was in
her long blue nightgown with her hair tied up in a messy ponytail that she’d
forgotten to take out. “Belle, come help me clear off the table and set up
breakfast.” I stopped her and pulled the tie free and then she continued on her
way.


“This
is a parallel universe,” Lacey said as Belle
and I made the table. 


“I
just couldn’t sleep in any longer,” I said. My phone chimed, and I unlocked it
to find a text from Maddox wishing me a good morning. I couldn’t wipe the
stupid grin from my face.


“Who’s
making you blush?” Belle asked. I rolled my eyes and sliced into my omelet, but
Lacey wasn’t planning on letting the question go.


“Maddox?”
she asked, one thin eyebrow raised.


“Maybe,”
I said. “Oh, who am I kidding? It’s Maddox. It’s just a good morning text.”


Lacey
laughed as Belle looked at me with a confused look.


“A
good morning text? I haven’t gotten one of those since college,” Lacey said
with a dopey grin. “So I guess you guys had a good weekend?”


I
looked away for a moment in consideration. “Amazing,” I said at last. The smile
plastered on my face should have been proof enough. There were stars in my eyes
for him that wouldn’t fade. “It was amazing, Lace. He’s amazing.”


“What
did you guys do?” Lacey asked. I opened my mouth and then realized there was
still a 5-year-old at the table.


“Belle,
would you mind getting me the orange juice?” I asked. Belle nodded and left. I
made sure she was out of hearing range before I continued. “We had sex on every
single piece of furniture in the hotel suite,” I said. Lacey choked on a piece
of bacon and gasped. “And then had the most romantic dinner, gambled a bit, and
walked around the Strip. Did you know that pirate show Mom always talked about
is basically a strip show?”


Lacey
shook her head. “Go back to that first part. You had sex the entire weekend?”


I
blushed and looked away. 


“Everly,
you spent an entire weekend in Las Vegas making love with the richest guy
you’ve ever met?”


I
shrugged. “And the most handsome,” I
said.


“Did
you use protection?” she whispered as Belle returned with my orange juice. 


“Thanks, sweetie,” I said and nodded in Lacey’s
direction. Her shoulders slumped with relief. 


Minutes
later, we finished up breakfast, and
Belle helped put the dishes in the sink. She stood next to me, tall for her
age, and dried the dishes as I washed them.


“You
and Maddox are dating now?” Belle asked. I momentarily wondered how much she
heard.


“I’m
not sure,” I admitted.


“I
hope you are. Because then you’ll have a kid soon, and then I’ll have someone
to play with.” She looked at me with her wide green eyes, the same as mine, and
an innocent smile. The cup I held in my hand dropped and shattered in the sink
as her words entered my head. Belle gasped
and I held out an arm and made sure she was alright.


“Sorry,
sweetie, I wasn’t paying attention,” I said and kissed her forehead. Lacey
stopped by to check what was going on, and I apologized and carefully picked up
the shattered glass. 


“You
okay?” Lacey asked, and I nodded. But I wasn’t, not really. I hadn’t even
considered the idea of having a child, not once, as I spent the most magical
weekend with Maddox. But it seemed as if we were slowly becoming serious, so
why wouldn’t I have a kid? He and his daughter were a packaged deal.


Belle
wanted someone to play with, and if Maddox and I were going to be together,
then she would have Abby. And then what? Did Maddox want more children? Would I
be forced to live the life I never wanted? Or maybe he wouldn’t want another child and then I’d have the opportunity
stripped away. I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I was certain it too fast to
decide if I’d have children of my own.


“We
have to leave for kindergarten,” Lacey said. I shook my head and forced the
thought out of my mind. There was no reason to worry about it, at least not
yet.


“Yeah,
I’ll see you tomorrow. Have fun, Belle,” I said goodbye to them both and headed
to my car. I needed to go to the grocery store for tonight’s ingredients, but
for some reason, I wasn’t able to think
about anything else other than Maddox, and his kid. 


I
decided to keep dinner simple, and purchased top quality ingredients for
lasagna, and picked up the more complex ingredients for a lava cake. Maddox
hadn’t specified what type of dessert he wanted, and I knew we could never go
wrong with chocolate and cake. 


I
arrived at his house a little early. He answered the door with a wide smile and
twinkling eyes; it seemed as if he had
been looking forward to tonight as well. 


“You
look incredible,” he said as he relieved me of my haul. I followed him into the
kitchen where he placed the groceries on the counter. 


I
glanced at him sideways and pursed my lips. “I’m wearing the same thing I
always do,” I said. 


“Exactly.”
He grinned wide, showing off his pearly whites. There was a five o’ clock shadow spreading across his chin,
I assumed it had been a day or two since he last shaved, and he wore a loose
navy blue sweater with khaki pants. He looked more casual, but in a fancy, let’s go to a golf outing in the middle of
Florida way. I wanted to tell him he looked good as well, but I couldn’t
stop thinking about Belle’s words and the immediate effect they had on me. 


“Thanks,”
I said and rubbed my elbow. “So, we’re making lasagna tonight.” I set all the
ingredients out on the table, and he took
his time looking through them.


“You
know how to cook this already, don’t you?” I asked. He smiled sheepishly and
nodded, spreading his hands over the freshly cut hair on his head.


“I’m
quite the expert on lasagna,” he admitted. “But I’m excited to see your
method.”


“My
method is pretty simple,” I said. “I always felt like the simplest lasagna
tasted the best.”


“I’ve
never considered that.” He moved behind me and placed his hands at my side. I stiffened, Belle’s voice a
nagging entity in my head, and moved away from his grasp in the guise of
prepping the oven. He didn’t seem to notice,
unless he was pretending.


“And
for dessert?” he asked as he peered inside the paper bag.


“White
chocolate cake with a hazelnut chocolate liquid inside,” I said. “I’ve made it
before, it’s not easy getting the different chocolates to mesh well, but when
it does, it’s worth it.”


“I
believe it,” he said. We started crushing the tomatoes and making the dough for
the pasta.


“Is
there anything you haven’t lied about?” I asked with a teasing tone in my voice
as he created the pasta without a single flaw. Maddox hesitated.


“I
promise, this is it,” he said. “I just wanted an excuse to spend time with a
pretty girl. Sue me.”


I
faced him. “So what is this now? You’re paying me more than a lot of chefs make
in their lifetime to be your cooking buddy?”


He
stared at me, an intense look that made me part my lips and take deep breaths. He had such a way to make me
feel naked in front of him, especially as his eyes trailed down my face and
across my body.


“I’m
not sure,” he admitted. My cheek twitched. So, neither of us knew what we were
doing anymore. 


I
turned away and busied myself with the task at hand,
and an hour and a half later, the lasagna was ready to plate.



 

“My
mother said she had a box reserved for the next Broadway show,” Maddox said as
I plated our food. “I can’t remember what
show it is, but she specifically invited you. In fact, she made a point to tell
me that I wasn’t invited unless you agreed to come with.” He smiled as he
shrugged in a what are you gonna do sort
of way.


I
smiled softly. I knew exactly what Broadway show it was, and it would take a truly crazy person to decline. But seeing shows
at the theater with a man and his family felt like such a step that I wasn’t
ready to take. 


“I’ll
think about it,” I said. “Let me know when and what time later.”


Maddox
nodded, but there was something off about his expression. He might have felt
the tension between us, or the fact that
I’ve had a 5-year old’s voice in my head all night, or maybe the lasagna just
wasn’t up to par. 


Once
again, he pulled out my chair, and we sat
at the dining table. He took the seat beside me on
the end and I watched as he took a bite.
He closed his lips around his fork and closed his eyes. I loved the way he
savored every dish, and felt a certain sense of pride that he enjoyed it as
much as I did. Not only the results, but
the process of getting it from the grocer to the gut, as Phil used to say.


“Oh.”
His eyebrows rose. “This is amazing.” He took an even bigger bite as I laughed.


“Are
you honestly surprised?” I asked. He opened his mouth to reply, but the doorbell interrupted him.


He
wiped his mouth with his napkin and rose from the table. “I’ll be right back,”
he said on his way out. Moments later Nick’s voice entered the room, followed
by a little girl’s excited speech.


“She
finished her painting,” Nick was saying as I pushed my plate away from me and
met them in the living room. Nick stood in the doorway,
his hands shoved into the pockets of jeans and a button-up shirt that
was covered in fresh paint. Maddox was kneeling in front of Abby, who held a
thin sheet of paper nearly two feet long. “She wanted to show you both.”


Abby
showed Maddox first, but she stared at me with such a bright smile and hopeful
eyes that reminded me of Belle, and the years I spent annoyed by her. 


“This
is beautiful!” Maddox said as he examined it. I stood just far enough that I
couldn’t see the painting, but I could see the moment Maddox’s expression fell,
and his eyes darted toward mine. “Oh, no.” He tried hiding the painting, but
Abby tore it from his hands and held it for me to see.


“I
painted this!” She exclaimed and stood proud
as ever. 


The
center of the painting was a house similar to Maddox’s, and in front was three
stick figures. A short one in the middle, with curly blonde hair and baby blue
eyes, holding the hand of the tallest figure, a
near bald head and gray eyes.


But
the short figure was also holding the hand of another figure, average in
height, with bright green eyes and red hair. It took me a moment to realize
what I was looking at, even as Maddox said my name and held Abby’s shoulder in
his hand.


The
picture was of us, Maddox, Abby, and me; we were a family. I was Abby’s mother.


I hope you are. Because then you’ll
have a kid soon, and then I’ll have someone to play with.


Belle’s
innocent voice and Abby’s sweet gesture was enough to make my world spin off
its axis and go unbalanced. Nausea washed over me,
and I ignored both Abby’s frown and Nick’s worried eyes as I rushed out of the
house. It was all too much too soon, and
I had to get away from them both.


“Everly!”
Maddox called after me. I turned to find him in the doorway.


“I
have to go,” I said, holding up a hand to stop him from coming any closer. Then
I turned and left before he could follow me.



 
















Chapter Thirty-One


Maddox



 

Everly
ran out of the house, and I hesitated in the doorway. She said she had to
leave, but the pure terror in her expression made me worry for her drive home.
I decided I would call her in 20 minutes, and hopefully
she’d give me a chance to explain. I understood completely why she left, and
why the painting freaked her out, but I still didn’t know what else to do or
say. If she wanted to be with me, this was the only package I could present.


“I’m
sorry, man,” Nick said. “I didn’t know she was going to react like that.”


“You
didn’t think she’d be a little freaked out that a child wants her to be her
mom?” I whispered. Abby was staring out the door, where Everly had run. Nick held up his hand.


“Don’t
be mad at me. You keep Everly all to yourself; how are we supposed to know what
she’s thinking?” Nick said, and I couldn’t help but agree with him.


“You’re
right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


“She
hates it,” Abby said and looked at the both of us with fresh tears in her eyes.
I shook my head and tried soothing her, but she started crying even more. “It’s
ugly, Everly hated it!” She ran toward the stairs, and Nick and I both watched
as she stormed up to the second floor. I flinched as she slammed her door shut.


“Incredible,”
I cursed. There were two upset women in my life, and I had no idea how to make
either of them happy. I’d never felt so helpless.


“Maybe
this was for the best,” Nick suggested. I looked at him, not sure I wanted to
hear the rest of his opinions. “Abby wants a mother. It’s not fair to anyone in
this situation to be with someone who doesn’t want that. It’s not fair to
Everly.”


I
raked my fingers through my hair and took a deep, calming breath. “She just
needs time to think,” I said. “Finding out that way would be a bit much for
anyone.”


Nick
got ready to leave, and he paused for a moment.


“Are
you convincing me, or yourself?” he asked and then without another word he
left, closing the door a little too hard behind him. I sighed, frustrated and
lost, without a single idea of what to do. Of course, I’d check on Abby first.
But then what? What was going to solve this problem?


I
knew that this was going to happen one day, that I would have to have a serious
talk with Everly and her expectations for the future. She didn’t want children,
and I was fine with that. Abby was more than enough for me, but I wasn’t sure
if she would be a deal breaker for Everly. At the end of the day, if it didn’t
work between us, then I would gladly stand beside Abby and promise that nothing
would ever come close to the love I have for her. We could make a life without
a mother, or possibly try again one day. 


I
groaned. I didn’t realize this was going
to be so difficult. 


I
knocked softly on Abby’s door, listening to the sniffles on the other side.


“Go
away!” she yelled. I tapped again and
opened it. “I said, go away.” Abby ducked under the covers as I entered her
room. I tried soothing her by rubbing her back through the blankets, but she
huffed and shoved my hand away. 


“Am
I ruining your sense of trust?” I asked, hoping to get a chuckle out of her.


“Betraying,”
she corrected me. “Now go away. I don’t want to talk to anyone ever again. She
hated my ugly painting.”


“Abby,”
I sat on the edge of the bed. “No one hates your painting.”


A
tuft of blonde hair popped out from beneath the comforter. “Everly hates it.
She ran away.”


“Did
she tell you that she hated it?” I asked. Abby squirmed on the bed, and finally her head popped out. Her blue eyes were
covered in a thick layer of tears, and they slid down her face as she sniffed
and wiped her arm beneath her nose.


“No,”
she admitted. “She didn’t say she liked it.”


“So
if Everly didn’t tell you to your face that she hated it, why do you think
that?” I asked.


“Because
it’s ugly,” Abby said. 


“Did
you know that Everly was feeling really sick all night?” I asked again. Abby
shook her head.


“She’s
sick?”


“Yes,
she is. And she thought she was going to throw up,
and didn’t want to ruin your beautiful picture. She might not have even seen
the picture, to be honest. Would you rather she throw up on your painting?” I
asked, trying to find the straightest and most innocent lie to help Abby feel
better.


“No,”
She shook her head. “I don’t want her to be sick on the painting.”


“Good,”
I said. “So how about we let Everly get better, and then try showing it to her
again? In the future?” I suggested. I would find a way to deal with Everly
before then. Abby nodded.


“So
it’s not ugly?” she asked.


“It’s
beautiful,” I said and offered her my hand. “Come on, follow me.”


Abby
slipped her tiny, clammy hand in mine and followed me down the stairs. I picked
up her painting that she had thrown onto the ground, and led her into the
kitchen, stopping in front of the fridge. 


“This
painting is so beautiful I’m going to put it right here on the fridge,” I said. “So everyone can see it. It’s a very
special painting to me, sweetheart.”


Abby
giggled and wiped off the rest of her tears. I picked her up and held her in my
arms as we both admired the painting. The three stick figures had giant smiles
on their faces, and the sun was shining brightly high above them. There were
two cars parked on the side of the house,
one a sports car, the other a van. Everly’s stick figure was wearing black
pants and a white button-up shirt. I smirked, the typical outfit for a chef,
and I was wearing my usual gray business suit. 


We
looked like a happy family, and I had to admit, I liked how it was making me
feel. If only I could get Everly to come around. My heart was cleft in two
thinking there may be no way to move forward with her.


“I’ll
show her again,” Abby said. “Do you think she’ll like it?”


I
didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want to crush Abby’s hopes of having a mother.



“I
hope so,” I said honestly. “I really hope so.”



 

Abby
fell asleep on the couch moments later, and I took the opportunity to clean the
kitchen. I scooped the lasagna into a container and set it in the fridge. I
would reheat it for me and Abby later when she woke. Until then, I decided to
attempt the lava cake myself and started chopping the blocks of chocolate.


It
had been a while since I’d made a lava cake, and I had to look up one of the
crucial steps. I wished I could have watched Everly make it, how her thin
fingers moved around my kitchen as if she owned it. The sweet smell of her
hair, always still dampened from what I presumed to be a shower before she
arrived, mingling in with the scent of hazelnut and cake batter. She would
glance at me with those bright green eyes that curve just slightly at the edge
and smirk, asking if I was brave enough to mimic her actions.


I
called her, the third time within the hour, but she didn’t answer. I didn’t
want to annoy her, but I wanted to know that she was home safe. I sent a text
and finished making the lava cake. Abby woke just as I was placing it into the
oven, and I reheated the lasagna for us.


Abby
approached the table with curious eyes. “Everly made this?” she asked as I
pulled her chair back. She climbed up in
it and her tiny feet dangled. 


I
lowered myself beside her and smiled. “She did,” I said. “And then she got
sick, so she couldn’t finish it.”


“It’s
better than yours,” Abby grinned. I chuckled and took a bite.


I
savored the taste for a moment. “I guess it is,” I said, shoveling in another
bite.


It
didn’t take long to finish my plate, and Abby had eaten her fill before asking
if we could watch a movie together.


I
started it and served up a delicious lava cake. The movie was possibly a little
too scary for Abby’s sake, but she braved it like a champ. I hadn’t realized
the show would have so much violence, and
turned it off early.


“Uncle
Nick isn’t still letting you watch his movies, is he?” I asked as I glanced at
my phone. Still no response.


“Maybe.”
She yawned in my arms. “They’re not scary. It’s all make believe.”


“That’s
a yes,” I murmured. “Stop watching horror movies with Uncle Nick. No wonder
you’re getting nightmares every night.”


“They’re
bad dreams,” Abby said. “Not nightmares.”


“That’s
the same thing,” I said. She finished the last bites of her cake and then I
carried her upstairs. We got ready for bed together, brushing our teeth as she
sat on the bathroom counter. 


“Is
Everly feeling better now?” Abby asked. I laughed and checked my watch.


“It
hasn’t even been five hours,” I said. “You have to at least give her a day.”


“I
just want to show her my painting,” Abby said and finished brushing her teeth.


“She’ll
see it soon enough,” I said. I only hoped that she wouldn’t run away again.


I
helped Abby change into her pajamas, and kissed her forehead as she crawled
into her bed. I smoothed out the covers over her, tucking her in tight around
her arms the way she liked it.


 “What do you want for breakfast?” I asked.
Abby closed her eyes in concentration.


“Peanut
butter coconut French toast,” she said.


“Did
you just pick three random ingredients?” I asked. “I’ve never made that
before.”


Abby
smiled up at me. “I want you to make it for Everly.”


I
nodded and brought the bed sheets up to her shoulders. “We’ll see if Everly is
feeling better. If not, I’ll make it just for you, okay?”


She
nodded and closed her eyes. I returned to my room and sat on the edge of the
bed with my phone in my hand. Everly hadn’t answered my text, and my worry was
growing with each passing moment.


I
called her one last time, and left a
voicemail.


“Hey,
Everly,” I started. “I wanted to make sure you were home safe, and apologize
for tonight. If you want to discuss it, I’m available whenever you are. I made
the lava cake, and it was delicious. And your lasagna reheats well.” I
hesitated, the pregnant pause becoming more awkward as the seconds passed.
“Thank you for dinner and dessert, and again, I’m so sorry about earlier. I
hope you’re safe at home. Goodnight.”


I
hung up and sat my phone on the dresser. What was I supposed to do now? I
checked the text message I’d sent, and
realized Everly had at least read it. I was relieved knowing that she was just
ignoring me.


The
door opened, and I looked over to see Abby standing in her pajamas holding a
stuffed animal.


“Scared?”
I asked. She nodded.


“Can
I sleep with you, Daddy?” she trembled, and I decided no more horror movies for
her, ever. I scooted over and made room for her at the edge of the bed.


“Come
here, sweetie,” I said. She crawled beneath the comforter and rested against
me. 


“I’m
not scared,” she said as a tree branch thumped against the window. She squealed
and pulled the blanket over her head.


“Of
course you’re not,” I said. “They’re just bad dreams, after all.”


We
lay in silence for a while, and just as I was about to drift off into sleep, her voice startled me awake. 


“Did
my mommy run away?” she asked. I blinked. It took me a moment to realize she
was asking about her actual mother, Chelsea, and not Everly. I kept myself from
groaning. Just what this night needed, a conversation about that gold digger.
“Did she run away like Everly?”


“Abby,
baby, your mom did leave,” I said. I was always careful about how I spoke about
Chelsea. Abby didn’t need to know the whole truth, not just yet at least. “But
it had nothing to do with you. She loved you very much. She left because she
didn’t like me.”


Abby
turned around so that she was facing me. “My mommy didn’t like you?”


“She
didn’t,” I said.


“Then
she’s not my mommy,” Abby decided. I bit the inside of my cheek.


“You
don’t have to say that, honey,” I said. 


Abby
squished my hand in between her hands. “But I love you, Daddy, and if my mommy
didn’t like you, then she’s stupid.
Anyone who doesn’t like you is stupid.”


I
chuckled and moved her hands onto the bed. “Thanks, baby. That means a lot.” 


And
it did, I realized as Abby fell asleep. At least I’d always have Abby, a
daughter who didn’t seem to give her biological mom a second thought and would love me unconditionally. It
made me feel so much better, but as I glanced at my phone on the table, I realized that despite what Abby said,
I was still going to have to fix things with Everly. I only hoped she would let
me. 

















 

Chapter Thirty-Two


Everly



 

I
woke up wanting to fall back asleep forever. I couldn’t even force myself to
get out of bed if I wanted to. The constant thoughts of “what now” kept me in a
severe case of self-doubt until I convinced myself that as long as I stayed in
this bed, nothing bad would happen and I wouldn’t have to make any decisions.


So,
I covered my head with a pillow, turned off my phone, and tried to stop
thinking about gray eyes and a charming smile. It was useless, of course, and
all thoughts of Maddox eventually turned into thoughts of Abby, and that
painting.


But
thinking about Maddox affected me in more than one way. His touches, caresses,
his voice as he moaned into my ear from behind. It had only been little over a
day since I last felt him inside of me, and it was like there was a hole that
needed to be filled. My body desired his in such a way that I’ve never
experienced, and I wasn’t even sure if it was healthy. I’ve never felt like
this before. Was I supposed to touch myself while thinking of only him? Was it
okay to imagine his lips as they ran down my body, his tongue as it slipped in
between my thighs? I squirmed in bed as
my hands slowly moved toward my breasts. 


I
stopped myself. This was crazy! I’ve ignored the man for 12 hours, and now I
was fantasizing about him? What was wrong with me? 


Someone
knocked on my front door, and I curled deeper into my bed. There was
approximately zero percent chance that I would be leaving this bed.


The
door opened and closed and I groaned as Belle and Lacey entered my apartment.
They spoke loudly with one another, clearly not realizing that I was currently
sulking in the corner of my bed.


My
bedroom door opened.


“Oh,
Everly,” Lacey said as she saw the distressed state my room was in. I’d had plenty
to drink the night before, and no doubt she saw the empty bottles of liquor on
my kitchen counter as she walked in. In my drunken stupor, I had accidentally
knocked over two shelves in my room, and I hadn’t planned on cleaning them up
until all of my angst was out of my system. I peeked one eye out of the covers
and looked at the fallen shelves with potted plants and soil littering the
ground. Maybe waiting to clean had been a mistake. “Everly, what happened?”


Belle
slipped beneath the covers and placed her head on the other side of my pillow.
I made room as Lacey slid in on the other side, and soon I was surrounded by
sisterly love that was already beginning to make me feel better. I turned to
face Lacey.


“Before
you left for kindergarten yesterday, Belle said I might have a kid that she can
play with,” I said. Lacey understood immediately but gestured behind me. I
realized my mistake. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Belle,” I said quickly.
“Your words just made me think a lot, okay? You didn’t say anything bad.”


“I’m
sorry,” Belle still apologized, and I
felt as if someone chipped my heart. I never once wanted Belle to blame
herself. “I was just excited.”


“I
know, sweetie. I just hadn’t thought of it before, until you mentioned it. And
it made me think a lot,” I said.


“And
then?” Lacey asked. I turned back toward her.


“Well,
I went over to make dinner. Maddox’s friend came over with Abby, and she showed
me a painting of me, Maddox, and her as a happy family. I was her mom in the
picture, Lace. She couldn’t have made it any more obvious. What Belle said, and
then the painting, it was just too much.” I covered my face with my hands and
closed my eyes. “I couldn’t take it anymore; I just ran off.”


“Abby
is just a child,” Lacey said. “She didn’t mean anything by that, you know? When
Belle was her age, she was constantly asking about her father, and if she would
ever have one. It’s just something kids of single parents do.”


“Even
though they’ve only met the person a few times? I don’t know anything about
Abby, and she doesn’t know anything about me, and already she wants me to fill
in the most important role in her life. That can’t be normal,” I said. Lacey
shook her head.


“All
she knows is that she loves her dad, and her dad seems to really like you, so
of course she’s going to love you,” Lacey said,
and I frowned.


“Why
are you defending the situation for Maddox?” I asked and then shook my head.
“Never mind, I know why. You’ve always wanted me to change my mind and have
kids so I would know what it was like for you.”


Lacey
rolled her eyes. “Sure, it would be nice to have my own niece and someone to
grow up with Belle, but Everly, really? I’m on your side, no matter what. But
this is the first time I’ve ever seen you so distraught over something that can
be fixed through honest communication. Not to mention, this is the first time
I’ve ever seen you even interested in a man. For a while there, I wasn’t even
sure if there would ever be a man in your life.”


I
considered her words. “Really?”


“Yes,
really. You’re acting like a blasted teenager. And I know you’re afraid to do
anything because of the trash luck our family has had with men, but you’re not
doomed to follow our path, Everly. Not every relationship fails; some are meant
to be. And the ones that are meant to be can seem harder than others, because they’re the most worth it.”


“Don’t
be sad,” Belle said behind me. “You like
him, and he likes you.”


I
blinked away tears as Lacey and Belle left the bed. Their words meant more to
me than they could imagine, but it didn’t make the situation better. I already
knew all of that anyway, and it hadn’t helped me yet.


“I’ll
make breakfast,” I said. I forced myself to my feet and headed into the kitchen
to start some omelet muffins. I served them up shortly after, and we ate them while watching the news and listening to Belle’s current preschool project. I wondered
if Abby was ever enrolled in any type of school and if Maddox had to put up
with the same things. After another hour of idle chatter, we said our goodbyes
and they left me alone again to drown myself in my sorrows. 


I
didn’t feel comfortable talking to Maddox just yet, and I was positive that the
lack of communication was enough for me to lose my job. I had the rest of the
day to do anything I wanted, maybe go job hunting again or call Phil. I picked
up my phone with the intent to call Phil and was surprised when it began
ringing in my hand.


Maddox’s
name and number were on the screen, calling me. My thumb floated above the Answer
button. Was he calling to apologize? Should I apologize? I wasn’t ready to hear
his voice, so I hit Decline.


Still,
I decided to maybe consider my options for the day, and call Phil tomorrow. For
some reason, it didn’t seem right talking to him about another job before I had
a chance, or the courage, to talk to Maddox.

















Chapter Thirty-Three


Maddox



 

Three
full days of zero contact with Everly, and I was going crazy. If she would just
answer her phone, or send a simple text, I’d feel better.  Maybe I just missed her voice, and her laugh. 


The
last three days of work had felt like three years. Jackie was up my rear constantly about the new dish, how
they needed promotional pictures and an official name and ingredient list. I
told her I was almost done with it and reminded her that I was her boss, not
the other way around, but she had given me a pensive look and walked away. I
apologized to her afterward for my words,
saying that it was a bad week and that I appreciated everything she did for the
restaurants. She said thanks, and
reminded me to get the ingredient list to her by the end of the week. I had
wanted to create the dish alongside Everly,
but it didn’t seem as if that was going to happen anymore, and I ended up
making the dish by myself. We were officially launching it later in the day,
and I was sad that Everly wasn’t there to see it. 


I
wasn’t sure what was happening between us at all. She hadn’t cooked dinner for
three nights, and it didn’t seem like she
was going to visit Friday night, either. I wondered if she had taken up another
job, and if she did, how much of a pay cut
she had taken just to avoid seeing me. The notion of that really stung.


I
got ready for the day long after waking and checked in on Abby. She was
sleeping soundly in her room, a sight that I wasn’t quite used to. I quietly
walked to the kitchen and started breakfast, and soon the house was filled with
the warm scent of cinnamon and apple waffles and sausages.


Abby
came downstairs at the exact time I expected her, as soon as I was done setting
breakfast on the table.


“Smells
good, Daddy,” she mumbled and sat at the head of the table. I pushed her chair
forward so she could reach her plate.


“Thanks, baby,” I said taking my seat. I
unfolded a napkin and placed it in front of her,
then I lay one across my lap. I cut my waffles and dragged a forkful
through the cinnamon and apple sauce
before stuffing the large bite into my mouth. 
Abby glanced at me. 


“Are
you feeling better?” she asked. She realized earlier in the week that I wasn’t
in a good mood, but I couldn’t tell her that Everly had ghosted me, so I told her I was sick. Still, a part of
me felt that Abby knew there was something wrong; I just didn’t want to talk
about it with her.


“A
little, yeah,” I said. “I’ll be okay though, don’t worry. I just have a busy
couple of weeks at the restaurants, and there’s talk of another possible
location for a new restaurant. I just haven’t had the chance to think about
it.”


Abby
nodded as if she understood every word. It was one of the many reasons why I
adored her. 


“Is
Everly better?” Abby asked. I sat my fork on the plate and absentmindedly
stabbed the sausages with a knife. 


“A
little,” I said. I hated lying to her, but this wasn’t an appropriate topic for
a toddler. The minutes stretched out in silence as we ate, and she soon pushed
her plate forward, a half-eaten waffle lay lonely on the plate. “Are you
finished?” I asked. Abby stuffed one more piece of waffle in her mouth before
nodding. “Go get dressed and brush your teeth so we can go to Uncle Nick’s,
okay?”


“Okay,
Daddy,” she said and hopped off the chair. She left toward the stairs, and 15
minutes later returned with a minty smile and a summer blue dress that made her
eyes pop much brighter. I patted her head and gave her a Ziploc bag of waffles
and sausages. “Your Uncle Nick would starve without us,” I said, and she giggled.


We
arrived at Nick’s shortly afterward. Abby
threw the bag of waffles in his arms and retreated to the living room, where a
new empty canvas waited. 


“She
wanted to start a new one immediately,” Nick said as we watched her pick out
her colors. “She wants to give this one to Everly.” Nick’s tone didn’t hide his
distaste for Everly or what had happened. “Have you talked to her since then?”


“No,”
I shook my head. “She hasn’t answered her phone once, and she isn’t texting me.
I think I really screwed this one up.”


Nick
shoved his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know what to say, man. I mean, you
didn’t screw anything up. It was bound to happen. Abby asked me the other week
what do moms and daughters do.”


“She
did? Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.


“It
seemed like an innocent question; I don’t
know. I figured she was just curious,” he said. Nick’s expression was enough to
know that he wanted more than anything to say he told me so, but it seemed he
was trying to take the high road. 


“I
don’t know what to do.” I rubbed a hand over my head. “I’m thinking maybe I should just leave her be.” Just saying the
words stabbed a knife through my heart. I didn’t know how I was going to get
over her.


“How
much does she mean to you?” Nick asked. I raised an eyebrow and looked at him.
“I mean; does she really mean this much to you?”


I
watched as Abby dipped her finger into paint and traced lines on the paper. Her
eyebrows were furrowed in concentration. Nick had said her new painting was for
Everly, and I wished more than anything Everly would be around for her to give
it to her. Not just that, but I wished Everly would just answer the phone.



“Does
that matter?” I asked. “However I feel about her, it doesn’t change what
happened or what she wants. Maybe this is too much for her.”


“You’ll
never know unless you try,” Nick said. “Listen, if she really means that much
to you, then you need to go try and get her back. Talk to her, explain that
Abby is three, for goodness sake and that 3-year-olds
don’t understand what they’re doing. Tell her you’re not just looking for a
baby mama; you’re looking for your soulmate.”


“You’re
dang poetic today,” I said. Nick chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll think about
it, but I don’t know if she’ll even want to see me.”


“Just
try, man,” Nick said. “See what happens. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”


I
said goodbye to Nick and Abby and then walked out to my car. My phone chimed,
and I unlocked it to see Jackie calling me. I groaned, opening the car door,
and then threw it onto the passenger seat. 


Of
course, Everly wasn’t calling me. She hadn’t so far,
and I was certain she didn't want to see me
either. I was a fool for hoping otherwise.



 


 


 

I
arrived at Alaskan Way not long after, and entered through the front. Bright,
cheerful smiles greeted me as I walked through the restaurant. I made my rounds
from table to table and introduced myself to the guests, forcing a smile on my
face each time I saw someone eating our newest dish.


“You
couldn’t have ordered a better entrée,” I said to one in particular. “We just
launched it today; what do you think?” I asked another. 


“It’s
delicious,” they answered. “I’ve never had anything like it.”


“Great,
thanks for coming,” I patted their shoulder and moved on to the next table. This
was usually my favorite part, greeting guests and introducing myself as the
restaurant’s owner. Every now and then I’d find a table or two to comp or a couple to send an extra special
dessert to, but today, I just wasn’t feeling it. 


“Maddox!”
James, an older chef who had been working for me for years now, perked up as I
entered the kitchen. Bright white walls with silver appliances lined the floor,
and at least two dozen cooks rushed from section to section as they prepared
meals and plated entrees. 


“Hey,
Jim, how’s the day going?” I asked. He shook my hand and gestured at the five
plates of our new dish waiting to be sent out to the floor. 


“It’s
a hit, Maddox. Everyone loves it.”  He
clapped his hand on my shoulder.


“Congratulations
on the new dish!” another cook said from behind us. I thanked her politely and
said my goodbyes to Jim. Everywhere I went I received compliments on the sea
bass, but I found myself going through the motions until I finally arrived at
my office. I was grateful for all of the kind words, of course, but I just
couldn’t keep Everly out of my head.


My
phone was on the highest volume, and it still hadn’t gone off. I was hopeful
that she’d call and suggest a new meal for tonight, but the longer the day stretched, the worse the odds became. I sat
down at my desk and worked on some files to kill
the time and attempted to forget about Everly, but it was useless. She
was on my mind as if she’d been surgically implanted, and there was no hope for
a reversal. Only time could heal me now unless
I gave in and went to her.


After
a few hours of mindless work, I did another round on the floor and shook hands
with guests. The sea bass was an even bigger hit with the dinner crowd than it
had been with the lunch rush, and already I knew our numbers were going to
skyrocket. I thanked a man and his wife as they declared the entree their new
favorite from my restaurant, but in my head, I was
just wishing that Everly could hear how much everyone loved her
creation.


She
deserved all the credit, not me.


I
returned to my office and sat. My feet and legs were sore from walking around
for hours, and I pulled out another folder and tried paying attention to the
contracts that Jackie had been begging me to sign for weeks. The words blurred
until they made little sense, and I tried to focus. Getting any decent amount
of work done was proving to be a problem.


“Mr.
Moore?” Clarissa, one of my assistants, stood at the doorway. 


“Yes?”
I glanced at her and back at the file. I needed to get something done before
leaving for the day.


“You
have a visitor,” she said. I perked up, a part of me hoping and believing it
was Everly.


“Oh?
Who?” I asked.


“He
said he used to work with you?” She moved over,
and another man came into focus.


“You
don’t have to introduce me,” he said. I recognized him instantly: Phil, my old
friend, and Everly’s old boss. I waved off Clarissa and invited Phil into my
office.


“You
can shut the door behind you if you want,” I said. 


“Oh,
I’m not staying that long,” Phil said. “I was just in the neighborhood and
wanted to see how you were doing? I haven’t been to this one since you opened.”


I
remembered seeing Phil at Alaskan Way’s opening party, a beer in each hand and
women curved in his arms. 


“A
night to remember,” I smirked. “I’m doing fine;
we just launched a new dish today, so numbers should be up for a while.
What about you?” I asked. “How’s Saint Padres?”


He
tugged at his collar. “The place is sucking the life out of me,” he said.


“So,
nothing’s changed?” I said with a smirk. Phil chuckled, and I realized he’d had
one too many glasses of wine as he stumbled over his words.


“I
had a little of fun this week, at least. Managed to snatch one of my old cooks
back from wherever she thought she was going,” he said and plopped
into the seat across from my desk. I leaned forward.


“Oh?
And who was this cook?” I asked.


“The
redhead from the auction. I’m sorry you ever had to go on a date with her.
Anyways, she’s not bad in the kitchen. She quit a while ago saying she had
something better lined up, but the other week I offered her the trash title
of co-head chef, and the dumb broad took up my offer the other day! Can you
believe it? I don’t even have to pay her as much as I was paying her before, because the co-chef job is a starting
position with a starting wage. She barely even questioned it; she must have
been desperate.” Phil boasted and wiped his brow. I realized I was squeezing my
pen tightly in my fist as he went on about Everly.


“You
have a way with words,” I said through clenched teeth. I forced myself to take
deep, calm breaths, or else I was going to push Phil and dunk his face into a
fryer. 


“Well,
all’s good now. I don’t have to worry about hiring anyone else.” Phil stood.
“I’m done for the day. You should take it easy, you know? Your blood pressure
looks like it might be through the roof.” 


We
spoke for a few more minutes, shooting the trash until the conversation grew
awkward. He left without a goodbye, and I was oddly thankful for it.


So,
I was right. Everly did find another job, and it was at her old restaurant. I
had always known Phil to be a jerk, and never liked him for it, but hearing
him speak about Everly that way made such a fury and anger boil inside of me
that I hadn’t known I was capable of. I wanted to grab him by his cheap collar
and throw him against the wall, but I realized I had a better plan.


If
I couldn’t convince Everly to give me and Abby a chance, the least I could do
was help her realize she deserved more than Saint Padres.

















 

Chapter Thirty-Four


Everly



 

It
had been three days since I called Phil and took up his offer of co-chef, and I
still wasn’t sure if I’d made the right decision or not. Phil had seemed far
too eager as we spoke on the phone, and we agreed on starting my position the
following Monday. I woke on my first day with an upset stomach that made me
question even more if I had made a mistake, but it was too late. 


I
lay in bed and thought about Maddox, as always. I swore that I heard his voice
in my sleep, that I felt his hands roam my body as they slipped off my panties
and touched me. It had only been a week,
and yet I missed him. I missed our conversations, sharing our dreams and
passions and telling stories about our loved ones. He had awoken something in
me, a desire to partner with someone else. I had gone through my whole life as
a loner, always refusing to work in groups of two. But I loved cooking with
Maddox, and I loved how he made me feel.


I
was growing more and more frustrated as well. I touched myself often, but
nothing ever compared to his touch. I slipped a finger inside of me and tried
pretending it was his finger, but it was useless. Maddox was intoxicating, and
there was no substitute. 


I
slipped out of bed after realizing there was no point in moping around any
longer and brushed my teeth. A quick shower and 20 minutes of makeup later, I
was in my kitchen debating on what to make for breakfast. Lacey had left a text
saying they would be over around 7:30, which gave me 20 minutes to decide on a
meal. I wasn’t feeling up to making the usual egg and bacon combination, and I
scoured my pantries for ideas.


Lacey
and Belle arrived early for breakfast, and I decided to make something special
for the occasion. Homemade nutmeg cinnamon rolls with butterscotch cream cheese
and fresh strawberry scones half dipped in chocolate was an easy and yet
complicated creation, and I savored every second of the process. I made a side
of bacon just in case they didn’t turn out good, though.


“There’s
nothing nutritious about any of this,” Lacey said as she eyed the kitchen
counter. My apartment had the richest scent of chocolate and cinnamon, and I
picked up a scone and bit into it. Crumbs fell from my lips onto the floor, but
I couldn’t bring myself to clean them. I couldn’t bring myself to do anything
other than cook.


“That’s
the point.” I smiled as Belle picked up a cinnamon roll and tore a piece into
her mouth. “What do you think?”


“So
good!” she said between bites. “The scones are my favorite!”


“Good,
I made three whole batches so you and your mom can take them home,” I said. 


“Well,
aren’t you in a cooking mood?” Lacey noted. I ignored her, but she was right.
It had been a week since I last cooked dinner for Maddox, and within that week
I had resorted to quick and simple dinners for one. I missed cooking fancy meals, and was somewhat excited to get back
into a professional kitchen.


“I
guess,” I said.


“Everly,
you always go cooking crazy when you’re anxious or depressed,” Lacey folded her
arms across her chest and met my eyes. “So, which one is it now?” 


I
frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.” I realized I was staring inside the
fridge trying to find ingredients for chocolate chip and almond butter cookies.
I closed it before Lacey could realize what I was doing.


“When
you failed your first course in college, our house was full of Cuban sandwiches
and fried bananas for weeks,” she said. “And when your first boyfriend dumped
you, you made miniature chicken pot pies,
and we had to give them away to our neighbors because they wouldn’t fit in the
fridge.”


“I’m
just happy that I got my job back,” I lied. 


“Your
made-up job?” Lacey asked. I nearly forgot I had told her that co-chefs didn’t
exist.


“I
know it’s a trash title, but you never know; this could be my step to being
the head chef. Just another year or so
and I’ll have that chef hat,” I said.


“You
realized you said those exact words every day when you were working there.”
Lacey pointed out. I shrugged and started cleaning up the kitchen. “But if
you’re happy, then I’m happy.” Lacey smiled at me, but it was obvious to even
the 5-year-old in the room that it was fake and forced. I knew Lacey wasn’t
happy for me, but I didn’t have any other choices. I needed a job, and I had
ghosted Maddox way too long to even assume that I still had one there.


That
was another mistake that Lacey made sure I didn’t forget.


“We’ll
drop these off at home on our way to kindergarten,” Lacey said as Belle bagged
up the leftovers. “Don’t want any other 5-year-olds
to get an allergic reaction.”


“Thank
you for the cinnamon rolls and scones, Aunt Everly,” Belle said politely. Lacey
held a hand over her heart and smiled as her daughter proved herself to be the
little polite version of us.


“You’re
welcome,” I said and hugged her. I couldn’t believe there was a time that I had
disliked Belle’s presence.


“Call
me when you’re off work,” Lacey said, and
I agreed. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty to complain about.”


“Who
knows,” I said. “It might not be that bad.” I hoped it wouldn’t be any
different than before, but imagined that was wishful thinking.


Lacey
rolled her eyes, and she closed the door
behind her. I couldn’t blame her for being wary about
me going back to Saint Padres, but I was being
serious. I had dedicated years to that restaurant, and maybe it was going to
start paying off. Maybe things were going to start going my way for once in my
life. 



 

Parking
at Saint Padres was just as awful as ever. A couple blocks away from the actual
restaurant with tight parking spaces that it seemed nearly impossible to not
hit anyone when parking in them, but in a weird way, I almost felt at home.
Maybe the weeks spent with Maddox were nothing more than a silly dream. Maybe
Maddox himself was little more than a dream as well.


I
clutched my purse to my body and battled through the thick Seattle wind, and I hurried down the blocks toward
Saint Padres. The kitchen still had a few hours before officially opening, and
I wanted to make sure I was there early enough to discuss the details of my
position before fully embracing it. Catalina caught my arm as I entered the
kitchen, and she hugged me tightly.


“Chica! I didn’t think I’d see you
again!” she said. Her smile was contagious,
and I found myself sharing a giggle as I approached. “There was a rumor that
you had fallen in love with some rich playboy and gotten married. Someone even
mentioned they thought you were pregnant.”


I
choked on my words.


“No.”
I shook my head and clutched my chest. “Not married, and definitely not
pregnant.”


“Aw,
so there’s not even a rich playboy?” she asked. I wondered if Maddox would even
be considered a playboy.


“Sorry,
but no,” I said. Catalina pouted a little.


“Well,
a girl can dream, right?” 


I
spent a bit of time in the kitchen familiarizing myself with everything again.
Thankfully nothing was different, and there were no new cooks in the kitchen,
so falling into my old routine should be a piece of cake. It was a bit odd that
Phil hadn’t found a replacement for me, almost as if he knew I would eventually
return. I shook my head; what did it matter anyways?


The
kitchen opened shortly afterward, and as co-chef, I had the lovely job of making sure
everything was prepped and ready for the head chef when his shift started just
an hour before the dinner crowd. I had hoped that meant I was in charge during
lunch, but I quickly learned that our head chef had left several notes telling
me in explicit detail what I was to do until he arrived.


I
obeyed the notes and busied myself with meaningless tasks that anyone else
could have done. Scrubbing potatoes, counting the loaves of bread, baking the bread,
making sure that the mushrooms were ready for sautéing, then double checking
that the mushrooms were ready. The restaurant filled up quickly, and it wasn’t
long until I was standing over the plating table making sure that every plate
was neat and up to standards.


“Everly.”
Phil rounded the corner and nearly screamed my name. I jumped and followed him
into his office, brushing my dirty hands onto my white apron.


“What’s
the matter?” I asked, worried that there had been a mistake on my return. I had
been doing everything as told, and at the very least, expected Phil to pretend
to be happy at my arrival.


“There’s
a discrepancy with the loaves,” he said and showed me a piece of paper that
listed how many loaves we should have opened with versus how many we had. All
of our bread was baked fresh within the
morning for lunch, but every now and then a cook will save one or two overnight to help the lunch rush. They heated
up just as well as a fresh baked loaf,
and it was a practice that was common in many top restaurants.


“Did
anyone save a loaf from last night?” I asked. Phil sat at his desk and opened a
thick folder. 


“How
am I supposed to know that?” he asked. “It sounds like a problem for our
co-chef.”


“I
wasn’t even here last night,” I said. “I don’t know who was on the roster.”


“So,
find out,” he said, and dismissed me. I closed the door to his office behind me
and took a deep breath. These were the type of complaints I had expected, but
still, it was a bit discouraging to receive them within hours of my first day.
I shook my head and forced myself to stop worrying. I’d stick it out, put up
with Phil and his complaints until I get that head chef hat, and then I’ll have
more of a presence in the kitchen.


I
hurried down the hall toward the kitchen; the lunch rush would be over soon.
The kitchen door opened just as I was reaching for it, and I nearly ran
straight into the hard chest of a man.


“I’m
sorry,” I said and straightened. Maddox stared at me, his eyes wide from our
impact as well. “Oh, Maddox.” My pulse quickened at the sight of him.


“Everly,”
he said. We stood in awkward silence until a cook rushed from the door around
us. I realized that I was at work and
that I was still on the clock. 


“I’m
at work,” I said. My hands played with the dirty fabric of my apron, and
Maddox’s eyes followed the movement. 


“I
noticed.” He sighed and placed his hands on my arms just below my shoulders.
“Listen, I need to talk to you.” His gray eyes were dark in the dim lighting of
the hall, and his five o’clock shadow was
starting to grow. There were bags under
his eyes, and frown lines around his lips. Still, he was as handsome as ever in
a gray business suit, and I forced myself thoughts to stay innocent as he
stared at me.


“Can
it wait until after my shift?” I asked. He shook his head.


“I
waited long enough to talk to you; I
don’t think I could wait another second.” He had a desperation in his voice
that I’d never heard before. “Despite everything that’s happened between us,
the one true thing has always been that you’re an amazing chef, and you deserve
your own restaurant. My feelings for you haven’t clouded my judgment, and I struggle to think of a single
meal that you’ve made that hasn’t wowed me.”


“Thanks,
I think? But really, Maddox, if I don’t get back to work right now, I’ll get in
trouble.”


“Abby
just wants a mother,” he said. My hands clenched around my apron as I stared at
him with an open mouth. “She doesn’t know what having a mother really means.
All she knows is that other kids have a mom, and I think she just wants to say
that she has one, too. She didn’t mean to freak you out, and I didn’t either.
You’re incredible, Everly, truly. And you deserve better than this trash job
with a trash title that you and I both know is
fake.”


I
stumbled backward. “Wait, how did you know
about that?”


Phil’s
door opened, and his head popped out. I gasped, realizing that the walls are
paper thin and that Phil most likely heard every word Maddox just said.


“What
are you trying to do, Maddox?” Phil growled. My head was beginning to
spin. Did they know each other? I had assumed they met once at the auction, but
I didn’t think any more of that. “Get out of here before I kick your rear.”


“Don’t
embarrass yourself, Phil,” Maddox said.
“You’re treating Everly like this because
you know she won’t stand up for herself if you keep dangling the head chef’s
hat over her head. Well, I’m not going to
let you treat her like this anymore. She deserves better.”


“Maddox,”
I tried interrupting them, but Phil had
pushed past me. 


“She
likes where she is. In a year or two,
she’ll be at the top. That’s what she deserves, working hard to get where she
wants to go. Right, Everly?” Phil asked,
though he didn’t once look at me.


“Let
her decide, then.” Maddox met my eyes. “Everly, do you want to stay here and
working for this selfish jerk, or do you want to join me as lead chef for my
All You Can Eat restaurants ideas team?”


“What!”
I wasn’t sure who screamed it, me or Phil, but in that very moment, I knew what the right decision was. I
untied my apron.


“Thank
you for the opportunity, Phil,” I said. He turned to stare as I let my apron
fall into the floor. 


“You’re
going to regret this,” Phil warned, but I was already walking away with Maddox.
“Everly! You walk out that door, and you’re never welcome back here at Saint Padres
ever again!”


I
was shaking, and my heart was beating
quickly, but with Maddox beside me, I realized I had the courage to leave Saint
Padres behind me, and walk out the door without looking back.

















Chapter Thirty-Five


Maddox



 

I
followed her to her car, just in case Phil decided he wanted to scream at her
outside as well. 


“Thank
you,” Everly said. “Did you really mean what you said, though?”


“What
part?” I asked. “You being incredible, or
the job offer?” Everly smiled.


“The
job offer,” she said.


“Of
course I meant it. I wouldn’t let you make such a dramatic exit without having
a backup plan,” I said. “If you really want it, the job is yours.”


She
leaned against her car and sighed. “It feels like a dream,” she admitted.
“Everything about you feels like a dream.”


“Is
that a good thing?” I asked. She nodded.


“At
least I think so.” She opened her door and slid behind the steering wheel. “I
need to get out of these clothes.”


“Have
dinner with me?” I leaned forward. “Just this once? I’ll never ask again, I
promise.”


“Where
at?” she asked.


“My
house. We can cook together, anything you want,” I said. Everly smiled, as if I were promising something she
had been longing for. 


“I’ll
meet you at your house,” she said. My shoulders slumped with relief. “Just give
me an hour or so.”


“I’ll
be waiting,” I said and watched as she drove away. I couldn’t imagine how this
day could get any better. I had gotten Everly back into my life, given her an
actual position in my company, and now was planning on having a legitimate
dinner with her.


I
knew we had a serious conversation to discuss, but just seeing her wide smile
was enough for now. 


I
retraced my steps back to my car and dialed Nick.


“Abby’s
fine, man,” he said as he answered. “You don’t have to keep calling.”


“Everly’s
coming over for dinner,” I said. “Do you mind keeping Abby over a little
longer?”


“Oh,
dang. Of course not. She can spend the night if you want,” he said. “Is
everything good?”


“I
don’t know yet,” I admitted. “Maybe, I think so. I hope so. We’ll see, but she
doesn’t seem angry or upset.” I leaned against my headrest. “She actually seems
as relieved as I am.”


“Good,”
Nick said. I could hear his smile in his
voice. “I’m happy for you; I hope
everything turns out alright.”


“Thanks,”
I said. “Oh, and if you let Abby watch another one of your slasher films, I’m
going to break into your window with a
chainsaw this time. My poor girl can’t even sleep in her own bed because of
your nasty horror movies.”


“You
try watching “Frozen” three times every weeknight,” he said. “You’ll soon be
begging for the horror movies.”


“Stick
with the princesses and snowmen,” I said, and thanked him for watching her. I
arrived home after a grueling 30 minutes of sitting in traffic. I spent 15
minutes dusting and cleaning and making sure the house wasn’t a mess as I
eagerly awaited the doorbell to ring. I hadn’t had the house cleaner over in a
while, and for a few days, Abby had been
the only one in the house who had the energy to dust. She had broken two lamps
and knocked over a crystal figure before I had convinced her to stop cleaning,
and the house had suffered since then. I barely had enough time to pour wine
into the decanter before Everly rang the doorbell.


I
answered the door with a cheesy grin on
my face.


“Wow,”
I said. Her cheeks reddened with a blush
as she lowered her chin and looked up at me. I stepped aside, and she entered my house. Her dress was little more than a
black slip, and it brought out the red in her hair and green in her eyes like
never before. The dress framed her rear perfectly. 


I
shook my head; we weren’t at that stage yet. First,
we had to try to get through dinner without anyone running away screaming.


“You
look amazing,” I said. 


“Thanks.
I wasn’t really sure if this was too dressed up. But then I realized that
you’re always dressed up to the nines, so I thought I’d come in as a seven,”
she said and shook her head. “Goodness, that joke was awful.”


“I
can’t disagree.” I turned and led her to the kitchen. 


“What’s
for dinner?” she asked. I opened my fridge and started retrieving various items
until we both settled on a classic meatloaf. 


“Simple
enough,” I said. “We can make some chocolate-covered strawberries while the
meatloaf’s in the oven. That way, they can freeze while we eat dinner.”


“Dinner
and dessert?” Everly asked. “I’m pretty sure I only agreed to one.” 


I
smiled. “So are you saying no to chocolate and strawberries?”


“As
if it’s even possible to say no to such a thing,” she said. We started prepping
the meatloaf, falling into a comfortable routine of chopping and dicing. I
formed the loaf with my bare hands as Everly chopped the strawberries into a
rose.


“Fifty
minutes,” I said as I set the timer on the oven. I turned to find Everly
already dipping the strawberries into a pot of melted chocolate. The very tip
of her bottom lip was covered in chocolate, and I brushed a finger over it
slowly. She stopped what she was doing and looked at me. I moved to wipe my
finger on a towel, but Everly grabbed my hand and slipped my finger in between
her lips, slowly running her tongue around the chocolate and swallowing.


I
moaned, my thoughts preoccupied by my
finger in between her lips. 


“Are
you going to make me do the rest on my own?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.


“What?”
She gestured at the rest of the naked strawberries and the melted chocolate.
“Oh, of course not.” I took a deep breath and picked up a strawberry. She was
killing me, and with that smirk on her face,
she knew it.


We
finished the strawberries and made small talk until the meatloaf was finished.
I sat our plates at the dinner table and
pulled out her chair. She offered me a warm smile as she lowered herself into
the chair and scooted forward. I took the seat beside her, and my nerves were put on edge a bit remembering the last time
we sat at this table together.


“I’m
sorry,” she said abruptly. “About everything. I didn’t realize it until
recently, but I overreacted. I didn’t mean to freak out when Abby showed me the
painting. I was just scared. I feel horrible,
and I hope it didn’t hurt her feelings.”


“I
understand,” I said. “I was worried that she was growing too attached to you,
but I didn’t knock it off when I should have. She obviously has mom issues; I
think she was just excited that at the idea of having a mom.”


“She
clearly doesn’t know how awful of a mom I’d be.” Everly joked. “Or else she
wouldn’t be so excited.”


“I
think you’d be wonderful,” I whispered. Everly glanced at me with wide eyes. “I
don’t mean anything by that, of course.”


“I
don’t know my father,” she admitted. “I know his name, what his favorite band
was, who his favorite sports teams were, but I didn’t know him. Still, I never
once wanted a father growing up because
my mom was always in between husbands. I made the decision early on that I was
better off without a dad, and from there decided that I was also better off not
getting married and having kids. I spent the majority of Belle’s life loathing
her, but only because she reminded me of myself. And then when I saw Abby’s
painting, it made me remember all the times that Lacey begged Mom to find us a
dad. And Lacey’s disappointment every time our new dad left.”


“I
didn’t know,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how awful that must have
felt.” I hated to think of her as a child, hurting and having to face such
things and make such strong declarations because of other people’s actions. 


“That’s
just the thing.” Everly leaned forward. “It must have been just as awful for
you. I was only thinking of myself, and how I felt, that I never once imagined
what you or Abby were going through. I’ve
been selfish this past week.”


“And
what about children?” I asked, hesitant to bring up the topic. “I know you were
against having your own.”


“I’ll
admit, the thought absolutely terrifies me,” she said. “And I don’t think I
would do a good job; I really don’t. But,
for some strange reason, having you beside me makes things less scary. I find
this courage that I didn’t know existed when I’m around you, and it makes me
realize that I’m capable a lot more than I previously thought.” 


We
finished the meatloaf as she fell into a momentary
silence.


“It’s
not as terrifying a thought knowing that I’ll have your hand to hold. Is that
silly?” she asked.


I
shook my head. “Not at all, Everly. I don’t want to force you into absolutely
anything, but I want you to know that I’ll always hold your hand when you need
it, and I’ll be there to give you a little nudge when you don’t.”


She
smiled at me, a true and honest smile, and we carried our plates to the
kitchen. She opened the freezer and placed two chocolate-covered strawberries
on the kitchen counter.


I
opened my mouth to ask her what she wanted to happen between the two of us, but
a bright painting caught the corner of my eye. I realized Abby’s painting was
still on the fridge, and in direct
eyesight of Everly.


“Oh.”
I grabbed the top corners of the painting and placed it on the counter. She
stood beside me and placed a hand on mine.


“It’s
okay,” she said and picked up the painting. She examined it for a moment before
pinning it back on the fridge. “I’m sorry
I acted that way over this. It’s beautiful,” she said. 


“Are
you sure?” I asked. “I can put it away for the night.”


“I’m
positive. I love it,” she said. “Leave it up.” I couldn’t wait to tell Abby
that she thought it was beautiful, and hoped that Everly would have the chance
to tell her instead.


I
made sure the magnets were thick enough to hold it,
and turned toward Everly.


“Thank
you,” I said, my voice but a whisper. She stood on her tiptoes as her arms went
around my neck, and then she closed her eyes and kissed me. It was a simple
kiss at first, just a soft brush against my lips, but I felt the moment her
body reacted to mine, and she deepened it. My hand cupped the back of her neck
as the other ran its fingers through her hair, messing up the loose bun at the
top of her head.


She
moaned into me and pulled me closer. Our tongues danced with each other’s, and
I felt a wave of desire wash over me as I pushed her against the kitchen
counter. My aching hunger for her grew,
and she leaned her head backward as my
hands roamed her body. 


I
slipped my hands beneath her thighs and lifted her onto the counter, but she
shook her head.


“Not
here,” she said in between kisses. Her hand grabbed my tie and pulled me toward
the stairs. I followed eagerly, my mind
stuck in a haze where all I could see was her.


She
led me to my room and pushed me onto the bed. She parted her knees and
straddled me, continuing our kisses until her hands began to unbutton my shirt.
She gave me a hungry stare and then licked her lips before crushing her lips
against mine once again.


Her
hands slipped my shirt over my shoulders until if fell back, and I shrugged my
arms free. After pausing to slip off her blouse, she tugged on my zipper as I
caressed her breasts, working my way to the clasp on her bra. She did me a
favor and quickly snapped it free, her breasts spilling from the cups and into
my hands where I rubbed soft circles against her. Moments later we were both naked, and I couldn’t get enough of the sight
of her as she lowered herself against me. Everly leaned toward my hips, but I
grabbed her shoulders and gently moved her onto her back.


“Let
me show you how much I missed you,” I said, and trailed kisses toward her
thighs. She squirmed beneath my touch as I grew closer.


“Let
me show you how much you mean to me,” I whispered against her skin. Her fingers
massaged the top of my head and across my shoulders. She moaned my name, and I
wanted to hear more of it.


“Let
me make you feel how you make me feel,” I said, and my head slipped in between her
thighs.

















 

Chapter Thirty-Six


Everly



 

His
tongue dipped into my mound as I moaned his name. He tasted me, swallowing my
juices and coming back for more. I rolled my head as he found a rhythm and
continued, and in his own words, made me feel how I made him feel.


“Maddox.”
I breathed his name. He seemed to enjoy that, and he crawled up my body and had
me repeat his name as I tasted my own sweet juices on his lips.


“Say
it again,” he whispered, and pulled my body against his. I felt his thick
member in between my thighs, and I
pressed against it, grinding to soothe my own ache as I said his name against
his skin. I decided to return the favor, and pushed him onto his back. He
complied; it seemed that I’d have the power as long as his name was on my lips.


I
leaned down until his rod was just below my lips. I looked up, and our eyes
met. His gray eyes were locked on mine as I opened my mouth and covered his
broad tip with my lips. I lingered there a moment, nursing hard to encourage a
taste as my tongue teased his slit. Then I slid down, relaxing my throat to
take him deeper. His head fell backward
as my tongue flicked around the base toward his heavy sac, which I palmed and
kneaded, cupping the weight of them as I pulled back, tight-lipping my way to
the tip to milk him.


His
hands clenched the bed sheets as he moaned my own name, as a taste of his salt
hit my tongue. I understood why he seemed to unravel at the sound of his name,
and my ache grew, causing me to quiver. 


It
didn’t seem I spent much time taking care of him before his hands slipped
beneath my arms and he pulled me toward him.


“Let
me taste you,” he said, and kissed me. It was passionate and deep, a kiss not
of pleasure or desire but of something more sincere and caring. One of his
hands cupped my breast, and the other, my rear, as he deepened the kiss. I was
already wet before, but I knew I would be covering his body in my juices soon
enough.


Everything
about his movements was slow and deliberate, as if he’d spent plenty of time
this past week imagining every little thing he would do to me. I knew I had
spent the week with the same thoughts. My hands slid up his chest, feeling the
taut muscles beneath his skin and running over the stubble on his chin. His
body reacted to mine until he was long and thick, but even then, he wouldn’t
give in to pleasure.


Instead,
he flipped over so that I was lying on my back and he was on top. His lips trailed down my chin, past my neck, and
across my chest until he was at my breasts. He took his time licking the edges
of each nipple, making my head dizzy with desire and my thighs soaked in my own
liquid. 


“I
wanted this so bad,” he said. “I needed you so bad.”


“Did
you think about me late at night?” I asked,
a near mimic of our time in Las Vegas. “Did you imagine me like you did
over the Strip?” But Maddox shook his
head as he took turns sucking on my breasts. His hand cupped my sex as he
leaned over me, his lips inches from mine.


“I
don’t want to forget you,” he said. “I want to make love to you.” He kissed me,
and finally, I felt the very tip of him
press against my entrance.


I
moaned, spreading my thighs, and hooked my ankles around him as I begged for
more. He was slow though, and instead of pushing inside of me like he once had,
he teased my entrance until it was soaked.


“You
could slide it inside easily,” I said. He answered by pressing it against me
harder. I couldn’t take any more; I
needed him.


His
hips moved against mine as he entered me, the entirety of his length buried
deep within me. We both gasped, but instead of moving in and out as he usually
did, he stopped and enjoyed the sensation.


The
warmth of his body enveloped me. The strength of his muscles flexed as he
leaned over me and slowly started to move inside of me. I moved my hips to meet
his, my eyes fluttering as his thick rod filled me. 


He
kissed me again, and pressed his lips
hard against mine as he continued to make love to me. I hadn’t ever felt such
an intimate connection before, as if we
both could feel each other’s senses. Pressure
began to build low in my belly, a warmth that was slowly spreading across my
body toward my head. Maddox was beginning to quicken his pace ever so slightly.
His hands cupped my cheek, and our eyes met in a locked gaze as both of our
mouths opened in a silent moan full of pure, intense pleasure. 


I
found my release first, and I cried in his hands as my body shuddered beneath
his touch. He continued rocking back and forth into me until his release
arrived, and I felt a warmth enter my body as he filled me up, one hand sliding
up and squeezing the edges of my hair as his hips buckled into mine.  


He
rested, his member still inside of me, as we both struggled to take deep
breaths. Finally, after what felt like an hour, he pulled away and collapsed
beside me. My hair had fallen in a wild mess around my shoulders, and his
fingers slowly played within the tangled strands. I curled up against his body,
enjoying the warmth and comfort that he offered, never wanting to be apart from
him again.


“I
almost feel like I should thank you,” I said. “That’s silly, isn’t it?”


“Very
silly,” he said behind me. A hand slid around my waist. “But you’re welcome, anyway.” We both laughed.


“Should
we get up?” I asked. “Or at least get dressed, just in case?” I couldn’t
imagine a repeat of our first time together, especially not after everything
that’d happened. Maddox’s stubble brushed against his pillow as he shook his
head.


“Abby’s
staying over at Nick’s for the night,” he said and tightened his hold around my
waist. “And you need to stay right where you are.”


“I
can do that,” I said, already fighting to keep my eyes open. “I’ll stay right
here.” 


I
fell asleep in Maddox’s arms, his calm breathing a lullaby to my revolving
thoughts. 

















Chapter Thirty-Seven


Maddox



 

Everly
was still in my arms when I woke the following morning. She was sleeping still,
and I took the opportunity to admire her flawless skin. The light dust of
freckles across her cheeks, her thick eyelashes that I was tempted to brush,
and even the pink lips that I wanted to kiss every morning for the rest of my
life. She was even more beautiful in the early morning, and I wasn’t at all
surprised in the least by it.


There
was no doubt in my mind what my feelings were at this point. It was more than a
physical or mental attraction; it was more than anything I’d ever felt. Everly
completed me, whether she knew it or not, and I was determined not to screw it
up.


Her
face scrunched as she started to wake. 


“Good
morning,” I said. She blinked once, then twice, before finally looking at me
with eyes that seemed greener in the morning sun. 


“It’s
so bright,” she said and held up a hand to her eyes. I had forgotten to close
the blinds in the midst of our night together, which was a mistake, as my room
faced the sun in the morning.


“I’m
sorry,” I said. “I’m used to Abby waking me up before the sun even rises. I
forgot how bright this room gets.”


Everly
rubbed her eyes and looked around. I wondered if she was recalling the night before, and as a faint blush mixed with the
freckles on her cheeks, I grinned.


“Do
you need me to remind you of anything?” I asked and scooted her body closer to
mine. It reacted instantly, and I felt her thighs clench as I pressed my hips
against hers.


“I
think there’s one or two blank spots in
my memory,” she said, and I kissed her. She climbed on top of me and pressed
down on my shoulders.


“You
did all the work last night,” she said.


“So,
you remember that at least,” I teased. She bit her lip and playfully smacked my
arm. My hands gripped her waist, and soon the bed was rocking back and forth as
Everly took control of the situation. It was heaven inside of her, and I never wanted this time to end. 


We
took a shower afterward and spent a long
moment standing beneath the triple heads pouring steaming water with Everly in
my arms. I ran my hands over her soft flesh and kissed her bare shoulders.


“Let’s
go back to bed,” she suggested. She pressed her tight rear against my cock, and it stirred, wanting to gain entrance.


“It’s
tempting,” I said. “But I should make breakfast. Nick would starve if I didn’t
send some over before noon.”


“Sounds
like my sister,” she said. “Sometimes I wonder if she would ever eat if it
weren’t for me.”


“What
did they do the weekend we were gone?” I wondered. 


“Lots
and lots of takeout?” Everly asked. I agreed.


Still,
even as we both knew we didn’t have the entire day to ourselves, we took our
time in the shower exploring each other’s bodies. I couldn’t keep my hands off
her, and she didn’t seem to mind. The hot water eventually turned lukewarm as I
pushed her body against the glass door and lifted her beneath her legs. She
straddled my hips, and we both moaned as I pushed inside of her once again. 


We
finished, and had to take another shower
to clean ourselves. 


Finally we prepared breakfast together, an assortment
of crepes with several delicious fillings. Some savory, most sweet. Everly
seemed to have a bigger sweet tooth than I expected.


We
sat at the breakfast table and started eating.


“So,
I guess now it wouldn’t be that weird if I took up your mom’s offer,” She said.


“Oh,
the Broadway show?” I asked and she
nodded. “She’s going to be so happy. She still asks about you; I’ll let her know later today. She might
be the one person who’s actively trying to find Abby
a mother.” I hesitated. “I mean, not that that’s the only reason why she likes
you, of course. I think it just helps that Abby likes you. My mom is sort of
overprotective of her anyways, especially after what happened.”


“So,
I’ve been meaning to ask,” Everly
started. I sat my fork down. “What happened with Abby’s mother?”


I
smiled softly. I knew it was a conversation we were bound to have; still, there
was a part of me that was terrified Everly would leave as soon as she found out
the truth.


“Her
name was Chelsea,” I said, hating the name on my lips. “I wish I could say we
were stupidly in love and made mistake
after mistake until eventually life
separated us, but the truth is that it’s not a romantic story at all.” I
glanced at Everly; she was intimately focused on her peanut butter and banana
crepe. “It was a one-night stand that I can’t even remember. We met in the
bathroom of a club, and nearly two years later met again in front of my house.
Only this time, she had a picture with
her of a little blonde-haired, blue-eyed baby.” I could still picture the very
moment that I saw her, her wide eyes staring up at me with pure adoration. 


“Abby,”
Everly whispered and I nodded.


“At
first, I was worried that she wanted to be a family.” I laughed. “Can you
believe that? I was worried that she wanted a family. But then it was obvious
that she just wanted someone to support her and Abby, and at the time I was in
the middle of opening Alaskan Way, so I paid her off. A couple million, and in
exchange she would never bother me again or force me to spend time with the
baby. Of course, at that time I only considered it a baby, not my baby. Not
Abby.”


I
paused and took a bite of my crepe. It was flaky and chewy at the same time,
and I wondered how it would taste with a homemade hazelnut chocolate spread. 


“And
then?” Everly gently asked. I realized I had been daydreaming about the crepe
instead of planning the words in my head.


“And
then one day, after getting lunch with Nick, I arrived home to find a baby at
the foot of my door, and a note saying she couldn’t do it anymore. I never
heard from her again.”


Everly’s
jaw dropped, but she quickly recovered.


“What
a jerk,” she muttered. I laughed and agreed. Of course, I had called Chelsea
plenty of worse names in the previous years.


“She
abandoned Abby, and I’ll be honest, I hated Chelsea for the longest time. I
hated her for forcing a kid on me, especially one that I never wanted. I didn’t
have time for kids, I had sworn them off years ago. But over time, I grew to be
thankful that Chelsea left. I can’t imagine my life without Abby, and if
Chelsea hadn’t run off, I’m not sure if I would have manned up and taken
responsibility for her,” I said. Everly was smiling at me, and I realized I was
playing with the tablecloth. A nervous
habit, I supposed. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened had Chelsea
stayed, actually tried to be a family. If maybe that would have been best for
Abby.”


Everly
stood from her seat and walked toward me. Her hair was still damp from our
shower, and she smelled like my shampoo. She sat on my lap and placed my head
in between her hands.


“Maddox,
anyone who took the chance to get to know you would be crazy to walk away. If
Chelsea left you, then she’s stupid,” she said, her green eyes as serious as
Abby’s had been when she said the same words. 


“Thanks,”
I said. “So, you’re not itching to run away, then?” She frowned.


“What?
Why would I do that?”


I
shrugged. “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel after learning the truth about Abby’s
mother.”


“Honestly,
if anything it makes me feel better. This whole time I was picturing Abby’s mom
as some rich and famous supermodel who was busy touring the world, but was planning on coming back one day
to complete your family. Knowing she’s just a gold digging jerk makes her less
of a threat now.” Everly smiled. I chuckled and kissed her.


“No
one compares to you,” I said. “Are you busy this weekend?”


She
tilted her head. “I don’t think so, why?”


“I’m
taking Abby on her first trip to an amusement park. I was hoping you’d go.” I
held my breath and waited for her answer.


“Can
my sister and niece tag along?” she asked. I nodded. It was a wonderful idea.


“Abby
would love that. She needs kids around her age,” I said. “So that’s a yes?”


“Yeah,
we’ll go.” Everly kissed me on the cheek. “But I don’t do Ferris wheels or
anything that goes upside down; just a head’s up.”


“Oh,
but I thought I gave you the courage to do things you couldn’t do before?” I
teased her. She rolled her eyes and shoved my arm.


“Don’t
be a jerk,” she said and kissed me. 

















 

Chapter Thirty-Eight


Everly



 

 I watched with a grin as Lacey struggled to
get Belle in a thick, unfashionable jacket. 


“Mom,
no one else is going to be wearing this,” she argued. Lacey groaned in
frustration and gave Belle her best mom look. I yawned. It was barely 7 in the
morning on a Saturday, and any other Saturday I would have been lost in a deep
sleep still. 


“Belle
Winters, get this jacket on right now, or
you’re not going to the amusement park today,” she demanded.


“Everly
isn’t wearing a coat,” Belle said and pointed at my striped sweater. I
shrugged; she wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t as cold as it usually was this time of
the year, and I wanted to savor the weather.


“Well,
Everly can just catch a cold and die from a fever,” Lacey said. “I’m wearing a
coat too, see?” She gestured at the ugly brown leather jacket.


Apparently,
Belle had been self-conscious all week after hearing that she would be spending
the day with Maddox and Abby. It was endearing; Belle didn’t have many friends, and she was nervous about meeting
another child. She almost never acted up, so she must have been even more
nervous.


“Belle,
Abby is probably going to be wearing a thick coat, too,” I said. Belle looked
at me. 


“Really?”
she asked.


“Yeah,
Maddox is super overprotective, and Abby doesn’t like her coat, either. But I
think if you wore yours, she would feel better about hers.” I gave an
encouraging shrug. “What do you think?”


Belle
glanced at the thick coat in her mom’s
arms. “I’ll wear it, but only to make Abby comfortable,” she said. 


“Thank
you.” Lacey mouthed as she helped Belle slip it on. “Can you put the dishes
away? Maddox and Abby will be here soon.” 


“I
can do the dishes,” I said. “It’s my apartment.”


“Shush,”
Lacey said as Belle started bringing our breakfast plates to the sink. “This is
the best part about kids. You’ll learn soon.”


I
rolled my eyes. 


“She’s
the best thing that ever happened to me,” Lacey said. She was staring as Belle cleaned the dishes. A teardrop
appeared in the corner of Lacey’s eyes, and she wiped it away. “They’re not for
everyone, and I’ve never once judged you for not wanting to have children.” She
paused and tilted her head to the side. “As long as you were certain, and
wouldn’t grow up regretting your decision, then I would have gladly accepted
it.”


“I
know,” I said. “I’ve never had to worry about you judging me, Lace.”


“So
it is awful of me to be so incredibly happy that you found this family?” She
ran a hand through her dark hair, short and styled as always, and sat at the
table. “I feel so selfish, because it’s
not my life that’s about to change.”


I
sat across from her and covered her hand with mine.


“That’s
not true,” I said. “You’re my family, you and Belle. Which means that if I’m
going to be a part of Maddox’s family, then you are too. If anything changes,
it’ll change for all of us.”


“I
think I’m just worried for Belle,” Lacey said. “I don’t want her to get
attached to anyone, not after my failed dating life.”


“Your
dating life isn’t a failure,” I argued. “And I think it’ll be good for Belle
and Abby to meet. They might be seeing a lot more of each other in the future.”


“I
just hope she drops this whole diva act soon,” Lacey said and glanced at Belle.
“She’s still a sweet angel 95 percent of
the time, but that 5 percent? Goodness, if this is a teaser for her teenage years, I might let Maddox adopt her.”


I
laughed. “Well, you and I were pretty awful, and Mom survived.” 


“Barely,”
Lacey said just as the doorbell rang. Belle fixed her coat as she rushed to
answer it. 


“Hello,”
she said as Maddox and Abby stood on the other side. I was surprised to find
Nick slouching behind them, hands buried in his pocket. Belle’s posture was so
stiff and formal as she greeted the three of them that I was half expecting her
to bow.


“Belle?”
Abby asked. Belle nodded. “I’m Abby.”


They
shook hands, and all of the adults in the room exploded in laughter.


“Dang,
kids are more polite than us,” Nick said as he followed Maddox and Abby into
the room. Maddox shot him a glare, and he
apologized. “Sorry, I guess Abby’s used to my potty mouth.”


“Belle’s
heard quite a few words,” Lacey said. “And repeated one too many.” Lacey was
eyeing Nick up and down, her interest evident in her expression.


“I’m
Nick.” He held his hand out to me. “We haven’t really officially met.” His
blond hair was cut short, similar to Maddox’s, and his eyes were blue and as
bright as a sunny day. He smiled, and I could practically hear the flutter in
Lacey’s heart.


“Everly.”
I shook his hand. “This is Lacey, my sister, and her daughter, Belle, is currently showing Abby all of her Shopkins.” I realized that the two children
were making quite the mess in the middle of my living room, but it was good to
see them getting along so well. “We might be here a while.”


Maddox
was sitting beside them asking Belle about her various Shopkins.


“We
can leave within the hour,” Maddox said. He wore a light blue sweater with
white cuffs, and dark pants and leather shoes. His gray eyes seemed brighter
with the light color of his sweater, and I realized I was having a difficult
time not staring at them.


He
offered me a small wave, and I blushed as I returned it. I really did feel like
a high school girl with a high school crush. 


“The
lines are going to be long,” Lacey mentioned. “It’s honestly not that cold for
once.”


“Good
thing Maddox hooked us all up with those VIP, front-of-the-line wristbands,”
Nick said. “No lines, no worries.”


“No
lines?” I asked. “You didn’t mention that.” He shrugged.


“I’m
not one for bragging, you should know this by now,” he said. 


“Can
we take some of them?” Belle asked Lacey and gestured at the various ingredient
items on the floor. Maddox had made several recipes, and he and Abby were looking for the Shopkin to
complete a chocolate fudge sundae.


“Yeah,
can we?” Abby asked, only this time she
looked at me. I shared an expression with Lacey, who nodded.


“Promise
you won’t lose them?” I asked. Abby and Belle both nodded. “Okay then, take two
each, but if you lose them, we’re not
replacing them.”


Nick
whistled behind me. “You really don’t know how this whole aunt thing works, do
you?” he asked.


“What
do you mean?” 


“He
means that as an uncle, or aunt, you’re supposed to spoil the kids rotten,”
Maddox said and walked toward me. I slipped my hand in his, and he squeezed. “Nick lets Abby do whatever she wants.”


“She
loses a Shopkin, you best believe I’m buying her the entire store,” Nick said.


“That’s
how a kid grows up spoiled and rotten,”
Lacey argued. Nick smirked at her. 


“Exactly,
and that’s the parent’s problem, not the uncle’s.”


“We
should probably head out now,” Maddox said. “I have a lunch booked at one of
the restaurants around 11, and I want to make sure we work up an appetite.”


“Don’t
tell me you have all our morning rides planned out.” Nick groaned.


“Of
course I do,” Maddox said. “And the afternoon rides, this way we make sure we
get everything done and have time to ride the favorites two or three times.”


“A
man after my own heart,” Lacey sighed. “Good luck trying to get Everly to plan
out anything, much less a vacation.”


“It’s
more fun when you just go with the flow,” I said. “But I don’t mind a planner,
either.”


Nick
gestured his thumb toward Maddox. “Yeah? Well,
try going to Disney with this guy. He schedules our bathroom breaks,” Nick
teased. Maddox rolled his eyes but didn’t argue against him.


“You’d
learn a thing or two from planning your life,” Lacey said to Nick.


“I
haven’t planned a thing, and I think my
life is pretty dang good,” he said.


 Maddox and I glanced at one another as Lacey
and Nick bickered. It seemed as if a small spark was beginning to flame.  


“Are
you girls ready?” Maddox asked Abby and Belle. There was something about the
way he spoke to them that softened my heart. 


“Yes,
Daddy,” Abby said. They picked out their respective Shopkins and we left for the amusement park.



 


 

Nick
wasn’t joking about the front-of-the-line wristbands. We rode everything we
wanted, our favorites twice even, by 2 in the afternoon. Lunch had been a
little cozy restaurant nestled in the corner of the park, and I had shared a
tuna sandwich with Belle and Cajun mustard fries with Abby. They both had clung
to me throughout the day, and I was forced to take turns riding with each of
them. Nick and Lacey were usually left to ride together, and Maddox took his
turn between sitting next to Abby and Belle.


Belle
grew quiet every time Maddox neared her, and Lacey and I were beginning to
recognize the patterns of a child’s crush. She got along great with Abby, at
least, and Abby absolutely adored Belle. The few moments Maddox and I spent
together were walking hand in hand in between rides until the girls would pull
us apart. 


“This
might be the biggest tease of them all,” Maddox said to me once as we were
waiting to be let onto a dark ride. 


“What?”
I asked and leaned into his arms. Nick was showing Belle and Lacey a few of his
paintings on his phone, with Abby pointing out the paintings that she had
helped with.


“Your
brown sweater,” he whispered into my ear. The warmth of his breath did nothing
for the goosebumps on my shoulders. “It makes your eyes even greener.”


I
frowned. “And that’s a tease?”


“Your
eyes are a trigger for me,” he murmured. “I’ve never been more turned on in my
life than when you look at me.”


I
shuddered against him as the train arrived. It was a track ride in a dark
cavern, and each cart was capable of fitting two adults and one child. I wanted
to be in our own cart, but I had to force myself to behave.  Still, Maddox kissed my lips just as it was
our turn to enter. 


“We’ll
continue this conversation later,” I said and entered the cart. Maddox sat
beside me, and Abby crawled in between us. It was the first time I truly felt
like a family.


“Hey,
Everly, could you put up your hair?” Nick asked. I tied it up into a bun and
turned behind me to apologize. Belle sat in between Lacey and Nick, and I
couldn’t help but notice that their knees were touching at the very tip. There
was a light blush across Lacey’s face, and a cheesy smile on Nick’s.


“We’re
pretty good matchmakers,” Maddox said. So, he had noticed it as well.


Abby
slipped her arm in between ours and shuddered.


“This
is scary,” she whined.


“This
is the third time we’ve been on this ride,” Maddox said. “You can’t still be
scared of it.”


“Abby,
it’s like that one movie we watched where the girl gets trapped in the cave,”
Nick said from behind us.


“I’m
going to murder you,” Maddox said as Abby ducked her head into the crook of my
elbow. 


“What
movie is that?” Belle asked.


“Nothing
you have to worry about,” Lacey said, and glared at Nick. I lowered my head
until I was near Abby’s ear.


“It’s
not scary. You remember what happens here, right? We go fast, and then we go
slow,” I said. “I thought you liked going fast.”


Abby
nodded slowly. 


“You
know what’s really fun?” I asked. Her blue eyes looked at me. “Putting your
hands up when we go fast. It makes you feel like you’re flying. Can you do it
with me?”


I
raised my arms into the sky just as the train made its first turn, and Abby
giggled as she was pressed up against me. She raised her arms on the second
turn, and soon, she was laughing the entire way. Maddox was smiling at me as we
exited the ride.


“What?”
I asked.


“Nothing,”
He shook his head. “You’re just incredible, that’s all.”


We
ate dinner at a fancy restaurant in the middle of the park. Lacey was asking
Nick about his paintings as Abby and Belle played with their Shopkins on the table, and my hand was firmly
in the grasp of Maddox’s as we both browsed through the menu together.


“We
could try the shepherd’s pie,” I
suggested. “The girls might like it.”


“Everything
looks amazing.” Lacey sighed. “We haven’t
eaten at a restaurant like this since before Belle was born.”


“What’s
a shepherd’s pie?” Belle asked.


“It’s
like a pie, but for dogs,” Abby
explained. “Uncle Nick told me that after Daddy made one.”


He
cleared his throat. “That’s not exactly what I said, but close enough.”


Our
waiter arrived, and Maddox ordered two bottles of wine and an assortment of
appetizers. 


“Let’s
get a half serving of each entrée,” He said as the waiter took our dinner
order. He walked off, and Maddox waved off Lacey’s thanks. “No problem; this
way we don’t have to worry about what everyone likes.”


Our
food arrived shortly afterward, and I
helped Belle and Abby break open their
crab legs. I realized Maddox was watching me with a soft smile, and I pulled
back and wiped my face self-consciously.


“There’s
nothing on your face,” he said. “I just like seeing you with them.”


“What’s
for dessert?” Nick asked as we finished dinner. He patted his thin stomach and
turned to the girls. “Come on, you both probably want ice cream, right?” They
nodded with wide eyes.


“There’s
an ice cream parlor across the street,” Maddox said. “Oh, and they have
something else I wanted to get.”


He
paid the check; it was the first time I’ve ever seen him get handed a bill, and
we followed him into the ice cream parlor. Lacey and Belle shared a giant
sundae and Abby and Nick each got their own double scoops of ice cream.


“This
is what I wanted to share with you,” Maddox said as he brought a cake to our
table. I smiled and dug my spoon into it. A thick layer of melted chocolate
oozed out and mixed with the vanilla ice cream base.


“It’s
not as good as the lava cake at Thad’s,” Maddox said. We both took a bite. 


“It
might be better,” I said. 


We
didn’t have much time left before the park was closing. “Can Belle and I go on
the scary ride?” Abby asked. 


Lacey
and I both groaned. “I might puke if I ride anything else,” I said, and Lacey agreed with me.


“Nick
and I can take them,” Maddox offered. I looked at Lacey. 


“That’s
fine,” she said. “Just don’t run off with my child or else you’ll be the ones
getting stuck in a cave.”


We
followed them toward the ride and separated as they went in through the exit. 


“Nick’s
a cutie, isn’t he?” I asked. Lacey blushed but didn’t acknowledge my words.


“They’re
going to be so exhausted,” she said. “I’m glad Abby and Belle like each other,
though.”


“Abby’s
already asking to go over your house for playdates,” I said. 


“Oh
no, they live in a mansion, don’t they? Why would she want to go over to our
tiny house?” Lacey yawned. “I’ll have to hire a cleaner.”


“I
don’t think a 3-year-old is going to care,” I said. “Maddox isn’t raising her
like that, at least. She’s pretty down to earth.”


“The
kid of a man who went on a 20,000 dollar date,” Lacey said. “But you’re right; she’s a good child. Maddox is a great
dad.”


I
smiled, thinking of how gentle and loving he is with Abby.


“He
really is,” I said.


“This
might be the three glasses of wine talking, but I’m so proud of you, Everly,”
Lacey said. 


“What
for?” I asked.


“For
sticking it out and doing what’s right for you,” she said. “You wanted to run away,
remember? But I’m so glad you didn’t. Maddox is a great guy, and he’s perfect
for you. You did the right thing.”


I
agreed with her. Maddox wanted nothing but the best for me, and I could never
doubt that. He was patient, loyal, and so incredibly kind. He made me feel
things that I never thought were possible, and if it weren’t for him, I never would have had the courage to face
my fears.


Maddox
and Nick appeared from the exit of the ride with Abby and Belle in between
them. Maddox was laughing at something Belle said, his gray eyes twinkling like
stars in the distance.


Lacey
was right, I realized, as Abby grabbed Maddox’s hand and he squeezed it. They
were both right for me. 

















Chapter Thirty-Nine


Maddox



 

It
had been a month of family outings and playdates between our two families, and
every passing day Everly was slowly starting to merge with my family more and
more.  It was almost as if she’d always
been with us, and I couldn’t imagine a life without her in our presence. She
was a constant figure in Abby’s life, and
even took it upon herself to read bedtime stories with Abby and go over her
basic numbers and the alphabet. I had told her plenty of times that there was
no pressure for her to fill a mother’s role, but Everly had assured me that she
enjoyed spending time with Abby. And it wasn’t a secret that Abby enjoyed it
just as much, if not more. The two of them were quite a pair.


Everly’s
new position in the restaurant family had started two weeks prior, and she was
already providing amazing ideas that even Jackie was impressed by. And more
importantly, Jackie realized that contacting Everly was a lot easier than
talking to me about work. Everything was perfect, and Everly was getting all
the experience she would need to one day open up her own restaurant on the
pier. It was still her dream, and I was
going to make sure it happened for her even if she insisted on doing it all
herself. She’d have to get used to me doing things for her. It gave me more
pleasure than I’d ever known, and it was hard to explain how taking care of
someone, even if it was just by offering them support, could be so fulfilling.
Everly had made me see things so differently. Nothing was about me and Abby
alone anymore. Anytime I made decisions, I considered Everly, and even sought her
opinion. I was finding that we made a good team.


The
sun was beginning to shine in my eyes, and I finally woke after a night of
tossing and turning. Everly had stayed up in the late hours brainstorming with Jackie and didn’t crawl into bed until 2 or 3 in
the morning. I felt the warmth from her body beside me and wondered how much
longer we could get away with sleeping. 


“It’s
no use,” her voice whispered, sore and hoarse. “I can’t fall asleep.”


I
chuckled and turned toward her. Her hair was longer than it had been, and the
red waves rested against her nightgown, spilling over her shoulders and across
her pillow. She hadn’t completely wiped off her makeup, and there were quite a
few smudges of lipstick on her cheeks from my incessant kissing. She was beautiful.
I kissed her lips and she softly pressed against mine.


A
small hand fell on Everly’s neck as Abby curled up against her. My eyebrows
rose; I hadn’t realized Abby was in bed with us. Thank goodness I hadn’t tried
initiating anything.


“She
crawled in shortly after I did,” Everly said.


“Let
me guess,” I said. “Nightmares?”


“Nick
and Lacey were watching that one horror movie with the house and mirrors,” Everly explained. “Belle and Abby
were supposed to be in their room playing, but Abby convinced Belle to sneak
out and watch from behind the couch.”


“Nick
would have let them watch, probably,” I said. “Dang mongrel.”


Abby
groaned as she began to wake. 


“The
beast awakens,” Everly whispered. I chuckled as Abby’s blue eyes popped open.


“Hey, sweetie.” I flattened my palm against her
back and rubbed her softly. “How are you feeling?”


Abby
rolled over and looked at Everly and smiled, wrapping an arm around her. She
was such a little cuddle bug.


“Hungry,”
she said, and Everly and I both laughed. These days it was always a safe bet
that Abby was hungry.


“I’ll
make breakfast,” Everly said. “But then we have to get ready, right?”


“It
starts at 1,” I said. Abby leaned on her elbows and looked at me over Everly.


“What
does?” she asked.


“I
told you already, Nick has an art show today,” I said. Abby gasped, her eyes
lighting up as she crawled off the bed.


“We
have to get ready!” she yelled.


“Bath
first!” Everly said. “And then brush your teeth and then breakfast and then
we’ll go.” 


“Okay,
Everly,” Abby said as I left the bed to
start her bath. 


Abby
and I found the kitchen counter full of muffins, scones, waffles, bacon, and
scrambled eggs after we finished getting ready. Everly had slipped into a form-fitting green dress that shimmered like
emeralds around her body. It was Abby’s favorite dress, and I suspected she picked it out on purpose.


“Are
we feeding the whole town?” I asked and popped a waffle into my mouth. The
front door opened and closed, and shortly afterward,
Lacey and Belle entered the kitchen. “Ah, that explains it.”


“I
wanted to bring some over to Nick before he left,” Everly said. “I know how
nervous he is, and muffins usually help calm him down.”


“Oh,
I could bring them to him?” Lacey offered. Everly and I smirked as Lacey dumped
several muffins and waffles into a tin. “How is he?” Her eyes were full of
genuine concern for my friend.


“Nervous
as could be” I said. “This is his biggest show yet, with a lot of top names in the
crowd.”


Lacey
hurried to the fridge and added a bottle of orange juice to Nick’s to-go basket
and left. 


“She’ll
probably meet us there,” I said. Everly tilted her head in confusion.


“I
think they might want some, well, alone time before his show starts,” I said,
trying to keep the topic appropriate. Everly’s eyes widened as she understood.
The two were enjoying each other’s company quite often these days, and I had never seen Nick happier. I had
a feeling he’d want to release a bit of tension before his exhibit.


“How
many paintings is he putting up?” Belle asked. 


“I
think 15,” I said. “He might have added one or two.” It was hard to keep up
with what Nick was doing these days. Our lives had become a whirlwind, but I
wouldn’t have it any other way.


“Can
I put mine in it?” Abby asked. “Belle, you can put yours in the next one. Uncle
Nick won’t mind.”


“We’ll
have to ask Uncle Nick about that first,” Everly said. We finished up with
breakfast and got ready to leave. Everly confirmed with Lacey that she would
meet us at the gallery, and I smirked as Everly smacked my shoulder after
making an inappropriate joke about them. 


The
gallery itself was in the very middle of downtown, a block away from Saint
Padres. Everly stared at it as we drove past,
but she didn’t give it a second glance.


I
left the Giulia with the valet, and we walked up a long set of white
marble steps toward the gallery. This was the finest art show Nick had ever
been a part of. No doubt his nerves were on edge. I’d seen him a total wreck
over much less of a turnout.  


“People
pay for this stuff?” Belle asked as we examined several intricate and odd
statues outside of the entrance. 


“You’d
be surprised at what people pay for,” Everly said and glanced at me. I smirked,
knowing she meant our 20,000 dollar date.


“Some
things are just priceless,” I said, and grabbed Abby’s hand before she could
rush into the gallery. “I know you’re excited to see Uncle Nick, but you have to be patient, okay? There
are really important people here, so can you behave?”


Abby
nodded.


“What
he said,” Everly said to Belle. Belle grabbed Abby’s hand and entered the gallery.


Everly
turned to enter, and I slipped her hand into mine. She paused and looked back
at me. 


“I
haven’t had a kiss in nearly two hours,” I said. I pulled her close and kissed
her before pushing a stray strand of her gorgeous hair from her face. 


“We’re
keeping track now?” She laughed and pulled me into the gallery.


“Someone
has to,” I said. She pressed her bare arms against my gray suit as the
air-conditioned room surrounded us. It was stark white, with giant paintings
hanging on every wall and a separate area
that focused on 15 familiar paintings. Abby and Belle were staring at one of them, their heads tilted as they oohed and
ahhed at the bright colors.


“He
really is talented,” Everly said. 


“Did
you think we were talking out of our rears this whole time?” I joked. She
rolled her eyes and squeezed my hand. 


“There’s
a bunch of people here.” She glanced around the room and even craned her neck
to get a better look. “Some really rich-looking people.”


“That’s
why Nick was freaking out. If just one person buys a painting, it usually starts a chain reaction until they’re all sold
out.” I realized there were several men and women dressed in clothes richer
than mine that were all holding their
spots in front of several paintings. “No one wants to be the first person, in
case it’s a mistake, so they’re all just waiting for one person to make their
move.”


“Why
don’t you buy one?” Everly asked. “I mean, if it helps sell all of them, would
it hurt?”


I
shook my head. “Nick doesn’t want any more favors from me. He wants to do this
all on his own.”


Lacey
waved at us from across the room, where a very pale Nick was in the middle of a
conversation with a world-renowned collector that I recognized from magazines.
Everly waved back, but she didn’t let go of my hand.


We
took the girls to look at all of the paintings, eventually meeting up with
Lacey. A platter of champagne-filled
flutes circled the floor, and we were on our third by the time the first
purchase was made.


Nick
looked as if he were about to throw up, and I made eye contact with him as the
rest of the paintings were snatched up. I left Everly’s side for a moment to
take a look at the purchase card. Next to each title was price listed and price
sold, and beneath the sold section were 15 amounts, each well over half a
million. I whistled and showed Everly.


“Did
he expect that?” she asked.


“The
listing prices were only half a million, so definitely not,” I said. We found
Nick and offered our congratulations. 


“Which
one sold for the highest?” Abby asked. Nick pointed at one in the corner.


“I’ll
show you,” Everly said and took Abby’s hand. Belle followed them, and Nick and
I were left alone for the moment.


“I
can’t believe it,” Nick said. 


“I
know, I didn’t think you were ever going to sell one,” I teased. Nick shoved my
shoulder.


“Man,
I was talking about you. I can’t believe you found a woman like her.” He
gestured at Everly. “She’s a natural with Abby. I almost feel replaced.”


“No
one could ever replace Uncle Nick,” I said, giving him a playful nudge. “You
know that.”


“I
know.” He shrugged. “I’m serious though, Maddox. She’s perfect for you and
Abby. You really got lucky with her. I
know it wasn’t easy, but you completed your family.”


I
watched as Everly kneeled in front of Abby and discussed the painting. She was
smiling as Abby spoke to her, as if Abby
were her kid just as much as she was mine.


“You’re
right,” I said. But instead of completing our family, Everly expanded it. She
belonged with us, and we belonged with her. 

















 

Epilogue


Everly 


2 Years Later



 

I
felt a lot lighter when I woke in the morning, despite having Maddox’s arm
wrapped tightly around me. He was sleeping soundly, as he always did on the
weekends, and I couldn’t remember the last time he had woken before me. All You
Can Eat had its best numbers in years, and we were opening a specialty fish
restaurant on the pier in just a few weeks. That project had been all mine, and
I don’t think Maddox realized how special of a gift it had been. 


I
ran my finger down his strong arms, skin hard with muscle from working out with
me nearly every day. It had taken a while to fall into a routine, but now it
was impossible to break. He was constantly looking for ways to make our lives
exciting, despite me constantly assuring him that our life was as perfect as it
could ever be. But that’s what I loved about Maddox; he was always planning and
looking toward the future. We complemented one another that way, as I was
always reminding him to enjoy the present. 


I
still wasn’t sure how I had managed to find a man like him. I could leave it to
luck, but it felt like something deeper. We were meant to be, and he was meant
to be mine. I cuddled up against his chest, enjoying the heat radiating from
his body that always seemed to be warmer than mine. His body was beginning to react
to mine, and I wondered how much longer we had until Abby’s eventual
interruption.


“Daddy!
Everly!” her voice yelled through the
door before she flung it open. Maddox’s arm tightened around me as Abby jumped
onto the bed and pounced on us. I laughed as Maddox groaned in my ear. What
perfect timing. 


“It’s
time to get up!” she said. Her blonde curls were past her shoulders now, and as
a 5-year-old, she was talking nonstop.
“We need to eat breakfast and then go to the park and then maybe the animal
shelter because I heard that they do free adoptions on weekends and I was thinking that what we needed was a dog.”


“Oh,
is that right?” Maddox said. I smirked as Abby continued planning our day. She
had a love for planning things, a trait she definitely took from her father.


“A
dog?” I asked. “Are you sure you don’t want another cat?”


Both
Abby and Maddox shook their heads.


“Nope.
One cat is enough,” Abby said.


“How
about no dogs and we get rid of the cat we have?” Maddox suggested. He crawled
out of bed and slipped a T-shirt on. “I’ll start breakfast.”


“How
do we convince him to get a dog and leave my kitty alone?” Abby asked me as I
leaned back against the bed.


“How
about this?” I said, and attacked her with tickles. She giggled and tried
squirming out of my grasp, but I held her
body against mine.


“That’s
not going to help!” she yelled. Maddox crossed the room and watched with a
smile as I tickled her. He had a pensive expression, eyebrows drawn up and the side of his smile tilted
upwards, but he didn’t say any words.


Abby
and I joined him for breakfast, an omelet full of vegetables with a side of
fruit. We’ve been eating healthy for a little over a year now, but every now
and then, I’ve snuck Abby and Nick muffins.


“So,
there’s a special event tonight,” Maddox said as we ate. 


“Oh?”
I didn’t know of anything.


“Nick’s
art show had the most purchases of any art show this year. It’s been his most
successful one to date,” Maddox said.


“And
mine was in it!” Abby yelled.


“I
remember, I was there,” I told her and
turned to Maddox. “I didn’t know it was such a big deal, though.”


“I
guess in the art world it is. So, they’re having a special dinner at one of the
newest upscale restaurants downtown,”
Maddox said. “He wanted to know if we’ll be there for him.”


“Of
course we’ll be there,” I said. “Should I invite Lacey?” Lacey and Nick had
been in a constant will-they-won’t-they battle for two years.


“I
already extended the offer,” Maddox said. “She said they’ll meet us there.”


“So
we can go to the park and the animal shelter and then get ready for this
special dinner?” Abby asked.


“We
can go to the park,” Maddox said. Abby groaned and finished her omelet. I snuck
out a muffin from one of the pantries and handed it to her behind Maddox’s
back.


We
spent the afternoon with a picnic at the park, and I managed to convince Maddox
to take us to the animal shelter for 10 minutes. He had planned on staying in
the car, but Abby and I begged him to come inside with us.


We
found a small shepherd mix puppy in the corner of one of the cages, and
surprisingly enough, Maddox was the one who fell in love.


“We
can make him shepherd pies!” Abby said. “Oh, please Daddy?”


“No
puppies,” he said, but he eyed the puppy on our way out and asked a worker for
an adoption application. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said to me, and we returned home to get ready for the
dinner. I followed Abby into her room and helped her pick out a dress.


“What’s
your favorite one?” Abby asked. I picked a red dress with gold lace and held it
against her. 


“This
is perfect,” I said. “Now, what about me?” We took her dress and went into my
closet, flipping through way too many dresses. 


“What
about this one?” she asked. It was a tight black dress with a soft brown layer
across the chest and half sleeves. “It makes your eyes greener.”


I
remembered what Maddox had once said about my eyes and nodded. We helped each
other zip up our dresses, and I clasped a pearl necklace around Abby’s neck. I
stared a moment at the special child, and
my heart warmed that I had her in my life. Even though I’d not wanted children
in my life, I’d never trade her for anything in the world. She’d shown me that
life didn’t always give us what we thought was best, but rather what was best
for us. I remembered the words of that silly song my mother had teased me
about. Que será, será, indeed. Life had shown me what would be and I was
grateful for how it had turned out. 


“We’re
going to be late,” Maddox called from the
living room, pulling me out of my daze. I held Abby’s hand as we walked down
the stairs. Her shoes had slight wedges
to them, and I was teaching her how to walk without an awkward wobble in her
step. She was getting the hang of it better than I had at her age.


“Wow,”
Maddox said as he saw us. I self-consciously played with the strands that curled
around my ears. “You both look beautiful.”


“We
picked out each other’s dresses,” Abby
said. “We’re ready!”


We
all climbed into Maddox’s new family car, a sleek black Jaguar, and Abby and I
took turns singing as Maddox pulled onto the highway.


It
wasn’t long until I realized we were passing by downtown, and heading toward
the pier. 


“I
thought you said we were going to be late?” I asked.


“I
just have to check out something first,” Maddox said as we pulled into the
parking lot for the restaurant’s newest location on the pier. 


“This
couldn’t wait until afterward?” He left
the car, and Abby hopped out. “Should we
wait?”


“No,
it might take a while. Just come in. Apparently
they finished the second floor earlier today,” Maddox said. I gasped; the
second floor of the restaurant was my pride and glory, an upscale, fine dining experience on top of a
casual fish restaurant with the best views of the ocean in all of Seattle.
Forgetting all about Nick’s dinner, I gleefully joined Abby and followed Maddox
into the restaurant and up the stairs.


What
I found made me trip over my feet.


An
empty room with a single table in the middle greeted me, with three chairs and
a single rose in the middle. The room was lined with beautiful candles that
were shaped like giant statues inside metal basins, and the windows were pushed
wide open and looked out over giant, powerful waves of a high tide. I realized
the door to the kitchen was half opened, and that the kitchen itself was lit
with at least a dozen chefs preparing food. 


“What’s
going on, Maddox?” I asked. “Is the celebration here?”


“No,”
he said. ‘There is no celebration; I just
wanted a night to ourselves.” He gestured at the three of us and pulled me
toward the window. The fresh sea breeze danced around my hair and covered my skin
in faint goosebumps.


“Just
us?” I asked.


“Just
us, my family,” he said. “Everly, my whole life I thought I had everything
figured out, and each time something unexpected happened, I always had a plan.
I planned for everything, but I never planned to fall in love.”


I
blinked away tears.


“And
the moment I saw you at that auction, I knew I was going to fall in love with
you. But for the first time ever, I didn’t have a plan for that. I didn’t know
what I was going to do. So for a while, I just let myself fall in love and prayed that you would fall in love
with me. We’re already a family, you, Abby, and I. And now, I want to make it
official.”


Abby
held something behind her back and moved in front of Maddox. She held out a box
with a giant golden bow around it and opened it. A diamond ring sat on a bed of flowers, silver on top of silver,
and sparkled beneath the night sky.


“Will
you marry me, Everly?” Maddox asked. “Or, should I say us?”


“Please?”
Abby asked. I fell on my knees and pulled her into a hug.


“Yes,”
I said and kissed Abby’s cheek. Tears were on both of our faces as Abby handed
me the ring. It slid on perfectly.


Maddox
grabbed my hand and helped me stand.


“Think
you could say yes to me as well?” he asked,
and I laughed.


“Yes,”
I said again, and he pulled me into a kiss as Abby held my hand. In that
moment, I knew what true happiness was. 


That’s the end of the Billionaire Daddy. Below I included 4 of my
previous books to read as a free bonus.


Click here to continue to my next book.
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THE
BOSS #1



 

Chapter
One


ARIA



 

I wasn’t quite sure what to do with the
heartfelt and endlessly awkward confession of romantic allegiance that one of
my customers was currently delivering. Would he notice if I stealthily put my
headphones on?


On a normal day, I let men down easy. An 8-hour
shift at the bank immediately following 48 hours of no sleep and two very
difficult midterms does not constitute a normal day. I squinted at the
gentleman in front of me, who seemed mesmerized by the palms of his hands based
on the way he was staring at them. Mitch? Mark?


“And, you know, I come here, like, every day
at the same time because, you know, like, that’s when your shift is,” he was
mumbling, eyes firmly on his palm. “Sometimes I, like, just come and deposit
some cash only to withdraw it the very next day for no other reason than to see
you.”


Really? I could have never guessed. It’s
pretty normal for people around here to make daily deposits and withdrawals of
exactly $200 without fail for a whole month. Moron.


“Listen,” I said finally. He looked up and
made eye contact just for a split second—long enough for me to notice the
droplets on his horn-rimmed glasses. Sweat? Oh goodness. “I am really flattered
but-”


“But girls like you don’t go out with guys
like me.” I could almost hear the whimper in his voice now. “I get it.”


Incredible.


“No, no, no, no! I’m engaged,” I blurted
without thinking. “To – to…” Surveying the room frantically, I pointed at the
only logical direction, cringing with fear and embarrassment at the thought
that this interaction might have an audience. “To him. My boss. He is very
possessive, so you should be careful. He owns the bank and he is well-connected.
If he learns of this, he has the power to ruin your credit, and believe me, he
will do it. You should find a different branch to go to from now on to be safe
– switch banks if you have to! It’s in your best interest.”


The man I was pointing at flashed a crooked
smile, his eyes firmly rested on his computer, and I felt my chest fall. Don’t
be silly Aria, there is no way he can hear you. He was at least 50 feet across
the hall, inside his office,


 behind a solid glass door. He
would have to have superhuman hearing abilities to be able to hear this
conversation. Although, it would hardly surprise me if he did possess such a
skill; almost everything about Zayden Sinclair was a notch above the average
human.


At 32, he was the owner and CEO of the
Southern National Bank empire, but you didn’t need to know about his economic
stature to feel the power that he exuded through sheer physical presence. He
had the tendency to command the attention of anybody within a 5-mile radius
without so much as saying a word. Women of all ages gravitated towards him, and
his dashing looks and defined physique were only partially responsible for the
effect. In fact, dashing did not begin to accurately describe his rare
combination of piercing blue eyes, perfectly chiseled jawline, and dark, wavy
hair straight out of a men’s shampoo commercial. Sometimes I could swear I saw
his six-pack defined through his shirt, or even his sweater. Maybe my
imagination interfered at that point. 


And my imagination is where Zayden’s shirtless
body should remain. I had seen too many girls fall prey to his charms and had
no interest in losing the job that kept me in college just because I couldn’t
control the desire to touch whatever was underneath that shirt. This branch
went through tellers faster than the days of the week, and I wasn’t going to
become a number in the statistical chart of Zayden’s conquests. 


***


Half an hour later, I was thankful for the
clock to indicate it was my lunch break. After my admiring customer left
holding back tears, there was a sudden stream of traffic in the teller’s booth,
and I had to deal with an old woman who accused the bank of stealing from her. It
shouldn’t be that difficult to convince somebody that a multimillion-dollar
corporation would gain nothing from robbing an old lady of 50 bucks.


I was relieved to find that the pantry in the
back end of the bank was empty. Normally, I enjoy some commotion, but today I
was just really tired, mentally and physically. And hungry. I hadn’t realized
how hungry I was.  I sat down on the
first table looking away from the door and removed the box of leftover sushi
from my bag. Before I could open it, however, I heard a very familiar voice.


“So, when’s our wedding?” 


Incredible. I could hear the thudding sound of my
chest as though it were adjacent to my ears. It must have been a whole minute
before I gathered the courage to slowly turn around, ignoring the chills in my
fingers.


“You heard that?” I laughed. Thank you, Acting
101 Gen-Ed requirements. “Spying on your tellers now? The NSA would be so
proud.”


Zayden’s lips crooked very slightly. Was that
a smile? Was he amused? Angry? Oh goodness, I really couldn’t tell. 


“We keep a microphone at the teller’s booth in
every branch for surveillance, in case there is any suspicious activity from a
customer. Handling money is serious business.”


I actually knew that. How could I have been so
stupid?


“Which is why I made up that little story
about us, so that guys like that don’t continue to distract me from my very
serious job of handling your money.” 


I was quite surprised by the confidence in my
own voice.


He laughed. Phew. It was an adorable laugh,
and I wouldn’t mind kissing him while he did it. No wonder the other tellers
couldn’t keep their hands off of him, with his dashing looks. Men this powerful
are hard to turn down. 


He was fumbling with a button on his coat and
I tried hard not to wish that my nipples were his buttons. I should have been
embarrassed; he had heard me claim I was engaged to him, and imply he was
connected to the mob. If embarrassment was the socially acceptable reaction to
such a situation, then why was I so aroused? He was coming closer and
I momentarily forgot how to breathe.


“Let me make you a proposition,” he said as he
sat down across from me. “We will never have to speak about of your encounter
with that bespectacled guy if you let me take you out to lunch tomorrow.”


“I have to work,” I said automatically. 


Was I even breathing? I couldn’t be sure.


“I’ll pay you to take the whole day off. And
maybe after lunch we can spend the whole day in my apartment being, you know,
‘married’ for the day.” 


He winked. I felt my pulse rising. Right now I
couldn’t think of a single reason to turn his offer down, but I had to get
ahold of myself. This was what Zayden did, and I was smarter than the women who
fell for it.


“Sure, we can meet each other’s parents and
raise some children after,” I laughed. It wasn’t convincing laughter. I got up
before things could get out of hand. “I’ll eat this later. Have a nice day, Mr.
Sinclair,” I said and walked away without looking back. 


This must have been what a tornado felt like.


Chapter
Two


ZAYDEN



 

I looked at the girl lying next to me with a
mixture of confusion and amusement. I was pretty sure she was faking sleep.
Just like last night, she had pretended to be too intoxicated to go home, even
when I suggested I would have my chauffeur drive her in one of the limos. Girls
like this got on my nerves, and I was starting to regret taking her back to my
place. 


Not that I wasn’t used to girls clinging on
like this; usually, however, after a good idiot I would just tell them that I
was “emotionally unavailable.” There would be some crying, but eventually those
words would drive women to flee without much egging on my part. I let out an
involuntary snort. Women. All I knew was it worked. Anything worked. Everything
worked.


Most of the time, anyway. Very rarely did
women deny my advances, and Aria Roberts had been the first in countless years
to so casually turn me down. It excited me to maddening degrees; it had gotten
far too easy for me to get women and I needed a good challenge. But last night,
I was so frustrated that I picked up the first pair of sexy boobs that flashed
in my face at the Tavern. Boring personality, if she had one at all, and an
even more boring lay. I had half the mind to finish myself off in the middle of
it, but felt sorry for the poor soul. Another reason it pissed me off that she
was still lying comfortably in my king-sized bed.


“Wake up!” I tapped her shoulders. “Quick!
It’s time to go home.”


She opened her eyes slowly and got out of the
covers, still naked. She did have nice breasts; maybe it wasn’t the worst
pick-up ever after all. 


“I’m so sorry,” she said, ruffling her hair.
Trying to be cute. Women. “I didn’t realize I overslept. I was…”


Yeah, the breasts were really something. She
was rambling on but I didn’t catch a single word, or care to. I felt myself get
harder watching her nipples and just threw her back into the bed. She seemed
way too excited about it; I’d have to deal with it later, but for now, I just
grabbed her and closed my eyes.


I thrust myself deep inside her, picturing
Aria Roberts’ tiny body and perfect little donkey in my mind. Idiot. 


***


“Mrs. Sinclair asked me about your whereabouts
this morning,” my driver Ned said. 


I grunted. My mother had a way of getting on
my nerves. 


“Tell her I’m in Bali for the rest of the
month.”


“I think she plans to surprise you with a
visit,” he said apologetically.


Ned was one of the only people in the world I
would trust with my life. He had been with our family for over two decades, and
helped me keep it together when my dad passed away, six years ago today. It was
the day of my MBA graduation, and I was supposed to leave for a vacation to
Spain that night; I had no real plans, no rush to hurry into a career. He had a
stroke, and all of a sudden I was left without a father and without my youth,
and with the South National Bank empire as compensation for my loss. Every
single day of my life since that day six years ago has been dedicated to
growing what my dad had built, to honor his legacy, to take his company further
than his wildest imagination. 


This left no room for friends or any kind of
social life outside of what the business demanded, and I couldn’t be happier
about it. There would be parties and overseas cruises and models in penthouses,
but all for the business, all to convince shareholders and investors that I
made them happy and that their money was best suited in my expert hands. The
models in penthouses were the only mildly pleasurable part. Generally, though,
any social situation was an arena for manipulation and cunning, and just
another way to build on my dad’s empire. People tended to hold me back and
there was no room in my life for a pause. 



Ned was, in some ways, my only friend. 


“It’s okay. I’ll take care of it, Ned.” I
sighed. “You don’t worry about it.”


When I got to my desk, I was welcomed by a
slew of emails. The union in the Nashville branch was organizing a third strike
this year and had closed up for business. What a bunch of babies. I was
all for fair wages and benefits; so much so that I had been invited to a local
TED talk to address the importance of solidarity and understanding between
company executives and the lowest level employees. I turned down the invite –
only people who don’t practice have time to preach – but was subsequently
featured in ZEN magazine for running the only set of banks in the nation that
paid even the cleaning staff over twice the minimum wage. The first union
strike hadn’t phased me—it would have almost moved me if I were capable of such
a thing—and I had raised companywide salary. The second time and onwards it had
just started to look like they were testing how far they could push me. I felt
a tremor of anger as I dialed Tom, the Nashville VP. 


“Shut it down,” I said sharply.


Tom huffed and puffed some words that faintly
resembled coherence, but my attention drifted away from the problem at hand as
I saw Aria Roberts walk into the building and towards the teller’s booth. She
had a fascinating body. Not stunning in any traditional sense. I had messed far
too many supermodels to be excited by infinite legs and plastic breasts. Aria
was what could only be defined as cute. Cute in the sexiest way possible. She
had a petite figure and couldn’t be much taller than 5 foot 3, if that, and it
suited her heart-shaped face and bright, brown eyes. Her long red hair covered
half of her tiny body, ending slightly above her lower back. Her breasts were
on the smaller side, but all I needed was a mouthful. There was a mouthful
there for sure, and plenty to spare. What really stood out was her perfectly
round rear. It was bigger than most of her and I wasn’t sure how she could fit
that curve in her small body and still walk with a stride. I was getting hard
just looking at her through my glass door.


“Zay? You there?”


I snapped out of it. “What? Uh… I don’t wanna
hear it Tom, I don’t wanna hear any of it. Just shut it down, alright?”


My eyes drifted towards Aria again. When would
I get the opportunity to throw that little body into the air and harass her
brains out? Would I ever? The fact that I had to ask myself that question
surprised me. Never before had it been a question of if but when, with any
woman: actresses, models, athletes—they all gave in eventually. But I couldn’t
seduce a teller in my own bank! They usually begged me to take them any way I
liked, anywhere I liked. Some just gave in right after their first interview
here – they never actually made it to work afterwards, though. I didn’t do
repeats and I didn’t like the idea of employing girls that would be too
distracted fantasizing about me to get their jobs done. I usually sent them to
work for a business partner or another shareholder with the highest
recommendations, so I wasn’t exactly making them suffer. That would be Aria’s
fate too, and perhaps the knowledge of that made her shy away from me.


Or maybe she really, truly, genuinely had no
interest in sleeping with me. The way she shrugged off all my advances with
confident scorn and polite laughter surely suggested that was the case. That
fascinated me endlessly. She had told me she was single, yet she seemed to turn
men down right and left. I knew she was a junior in college. Perhaps between
the coursework and working almost full-time hours at the bank she simply did
not have time for some fun. Maybe if I gave her the right kind of incentive and
somehow assured her that she will be compensated for her company more
generously than she was for her job…


But I realized I had already tried that, and
she was still not interested. I was back at square one, at a complete loss. I
had unions to deal with, people to fire, emails to respond to, but all I could
focus on was a 20-year-old girl’s rear. All I cared about was finding a way to
get her into my bed.


I was hovering on dangerous territory, but I
loved a good challenge. I picked up the phone again and watched her answer from
the teller’s booth.


“South National Bank, how may I help you?” 


She was looking towards me. She knew.


“I can think of so many ways.” I grinned.
“None that would require your clothes, though.”


She chuckled, flashing her dimples. It was a
nervous laugh. I made everyone around me nervous; it was the natural reaction I
had come to expect from people over the years. The reaction coming from her was
a source of thrill because she hadn’t given into me yet.


“Did you need something, Mr. Sinclair?” 


“Well, first of all, I need you to call me
Zayden. Zay is fine too. Can you do that for me?”


“Okay, Zayden,” she sighed heavily. “You’re
watching, so you know that took everything out of me. I like to be
professional.”


Mrs. Brian, the other teller on duty, looked
at Aria disapprovingly. She had worked for this bank for many years, and had
seen my shenanigans with many different women. 


“I could take so many things out of you,
Aria.” My face was serious now. Wanting. “Just give me a chance to show you.
I’ll make you feel things you never thought you were capable of feeling.”


She looked away. I was beginning to get
irritated that I couldn’t get through to her.


“Thank you for the very generous offer, Mr.
Sinclair, but I think I’ll pass for now. Please let me know if you need
anything.” She paused for a second. “Anything else, I mean.”


She hung up, leaving me more ridden with
desire than before.

















 

Chapter
Three


ARIA



 

My roommates Nick and Stacey were having the
hardest time deciding on the kind of pizza to order, as the three of us curled
up on our living room couch watching “Friends.” 


“God Stacey, you’re such a Monica!” Nick
exclaimed. 


“Well excuse me for not wanting to give us all
cancer,” Stacey snapped back.


“Get off WebMD, Stace. Pizza crust cannot give
you cancer.”


“You would be surprised by the kinds of things
gluten could do to you if you took some time out of playing space games to
actually read about important things on the internet.” 


Nick sighed and looked at me as I began to
cover my face with my palms.


“I am not going to play judge to yet another
pseudo court drama about the importance of video games in your burgeoning
career as a programmer,” I mumbled. “Deal with your girlfriend yourself.”


Stacey gasped. “Traitor! You’re supposed to be
my best friend!”


“I am. Which is why I am staying out of this.”


They both looked confused and annoyed, as
though they were completely clueless about where to go from here. It was
comical. Nick and Stacey were the best couple I had ever seen; they were best
friends first, and argued over everything from Nick’s video games to Stacey’s
Cosmo-inspired women’s blog to pizza and gluten. I also happened to secretly
know that they were both working extra shifts – Nick at the Southern Eastern
University’s IT help desk, and Stacey at the library – to save money so they
could surprise each other on their three-year-anniversary. 


Stacey had been my best friend since 9th
grade, and when she had met Nick – a freshman in college at the time – we were
in our senior year of high school. At first, I was worried sick that we would
grow apart after she had found a boyfriend, but it turned out that Nick was
incredibly cool and we got along well. So much so that when Stacey and I joined
him for college at SEU two years ago, moving into his two-bedroom apartment
seemed the natural thing to do. Most people seemed surprised to learn that I lived
with a couple, but to us it was just three best friends being roommates and
goofing around the house. And my room was far enough away from theirs for me to
not hear things I wouldn’t want to hear. I was going to miss them when we all
graduated and they moved on to get married, have babies, and do other things
couples do. I was a tad envious of what they had. They really were perfect for
each other.


Watching their relationship had been one of
the reasons I had grown to become ridiculously picky about men. The other
reason was a guy I had dated my freshman year who cheated on me with a sorority
girl. Rick – a toe if there ever was one – was my first boyfriend, and things
seemed to be going great as our first anniversary was approaching. I was going
to lose my virginity to him that night. Everything was planned. Nick and Stacey
were on a weekend getaway, I had cleaned and double-cleaned the apartment,
bought candles and incense and all kinds of other romantic garbage. I had cut my
shift short so I could set everything up, but when I got home I caught him in
bed, in my bed, with a blonde girl I had never seen. 


I ended up getting drunk to try and wipe away
the sadness, and that led to having sex with another bar-goer. When I woke up
and saw my mistake next to me, I pledged that I would not casually date men, I
would not settle for anything less than what Nick and Stacey had. One year
later, I was still going strong on the pledge. Except for the part where I
often dreamed of my boss’s naked body. These dreams were sporadic at first, but
were occurring more and more frequently. I was still very firmly set on never
acting on my feelings or falling for his advances.


I turned my attention back to Nick and
Stacey’s bickering and gave up. “Guys, just get a medium pizza with rice crust
and a medium regular. Problem solved.”


After a short pause, I looked at Stacey with
amusement. “I’ll be eating the regular, Stace, but I am still morally on your
side.”


She threw a pillow at me and we burst into
simultaneous giggles. 


Half an hour later the doorbell rang.


“That should be the pizza,” Nick said, popping
up.


“Goodness, I am starving. I hope they sent the
extra pepper flakes. They always mess that up,” I said.


“I don’t understand your inability to consume
any kind of food that doesn’t burn your soul.”


“It doesn’t burn, that’s the point. Not in a
bad way, at least. Spice makes me appreciate the flavor more.” 


“Weirdo.”


“Says the girl who refuses to eat regular
pizza because she read something on The Great Internets.”


She scowled. “Goodness, you’re starting to sound
just like Nick.”


“Where did he disappear to anyway? It
shouldn’t take this long to-” she stopped as Nick showed up looking utterly
confused.


Instead of two pizzas, however, he was holding
a giant bouquet of red roses. 


“When I said I wanted gluten-free, that’s not
what I had in mind,” Stacey said. “But how sweet, Nick!”


His eyes widened. “No! No, no. Incredible. I can
order you some flowers if you want! Sorry, baby. These are for Aria. From
someone named Zayden.”


Stacey gasped loudly, covering her mouth.
“Zayden as in-“


“As in her boss Zayden,” Nick finished her
sentence, looking equally confused.


They were both looking at me sharply, as
though I would know what to say. As though I had been expecting flowers from my
boss, who very likely had his assistant Lana order them for every teller he
hadn’t yet gotten his hands on. 


Nick handed me the flowers after picking out
the note.


“Hey!” I shouted trying to reach for it. Nick
was 6-foot-5. I wasn’t going to win.


“Dear Aria,” he read out loud in a dramatic
voice, his right arm over his chest. “I hope you enjoy the roses. One rose for
each day until I change your mind.”


Nick gasped as Stacey counted: “Thirty roses!”


I felt myself get hot in the face with
embarrassment, but a tiny bit of me fluttered in excitement. What was
wrong with me?


“There’s a P.S.” Nick announced. “P.S. I
picked out the roses myself, so don’t bother thanking Lana tomorrow.”


“Have they developed technology to intercept
brainwaves yet?” I looked at Stacey.


“No Aria, he can’t read your mind.” She
flashed a huge grin. “You have a lover!”


“What?” I said louder than perhaps necessary.
“I do not have a lover. Zayden – Mr.Sinclair – is not my lover.”


“Looks like he will be in about,” Nick
surveyed the roses, “30 days.” 


I sighed. “No, he won’t. I’ll return the
roses.”


“No, you won’t!” Stacey yelled, looking like I
had just said I would amputate her imaginary puppy. “He’s a multi-squillionaire.
And so handsome. So, so handsome. Are you stupid?”


“That’s not the point-” I stopped myself
mid-sentence and gave her a suspicious look. “How do you know he’s handsome?”


“What?” she said defensively. “I read ZEN
Magazine.”


Oh, right. That. I had a copy of the issue
with Zayden’s interview under my bed. 


“I found it under your bed,” Stacy added.
“You’re already kind of sleeping with him.”


“Shut up, Stace! Let’s just eat the pizza,
watch some TV, and never speak of this again.”


“Sure, if by never you mean 30 days,” Nick
butted in.


“Thanks for the unsolicited opinion,
Nicholas,” I said turning up the volume on the TV and getting under a blanket.


They continued to offer what they thought were
clever comments, but I tuned them out, focusing instead on the giant bouquet of
red roses. Was I in trouble? Would he manage to get what he wanted in 30 days?
He couldn’t take what I didn’t want to give. I felt a strange pang in my chest.
The problem was, I was not entirely sure I didn’t want to give in. My cell phone
rang, breaking the dangerous train of thoughts. 


“Hi, Mom! How are you feeling?” I answered the
phone.


“Hi, sweetheart. I am doing much better. The
doctors said I’ll be running around by the end of the month.”


I smiled. “I am so happy to hear that, Mom.”


“Don’t be, we still have to pay for the stupid
surgery. If I hadn’t gotten the surgery-”


“If you hadn’t gotten the surgery, I wouldn’t
have a mother,” I cut her off. “So you just worry about getting yourself all
better, and I’ll worry about the bills.”


“Like you don’t have enough expenses paying
your way through college. I’m sorry for being such a lousy mother, baby.”


“Don’t say that!” Tears formed in my eyes,
ready to break free. “Having to file for bankruptcy because Dad bailed on you
after forcing you to co-sign on his loan does not make you a lousy mother. It
makes you a good person who faced terrible consequences for being one. You need
to stop blaming yourself. You took care of me all my life, now let me take care
of you. It’s going to be okay.”


“But-”


“No but. I’ll figure out a way to pay the
hospital bills. You relax and get all pretty. It’s 9 o’clock, John will be over
with his daily tea service.”


She chuckled nervously. “What do you mean get
pretty? He’s just my neighbor who likes to help out sometimes. And bring me
mugs of tea. Just a…friend.”


“Okay Mom, have fun with your
neighbor-friend,” I laughed. “I love you.”


“I love you too, sweetheart. Take care of
yourself.”


“Mom, I love you, bye!” 


I hung up with a smile still on my face and
tears in my eyes. I still couldn’t believe what my dad had done to her. I had
no idea where he was now, what he was doing, if he ever thought about us. He
left us to take care of ourselves and I started working at the age of 14, while
my mom tried her best to fend for us, living paycheck to paycheck, while
dealing with her heart condition. It all motivated me to work hard and excel in
college so I could become a successful loan officer and give my mom all the
things she deserved.


This was exactly why I could never let Zayden
Sinclair get into my head again. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath with
new reserve. 


The flowers had to be returned. 


---


I walked to the loan officer’s desk feeling
nervous. This morning, Stacey had helped me dress up in her black suit, so I
looked confident and mature enough to handle the situation. I had hoped the
attire would kill the moths in my stomach, but no such luck so far. 


“Hi, I am Aria,” I said, offering my right
hand. 


“Wilson.” His handshake was curt. “Take a
seat, Aria. You’re one of the tellers here, correct? I see you whenever I walk
in through the front.”


I nodded.


“How long have you been working here?” He was
looking at his computer screen. 


“Just about three months. I worked at State
Park Bank for almost two years before that.”


“As a teller?”


I wanted him to get to the point.


“Yes, sir,” I said meekly.


“And you’re still in school?”


Why was he asking me these questions when he
was obviously looking at a document that told him all the answers? Mr. Wilson
was not helping the moth situation in my stomach. 


“Yes, at Southern Eastern. Junior year.”


“Really?” He finally looked at me with raised
eyebrows. “It says here that you have only been in college for two years.”


“Yes, but I had excellent grades in many AP
classes so I had a whole year transferred over.”


“Impressive.” It didn’t sound like a
compliment, for some reason. “Do you have any other jobs besides this one?”


“No, just the bank. But I work insane hours,
so it’s practically two jobs,” I laughed nervously. He was not amused.


“I see,” he said and typed something on his
computer.


There were a few minutes of silence, during
which the moths in my stomach participated in an intense war. I was just about
ready to throw up. This loan was my only bet— the only way I would be able to
pay for my mom’s surgery without dropping out of college. The future of my
entire life depended on whatever this Wilson guy was typing on his computer.


When he finally looked up, my heart was
pounding.


“Here’s the thing, Aria,” he said without a
single expression on his face. “You seem like a smart girl with a very
promising future. However, between your college tuition and loans and your own
living expenses, and just this job to sustain yourself – even if it is, as you put
it,” he paused to make air-quotes, “‘practically two jobs,’ there is just no
way you will be able to handle a loan for 60,000 dollars.”


My heart fell, and I could feel my eyes start
to prickle.


“But I will be out of college in a little over
a year.” My voice was shaky. “And I will have an excellent job, I assure you,
and my situation will change completely.”


“When that happens you can reapply for the
loan.” He actually looked a little apologetic.


“I need to pay for my mother’s heart surgery.”
I don’t know why I said it. Studying to be a loan officer, I knew that there
was nothing Wilson could do personally. His reasoning was completely sound. 


“I’m really sorry to hear that, and I wish the
bank could help you out, but right now there is nothing we can do.”


“I understand.” I did. That didn’t stop me
from wanting to run into the bathroom and bawl my eyes out. “Thank you.”


My face was swollen and covered in tears by
the time I made it back to the teller’s booth.


Chapter
Four


ZAYDEN



 

She was crying. Crying women made me
uncomfortable. My mother knew this so well that I didn’t remember the last time
I saw her without tears in her eyes. At first it was about my dad’s death, so I
used to try and make her feel better, but slowly it became directed towards my
dad, in bitterness. At first I didn’t understand why she would speak of her
dead husband as though he were some sort of a monster, but snide comments here
and there about how I was handling my billions, and it all started adding up.
She couldn’t believe that he hadn’t left a single penny in her name, which made
no sense to me at first either, but eventually the truth came out; she had been
cheating on him for years. With his lawyer. Who also happened to be one of his
best friends. He tolerated it while he was alive because he loved her or some
nonsense of that sort, but apparently this “love” thing was not that big of a
deal because he found a way to get back at her from the grave. It made me hate
her for a little bit, which added to the endless crying, but she was still my
mother and I found a way to tolerate her. I bought her a giant house in
California, thousands of miles away from me.


Why was Aria Roberts crying? I debated whether
to go over to her and what the implications of that would be. There was no
question about the fact that I wanted her body, but approaching her at an
emotional time might suggest I wanted more. That I cared about how she was
feeling. Well, maybe that’s exactly what she wanted; maybe believing exactly
that would be what broke her restraint. I got a strange feeling in my gut that
I didn’t understand. I was the master of manipulation. I messed with women’s
emotions all the time. The hint of moral fiber had to be because she was crying.


I shook my head and trotted over to the booth.
She was the only person there. Her mascara had slightly run down her smooth,
blushing olive cheeks, which made her look surprisingly sexy.


She seemed to be so phased out that when she
noticed I was standing in front of her, she jumped. Quickly wiping her face
with her palms, she said in a squeaky voice, “Good morning, Mr. Sinclair!”


“Liar,” I teased. “It doesn’t seem to be that
good of a morning for you.”


“Oh, yeah, I am sorry about this. I’ll cut it
out before a customer walks in, I promise.”


“Well, obviously, that’s what I came over here
to say.” I was smiling. “It’s okay, Aria.”


That made her burst into a whole new bout of
tears. I guess it wasn’t okay, whatever it was. Completely unsure of what to
do, I told her, “Take a paid hour off. Walk around if you need to, take a
break.”


“I can’t,” she said between sniffs. “Mrs.
Brian won’t be here until noon and Kevin is sick. I’m the only teller on duty
right now.”


“That’s okay, just take some time. I’ll man
the booth,” I heard myself say.


She looked perplexed, but that made the crying
slow down significantly. “What? You can do that?”


“The thing about owning the company, Aria, is
that I can do whatever I dang well please.”


I must have come across strong, because her
expression turned into that of slight fear. I tentatively put a hand on her
shoulder, expecting to feel her muscles relax; instead, I felt them tense. 


“It’s okay. Just go for a little bit. It’s not
a request.”


“Alright, alright,” she said, starting to
sniff again. “I’ll just take a walk around the block and be back soon.” She
pointed towards her face. “No more of this after that. I promise.”


The minute she walked out, I felt myself get
angry. What the heck was I doing? Teller in my own bank? To get into a girl’s
pants. She better be worth it when I finally made it in there. I was working
way too hard for this otherwise. 


I even wanted to punch the young guy who had
just materialized in front of me.


“I need to deposit a check,” he said.


I pointed towards the front exit. “There’s the
ATM machine. They take checks these days. And by these days, I mean the past 10
years.”


He looked terrified and strutted out. I was
lucky I was the CEO of the company and never had to work customer service. 


---


When Aria returned a half-hour later, her
makeup was freshly painted on, with no trace of the crying fiasco on her face.


“Thank you so much, and I am so sorry!” she
exclaimed.


She should be. It was the worst half hour of
my dang life.


“Don’t worry about it! But if you really feel
that bad, you can make it up to me by telling me what’s bothering you.”


I wasn’t sure I cared for the answer, but that
seemed like the right thing to say.


She scrunched her nose like she wasn’t sure it
was a good idea, but eventually said, “My request for a loan got turned down.
My mother recently had heart surgery, and without insurance she owes the
hospital 60,000 dollars. She can’t apply for a loan herself because my family
is still recovering from a bankruptcy.”


Well, that was easy enough. I could take care
of that right away. I didn’t want to make it so easy, though. 


“Who was the loan officer you spoke to?”


“Wilson. I don’t know his full name.”


“I will talk to him.” I chose my words very
carefully, making sure not to make any promises I couldn’t keep. Or didn’t want
to keep, more like. 


Her face visibly changed colors and her eyes
widened. “You can do that?”


“What did I say about owning the company?”


She jumped, and for a second it looked like
she was going to hug me but changed her mind. 


“Oh my goodness, thank you so, so much! You can get
him to approve the loan!”


“That’s not what I said.” I spoke slowly. “I
said I would talk to him.”


Her face fell. “Oh, of course – I am sorry, I
didn’t mean to-”


“It’s okay. Try to cheer up. I’m sure we can work
something out.”


I walked back to my desk and called the loan
office. “Wilson, please.”


“Mr. Sinclair! To what do I owe the pleasure?”
The guy sounded absolutely thrilled to be getting a call from the CEO of the
company. This could be so very easy if I wanted it to be. But a very different
idea was forming in my head altogether. I would rather this be fun than easy.


“Why did you turn down Aria Roberts’ loan
request?”


There was a short pause. “I’m sorry, sir, it’s
classified-”


“Do you like your job, Wilson?” I spat. “Do
you enjoy having somewhere to go to every day and getting a nice, fat paycheck
at the end of the month?”


“Yes, of course! I am sorry, sir. The
situation was completely out of my hand. As you know, we run all loan requests
through a software that processes applications and calculates risks. Aria
Roberts’ risk was almost 100 percent. She has no savings, spends all her money
from the job paying for college, and even though her credit is pretty good for
her age, she simply does not have any assets or any kind of solid foundation.
Not $60,000 worth anyway.”


“I see.”


“However,” he said a little too quickly,
“ultimately I call the shots, and I can change the shots I called if you want.”


Is that what I wanted? No. I wanted this to be
fun. This was going to be too much fun. Aria Roberts had no idea how much fun
we were going to have together.


“What I need you to do is to send Aria an
email letting her know you heard from me today, and that you explained to me
why her loan could not go through.  Make
it very clear that I tried to get you to change your mind, but the system
simply did not allow for it, so you were personally writing to apologize to her
for the inconvenience. Copy me in the email.”


“But, sir-“


“You said you liked your job. Is that right?”


“Of course. Would you like me to add anything
to the email?”


“That will be all for today. Thank you.”


---


I finished drafting up the document and
briefly considered running it by my lawyer, but decided against it, more for
Aria’s sake than my own. If she was going to agree to this deal, I might as
well have her feel comfortable about it. I looked at the bouquet of red roses
that had been returned to my office that morning and grinned. One down, 29 to
go. After today, it probably wouldn’t take 29 days before I got to screw her.
After printing the document, I removed a rose from the bunch and placed it over
the pile of papers on my desk. 


I picked up the phone to call Aria. It was
game time. I watched her answer the phone, looking somber.


“South National Bank, how may I help you?”


“Come into my office. Mrs. Brian seems to be
doing quite well by herself over there.”


“Did you get a chance to talk to Wil-”


“Come into my office,” I repeated and hung up.


The nervous look on her face as she
tentatively walked towards my office worried me a bit. What if she didn’t take
the deal? What else could she do, though? I had made it all but impossible for
her to get a loan at this bank, and could repeat the process for every other
bank within a thousand-mile radius. 


She would have to take the deal.


As she stepped into the office, my eyes were
fixated on her skirt. I could offer to give her 60,000 dollars up front in
exchange for letting me throw her against the glass window, lift that tight
skirt of hers, pull down her panties, and harass her. But that would be no fun.
When I finally felt the sweet warmth of her pussy, it would be because she
asked, because she couldn’t resist me. Nobody was allowed to resist me when I
decided I wanted them. That is what made Aria seem so fascinating, and making
her decide all on her own that she was wrong to ever resist me was going to be
the best part.


“Sit down, Aria,” I ordered.


When she did, the hem of her skirt lifted a
few inches upwards, revealing her toned, smooth thighs. I felt myself
tightening in my pants.


“So, did you talk to Wilson?” she asked again,
looking ready to burst into another round of tears.


“I did, and it’s not good news. Well, it’s not
the particular piece of good news you were hoping to receive.”


The tears began to fall onto her cheeks. I
would have to get her to stop doing that.


“So I’m not getting the loan?”


“You are just too young with too many
responsibilities,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. “I’m sorry.”


The crying was in full swing now, her makeup
all smeared. Should I wait a little to make my proposition? I decided against
it. Knowing she felt helpless right now made it significantly more likely that
she would accept.


“Thank you for trying,” she said, starting to
get up.


“Wait! Did I say I was done?” I said more
harshly than I had intended. “Sit back down.”


“But you said that-”


“The bank cannot give you a loan right now,
but that does not mean you there aren’t other ways you can make that money.”


Her eyes widened. “No!”


“You haven’t even heard me out yet.”


She was shaking her head vigorously. “I can’t
sleep with you for money. That’s wrong. And illegal.” She looked horrified and
softly added, “And, I’m a virgin.”


Oh idiot. I hadn’t considered that a
possibility at all. A girl so attractive should have caught every guy’s
attention, which meant she was a virgin by choice. Did I really want to go
through with this? Regular girls could be troublesome to get rid of, but
virgins were on a whole other level. But I wasn’t paying her to sleep with me.
The document in front of me mentioned nothing about sexual favors – though I had
assumed that would naturally be the outcome sooner or later, and that she would
initiate it. This changed things. But those thighs and that skirt and
most importantly, that restraint of hers. 


“That’s not what I was going to propose,” I
said, making the decision to go forward with the plan. “But I’m glad to know
you hold me to such excellent standards.”


That got a laugh out of her. “What? You’re
really going to sit there and act surprised that that’s what I assumed after
relentlessly hitting on me? Even the note on your bouquet said you were
counting down the days until you supposedly convinced me to sleep with you.”


“That is not inaccurate.” Why was she so bold?
It was endearing and it pissed me off. “But hitting on you and paying you to
get naked are two completely different things, I would say.”


I leaned back in my chair with confidence.


“Are they to you?” She looked genuinely
surprised.


“You’re really flattering me here with your
allegations to my character.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to do that. But you
do have quite the reputation.”


“Huh.” I raised my eyebrows. “Tell me about
this reputation that I have.”


“Well, the three tellers that were let go last
month, all of them had this thing in common, you see,” she winked. The girl
actually had the nerve to wink at me. “Well they had two things in common
actually. An apparently mind-blowing night with you, and the ability to tell
tales about it.”


“This is different, Aria.”


“I’m sure they all thought so, too,” she
snapped.


“I never made the proposition that I am going
to make to you. Never had to, really. Trust me when I say that this really,
truly is different.”


“Yeah, cause you’re like, in love with me
because of the conversations I have with our customers regarding my future as
your wife.” She was laughing hysterically now.


She used the word love. That was a trigger.


“Look, Aria, I don’t want to mislead you. I
don’t do relationships or romance or any of that trash. This is honestly 100
percent about me wanting to take your clothes off and have my way with
you.”


Her face erupted into flames and I could swear
I saw her shiver as she started to speak. “I-”


“No, let me finish,” I stopped her. “There is
no question that I want your body and hope that you will willingly give that to
me at some point. But I am not offering to buy your body. Even I am not that
much of a scumbag, despite this reputation I seem to have accumulated around
here. I don’t need to buy your body when there is plenty of rear that I could
get with the snap of my fingers.”


“Then what are you offering?” She looked
utterly confused.


“I am offering to buy your time.”


“What?” She looked like I had just said that I
was flying out to Mars tomorrow. 


I moved the rose to the side and handed her a
copy of the document I had drafted.


“This is my offer: I will pay off your
mother’s hospital bills in six installments, one for every month you spend
dating me.”


Her mouth was open. “What do you mean dating
you?”


“What do you think it means? A guy
and a girl dress up and go places together. Dinners, movies, parties, whatever
they like. At the end of the night, there is usually some kissing and something
more.”


She rolled her eyes. Dang. She was ballsy with
her own boss. “Thanks for the pop culture lesson, but I am aware of how dating
works. I may have even experienced it in practice here and there.”


I couldn’t help but laugh at her acting
feisty. 


“Then does that sound like something you’re
interested in?” Things were starting to look positive on that front.


“Are you asking me to be your girlfriend?” 


What? Idiot no. Why would there be a legal
document in your hand if that was what I was asking? I thought she was smarter
than that. 


“Not exactly,” I said with caution. My next
words would make or break the deal. “I am asking you to go on dates with me
whenever I ask and spend time with me on my schedule for the next six months.
You know what I wish to accomplish in that time, but that is not a requirement
in this deal. If at no point in those six months you feel like you want to
sleep with me, then hey, I tried, and we part ways. If you do, then I get what
I wanted. In either case you get what you need, which is money to pay for your
mother’s surgery. It’s a win-win for you any way you look at it, but quite the
risk for me because there is no guarantee that I will get what I want. A risk I
am willing to take.”


I also needed a date for upcoming events I had
to attend to keep the businessmen’s wives occupied while I tried to secure
important deals. She didn’t need to know that. She looked at me and the
document back and forth a few times, her mouth agape. She finally burst out
laughing.


“You’re joking. Is it April 1?” She looked
behind her as though expecting to find an answer there. “Are there cameras
around here? I’m being pranked.”


“No, you’re being ridiculous,” I said,
slamming my fist on the desk.


“But- but this is too easy to be true!
You’re saying you will pay 60,000 dollars for me to get pretty and go out on
dates with you, with no obligation for me to provide any sexual favors.” She
scanned the documents again. “I mean, there has to be a loophole somewhere.
Some clause where it says I have to let you tie me up in a dungeon and-”


“Seriously, Aria, a little respect would be
nice. You have already made it clear what you think of me, and you’re not that
far off, but there is no need to constantly stab me with your scathing
opinions. I’m still your boss.”  


“I’ll have to have my lawyer take a look at
this,” she said laughing. I was not amused. “See, that’s funny, because I don’t
have a lawyer. Us regular people in regular people land don’t have lawyers or
butlers or-”


“Do you want me to hire you a counsel before
you sign anything?”


She rolled her eyes. “Humor, Mr. Sinclair.” 


“Zayden. There is a clause in there about
calling me that,” I said, pointing to the contract.


Her laughs got hysterical. “There is a clause?
So what, if I don’t call you by your first name you take money off my
contract?”


I furrowed my brows. “I wouldn’t do that. But
I’d like it if you called me Zayden.”


“Only if you add a clause that says you need
to work on your sense of humor.”


“Yeah, we can make that work.” Her eyes were
twinkling. “Oh. You are being facetious. Very meta.” 


I laughed, and then I realized that she was
agreeing to the contract.


“So you are accepting!” A kind of excitement I
hadn’t experienced in a long time started to bubble up. 


“I have two conditions.” My lips started
twitching again but she added; “Real ones.”


“Oh. Go on.”


“First, the money will be a loan, not a gift.
I don’t feel comfortable taking your money just for spending time with you.”
She noticed my smirk and added, “I guarantee you this won’t end in me sleeping
with you, so you are not going to get what you want. It’s not fair on you, in
any case.”


“We will see about that,” I said, the smirk
still on my face.


“We won’t. I already know the outcome of this,
Zayden.” She was at least calling me by my name already. “Hypothetically,
though, if I were to sleep with you, I would be especially uncomfortable taking
money from you. That would kind of make me a prostitute.”


“I never intended to make you feel like-”


“It doesn’t matter, since I will not actually
be sleeping with you. It’s a loan, which I will pay you back in monthly
installments, with a 10 percent interest rate after I graduate from college.”


Her words, combined with the fiercely
confident look on her face, made her all the more attractive. “I refuse to take
interest, but sure, if it makes you feel better about the whole thing, after
you have spent a few years working a real job you can start paying me back. I
won’t hold you to it though. I have plenty of money.”


“You will have to; it will be in the contract.
And 5 percent, starting a month after I graduate.”


“Zero percent interest, but you can start the
payments six months after graduation. And I’ll put it in the contract. Final
offer.”


She sighed. “Okay, fine.”


“What’s your other clause?”


She opened her mouth and closed it a few
times, as though unsure if she should speak her next words. “You cannot be
physically involved with any other woman during these six months.”


Wait, what?


“That’s ridiculous. I don’t think I
can do that. Especially since you keep stressing on just how much I am not
going to be sleeping with you, either.”


She shrugged. “If we are going to be dating,
in public, I cannot be okay with the idea of you going home at the end of a
date to entertain some other woman while thinking of me the whole time.”


“It’s cute you assume I’d be thinking of you.”


“You have obviously never been on a date with
me.”


“It’s not going to happen, Aria. Anything
else?”


“I know that seems somewhat unfair but-” She
was screwing up the corner of her mouth, looking like she really did feel bad
about what she was asking. “But I have been cheated on before and it was one of
the worst feelings in the world. I know it wouldn’t be cheating in this case,
since we aren’t going to be in a relationship, per se. But if I know you have
been sleeping around, it will be difficult for me to spend time with you
without some kind of resentment. I do appreciate you offering to help me out
and I don’t want to feel resentful towards you. You obviously don’t deserve
that. So if this is too much to ask, we don’t have to make the deal at all and
I will still be grateful for your offer.”


I hated the fact that, even with 60,000
dollars in my hands, the ball was in her court and I was the one playing by her
rules, yet it made her all the more fascinating, the challenge more exciting.
Backing out now would be accepting defeat, and Zayden Sinclair did not do
defeat. I would make Aria Roberts beg to join me in my bed, if that was the
last thing I ever did. Agreeing to her terms would definitely not mean six
months of celibacy, since I was going to have her in no time.


“I will add your terms to the paperwork and
have you sign it tomorrow,” I finally said.


She grinned.


The game was on. 

















 

Chapter
Five


ARIA



 

“You did what?” Stacey was staring at me with
a mixture of complete horror and amusement.


“I signed a contract to date Zayden Sinclair
for six months.”


“But Aria, is this what you want? To lose your
virginity over some contract with some-”


I hadn’t even told my best friend that I had
already lost my virginity. I was embarrassed that it was some guy from a bar.
No one was ever going to know if I had anything to do with it.


“I’m not losing anything, that’s what I’ve
been trying to explain to you. He just wants me to go on dates with him.”


She eyed me suspiciously. “Are you sure? Did
you read the contract? There wasn’t some footnote involving a dungeon of some
sort?”


“I said the same thing,” I laughed. She joined
me, to my relief. If I was going to do this, Stacey’s support was essential. If
she didn’t support this, I would hear about it every day. “But no, I read it
cover to cover. No loopholes, no dungeons, no sex. Just spending time with him.
And I’ve been thinking about that, it can actually be beneficial to me!”


“Well yeah, that’s a lot of money and you can
help your mom out,” she said, jumping on to the edge of my bed and grabbing my
stuffed turtle. I threw her a pillow from my desk.


“Yes, that, but also, he has an insane
knowledge of the banking industry,” I said, mindlessly scrolling through my
computer screen. “He can teach me things when we hang out.”


“He is a CEO, a title he inherited. I doubt he
knows much about becoming a loan officer.”


“He owns a chain of banks.” I looked at her
with raised eyebrows.


“I guess he’d better know a lot about loan
officers, huh?” She was hugging my pillow.


I shrugged. “Won’t hurt to ask. Plus, I am
taking advanced Macroeconomics classes; he has a Masters in Economics along
with an MBA, so at least he can help me ace my classes.”


“Somehow, Aria, I don’t think he means he
wants to help you with homework when he says he wants to date you. He very
likely has other things in mind.”


“He does,” I frowned. “But since he is not
going to get what he has in mind, we will have to find something to talk about
during these ‘dates’ or whatever, and I might as well steer the conversation in
a direction that helps me do better in school. It’s not a colossal waste of a
time that way.”


“Or, you could just jump his bones.” She was
now flipping through the copy of ZEN magazine with his interview in it.


“You jumped ship pretty quickly. Weren’t you
just lecturing me about the sanctity of my virginity?”


“Nope, I was just asking you if that’s what
you wanted to do. If it is, then by all means, make hot… passionate… love to
this divine creation. I wonder how big his-”


“Nick!” I screamed loudly, cutting her off.
“You need to come in here and get your girlfriend, she’s getting out of
control.”


“Shhhhhh,” she hissed. “He won’t find this
funny. We haven’t done it in two weeks.”


“What? Why?”


“We are saving it for our anniversary. Have to
keep things spiced up.”


“By actively not, you know, spicing them?” I
shook my head. “You sex-having people and your weird ways.”


“You’ll get there soon enough. Very soon,
according to your boss.”


“Please tell me you believe I can resist him.”
I could. I really, truly could. Why was I trying so hard to convince myself
when it was obviously the truth? My first time having sex was a mistake and no
way was my second time going to be too.


“You are stubborn enough to,” she said,
flipping through the magazine. “But if I were you, I would have some fun with
this whole thing. I mean how often do sexy gazillionaires pay you to date them?
I’d do him for free, if he asked.”


“Don’t make me shout for Nick again.”


She threw the pillow back at me and I caught
it right before it hit my head. 


“Fine. You sit here and be boring on your
computer, I’ll go find my boyfriend.” She got up and left mumbling, “who is
probably sitting on his computer and being equally boring. What does one have
to do for some fun roommates around here?”


---


As the workday came to an end and people
started evaporating away, I felt a strange knot in my chest. Zayden had sent me
an email earlier:



 

Aria,


Hang
around after 5. Our deal begins today.


Best,


Zayden



 

Zayden
Sinclair


Chairman
and CEO


South
National Bank



 

I wondered what he had in mind for today. He
hadn’t mentioned anything about going out, and seemed perfectly comfortable
lying on his office couch typing intently on his MacBook. Yep, we definitely
weren’t going anywhere. Just as well, I could ask him questions for my Econ
paper on progressive taxation. There was nothing else I could think of for us
to do within the premises of this bank except that, because that was just not
happening.


When everybody else cleared out, I wasn’t sure
whether to walk over to him or wait for him to summon me; he seemed occupied by
whatever was on his computer. Maybe he wouldn’t even notice if I quietly snuck
out. I did have tons of homework to get to. I tentatively started packing up
but the phone rang.


“Who said you could leave?” He was staring at
me. “You signed a contract.”


“You seemed busy and I wasn’t sure if you
wanted to be left alone.”


“If I wanted you to leave me alone, you would
know, Aria.” With just that much, he hung up the phone and went back to typing
vigorously on his laptop. What was I supposed to do just sitting here?
I pulled out my phone and started texting Stacey.


“It’s weird as idiot. he’s just sitting there
doing work but I’m not allowed to leave.”


Stacey wrote back immediately.


“Ask him if he needs anything. Offer to make
him some coffee.”


“And set feminism back a few decades?”


“It’s just a nice gesture, nothing to do with
you being a woman. He’s helping you out, be nice.”


“Fine. Whatever.”


I called him back. “Would you like some
coffee?”


“Not if it is to be delivered with your
clothes on.” A grin formed on his face. I rolled my eyes. “Come on, I’m just teasing.
Easy on the eye roll.”


“You can see that?” I rolled them again
involuntarily. 


“And that. I’m good with the coffee, but thank
you. Dinner should be arriving soon. I’ll get off my computer when it does, I
promise.”


“What? Dinner?” 


“Yep, it’s a particular kind of meal, usually
served in the evenings, usually the last meal of the day.”


“You think you are so funny, don’t you? I
didn’t know we would be having dinner.”


“Well, you do now. Tonight and every other
night until I say otherwise, you’ll be having dinner with me at the office.”


“Will I ever get to choose what I want to eat
or will you always be doing it on my behalf?” I regretted saying that
immediately. I was kind of being a jerk, but the best part about takeout is
deciding what to eat.


He looked a little wounded by that. “Well, I
will just email you Sean’s number and you can tell him what you would like from
tomorrow onwards.”


“What are you even talking about?”


“Sean’s my chef. He does international gourmet
meals.”


“Oh,” I said feeling stupid. “Of course.”


Why would we be getting takeout when he had an
international gourmet chef at his fingertips? For some reason, the notion made
me feel extremely uncomfortable, and a little irrationally angry. I hung up,
looked away from Zayden and took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure why I was so on
edge. Perhaps because I had been hanging out around the office after a long day
of work to entertain him, while he pretty much ignored me for most of the night
thus far. What was he even trying to accomplish?


Okay, maybe I was a little upset because I had
wanted to talk to him, get to know him, and get help with my Econ paper. Not
sit here staring at my phone panic-texting Stacey. The truth was I wanted us to
become friends. In order to achieve my dreams of becoming a successful loan
officer, having a powerful network of contacts was essential, and it was
particularly helpful if my contacts were of the power and stature of one of the
most successful young banking entrepreneurs in the country. Part of my
reasoning behind wishing to discuss homework with him was that he could see my
potential outside of my job as a teller and hopefully serve as a valuable
reference someday. In fact, the more I thought about the contract that I had
signed, the more it seemed to be beneficial to me rather than him. 


But this, whatever was going on right now, was
beneficial to nobody.


It was another half hour before a couple of
men in black-and-white uniforms materialized as though out of thin air, and
began setting up silver dishes on the mahogany table in Zayden’s office.
Wouldn’t that stain? Zayden Sinclair probably didn’t give a garbage about stains,
though. He probably owned an entire IKEA all to himself, all furniture readily
replaceable whenever he liked. Much like the women he got involved with.
Disposable, just like me. I shook my head. Instead of letting my thoughts stray
to needlessly upsetting places, what I needed to do was enjoy a nice dinner
with an influential man and try to build on my nonexistent network. 


One of the men in the uniforms was now walking
towards me.


“Dinner is ready, Ma’am,’ he said with a smile
on his face.


Ma’am. I wanted to burst out laughing. “Call
me Aria, and thank you.”


“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Ma’am,” he looked
at me nervously.


Oh goodness. I did not have the energy or will to
argue, as it hit me just how hungry I was. Whatever rich people ate for dinner,
it had to be tasty, right? I took off my jacket and walked towards Zayden’s
office. I was wearing a blue dress with a slightly low-cut neck, and black
tights. Professional and hopefully alluring in a not misleading or sexual kind
of a way. Most of the men in uniforms were now waiting just outside the bank’s
premises, except for the guy who had come to summon me; he was holding a bottle
of champagne. 


Zayden was already seated when I got there,
with a red napkin wrapped around his neck and his sleeves rolled up.


“Do you like champagne?” he asked.


“Who doesn’t like champagne,” I giggled in a
don’t-be-silly kind of a way and sat down. “I love champagne, it’s super tasty
and-”


I made the mistake of catching his eye. It was
twinkling.


“Okay, I’ve never actually had champagne
before,” I admitted. “I don’t really drink other than a few beers here and
there with pizza and TV. I am not a particularly exciting person.”


He was beaming at me as though I had just said
I saved sick puppies for a living.


“I haven’t had the luxury of enjoying greasy
pizza and cheap beer with some good old television in quite some time.”


“Luxury? Are you mocking me?” Our waiter –
server? butler? – was pouring out two glasses of champagne, as I tied a red
napkin around my neck to match Zayden’s.


“No, not at all! Luxury is relative,” he said
looking quite disdainful. “Sometimes I wish I could enjoy the simple pleasures
of life, but all this was dropped on me,” he said, extending his arms out to
his sides.


“You’re talking like you’re dead. We can
totally just hang out with some Bud Light, pepperoni pizza and Netflix at my
apartment one night if you like.” I laughed out loud at the thought of him
coming to my apartment. Yeah, that was totally going to happen. It was polite
to ask, still. 


“What is that? Some kind of recording device?”


I stared at him in utter confusion for almost
a whole minute before it hit me and I burst into full-blown laughter. Zayden
Sinclair, CEO of the entire South National Bank empire, was asking me if
Netflix was some kind of a recording device. What planet did he live on?


“It’s,” I started out to explain but felt
another fit of giggles coming on, which I quickly turned into a cough because
he began looking somewhat offended.


“It’s this website that stores hundreds of
thousands of movies and TV shows, and you pay like 10 bucks a month to be able
to stream all their content online.”


He twisted his mouth in a comical fashion.
“I’m just joking, Aria,” he laughed. “I’d rather just purchase all of the
movies and shows though.”


Well, he gave me a good laugh anyway.


“It would probably cost over a million dollars
to try and purchase every title that’s on Netflix, though,” I said, trying not
to roll my eyes. “It’s just a cheap way to find entertainment for regular
people like me.”


“I see,” he frowned, clearly not liking the
concept and purpose of Netflix. 


He was rich, so buying a Netflix subscription
wasn’t something he would understand.


I raised my champagne glass to change the
subject. “What are we drinking to?”


“To digital innovation,” he said, deadpan. 


“Ha, ha,” I said, not laughing.


“Seriously though, to these next six months,”
he said, clinking his glass to mine.


I sipped the bubbly drink and it tasted like a
mixture of white wine and orange soda, something that sounds gross on principle
but my goodness, was it delicious. I closed my eyes, letting the sweet, fizzy taste
sink into my taste buds. This was why everyone made such a big deal about
champagne.


“You like it, then?” Zayden asked with a hint
of satisfaction in his voice.


“It’s a step above Bud Light for sure,” I
smiled at him, and took another huge gulp. 


“That’s a shame,” he said looking at the
butler. “You went through so much trouble locating the perfect bottle for no
reason, Mark. Her standards are at Bud Light—you could have picked up anything
bubbly from CVS next door and it would have served nicely.”


“Noted for next time,” Mark joked back.


There was something inherently pleasant about
the way Zayden was so relaxed and friendly with his staff. Aren’t men like him
supposed to be complete jerks?


“To both of your disappointment, I now am
spoiled to be partial to nothing but the best,” I said sipping some more of the
goodness.


“Time for appetizers,” Mark said, removing the
lid from one of the silver containers to reveal succulent looking sushi rolls.
“Spicy tuna rolls. Sean had the fish transported from Japan only a few hours
ago. It was practically fished this morning, so I hope it’s fresh enough.”


I felt a rush of excitement flood through my
veins. Spicy tuna rolls were among my absolute favorite foods. What were the
chances?


“Nah, I am sure it can’t beat the 5 dollar
rolls from China Garden across the street that I’m used to,” I said, trying to
sound nonchalant, even though I was dying to taste one.


When I did, I could just about cry with
happiness. Perfectly soft, slightly crunchy and so, so spicy. I let out an
involuntary moan.


“Tasty?” Zayden asked, looking delighted by my
reaction. “I’ll stick to plain old California rolls. I’m the victim of mundane
taste buds.”


“Suit yourself,” I said between mouthfuls. It
made little sense, though. Why would he ask his chef to make spicy tuna rolls
if he couldn’t handle some spice? I couldn’t be too bothered about it, however,
as I was too busy putting one sushi roll after another into my mouth. I had
already gobbled up an entire portion in less than five minutes. I probably
looked like an uncivilized moron. Just one more…


I had sufficiently devoured two whole portions
when I heard Zayden say, “I will take it from here for the entrees, Mark.
Thanks for your help tonight.”


He handed him what looked like five 100 dollar
bills and added, “Share it with the guys and thank them for me.”


Mark took the cash, looking completely
unphased, as though this was a daily occurrence. It probably was.


When Mark left with the remaining appetizers,
there was an awkward silence for a few minutes, and I almost wished I had
another sushi roll there just to keep myself occupied. Zayden was looking at me
straight in the eyes, not a single expression on his face. Should I say
something?


“Is that a push-up bra?” 


What? The question was so random and bizarre,
I couldn’t help but snicker. 


“I don’t have to answer that question,” I said
pouting.


“Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry, as his eyes
were now fixated on my breasts. “I am just a little distracted.”


His seductive ways weren’t going to stop.


“Let’s see what’s for dinner,” I tried
changing the subject and lifted off the lids of a couple of silver containers.
What the heck? The sushi could maybe just be a coincidence but there was no way
that this entire dinner accidentally constituted of my absolute favorite
dishes. The aroma of rich Indian spices filled the room and one small container
was specifically reserved for spicy peppers.


“You don’t look happy,” Zayden said, looking
concerned.


“No, no!” I widened my eyes. “I’m just… really
surprised. I adore Indian food, and spicy peppers, and spicy anything. And you
said you couldn’t even handle the sushi so how come-”


“I called your emergency contact, some Ms.
Stacey Pace this morning, asking about your dietary preference.”


“You didn’t!” I exclaimed, feeling a mixture
of amazement and slight annoyance at Stacey. She could have told me. Whose side
was she on, anyway?


“I hope you enjoy dinner,” he said, looking
extremely pleased with himself.


I enjoyed dinner, all right. Very, very
reluctantly, I enjoyed the best Indian food I had ever tasted, wanting to laugh
and cry and hug him all at once.


“Dessert?” he asked after we ate.


“I think we have exhausted my capacity to eat
for tonight,” I said, sounding more regretful about not having space for
dessert than I intended to. “Thank you though. This was truly fantastic. You
didn’t have to go above and beyond, you know.”


“It was nothing,” he shrugged. “Really. I
didn’t have to do anything.”


He was grinning. Right. He had help. Ugh. I
felt stupid. He probably did this for every girl he tried to seduce. I had made
myself sound more important than I actually was.


“I know, but I am still grateful that you took
the time to learn what I liked. You’re helping me out with this whole contract
thing a lot more than I’m doing anything for you already. Don’t feel like you
need to put in any effort at all, even if it’s only making a few phone calls on
your part. Honestly, I would have been happy just hanging out and talking,
maybe asking you for some help with an Economics paper…”


I didn’t mean to say that last part out loud so
casually. Incredible. I didn’t dare meet his eyes. “I didn’t mean… I’m sorry… I meant
like, if you were interested and had nothing better to do, I could entertain
you with some amateur Macroeconomics.”


When I finally looked at him, his eyes were
shining, with a tiny hint of a smile on his lips. “Macroeconomics, huh? What is
your paper on?”


“The economic benefits of progressive
taxation,” I said, my eyes planted on the silverware in front of me.


“Isn’t that a little left of center for
college economics?” He sounded genuinely interested. “When I was in college,
they taught us to be a lot more conservative.”


“Well, that’s the thing.” I was finally able
to look at him without flinching again. “My professor is a hardcore Republican
who doesn’t believe any good could come out of taxing the rich. He accused me
of being a dirty Communist. So I am writing this paper to prove him wrong.”


“People don’t easily change their
long-standing political opinions, Aria. You are probably taking a risk
challenging him like that since he decides your grades.”


“He can’t fail me for disagreeing with him,
and this paper is my one chance to show him that his way isn’t the only way.”


“Saving the world, one Econ professor at a
time?” he laughed.


“Fine, you don’t really have to help me. I
just thought it would be a fun thing to do if we are going to spend so much
time together. But this is your contract, we do whatever you want on your
time.”


Dinner had been so nice and relaxed; I had
almost forgotten why I was there. We weren’t just two people hanging out and
getting to know each other, he was paying
me to do this. We weren’t friends. We weren’t anything. I was his employee. Why
did I ever think he would be interested in my stupid – I jumped as I felt his
hand over mine. Suddenly, without any warning, my mind went completely blank
and I felt a jolt of electricity run through my veins. His hands were strong
but tender, his long, slender fingers completely engulfing mine. He was
twiddling his thumb against mine and I felt a sensation in a place that had no
right to react to what was happening. I couldn’t remember what I was thinking
about or what we were talking about. All I knew was that I wished that my body
didn’t react to his touch the way it did. I squeaked involuntarily and pulled
my hand away gently.


What was that? Once more, I had
trouble looking him in the eye. This time for completely different reasons. 


It felt like an eternity had passed by the
time he finally said, “I’ll help you with your paper. Every night after dinner
we will work on it together. Okay?”


When I met his bright blue eyes again, he was
flashing me a genuine smile and my heartbeat picked up. How embarrassing. Snap
out of it, woman! Agreeing to help me with homework was just one of many tricks
in his big game plan of getting my clothes off, just like organizing a custom
dinner with my favorite dishes. He wasn’t interested in my food choices or my
paper or my world views or my economics professor. I would be an idiot to let
myself believe otherwise. He had made no attempt to hide his motives behind this
entire set-up, and if I let myself get confused into thinking he actually cared
about me, only I would be to blame when I got hurt in the end. Staying grounded
through these six months seemed like a harder task right now than it ever had
before, but I had to be strong and take this for what it was to him; a game.


“Thank you,” I said, trying not to betray my
train of thought. 


“And one of these days,” he added. “I would be
happy to come to your apartment for some pizza and Bud Light. We can do the
Netflix thing as well if it makes you feel normal.”


“All right.”


---


When I finally got home that night, however, I
started panicking. Zayden Sinclair, in my house? The living room floor was
covered in magazines, and Stacey and Nick would scrutinize him to no end, and
our TV was not even a flat screen. The couch was 50 years old, a gift from
Nick’s now deceased grandmother. Maybe I could get him to change his mind…


As I covered myself with blankets, my thoughts
drifted away from the apartment to that moment during dinner when his thumb was
rubbing against mine. Laden with desire, I softly rubbed my fingers against
each other. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I could not let him have this
kind of an effect on me. This was exactly what he was trying to accomplish, and
I knew better than to let him have what he wanted. With the firm decision to
actively block any compromising thoughts of him, I closed my eyes. 


That didn’t stop me from dreaming compromising
dreams all night, though.

















 

Chapter
Six


ZAYDEN



 

I was surprised by Aria’s progress on her
paper so far. Over the past few years running the company, I had grown cynical
of women, and the thought of them as intellectual beings had not crossed my
mind since my MBA days. It probably had to do with not working with many smart
ones. But man, this girl was bright. Had I not been dallying with her with the
intention of getting into her pants, I might even have offered her a long-term
analyst position at the bank. She would crawl up the ranks quickly with her
out-of-the-box thinking and passionate articulations of ideas on the impact of
individual economic status on large-scale growth of a national economy.
Unfortunately, some other institution would be lucky to have her as an asset,
since I had already decided on utilizing a whole different set of her talents;
hopefully she had those talents, even though she was a virgin. Oh, who was I
kidding, I was going to enjoy every minute of it even if she just lay there
like a rock. Getting her to lay down next to me was going to be the hardest
part.


I was doing everything I could; researching her
favorite cuisines, offering to hang out in her comfort zone, even helping her
with homework. But it wasn’t enough. I had to do more. Suddenly, I had a flash
of inspiration and logged onto the MBA homepage of my alma mater.


If I submitted her abstract for publication in
their Economist Tribune, they would jump to accept it purely based on my
recommendation. I could gladly throw some money at them if that helped, but I
did more than enough to uphold the university’s financial standing. There was
no way they would decline something that came from me. I had to be careful,
though, in letting her know just how much influence I had on their decision.
She needed to know that it would not have happened without me, but her pride
would suffer if she didn’t feel she merited the publication. In order to get
her running into my arms, I had to find the perfect balance between the two.


I had begun working on the submission when she
walked in. 


“It’s almost 6, did you want me here tonight?”


“Of course, every night. Didn’t we go over
this?” I looked up at her.


She frowned. “You just look busy is all, I
wasn’t sure-”


“Seriously, every night.”


“Did you get a chance to go through my paper
yet?”


“Yes.” I chose my words very carefully. “It’s
promising, but certainly needs more work and some solid data.”


She bought my bluff and her face fell. All the
better for when she would finally learn about the publication. I felt a rush of
excitement. If that didn’t do it, I didn’t know what would. 


“I knew it,” she said in a disappointed voice.
“I am sorry for putting you through reading that garbage. You don’t have to help
me with it if it’s beyond hope. I don’t want to waste your time on something
that sucks.”


“If you only knew how much time I waste on
things that sucked,” I winked.


She gasped. “That’s awful. And 23.”


“Huh?” 23 what? What was she talking about?


“Since the beginning of our contract, you have
objectified or insulted women a total of 23 times.”


“You’ve been counting?” I widened my eyes.


“Not consciously until about 17,” she shrugged
helplessly.


“Does it really bother you that much?”


“Men are all a bunch of pigs who cannot think
without their dicks for more than five seconds in a row,” she said with so much
feisty passion; she was turning me on. “How did that feel?”


“Like the truth,” I smiled.


She pursed her lips. “You are beyond hope.”


“Your paper doesn’t suck,” I replied without
thinking. 


“But you just said-”


“I said it could use some work, which is what
we are going to do. Don’t worry.”


“Can we do it without being sexist?” She bit
her lips, as though she didn’t really mean to say that. “Sorry, I didn’t mean
to imply you were sexist.”


“You straight up called me a sexist. That’s
not implying anything,” I frowned. I really wasn’t. I just had been searching
for a woman who could match my intelligence, and I had yet to meet one in the
financial industry. I still hired plenty of women and they all got equal pay.
Aria was intriguing though.


She mumbled something inaudible. 


“What was that?”


“Nothing,” she flashed me the brightest smile
she could muster. “Would you like some coffee?”


“You keep offering to make me coffee, what’s
your game?” I eyed her suspiciously.


She looked furious. “My ‘game’, is giving you
some caffeine for energy while you seem to be working hard on whatever big, important
thing you’re working on. It’s called being nice; some people do it sometimes
without an alternative agenda in mind.”


Oh. Incredible. I must have hit the wrong button.


“I did not mean to offend you,” I said, after
a few moments. “I’ll take that cup of coffee.”


She walked out without saying a word, and I
felt a strange emotion that I couldn’t quite identify. Remorse? That couldn’t
be true, why would I feel guilty about questioning her motives? Everyone had
ulterior motives. I was doing so many nice things for Aria, and not a single
one of them without the intention of her. Am I so horrible to assume
she was attempting to do the same for some unspecified intentions? 


Yes, yes I was. It was just coffee. For the
second time in the last 24 hours, Aria Roberts had unintentionally managed to
make me question my cynicism. I was starting to believe that this girl was
simply a terrible influence. Another, much smaller part of me was intrigued by
the very possibility that I could question my outlook on life. That thing she
had said about objectifying women, for instance. It stuck with me. I wasn’t
deluded enough to think myself innocent of such behavior, but 23 times in just
a few days’ worth of conversation with a single person? That felt like a little
too much, even for me. I would have to be very conscious of that around her
from now on, especially if I was going to seduce her. It was essential that she
believed that it was a good idea.


---


By the time she returned, I had already heard
back from the Economics Journal. 


“I have good news,” I said as soon as she
walked in. 


“I’m out of the contract and now you’re just
going to loan me the money out of the goodness of your heart?” she asked with a
straight face.


Technically, she didn’t have to do anything
significant as a part of the deal, so I was surprised by her attitude. I felt a
surge of rage begin to bubble up when I made the mistake of catching her eyes.
They were shining and there was a slight hint of a dimple on her soft cheeks.
She was joking.


“We both know that I don’t have that good of a
heart,” I said.


“I think you have a better heart than you
think you do,” she shrugged.


Hearing those words made me feel way better
than it should have. She thought I was a good person? That wasn’t something I
was used to. The best I got from people, as far as positive reactions go, was
fearful reverence. People respected what I had done with the company, they were
impressed by how successful I had managed to become at a relatively young age.
Never, or at least not in a very long time, had somebody actually appreciated
my character. Not even me, I realized. After my dad passed away, all my morals
began to intertwine together into a deeply gray area, where right or wrong only
differed in the dollar value it brought to the company. Or in my personal life,
on how easily and frequently it got new women to my bedroom. My dad was the
person who always kept me on my toes and insisted on a regular morality check.
After he passed on, it almost didn’t seem to mean anything anymore. Who should
I have to be a good person for since he was no longer there? Mom wasn’t
anything close to the epitome of any virtue; more importantly, she couldn’t
care less what kind of a person I was turning into, as long as I showered her
with gifts and nice, fat checks. 


What Aria had just said really startled me,
because the truth of the matter was that my heart had nothing to do with
anything I was doing for her; a whole other organ was responsible for my
actions. But she knew that. And I had never made any attempts to conceal my
true intentions. That’s what surprised me the most; she thought I was a decent
person, despite my intentions! Maybe she was just sucking up to me, maybe she
just needed something, maybe she was just playing a game. The cynical part of
me had all these suspicions, but somehow they didn’t seem to matter in the face
of the knowledge that there was at least one person in the planet that didn’t
think I was a total and complete douchebag. And that meant a whole lot more to
me than it should have. Which made me wonder if what I was supposed to tell her
next was a good idea.


“You are getting published,” I said as though
I was merely complementing her hair.


She looked confused for a few seconds, and
then looked behind her as if to check if I was talking to someone else. Then
she looked at me, followed by my computer and I watched in satisfaction as her
eyes widened in realization and her whole face turned as bright as the
daylight. Her gasp was loud enough to echo throughout the whole office
building, and she probably realized that and covered her mouth.


“How?” It came out as a little squeal. 


“I sent your abstract to the Economics
Journal.”


“The Economics Journal?” She was practically
shouting.


“Yep, it’s published at my alma mater.”


“Of course!” she exclaimed, realizing where I
had gone to school. “But, but, would they just like-“


“Not usually,” I said slowly. “But they review
anything that comes from me directly and they were blown away by your ideas.
And when I say blown away, those were the words used by the editor in his
email, which I have forwarded to-”


I cut myself short because she lunged on to me
and gave me a very tight hug. I could hear her sniff as she grabbed my body
with her tiny little hands. I tried to control myself, but just feeling her
smooth skin against my hands, her perfectly perky breasts against my torso, and
her soft skirt rub against my crotch was enough to make me forget what the conversation
was about, what was happening right now, or even what day of the week it was.
All I knew was I wanted to rip her dress up right there and shove my hands into
her panties, shove my fingers deep inside her as I kissed her breasts until
they were sore. Then I would throw her on the couch and harass her like she had
no idea was possible, deep and fast and I would come inside her sweet-


She jerked apart from me, probably able to
feel my excitement through her skirt.


“Okay, that’s all for hugs, I guess,” she
said, her voice almost shivering. Wow, was she…


I studied her face; it had turned a very deep
shade of red. Her right arm was tugging nervously at the hem of her skirt and
she was looking squarely on to the ground. She wanted it too! If there was
anything I knew about women, it was the look of desire on their faces, and
right now, Aria’s face was nothing if not complete and utter longing. Should I
say something? Was now my only chance?


If a simple hug could cause her to react this
way, wait until I kissed her; she would melt. I felt a slight disappointment at
the thought of the game getting easier, but knowing Aria as much as I had
gotten to know her, just because she wanted it didn’t mean she would just give
it up. The odds that she had been wanting it all along were always very high;
what made her stand out from all the other women was that she resisted, not
that she didn’t feel. I knew she felt it, every woman did. Somehow she had
managed to convince me through her tough exterior that she didn’t for a little
while, I realized, feeling idiotic for ever entertaining doubts. This was
definitely going to be much easier than I had been anticipating, but the fact
that she just jerked away meant that it would still be a challenge. I simply
had to teach her to succumb to her desires. I would show her the things she was
capable of feeling and teach her to accept the greatest pleasures of life. I
couldn’t wait. For now, however, I had to play it cool. 


“I’m sorry about that,” I said, feigning a
look of genuine remorse. “But it tends to do that. I can’t really control it.”


She tried speaking a few times, but her lips
were visibly trembling. She took a deep breath and tried to conceal it with a
cough. Finally, she said, “I don’t know what you are talking about.”


Of course she didn’t, I internally rolled my
eyes. She would have felt my rock hard cock if she were wearing a space suit.


“Oh, nevermind then,” I played along. She
knew. I knew. What was the point of this?


“Thank you so much!” She exclaimed, trying to
change her expression to that of delight.


For what? For my hard on? It took me almost an
entire minute to realize what she was talking about. I had completely forgotten
the conversation that led up to that moment. 


“Oh, my pleasure entirely.” I gave her a
crooked smile. It would be my pleasure soon enough. I could not wait much
longer. More hugs like that and I would forget all about the contract and the
challenge and seduce her right away. “And you don’t really have to thank me, it
was your hard work and intelligence that got them to accept the paper. I was
merely the middleman.”


“A middleman that pays to run that whole
department,” she said with almost a hint of envy. “Let’s be honest, if the
email had not come from you, they would never ever give an undergrad the time
of the day, and my abstract would go straight to their virtual bin.”


“Yes,” I had to say. There could be no
confusion about the fact that this would have been impossible without my help.
But I also thought it important to add, “But they could read it and turn it
down with ease if they didn’t like what they saw.”


“Seriously, Zayden.” I liked the way she said
my name. Zay-den. It sounded intoxicating. “Thank you so much.”


“Don’t thank me just yet. That was simply the
abstract. You have a whole paper to write,” I reminded her. “We have a paper to
write.” 


I killed it with the “we.” I could see the joy
in her face. “You’re a really good friend,” she said.


Friend? Did she think of me as someone she
could call a friend? That was a weird sensation, hearing her call me a friend;
and not necessarily in a bad way. Of course, I wanted to be more than that
physically, but I wondered if it was worth keeping her around as a friend after
I got what I wanted? I didn’t really have any friends aside from Ned, and if I
was going to allow a girl in my life in any capacity, that word seemed to
nicely describe it. Her intelligence was obvious, and maybe if we could remain
friends, it wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world to have her work for me. I
knew I could gain a lot from her talents, and she could make more money than
she would anywhere else. I definitely needed to consider this in more depth; it
all depended on how she would react if – when – we eventually have sex. There
was a good chance that she would hate me forever for taking her virginity and
not wanting anything more. Would it, though? She seemed like a very rational
and together girl. I wasn’t entirely sure she would want to get emotionally
involved with me if she knew that the alternative would grant her the career of
her dreams. Her ambitions almost reminded me of myself in my college years. In
those days, I would never have let anything stop me from my aspirations, and I
suspected that Aria Roberts wasn’t the kind to either.


“If you really think so,” I said smiling at
her. “Then do me a favor.”


“Anything!” she exclaimed immediately and
hurriedly added, “Anything other than, you know.”


I laughed. “That wasn’t what I was going to
ask. Have I asked that of you since our contract started?”


She looked like she was racking her brains for
a moment and shook her head. “No, you haven’t.”


“Didn’t think so. What you could do for me is
join me at a gala on Saturday I have to go to.”


She looked confused. “You didn’t have to ask
me that, it’s part of our deal, I go with you to that kind of stuff.”


“I know, but I am giving you the option to say
no. This isn’t about the contract. I want you to join me at the event if you
want to. If not, no problem, it won’t affect our contract.”


I knew she needed to go, but it was going to
be much more satisfying if she said yes of her own choosing.


“Don’t be silly.” She gave me a look that said
I was being ridiculous. “Of course I’ll go.”


“You don’t even know what it is. What if I
take you to a dark alley and-”


“Zayden, I think we have by now established
that I feel completely safe around you. So I would love to join you at this
ambiguous gala thing, okay?”


The way she said that made me laugh. “I will
send you the details to the ambiguous gala thing to your email. Do you wanna go
shopping before it?”


“What? No! I have clothes,” she sounded deeply
offended.


“Everybody has clothes, that’s not why people
go shopping-”


“That’s not remotely true; there are millions
of poor people in the world who don’t have clothes.”


“That’s not what I meant. I don’t know, I am
used to girls enjoying activities like shopping, so I assumed you’d find it fun
too. Didn’t mean to offend you. It’s a black tie event, so dress accordingly,”
I shrugged and slyly added, “And honestly, you would look good in just about
anything.”


A faint blush embraced her cheeks. “Thanks,”
she mumbled. “Do you want to get started on the paper now? I have a publication
to look forward to.”

















 

Chapter
Seven


ARIA



 

“Oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my goodness!” Stacey was
hyperventilating, like she was the one going on a date with Zayden Sinclair to
a fancy gala. “What are you going to wear? You don’t have fancy gala clothes!”


“We will go shopping,” I said with a mouth
full of popcorn. Regardless of how haughty I had acted in front of Zayden, I
did not, in fact, have clothes for the event. He had sent me the flyer and it
was some kind of a vintage auction that he was attending for a business
partner. Frankly, I was rather surprised that he wanted me to join him for this
instead of some supermodel.


Oh wait, I had forbidden him from sleeping
with supermodels as a part of the contract. It made sense that he wouldn’t want
to take one to the gala if he couldn’t take her clothes off at the end of the
night. Chauvinists, I thought as I shook my head. At least I could safely say
that he wasn’t taking my clothes off. I’d make sure to purchase a dress with
extra-complicated zippers, just in case. And wear my granny panties.


Why was I thinking like that? Like someone
that doubted herself? I had consciously made the decision not to sleep with him
under any circumstances, and I did not need the aid of complicated garments in
order to keep my restraint. 


“Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness!” Stacey had
a second round of hyperventilation when Nick walked in.


“What’s the occasion that we are remembering
the Almighty for?” He sat down, grabbing a bunch of popcorn from the bowl. I
moved the bowl and made a pretend shocked expression that said “mine!”


“Aria is going to a super fancy vintage
auction with the best looking guy in the world!” Stacy said.


“Ouch!” Nick made a mock-hurt expression.


“Sorry baby, you are the handsomest guy as far
as I’m concerned,” she said, air-kissing him. “But I meant in a more objective
sense.”


“Don’t bother, Stace. I am not deluded enough
to compare myself to Zayden Sinclair.”


Stacey looked like she was now feeling
genuinely bad, even though Nick didn’t really care, so she walked up to him and
locked him in an embrace. It was an adorable sight, since Nick was over a foot
taller than her, but balled up inside his arms like that, they looked like a
couple from a poster advertising happiness.


“I am just excited for Aria, you know that,
right?” she asked, kissing his cheek.


“Nope, I was convinced that you are secretly
having nightly dalliances with this billionaire playboy.” They both started
laughing.


“Aria is!” she was almost too quick to chime
in. 


“You already told me about her deal,” Nick
said, not sounding particularly interested. 


“Care more,” I said, stuffing a new batch of
popcorn into my face. “Please.”


This was why Nick was one of my best friends;
he jumped off the couch and started dancing while screaming, almost singing,
“Aria is dating a billionaire!!!”


I threw a pillow at him and went back to my
bowl of popcorn.


---


On Saturday afternoon I changed about 95 times.
I had tried everything in my wardrobe, but nothing seemed to be appropriate for
a date with Zayden Sinclair. The shopping trip never happened because Stacey
managed to catch the flu and I had no sense or intention to embark in such an activity
without her, which I now regretted immensely. I looked at myself in the mirror
after taking off yet another dress. I was wearing my red lacy bra and matching
panties. Just because. There was no harm in looking and feeling good, it didn’t
mean anything. I sighed as a tiny voice inside me began to send warning
signals. Fine. Granny panties it is. Looking freshly 80 years old, I started
going through my entire wardrobe when the doorbell rang and I shuddered.


I had at least four hours until the date, it
couldn’t be….


“I got it!” I heard Nick’s voice from outside
and quickly threw on a sweater and jeans to greet whoever was at our door. By
the time I stepped out, Nick was standing with a giant package in his hand.


“It’s for you,” he grinned. “From your lover.”


“What on Earth could he possibly have sent me
four hours before our date?” I approached the package and almost didn’t want to
open it because of how perfect it looked. It was wrapped in teal and white
paper with a beautiful mauve bow tied on to the top. I wished I could just keep
the wrapper and not open what was inside. The wrapping itself was the perfect
present.


“Open it!” Nick was getting impatient.


Very carefully, I removed the bow and set it
to the side, then I slowly started to bring apart the paper wrapping, hoping to
do it perfectly and save the pretty paper, but Nick jumped in and tore the
thing apart too soon for me to stop him.


“Nick! I wanted to save that!” I said,
genuinely surprised by how annoyed I was. But Nick made puppy dog eyes, something
both him and Stacey did to get me to bend to their wishes. It was like having
two kids, sometimes. I just could not be mad at that face.


“Ugh, it’s fine,” I said reluctantly. “What is
in there?”


His eyes widened as he pulled out a long red
dress with golden embellishments on the hem and neckline. I went forward to
touch and it was the softest fabric I had ever laid my eyes upon. I didn’t know
what to say or how to react. I should be angry; I did tell him I already had
clothes! It was very presumptuous and quite frankly, disrespectful of him to
just buy a fancy looking dress, as though whatever I owned could in no way be
good enough for an event where I accompanied him. 


I really should be angry.


Which is why the sense of relief I felt made
me feel uncomfortable. The truth was I didn’t have appropriate clothes, and
even if I had gotten the chance to go shopping, something like this dress was
simply not in my budget. Whatever I bought was not going to be good enough for
this event, as proven by the immaculate garment I was now holding in my hand.
Maybe he should have just taken someone who he knew could afford to dress in a
way that suits him. I felt a little bitter again, but then thought of the last
few hours of anxiety over my wardrobe and tried to accept this, be grateful.
And I could always return it to him after the event! Maybe that would be tacky.
It was either return it now and never wear it, or just take his gift and deal
with it.


“There is more,” Nick said, watching me gaze
into space. 


“More what?”


“Jewelry and a note.”


I grunted. I grabbed the note from Nick’s
reluctant hands:



 

Dear
Aria,


I
could care less if you showed up in torn jeans. Or better yet, nothing at all.
But the spy I have recruited at your quarters alerted me of trouble you were
having deciding on attire. So I had to step in. Don’t feel pressured to wear it
though. I don’t know much about women’s fashion, just thought this would nicely
contour your perfect figure.


See
you at 8!


-Zayden



 

“Stacey!” we both screamed at the same time.
She was supposed to be sleeping, but if she had the energy to discuss my
clothing with Zayden, she had the energy to explain it to me. She walked out of
her room looking rather sick. I knew she was only trying to help me because
that’s what best friends do, but I wasn’t going to let her go without a hard
time, because that is also what best friends do.


“Oh wow, what a beautiful dress!” she
exclaimed, looking at me. “You went shopping without me?”


So innocent. She should join the CIA.


“I know what you did.” I gave her a sharp
look.


“Yes, we know, Stace!” Nick was giving her the
exact same look.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she
said to me, and then looked at Nick and added, “And why do you look bothered?”


Nick looked like he considered it for a second
and frowned. “I’m not really sure. It seemed like the right thing to do.”


Stacey laughed. “You’re ridiculous. Can you
make me some tea?”


Nick was off to do his bidding and I was left
to confront Stacey. I opened my mouth to begin a long-winded lecture but ended
up bursting into a fit of laughter. Stacey joined me, and after about five
minutes of this, I was finally able to speak again.


“How did you even do it, Stace? Did you just
randomly dial his number and go ‘Hey, guess what, I have the flu and Aria
doesn’t have a dress?’”


She bit her lip. “Email. We are on emailing
basis.”


“How?”


“His email is on the company’s website.”


I sighed. “Why are you doing this?”


“Because I love you, you idiot,” she said,
looking at me like I was crazy. “In my defense, he wasn’t supposed to rat me
out. Tell your boyfriend he owes me one.”


“He’s not my boyfriend, you know that,” I
sounded way too disappointed saying those words for my own liking, so I cleared
my throat and added with a firmer tone, “He’s just some playboy who is too used
to getting what he wants and thinks all of this is a game.”


I wasn’t sure I believed my own words by this
point. He was a playboy and this was a game; there was no doubt about it and he
made no efforts to hide it. But somehow along the way, I had come to believe
that he was actually a decent person. I couldn’t admit this to Stacey, though.
I couldn’t even admit it to myself, really. The better I thought of him, the
more likely it became that I would get hurt when all of this was over, and I
could not consciously do that to myself.


“A playboy who is playing games, and for some
mysterious reason, makes you happy,” Stacy said after a few minutes, as though
considering how wise it was to communicate that with me.


“What do you mean?” I raised my eyebrows.


“You are happy.”


“I am not any more or any less happy than I
was before this contract.”


At least, I didn’t think I was! Not that I
would ever describe myself as a particularly joyful person – but it was
difficult to be when paying yourself through college, working crazy hours, and
having to worry about taking care of your mother financially.  


“Aria, you know how much I love you, but you
have been kind of miserable for a year now. Since that douchebag cheated on
you.”


“I have not been miserable,” I said
defensively.


“You kind of have, though,” she said while
looking at the floor. “I barely saw you during the day cause you buried
yourself in work, and at night you would just turn on the TV and drift into
your own thoughts. Ever since Zayden started hitting on you, you joke and laugh
and have fun again! It’s like he gave me the old Aria back.”


“Stacey, if it was bothering you so much, why
didn’t you say anything all year?”


“No, you are taking the wrong thing out of
this. I was worried about you, Aria. I didn’t know what I could do for you.
Nick and I spent so much time trying to play matchmaker for you behind your
back, cause we thought dating would make you have some fun, feel better. But
you never had the time, so we were always too afraid to bring it up. Then one
day you came home and told us your new boss was flirting with you and there has
been a kind of slow and awesome progress since then.”


I was stumped. Really? Really? No. No way.


“Could you maybe for a second consider the
possibility that I was doing better emotionally all on my own and it had
nothing to do with some man’s pretend affection?”


Hurt was bubbling up inside me, and I started
tearing up a little. I wasn’t sure why this was bothering me so much, but it
was. If I seemed happier, Zayden had nothing to do with it, and the fact that
my very best friend thought that it did made me feel sick.


“Whatever you want to tell yourself, Aria,”
she sounded like she was getting just as frustrated. “All I saw was my best
friend getting happier and I did what I thought was best for her. You obviously
feel differently so I promise to back off. I’ll remove Zayden from my email
contacts. I don’t feel well so I’m going to go lay down for a bit. Have fun at
your date and call me if you need anything.”


With that said, she walked back into her room,
as tears started pouring down my face. There was no way I would wear the stupid
dress now.

















 

Chapter
Eight


ZAYDEN



 

I had never been to the neighborhood before
and was surprised to see apartments cramped together so closely. 


“Ned,” I rolled down the screen of the limo I
had chosen for the night. “Is this the ghetto?” I joked.


I could swear I heard a chuckle, but Ned was
clever enough to turn it into a cough. “No, sir. Definitely not the ghetto.
This is just a college neighborhood, mostly resided by students, who are on
quite a budget.”


“Ah,” I said. I wondered if I should offer to
let Aria rent one of my houses. She would never accept that for free, but maybe
if I let her pay as much as she was paying for one of these places…


Why the heck was I worrying about her living
arrangements? 


“Here we are,” Ned said parking next to a
three-storied apartment building. 


The lights were on in the 3rd floor, and I
vaguely remembered Aria mentioning that she was on the top floor of her
building. So that had to be it. 


“I don’t know what to do now, Ned.”


He looked back at me with concern. “Are you
nervous?”


“Don’t be ridiculous!” I exclaimed. “Why on
earth would I be nervous? I just am not sure whether to walk in or call her.” 


“Just walk up to her floor and ring the
doorbell.”


“Ah, right, the doorbell!” I laughed. 


I walked into the building and looked for the
elevator; finding none, I grunted my way upstairs. She’d better be on the 3rd
floor after the workout. Curse the flowers, I had forgotten the flowers in the
car. I was not going to run downstairs and right back up just for that. 


I rang the doorbell and was surprised to be
welcomed by an extremely tall gentleman wearing horn-rimmed glasses.


“Who are you?” I asked feeling slightly
annoyed. What was a man doing in her house?


“Who are you?” he laughed. “Just kidding, come
in Zayden, everyone in a 50-mile radius of Atlanta knows who you are.”


“I am not sure this is the right place.” I
looked at the guy quizzically. Could it be her brother, maybe? Unlikely, they
looked too different. 


“No, of course you’re in the right place, come
on in, Aria is just getting ready.”


I guess I was in the right place after all.
“Are you her brother?” I asked the tall guy.


“No, I’m Nick,” he said, as though that
clarified his relationship to her.


“And you are here because…?”


“I live here,” he glared at me. “With my
girlfriend.”


That sent a wave of fury through my whole
body, as though someone very close had stabbed me in the front. Aria was his
girlfriend! She had told me she was single, had she lied? Had she made up the
whole story for money? Wait, if she really was such a scheming jerk, she would
be smarter than to have her boyfriend hovering around the apartment when I was
due. And he didn’t mind that she was going out on a date with me? 


“And you’re… okay with this?” I asked Nick.


“With what?”


“My deal with Aria,” I said, assuming he knew.


He shrugged. “I mean, it’s pretty unorthodox,
but hey, you’re helping her out and that makes you a pretty awesome dude. Why
wouldn’t I be okay with this?”


What kind of sick and convoluted world had I walked
into? Was I growing old? Were college kids this casual with exchanging their
partners nowadays? It seemed like a cool concept, on the one hand. To have
one’s cake and eat it too. But on the other hand, why even bother to make a
commitment to one person if straying was expected and accepted? From an
epistemological standpoint, it simply seemed like a waste of time. They could
just do what I do and sleep around. I shook my head in confusion and was
looking around the house when Aria walked out of her room. Seeing her, I
temporarily forgot that I was upset at her for lying about being single. I
forgot about Nick. I forgot about everything. I barely even noticed that she
had defiantly decided not to wear the dress I had sent her – and I’d have been
foolish to expect otherwise anyway – because right now she looked better than a
starry night sky. She was wearing a green one-piece dress that came right above
her ankles, with a low-cut neck that contoured her breasts to perfection, and a
cream-colored blazer on top of it. It wasn’t very immaculate, as far as attires
go, but she accessorized it beautifully with a silver pendant, her hair tied up
into a classy bun, and her makeup accentuated with deep red lipstick to match
her hair. I was almost glad that she had chosen not to wear what I had sent. 


“Hi,” she smiled serenely at me. “You find the
place okay?”


“Yes,” I smiled back at her. “Well, Ned did.
Should we get going?”


“Sure.” She waltzed over and grabbed my arm
with a soft touch. Before we walked out of the apartment, she told Nick, “I
will probably be back late, tell your girlfriend if she asks, I am not entirely
sure we’re on speaking terms right now. See ya, Nick!”


My initial reaction was to grunt at the very
sight of her talking to him but about three seconds later it registered; she
was referring to Nick’s girlfriend in the third person, which meant that it
couldn’t possibly be her. The rush of relief that ran through my veins was
overwhelming. 


Why did I care so much? I had screwed many
girls that were in relationships.


“So Nick is not your boyfriend?” I couldn’t
help myself from asking.


She burst out laughing. “You thought Nick was
my boyfriend? Oh goodness.” She laughed for a couple of more minutes before adding,
“Didn’t I tell you I was single?”


I shrugged. “You could be lying. People lie
all the time.”


“Speaking from experience, huh?”


“I have never lied… to you,” I looked straight
into her eyes. That wasn’t quite true, as I had lied to her about my
interaction with Wilson, the loan officer. She didn’t need to know that,
though. And it’s not like it was a lie that hurt her in any way. She was still
getting the money she needed, and I was getting what I wanted; a chance to
seduce her. If she ever found out – and I couldn’t think of any way she would –
she wouldn’t exactly be able to be mad. However, knowing her, she would find a
reason to be furious about it. The thought of it gave me weird pangs in my
chest. As we hopped into the car, I tried hard not to let my thoughts drift in
that direction again.


“These are for you,” I handed her the purple
orchids I had forgotten in the car.


“Thanks!” She seemed pleased with my flower
selection this time around.


“A drink for the ride?” I asked, producing the
same bottle of champagne from our dinner a few nights ago that she had enjoyed
so much.


Her face lit up upon recognizing the drink.
“You shouldn’t have gone through all that trouble.”


She actually thought I was trying.


“Yeah, I should have. How else would I get
that look to appear on your face?” I grinned. “But I have to be honest, I
didn’t have to do anything at all to acquire the bottle.”


She laughed. “Yes, yes, I am aware of you and
your rich ways. Which reminds me, am I dressed up to standards for your gala?
I’m returning the dress you sent.”


“Of course you are,” I shook my head, but with
a smile. “Like I said in my note, I wouldn’t have cared if you came in ripped
jeans. But to answer your question, you look more beautiful tonight than I have
ever seen you.”


Her face got pink as she mumbled thank you.
“You look pretty good too,” she said looking out the window.


“Are you talking to someone in the street?” I
teased.


She looked me in the eye this time. “You are
very handsome. I am really looking forward to spending this evening with you,”
she spoke softly.


I was startled by those words, not at all
expecting her to be so solemnly candid in showing signs of affection. Okay,
maybe it wasn’t quite affection, but some admiration had to be lingering
somewhere if she was willing and excited to spend an evening with me. That made
me very enthusiastic, so much so that I almost wanted to skip the whole evening
and just spend it with her, however she wanted.


I was becoming weak.


---


“What exactly is this auction for?” Aria
asked, as we walked in almost holding hands. We were brushing our fingers
against each other’s, which made me feel all kinds of desires. It also scared
the trash out of me because I had never come close to holding a girl’s hand
after my ex. 


“For cancer research,” I said and nervously
added; “I forgot to mention, I will be giving a speech on behalf of the
organizers. Usually I ignore speaking arrangements, but I love this cause, and of
all the non-profit hostings, this probably gets the highest percentile of my
yearly donations.”


She put a hand on my shoulder. It was
definitely affection this time. “You’re an amazing guy.” 


“I’m alright,” I said with a straight face.


“Nope, really amazing. I look forward to your
speech. I will be embarrassing and whistle and make you wish you had never-“


“Zayden!” An old, balding man approached me.
“How are you doing, my boy?”


“Hi Mr. Kirk, I’m doing good. It’s nice to see
you!” I looked at Aria and pointed, “This is Ms. Aria Roberts, my date for the
night.” Then I looked at Mr. Kirk. “Aria, Mr. Kirk is one of our oldest
business partners, and when my dad was alive, one of his best friends.”


Upon hearing those words, Aria wrapped her
hand around mine and I felt her warm, soft skin.


Mr. Kirk’s face lit up. “Wow, what a beautiful
girl! What do you do, dear?”


She looked nervous. “I am finishing up
college, studying to be a loan officer. I also work at the bank.”


“That’s great,” Mr. Kirk said, with much less
enthusiasm, and started walking away. I had never quite taken someone plain to
a public event like this. Sure, I messed all the young women that worked for
me, but that was usually confined to the walls of my own house; I never dared
take a teller out to a coveted event like this one. 


These things were boring beyond belief though,
and her company, with her snarky humor and challenging attitude, would provide
a lot of entertainment. I enjoyed having her around. 


“I think you’re being judged pretty hardcore
right now,” Aria looked at me with amusement.


“You aren’t… offended?” 


She laughed. “Why should I be? I am sure he’s
used to seeing you with supermodels. Everyone is. It is quite amusing watching
people’s reaction. I never quite realized this before, but messing with rich
people is fun.”


“Rich people is even better,” I
winked.


“Okay, I practically led you to that one,” she
shrugged. “What does a girl have to do to get a drink around here?”


“I’ll grab one for you,” I said, and started
walking but remembered something. “You’re not 21.”


“Meh, it’s just a matter of a few months,
nobody will care.”


“I hear it’s impossible to get a comfortable
king-sized bed in jail,” I retorted.


She rolled her eyes. “Fine, if it’s such a big
deal-”


“I’m teasing you. Champagne okay?”


“Grab me a beer,” she grinned. “Let’s see how
your acquaintances will react to a working-class girl who also shamelessly
drinks beer at a classy event.”


I chuckled. “You are crazy. I don’t think they
even have beers at this thing. I can ask Ned to-“


“It’s okay, you don’t have to make everything
happen at the snap of your fingertips. Get me anything you want.” She put her
hand on my shoulder again and smiled. Her touches were distracting.


I returned with two glasses of red wine and
handed her one. “So I have to make a speech in like five minutes, you think
you’re going to be okay on your own for a little bit?”


“Of course not. Oh wait, I’m not a 5-year-old
that needs constant adult supervision,” she pulled out her tongue. “Break a
leg.”


“Don’t interrupt my speech if you need anything.
You’re on your own. We can always screw later.”


She covered her face with both her hands.
“Zayden, go make your big important speech.”

















 

Chapter
Nine


ARIA



 

I took a huge gulp of my wine as Zayden
proceeded to the mini-stage that had been crafted in the middle of the room. It
was a very interesting taste; bitter, but rich enough to make my whole mouth
feel like velvet. I was already starting to get a bit buzzed from a few sips. I
looked at Zayden adjusting the mic and took a deep breath. The plain black suit
fit his lean body immaculately, and the dark blue shirt made his eyes pop. His
skinny black tie was slightly loose, and I wondered how it would feel to undo
it. And then his shirt. Aria, focus. I slapped my own forehead and frowned,
trying hard to pay attention to the words now coming out of his mouth, rather
than his mouth itself and just how succulent his lips looked. 


“As many of you know, I lost my grandfather to
cancer,” Zayden was saying. The room was utterly silent, every pair of eyes
concentrating on him, as though he was reciting the next set of global
constitution. What must it feel like, commanding any room you walk into?
Someday, I would find out. I may never make it to Zayden’s status – I wasn’t
born with the right set of luck in order to get there – but someday I would
become successful enough to have a room full of people care about what I am
saying. 


“It was my complete honor to sponsor this
gala, and I want to thank you all so much for your generous contributions to
this truly wonderful cause.” It was obvious that this truly meant something to
him, that he actually cared. There was a rumor around the office that he turned
down an offer to speak at a local TED talk, so the fact that he was willing to
come over here and take the time to address these people for the sake of cancer
research was oddly heartwarming. He was definitely a much better person that he
led himself and everyone else to believe. As he spoke with passion and
intensity, I began to feel a very uncomfortable knot in my chest. It was a knot
of feelings beginning to develop. I always thought he was attractive, but
that’s simply an objective fact; he was attractive like the sky is blue, and I
was also certainly very grateful for all that he did for me. But somehow, it
was beginning to feel like there was more, like I appreciated him for who he
was outside of who he was with me. 


I was in trouble.


When he finished his speech there was applause
that lasted for minutes. People were cheering him on and screaming his name. 


“Now let me invite Ms. Cameron Elizabeth, the
head organizer of tonight’s grand event, to begin the auction,” Zayden said and
stepped aside to speak with an older blonde woman on the stage. I was surprised
to feel a tap on my shoulder, since I didn’t really know anyone else at the
party. I turned around to find Mr. Kirk smiling at me.


“That speech was quite something, huh?” He
asked.


“Absolutely! Zayden is passionate and a
wonderful speaker.”


“I’m sure you think so,” he shrugged in a way
that made me uncomfortable. “How much is he paying you anyway?”


“Excuse me?” I felt a fit of rage begin to
spread inside me.


“I’ll write you a blank check to fill in as
you please for one night. But I have some very specific requests. Things not
every girl is comfortable doing. Even though you’re a professional.”


“What the heck are you talking about?” I was
so angry I didn’t even care about my language or creating a scene. “I am not
for sale.”


He laughed. “Oh, he’s taught you well. Come
on. I have known the kid since he was 10 years old, you’re not going to
convince me that he’s just taking out a lowly employee because he likes your
personality.”


“Actually, that is exactly why I brought her
here tonight,” I heard a different voice say. Zayden was standing in front of
us and he looked like he was about to commit murder. “And why you should now
exit this event. South National will no longer be dealing with your company.”


Kirk’s face turned to a deep shade of purple.
“Come on, Zayden! Are you really going to side with a whore?”


“Watch your language, or I will have you
thrown out of here in a manner that will make it impossible for you to ever
show your face in public again. Aria is a beautiful young woman with a deeper
intellect at her age than you have acquired in 60 years. I would rather spend
the very little free time I have in the company of somebody like her, than do
business with some sick mongrel who has no respect for another human being.
Call her a whore again and my lawyers will ruin you until you’re on the
streets. Now, get the heck out.”


People had begun watching and I wanted to draw
a hole underneath me and disappear. This must have been embarrassing for him,
yet he was fighting for my so-called honor, and I was completely paralyzed in
shock. The truth was that he was, in fact, paying me, even if it wasn’t exactly
for sex. But the fact that he was still supremely offended by Kirk’s behavior
made a small part of me ridiculously happy. The rest of me kind of wanted to
collapse and never see humanity again. 


When we finally left the gala, every single
person was apologizing to me for Kirk’s behavior, and I realized that not all
rich people sucked, contrary to what I had convinced myself of. In fact, Zayden
seemed to run around in circles of some truly nice people. All in all though,
the evening ended on a nice note, and by the time we made it back to Zayden’s
car, I was tipsy, tired, and in a much better mood than I had expected to be.


“I’m sorry about Kirk again, Aria,” Zayden
said once we sat in the car again. “I have known him all my life, but he’s
never acted so sleazy before. I wouldn’t have introduced him to you if I knew
he was going to act that way.”


I gently put my hand over his and he started
to move his fingers against mine, causing an internal volcano to begin popping
in my system.


“You don’t have to apologize. I feel terrible
about creating a scene. I am sure you didn’t come in here today thinking ‘Hey,
guess what would be fun? If I had to insult one of my business partners on
behalf of my date and cause a whole dramatic production.’” I laughed.


He lifted both our hands and put his arm
around me. “I have never in my life used this word to describe a girl before,
but Aria Roberts, you are really amazing.”


He must have thought calling me amazing was
somehow amusing since that’s what I had called him.


I giggled. “How long have you been practicing
to say that?”


“Since I read your paper. It was… amazing.”


“Amazing. You’re…amazing too.” We were both
gazing into each other’s eyes at this point and I barely knew what I was even
saying. “Very, very amazing.”


He removed his hand from mine and lightly
brushed his index finger against my cheek, the effects of which I felt across
my whole body. He was leaning in, and I gazed at his perfect mouth and wondered
if he would taste like whiskey. As soon as our lips slightly touched, however,
I jerked away. A few seconds later I got the courage to look at him. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry, Zayden. I
can’t. I just…”


“It’s okay,” he said and looked away from me,
without any hint of disappointment in his voice. “I know you don’t want to and
I shouldn’t have-”


“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I blurted
before I could stop myself. It was too late to take it back now. “Whenever I am
around you, it’s difficult to breathe. And all I want in the whole world is to
let you win and feel the taste of your mouth and to touch you and let you do
whatever you want to me.”


He didn’t speak for almost a few minutes. Then
he said, “The screen isn’t soundproof, Ned can hear you.”


“No I can’t,” I heard Ned say, and then I felt
absolutely mortified.


“The point that I have been trying to make –
sorry Ned – is that it’s not that I don’t want to, it’s that I can’t. And I’m
sorry.”


Zayden sighed like he didn’t care. “Don’t be.
It’s your stop. I’ll see you on Monday. Sleep well, Aria. Thanks again for
coming out with me tonight.” 


I couldn’t bring myself to get out of the car
for the longest time. I finally forced myself to say, “No, thank you, for
everything.” Then I ran out of there as fast as I could. 


I didn’t sleep well that night. I didn’t sleep
at all. 


---


On Monday morning I was woken up by a phone
call from my mom.


“It’s 5 a.m. Mom,” I mumbled on to the phone.
“Can I call you back?”


“I’m sorry for waking you up, sweetheart, I
just wanted thank you for the 10,000 dollars that you paid to the hospital on
my behalf. I’m glad your loan went through.”


Wait, what was she talking about? My loan
never – oh. I sat upright, suddenly understanding.


“It was paid?” I asked stupidly.


“Of course, from your name.”


“I know, I meant to ask if it went through
alright. I’ll call you later okay, mom? Don’t worry about it too much, I got
you. Love you!”


I dialed Zayden’s office number and
immediately hung up, remembering what time it was. It would just have to wait
until I got to work. I couldn’t believe what he had done. I felt a sense of
warmth and affection throughout my whole body. 


The contract was real.


I tried going back to sleep, but spent the
next few hours thinking of him and just how underrated he was as a person. I
had expected him to be upset with me, given the rejection from Saturday night.
He hadn’t tried to get in contact with me all of Sunday and I assumed he was
miffed. Instead, he had decided to go on and make the first payment early. And
the way he had fought for me at the gala. Perhaps I had judged him unfairly,
but I would never think he would jump to defend me against his own kind. His business
and reputation, I assumed, were way more important than some girl he was trying
to seduce, yet I was wrong, as I seemed to be on many accounts when it came to
Zayden. I would have to find something nice to do for him, soon. For the first
time in a long time, I could not wait to get out of bed and get to work.


Which is why I was very disappointed when I
got to work and Zayden was not in his office. He usually got there before
everyone else, and I was convinced that he slept in his office most days. I wondered
if everything was okay. I thought about writing him an email and drafted
something:



 

Hi,


I
wanted to thank you in person, but you seem to be out today. I hope everything
is okay. My mom called me about the hospital payment and I wanted to thank you
for going ahead with that way earlier than our contract demanded. And for
sticking up for me in front of Mr. Kirk the other day. It meant more to me than
you ever imagined.


So I
was thinking, about that pizza, beer, and Netflix thing, do you want to come over
some day this week?


I
would love for you to join me…



 

No, not that word. I would “like.” I went
ahead and scratched the whole email off. I had to tell him in person.


The day got more and more agonizing, as I kept
my eyes straight on the door, waiting for him to walk in, with increasing
disappointment. At 5, I made a final glance, at this point assuming there was
no way he would show up at work, but I still couldn’t help but feel utterly
disappointed. I didn’t work on Tuesdays, and waiting until Wednesday to see him
would be too unbearable. I started packing up as slowly as I physically could,
while everyone else began walking out of the office. What was I expecting? The
day was over, he wasn’t coming. And maybe I had something to do with it. Maybe
if I hadn’t pulled away the other day...ugh. I didn’t owe him anything
physical. 


But I wanted to so bad, so what was I even
fighting for? Right now I couldn’t think of a single reason why I wasn’t in
Zayden’s arms.


Trudging out of the office, I wondered if I
could skip some classes to come to work tomorrow. As soon as I got to my car,
however, I saw Zayden’s silver BMW pull in and my heart jumped. I stood there,
feeling completely paralyzed, and when he got out of the car I could barely
keep up with what I was doing.


I ran to him as fast as I could and planted a
kiss squarely on his lips. He stepped back for a second looking completely
startled, and as Ned started driving away, he pulled me towards him and kissed
me. His hands were on my face and when his mouth began to part mine, I forgot
everything about the world. His tongue entered my mouth and started exploring,
and one of his hands was now on my back, almost lifting me up. I tried to kiss
him back with everything I had, but it wasn’t enough, I wanted more, I wanted
every bit of him. His hand was now inside the back of my dress, grabbing my rear
firmly, and I felt like I could explode from that sensation alone. It felt like
an eternity when we finally broke apart, gasping for air.


“It’s nice to see you too, Aria,” he grinned
at me. I was still trying to remember how to breathe.


“I-” I tried to speak. I had never realized
how difficult that process could be. My eyes were still on his mouth. “I wanted
to thank you. About the payment. And about Kirk. And I wanted to-”


He cut me off with another electrifying kiss.
He tasted like expensive scotch, just like I had imagined; a little smoky, and
the faintest hint of sweet. When his mouth left mine and he proceeded to kiss
the side of my neck, I couldn’t take it anymore.


“Let’s take this inside,” I heard myself
saying. 


We were completely intertwined, yet somehow we
made it inside his office. He shoved me against the glass door and continued
exploring my neck with his warm tongue, making circles with kisses. I was about
to pass out already when he lifted my skirt and lightly brushed his fingers
against my pussy, and I let out a loud moan.


He broke apart. “Is everything okay?” There
was concern in his face. 


“Huh?” Keep going. Just do whatever you were
doing, Zayden. Don’t stop. I wanted to convey that with my eyes. “Everything
is… perfect,” were the only words I could manage.


“Listen, Aria,” he said sincerely. “As much as
I want to rip apart that dress of yours and forget you mindless, I have to ask;
are you sure about this?”


“You know what it looks like when I don’t want
it,” I said, boldly removing the top part of my dress, revealing a red lacy
bra. “This is obviously not it.”


“I know,” he said, his eyes now fixated on my
bra. “I know you want it right now. But you’re a virgin and I don’t do
virgins, normally. But I’m willing to taste your pussy.”


The way he said that made me want to jump on
him and straddle him until he felt the inside of what he liked to call my
pussy. 


“I am not a virgin,” I told him. “I told you
that to scare you off.”


Those words were exactly what he needed to
hear, because he proceeded to then actually rip off the rest of my dress off my
body and kiss me again, this time with full force, thrusting his tongue deep
inside my mouth. Then, he picked me up and took me to the giant couch in
office. Taking his shirt off without his eyes leaving mine, he said, “As much
as I want to take you right now, you’ve made me wait too long, Aria Roberts. I
am going to make every minute count and torment you until you’re begging for my
cock.”


Those were the most thrilling words I had ever
heard. I was already ready to beg and plead, but he didn’t need to know that. I
wanted to feel the torment he was promising.


When he threw his shirt on the floor, I was
surprised to find that his body was even more perfect than I had imagined. Not
bulky, but lean and muscular, with a perfect six-pack that I longed to touch. I
tried to reach out to do so when he grabbed my hand and shook his head. “Not so
easy.” 


His eyes were burning with desire as he leaned
down and began working on my neck again. This time his hands were cupping my
breasts over my bra, and I was glad when I felt him unhook it and throw it over
my head. He then gently squeezed my bare nipple, and I felt a storm bubble up
inside me. His other hand was playing with my panties, not quite touching the
clit, but teasing me with flicks and brushes. Slowly, his kisses started
progressing downwards, and before I knew it, his mouth was on my breast, licking
it softly with his tongue. The pressure increased ever so slowly, and it felt
like forever before he was fully sucking it, leading me to moan his name at the
top of my lungs.


“You like that, huh?” he breathed,
breaking off and looking at me with stern eyes. “How about this, then?”


He moved his mouth down my bare torso and
stopped right outside my panties. “Has anyone ever tasted your sweet pussy?”


I shook my head no. Was he about to? Oh my goodness.


With one swift motion, my panties were down to
my ankles, revealing a part of me that no man had ever directly seen before. I
was glad I had gotten into the habit of shaving it off at a young age,
momentarily embarrassed about how it would look if I hadn’t. 


I couldn’t control my crazy thoughts.


He licked his lips as he parted me, and rubbed
his thumb against my clit. I felt like a volcano ready to erupt again, and when
his mouth made contact, it was a burst of pleasure like I had never felt
before. I tried to focus on my breathing but it got increasingly difficult as
he sucked on my clit while licking the rest. When I felt his tongue enter, I
lost all control. A shiver ran through my whole body and I felt myself
contracting into a single bubble of pleasure that seemed to last forever.
“Zayden,” I managed to moan, but he didn’t stop sucking and licking until I
started shaking uncontrollably. 


When he finally looked at me, I was barely
lucid. “Sweet. Just like I imagined.”


“Idiot me.” I could barely speak two words, so
those had to be it. “Please,” I managed to add.


I never thought I would have to beg a guy.


That was all the encouragement he needed. He
tugged down his pants, revealing a huge penis that was pointing firmly in my
direction. I trembled with excitement over the thought of being filled up by
him completely. He approached me, and parted the lips of my pussy. At first, he
just rubbed the tip of his penis over my clit, tormenting me with longing. He
took his free hand’s index finger and proceeded to wipe it between my pussy
lips. Then he licked each finger entirely. Looking straight into my eyes, he
said, “You are so wet. How bad do you want this huge cock to forget you?”


“Bad,” I spoke in barely a whisper, flames
erupting on my face.


“Say it, say you want me to forget you with my
huge cock.”


Goodness.


“I want you to… idiot me… with your huge cock.”
Right now I would sign my own death warrant if he asked me to.


With both his hands over my breasts, he thrust
inside me with such force that I let out a tiny moan of pain. After a few
motions, the pain was almost entirely gone and replaced by the sensation of his
cock filling me up, faster and harder with every passing second. My body was
transformed into a volcano once again, that in time would be ready to erupt. I
found myself matching his rhythm and messed him back. 


He let one of my breasts go and licked the
tips of his fingers before reaching down to my aching clitoris. His fingers
fiercely massaged it in circles, causing my back to arch off the couch. I
closed my eyes, looking away from his face that was twisted in a grimace of
craving. His one hand tightened around my one breast. 


“Watch me forget you,” he groaned deeply. 


I forced my eyes open and let my back fall
flat against the couch. I raised up on my elbows and watched him stroking my
clit and thrusting inside my aching core. His cock disappeared inside of me
over and over. My breathing picked up, and when my eyes flickered up I noticed
his wasn’t any different. His taut chest and abs were pulled tight. With a body
like this he had to spend many hours in the gym every day. 


He moved each hand to a different hip, but
thumbed my clitoris. As he pumped his cock inside at the fastest pace yet, I
arched my back once more to allow earth-shattering lightning to shoot through
my body. 


“Ahh!” I moaned.


I pulled my knees together, not wanting to let
go of the feeling. That restricted his cock, so he pressed my knees apart
ferociously, completely opening me up to him. He bent over, supporting himself
on his elbows. He grabbed a fist of my red hair and tugged my head back while
biting my lower lip. I took hold of his muscular rear and could feel it flex
under my fingertips with every thrust. 


With one final hard thrust, he pulled out of
me and stroked himself. He grunted louder and louder as his warm fluid sprayed
my belly. Then he collapsed on top of me, saying, “Oh goodness, Aria. Idiot.”


I gently slid my hands up his back, mentally
echoing his sentiments, but unable to voice anything at all. My breathing was
rapid as I pulled him tighter to my naked body. It was like I had just survived
an earthquake. The best earthquake there ever was. 


We stayed plastered together, and I couldn’t
help but hope that he would still fulfill the rest of the contract after giving
into him.

















 

THE
BOSS #2


Chapter
One


Aria



 

This was my fifth attempt to pay attention in
class. The professor was babbling something about regression models, there were
numbers on the board, and I think I was in Statistics II. Maybe. Honestly, I
wouldn’t have noticed if I had walked into the wrong class right now; my mind
was far, far away from this classroom, in a whole other room altogether. All
the chatter, people talking in the hallways, the professor being obnoxious –
things that usually bothered me to no end – now sounded like a mildly pleasant
distraction coming from another dimension in space and time. It had been like
this all week. Nothing in the whole world could faze me.


I still couldn’t believe what had happened.
And how perfect it was. My mind once again drifted back to that night in
Zayden’s office one week ago.


Right after we had made love – no, no not made
love, done it, had sex, any other term for what had happened – we both
collapsed onto the couch, locked in an embrace. It felt like forever before we
were both able to function again, and the first thing he said was, “God dang it,
Aria, why did you lie?”


“Wow, you sure know how to flatter a woman
after sex,” I rolled my eyes.


He got up and looked at me with his head
resting on his elbow. There was real concern in his face. “I’m serious. Why did
you lie about your virginity?”


“What?” I snapped. “I wasn’t a virgin, and
it’s not like that stopped you from trying to get into my pants when you
thought I was! I’ve only had sex once, and it lasted a whole minute. Why the
sudden concern? Did I really suck that bad?”


“It’s not like that,” he said, running his
index finger over the contours of my face. “I just… it would have gone differently
if I had known the truth. If I knew you were a virgin or even that you had only
been messed once, I would have been more… gentle. I should have known better,
but I was overwhelmed with you. If I had just kept my head straight, I would
have gone much slower, done much better, made this better. Heck, we weren’t
even in a real bed! You will always have to remember your first and second time
being nasty.”


He looked angry with himself before he finally
added; “You’re a smart and young girl; so sorry it had to be this way.”


I gently caressed the stubble on his cheek and
said, “Believe me when I say this, it was perfect, Zayden. I had a great time.”
I looked down coyly for a few minutes. “The pleasure…” I finished in a barely
audible voice.


He laughed. “I love how bashful you get. It’s
really cute, considering the way I just messed you.”


I looked away from him, trying not to focus on
the fact that he had used the word “love.” It wasn’t like he was saying he
loved me; this was the equivalent of saying he loves the taste of ice cream,
yet I couldn’t help but feel a tingle of excitement.


“I am not bashful.” I looked at him again. “I
can talk dirty and everything.”


He started chuckling. “Oh, really? Let’s hear
it then.”


I could feel my face turning a shade of deep
red. “Huh?” I looked at him as though I had no idea what he was saying. I was
trapped.


“Let me hear you talk dirty,” he said with a
twinkle in his eyes. “‘And everything.’”


Covering my face with both my hands, I sighed.
Okay, okay I can do this.


“I’m… dirty. I’m a dirty, dirty girl, who
likes to have a lot of sex and stuff. And in weird positions. Like this one
time when Stacey and I found this video from Nick’s stash where the girl like,
bends against the guy from underneath him like a gymnast – like that, and I
can-“ I made the mistake of looking at his eyes and we both burst into a bout
of uncontrollable laughter.


“Okay.” I shrugged. “So I can’t actually talk
dirty. And everything.”


“Yet.” He winked and leaned in to kiss my
neck. 


“Mmm,” I moaned.


“Ready for round two?” he mumbled against my
neck. “I’ll be gentle this time, I promise.”


“No,” I whispered and he broke off to look at
me in confusion. I clarified, “No, don’t be gentle.”


Then I boldly proceeded to unzip his pants and
take him in my mouth. He began to mess my face uncontrollably. The power I felt
from being able to make him lose control like that was glorious. I licked his
shaft while occasionally sucking the tip. It clearly worked because he climaxed
in no time, making me feel incredibly proud of myself.


After a few more rounds, we fell asleep on the
couch and I woke up in the middle of the night.


“I have to go.” I rubbed his nose. “Class
tomorrow. And people will start coming in here in like four hours. They can’t
see this.”


He groaned. “That’s why we should’ve taken
this to my place. Next time, my place!”


Next time. So there would be a next time.  I tried not to seem as excited as I actually
was. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, leaning in for a kiss.


“You won’t,” he said, sighing. “I’m going to
New York for business for two days. We are trying to set up a branch on the
East Coast and see how we may advance.”


“Lucky! I’ve never been to New York. Is it as
amazing as it is on TV?”


He shrugged. “It’s just a city. But I’ll take
you there sometime.”


“No, thank you,” I said, a little too quickly.
Of course I wanted to be taken to New York someday. Every person in the world
wanted to be taken to New York someday. But I couldn’t let Zayden do me any
more favors. Plus, I was afraid I would take his promises too seriously and
assume this whole deal meant a whole lot more than it actually did. I wasn’t
quite sure where we stood right now. There was, of course, the contract. We had
a full five months of that left, so he wasn’t going to discard me until then
for sure. But what about after that? It would probably be goodbye and he would
be done with me forever. 


I tried not to dwell on that, and instead
focused on the wonderful night I had. I didn’t remember the last time I had
truly had fun, not worrying about anything. I didn’t remember the last time I
was simply happy. This might have been temporary, but in that moment, I decided
that for the next five months, I would focus on one thing; being happy. What
happened after didn’t matter.


“Ms. Roberts, what is the formula for standard
deviation?” I heard a voice come from a distance. It sounded a little like my
name…


Oh shoot. I was transported back into a
classroom full of college students and a frustrated-looking teacher staring
down at me. “Ms. Roberts, are you still with us?”


“Yes, sorry!” I snapped out. “The formula for
standard deviation...”


I knew this. I did. Why couldn’t I remember it
right that second, though? I needed to stop thinking about Zayden and that
night in class. I was never unable to answer a question. 


“Ms. Roberts,” the teacher said. “I would
really appreciate it if you paid some attention in class. Nobody wants to be
here, even I don’t want to be here to try and explain statistics to disengaged
students. But it’s my job, and you could make my job a lot easier by feigning
some interest. The unintentional side effect would be some good grades. Do you
know what those look like?”


I nodded, feeling humiliated. If only he knew
that I was a straight-A student. A teacher had never berated me in my life
before this. I really needed to get my trash together. “I’m sorry. I am just
having a rough day. It won’t happen again.”


“Good, because your mid-term exam for this
class is tomorrow,” he said, now addressing the whole class.


Phew. Mid-term. I’d ace that and everything
would be okay again. No more thinking about sex in class, though. What was even
happening to me? I was going to kill Zayden Sinclair when he returned from New
York. He was beginning to interfere with my everyday life.

















 

Chapter
Two


Zayden



 

Did she have to be in class? I hated not
having the view of her rear from my office. All I had to look at was old Mrs.
Brian, who seemed to think frowning at every customer that walked in was
company policy. 


I picked up my phone to call Aria, wondering
if I could demand that she become present at work instantly, but she probably
wouldn’t answer her phone in class. Grunting, I thought about how much fun we
were going to have when I took her home tonight. I had made some plans, all
right.


We hadn’t quite had the chance to do it after
that night in the office. First I had to rush off to New York, and when I got
back, there was a whole pile of work waiting for me to return to, and countless
annoying meetings. At least I had found a way to make work interesting the day
I had returned from New York. I thought back to that morning, when Aria had
seen me walk into the office from her teller’s booth and was visibly struggling
not to run to me. She didn’t want to tarnish her reputation and worsen mine.
Thank goodness she was clever. So I had to devise a plan to get her to come into my
office. And keep her there.


I called her phone. 


“Good morning, Mrs. Roberts,” I grinned at her
from the distance. “How are you doing, today?”


“Better now,” she grinned back. “For no
particular reason, though.”


“There seems to be a steady number of
reinforcements for your tasks at the teller’s booth over there. There’s Mrs.
Brian, and the new kid should be arriving. Do you think you could make yourself
available for some executive-level assistance?”


“What did you have in mind?” She winked at me.
It was so sexy.


“What I really have in mind is bending you
over my desk and making you come over and over again.” I watched her flush. It
was so satisfying. “Since it’s the middle of the day, however, and we have a
lot of company, I will settle for you coming into my office and sorting through
my filing cabinet.”


She looked taken aback, but said, “Oh yeah,
sure, anything you want. You’re the boss.”


“I’m not finished,” I added with a wink. She
wasn’t the only one who could do that. “I want you to sort through my filing
cabinet, but first I want you to go to the bathroom and take your panties off,
so that I get a nice view of your rear and pussy when you’re filing.”


She gasped. “Are you serious?”


“I don’t joke about pussy, Aria. Go take your
panties off. Now.” And then I hung up. Watching her from a distance, I could
tell she was equally as frustrated as she was aroused, and my cock was already
throbbing hard from that conversation.


She walked into my office a few moments later,
and I said, “Where are they?”


“What?” She looked confused.


“Your panties.”


She raised her eyebrows. “In my purse. Why
does it matter?”


I pulled my top desk drawer out and said,
“Place them there. So you can’t cheat in case I step out of my desk.”


“You’re being ridiculous,” she whispered,
sounding more frustrated than aroused now. 


“Panties. Now.” I stared at her with a stern
face until she gave up and stormed to place them where I had asked. “Anything
else? Do you want me to strip naked so everyone in the office can have a nice
show, too?”


She was angrier than I had realized. “Just
calm down,” I said, gently. “I thought you’d find it sexy.”


“I do and it’s annoying. I don’t want to find
it sexy. I was looking forward to your return from New York, and wanted to ask
you about your trip, and tell you about my progress on the Econ paper, and so
much more. But as soon as you walked in, all I could think about was the other
night.”


She paused for a second as though very nervous
about what was to come next, then added, “All I could think about was the other
night, and how much I wanted to repeat it. Right now.”


“Aria,” I gasped, getting super hard. “We can
book a hotel room around the corner and—”


“No,” she said quickly. “This is exactly what
I am talking about. I would love to accompany you to a hotel room and have you
do me as you please. It pisses me off though, that you do this while I’m at
work. I need these hours. I need to be able to work while at work.”


“I’ll pay you double to take the day off.”


“Stop saying that, it’s disrespectful. I want
to earn the money I make.”


“I didn’t mean to offend you… I just figured,
you want it, I want it, there seems to be no logical reason that either of us
should be clothed right now.”


“But there is,” she sighed. “It’s called my
job. And yours!”


“Meh,” I said shrugging. “I own the company,
that’s hardly a job.”


“After work,” she snapped. “After everyone
leaves, we can hang around in your office and do whatever it is that you want
to do.”


“You make it sound like such a chore. How
flattering,” I snapped back. “And despite that charming proposition, I’ll have
to decline in favor of a sausage fest. Board meeting tonight.”


“We don’t have to be at each other’s throats
like this, you know,” she said, sighing deeply. 


“Well, the sexual tension in the room
is making us act this way.”


“Yeah, it’s something like that,” she said,
staring at her feet.


“Not to change the subject, but I got you
something,” I said, producing a tiny box from inside my suit pocket.


“What is it?” She looked nervous.


“Not a ring, obviously,” I said, handing her a
box.


“Oh really? I was so convinced that it was a
ring, and that one steamy night with me had made you decide you wanted me for
the rest of your life. Cause that’s how things work,” she laughed, opening the
box and gasped when the contents were revealed.


“These are beautiful,” she exclaimed,
examining the diamond Liberty locket I had gotten her. “Is this a real
diamond?”


“Two carat. Not much, but since you had never
been to New York before, I thought I’d bring a piece of it back to you.”


I was playing this smooth.


She laughed. “Yeah, just 2 carats, no big
deal. It’s not like that’s more than any valuable item I have ever owned.
Seriously, though, it’s beautiful. But I can’t accept it. You need to stop
buying me expensive presents.”


“It was nothing,” I said. It was just a couple
thousand dollars, and that wasn’t much to me. “Just take it, Aria. Otherwise
it’s just going to be thrown away.”


“I can’t. I don’t feel comfortable taking
gifts from my boss.” She sighed. 


“I’m not just your boss.”


“I know.” Her eyes widened. “That’s not what I
meant to imply. You’re…” She started fidgeting with the pendant in her hand and
flushed to match the color of her red shirt. “You’re... I think of you as… as…”
It was like someone asked her to name every state in the U.S. alphabetically in
descending order. “A friend,” she finished after a lot of struggle.


“Ah, so you let all your friends do what I did
to you the other night?” I tried to look severe, although I was laughing inside
at her struggle to speak.


“No! Of course not! You know that I had never
– that I was a –“ She caught my eyes and realized I was just teasing her. “I’m
going to kill you.”


“Great, then you can keep the pendant as
memorabilia for when you miss me after my death.”


She grunted. “I feel bad, though!”


“If you really think of me as a friend, then
please, take this small present from your friend.”


“Fine,” she finally said. “But one condition;
no more presents, no more spending a single penny outside of our contract on
me. Promise?”


“I promise,” I smiled. “Now start shelving and
let me enjoy the view.”


“That’s okay. I’ve got to get back to work.
Enjoy my underwear,” she said, laughing as she waltzed out of my office.


She was just as good as I was at this game. 

















 

Chapter
Three


Aria



 

I was walking out of class, disgruntled again
from the second encounter in a row with my Statistics professor. It was
beginning to be an every-class thing. Then, I heard someone call my name.


Dick.


“Excuse me?” a blond guy of medium build said.


I may have said Dick out loud. “That’s your
name, isn’t it?”


“It’s Rick. But thanks,” my ex-boyfriend
grinned. “I’ve been meaning to run into you, Aria.”


“Oh, that’s neat. You don’t even have any
classes in the Econ and Finance building. I suppose this is a ‘run-in’ and not
a stalking attempt. Go away, Dick,” I said, walking on.


He ran after me. “Listen, I tried calling you
a bunch of times.”


I turned around and snapped, “Right. And me
completely not answering any of those gazillion phone calls over the last few
months did not give you the slightest hint that I want nothing to do with you?”


“It did, but I am still here, doesn’t that say
something?”


“Yes, it says it’s really late and I have to
get out of here. You’re just a dirty scumbag who cheated on me on our
anniversary and is now stalking me outside of an evening class.”


“You never even gave me a chance to explain!”
He was shouting now.


“Explain! What is there to explain,
Dick? I saw everything that needed to be seen. Do I care about your made-up sob
story where you were doing a dying girl a favor or any kind of other trash
that you can come up with? No.”


“But you still care about me! Or you wouldn’t
be this angry,” he had the nerve to say.


I could almost slap him in that moment, and
tried to ease my trembling fingers. “I cared about you once. You know that. But
you hurt me, Ricky. It took me a very long time to recover from that. Of course
I’m still angry for what you did to me! But that in no way indicates any
remaining feelings for you. I have really, truly moved on, and I suggest you do
the same. Though let’s be honest, you kind of already had before we even broke
up.”


He sighed. “I am really, really sorry, Aria. I
am not going to stand here and give you a long and twisted version of a lie you
aren’t going to believe. I messed up, plain and simple. I don’t have some
grandiose reasoning behind it; I was just a stupid kid thinking with everything
other than my head. And Sally – the girl you found me with – had been going
after me for months, and I just lost control.”


“I’m sorry for you and your inability to keep
it in your pants, but I am not sure how this is supposed to make anything
better.”


“It’s not. None of it is supposed to make it
any better. All I wanted to say was that I am truly sorry. I don’t think I’ve
ever been sorrier about anything in my life. And I would have to be really
stupid to think you’d ever give me another chance. I know I don’t deserve one,
and you deserve better.”


“Yeah? Then why are you still here?”


“Because I love you.” He shrugged. “I have
never loved anyone before or after you. You were the most inspiring person in
my life, never letting me down, always supporting me through the hardest of
times. And I let all that go, for what?” He shook his head.


“But I don’t love you anymore,” I said softly.


A frown fell across his face. “I know,” he
said after a few moments. “I know that. Maybe we can still… I don’t know… be
friends?”


“Why? What does that accomplish?”


“I get to be around the most amazing girl I
have ever met, and have her in my life in some capacity, even though I will
know for sure that it’s never ever going to be more than that.”


I sighed. “Never ever.”


“Ever?” He was breaking out a tiny smile.


“Never!” I said more loudly. 


“Friends?” He gave me his hand and I took it
reluctantly.


“Friends. But I have to go now. Lots to do
tonight, need to drop by home and then go to the bank—”


Shouldn’t have said that last part, cause he
raised his eyebrows questioningly. “Why are you going to the bank this late?”


“I forgot my…” I saw my phone prodding out of
my bag. “Phone…charger! I forgot my phone charger there!”


Phew. That was a close one. I needed to be
more careful about disclosing my whereabouts, especially when it concerned my
super-secret rendezvous with the owner and CEO of a giant bank chain. 


“But I’ll see you later?” Rick was still
talking as I started storming off before I could say too much more.


“Sure,” I said, without even looking back, and
dashed out of there as fast as I could. 


I heard him say, 'I’ll hold you to that.”


Great, now I had unintentionally agreed to
hang out with him. Oh well, it couldn’t be that bad. I was far too invested in
Zayden to be won over by Dick-Rick’s attempts to get me back. And it really
sounded like he needed a friend, so whatever, I could handle an afternoon
coffee or something. I’d deal with him when I dealt with him. Right now, I had
to rush home, change into sexier clothes, and go see Zayden. I couldn’t wait.



 

---



 

Stacey was waiting for me in the living room
when I got home. We hadn’t really talked since our last fight, regarding her
helping Zayden. We said hello here and there when we ran into each other in the
kitchen, but mostly communicated via Nick, who was getting increasingly
frustrated with what he called our girlish ways. 


“Hi,” she said awkwardly as soon as I walked
in through the front door.


“Hi,” I said back, not looking at her. Stacey
and I hadn’t fought in a long time, so I wasn’t quite sure how to approach the
situation now. There was also the tiny inconvenience of timing; I was supposed
to meet Zayden almost 10 minutes ago. Which I couldn’t tell her, because I had
yet to tell her about my sexcapades, for the fear of the inevitable I-told-you-so.


“I’m sorry,” we both said in unison. And then
I just wanted to hug her and have my best friend back and tell her about the
amazing things that had happened to me. I didn’t even care about the
I-told-you-so anymore, I had missed her too much. I jumped on the couch next to
her and hugged her against her will. Stacey wasn’t a touchy-feely person, but
over the years, she started secretly enjoying being forced into a hug by me.
She’d never admit it, though.


“You were right,” were the first words that
came out of my mouth. “You were absolutely, 100 percent right. Zayden makes me
happy. Thank you for seeing it before I did, Stace.”


“No, no, no,” she said, shaking her head. “I
mean, I am glad you think so and are happy now, but I shouldn’t have gone
behind your back like that, solely based on what I thought was best for you.”


“Come on, Stace, let’s be honest, when have
you been wrong about what’s best for me?”


“Never,” she said, and grinned. “But that’s
not the point.”


“It is though. You were right about Ricky-Dick
and you were right about Zayden.”


After a few moments of gathering courage, I
said, “There is something I have to tell you about Zayden.”


She immediately jumped upright upon hearing
that, and her eyes widened to the size of walnuts. “Aria Roberts, you didn’t!”


“I haven’t even told you what it is that I am
talking about!” I exclaimed, even though by now we both knew that nothing
needed to be said.


“What? When? How? Where? Tell me everything,”
she shrieked.


“Can I give you a quick summary? I kind of
have plans to go see him.” I checked my watch. “Like 15 minutes ago.”


She gasped. “So you’ve been doing it this
whole time?”


“No, no no, only once. In his office. Last
week. Maybe tonight.” I started thinking back to that night and hugged my own
knees. “It was amazing! He was…incredible. If that is what real sex feels like,
I am surprised people ever get out of their houses.” I surveyed her from top to
bottom. “Like, I am surprised you’re out here with me and not jumping Nick’s
bones right now.”


She laughed. “Oh you poor, child. I hate to be
the one to ruin Christmas, but it’s not always perfect and amazing and
wonderful. Especially not the first time, not for most girls, anyway. You got
lucky. Zayden must’ve known what he was doing.”


I was still hiding the fact that I lost
virginity to a random guy after Rick broke up with me. She’d never let me live
it down if she knew.


“Are you saying Nick doesn’t?” I teased.


“Of course he does. I mean, we are great and
everything and I love him. It’s not perfect every single time though. And after
dating for as long as we have, it kind of gets old a little bit.”


My face fell. “Are you guys having trouble?”


“No, no, no. Not at all! Like I said, it’s
still pretty good, just not the same as what you described. Nick and I keep it
interesting by doing new things—“


“I didn’t need to know that,” I laughed.


“Not like that. I mean we are saving ourselves
for our anniversary now. It’s been almost a month, and that kind of stuff makes
it exciting. What I am trying to tell you is that you shouldn’t let yourself
think that sex is always going to be like, perfect, every time. It gets both
better and worse with time, and since Zayden sounds like he is pretty dang
good, you might be disappointed in other men,” she said and hastily added, “if
there ever are any. I mean if this doesn’t work out… I mean, I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to go there.”


I felt a strange bubble of sadness start to
build in my chest. “It’s okay, I know this is not going to work out. I mean
it’s still just a contract, and after six months all of this will be over. I
have pretty much accepted that.”


She hugged me this time, which was such a rare
occurrence that I let out a slight chuckle. “Please don’t get hurt,” she said.


“I don’t want to and I’ll try not to.” I
shrugged. “But—“


“But you’re falling for this guy?” She asked.


I was not ready to accept this, and the
question made me feel heavy in my chest. I was not supposed to be. I knew what
the deal was, I knew what I was getting myself into and this was never a part
of the plan. There was no reason in the world that I should be letting my
emotions get out of control, given the possible consequences, but here I was,
completely and utterly gripped by the charms of a man who I knew from the
get-go was never going to be mine to keep.


“I’m falling hard, Stacey. Ugh. I just want to
be able to have fun for now and deal with what happens when it happens. If only
I could make these feelings stop.”


“Then have fun! You haven’t freely enjoyed your
life like this in a long time. You don’t know what he’s thinking! Maybe he’s
feeling the exact same way. You trust my intuitions, right? I have a great
feeling about this guy, I think he’s going to be around for a long time.”


“But what if he’s not? What if you’re wrong?”


“Then I will buy you 10 gallons of ice cream
and we’ll eat it all and watch “Friends” marathons until your heart heals. Even
if that means we are confined to this living room forever.” She smiled.


I giggled. “You’re the best friend ever. Thank
you, Stace. I’m sorry again. I really missed you!”


“I did, too,” she said pulling me off the
couch. “Now go put on a sexy dress and have what you call amazing sex. There
will be a long interrogation about it later.”


Interrogation? That wasn’t going to happen.



 

---



 

When I finally made it to the bank, I was
ridden with excitement. This would be the first time we were alone together
since we had sex. Outside the bank I removed my travel mirror from my purse and
checked my appearance. I looked decent enough, and had a lingering suspicion
that he would think so even if I showed up in a rag. I walked into the bank and
rushed towards Zayden’s office, but halted right outside. He was on the phone,
yelling at somebody.


“I just can’t deal with this right
now, don’t you get it?” He was shouting. I had never seen him so angry before.
He was holding a stress ball and looked about ready to squish it into tiny
little pieces.


“I understand that,” he snapped on the phone.
“How many times do I have to explain myself, though? I know, I get it, but I
can’t deal with this right now, what don’t you get?”


Feeling suddenly nervous, I wondered if this
was a good time at all. Maybe I should have stayed home and cancelled; maybe he
should have cancelled. I wasn’t sure I wanted to meddle with…whatever it was
that was going on. 


“We will talk on Tuesday. No, next Tuesday. I
am hanging up now,” he barked, almost crushing the stress ball.


I waited a few minutes before striding in,
convincing myself that I would make him feel better, regardless of what was
bothering him. He had helped me with my mother’s bills, I couldn’t run now when
he seemed to be having such a rough time.


With that determination, I entered Zayden’s
office, startling him.

















 

Chapter
Four 


Zayden



 

I jumped when Aria walked in. I should have
been more careful and not answered the phone when she was supposed to arrive.


“You’re late,” I said icily. She looked
terrified, so I added more softly, “Is everything okay?”


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, walking over to
sit next to me and gently putting her arm around mine. “Is everything okay with
you?”


“Depends.”


“On what?”


“How long were you standing there?” I grinned.
“I’m just kidding. Everything is fine.”


“That’s not what it sounded like.” She looked
like she immediately regretted saying that. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry… I just
meant, is everything okay?”


“It is now that you’re here,” I said, leaning
in to kiss her, hoping it served as a distraction. She backed away after a few seconds.
I hadn’t done a girl twice in a long time, but she was so intelligent, I
couldn’t help but want more of her.


“That’s sweet, but I am worried about you.
I’ve never seen you like that. Is there anything I can do?”


“Yes, just quit it,” I snapped.


Her eyes widened and eyebrows rose. 


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap—“


“But you did,” she said, her voice trembling.
“I think it’s best I leave since you’re in such a nasty mood. You won’t tell
me what it’s about so I can’t even help you, which makes my being here
pointless.”


“Why would you think that? Your being here has
made this day slightly better,” I said, thinking up the best lie to tell her.
“It’s work, it has been really nasty today. More protests, and someone filed a
complaint against one of my loan officers.”


“Wilson?” She asked eagerly.


“No, not Wilson,” I said before she could
email him or do something stupid. “Someone from the Nashville branch. You don’t
know him.”


“Was that him on the phone just now?” She
raised her eyebrows.


“Yes,” I sighed, feeling glad that she
literally walked into a solution. “He is threatening to quit and I’ve been
trying to explain to him that it will just make him look guilty—which I
wouldn’t give a garbage about, except that it gives the whole bank a bad
reputation. I don’t want scandals, I hate dealing with scandals.”


That merited a laugh. “Really? Sleeping with
your employees would be your fault,” she said with mischievous grin.


“Me screwing around with some tellers is
hardly a scandal. They’ve all been of age and don’t work here anymore because
they can’t handle that it was a one-time thing.”


She raised an eyebrow.


“Not you. You know better than to think you’re
just a one-time thing,” I said, trying to save myself.


“What am I, then?” She challenged.


What had gotten into her today? This was not
at all like her; she was usually graceful, intelligent, and charming. It was
stupid for me to have answered Gina’s call just when Aria was scheduled to
come. 


Gina was my ex-wife and the bane of my
existence. She was the daughter of my mom’s oldest friend, and they had decided
Gina and I would be married the second we were born. By the time I realized how
wrong they were, we had already been married for five years. I was just lucky
we never had any children; if it were up to Gina, though, we would have had
quite a few. I suppose she thought I would never leave her if kids were
involved. And perhaps I wouldn’t, and I must’ve known that deep down inside
because I always turned down the idea of having kids until I was more settled
with the bank, my first child. Truthfully, I had been settled with the bank
years ago and just kept convincing her and myself that we weren’t ready to have
kids. We had filed for divorce last year, and although it hadn’t completely
gone through yet, she was still out of my life. 


Not according to my mother, though. That’s the
real reason I had gone to New York; to deal with this trash. My mother had
attempted what I was convinced was a fake suicide at a hotel room in NYC,
drinking half a bottle of whiskey with some painkillers—just the right amount
for her to pass out dramatically, but not quite enough to cause any permanent
damage. I saw right through it since she used to pull garbage like that with Dad
all the time. Yet when I went to the hotel and saw her, pale and weak and
miserable, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.


Leave it to Eleanor Sinclair to milk my
sympathy for all it was worth; she quickly went on a long rant about how my
divorce was taking a toll on her, how Gina was the perfect girl for me, and how
my happiness was the only thing keeping her alive. I tried to explain to her
that Gina did the precise opposite of making me happy; for one, she had cheated
on me more times than I could count, and I was pretty confident that she loved
my money more than me. And most importantly, I had never quite loved her. I
thought I did at some point, but it was an illusion built on lust and inspired
by her beauty, not to mention my parents insisting that she was perfect for me.


Until last year. I found out she was cheating,
and was hardly surprised – some part of me knew all along. I had a solid reason
to file for divorce.  My mother knew what
she had done and somehow found a way to blame me for it. “If only you didn’t
work all the time, Zay,” she had said. “A woman has needs, and Gina was getting
really lonely. Sure, she could have dealt with it better, but a lonely woman is
never thinking straight. She feels a lot of remorse, and you’re a coward if you
can’t accept it and forgive her.”


My own mother. Of course she would take her
side though; how many times had she cheated on my dad? And now she had pulled
this whole fake attempt at killing herself, and decided to use that as bait for
getting me to try again with Gina. She wouldn’t stop wailing until I agreed to
sign up for couples counseling. 


That’s what the call was about. All too
anxious to jump back into my life, Gina wanted to start the counseling right
away, under the guise of “making momma happy, we owe it to her.” I didn’t want
to deal with that yet, so I was meeting her to discuss the right time for that.
But I had to be careful about Aria finding out. She would never forgive me. She
seemed like a righteous girl, and I had a feeling she wouldn’t even give me a
chance to explain myself. Even if she did, what could I say exactly? “Oh, I’m 32
years old but my mom is making me try and get back with my ex-wife?” It would
sound ridiculous.


All this craziness was what had led me to my
rule; having sex with a girl once and moving on. I didn’t have time for any
more lunatic women.


But Aria wasn’t going to stop asking
questions. Why was she so stubborn? I admired this in her; she wouldn’t stop
until she got what she wanted, which sometimes was absolutely infuriating. 


I was the same way, though.


“How long has the situation with the loan
officer been bothering you? Is that why you were really in New York?” She
asked.


“No,” I said and grinned at her, trying to
change the topic. “I went to New York to get you your present.”


She blushed at that, and I sighed. “Now let’s
not waste another minute.”


I approached her with a fiery kiss, opening
her mouth with my tongue, exploring. I could feel her melt under my breath and
I was glad that I possessed the skills needed to distract her. My hands found
her firm breasts, and her nipples were already as hard as my toe. I began to
lower my head with the intention of kissing her breasts, but she grabbed my
hand with surprising force. Her eyes burning with desire, she said, “Not yet,”
and then got on her knees.


Watching her unzip my pants was enough to make
my mind completely forget about Gina and all my troubles, my eyes and my head
firmly focused on Aria ready to take me in her mouth. 


When she did, I lost all control and began
moving. I grabbed her head and plunged as hard as I could into her mouth,
reaching deep within her throat. She sucked and tried to keep up with my
movements as I harassed her face faster and faster. It couldn’t have been more
than a few minutes before I was ready to explode. 


“I’m coming,” I said with the few
words I could muster, and tried to take myself out of her mouth. To my great
surprise, she held on tighter to my rear and shook her head.


“Goodness,” I groaned, all but ready to pour
myself into her.


“I want to taste you,” she choked out.


Those words were enough to make me shake into
a burst of pleasure, as I came hard inside her mouth, holding on tighter to her
head. She sucked until I was emptied completely, and she looked at me as I
dropped to the couch. Still on her knees, she swallowed part of my come, while
some of it dripped down her pretty little lips. 


“Lick your lips,” I said, still reeling from
the orgasm, and she complied. I was starting to get hard again almost
immediately from watching her.


I was breaking the rule I had set and I didn’t
care.


“You tasted amazing,” she said, getting off
her knees and approaching me on the couch. 


I grinned. She was turning into a sex vixen,
something all my other girls never were. She leaned in to kiss me. Her tongue
was still warm and I found my hand reach her pussy. “Are you ready for
another?” She whispered against my mouth.


I took her hand and placed it where my toe
was protruding again. “Can’t you feel how ready I am?”


With that, I grabbed her and threw her onto
the couch. “Goodness, I’ve missed you,” I said, working my mouth all over
her body, experiencing every inch of her delicious, smooth skin. 


“I missed you too,” she moaned, raking her
fingers through my hair. Then she kissed my forehead while massaging my temples
with her thumbs. I pulled my lips from her neck, and she tilted her head down
to take my lips into her mouth.


My toe was throbbing again, pushing against
her thigh. I snaked my hand in between us and grabbed hold of her mound through
her jeans. I made swift circles with the palm of my hand and she moaned into my
mouth.


Our tongues danced around each other's as her
hands pulled my hair tight. She pulled away from me and leaned back, sitting
upright on my throbbing cock. She unbuttoned my shirt while biting her lip. She
pulled it off each arm so it was resting behind me, and then traced each of my
defined muscles with her fingertips before kissing every inch of my chest. I
threaded my fingers through her hair and pulled her upright again.


“Take it off,” I groaned, tugging at the
bottom of her T-shirt. 


I hadn't ever seen her in a T-shirt and jeans,
but she looked just as good as she did in her tight-fitting work clothes. A
grin spread across her face, and then she tore her shirt up and over her head,
revealing a black lace bra. I unbuttoned her pants and ripped the zipper down,
exposing her matching black lace panties. She stood up on the couch and pushed
her jeans down around her ankles before stepping out of them.


She unclasped the front of her bra, allowing
her perky breasts with hard nipples to topple out.  Then she playfully snaked out of her panties
and kicked them on the floor, revealing her wet, aching core. I licked my lips
before grabbing her rear and pulling her down so she was sitting directly on my
face. I twirled my tongue around her bulging clitoris.


“Oh my goodness,” she moaned, bracing herself on
the couch with her hands.


Her legs pulled tight around my head, and I
knew she was about to go over the edge. I grabbed her harder, pulling all of
her into my mouth to taste her beauty. Before she could come I raised her up
off of me. She reached down between our bodies and grabbed my toe that was
aching to be engulfed in her pussy.


I tugged her head down and kissed her hard. 


“Ride me,” I groaned into her.


She pulled away and grinned before kissing me
once again. She sat up and then turned around, rubbing the tip of my cock
against her slippery opening. I grabbed her hips and tugged her down,
submerging my toe in her wet pussy. 


“Ah,” we groaned in unison as she bounced up
and down. Reverse cowgirl happened to be one of my favorite sex positions. Aria
was truly giving me everything I wanted.


I tugged her up and down, sliding my toe
through her pussy faster than ever. Then she pulled her legs tight against my
hips as I continued to thrust in and out of her. 


“Oh my goodness,” she shrieked out in an orgasm and
shuddered. She continued to hold on to my legs as I burst into my own orgasm.


“Holy trash!” I shouted, pulling her
off of me so I could shoot my come all over us. When I was finished, she fell
flat onto the couch next to me, unable to move a single muscle.


“Next time, my bed,” I said when I could speak
again. “It was supposed to be the bed tonight, but you walked in with those
tight jeans of yours and I couldn’t help myself.”


“I don’t think a bed would make any
difference.”


“You’ll be surprised, Aria.” She looked so
serene, lying naked on my office sofa. “I’ll show you just what your body is
capable of.”


Then I pulled her into my arms, and we both
slowly fell asleep.

















 

Chapter
Five


Aria



 

“He sounds amazing, Aria!” Stacey said the
next morning when I went home. “Swoon, baby, swoon. Can’t even imagine how you
feel.”


“Amazing.” I hadn’t been able to wipe the huge
grin off my face no matter how hard I tried. 


“You already said that,” Stacey chuckled.
“Like, about 500 times. In the last hour.”


“I know. But you don’t understand. He’s so—“


“Amazing?” she offered.


“Yes. And sexy. Did I tell you he’s getting my
paper published?”


“Yep. More than once. And I’ll have to butt in
here and remind you that you got your paper published. He simply geared it
towards the right direction.”


“But it wouldn’t have happened without him.” I
sounded way more defensive than I had intended. “And he even helped me research
it. You know how confident I am about my work, Stace. Not at all. I would never
submit my work to an influential journal. I kind of owe him a lot.”


“I’m sure he thinks you don’t, since you seem
to be already returning favors,” she said and winked.


I hit her with a pillow. “Shut up, Stace. And
it’s more of a favor to me anyway.” Trying not to blush, I changed the subject.
“So what’s new with you, anyway?”


“Nothing on the scale of enthralling romance
with a handsome billionaire.”


I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for completely
ignoring my attempt to change the subject.”


“You’re welcome, anytime. And you know I’m
just teasing, right? I am happy for you. I’ve never seen you this excited about
a guy in all the time I’ve known you. One might even say you’re in looove.”


I gasped. “I wouldn’t go that far.”


“Yeah, I don’t really think you are either.
I’ll probably know first since I know you better than you know yourself. I am
going to make a wild guess and say that you are beginning to fall for him.”


“Yeah…I am so screwed,” I said, burying my
head underneath the pillow on the couch. Was I really beginning to fall for
him? I couldn’t be! I didn’t even know him very well. I mean I did, on
principal – I knew what he did for a living and I knew where he went to
college. I knew all these random facts about him. Me and every other girl in
the world with a magazine and internet access. 



Plus, everything he’d done for me since the
contract.


Zayden Sinclair was an absolute pleasure to
hang around. I could be myself with him, I realized to my own surprise. I never
pretended or put on a face; I always said the first thing that came to my mind
and he found my lame jokes funny, and enjoyed my company, just the way I was.
Being with Zayden – around Zayden – was comfortable, easy, and natural. The
fact that we seemed to get along so well was incredible given the differences
in our social status. Yet this did not seem to matter at all when we were
around each other. We were always just two people, enjoying each other’s
company, and no external factors about who he was and who I was seemed to ever
matter.


Stacey was right. I was falling for him. I was
in trouble.



 

---



 

By the time I got to work that day, I was
still reeling thinking about Zayden and last night. Every customer and coworker
could sense my giddiness from a mile away, I was sure, and it didn’t bother me
at all. Every chance I got, I looked over at him through his glass doors,
feeling wonderful. There was nothing like watching Zayden hard at work. His
passion shone through the distance between us, and I had noticed that any time
he was frustrated, he would screw his nose in the most adorable way and crush
his stress ball. It made me wish I was his stress ball. 


At some point I saw him loosen his tie in what
I assumed was frustration, and I just wanted to go over and put my arms around
him, kissing his forehead. Unfortunately, we had an audience to worry about.
Things would be so much easier if we weren’t doing this in secret. At the same
time, I wasn’t sure Mrs. Brian’s judgmental looks were entirely welcome, and I
didn’t want people to think there was any favoritism going on. 


Not that this affected my job in any way. I
still had the same nasty hours and the same nasty pay, and I was glad about
it. I wanted to earn any career advances I made; however, people loved to talk,
and they would somehow manage to make me feel like I was getting special treatment—like
extra-long bathroom breaks or something.


But more importantly, I wasn’t sure Zayden
wanted to make our – I wasn’t sure what to call it, not relationship in any
case – dalliance public just yet. Or ever, I realized with a sinking feeling in
my heart. One of these evenings I would have to bring this up with him; yes, it
was a contract, and yes, I knew where this was supposed to go all along. But
things had obviously changed for me, and I wondered – and hoped more dearly
than I liked – that they had changed for him too. He had taken me out in
public, after all! And brought me a present from New York. Though that was
hardly saying something. I had yet to even see the inside of his apartment. He
had hinted a few times at taking me over there, but somehow, we almost always
found ourselves confined to his office. I mean, to be fair, we had both always
been too eager to take each other’s clothes off the moment we were alone
together. Still. It would be nice if he asked. I would like to feel more like a
part of his life and get to know more about him, like his family, friends,
hobbies, and all that jazz.


And I would like to learn more from him. A lot
more. One of the greatest unimagined benefits of our tryst had been just how
much I had learned from Zayden. More than I had from most teachers. He was
always willing and eager to talk me through the basics of management in the
banking industry and whenever we talked about this stuff, his teasing persona
would completely vanish. Solemnly, he would get into telling me details about
his own experiences during his MBA, and getting into everyday examples from his
job as CEO. When we were “studying,” he would even ignore my playful sexual
advances, leading me to believe that he actually took me seriously. Coming from
a misogynistic philanderer, it surprisingly meant a lot.


I couldn’t wait until everyone went home and I
could walk into his office with all these new questions that I had been
thinking about. With my shirt off. I would challenge him to keep his serious
tone and make it very difficult. It would be amusing. Then, after we walked
through all my questions, we would get back on his couch. Or maybe he would
even invite me home…if we managed to keep our hands off each other through my
long list of questions, after all, we could manage another few minutes to his
house. I wondered what it was like. Probably bigger than any place I had ever
seen. His bedroom was probably the perfect Martha Stewart representation of the
alpha male. Dark sheets and curtains. A drawer full of kinky things, I could
bet. Things I would have no idea the purpose for. And he would probably want to
show me.


“Aria,” I heard a male voice say, breaking me
out of my embarrassing daydream. I looked up hoping to find Zayden, and was
disappointed to find Dick’s face smiling down at me gleefully. Rick. I forced a
smile.


“Hey! You look really pretty today,” he said.
“Well, every day. But really, really pretty today.”


Annoyed but trying not to show it, I cleared
my throat. “Thanks,” I said awkwardly. “What are you doing here?”


“Snappy. How flattering for my ego.”


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound rude or
anything. Just wondering how come you’re at the bank. I’ve never seen you here
before. And I thought you banked with Wells Fargo!”


“I am thinking of changing it.” He shrugged.
“There are some things only this branch of South National has to offer.
Exclusively.”


I sighed. “Rick. We have been through this
already. You know where I stand on this whole thing.”


His smile didn’t falter. “I know. I thought we
stood at being friends.”


That made me smile back at him, and at the
exact moment I saw Zayden looking at us sternly. “Yes, that sounds about right.
But you really shouldn’t be here.”


“I am not stalking, I promise. I had to go
visit a friend next door and I remembered you telling me you worked here. It
probably sounds like trash – given the age-old ‘I was in the neighborhood’
line – but I really was. I can give you his number if you like.”


I laughed, trying not to look at Zayden. His
fierce stares were starting to make me uncomfortable. “I believe you, and
thanks for stopping by.”


“Of course, anytime. I thought I would also
check up on our coffee hangout. I owe you a delicious cup of Frappuccino for
everything I made you go through.”


“You don’t owe me anything. Like I said, I am
over everything that happened. But yes, we can grab that coffee sometime.”


“Perhaps you could plan that coffee date when
I am not paying you by the hour,” I heard a different, angrier voice say.
Zayden was standing in front of us, looking about ready to commit murder. I had
never seen him this angry before. Not even when he was yelling on the phone the
other day. My knees trembled and I looked over at Rick. He looked petrified,
his face turning pale white.


“I’m sorry,” he was saying in the voice of a
mouse. “I did not mean to distract her from her job.”


“You know who I am?” Zayden said, his eyes
almost red.


“Duh. Most people do around here. I’m Richard
Kruz. A friend of Aria’s.”


“I don’t care if you’re the mother of Jesus.
If you need to flirt with my employees, do it on your own time. Now please
leave the premises of my building before I call security.”


Rick looked like he was about to throw up and
muttered another “Sorry” before strutting out of the building. If I wasn’t so
terrified myself, I would be laughing hard at the look on his face. He
definitely deserved this.


“You,” Zayden snapped. “In my office. Now.”


He had never spoken to me like that, and now
my amusement and fear was starting to turn into anger. Goodness, he was being an
rear. I followed him to his office, rage spreading through my body.


“Close the door behind you,” he said in the
same angry tone.


I complied, if for no other reason than to
avoid a scene. There was never a good time to be chastised by Zayden Sinclair,
but the worst time ever would be during the middle of the day at both our
workplaces with everyone listening as they pretended to work.


It would be difficult to continue to keep my
cool if he kept acting this way, though.

















 

Chapter
Six


Zayden



 

I couldn’t justify the intense anger I felt in
that moment. Just looking at her face was making me want to throw something out
the window, and it had taken all the reserve I could muster not to punch that
college punk in the face for daring to flirt with her right in front of my
eyes.


“Who the heck was that?” I snapped bitterly.


“I won’t answer until you ask again,” she said
defiantly. “More politely.”


The nerve she had to tell me what the heck to
do was pissing me off! I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. She wasn’t
going to make this easy, and the angrier I got, the more I needed to find out
who that kid was, so he could be banned from the bank premises forever. 


“Aria, who was that guy that you agreed to go
on a coffee date with?”


“First of all, if you had been listening
without the intention of hearing whatever you wanted to, you would realize it’s
not a date. We specifically had a conversation about just being friends, and I
very calmly and nicely rejected all his other advances.”


“Too nicely. You should have told him to mess
off. I’m going to ask again, who was he?”


She sighed. “Calm down, Zayden. It’s nobody
important.”


“It obviously is if you are making plans with
him.”


“I make plans with Nick all the time. You
know, my roommate, who you thought I was also screwing. That doesn’t bother
you.”


“He’s dating your friend. I hardly have anything
to worry about there.”


“And you hardly have anything to worry about
here either. You heard the whole conversation!”


“I saw how he was looking at you. I know that
look… it’s the same one I give you all the time.” I tried to keep my voice from
sounding betrayed and pathetic, but I suspected I wasn’t doing a superb job of
it.


“Rick is the very last guy on earth I would
ever get involved with, I promise you.”


That name sounded familiar. After our first
night she had said something about a Dick… I was half passed out from cumming,
but I had heard her say something about something about a guy named Dick… Rick.
And then it hit me. 


Holding on very tightly to my stress ball, I
said, “Your ex.”


“Yes, my ex,” she snapped. “Ex. Meaning, in
the past. I don’t know if you were paying attention, but that guy hurt me quite
a lot. He cheated on me on our anniversary and it took me forever to get over
it. I spent the majority of the year hating him.”


“Oh really? How often do you go out for coffee
with someone you hate,” I challenged, my fingernails digging through the palm
of my hands. The pain was oddly soothing.


“Not very often. But you know what? Before you
came along, I would never ever have agreed to be friends with him. Because in
some part of me, I still cared. Now I don’t. Because I care about you. And I
have no reason to hate him. He almost did me a favor. In some ways, I am
grateful… if he hadn’t cheated on me, you and I would have never…”


She stopped, perhaps realizing that she had
said more than she intended. 


“You can’t talk to him anymore.”


“What do you mean?”


“You are not allowed to go anywhere near that
guy.”


She flared her nostrils. “You can’t tell me
who I can or cannot talk to. You think you own me?”


“Actually, I kind of do,” I spat. “In this
regard, anyway. It’s in the contract. Section 9. You’re not allowed to engage
in any sort of relationship – platonic or otherwise – with a man I disapprove
of. And I assure you, I disapprove of this guy.”


She opened her mouth in anger and closed it
again. Tears were now freely streaming down her face, her mascara running down
her cheeks. I didn’t want her to cry. But more importantly, I didn’t want her
talking to that guy.


She looked like she wanted to say something a
few times but changed her mind. After standing there in silence for a few
minutes, she stormed out of the office.


People had definitely witnessed the
production, and I worried about being insulted by my own employees. I did not
need this kind of attention. Why did I care who she spoke to, anyway? She was
just some girl I had contracted to win a challenge in my own head, yet this
whole ordeal made me feel extremely vulnerable. So much so that I had ended up
creating a scene at work; something that had never, ever happened, in my entire
career.


Aria Roberts was turning out to be more
trouble than I needed in my life. Yet I knew just then that I would not be able
to rest peacefully until I knew for sure that no one else shared her attention.
She was to be – for whatever duration she had signed up for – completely and
utterly mine.


I didn’t care how that made me seem. I wanted
what I wanted, and I always got what I wanted. If she didn’t stop talking to
him, I’d have him shipped out of the state in no time. Money talks.


She would then hate me if she found out. I
felt an uncomfortable knot in my chest. I didn’t want her to hate me. I would
have to find a better tactic. What happened today could not be repeated. If I wanted
to enjoy the remainder of these few months, it was in my best interest to learn
to keep my emotions in check.


The trouble was, I had never before had
trouble keeping my emotions in check, and I really did not know how.

















 

Chapter
Seven


Aria



 

“Not now, Stace!” I yelled from my room after
Stacey’s 14th attempt to knock on my door.


“I come bearing cookies. With huge chocolate
chunks. Don’t tell me your mouth isn’t watering smelling all the freshly baked
goods.”


I sighed. She was right; Stacey knew me too
well. The aroma of the cookies baking had definitely attracted my attention,
but if I knew one thing about myself, it was to not allow binging on sugar
while I was upset. It usually started with one cookie or just a spoonful of ice
cream, and next thing I knew, I would be laying amidst a mountain of wrappers
and empty tubs of ice cream. I was such a freaking stereotype sometimes. Since
I literally had no time for the gym in my schedule between work and classes,
this always ended up being a horrible idea.


“Thank you, but I honestly just need to
continue stuffing my head in this pillow and ignoring humanity for a little bit
longer.”


“What if I promise not to make you talk about
whatever it is that’s bothering you?” Stacey offered patiently. “Though I
assume it’s Zayden-related. You can talk to me when you’re ready, but don’t
take it out on yummy sugary deliciousness.”


“How delicious?” I couldn’t help but ask.
Stacey was a master baker, so it was a stupid question, in any case.


“Better than Halloween.”


I gasped and jumped to open the door. Dang it,
Stacey. 


“It can’t be better than Halloween. You had
peaked. That’s physically impossible,” I said reaching for one giant cookie,
while Stacey made herself comfortable in my bed.


One large bite and I was ready to collapse,
all my troubles temporarily evaporating. The cookie seemed to be 90 percent
chocolate and just the right amount of crunchy, with buttery sweetness and the
tiniest hint of vanilla. I closed my eyes and ate the rest of the cookie in
slow bites, savoring every aspect of the immaculate taste and texture. For a
moment, I completely forgot why I had myself locked in my room for the last few
days.


“Good?” Stacey was grinning at me, all
prideful, when I opened my eyes. 


“Horrible,” I said returning her grin. “Absolutely
disgusting.”


I reached out for another one and devoured it.
“Seriously, the worst cookies I’ve ever had.”


Stacey chuckled. “I’m glad you think so too.
Now listen, I know you don’t want to talk about whatever is bothering you, and
that’s fine. But you’ve been locked in here for days and that’s not healthy.
Let’s do something. Outdoors.”


“Nah, I’m not feeling it,” I said
automatically. “You go ahead though. Leave me the plate of horrible cookies, of
course.”


“Aria. Come on. This isn’t good. You haven’t
gone to work and you need the money! And you missed your Stats mid-term, didn’t
you?”


No one was supposed to know about that. This
was unusual for me; letting personal matters affect my academic performance.
But I was in no mood to run into Zayden or Rick or deal with any of that
incredible.


“I told my professor I had diarrhea. He was
all too glad to let me make it up.”


She raised her eyebrows suspiciously. “Does
not sound like the Stats dude, at all.”


“You want to see the email?”


I wasn’t lying. Apparently the professor had
recently suffered from food poisoning himself, and preferred staying away from
anybody with stomach-related issues. My make-up test was next week.


“Fine. What about your other classes?”


“I have As in everything. They aren’t going to
bust me for missing a class or two. I’m the best they have.”


“How do you manage to stay so modest?”


“I don’t have to be. It’s true, you know it’s
true. And when have I done this before? Don’t I deserve one tiny break?”


That made Stacey hug me for some reason.
“Never. You have never done anything like this before, Aria. Which is what
makes me worry so much. You didn’t even miss a single class when Dick cheated
on you. That doesn’t mean you don’t deserve a break! Of course you do. You work
harder than anyone I know.”


“Thank you. I’m sorry for being such a
recluse. I just have a lot of things to sort through my head. I’ll tell you all
about it eventually. Right now I’m just confused and frustrated and just need a
little time to think things over. And the cookies helped. A lot. You’re the
bestest friend ever.”


“You know what else will help? A night out.
Just you, me, and Nick, goofing around. No boy talk, no moping, no worrying,
just an obscene amount of shots.”


“I lost my fake ID, remember? Can’t get in.”


“Don’t worry. What do you think Nick’s off
doing right now? We’re on it.”


“What do you mean you’re on it?” I laughed.
“How did you know I would agree to this? I still haven’t!”


“Please, I knew I’d convince you the second
you opened the door. There is a reason I spent all day baking, I know how to
get to you.” She winked.


“You manipulative genius,” I said with a
mock-shocked expression. “I’m not coming.”


She sniggered. “Then why are you walking
towards your closet?”


“Because, closet police, I’d like to change
into some nice clothes. It’s good for the morale. And these pajamas are just
about ready to disintegrate from overuse.”


“Do you want to borrow my red strappy sandals?
They’ll go well with the dress you’re holding.”


“Why would I do that?” I asked defensively. “I
don’t need to wear nice shoes to hang around the apartment in a pretty dress.”



 

---



 

Two hours later we were in The Dive, a small
bar a few miles outside the university that Nick had discovered his freshman
year. “It’s a good place to get away from college kids,” he’d said, as though
he was a very old man constantly aggravated by the youth. 


My fake ID had worked brilliantly, even though
it had expired last month. Nick had somehow managed to convince a redheaded
senior from his Biometrics class to make me another one for free. I suspected
he’d be doing her homework for the rest of the semester, and felt extremely
grateful for friends like Nick and Stacey in my life. 


The Dive was, to my great relief, not too
packed. A few men in business suits were occupying the bar, but other than that
and two tables with giggly couples, it was empty. We sat at the booth to the
far right next to the dart board that nobody ever used. A waitress came over to
us.


“Would you guys like anything to drink before
you order?”


“We are here just for drinks, actually,” Nick
said politely. 


“Actually, can I just look at the appetizers?”
I said to make her feel better, but then realized I actually could eat
something. Aside from Stacey’s cookies, I hadn’t really eaten in two days.


“I’ll grab the special appetizers menu for you
ma’am, be right back,” the waitress said and scurried off.


“So guys,” Stacey began to say, who had thus
far been busy fiddling with her phone. She looked up. “Do you want to play
Numbers?”


Nick and I both chuckled. 


“There is hardly anyone here; women seem to be
particularly missing, so you guys have a clear advantage.”


Numbers was a game Stacey and I invented our
freshman year. We only ever played it between the three of us, and the rules
were pretty straightforward; try to get as many numbers as possible. The three
of us would usually separate into different corners of a bar or a party and
talk to random strangers – appearance, status, and sometimes even gender did
not factor into it – and try to get their numbers. In order to avoid cheating,
the second part of the game happened the next day. Nick, Stacey and I would
exchange the numbers we had managed to get and then call each one on the list.
Nick would call the men, us the women. Then we would be like, “Is this Sally?”
to make sure that it was the right person and we weren’t just making it up.
When the person responded “Yes,” we’d just make up a fake last name, apologize
for calling the wrong number, then put a check mark next to the person. Whoever
had the highest count of verified numbers would then be treated to brunch by
the other two, and brunch was usually spent laughing about all the tactics and
victims involved in the game.


It was fun, but Nick was right, this wasn’t
the ideal venue to play the game. We would need a bigger crowd.


“Well, it shouldn’t be a problem anymore,”
Stacey said, pointing towards the door. A large crowd that appeared to be
celebrating a birthday party walked in. There were at least 40 men and women
who seemed to be in their early 20s, wearing goofy hats. The birthday girl was
easily identifiable by her glistening tiara and a pink sachet that said “Happy
Birthday, Brianna!”


“And I’ll make you a deal, Nick,” Stacey said.
“Double points for Brianna’s number.”


I was starting to get excited in spite of
myself. This game was always fun, and brunch with the roomies the next morning
even more so. I could use some harmless flirting with a bunch of guys.


And then it hit me; I wasn’t allowed to be
harmlessly flirting. Not even for the game. Zayden Sinclair and his crazy
contract.


“Guys, I’m sorry to be a party pooper, but I
can’t,” I said, frowning at the menu the waitress had brought me.


“Don’t be silly, Aria, of course you can,”
Nick said, eyeing Brianna as though mentally weighing how difficult it would be
to get her number.


“No, I can’t,” I shook my head. “Not in a
dramatic, crappy mood kind of a way. Not like I don’t want to. I really, truly,
legally can’t.”


Stacey squinted her eyes. “What do you mean?”
When I didn’t respond for a while, she said more sternly, “Aria? What do you
mean legally?”


“Can we please talk about it tomorrow? I just…
I am glad to be out here with you guys and want to try and enjoy my evening.
I’ll tell you all about it, I promise,” I said, looking at Stacey, then Nick
coughed. “You too, Nick. Brunch tomorrow. I’ll tell you everything. For now
though, three shots of tequila?”


“I’ve waited all day to hear those words,”
Stacy said, dumping her head onto the table dramatically.


I ordered some nachos to go with my tequila,
and when it arrived, one of the guys from the birthday crowd yelled “Woohoo!”
and joined us from a distance. It was quite comical since he could barely stand,
and was trying to take that final shot that would make him pass out. This was
obviously not their first party. It sucked that I couldn’t play Numbers; it was
bound to be super easy under the circumstances. 


With every passing drink, the reasoning why I
couldn’t play the game sounded more and more feeble. So some guy made me sign
some dumb contract; it couldn’t be legally binding. That’s not how contracts
worked. And even if it was, what’s the worst that could happen?


Jail, I heard a tiny voice in my head say. I
could get sent to prison. So? The drunk Aria fought back. I’d seen “Orange is
the New Black,” I could totally withstand prison. I just had to learn how to
smuggle cigarettes in and…


“Aria.” Stacey was snapping her fingers in
front of my face. “Are you okay? You’ve been spaced out for a while now. Do you
wanna go home?”


“Go home?” I laughed loud enough for the
people on the other end of the room to hear. “Go home? It’s not even…” I looked
at my wrist and was extremely disappointed to see no watch there. “It’s not
even time…to go home…you know, like time?”


Nick was laughing uncontrollably now, and I
wondered if he was on the same level as I was. If not – if they were both not –
this was going to get really embarrassing tomorrow. 


“Where are our shots?” I surveyed the whole
room, as though they would just materialize from a random corner. 


“We haven’t ordered any,” Stacey said, and I
could swear she was slurring her words too, making me feel better.


“Well, we gotta fix that,” I said, then
shouted, “SHOTS!”


Everything after that point was hazy. I was
running around the bar talking to anyone and everyone. There were shots and
more shots, and at one point I think I did a keg stand – or maybe Stacey did
one and I felt uncomfortable just watching her. I was next to the birthday
girl, cheering her on…we started taking shots together…I was fiddling with my
phone. It felt like I was in a horribly made movie. After one last birthday
shot with Brianna, everything went completely blank.



 

---



 

I woke up feeling the weight of the whole
universe in my head. Slowly opening my eyes, afraid of the light, I surveyed
the room to make sure it was my own. Phew. And I was alone, fully clothed,
thank goodness. I licked my lips, still flat on my bed, head pounding, feeling
extremely dehydrated. Reaching for the glass of water next to my bed was an
enormous struggle and when I finally grabbed it, it was gone in seconds. What
was going on with me?


Then I remembered…last night…the bar…the
shots…the birthday party. My last hazy memory was dancing with the birthday
girl, after which my mind went blank. I had no idea how or when we had gotten
home. I pulled out my phone to call Stacey – it felt like too much effort to go
over to the other room – and then almost had a mini heart attack. 


There were 13 texts from Zayden, and one from
Brianna (the birthday girl?) saying “New bestieeeee!!!!”


I shuddered to think of what may have caused
her to give me that coveted title. I must have done something crazy…danced on
the bar counter? That wasn’t something I was completely innocent of.


No wonder Zayden’s texts sounded so concerned.
Pretty much all of them were some variant of asking me if I was okay. What did
I say to him? Incredible.


I scrolled through my Sent box to see an
embarrassing number of texts to Zayden. Not much was decipherable, but one of
them said, “im non ibject.” Even I could translate that to “I’m not an object.”
And another one that said “fyk ue contact.” I could only assume that meant “Idiot
your contract.” Then there was “ehy camt I play mumbs lke evry1 eler huh.” “Why
can’t I play Numbers like everyone else.” This made me extremely glad that
nobody else outside of Nick, me, and Stacey knew what Numbers was.


To my utter and complete horror, the phone
rang, and it was Zayden. I thumbed the green Answer button and weakly pressed
the phone to my ear.


“Yes?” I spoke softly. 


“What’s up drunky?” He said. I could feel him
grinning through the phone and it made me want to throw something. 


I mumbled “Go away,” but didn’t hang up the
phone.


“Still unable to speak, I see. That was the
theme last night.”


“Look, I’m sorry about the texts…wait…what was
the theme of last night?”


“You calling and slurring words that more or
less didn’t make an ounce of sense.”


“I called you?” That made me sit up straight. 


“When didn’t you call me? About seven times
last night. I spoke with quite a few inebriated pals of yours. Some girl named
Brianna kept saying her name was Brianna and it was her birthday and that men
sucked.”


“I remember very, very little about this
person.”


“Last night she was your best friend. She had
started suggesting you get on top of the bar counter and dance when I decided
to send Ned over to take you home.”


“What?”


“You remember Ned?”


“No, I mean, what do you mean you sent him to
take me home?”


“You and your roommates. You told me what bar
you were at and I thought it was time for you to go home, based on your
complete inability to speak a coherent sentence.”


“Who are you to decide when it’s time for me
to go home? You’re not my mother!” A familiar pang of anger started building up
inside me. The nerve of this guy.


“I sure hope not. That would be awkward for
everybody. But seriously, are you okay?”


“That is quite frankly none of your business,”
I snapped.


What was his deal? Just because he has money
and a fancy car and driver, he thinks he can push people around and make
decisions for them? We would’ve been perfectly fine taking a cab back home.
We’d done it countless times before. It’s not like I didn’t have a life before
Zayden came into the picture!


“I would say it is, given our contract. It
says specifically—”


“Why don’t you just become a lawyer and be done
with it?” I sounded angry and that, combined with the headache that was making
me feel like I would go blind any second, made me think that I was perhaps not
in the best state of mind to have this conversation with Zayden right now.
“Look, I am in a lot of pain right now. I’m sure you’ve experienced the mother
of all hangovers. It’s not pretty and I am not functional currently. I assure
you I didn’t do anything last night that would even put a dent in the
contract—“


“I know. You kept saying that last night. I’m
not worried, you were on the phone with me practically the whole evening.”


I was such an idiot! My one night out to clear
my head of all things Zayden-related and I managed to make it all about him.
Why did I drink so much?


“I am sorry for harassing you.”


“It’s not harassment if I enjoyed it.” He was
smirking; I could just feel it through his phone. “Really, quite entertaining.
You’re really something, drunk or sober.”


“Thanks for the expert analysis,” I spat. “Now
if it’s okay with you, I am going to go back to lying down until time stops.”


“Call me if you need anything.”


“I won’t,” I said and hung up.


My head fell right back onto the pillow and I
collapsed.



 

---



 

Hours later – or it could have been days, for
all I knew – I woke up again to Stacey’s face smiling at me. 


“Okay little miss drunky, it’s time to spill
the beans…what is going on with you and Zayden? After last night, you have to
tell me.”


I covered my face under the pillow and
mumbled, “Just kill me now, Stace. Why did we drink so much?”


She placed a cup of coffee on my bedside
table. “Because you wouldn’t have it any other way. You were clearly pissed
about something, and in your drunken stupor decided that the best way to deal
with it was by consuming as much alcohol as your liver could handle.”


“But.” I looked up at her again. “But, weren’t
you and Nick drunk too?”


“Yeah, but we got to a point where we stopped
drinking because you were sharing your evening with every person in that big
birthday crowd. By sharing your evening, I mean, taking a shot with everyone in
sight.”


“Did I do something stupid?” I reached out for
the cup of coffee and the warmth of the liquid made my body feel
infinitesimally better.  


“Nope, you were just having fun, mostly. Until
the calls to Zayden started. Everyone in the bar spoke to him, thanks to you.”


I buried my face in the palms of my hands.
“Incredible, Stacey, that’s bad. I never should have called him.”


“What exactly did he do to you, anyway? I
thought you guys were doing so great.”


I sighed and proceeded to tell her everything
that had happened after Rick had showed up at the office.


“Okay, first of all,” Stacey interrupted.
“What were you doing talking to that Dick anyway?”


“It’s a long story!” I said a little too fast,
feeling terrified of Stacey. 


If anybody hated my ex-boyfriend with a fiery passion
enough to burn him to the ground, it was Stacey. It was a mark of her loyalty
to me and really touching, for the most part. But right now her glare was
crushing my soul.


“I have all day. And more, if needed,” she
said looking at her watch.


“He wants to be friends.” I shrugged.


“Oh, does he now?” She folded her hands.


“Look, Stace, if I told him to go idiot off, it
would seem like I am still affected by what he did to me, like I still cared.
And in all honesty, I don’t. Yes, he hurt me a lot and yes, I had the hardest
time getting over it. But I am over it now and I feel that the best way to move
on is to not make a big fuss about it.”


“Do you have to fraternize with him, though?”
She frowned.


“No, but it’s easier than fighting him off. I
have been intending to avoid that coffee with him for as long as possible. But
that does not mean Zayden can tell me who I can or can’t talk to! His attitude
is what makes me actually want to hang out with Rick.”


“Aria, it doesn’t help to be bitter,” she told
me, stroking my arm. “But you’re right…as much as I have been approving of
Zayden all this time, I don’t think it was right of him to talk to you as
though you’re an object in his possession.”


“I am, though, according to thatg
contract, that’s exactly what I am,” I said, fuming. “He has stripped me down
to the level of his office desk. It’s like all of the sudden, I have no agency,
no independence, like I signed my life away to him, and he’s ready to remind me
of it every step of the way.”


“Oh, Aria.” Stacey hugged me. “That sounds
bad. You should not feel objectified in any relationship. If it’s a power play,
it’s not a real relationship. Definitely not a healthy one. I can’t believe I
am saying this, but I think you need to break it off. I know he is helping your
mom out – and he was really nice to you yesterday, I spoke to him on the
phone—“


“You and everyone in that bar,” I scoffed.


“If I had known about all this, I would have
told him stop calling back and turned your phone off. It just seemed sweet at
the time, like he was concerned about you.”


I thought about that for a second. “I don’t
doubt that he is. Concerned, I mean. But I think he does not understand the
concept of boundaries, and is controlling beyond belief. It’s starting to feel
way too suffocating.”


“Then get out of it,” Stacey repeated. “We
will figure something out for your mom. Maybe I can take out the loan in my
name? My dad could help co-sign it. We’d just have to get him really drunk one
day—”


“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Stacey.
I’m sorry for fighting with you the other day. And no, I got myself into this
mess, I’ll find a way to get myself out of it. But it was extremely sweet of
you to offer. You’re honestly doing more than enough by just being there. I
couldn’t love you more for it.”


We both sat for a long time hugging each
other. By the end of it, I had decided for sure that I wanted to break things
off. I was not used to being objectified and doing a man’s bidding, and
whatever he was doing for me was not worth my dignity. 


Zayden and I had to be over.

















 

Chapter
Eight


Zayden



 

To my utter horror, I had gotten the dreaded
“surprise” visit from my mother a few days after Aria had stormed out of my
office. I already had a lot to worry about; Aria had called out of work all
week, making me increasingly anxious. If she hadn’t made those drunk calls on
Friday night, I was ready to show up at her apartment unannounced and give her
an earful. How could she have done that to me? A whole week? What was I even
paying her for, if she could simply choose to disappear whenever she dang well
pleases?


On top of that, my mother decided to just show
up, no warning, and thought that would make me happy. Likely story— she very
well knew how I would react to the visit— yet she was my mother and I had to at
the very least try to not be a complete monster. Right now she was going on and
on about my chef’s inability to cook the steak to the perfect medium-rare. She
was a terrible cook herself, but loved to criticize everything other people
did.


“My, my, how hard is it to get a simple steak
right?” She frowned at the dinner table, while I wished, cringing, that the
chef couldn’t hear.


“I think it’s delicious.” I shrugged and took
a huge bite, visibly savoring it. “Sean’s the best cook I know.”


That had the desired effect of making her
wince. “How can you say that? When your own mother is sitting right across
you?”


“Fine, if it’s all bothering you so much, you
can just take over the kitchen while you’re here and I’ll send Sean on a paid
vacation. He deserves it.”


She gasped. “What is wrong with you, Zay? Why
do you insist of treating the help as though they are equals?”


“Because they are,” I snapped. “I have my job
of running the bank and Sean has his of cooking for us. I don’t see how one is
any less than the other.”


“You know, your father used to have the same
attitude and that was his eventual downfall—”


“Right, he got a stroke because he was too
nice.” I rolled my eyes.


“He was careless and trusting of everybody. It
made him weak.”


“He wasn’t very trusting of you, now was he?”
I spat. 


Her face went completely red. We had never
really discussed what had happened between her and my dad. After I had found out,
I’d simply started distancing myself from her, without any kind of
confrontation. She must have figured it out, in any case, but it was something
neither of us ever brought up. The fact that I had just said that was akin to
slapping her across the face. Her eyes were burning with tears and she was
completely speechless for a long time. 


She eventually said, “You don’t know anything
about what was between your father and me.”


“I know enough. I know why you are not in his
will and why you guys were having trouble before he passed away. I know what
you did.”


She began to cry, and it gave me an odd sort
of sinister pleasure. “It’s not like that. I made some mistakes, and I am still
paying for it.”


“Hardly,” I scoffed. “I have provided you with
everything you need. You’re still living on dad’s money, and a pretty dang
leisurely life at that, I might add.”


Wiping her eyes with the napkin, she added,
“There are other ways to pay for your mistakes than financially. Not a day goes
by when I don’t regret my actions and wrongdoings to your father. He was an
incredible man and deserved better. I realize this now.”


“Well too bad, it’s about six years too late.
Longer, but heaven knows by how much. I bet you were never faithful to him.”


Another burst of tears followed. “That isn’t
true, Zay. I cared about your father very deeply, and loved him a lot more than
you’ll ever realize. But I was lonely. His life was completely devoted to
working, and I’d barely see him most days. I felt like I had married an empty
bed. That was no excuse at all, but at the time, I couldn’t think clearly. A
lonely woman is capable of stuff like this.”


“I’m aware of that,” I snorted.


“Which is why you need to give Gina another
chance.”


“Here we go again.” I rolled my eyes.


“I invited her to come back here and live with
us,” she said without looking me in the eye.


“What the heck did you do that for? This is my
house and you don’t get to make these calls in my house.”


“Oh alright then, I’ll tell her not to come if
that makes you feel better. You haven’t seen my pills by any chance, have you?”


Incredible. Had she just threatened another
suicide attempt? I couldn’t take it anymore, I was trapped. A part of me wanted
to let her do whatever she wanted. But the other part of me just could not bear
the thought of losing another parent, as manipulative and cunning as she was.
She probably would never go through with it anyway, but that was the power this
woman held over me. Logically, I knew she wouldn’t, yet her threats were enough
to raise concern and bend me to her will. 


I considered the idea of Gina moving back
here. It couldn’t really be that bad. I had plenty of spare bedrooms in the
house, she could pick the one she liked, farthest away from mine, and it would
have the added benefit of keeping my mother entertained. They could spend all
their time with each other and I could spend all my time at the office, with
Aria.


The thought of Aria made me feel
uncomfortable. She was already upset with me and it would take a lot for me to
get out of this situation alone, I didn’t doubt it. But I didn’t even want to
think of her reaction when she found out about Gina. I wondered what would be
the best way to explain it to her, and whether she would even give me a chance
to explain. From the outside it must look bad; I was technically still married,
and trying to fake an attempt of reconciliation with my wife to keep my mother
from offing herself, yet I had made her sign a contract to be my girlfriend and
then slept with her. And so many women before her that she knew of. She would
think I was a complete jerk, if she didn’t already. Aria could never know
about any of this, under any circumstances.


“Okay, mother, Gina can move back into the
house. But she’ll have to stay out of my bedroom.”


She flashed a smirk of victory. “For now, that
sounds like a good idea. She’ll have to eventually move into your room, you
know. But we will wait until you guys have better results from couples therapy.
That’s fair enough.”


What part of this was fair? I didn’t love
Gina, I never would. She was wasting my time and her time and quite frankly,
setting the woman up for quite a bit of disappointment and hurt feelings. But
until I figured out a better way to stop the suicide threats, I’d just have to
go along with it.



 

---



 

The next day, Gina was all moved in. My mom
had already told her to pack and get ready for it before even having that
conversation with me. She was a conniving fox. 


There was a knock on my door. “I’m busy,” I
lied. I didn’t want to see either of them.


“I have something for you, it’ll only take a
second,” Gina’s voice said from outside the door. Better her than more threats
from my mom.


“Fine, come in.”


She did, wearing nothing but a robe. “Hi,” she
said in what I imagined to be an attempt at a seductive voice. Then her robe
came off. It wasn’t an utter shock. It wasn’t an unpleasant sight entirely;
Gina had a tall, slender, and toned figure, with the right amount of curves.
Her bright blonde hair flowed under her big round breasts. Objectively, it was
quite aesthetically pleasing.


“Put your robe back on,” I said, turning away
from her and looking back at my computer.


“But, but I thought-“


“You thought wrong,” I said, ignoring the
reaction of my penis, which was quite different from my own. “I am not going to
forget you. Not now, not ever. So quit embarrassing yourself.”


First I heard some sniffles and then I heard
her cry as she ran out of the room. Incredible, women. Did she really think that
that would work? Just walking in here and stripping? That it would make me
forgive her for all she had done and we would go back to being okay again? It
was sickening, and also showed exactly what she thought of me; someone who
couldn’t keep his toe in place. Little did she know that the only person I
wanted to mess was a 20-year-old redhead, whose defiance and stubbornness was
enough to give me a hard on. I closed my eyes and lay in bed, thinking of
Aria’s smooth skin and soft pussy, stroking myself thinking I was inside it,
making her come. I lasted less than a minute. The mere fantasy of Aria was
enough to make me lose all control.


I would lose it completely if I didn’t have
her back in my bed soon.



 

---



 

That evening, my mother somehow convinced me
to take Gina out to dinner. “I’m feeling particularly under the weather, might
need an extra dosage of my pills,” she had casually stated, right after
suggesting that Gina and I needed to have some romantic time outside of the
house if we were ever going to work. If only I could explain to her that I had
no interest in making it work whatsoever.


She could fit in with all the crazy rich
celebrities. We could be great a reality show. 


I knocked on Gina’s door and said, “I’ll be in
the car, come whenever you’re ready.”


I walked over to where Ned was parked right
outside my house and made myself a drink of whiskey.


“You don’t seem to be having a particularly
good day, Zay. Want to talk about it?” Ned asked upon seeing me chug my
whiskey.


I sighed. “I don’t know where to start, Ned.
Everything is a mess. You know my mother. She’s decided to extend her
stay indefinitely and invited Gina too. She keeps threatening to off herself.
It’s frustrating. And then there is Aria…”


“So that’s the real issue. You can usually
handle your mother without seeming to collapse with the stress. But your lady
friend seems to have done a number on you.”


“She’s frustrating, yet I can’t stop thinking
about her. I am supposed to be taking my ex-wife out for dinner and pretending
to attempt reconciliation, yet I can’t stop thinking about Aria. How was she?
When you picked her up the other day?” I asked, suddenly remembering Ned had
seen her more recently than I had. 


“Very intoxicated,” he said cheerfully. “She
seemed to be having a good time, but definitely a lot of trouble speaking. She
was shocked to see me and kept muttering words of what sounded like gratitude,
but I can’t be sure.”


“Did she—” I cleared my throat. “Did she say anything
about me?”


He looked back and gave me a doleful look. “Do
you really want to know?”


“Is it that bad?” I actually felt fear at the
possibilities of his answer. What if she had said she hated me? 


“No, it wasn’t. I couldn’t make out most of
what she was saying but she kept repeating that she wasn’t an object and you
didn’t own her.”


“But I do,” I said, confused. “For now,
anyway.”


“Well, if you want an old man’s advice; don’t
let her feel that way. The best way to win her over is probably to let her feel
her independence. If she feels like she is losing that, it will be much harder
to keep her around.”


“But she doesn’t have a choice. She signed a
contract. She has to be around.”


“Would you rather her just be around or would
you rather she be around and enjoy being with you?”


Before I could answer, Gina showed up, wearing
a long green dress with the neck cut so low, her breasts were almost popping
out.


“Hi Ned,” she said pleasantly. 


Ned just nodded curtly. He hated her for what
she had done to me, perhaps more than I hated her for it. So the drive to the
restaurant was particularly quiet. I asked her if she wanted a drink, to which
she politely declined. Probably thought her scheme to win me – and money – over
would fail if she didn’t have her wits about her. I resumed to quietly sipping
my whiskey and only looked at her when she finally spoke again.


“You look very nice,” she said, still trying
to sound annoyingly pleasant.


“Thanks,” I said and looked back out the
window. Gina had interrupted my conversation with Ned about Aria, and that
alone was enough to make me irritated by her.


“I hope you will be a little chattier at the
restaurant. It will make for a lot less uncomfortable of a meal.” She smiled
serenely at me, as though she wasn’t just complaining. 


“I just don’t have anything to say.” I
shrugged.


“I’m sure we can find something to talk
about,” she said, putting her hand over mine. “There is a lot of history.”


“Oh, you would like to discuss history, huh?
How did it feel someone else behind my back?”


She went red, all attempts at pleasantness in
her face vanished. “I meant the rest of our history. The good parts. Don’t you
remember any of the good parts, Zay?”


“No,” I spat as Ned parked outside the
restaurant. “Now let’s get this date that my mother forced upon us over with,
so that she can stop threatening to kill herself.”


She raised her eyes wider. “What are you
talking about?”


We hopped out of the car and Ned went off to
park. “Don’t play innocent. I’m sure you put her up to it.”


“I honestly don’t know what you are talking
about. I know your momma really wants us to get back together, but I didn’t
know she had been pressuring you like that…I thought you wanted to give us
another shot. I thought—”


“Whatever you thought, you thought wrong. But
we are here now, and we might as well enjoy the evening, yeah?”


“Zay, I really want us to work,” she said,
reaching out for my hand again but I yanked it away this time. “You’re the love
of my life.”


That made me snort. “I have no idea what
people mean when they use that word, but based on mother’s ‘love’ for my dad
and your ‘love’ for me, I am pretty sure I am not interested in that shallow
emotion.”


She looked away, holding back tears as we
stepped into the restaurant. It was a high-end Japanese establishment, with
authentic Japanese decorations, and the chef was famous for winning Japan’s
version of “Top Chef” last year. He had since moved to the States to open his
own highly exclusive restaurant. It would take a normal person months to find a
reservation here, but I just had to make a phone call. I figured if I was going
to suffer through dinner with Gina, I might as well at the very least enjoy the
meal. 


“Sinclair,” I told the Filipino-looking
hostess. 


“Come with me, Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair,” she
said brightly, escorting us to a private table at the end of the room. I
started to correct her, but Gina held my hand again, obviously pleased to be
referred to as Mrs. Sinclair. “Thank you so much for joining us today, your
server will be here any moment.”


As soon as she was off, I told Gina, “We are
not Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair.”


“We technically are, Zay,” she sighed. “Like
it or not, we are still married, as the divorce papers were never fully
processed. You were too busy to make it to any of the court dates, remember? I
am Mrs. Sinclair, for now, at least. And I would like to try my best to keep it
that way. You hate me right now and you can’t see past my mistakes, which I
totally understand, but I want this to work. I want you to trust me again.”


I snorted loudly. “You’re delusional, aren’t
you? You and my mom both. You think your actions bear no consequences, and that
you can just sweep in here with a slutty dress or take your clothes off in my
room and everything will just go back to normal?”


Her face went a deep shade of pink. “I didn’t
say…I didn’t mean to imply…or dress slutty—“


“Hah!” I cut her off. “So you’re just letting
your breasts hang out of your dress with no intention of seducing me, right?
Just like how you came into my room with just a bathrobe on and it conveniently
slipped off your body?”


“Yes, that was me trying to seduce you. But
you made it clear that you weren’t interested. Honestly, I never knew you were
capable of turning down a naked woman.”


“Now you do,” I snapped. “So don’t try to pull
that trash with me again.”


She put her hand over mine again. That was
getting annoying.


“Zayden,” she said with her frustratingly
pleasant tone back. “Be honest with me, and it’s okay, whatever the answer is.
Is there someone else?”


“What do you mean?” I asked, my mind
automatically drifting to Aria. I wondered what she was doing right this
second. Arguing with somebody about something, probably. She was feisty as
hell.


“Another woman?”


“There are many. You didn’t think I have been
celibate this whole time since you left, do you? If so, you’re far more idiotic
than I had thought.”


“I don’t mean one of the many young women that
you entertain yourself with on a regular basis – yes, word travels – I mean
someone you actually care about.”


“I don’t do that whole caring thing anymore,”
I said, but a part of me felt like I wasn’t being entirely truthful. After all,
I had been worried sick over Aria’s sudden disappearance. I could lie to myself
all I wanted – that I was mad that she was disobeying the contract, or that I
simply enjoyed looking at her rear in the office – but I had spent every day of
her absence wondering if she had been okay. And when she had made those drunken
phone calls, I had immediately sent Ned to take her and her roommates home because
I was concerned for her safety. Admitting that to myself was surprisingly
scary. The last thing I needed right now was to be blinded by my emotions. I
needed to grow out of caring again, as soon as possible.


“Then I’ll make you a deal, Zay,” Gina said,
her tone suddenly very businesslike and professional. Before she could convey
her “deal,” though, our server came over.


“Are we ready to order, sir?” A young Asian
girl asked.


We both looked at her, slightly annoyed for
being interrupted. “I’ll have a glass of whiskey and two spicy tuna rolls for
appetizers.”


While Gina made her order, I thought of how
that was one of Aria’s favorite foods and felt a familiar pang of longing. That
first night we had a date in our office was so incredible. She had matched every
one of my clever comments with her own, and had been delighted by the exquisite
menu that was custom-made in her honor. Her reaction to the champagne in
particular had been delightful. I would have to bring her here someday; this
would be some of the best sushi she had ever had and I could reserve the whole
restaurant just for her if she wanted. If she wanted. She had to, because I had
bought her for the next few months.


With a sinking feeling, I realized that I
didn’t want her to be around because of some contractual obligation, but rather
because she craved my company, and my body, just as much as I craved hers.
Angry with myself for feeling this way, I forced myself to believe it didn’t
matter what she thought or felt. She owed me her time, willingly or otherwise.
I couldn’t let the fact that she was unhappy to be around me get in the way of
what I wanted. That wasn't how I functioned. At least, I really didn’t want it
to be. What had that feisty redhead done to me?


“Zayden!” Gina had been repeating my name,
making me snap out of it. 


“Oh yeah, sorry, I spaced out,” I said,
slightly frustrated to be taken away from thoughts of Aria. “You were talking
about some proposition.”


“Yes, and hear me out before declining my offer,”
she said, still sounding businesslike. “We cancel the divorce proceedings-“


“No way. That’s not a deal. It’s just not
happening.”


“Hear me out!” She was clearly getting
frustrated. All attempts at being sickeningly sweet vanished. No more
pretenses. Gina was getting to the point. She wasn’t here because she thought
she loved me or something ridiculous like that.


“I know you don’t have any feelings for me,
and I am okay with that. But you gain something by having me around; you can
shut your mother up and she will stop with the threats if she thinks we are
back together and happy.”


“Your point being?”


“We can stay married, but we don’t have to
actually be married. You are free to do whoever you want, and I will do the
same. Just on the down low. I will have my own room in your house – except when
your mother is around so we can sell it – and not bother you with your life
whatsoever. We have no physical obligations to each other, or emotional, but to
your mother we will appear as a functioning, happy couple. It’s enough to get
her off your back. Tons of rich people do this kind of thing.”


“What do you want in return? You obviously
wouldn’t be making this deal if there wasn’t something in it for you.”


“Money and security,” she said and shrugged, as
though it were only natural. 


Even though I always knew these things, the
fact that Gina was sitting in front of me like this and boldly stating her
screwed-up intentions made me surprisingly angry. She would definitely fit in with
“The Real Housewives” cast.


“You are appalling!”


“Some would say I am clever in looking out for
myself. Always have been. You are a very difficult person to love. There isn’t
a woman out there in the world capable of it, I guarantee you.”


Her words hit harder than they should have.
Was she right? Was I just completely unlovable? Not that it mattered –
regardless of whether a woman loved me or not, I was still the most powerful
man in a 200-mile radius of this town. What did it matter if I could never get
some dumb girl to devote her life to me? Love was trash, anyway. I always
knew this; nobody was capable of loving anybody else…


My mind drifted to Aria again. Until the
running out of my office incident the other day, she had always spoken
surprisingly highly of me. She had called me a friend and even said that people
underrated my character. Surely, Aria would disagree with what this woman was
saying?


Starting to get angry with myself again, I
scoffed. What did it matter? Why did I care so much what Aria thought?
Why was Gina’s comment about me being impossible to love making me think of
Aria? I did not want her to fall in love with me. That’s the last thing I would
want; it would just complicate things and make it difficult to get rid of her
after the contract was over. The whole idea behind our deal was to not have any
messy endings. The problem was, as I was just realizing, that I wasn’t sure if
I wanted there to be an ending at all. The idea of “getting rid of her” sounded
wrong in my head, as though I was planning to get rid of an organ from my own
body. 


What the heck was happening to me? 


“Are you going to keep spacing out, or are you
capable of having a mature discussion about this?”


“Mature?” I sniggered. “What part of any of
this is mature? A marriage of convenience? Mostly of convenience to you, I
might add, you shameless gold digger.”


“Oh, stop it, Zay. It’s not my fault you were
so blind the whole time. I was with other men since before our wedding and you
were just in denial. You never asked any questions! I figured it was because
you knew what I was after and didn’t really care. Because it was and always has
been a marriage of convenience. You just wanted a wife to take to charity
events and shut your mother up, and I just wanted your money. We can still continue
to have that. Why even pretend to care?”


She was right. I never really loved her or
cared for her. Gina was simply a woman my mother approved of and she kept out
of my business as long as I was with her. I enjoyed her from time to
time, but other than that, there never really had been any connection. I should
not have been surprised when I found out she had been cheating – I am not sure
why I ever was. But she was right, this had always been a marriage of
convenience. And could continue to be…but…


I couldn’t stop thinking of Aria, and how she
would react to finding out about Gina. She would never be okay with having any
kind of relationship with a married man, she was far too self-righteous for
that. No matter how hard I explained to her that it was just a marriage in name
without any of the values, she would see me as a lying, cheating adulterer. If
I were to accept Gina’s offer, I would have to make sure Aria never ever found
out about it. It meant I could never take her home with me, never take her to
any more public events, and she would be diminished to the role of my mistress.
She was far too strong-willed and independent to accept any situation where
that’s the tag she ended up with. Even the suggestion of it would hurt her
pride far too much for her to ever recover from it and forgive me.


“I will have to think about it, Gina,” I said
eventually, exasperated. 


“Take as long as you need,” she said, her
sweet demeanor back. “I hope we can make this work, Zay.”


“Cut it out with that sugary sweet tone,” I
snapped. “I haven’t accepted yet.”


Chapter
Nine


Aria



 

I got a call from my mom right after
completing my make-up exam for Statistics. Another 10,000 dollars had been
added to her medical account.


“I don’t know what I would do without you, sweetheart.
I promise I will get myself together and help you repay the loan cent by cent,”
she said on the phone.


“More money was paid?” I asked, sounding more
surprised than I should have. It was the end of month two, after all. 


“Of course, thank you Aria. I am lucky to have
a daughter like you.”


If only she knew what I was doing in order to
get her medical bills paid. I doubt she’d think I was the best daughter ever.
But what she didn’t know didn’t hurt her.


“How is everything else, Mom?” I asked, deliberately
changing the subject.


“Good, good. You should come visit this
weekend. I really could use some company and I haven’t seen you in so long.”


“I will try, but can’t promise anything okay?”
I crossed my fingers behind my back. I wasn’t going to try and visit her just
yet; I had way too many things to sort through first. On the other hand, I
could probably use some time away from all of this. 


“Okay, sweetheart. No pressure. I know you
have enough going on between your job and school, and this loan must only add
stress.”


If only she knew.


“It’s okay, Mom. I will try my best, okay? I
love you, I have to go now!”


I had made up my mind about what was to happen,
and it was time to follow through. This wasn’t going to be easy. If I knew
Zayden at all, then he wasn’t going to make it easy. But if I didn’t break the
contract now, I would never be able to look at myself again. I hadn’t signed up
to be in a controlling relationship where I was somebody’s puppet. I had signed
up to spend time with him in return for a favor that I was going to return. He
had taken it too far and convinced himself somehow that he hadn’t bought my
time, but me. I was not going to let him get away with that. I had gotten this
far in life by living it on my own terms, and I wasn’t going to allow some man
to dictate how I lived it all of a sudden because of a piece of paper. I would
have to find another way to help Mom, and I sure was willing to do
anything for this to end. I didn’t need Zayden or his money. I was going to be
okay.



 

---



 

When I reached the bank – after almost two
weeks – my heart was fluttering, and not in a good way. It was a little past 5,
so everyone else should have scurried off by now. It made me glad, because the
thought of having this conversation with Zayden and with people staring through
his window was chilling. Actually, the thought of having this conversation with
him at all was chilling. 


I had to get ahold of myself. 


What was he going to do? Take me to court? It
was just a silly contract, and maybe not even legally binding. I would pay the 20,000
dollars he had already given to the hospital back as soon as possible, and then
take care of the rest of my mom’s debt.


I walked in with wobbly feet, my chest
shuddering with fear, only to find out he wasn’t in. Of course, the one day he
decides to leave work early had to be now. If I didn’t do this now, I would
never be able to get out of the contract. It had to be taken care of before I
could have a second to change my mind. I headed to the teller’s booth and dialed
Zayden’s cell phone. No answer. I called once more and then decided it was best
to text him.


With trembling fingers, I typed; I’m out of
the contract. I can’t do this anymore. 


My phone started ringing immediately after. It
was him.


“Hi,” I said, clutching my shirt tightly.


“What was that text about?” Zayden’s voice was
trembling, and for a moment I wondered if he was as scared as I was. He was
probably just pissed. Then I remembered I was nothing but a commodity to him.


“You read it. I want out.” It took everything
I had to keep my voice straight. “I really cannot do this anymore, Zayden. You
are too controlling and it’s not something I can handle. I think you are a
decent person, and I always will. Thank you for helping me out and everything,
really. I have nothing against you whatsoever, but I cannot live my life as
somebody’s possession. I am just the wrong person for this deal. You need
someone who will do your bidding and let you control her life. You should have
probably figured that out by now. I really enjoyed spending time with you
before things got out of control. You don’t get nearly enough credit for just
how fun you can be. I am going to miss that, whatever we had, but this is not
worth my dignity and never will be.”


To my surprise and utter horror, he started
laughing hysterically, and after about a full minute of that insanity, he said,
“You are joking, right? I mean, you’ve read our contract. You signed it.”


The truth was, I hadn’t fully read it as I
should have. I skimmed through it and got the basic gist of it – I was to spend
time with him, go on dates with him, and owed him no sexual obligations. In
return, he would pay for my mom’s hospital bills, which I was to pay him back
as soon as I got a job out of college – and the rest seemed to just be legal
jibber jabber. I marveled at how stupid it was of me to not give it a more
thorough perusal, and feared that I had gotten myself into a situation I didn’t
want to be in. 


“What are you talking about?” I asked very
carefully. 


“Aria, you’re a really smart girl, don’t play
dumb now. Unless you have found a way to give me the 20,000 I already paid back
in—”


“Yes, I will pay it to you in installments as
soon as I can,” I cut him off.


“You can’t do that. Did you read the
contract?” He asked again, now sounding genuinely concerned. “You should never
sign things without reading them properly. Just advice for the future.”


“I skimmed it,” I snapped. “And I have no idea
which part you are referring to!”


“The part where, if you break the contract,
you owe me the sum I have already paid on your mother’s behalf. Within 10 days.
Oh, and you lose your job, but I guess that’s the part you had already figured
out on your own.”


I felt the ground escape from my feet. How
could I have been stupid and gotten into something I couldn’t get out of,
without even reading the contract? 


“You can’t do this to me,” I said, tears
running down my face.


“I don’t want to,” he said gently. “I want us
to enjoy each other, and if you don’t, it won’t be nearly as fun for me either,
believe me when I say that. I never wished to coerce you into anything, but you
are leaving me no choice. We were having a great time until you went and messed
it up.”


“I messed it up?” I yelled in anger. “I did? Really?
I don’t recall telling you who you could or could not speak to and trying to
control every aspect of your life!”


“I was looking out for you! Don’t
you see that? That jerk hurt you, and yet you were standing there being nice
and friendly, willing to go on coffee dates with him, as though he hadn’t
wronged you in any way.”


“It wasn’t a date and never was going to be.
You’re the one who doesn’t see it! Spending all that time with you was what
really helped me move on from Rick. This whole year I had been moping about how
hurt I was, never fully able to accept what he had done.” I was crying. “Then
you came along – and – and – I saw how much fun I could have and what I was
missing out on while nursing a heartache. You helped me get over him, and that
coffee was going to be a symbol of my newfound strength. To show I didn’t care.
But you just saw me smiling at another man and decided all on your own that I
was wronging you in some way. It was not okay for you to tell me to stop
talking to him, Zayden. Do you understand that?”


“We’ve already been over this. It doesn’t
matter anyway, Aria. You’re stuck in this contract, whether you like it or not.
It would be immensely helpful to the both of us if you just accepted it and
tried to enjoy yourself.”


I felt like I was trapped in a windowless room
with nowhere to go. How could he be okay doing this to me? There was no way I
could produce 20,000 dollars in such a short time, and he knew it. 


“I won’t enjoy any of it. I promise you that.
And I’ll try and make it so you don’t either,” I said with all the spite I
could muster, then hung up before he could reply.


For the next hour I sat in the teller’s booth
with my hands covering my face, bawling my eyes out, not even caring that there
were cameras set up here and Zayden would be able to see how miserable I was.
There was hardly any shred of my pride left anyway. I had sold all my dignity
for 60,000 dollars. I was that girl.

















 

Chapter
Ten


Zayden



 

I angrily slammed the phone onto my bed. I
wasn’t controlling. That was a terrible excuse to get out of the contract. It
wouldn’t be a contract if she could just bail at any time. It felt for a bit
like I was being taken advantage of. I was getting the shabby end of the deal
anyway. In a fit of fury, I had failed to notice that Gina was watching me from
outside my open door. 


“What was that about?” She asked with an
annoying smirk. 


“Why do you care?”


“Cause you’ve been swearing uncontrollably for
the past five minutes. I am just curious,” she said.


I hadn’t even realized I was doing that. Aria
was capable of making me feel completely and utterly out of control. 


“It’s nothing. It doesn’t matter.”


Gina didn’t take the hint. Instead, she made
herself comfortable on my bed and extended her hand, which I refused.


“Zayden,” she said, looking at me sharply. “If
we are going to make this work, we have to learn to be friends.”


“I don’t have any interest in being your
friend. Now get out,” I snapped.


She didn’t flinch. Instead, she smiled, which
annoyed me to no end. “Lady troubles, I presume?”


“Did I not tell you I didn’t have any ‘ladies’
to worry about?” I asked, wishing she would just get out of my room.


“That’s not what it sounded like on the phone.
You haven’t seemed so passionate since we first met. Come on, you can talk to
me. I know you better than you know yourself.”


“Incredible. If you knew me, you wouldn’t be
here in my room when I just want you to leave me the heck alone.”


“I’m just trying to help. I don’t suppose you
have had the chance to consider my offer yet?”


“Clearly I’m dealing with much more important
rubbish right now. If only you saw beyond yourself for just a second.”


She got up and approached me, while I clenched
my fists, still burning with anger. 


“Do not touch me,” I said, glaring at her.


“I wasn’t going to.” She shrugged and walked
towards my liquor cabinet. “I am way past any pretenses. I told you what I
wanted and I am not going to make futile and needless attempts to try and sleep
with you anymore.”


She walked towards me with a glass. “Scotch on
the rocks. You look like you need a drink.” 


“You think you know me so well because you
know what I like to drink?” I scoffed. “Guess what? So does ever teenage girl
in the country who reads ZEN magazine.” 


“Just take the drink and relax. I can draw you
up a nice bath if you want. I’m here for you. Although you don’t think that’s
possible, obviously.”


I begrudgingly accepted the drink and took a
large swig, surprised by how much better it made me feel. “Happy?”


“Not yet. Who were you speaking to? What’s
bothering you so much?”


“It’s work,” I lied. “A very important deal
might be falling through but I won’t know until tomorrow. It’s a takeover of a
boutique bank that would have really helped our expansion strategies.”


“Is the boutique bank named Aria?” She said,
probably feeling clever. “I heard you use that name.”


“Aria is an employee helping me with the
paperwork. Do you want to see her employee profile from the bank? You probably
don’t believe she is actually working for me, do you?”


“Oh, I believe she’s working for you alright,
but in more ways than one.”


“You want to be friends?” I snapped. “Then
don’t push it and trust me. I don’t know if I will be accepting your
offer yet, but if you want me to then you really need to do better than
whatever this is.”


“I made you a drink!” She exclaimed as though
she had just built me the Eiffel Tower.


“And now I am asking that you get out.”


“Fine. I tried.” She marched away, leaving me
alone with my thoughts again.


I had no idea how I was going to deal with the
Aria situation. I had two options. The first was completely unacceptable; I
could terminate the contract on her terms. No, that was not happening. I would
have to be really weak in order to let a 20-year-old girl win like that.
Letting her off easy would be admitting defeat, something I had never done in
my life, and I wasn’t going to start now. This was why I wanted to continue the
contract. Plus, I craved her body. I slept every night dreaming of the times we
had sex, and thinking of all the ways in which I could please her and she could
please me. I wasn’t going to sit there and pretend that the sex part didn’t
matter; it did and it was quite a significant part of why I enjoyed our
dalliance so much. 


But there was more…


There were the sassy conversations we had.
There was her intelligence. There was her stubborn defiance that at once made
me so fond of her and so frustrated with her. There was the way she laughed; so
contagious. And the way she removed her perfectly red hair from her eyes,
slightly frowning through the side of her mouth, assuming nobody would notice
her annoyance with the strand that dared to interfere with her vision. There
was also the way she messed me; with so much passion and effort. For someone
who had only had sex once before me, she was more talented than any woman I had
ever slept with. She just knew how to drive me completely and utterly insane,
in and out of bed.


Somewhere between the contract and the dates
in my office and all the talks about her Economics paper, Aria Roberts had
managed to penetrate a part of my being that I believed had long ceased to
exist. This wasn’t something I was proud of, but it was, unfortunately, a fact
that I could no longer ignore. I cared about Aria, more than I had cared about
any girl or woman in a long time. It mattered to me that she was happy and it
mattered to me that she was happy with me. The way things had taken a turn, she
was not going to be happy with me if I forced her to stay in the contract. But
the alternative was to let her go, and that was not something I would allow to happen.



The second option was to force her to continue
the contract – the option I had already inadvertently chosen, the minute she
talked of possibly breaking it – but to find a way to make her happy with me
again. No matter what I had said to her about my reaction to her ex-boyfriend, the
truth was it was pure jealousy. 


Something I really needed to keep in control,
at least around her, even if I felt it inside. She had said I had gotten too
controlling. I wasn’t sure how I could fix that. That was the side effect of my
entire existence; being on top of the food chain all my life involved the
ability to get everyone around me to do as I say at all times. Mesmerized by my
wealth and power, not a single person – other than my mother, and she too had
to use emotionally manipulative tactics to defy me – had ever felt the need to
criticize my approach. People usually just resigned to accepting me as a
superior and did as I said. 


Aria was obviously different from most people
I knew, so I had to find a new approach. I didn’t have to, technically. I could
let her continue the contract and be miserable. Some part of me felt like that
was exactly what she deserved. But, no. I would not be able to handle an encounter
with her where I knew that she would rather be any place in the world other
than with me. If she wasn’t enjoying herself, I wouldn’t be able to enjoy her
company. She wouldn’t be the Aria I had grown to care for.


So perhaps it was time to try something new. I
picked up my phone and called Aria. She didn’t answer, so I kept calling until
she did.


“I get it, I am confined to your contract
until eternity and beyond – or whenever you decide you are done with me. You
made it very, very clear already. What more do you want?” She sounded like she
had been crying.


“I want to apologize,” I said as softly as
possible. “For my behavior. I am sorry.”


There was silence on the other end for what
felt like a lifetime. She must have been shocked. This apology was probably the
last thing she was expecting.


“Are you really sorry?” She asked, sounding
much less miserable.


“I am. But I am not letting you out of the
contract. That’s not negotiable.”


“Then why are we having this conversation
right now?”


“Because I want to apologize. Because you
deserve an apology. This contract is meaningless if you hate me.”


“Well I don’t…hate you. I never said that,”
she said, and I felt relief spread through my whole body.


“In that case, I will see you in the office
tomorrow?” I was clutching the phone very close to my ears. “You are out of
vacation days, you know. The other tellers might think I’m playing favorites.” 


She giggled, to my surprise. “Well, you are.”


“They don’t need to know that. Anyway, I would
really like to see you tomorrow at the office and we can discuss the contract
and how to proceed in a manner that pleases you. How does that sound?”


She simply said “Okay,” which was still better
than a “No.” I could work with “Okay.”


“Have a good night Aria, I will see you
tomorrow.”


“You too,” she said and then hung up.


Tomorrow I would have to employ all the skills
I had accumulated as a businessman in negotiation, so that when the
conversation was over, Aria would think it was her idea to continue with the
contract. 


For now, I was just relieved, and fell into my
bed, finally relaxed after a very difficult few weeks.

















 

THE
BOSS #3



 

Chapter One


Aria



 

After the bizarre phone conversation I had
with Zayden, I was very confused about my own feelings. He had apologized, and
certainly sounded remorseful. If he wanted to continue this – whatever this was
– he probably would not go back to his controlling ways. Or so I hoped. On the
one hand, I really, really wanted to believe him—the truth was that I missed
spending time with him, even though I hated to admit it. On the other hand, if
I had learned one valuable lesson in my 20 years of existence, it was that people
did not change. This wasn’t for lack of trying, but human nature demanded a deeply ingrained sense of
self that was intrinsic to each person, and getting rid of that was not very
different from getting rid of an actual organ. My dad had taught me this.
Growing up, I saw the efforts he made to be more financially responsible; he
really wanted to change, and it was obvious even to a 10-year-old. Yet he
managed to drag my family into bankruptcy, the price of which we were still
paying today. Especially me. If it hadn’t been for my dad’s terrible decisions,
I wouldn’t be in this situation right now. My mom wouldn’t be in the situation
she was in to begin with. Sometimes, it was very difficult not to hate him.


My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the
door, and I was glad, because I was entering dangerous territory; allowing my
thoughts to drift towards my father was like opening a can of worms that was
best left shut very tight. 


“Come in,” I said yawning.


The door swung open. It
was Nick. “So, you’re being
kidnapped for breakfast.” He looked pleased with himself, perhaps because he
had been trusted with the job of kidnapping me. Stacey usually saved any
endeavor that involved persuading me for herself, knowing Nick was too weak
against my glare.


“I am starving. I’ll get ready in five.”


“Wait, what?” Nick looked disappointed. “You aren’t going to make me convince you?”


“No, Nick, I’m sorry,” I laughed. “Tell you what, I’ll tell Stace I didn’t want
to go, but you worked your big Nicholas charms and I changed my mind.”


“This is why I keep you around,” he said, and
winked. “She’s meeting us at the diner. She went for a run. I don’t know what’s
gotten into her.”


“She wants to be healthy?” I asked
quizzically. 


“What for?” He looked so clueless I wanted to
pet him. “What does that do? She is already perfect, as far as I see it. Is she
trying to tell me to work out more?” He tentatively surveyed his skinny arms.


I sighed. “It’s not a trick. She’s been reading too many
blogs again. You know she’s a hypochondriac. She thinks she will die of a
premature stroke if she doesn’t start running.”


He shook his head in what appeared to be
disapproval and frustration. “Five minutes, Aria.”


---


To my relief, the diner wasn’t cramped like it
tended to be during breakfast hours. Today was the day I was finally going back
to work after all the drama, and I really needed a nice, calm morning to get
through what was sure to be an action-packed day. 


Stacey was already seated and waiting for us
at a booth when Nick and I entered. She was still in her exercise wear and
looked very energized. Maybe I needed to start joining her in these morning
runs. I sure could use the pick-me-up.


“Had a nice workout?” I asked Stacey sitting
across from her as Nick found his way next to her.


“It was incredible! Did you know there is a
hiking trail behind the lake? And clearly not many people have discovered it,
because I have been going every morning and it is just me and beautiful birds
and swans by the lake. It’s mesmerizing.”


“Will it be as mesmerizing if you had
company?” I asked tentatively.


Stacey’s whole face lit up, as Nick banged his
on to the table, as though unable to understand why not one but two people in
his life suddenly wanted to run in the morning.


“Aria, I’ve wanted you to join me this whole
time!” She sounded very excited. “But you’ve been, you know, having a rough
week, and I didn’t want to make it seem like I was pushing – but I mean – I did
think it would help you work through some of the stress from–”


“Calm down, Stace,” I said giggling. “You
don’t have to be nervous about asking me to do anything with you. You know
that! So how about tomorrow morning?”


“Yep, get ready by 5.”


“No way! How long do you run?” I checked the
time; it was 8 in the morning. One hour until I had to be at the bank.


“Well, I only run for probably an hour total. But I sit by the lake and
think and write on my blog and it’s so wonderful. It’s like–”


Stacey’s voice was interrupted by Nick’s
hysterical laughter. “You take your laptop on your runs?”


She gave him a really confused and affronted
look. “Of course. I take my car to the hiking trail, leave my laptop in it, run
for an hour, and then sit down and write while I enjoy nature.”


“Sure, enjoy ‘nature’,” he said making air
quotes with his hands.


Stacey raised her voice. “At least I’m
outdoors and not spending all my time locked in a room playing video games.”


Nick opened his mouth but before he could say
anything, Stacey added, “I will put a dollar in the jar, whatever.”


“The jar?” I asked the both of them, slightly amused.


“We have devised a system,” Nick answered
pleasantly. “Every time Stacey gives me a hard time about my video games, or I
give her a hard time about her blogs, we have to put a dollar in an individual
jar. At the end of each year, we are going to count both jars, and whoever has
less gets to pick a present that the collected money will buy.”


“You guys are so perfect,” I said, yet again
amazed by their relationship. “How do you do it?” I asked, and then laughed.


“Lots and lots of dollars in the jar,” Stacey
sighed, and we all laughed.


Would I ever have what they had… with Zayden?
Was he even capable of this kind of comfortable affection? Everything was grand
in his life, everything was upscale and elaborate– fancy cars, expensive
restaurants, personal chefs. Did he ever just have a day to pursue the little
things in life, in a non-calculated manner? I knew the answers to all these
questions, which gave me one more reason to keep my cool when I met him later
today. We were never going to be right for each other like Nick and Stacey
were. And who was I even kidding? He didn’t want to be right for me now, did
he? He just wanted me to obediently finish his contract so he could feed his
ego; there was never any deception there, never a grey area about his motives.
He wasn’t exactly asking me – nor had he ever asked me– to be his girlfriend—
just his subordinate who did his bidding and entertained him from time to time,
who he could control, and tell her who she can or cannot talk to. As a fresh
surge of anger started boiling deep inside of me, I tried to distract myself with the menu. 


“What are you guys having?” I asked, forcing a
smile.


I got bacon and eggs over-easy, Nick got two
omelets, and Stacey, to both of our surprise, got a garden salad, making me
suspect that there was more to why she was running. She was obviously hiding
something from us. Stacey loved food more than anything and always mocked
people on diets. Early morning runs to be “healthier” I could buy, but this,
this was not the Stacey I knew. Wondering about what she was hiding momentarily
took my mind completely off all my other worries. A glance at Nick told me he
was thinking the same things, but we made eye contact and silently decided not
to pick at her for the moment. Instead, I decided to bring up my own woes.


“So guys, I am finally seeing him today,” I
said, looking at Nick because watching Stacey nibble at the carrots was bound
to make me laugh.


“Womp womp,” Nick said. He was also not
looking at her. “So this is it, then? You are going to break it off?”


“I think so…” I thought of what I wanted to
communicate to them exactly, but then realized I didn’t know. They had yet to
hear about my phone conversation with Zayden. “He called me the other night.
And apologized for being so controlling.”


“He did?” Stacey sounded genuinely surprised.
“Are you sure?”


“I don’t think he could mean much else by the words ‘I’m sorry’,” I said,
snappier than intended.


“No, I mean like, did he say he was
apologizing for being controlling? Not just like a general ‘I’m sorry we’ve
been having a fight and I want you to come back, so I’m backing down kind of a thing?”


Hmm. What had he apologized for exactly? I
couldn’t be entirely sure. But I did remember he said… “He said he would not do
it anymore.”


“Very interesting,” Stacey said, clearly
weighing the implications of that rapidly in her head. “So you’re still going
to break it off?”


“I think so… I mean… that is why I brought it
up. What do you guys think?”


Nick got suddenly very preoccupied with his
omelet, which was fine. I was used to him making humorous quips, but he was
never one to volunteer serious advice, probably for good reason.


Stacey, on the other hand, was always full of
perfect advice, so I was curious to see what she had to say – considering she
was the one who had put the idea of breaking it off in my head to begin with.


“There is a good chance he is going to hurt
you,” she said matter-of-factly. “He has already done it once. That said, I am
not going to tell you what the right thing to do is here. I have an opinion
based on very little secondhand information. I don’t know him like you know
him. I don’t know what was between the two of you like you do. The only person
who can realistically decide what the right thing to do here is you.”


“No, Stace! Come on, don’t choose now to be
politically correct. You think I should stick to ending it don’t you?”


“I did before and I told you as much. But if
he is willing to change, it’s a completely different matter. That’s what I am
trying to say – there is no way for me to rightly assess if he is, in fact,
going to change. You’re a much better judge of that, which is why I know
whatever you decide will be the right call.”


That gave me a whole lot to think about, so
for the rest of breakfast I remained almost completely quiet, thinking about
what I was going to do when I got to work later that day. The fact that I was
even considering all this so seriously and having second thoughts was
ridiculous. 


I would just have to deal with it when I saw
him – perhaps I would make the right decision when faced with him in person.
Right now my judgment was too clouded by the fact that I missed him, which I
hated myself for. 


Quickly finishing the rest of my eggs, I got
up to leave. “I’ll be late for work, got to run. Thanks so much, you guys. For
everything.”


“Of course. Good luck today. You’ll do the
right thing, Aria,” Stacey told me and smiled. “Just don’t be too hard on yourself.”


“Have a good one, Aria!” Nick waved.


I was made up entirely of nerves by the time I
left.


---


When I reached the bank, it was unusually
quiet. Everyone was staring in the direction of Zayden’s office, making
insincere attempts to conceal what they were doing. Mrs. Brian was gasping
visibly. I put my things away in my desk, then looked up to see what the fuss
was about. My heart stopped.


A beautiful blonde woman who looked like a
supermodel was giggling happily at Zayden, who seemed to be slightly
frustrated. It had to be a business partner. Or so I kept trying to convince
myself. The woman looked older – closer to Zayden’s age, and it was a perfectly
reasonable possibility that she was there for something work related. It
couldn’t be anything else, could it? Ignoring the uncomfortable knot that had
been forming in my chest ever since I saw the woman, I tried hard to focus on
work. A good amount of data entry had piled up in the time I had been away from
the office, a fact that Mrs. Brian wasted no time in reminding me.


“I’m on it,” I said, annoyed. Most of the time
I could stand Mrs. Brian and her judgment and nosiness, but right now, in the
midst of worrying about the woman in Zayden’s office and everything else that
was going on, I had no patience for her whatsoever. 


“That man has no shame,” she was muttering.


Why? Perhaps she knew who that woman was;
otherwise she wouldn’t be making these comments. I was tempted to ask her if it
was just a business meeting, but was not interested in the slew of questionable
looks and comments that were sure to follow. So instead, I tried hard to
concentrate on typing as fast as I possibly could, occasionally allowing myself
a quick glance, which I couldn’t help.


The woman finally got up to leave, and to my
utter shock and horror, kissed him romantically on the cheek. I couldn’t quite make out Zayden’s expression at first, but then he noticed I
had been looking, and his face got pale. That was it, I couldn’t take this
anymore; I would so much rather deal with Mrs. Brian than let whatever was
happening consume me. 


“Who is that woman?” I asked, keeping my eyes
firmly on my computer and trying to sound as casual as possible.


Mrs. Brian laughed, and when I looked up at
her face she looked completely thrilled to be the person to have this piece of
information. She never passed on any excuse to gossip.


“Want to venture a guess?” she asked smugly.


“I don’t know. A business partner?” I said, trying not to sound too hopeful.


That made her laugh so hysterically, I felt
the earth begin to shatter underneath me. “Oh dear, dear. You are so innocent.
Even if that man were ever to do business with someone who looks like her, do
you think it could possibly be just business?” she asked.


I shrugged, trying hard to stop the tears that
were forming in my eyes. Why was this making me emotional? I was going
to stop the contract. Incredible. I was actually falling for him. “Who then? Some
woman he’s sleeping with?”


“Not just some woman. The woman.” 


“What do you mean?” I was barely able to keep
my voice level at this point. The woman. She couldn’t be–


“His wife, of course!”


“What?” I said, unable to keep the tone of
horror from my voice. Phoo. I didn’t even care if Mrs. Brian knew what was
going on at this point. I just… I needed to find an empty room… and breathe…
before I crumbled completely.


“Well, okay that’s not quite right. You could
say ex-wife, I guess. But really, that’s just a technicality. They have been
separated for a year now.”


That made me feel infinitesimally better.
Ex-wife was much better than wife. But then what was she doing in his office
kissing him? And the way Mrs. Brian had called her “the woman.” It didn’t add
up at all. 


“What is she doing here, then?” I looked her
straight in the eye, my disappointment turning into anger. 


Her face lit up as though Christmas had come
early. She had figured it out. Well, it was none of her business. “My, my,
Aria. I warned you not to get into this, didn’t I? You young girls just don’t listen. You see a good-looking, rich man and he just has to show an ounce of interest for you to run
into his arms. You’re all the same. What were you expecting? He’s going to
sweep you off your feet and marry you, then cover you in riches?”


“Keep the judgment to yourself, Mrs. Brian. It
is none of your business what I do in my free time,” I snapped.


“Get angry with me all you like, dear. It doesn’t
make a difference. All the girls before you, it’s the same exact story. They go
after him against my best advice, and then fall for him. They all think it will
be different with them, no matter his reputation, because they are all special
little snowflakes. In the end, Gina always returns; she is always his first
choice and always will be. Sure, they have been having some trouble over the
years, but what couple doesn’t? And marriage is a very strong bond, as Zayden
proves over and over again. They filed for divorce, but as far I as I know, the
proceedings were never really finalized. My theory is that they don’t want it
to be. Just look at them. They are a lovely couple. I would say they are made
for each other,” she said beaming, surely enjoying tormenting me. 


Unable to stop the tears any longer, I rushed
out of the booth into the ladies’ room. I had never felt so completely
betrayed. Somehow, this felt worse than when I had walked into Rick cheating on
me; that had crushed me, no doubt, but this made me feel like my whole body had
left me, and all that was left was a pool of misery and hurt. After all, Rick
hadn’t signed a piece of paper assuring me that he wouldn’t be sleeping with
anybody else. No matter what Zayden was – controlling, arrogant, promiscuous – I had never gotten the idea that he was dishonest. Somehow I had
managed to let myself trust him, and now I was really paying for it. My face
was completely covered in tears, as I tried desperately to dab it with toilet
paper. I had to go out there and do my job, but how could I when he was sitting
right in front of me? 


But if he had broken the contract, didn’t that
mean I could…no, but there was no way for me to prove that he had been sleeping
with his ex-wife. Whatever way I looked at this, I was trapped. Unable to be
composed any longer, I ran into the bathroom stall and began sobbing more,
holding my face in the palms of my hands. How had I let myself get into this? I
had been so, so stupid. 


I was such a strong woman until I met him. Now
I felt powerless.


Even more idiotic was that I had trusted him
with my body! It wasn’t in the contract, and against my own better judgment, I
had decided to sleep with him. Because I trusted him. Despite all the reasons
the world gave me not to, I trusted Zayden and believed that he wasn’t going to
hurt me. I had done this to myself and no one else was to blame. He must have
had a good laugh. His grand, master plan to sleep with me had worked – I had
willingly ran into his arms and asked for it. 


I pictured him snuggling with his ex-wife and
laughing with her about how stupid girls were. They probably even made a whole
game out of it. Both of them insanely attractive, both could easily have
anybody they desired. That was probably how they even kept their marriage
interesting; the divorce must have been some kind of charade that helped them
in the games they played with vulnerable people. 


I kept telling myself I could, and gathering
all the courage I could muster I walked back to my desk. 


Mrs. Brian was waiting there for me with a
smirk. “Been crying, have we? Sleeping with the boss. Feeling rejected.”


Goodness, she was tough. 


“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I snapped. “So I would appreciate
it if you could just let me get back to work. Thanks!”


“Work!” She laughed. “Do you do any work? Do
you even have to? You’ve found other ways to please the boss man, after all.”


“Yes, I have,” I said, losing my temper with
her. “And if you don’t stop with the taunting, I will use my influence to get
you fired.”


That shut her up, but she looked ready to hit
me. I didn’t care. She deserved it.


With even more reserve than before, I started
typing out the documents in front of me, not looking at Zayden, not looking at
Mrs. Brian, not letting myself think even for a second, just working as fast as
I could. When the phone rang, it startled be back to reality and I jumped. 


It was Zayden, and he was looking right at me.


















 

Chapter
Two


Zayden



 

It was obvious from the puffs underneath her
eyes that Aria had been crying. She had definitely seen Gina in my office and
jumped to the worst possible conclusion. It was Gina’s fault. I had told her
not to show up at the office, and that’s precisely why she had come here
snooping, hoping to get me to admit to seeing another woman. The way she had
kissed my cheek was not for my benefit, but rather for the audience that was
peeping through my glass door. She had guessed that the woman I was seeing was
in this office – rightly so – and intentionally done that to create
complications. What a sly fox she was. 


It had worked wonders. Aria looked like she
had just been run down by a train – I had never quite seen her this way. She
answered my call with what appeared to be extreme reluctance. 


“Yes?” Her voice was wavering.


“I need you to come into my office,” I said
softly, worried about causing any further damage.


“Uh, I have a lot of work to catch up on. I am
sorry….
Mr. Sinclair,” she said the last
words with a lot of emphasis. She was trying to undo the last few months, undo
me. 


“I don’t recall, Miss Roberts,” I said, returning her formality with the
hopes of throwing her off. “Giving you a choice in the matter. And last time I checked,
I was still your boss and I call the shots.”


She shut her eyes tightly. After what felt
like hours, she finally said, “I’ll be there in a few seconds, boss.”


She seemed to take her sweet time, as I
watched her finish up whatever she was typing, then remove and replace an
insane amount of objects from her desk drawers. If she was trying to hide the
fact that she was intentionally delaying our encounter, she made a poor attempt
of it. Frustrated and eager to tell her my side of the story, I called again.


“Now,” I said and hung up, staring at her with
the iciest gaze I could muster.


Finally, she began walking towards my office,
leaving me wondering what exactly I was going to tell her. I could claim Gina
was my coworker; she hadn’t exactly heard anything we had been talking about,
and it wasn’t a completely ludicrous notion that I would be discussing business
with an attractive female coworker at my office. At the same time, if I was
considering Gina’s offer, Aria was bound to find out who she was sooner or
later, and if I lied now, I would not only be accountable for being married,
but also for lying to her about it.


When she was outside my door, she knocked.
“May I come into your office, boss?” She put so much stress into that word, as
though she was taking all the bitterness she felt towards me and our situation
and expressing it through that single word. 


“Just get in here, Aria,” I said, starting to lose my patience.


“Do I need to, like, curtsy or something,
since you’re trying to make it clear that you’re the boss?”


“I am, though,” I said helplessly. “I wasn’t trying to rub it in like that but–”


“You did. And that’s exactly what you were
trying to do, which is okay. You’re right, you’re the boss and I do as you say
if I want to keep my job. So what do you need, Mr. Sinclair?”


His face was turning red. My attitude must
have been pissing him off.


“Zayden. We’ve been over this, Aria. Let’s not
go through this whole ordeal again,” I said and shook my head.


“Oh, so it isn’t just who I talk to that you
control, but how as well? Duly noted, boss,” she snapped.


“Stop! Just stop. We have a lot to
discuss, Aria, and for the sake of both of us, let’s not make it more difficult
than it has to be. Just take a seat will you,” I said, trying to sound a little
gentler.


She didn’t say a word and sat down across from
me, her expression unreadable.


“You have been crying?” It wasn’t really a
question.


“Hah,” she snorted. “Wouldn’t you like that? I
suppose it helps your already inflated ego quite a lot, the thought of a girl
crying over you.”


“What?” I was perplexed. “Don’t be ridiculous.
You think I want you to cry? The last thing I want is for you to be miserable.
You should know that by now. I would think it was pretty obvious.”


“Right. Between trying to tell me who I can or
cannot talk to and romancing another woman in your office in broad daylight, it
is so very obvious that the last thing you wish to do is hurt me. Don’t mind
me, I am clearly just blind and stupid.” She was looking at her fingernails
instead of making eye contact. Her voice sounded solid and confident, yet there
was an underlying tone of despair. 


I reached out to hold her hand, but she pulled
away. “You are neither blind, nor stupid, Aria,” I said. “What you saw in here?
I was just talking to the woman that was here about a business deal that had
recently gone wrong.”


“I know she’s your wife – or ex-wife, or
whatever. You should know that before you begin your elaborate web of lies. It
will just be a waste of time.”


“How do you know?” There was no way she could.
Gina had never been here since Aria began working, and not many people knew…
and then I realized. “I am going to fire Mrs. Brian!”


That piece of trash. She did not have any right
to tell Aria. She must have known what was going on between us. A strange and
unpleasant feeling came over me at the thought of Mrs. Brian taunting Aria
about Gina.


“You can fire every single person who works
for you, but it won’t change the fact that you are a liar.” She was fighting
back tears hard. 


“I never lied to you!” I exclaimed. It was
true. Gina was never mentioned, because when Aria and I had started the
contract she was a non-entity in my life. And even though we were technically
still married, it was merely in name only. Since the topic had never really come
up, I could have never really lied.


That made her burst into hysterical laughter.
“Whatever. Your wife just walked out of here after passionately kissing your
cheek and you sit there and tell me you never lied to me?” She shook her head
as though she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


“She is not my wife, she is my ex-wife. The
divorce proceedings have been underway for a while now and we are married in
name only.” I slammed my fist on the desk, feeling the fury begin to swell
inside of me.


“Oh wow, that is a perfectly reasonable
explanation for what she was doing in your office, acting exactly like a
non-ex-wife would act.”


“She was trying to provoke a reaction. Out of
you, funnily enough. And it seems to have worked.” I shook my head. “Listen, Aria,
I never lied to you. Gina and I are working through certain things that pertain
way more to my mother than either one of us. That is the only reason she is
anywhere near me. I have no feelings for her and I am not sure I ever did,
really. For all intents and purposes, she stopped being my wife a long time
ago. That doesn’t stop her from showing her malicious ways; that is just in the
woman’s nature. She somehow figured out that I was seeing somebody in the
office and she walked in here this morning with the intention of scaring
whoever it was away. You. And by reacting like this, you are letting her
win.”


“Oh really? Because I care so much about the
games you play with your wife and whether or not you’re winning? Are you really
trying to convince me that none of this is what it looks like? If so, just save
us both the time and yourself the energy, boss man.”


“It’s not a game and she’s not my wife. I
would never, ever want to hurt you.” I looked deep into her eyes, hoping she
would sense that somewhere in my words was an ounce of honesty. With a much
gentler voice, I added, “I really care about you. More than you realize,
obviously.”


I regretted saying those words as soon as they
left my mouth. Not because they weren’t true necessarily, but because she
didn’t need to know that. Until this very moment, it was something I hadn’t
even accepted myself, but now I knew it was true. Because the fact was,
watching her look upset with puffy eyes and a little blush over her perfect
little nose was making me feel way more uncomfortable than it should have. 


Upon hearing those words, her face seemed to
gain some color. Perhaps she hadn’t even entertained the idea that I actually
cared about her…. I hadn’t entertained it myself, until now, so I shouldn’t be
surprised. 


The room was silent for a long time, as Aria
seemed to be weighing my words in her mind.


“If you really mean that,” she eventually
whispered. “I have a request; I would like to rearrange the terms of the
contract.”


“What do you mean?” What could she possibly
want to change? Sex was not a part of the contract as it is…


“You don’t get to control who I talk to. Given
that you somehow happen to have a wife up your sleeve, I should at least have
sovereignty over who I communicate with.”


“Sure,” I said very carefully. “As long as
it’s not your ex.”


“That’s amusing, coming from a married man who
has been seducing me. If you remember correctly, as a part of the contract,
you’re not allowed to have sex with any other woman. Yet your wife–”


“We’re not having sex!” I exclaimed. Hadn’t
she been listening to a word I was saying? “I told you, Gina and I haven’t
really been married in a while. Whatever shenanigans she was pulling here
before were an act. Part of some evil master plan she has to win me back. And
by me, I mean my money.”


“So you’re telling me you’re married to that
woman and you don’t even touch her? You don’t have any regards for my
intelligence, do you?” She was starting to sound hurt again.


“On the contrary, Aria, you are one of the
most intelligent women I have ever met. And I can say this with confidence
because I have seen your work. Both as your boss and as someone who worked
through your economics coursework with you, I know what your mind is capable
of. I would never underestimate that.”


“Then stop lying to me! You want to have a
wife and keep the contract? Fine! Let me have my freedom back. That’s not too
much to ask, is it?”


“I don’t trust that guy around you,” I said broodily. “He has hurt you
before and he will hurt you again.”


“And what do you think you are doing?” she
snapped loudly. She had clearly been holding it back so far and now the anger
was flashing red hot on her face.


“I am not hurting you...at least, I had no
intention of doing so.” I tried to catch her eye but she was looking
away from me.


“Well, it’s a little too late for that,” she said in a barely audible whisper,
making the knot in my chest feel heavy.


“I am sorry. And I’m sorry to say that I am not going to be okay with you talking to
that moron. It’s for your own good.”


“I know how to take care of myself. Been doing
it for 20 years without you, thanks. And if you’re going to be sleeping with
other women – and after seeing your wife, I don’t believe for a second that
you’re not, no matter what you say – then I should have the right to at least
decide who I keep company with.”


“For the last time, I am not Gina. Or
anybody else for that matter.”


“For the last time, I don’t believe you. And I
have work to do,” she said, then without any warning, stormed out of my office,
leaving me perplexed.

















 

Chapter
Three


Aria



 

These days, being inside an active classroom
was the only respite my mind got. Tired of Zayden, the contract, and all the
drama surrounding it, I had made a newfound resolution to concentrate on one thing:
school. If I was constantly thinking about numbers and graphs and economics
theories, there would be very little time to worry about much else. I had begun
staying in the library late every night and avoiding catching Zayden’s eyes
while at work. 


As my mind began drifting off in my Public
Finance class, I tried to bring myself back. Focus on school. That was my new
motto. My Econ and Finance teacher, Mr. Weber, and I were on excellent terms;
so far I had aced all his classes with top marks, so he often counted on me to
have the right answer. It was an extremely comforting intellectual environment
away from the royal mess that the rest of my life had become.


Class had just started, and after Mr. Weber
finished taking the roll call, he made an announcement.


“Class, today I have a little bit of a
surprise for you.” He flashed his white teeth, as though very pleased with
himself. It made his old, wrinkly features light up a little bit. He didn’t
laugh very often. “A surprise guest!”


Oh, that was interesting. Last year we had had
a guest in his Intermediate Macroeconomics class and it had been incredible. He
had brought in the Vice President of Finance of Dylan Motors – a multibillion-dollar
corporation – and he had told us
his amazing rags-to-riches story and taken the class by storm. Who could it be
this time? There was a murmur of excitement through the whole class, and I
couldn’t help but be overcome by
enthusiasm myself.


“Our guest has taken time off his incredibly
busy schedule in order to speak in front of you today. Most of you probably
know him by name – if not, you should if you want to get anywhere in the world
of finance. This school and many professors far more capable and venerated than
myself have been trying to get him to come and speak for years, but he has only
now found the time. So we should consider ourselves extremely grateful.”


You could slice the anticipation in the room
with a knife. Everyone was suddenly sitting upright with perfect posture, and
the guy in front of me, who usually napped through class, was ready with a
notebook and a pen. It was rare for the whole class to be so alert and present.



“Who is it?” a couple of students asked,
unable to conceal their excitement.


“He is a young man – much younger than myself,
to my shame – who has taken a family empire and built it into an incredible
corporation. Students, please let me welcome, Mr. Zayden Sinclair, owner and
Chief Executive Officer of South National Bank!”


Wait, what? I must have heard that wrong…it
couldn’t possibly be? No, no, no. This was just not happening. He wasn’t going
to walk into my classroom right now, it had to be some kind of a sick joke.
Maybe there was someone else with that name? Hah, I was being stupid. One
Zayden Sinclair who was the CEO of South National was more than the world could
or needed to take. I pinched myself, hoping to wake up from a bizarre dream,
and jumped with pain. 


Unable to take my eyes off the front of the
classroom, I waited in a panic. Maybe he would cancel? Could I stealthily
escape the classroom before anyone noticed? I could pretend to faint, nobody
was going to see any reason for me to fake passing out, since nobody knew about
Zayden and I. And I was in Mr. Weber’s full confidence; he would never suspect
me of ditching a class for no reason. Yes, I could totally pull that off!


But just as I was gathering the courage to
fall down flat on to the floor, Zayden walked in, looking like he just zoomed
out of a magazine, and staring right ahead at me. The class broke into loud
applause, as though they had just seen the president of the United States. He
caught my eye with a sly twitch of his mouth, his face ridden with amusement,
and I looked away. I would have a full-fledged panic attack at any moment.


“Welcome, Mr. Sinclair,” Mr. Weber said cheerfully.
“Thank you so much for coming here to speak with our students today. The class
collectively could not be more excited!”


“Is that so?” Zayden asked Mr. Weber with a
slight laugh. “Collectively? Each and every one of them? Are you sure?” He was
facing Mr. Weber, but looking at me from the corner of his eyes.


If there were ever a time to want to disappear
into the ground beneath me, it was right in that moment.  


“Of course!” Mr. Weber exclaimed in pure
delight. Gosh, did he have to sound so ridiculously excited? “In fact, I have
never seen my whole class so alert this early in the morning before. Everyone
is awake, for starters.”


Zayden chuckled, sending goosebumps down my
spine. If only he didn’t look so good, my life would be so much easier.


“That is very flattering. It is very nice to
see you all,” he said, now directly looking at me. “I have some questions for
you all, before I start yapping endlessly. Any volunteers?”


The whole class raised their hands as high up
in the air as they went. Except me, which was a mistake, because it caught Mr.
Weber’s attention. 


“Aria, why don’t I see your hand up in the
air?” he asked, looking almost hurt, as though I had personally offended him.


Incredible. Great, Aria. What a wonderful way not to
draw attention to yourself. Should have just blended with the crowd!


“Uh, not sure I am quite up for inquisition
just now,” I said, looking at neither Mr. Weber nor Zayden, and instead
focusing hard on the concrete below me. I didn’t even notice how hard I was
clutching onto my dress until my palms started to hurt.


“What do you mean you’re not up for
inquisition?” Mr. Weber asked completely perplexed. He was used to a very
different version of me altogether. I wished there was a way to communicate to
him that I would rather swallow a vial of rat poison than be in that room without offending him. “Are you feeling
alright?”


There was my cue. No, say no, Aria. It would
then be easily over with and I could probably escape and not have to deal with
this whole ordeal. But I froze, unable to say a single word. I made a feeble
attempt at shaking my head but I doubt it looked like anything other than an
involuntary shudder. 


“You seem pretty alright, Miss… Aria, was it?”
I heard Zayden’s voice. 


“Yes, Aria Roberts. She is one of our best and
brightest,” Mr. Weber said proudly. “In fact, I am not sure you know – you have
thousands of employees after all – but she is already advancing her career in
banking by working as a teller at South National.”


“Ah,” Zayden said, flashing me a look of pure
amusement. “That’s where I know that face from! It all makes sense now. I am
glad to hear young talent like yourself works for me, Ms. Roberts.”


There was a definitely intonation in his voice
– especially a stress in the words talent and works, like he
wasn’t quite talking about my skills in banking.


“Since you were the least eager to answer my
questions, I suspect you will be the most honest in your responses.” He looked
at Mr. Weber. “Should I proceed?”


“Of course! Ask her anything!” he exclaimed.


“These questions are basically a screening of
how much your students have learned before I go on to speak about my own
experiences. I want to tailor them to what is relevant to your students. As
such, complete honesty about the material covered is essential.”


“What do you want to know?” I asked, still
looking at Mr. Weber.


He shook his head. “No, no, not here. It would
be best if I could speak with you briefly in private, for maybe 15 minutes, so
you feel more comfortable answering with honesty. My questions will pertain to
this class too, and perhaps there are things you wouldn’t want your professor
and fellow classmates to know.”


“I am perfectly comfortable right here,
thanks,” I snapped, unable to handle it anymore. Hopefully nobody caught the
bitterness in my voice, and even if they did, there was no way they could guess
what it was about. “You can ask me anything,” I added more evenly. “And you
will get an honest answer. There is nothing I have to say about Mr. Weber or
this class that he wouldn’t like to hear.”


“Be that as it may,” he pushed. “Participation
bias is a serious psychological effect, and to get the best out of all of our
times here, we must have an audience in private. Is that okay, Mr. Weber?”


Now he was trying to be professional.


“Of course it is!” Weber exclaimed. “Aria, why
don’t you show Mr. Sinclair the conference room and answer any questions he may
have. Meanwhile, I will prep the rest of the class on questions we may have for
him in turn and make a list. You can add yours to it after you return.”


“Uh.” I was trapped. There was no way to get
out of this without raising suspicion or getting into Mr. Weber’s bad books,
which was something I simply could not afford. Zayden’s little game was not
worth my grades and academic performance. It was in my best interest to suck it
up and show him the “conference room.” 


“Fine,” I said finally. “Let’s go then, Mr.
Sinclair.” I added emphasis on those last words.


“After you, Ms. Roberts.” He looked thrilled.
Why wouldn’t he? After successfully ignoring him at his own bank, he had found
a way to get to me by showing up at the one place where he knew I had to keep
my cool. It must have been easy for him, calling up the Econ department head
and asking to make a guest lecture. He knew what classes I was taking from when
I was discussing schoolwork with him, so he must have just easily dropped the
name of the most relevant class I was in and the department head must had
exploded in delight. I was starting to feel lightheaded just from thinking
about it.


As soon as we were out of earshot, Zayden
started chuckling. “How was that?” he whispered. 


I said absolutely nothing until we reached the
nearest empty conference room. When we walked in, I closed the blinds and
locked the door so nobody could hear us.


“Really?” he said with a smirk when I turned
to look at him. “Here? Now? I’m flattered, sweetheart, but I suppose they are
waiting for us back in your classroom.”


My face went red from a combination of anger
and embarrassment. I wanted to punch him, or hurt him in some way for pulling
this garbage. But for some reason, words just choked up in my mouth as I watched
his face light up. Why did Zayden Sinclair have this effect on me? I closed my
eyes and took a deep breath, resigned to not let myself be charmed by his ways
once again.


After gathering a considerable amount of
courage, I said, “What do you think you’re trying to pull here? Really, Zayden?
Don’t you think you have crossed a line by showing up in my class?”


The hint of amusement was still in his eyes
when he said, “Don’t you think it’s a little egotistical of you to assume I
came here for you?”


Oh, shoot. If it was possible at all, my face
turned even redder than before, and I wanted to scream or cry or do something
completely ridiculous to make all of this go away.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply–”


“Aria, just stop. Of course I am here for you.
I’ve been trying to call you every single day! And I try to catch you at the
bank, but you rush to the other direction at the very sight of me as though I
am some kind of a monster. You left me no choice, did you?”


“Yes, I did,” I said, the anger replacing the
momentary humiliation I had felt a few seconds ago. “I left you the choice to
leave me alone. Why is this so hard to comprehend?”


“First of all, that’s not really a choice.
It’s not like I can just control wanting to see you.” He looked at me like I
was a 3-year-old who failed to understand basic concepts of human interactions.
“And second, it’s not what our contract is about, is it? The whole idea was
that you spend as much time with me as I require, no questions asked.”


“You were also not supposed to have an
attractive wife up your sleeve, if we’re going to nitpick about the stupid contract.
And since when is stalking me into school a part of the deal? I don’t remember
singing up for that.”


“Well, you didn’t complete your end of the
deal that you signed up for so I just improvised,” he said as though it were an
obvious answer and I was being ridiculous for even questioning what he was
doing. As though it were normal and accepted of him to show up here like this,
and I was a moron for thinking he wouldn’t. 


“Fine,” I said, completely frustrated at this
point. The only way this was going to be over was if I just went along with it
and let him feel like he had won. “Fine. You’re here, great. What do you want
from me?”


He walked forward with a grin on his face and
his mouth came very close to mine. For a few insane moments, I forgot where we
were and what we were doing. All I could see were his perfect lips so close to
mine, and if I only so much as tilted my head half an inch, we would be
kissing. The thought of that sent tingles down my spine and I was close to
giving in when he said in a very low voice, “You know very well what I want,
Aria. It’s what you want too. You need to stop denying it.”


That brought me back to reality and made me
jump. “Stop!” I yelled. “Stop trying to tell me what I want, stop trying to
tell me what’s right for me, stop trying to tell me who I can or cannot speak
to. I have survived a perfectly wonderful 20 years of my life without a man
telling me how best to live it and more than anything else in the world, I
would like to continue to do so. You need to back off, Zayden! My life
is none of your business.”


Those words seemed to have been the equivalent
of slapping him across the face, as he took a few visible steps backwards and
looked at me in a completely different way, with something that resembled very
close to loathing.


“Really? Is that what you want? For me to back
the heck off?” All humor had disappeared from his face and I felt a shiver of
fear at the look he was giving me. Had I finally done it? Offended him enough
that he would just step aside?


“I didn’t mean to sound hurtful,” I said more
gently. “But I have spent my whole life being independent and this, whatever
this is with the controlling, this aspect of our contract is suffocating me,
Zayden. It all seems unfair – especially after I saw your wife in your office
like that the other day – like you think I am some kind of a commodity you have
acquired. Like a pet that you expect will do your bidding without asking any
questions. Somehow, when all of this started, you had convinced me that you had
respect for me. That is obviously not the case here. And it’s really
suffocating me.”


“You already said the part about suffocating
you,” he said softly. “And for the last time, nothing is real between Gina and
I. You are right, I do have respect for you, which is why I wouldn’t lie to you
through my teeth like this. But you have made your point. You want me to back
off, I will back off. The contract is still valid, so if you don’t want to pay
me a huge lump of money at once, don’t break any of the rules.”


Then he turned around and walked away. I stood
there and took deep breaths for a few minutes before following him into the
classroom. When I did, it was like a completely different Zayden in there. Gone
was the teasing, joking man who had come here to mess with me. He was stern and
serious now, discussing his business strictly, and not even making eye contact
with me. I was so confused and irrationally bothered by it that I actually
found myself raising my hand to answer a few of the questions he addressed to
the class, but it was like I was not even in the room.

















 

Chapter
Four


Zayden



 

Things had become very different since the day
I had gone to Aria’s school. Upset by her defiance, I had stopped pushing for
her attention, but that had caused a remarkable effect on my mood. I felt
cranky and impatient all the time and not a single interaction with anybody had
gone by without my snapping. 


I was at the dinner table with my mother and
Gina and whatever they were chattering about was making my blood boil.


“What do you think, darling? You haven’t
spoken a single word all evening,” my mother said sweetly. “Should I try
acupuncture? Gina seems to swear by it.”


“Sure,” I mumbled and went back to nibbling on
my shrimp and mashed potatoes. 


“For goodness sakes, Zayden,” my mother snapped,
seeming to finally lose her temper. “Make the slightest bit of an effort. How
much time do you get to spend with family? Do you think it’s fair that on the
odd night that we all get to sit down and have a meal together, you are not
even really here?”


“What do you want me to say?” I snapped back.
“You two seem to be doing fine on your own. I have nothing to contribute to the
conversation. Leave me alone, mom.”


“Hey, don’t speak to your mom like that!” Gina gasped. “She is only trying to
spend some quality time with her son.”


“Nobody asked you for your opinion,” I
snapped at her, too. “I am done eating.” I through my napkin down and stormed
out of the kitchen.


No matter where I went, I couldn’t find peace.
At work, I was forced to look at Aria all day and not be able to approach her.
At home, it was the constant whining of two women who somehow seemed to have
vowed to make my life difficult. Maybe now was a good time to take a vacation…


There was a knock on my door. I ignored it,
hoping that would make it stop, but I had no such luck. 


“Open the door, Zay,” my mother finally said.
“This is really important.”


“It’s open, just come inside,” I sighed.


She walked in and sat across from my desk. 


“Are you feeling alright, sweetheart?” The
look of genuine concern on her face took me aback. “You seem to have been very disturbed
by something these past few weeks. I know you have the weight of the world on
your shoulders, and whatever it is that is bothering you, you know you can
really talk to your mother.”


“Do I?” I glared at her. “It has never quite
seemed like it.”


Her eyes started to moisten but she held back.
I had never seen her this way before. The only times I had seen her cry were
full-blown episodes where she wailed until she manipulated me into doing
whatever she wanted. 


“I know you think I am a horrible mother. You
always have. Even before your father passed away, and you learned about things
that I wish you never had to hear.” She looked at me with a kind of rare
intensity for a long while before speaking again. “And you are right.”


“What’s that?” I was surprised to hear what
she was saying. It was not like her. Unless this was some new, twisted plot
intended to manipulate me. 


“You are right. I could have been a better
mother and a better wife. I had you when I was too young. Married your dad at
an age when I should have focused on my career and living my life, without
understanding the repercussions of being a wife. He wanted a child right away
and I loved him so much, I went with it. Without warning, my youth was suddenly
over and I became responsible for a whole new life at a time when I wasn’t sure
I was doing a very good job of taking care of my own. Your dad had a huge
business to run, so even though he had wanted a child, he didn’t have the time
to care for it. Obviously, I had to quit my job – I was working towards being a
chartered accountant – and then I started getting lonely and distant with your
dad always working. I started finding comfort in other things, other men, and a
part of me felt like I had given up so much, that I deserved to stray a little
bit. Subconsciously, I blamed you for some of the things I had to give up, but
it was never your fault. As you grew older, your dad started spending more time
with you and going to all your football games, and you two bonded while I
stayed home and made dinner. So it always looked to you like he was more of a
parent to you than I was, but he never helped me raise you, Zayden.”


“Why are you telling me these things?” I asked
softly. “Why now?”


“Because it is important that you understand.
I don’t expect you to ever forgive me, Zay, but maybe you will understand why I
was always the way I was, and why I want so badly for you and Gina to work out.
It’s not for my sake, not at all.”


“Why then? Because if you haven’t picked up on
it yet, Mom, Gina is only around for your sake. She is what you want for me,
not what I want.”


“I know you feel that way right now because
you’re
hurt–”


“I am not hurt. I don’t love her. She means
absolutely nothing to me, but that doesn’t matter to you does it? You have
decided that she is the perfect woman for me and you will just continue
emotionally blackmailing me into trying to make it work with her. Whether or
not I am happy in the process doesn’t matter to anybody, does it?”


“Have you been listening to a word I have
said?” She was getting teary again. “I love you very much, Zay. You are my son,
and no matter what happened in the past, I want to make it up to you by being a
better mother now. Of course your happiness means a lot to me. It means
everything to me. I have very little else to live for.”


“Then why don’t you give a hoot that I don’t
want to make things work with Gina?”


“Because I have been where she is now, and
it’s a terrible, terrible place! If I had gotten a chance to make things better
with your dad, I would have given everything I had to make him happy, and I
know she will do the same. She used to make you happy once, and I just want to
see that again.”


“Would you care if I told you there was
someone else I am certain I would be happier with?” I didn’t know why I had
asked that. It wasn’t like Aria and I were going to spend the rest of our lives
together. Heck, she barely even spoke to me, yet I was having this
conversation, as though she were ready to seamlessly take Gina’s place in my
life.


“You’re only saying that to shut me up.
Believe me Zay, just give her another chance. She will make you happy again,
you will see.”


“So we are back to square one, then? You want
what you want and obviously think you know what’s better for me than I do
myself. Why are we even having this conversation?”


“Because I had to tell you I loved you, I
don’t think I do it nearly enough,” she said, crying openly now.


“It’s not necessary that you do. I have a lot
to get done for work, so you should go back to your room.”


She didn’t say another word, but hugged me
tightly before leaving with tears in her eyes. 


---


The next day Aria was already at the bank when
I got there, and she was by herself. Taking the opportunity, I strode over to
her desk.


“Hello,” I said, unsure of what I was hoping to achieve from this
interaction.


“Good morning, Mr. Sinclair, how may I help
you?” she asked with a fake bright smile.


“We’re still at Mr. Sinclair, then?” I
frowned.


“Depends. Am I allowed to talk to whomever I
want yet? You still married?”


I shook my head and walked back to my office,
not having the energy or the will to deal with this for now, and then buried
myself in paperwork for the next few hours.


No matter what I did though, I couldn’t take
my eyes off her. The way she moved in her body-hugging dress sent tingles of
excitement throughout my whole body. Aria had such an incredible presence.
Every customer who walked up to her would leave looking happier than they were
walking in. She exuded the kind of charisma that very few people I knew could
muster, and this was when I knew for certain that she was going through a bunch
of issues in her personal life.


The truth was that I missed her incredibly.
She had been great in bed, despite only having sex once before me. It was like
she had this inherent talent that drove me completely mad. And it wasn’t just
the sex that I missed, I missed talking to her, hearing her laugh, and working
through her schoolwork together. 


When I had first thought up the contract, I
never imagined that this girl would have such a powerful impact on me. It was
supposed to be a game, a challenge to show myself that I was capable of making
any woman want me. To an extent, I could say I had succeeded. Then why was the
fact that she would refuse to meet my eyes frustrating me so much? What could I
even do to make her stop being so distant? 


The answer was obvious: I had to end it with
Gina and let Aria do whatever she wanted. She wasn’t like other girls, she
would never be okay with doing things my way. That was one of the things I
admired about her. In asking her to compromise her ideals, I was forcing her to
be someone she was not, and there was no point in even trying to pursue that
person. If I wanted her back in my life, just the way she was, I had to do it.


I thought back to my conversation with my
mother last night.  From her feeble
attempts at motherhood, I had at least gathered that she thinks she wants me to
be happy. Surely this meant she wouldn’t threaten me with more suicide attempts
if I could explain to her what I really wanted? Maybe I would take her out to
dinner and forgive her for everything I was holding against her, if she were
able to handle this without pulling any new shenanigans. 


With new resolve, I dialed Gina on my cell phone
and walked out into the hall so that I could make sure Aria heard the
conversation. 


“Hi,” I said when she answered. “About that
deal you wanted to make with me? I don’t think so. I don’t love you, Gina,” I
said more loudly. “And you don’t love me. Let’s not waste any more time on facades and pretenses. I don’t hold
anything against you, and if you ever need anything, I will be glad to help
out, financially or otherwise.”


“Zayden! You can’t do this! Not like this,
over the phone! Come home and we can talk about it properly. You don’t need
to–”


“I am done talking about it. I am just done.
Can’t you respect me enough to understand that? It’s over, Gina. Take as long
as you need to move out, and I would appreciate it if you let me tell my mother
myself. Goodbye,” I said and hung up before she could make any more protests.
She called back immediately, so I shut my phone off. Then I looked up at Aria.
She was pretending to be typing something intensely on her computer, but there
was no way she hadn’t heard that conversation.


Next order of business; I made a second phone
call from my office.


One hour later, Rick,
Aria’s ex-boyfriend, was inside my office. She was now actively looking towards me with
genuine curiosity.


“Hello, Dick,” I said when he walked in.


“It’s Rick, actually,” he said, looking slightly
confused. “Is there a reason why you asked me to come here today, Mr. Sinclair?
Can I help you in any way?”


“Yes,” I said looking at Aria. “Go talk to
Aria over there.”


“Huh?” He looked like someone had dropped him
right in the middle of a bizarre dream. “I don’t understand.”


“You’re not very smart, are you?” I scoffed.
“What is there not to understand? Go talk to Aria.”


“Was there something particular you wanted me
to say to her? You understand my confusion?” He screwed his nose.


“Nope. I am giving you permission to talk to
her because that’s what she wants, I think. But if you hurt her again, you
won’t be seeing the light of the day for a very long time. Are we clear?”


He nodded, looking utterly confounded. “You
can go now,” I said and got back to my paperwork.

















 

Chapter
Five


Aria



 

I had to be dreaming! There was no way that my
ex-boyfriend was walking out of Zayden’s office.


Even though I had been trying hard to pretend
I didn’t care what Zayden was saying on the phone, I had been very alert when
he ended it with his wife. In spite of myself, I couldn’t help but feel a
little excited upon hearing that conversation, which was obviously happening
loud and clear out in the hallway for my benefit. There was no way I was going
to let him know that it made me feel better, though. Perhaps it didn’t even
have anything to do with me and I was overanalyzing all of it. But as Rick
walked towards my desk, I was starting to get a good idea of what was going on.


“Hi,” Rick said and smiled at me. “So, I was
apparently called here and given permission to talk to you.”


Zayden was unmistakably focusing all his
attention towards us, and knowing full well he could hear whatever I was
saying, I said, “Well, it’s not up to anyone to give you permission
to talk to whoever you want, is it?”


“Hey, it’s Zayden Sinclair, I’ll eat a hat if
he tells me to. Can’t go too wrong with being in a billionaire’s good graces. I
don’t know what is going on between the two of you but–”


“Nothing is going on between the two of us,” I
said quickly. “And nothing is, or ever will, go on between you and me either,
Rick. So just go home, and for your own good, stop taking instructions from
strangers just because they happen to be influential people.”


Like I had any room to talk.


He looked hurt, and my anger was definitely
misplaced at him, but I didn’t care. Giving him permission to talk to me! What
was Zayden trying to pull? There did not need to be such a huge show, and he
didn’t have to make Rick come all the way here just to prove a point. A small part
of me couldn’t help but be happy, though. Clearly, he must have been regretting
the situation and he was trying to change it.


“Okay, then, I’ll get going,” Rick said with a
pained expression.


“I am sorry, Rick. I didn’t mean to offend
you, but seriously, there is nothing between us. I am telling you so you don’t
get your hopes up, I would hate to lead you on. Nobody deserves that.”


He probably did deserve it for what he did to
me.  


“Well, I am going to back off then.” As he
walked away, I heard him mumble, “What a blasted waste of my time.”


When he was gone, my phone rang and I
immediately knew who it was.


“Come into my office,” Zayden said and hung up
without even letting me answer.


I went without having any idea of what to
expect, trying to calm the nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach. What’s the
worst that could happen? He had, after all, just made the effort to show me
that he was capable of making some changes. But did he really have to call Rick
here and make a whole scene of it? No matter how excited I was, I couldn’t help
my temper.


“Why did you call him here?” I snapped as soon
as I walked into his office.


He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Wasn’t it
obvious? I gave him the permission to talk to you!”


“Who do you think you are, Goodness? You can just
swing people around like puppets and tell them what they can or can’t do? If
you were trying to make the point that you are not going to be controlling
anymore, the best way to do it would not have been by controlling another human
being and giving them ‘permission,’ as though you owned the rights to their
life.”


Upon hearing that, his eyes got red with what
seemed to be anger. “What the heck do you even want from me, Aria? I just ended
a very long and complicated relationship with my ex-wife, something for which I
will have to face more consequences than you can imagine. And I let that guy
talk to you. Why isn’t any of this trash enough?”


“Oh, the sad consequences of not having a
beautiful blonde woman as a trophy wife. I feel your pain,” I said and immediately
regretted it. I was being jerky for no reason, while he was making the effort.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean–”


“You have no idea what I will have to endure
for ending that relationship.”


“Tell me, then. Give me an idea,” I spoke more
softly. “What was the whole deal behind you and your wife?”


“My mother thinks that Gina is an angel who
descended from heaven. She almost tried to kill herself because of our divorce,
and I have been forced to try couples counseling ever since. She then invited
her to come live in my home, making more threats about taking her own life. I
didn’t have a choice in any of this, but I don’t expect you to understand. You
have already made up your mind that I am a lying scumbag–”


“I don’t think you’re a scumbag!” I exclaimed, cutting him off. “I did think
you were lying to me. I had no idea… about your mom… you never talked about
her.”


“Well, she isn’t exactly my favorite topic of
conversation.”


“I am sorry, Zayden,” I said his name properly for the first time in a while, and the
effect on him was visible. His tense face lightened up considerably, and his
muscles relaxed. “If I had known about your mother, I wouldn’t have been so
harsh… you have to understand what it looked like to me… like you had been
lying all along.”


“You didn’t think to give me the benefit of
the doubt even for a second, did you? Even though I had never lied to you.
Hell, I had convinced myself somehow that you thought I was a halfway decent
human being, which was a refreshing change.” He started to look angry again, as
though the full implications of my reaction were finally starting to sink in.


“I do think that you are a decent human
being,” I said, in a desperate attempt to smooth out the situation. “But you
have to look at it from my perspective too. Mrs. Brian told me that no matter
who you were screwing around with, your wife always came back in the end. Like
there was some sort of a repeating pattern, and she said you two were meant to
be and any girl who thought you would put her before your wife was deluded!”


“So you would rather listen to a crazy old
jerk than trust me or hear me out?” He was clutching the hem of his shirt
tightly; it made me afraid. His temper was clearly rising.


“It’s not like that. I am sorry about what
your mother has been putting you through,” I said genuinely. 


“So you believe me, then?” He met my eyes in
surprise.


“Of course!” I said at once. “Why wouldn’t I?”


He shrugged. “You didn’t believe me when I
said there was nothing between Gina and I, so why would you believe this?”


“Because I know you better than to think you
would make up some story about your mother trying to kill herself just to get
in my pants.” 


“That’s reassuring,” he said sarcastically.
“You can get back to work.”


“But–”


“Go!” he shouted, pointing at the door.


With that, I was dismissed as he jumped back
into handling whatever paperwork was in front of him. I walked back to my desk
feeling confused with a million questions in my mind. So where did we stand? He
had ended it with his wife for me, despite it risking his relationship with his
mother. But he hadn’t mentioned anything about our contract or where we stood
in regards to that…


I wanted to ask him, but he seemed to be in a
foul mood and I didn’t want to upset him even further. Nervous about my
mother’s hospital bills, I decided I would wait a couple of days and then bring
up the issue with him. I just hoped that I hadn’t caused problems between
Zayden and his mother. What if she got so upset that she tried to kill herself
again? The thought of that sent a shudder down my spine. I would never be able
to forgive myself for causing that. Maybe it wasn’t the best idea for him to
have ended things with his wife. Since I couldn’t get myself to go back in
there and tell him that, I wrote him an email.



 

Zayden,


I don’t know where we stand in terms of our
contract right now, and I don’t need to know for now. I did, however, want to
apologize for not giving you a chance to explain it about your mom before. It
must be hard for you to deal with this situation. The last thing I would want
in the world is to cause your mother to be upset and do something that hurts
you, just because I couldn’t handle the fact that you were married. Please
don’t rush to end things with your wife – I believe that you are not sexually
involved with her because I trust you – but perhaps you should take more time
to sort things out with your mom before ending it so suddenly. I promise I
won’t let it affect our contract, regardless of what happens to it. 


Aria


P.S. I really do think you are a decent
person, a little more controlling than you need to be, but better than most men
I know.



 

I waited until it was time for me to leave
before hitting Send so that I wouldn’t have to watch him read it.  


---


The Friday after Zayden ended it with his
wife, I was hanging out with Nick and Stacey in our living room, when I got a
phone call from my mom.


“Hi Mom,” I answered, surprised. “Isn’t it a
little late for you to be calling? You are always in bed by 10. Is everything
okay?”


Mom giggled nervously, suggesting that she
must be a little tipsy. “Everything is okay, dear. Or I think so. I don’t know.
The last two months, my hospital bills had been paid by this day but it hasn’t
gone through yet this time, and I wanted to check to see if everything is okay
on your end.”


Incredible. I felt my face grow hot with
frustration. The month was not over yet, technically. But perhaps this meant –
it could mean – had Zayden decided our contract was over after all and he
wouldn’t be making any more payments?


“Mom, I have to tell you something,” I said,
resigned. “Please listen very carefully and don’t get upset with me.”


“Why would I get upset with you?” she asked
sounding surprised that I would even suggest such a thing. “You have been
wonderful, Aria, helping me with my hospital bills like this! I only hope I get
the opportunity to do something great for you in return someday.”


“You have, Mom, you did that little thing
where you, you know, raised me?” I tried to sound cheerful but my insides were
at war. How was I going to explain it to her? The contract was not exactly
something she would approve of; it would sound, no matter how I put it, like I
was selling myself. She would not be able to handle that. I had to come up with
a better story. “Listen, Mom,” I started again. “I may have lied to you a
little bit, but it was so you didn’t feel uncomfortable about those payments.
My loan never exactly got through.”


I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until
she spoke, “What do you mean your loan never got through? You have been making
payments! I have the receipt!”


“That wasn’t me,” I said sulkily, as Stacey
threw me a pillow for comfort.


“What? I don’t understand. Of course it was
you!”


“It wasn’t. I mean it was. It’s complicated.
My loan got denied so my – uh – boyfriend, who has a lot of money, offered to
lend me the money, which I am to pay him back after finding a job.”


“Boyfriend?” She sounded shocked. “You didn’t
tell me you had a boyfriend, Aria! Since when do we hide things from each
other? It’s not, oh goodness, it’s not that awful boy who broke your heart last
year, is it?”


“No Mom, it’s someone else, and we hadn’t
really figured out what we were for the longest time so I never felt like
talking about it.”


“So the guy was willing to give you 60,000 dollars
before even putting a name on your relationship? I don’t get it, Aria. I hope
you haven’t been doing anything illegal. I’m not worth the trouble.”


“No, Mom, no no! Nothing illegal, I promise.
Like I said, it is very complicated. But I haven’t done anything you wouldn’t
approve of, Mom,” I said, crossing my fingers.


“I don’t know, Aria. You didn’t even tell me about this guy, and he has been
paying all this money.” Her voice was shaking slightly. 


“I will be paying him back, I promise!” I said
honestly. “But I think for now the payments will have to stop because, uh, we
broke up.”


“Aww, honey! Are you all right? Maybe I should
come over and spend a few days with you.”


I thought about that for a second and realized
it was a horrible idea. If she came here it would be easier for her to find out
exactly what the deal between me and Zayden was.


“Don’t be silly, Mom.” I tried to sound as
cheerful as possible. “We were not even dating for too long. He was a good boyfriend
but he began to get controlling and that pissed me off, so I ended it. I am not
even upset about it! Worried about your hospital bills, sure, but not upset.
And I will find another way to continue your payments. You trust me, don’t
you?”


“Of course I trust you! But I feel like I am
putting way too much pressure on you with all this money business. You are 20
years old; how can I expect you to come up with 40,000 more dollars just like
that? Especially if your loan got denied. Oh, those rascals! You actually work
at the bank and they would still deny you.”


“It’s okay, Mom, it really is. We will figure
something out, you know I will. Please don’t worry about this for now. It’s
late, go to bed, I will call you soon and we will make a plan. Everything is going
to be alright.”


“As long as you are okay, honey,” she said,
sounding apologetic. “I am so sorry about all this.”


“Don’t be! I am fine and if I can’t even help
out my mom when she needs me, what’s the point of anything?” I asked brightly.
“Goodnight, Mom. Sleep well. You are going to be okay. We are going to be
okay.”


“Goodnight, baby. I love you.”


“I love you too,” I whispered and hung up,
feeling extremely anxious.


Even though I had told her I would figure it
out, I had no idea what I was going to do. There were only a couple of days
left until the month was over, and if Zayden really had decided to back down, I
hadn’t the slightest idea how I was going to get us out of this pickle. 


“What is going on?” Stacey, who had been
silently listening to my whole conversation, finally spoke.


“What is going on, Stace,” I said sullenly, “Is that I am so very messed.”

















 

Chapter
Six


Zayden



 

My last encounter with Aria had not been
nearly as satisfying as I would have thought. Giving her what she wants did not
make me feel the slightest bit better, but rather it made me feel weak; an
emotion I had never been able to identify with in my whole life. She had sent
me an email afterwards, which I unconsciously chose to ignore. Who cared if she
felt guilty about my mother? She hadn’t exactly given me the opportunity to
explain myself. I couldn’t help but take this time to make her as anxious and
vulnerable as she had made me feel. I fully intended to make the payment to her
mother’s hospital, but she didn’t need to know that yet. For another couple of
days she could go on without knowing whether I was going to do it or not.


Meanwhile, I had my mom and Gina to deal with,
and I figured I would start with Gina, who to her credit, hadn’t told my mother
anything. Perhaps for the same fear I had -  that she would react in a perfectly irrational
manner. And I had come to believe that regardless of the fact that she was a
royal pain in the rear, she really did care about my mother.


I had invited her over for breakfast at one of
her favorite restaurants, so that the angry phone call wasn’t the last she
heard of me. Subtlety was the secret to making sure this ordeal went smoothly
from all directions, not that I had definitively decided that I was going to
end it.


She arrived about 10 minutes late, looking as
though she had been crying. Her eyes were puffy even underneath the multiple
layers of makeup, and I felt slightly uncomfortable. Oh well. As long as she
didn’t start crying in front of me, it wasn’t my problem.


“Hello,” Gina said, sitting across from me. “I am sorry I’m late, I just–”


“It’s okay,” I said and waved my arm
nonchalantly. “Not important. Thank you for coming here, especially after that
phone call.”


“Yeah, that phone call, it was really
something,” she said and attempted a meek smile. “I have been spending the last
few days half hoping you were joking.”


“I wasn’t,” I said and frowned. “For what it’s
worth, your deal really did sound tempting and I was seriously considering it.
But then you came into my office the other day and put on a show, which I am
still paying for.”


“What do you mean?” She looked genuinely
surprised. “I wasn’t putting on a show. I was in the area and came by to say
hello. I thought we were friends and that was acceptable.”


“We’re not friends, we never were. You know
full well why you were there that day, and so do I, so let’s skip all the
pretenses, shall we?”


There was a long silence, during which Gina
pretended to be surveying the menu intensely. When she eventually looked up to
meet my eyes, she said in a barely audible whisper, “I thought there wasn’t
anyone else.”


“I thought you didn’t know what I was talking
about,” I snapped.


“Look, I did not come in there with the
intention of ruining things for you and whoever this girl is. I was, however,
curious to find out if there was anyone at all. Because despite of what deal I
tried to make with you, I guess some part of me wanted to believe that we could
be a real couple one day, which would be impossible if your heart was someplace
else.”


“Why? Why do you even care, Gina? You never
loved me, by your own admission. And you know what, maybe I would have agreed
to whatever you had to say, if I had gotten the chance to explain it to Ar –
the girl – before she saw it the way she did. That made the decision for me.
You kind of brought this onto yourself, you know?”


She started tearing up upon hearing those
words. “Yep, which is why I have spent extra time bawling my eyes out the last
few days. I figured it was something like that. But like I said, I wasn’t
putting on a show for her, I was just testing to see if you were lying about
there not being anyone else.”


“And you caught me, hoorah!” I said angrily. “Hope it was worth it.”


She was openly crying, which made me want to
just walk out of the restaurant and never see her again. But I had to be
careful, if I wanted my mother on my side.


“Look, I am sorry, Gina. Mostly because for
once in our lives, you were being honest with me when you proposed that deal.
It was a refreshing change to see you so candid. But I am afraid it can’t work
out. I know you need money–”


“More… than… you…realize…” She sniffed
tearfully. “I’m losing my house. It was the only thing my parents left for me
and it’s getting foreclosed on, and I thought maybe if we could strike up a
deal, I could save it, and in return you get peace from your mom. And perhaps
when she, you know, passed on, we could go our separate ways and we would both
have gotten something out of it.”


“Why didn’t you just say that from the
beginning?” I said, a brilliant plan finally playing out in my mind. This was
going to be much simpler than I had thought; in fact, I was disappointed in
myself for not thinking of this sooner. 
It was the perfect solution, and I felt a surge of relief spread across
my whole body as I spoke again, “I will make you a deal. Another one, but I
think you will be quite pleased.”


After explaining to her that I would pay for
her house if she signed the divorce papers, she looked considerably cheerful,
and was almost too eager to accept. 


“Thank you, Zayden! You are actually a pretty
good guy, you know?” She said, wiping her face with the napkin on the table.


“No need to fawn all over me, I am doing this
because I have something to gain from it as well. Pull something like you did
in my office the other day again – or do anything at all to upset me and the
deal is off.”


“I won’t! I will be gone forever, Zay, if that is what you want.”


After another few minutes of hearing the
needless words of gratitude, I paid the check and got up to leave.


“Just one question, Zayden, before you leave,”
Gina said right as I was inching towards the door. “And it is personal so don’t
feel obligated to answer. I am just really curious because I have known you for
so long, but I have never seen you do so much for just a girl.”


“What are you trying to get at, Gina?” I sighed.


“I don’t know. I am just wondering… are you in love this Aria girl?”


“I haven’t the slightest idea,” I said without
thinking and walked away. It was true, love was not something I had ever
experienced in my life before, so even if I felt it somehow, I would never
recognize it. Nor was there any reason to recognize it. Love was probably just
a word invented for the weak in order to justify the extremely stupid things
they did. I was neither stupid, nor weak.


---


Next order of business was dealing with my
mother, and if all went as planned, that was bound to be a piece of cake. I
still couldn’t get over the fact that this idea hadn’t occurred to me sooner.
It was so simple and brilliant. I should have thought of it the day Gina had
made me that offer; she only needed money, after all.


Unsurprisingly, my mom came into my room at
about 8 that night looking completely horrorstruck. 


“I just,” she said almost hyperventilating. “I just got a call from Gina. Oh
Zayden, I am so sorry.”


She was obviously on the verge of tears, and
for a split second I almost felt guilty for pulling this off.


“What’s wrong?” I asked innocently looking up
from my laptop. “Is she okay?”


“She is fine… I think,” my mom said in a
shaking voice. “But – but – Zayden, I am sorry for all of this.”


“What do you mean? What are you apologizing
for? Is everything okay, Mom?” I was trying hard to sound genuinely curious and
concerned, but my insides were jumping in joy; the plan had obviously worked
fantastically.


“No, no, no, no!” she exclaimed dramatically.
“Nothing is okay, and it’s all my fault. I did this to you. I am so, so sorry,
son.”


“For what?” I eyed her quizzically.


She waited a few minutes before speaking, as
though her next words held a lot of weight and she wanted to make sure she
delivered them in the best possible way. 


“Gina, she is,” she halted for a few more
seconds. “She is gone, Zay. I am so so sorry. I should have never pushed you
towards her like that. This is all my fault!”


“What is your fault? What do you mean she’s
gone?” I stood up from my chair, just to make the whole act seem more genuine.
“Did she go back home for a bit?”


“No,” she said sounding upset. “She’s gone.
Forever. I am so sorry, Zay. She said that she is in love with someone else and
she was only staying with you for my sake and it wasn’t fair to anybody. I
thought she was joking at first.” She was breathing heavily. “But then… but
then…”


“Mom, sit down,” I said, holding her by the
shoulders. “Take a deep breath and tell me everything. What did Gina say to
you?”


“That she is,” she covered her face in her
hands and started crying hysterically. “She is in love with someone else and
she thought she could do this for me but she really couldn’t, and to tell you
she’s sorry.”


“She didn’t even have the decency to tell me
so herself?” I asked, pretending to look disappointed. “And that’s the girl you
thought was perfect for me?”


The crying grew louder, and a sinister part of
me felt good about the fact that I had managed to manipulate the master
manipulator. I was, after all, her son. All that stress she gave me from trying
to kill herself; this was but a small payback. And she could never threaten to
pull that trash again; as far as she knew, she had caused me great grief by
bringing Gina back into my life.


“I am so, so sorry, Zayden. I really thought –
I thought she loved you and she would be good for you. I never would have
suggested she come back into your life if I knew she would bail on you like
this.”


“Just when I was beginning to accept her back
into my life too,” I said dolefully. “What have I done to deserve this trash?”


“Nothing,” she said looking up finally.
“Nothing at all. This is all my fault, Zay. From now on I will never try to
interfere in your life again. I want to be there for you and I have realized
that the best way to do so is to leave you be. I am leaving to go back West
over the weekend. Unless,” she looked at me hopefully. “Unless I can be there
for you in some way by staying? Help you get through the heartbreak.”


“I think you have done enough,” I said. “You
meant well and I really appreciate it. But I am hurt right now and need some
time alone to recuperate. Is that okay with you?” I added the last bit trying
to seem as earnest as possible.


“Of course, but if you need anything at all, I
am just a phone call away,” she exclaimed, and hugged me tight.


“I know that, Mom.” I grinned behind her back.


For the first time in my entire life, I had
managed to outsmart my mother. And in some ways, I had Aria to thank for it. I
was now the ultimate manipulator.


---


Now that most of the issue was taken care of,
I began to fully appreciate the situation I was in; it was, in fact, perfect!
There were only two days until the next payment needed to be made on Aria’s
mother’s hospital bill, and she still did not know whether I was going to make
it or not. In other words, I had complete and utter control over how our
dynamic proceeded once again. And man, had I missed being in this position.


When I went into work the next day, I didn’t
even so much glance at Aria because I wanted to let her continue believing that
I was done with her. If she wanted things to be different, she would have to
come to me this time. Maybe I would even make her beg… after all, I did suffer
a great deal for her sake, and she needed to not only know that, but appreciate
it fully so that she would never try and make things difficult for me again.


The few times I did look up towards her booth,
I caught her staring at my office, to my great satisfaction. She obviously
wanted to run in here and ask me what was going on, especially since I never
even replied to her email. Well, she was free to walk in any minute; she just
wouldn’t get any prodding from my end. 


To my great surprise, she never came in the
whole day, and when I saw her begin to leave from work that evening, I almost
reached out to her myself. But I had to have better restraint, if things were
going to go my way from now on. I couldn’t let my need to talk to her overcome
me, since I was trying hard to never show another sign of weakness. Thankfully,
I didn’t have to test myself for much longer, because soon after she left the
bank, my phone rang. It was her, so I thumbed the Talk button.


“You have decided to speak to me then,” I
answered the phone.


She didn’t speak for what felt like almost a
whole minute, after which she said, “I sent you an email!”


“How thoughtful,” I said sardonically. “I sit 10
feet away from you.”


“You never wrote back,” she said softly.


“I had nothing to say. What did you want me to
say?”


“I don’t know. Our contract. What is going on, Zayden? Just tell me, are we
still doing this?”


“Last I remember, you wanted desperately to
get out of this contract,” I scoffed. Perhaps I should have stopped; I had
already given her enough of a scare, but there was something about the feeling
of being powerful that I just could not pass up on. 


“That’s not true,” she snapped. “Obviously, if
I emailed you asking where you stand on the contract, it means I’m still in.”


“I think,” I said with a triumphant smile. “I
think you need to revisit the dictionary in reference to what constitutes the
word ‘obvious.’ In no way have you said to me that you want to continue the
contract. You need to, I mean.”


“Look, I know what you’re trying to do and I’m
not biting. Just skip the games, Zayden. Do you want this or not?”


“What am I trying to do?” I asked pretending
to sound surprised. “It’s pretty funny that you think you know something I am
supposedly doing that I don’t know myself, don’t you think?”


“You want me to beg,” she said simply. “You
want me to tell you just how much I need this and how I will do anything to
continue the contract.”


“Well, then?”


“Are you definitely getting rid of your ex?”


“Already done it, thanks to you.”


“Sarcasm?”


“No, not at all!” I exclaimed. “Because you
put me in a situation where I had no choice but to end it with her–”


“You had a choice,” she sounded delighted now.
“You always have a choice.”


“Aria, don’t be such a smart aleck. As I was saying, since I had no choice in the
matter, I had to come up with a way to end it with Gina in a way that best
suited everyone involved. Without that kind of a pressure to get on this right
away, I probably would have been trapped forever.”


“What pressure? I didn’t put any pressure on
you!”


“Right,” I scoffed. “None at all. I am not
complaining, Aria. You did me quite the favor.”


“So, your mother?”


“She will not be giving me, herself, or anyone
else any more trouble.”


“You sound like you murdered her,” she said
giggling.


“I wish,” I joked. “I just played her own
games against her so she now feels responsible for ruining my life. Petty
details, really. But let’s stick to what is important. The contract. You were
saying? Something about really, really needing–”


“I didn’t say that,” she said, the defiant
tone back. “Your ex is gone, then, that is good news. And how about who I am
allowed to speak with?”


“Whoever you want, Aria,” I said
earnestly. “As long as I am the only one touching your perfect little body.”


My own words ignited a surge of desire in my
body, and by the sudden silence that had befallen on the other end, I suspected
it had the same effect on Aria.


“I don’t want anyone else to touch me,” she said eventually. “Isn’t that
obvious by now, Zayden? That’s why there never was any reason to be jealous.
The fact that you couldn’t see that pissed me off almost as much as your trying
to control my life.”


“What, you thought I couldn’t trust you?” I
raised my eyebrows in surprise.


“Why else would you put restrictions on who I
was talking to?” She asked in a matter-of-fact tone.


“Because I don’t like the thought of stupid
jerks mentally undressing you every time they talk to you. And as a stupid
jerk who does that every time myself, take it from me, they all do. I have
come to think of undressing you – mentally or otherwise – as a privilege that
is exclusive to me.”


“Well, you can’t control what other guys
think, but nobody else is actually undressing me anytime soon. So you need to
calm down, and take out all the controlling clauses from the contract.”


“If there still is a contract,” I said,
pushing it only a little bit further. It would all be over soon but I had to
have a bit more fun. “Come over the day after tomorrow and we will take it from
there. I will make sure that Ned will–”


“No,” she cut me off. “No Ned, just send me
the address and I will be there, okay? I can drive, you know?”


“Look, Aria,” I said, frustrated. “If I send a car to pick you up, I am not making
some sexist statement about how I don’t think you are capable of doing
something yourself. It just means that sometimes I feel like taking care of
you, even though you are perfectly capable of doing so. It’s how I show I
care.”


That seemed to have the desired effect, as she
now seemed okay with Ned picking her up. 


“Fine. See you then.”


After we hung up, I felt more excited than I
had in a long time. The thought of Aria in my house, in my bed, in every other
part of my room, naked, was enough to keep me going gleefully the next two
days.

















 

Chapter
Seven


Aria



 

“So let me get this straight; you are going
over to see the guy tomorrow, in his house, without being certain your mother’s
bill will get paid on time?”


I shrugged. What was she expecting me to say?
Like I hadn’t considered this in my head over and over again. Too afraid to ask
him directly about the money and how it was due in two days, I had instead
devised a careful plan, which would hopefully help him make the right decision
in my favor. Stacey, unfortunately, did not sound very convinced by my plan.


“I can list at least a hundred ways in which
you showing up at his house in a super sexy outfit and seducing him into
submission can go wrong.”


“Well, do you see me having any sort of a choice
here?”


She looked like she was deep in thought for a
moment. “I mean, no, not really, but I am worried, Aria. This guy has already
hurt you once.”


“Yes, but he also ended a long off-and-on
relationship with his ex-wife and risked the wrath of his mother for me. It’s
kind of sweet?” I said hopefully, trying to phrase it into a question.


“Oh he’s sweet, alright. That has never quite
been in question. He has been a sweetheart to you since day one.” She saw my
raised eyebrow and paused. “What? All those flowers and that dress and he sent
your work for publication!”


“And he showed up at school,” I said, just
remembering. “I forgot to tell you?”


“What do you mean he showed up at school?”


“He came as a guest lecturer in Mr. Weber’s
class after I didn’t speak to him for two weeks.”


Stacey burst out laughing. “This guy! I don’t
even know what to think. I mean, well it’s kind of obvious that he is in love
with you, isn’t it?”


“Woah, woah, woah! Calm down there, don’t go
around throwing big words out like that,” I said, pretending to be horrified,
when in reality the thought of what she said made me feel delighted.


“Come on, Aria!” Stacey’s whole face was
lightening up in realization, as though this conclusion should have occurred to
her a while ago. “It makes perfect sense! That’s why he didn’t want you talking
to Dick; because he is in love with you so he got jealous! Not because it was
in some stupid contract.”


“Yeah, he kind of admitted to being jealous,”
I said thinking back to our phone conversation. “But that does not mean he is
in love with me! It has nothing to do with it.”


“Yes, it does,” she said a different voice,
and I realized Nick had been standing by the door and listening to our
conversation the whole time. “Guys don’t just get jealous unless they have genuine feelings for a girl.”


“Well, he did have feelings… feelings of
control! Feelings that he owned me because he gave me money, and…you get the
gist.” I smiled at Nick. “How long
have you been standing there anyway?”


“Heard the important bits,” he said and
shrugged. “And Stacey is right, the dude is obviously in love with you, but you
need to be cautious given… prior circumstances.”


“What do you guys want me to do, exactly?” I
asked, annoyed because it seemed like they were ganging up on me somehow. “Let
the hospital bills not be paid? Let my mom lose everything?”


“That’s not at all what I am saying, Aria, and
you know it,” Stacey said, looking as annoyed as I was. “It’s just… I am just saying be careful. You know this
guy very well by now, and you are going back despite disliking some of his
ways. If you are expecting him to change a little, sure that could happen, but
a complete 180 is unlikely, and you’re just wasting everybody’s time if you go
back with particular expectations in that regard, because it will end just like
it did last time.”


That made way more sense than I liked. Stacey
was right, I couldn’t go in there thinking everything was suddenly going to be
different. Most likely, he would still have controlling tendencies, and I would
have to learn to talk him out of it without wanting to storm out every time. 


“I will be careful, I promise,” I said
finally. “You guys are absolutely on point about this. But you understand that
I am in a sticky situation, right? There are only two days until payment, and I
have so far been completely unsuccessful in coming up with a plan to do it
without Zayden’s help. As much as I hate to admit it – and would never ever
admit to him, God no – I do need him right now, so I will have to make more
compromises than not.”


“As long as you are aware that’s what you’re doing.” Stacey smiled. “There is nothing wrong with a little compromise, Aria.”


Nick made a coughing sound.


“What?” Stacey snapped looking at him. “Are
you trying to say something to me, Nicholas?”


He looked like he had a bullet fast
approaching his face and finding a direction to duck in to dodge it. “No. Uh, I
mean, like. Yeah, sure. We compromise. Both of us, all the time.”


He was trying hard not to meet her eyes.


“You think I don’t compromise enough!” Her
face changed completely in realization. 


I started feeling uncomfortable about being
there. It was one of those rare moments, when I became very aware of the fact
that Nick and Stacey were a couple in a real relationship with real
relationship problems – and not just bickering about blogs and video games -
and I was intruding on their private moments.


Trying not to draw attention to myself, I
slowly got up, but their fight was getting heated and I was sitting right smack
in the middle of the two, so there was no way to escape without drawing
attention to myself. I thought it was best to just announce my departure at
that point, so I said softly, “I am really tired, guys, I have a long weekend
ahead of me, so I am gonna be off now.”


Without waiting for an answer, I began to
march off, but Stacey stopped me. “Wait! What do you think, Aria? Do I not
compromise enough?”


“I don’t know,” I mumbled, feeling uncomfortable to be summoned into the
conversation. “How would I know?”


“You live with us! You see us together all the
time. You must have an opinion!”


“I don’t,” I said not entirely truthfully. In all honesty, I did think that
Nick made the majority of the compromises and Stacey made the majority of the
decisions in their relationship; however, this seemed to work for them, and
wasn’t that kind of the point? There certainly wasn’t a universal rule of
conduct that worked evenly for everybody, was there? Something that I would
need to keep in mind as well; every two people are different, and need to find
their own unique ways to make it work, no matter how crazy or ridiculous it may
seem to other people. 


“You guys really need to talk this out among
yourselves, but I will say this, I have harped on this over and over again the
entire time the two of you have been together, and to date, I would be harder
pressed to find two people that are completely perfect for each other. And that
remains true even if one of you may be more…” I looked at Nick with a
half-smile, “….compromising.”


Then I walked away, not letting Stacey stop me
this time, and feeling kind of pleased with myself for the way I handled the
situation.


Dealing with other people’s problems, however,
was much easier than addressing your own. I could write an essay on Nick and
Stacey’s relationship, and relationships in general, and people in
relationships. I could write an essay on love even, in a heartbeat. Yet, when
it came to understanding the best approach to handling my situation with
Zayden, I was always at a complete loss. I had a plan but I wasn’t sure how it
was going to work. Knowing him and his weaknesses, I didn’t doubt he would
physically cave in a second, but would he make the payment?


A part of me wished that we had gotten
comfortable enough with each other that I could just straight up ask him whether
he was planning on making it, but I had tried in my own way, hadn’t I? And he
clearly wanted to keep me in the dark and was enjoying taunting me like this.
That was the kind of thing I needed to learn to be okay with if I was
determined to continue whatever this was. Zayden Sinclair loved playing games,
and he wasn’t going to stop anytime soon, was he? His games weren’t entirely
unstimulating. I wasn’t saying that I enjoyed feeling like I was constantly in
the middle of a mental tug-of-war, but it was refreshing to always be left
wondering what was going to happen next. It kept me on my toes, and I could at
the very least safely say that having Zayden Sinclair in my life meant there
was never a dull moment.


---


On Saturday, I woke up early in the morning to
groom myself thoroughly. After spending hours cleansing, toning, exfoliating,
and waxing, I felt much more relaxed about my upcoming encounter with Zayden.
Not that seducing him was ever going to be the difficult part; he would get
excited even if I showed up in a rucksack, but I wanted him to feel that I had
put in some effort, so that he saw that I cared. Which is why I had purchased
the sexy lingerie that was staring at me with anticipation. 


My nerves began to bubble up again. Never
before I had worn anything of this sort. Best I had done was purchase bras and
panties from Target separately to match the colors. This deep red and sultry
corset from Victoria’s Secret had cost a fortune. If I didn’t wear it, I could
just return it, since I was feeling guilty about it anyway.


But if I thought about the opportunity cost –
something my line of work had just hardwired me to do all the time – it
amounted to a very, very small price to pay. After all, if Zayden was happy and
he went ahead and made the payment, then I would have a lot less to worry about
altogether. 


With that in mind, I stripped naked and put on
the red lingerie. When I looked in the mirror, I gasped. The outfit had
superpowers. My breasts, half-covered, were popping out tight and firm, and so
much bigger than I had ever seen them. All my curves were highlighted to
perfection, and I felt more attractive than I ever had in my entire life.
Zayden was in for a treat, I thought happily, then got nervous again. What if he
didn’t even want to sleep with me and was just calling me over to officially
end the contract? I had woken up this morning to the dream that Ned took me to
Zayden’s office instead of Zayden’s house, where a room full of people were
waiting in anticipation, including a camera crew from the local news station.
It was some kind of a training session on how to fire somebody, and I was the
test subject.


Needless to say, waking up from that dream was
unnerving. Of course, I knew deep down that Zayden wasn’t actually ready to let
go of me just yet. 


Trying not to dwell on that too much, I
started putting on the rest of my outfit. A simple black halter dress that was
a little too short perhaps, but served the purpose of getting Zayden’s
immediate attention. The lingerie corset had been so effective in doing its job
that even through my halter dress, my breasts looked like they had been carved
to optimal perk. Even I wouldn’t have been able to turn down what I saw in the
mirror if I were a guy.


Feeling satisfied, I put on my makeup and tied
my hair back in a loose bun, letting strands fall evenly on the contours of my
face. This caused the back of the halter to be open, adding to the seductive
look I was going for. I finished it off with a pair of Stacey’s red stilettos, which were to match what was underneath the dress when it came off,
and that made me feel tall and slender. A little bit of sexy perfume and a cute
red purse later, and I was ready to go. 


Ned arrived 10 minutes later and instead of
buzzing up, Zayden called me.


“You ride is waiting for you downstairs,” he
said on the phone.


“Did you have to deliver the message remotely?
We have a buzzer, you know?”


“Oh yeah, Ned wanted to utilize the, uh, ‘buzzing’ service, but I thought it best to not pass
up on an opportunity to make this phone call.”


“Well, I hope that you feel satisfied,” I said, amused.


“Not yet, Aria. You know what I sound like
when I am satisfied,” he chuckled. “This is obviously not it. Now tell me, what
are you wearing?”


“I have to go. Ned is waiting for me
downstairs.” I couldn’t suppress a smile, so I felt glad that he couldn’t see
me.


“I pay him to wait for you,” he said,
unconcerned. “Tell me, so I can prepare.”


“Prepare for what?” I asked playfully.


“What do you think?” He was starting to sound
frustrated. 


“I don’t know. To discuss the contract, I suppose.” I tried hard not to
burst out laughing.


“Maybe. But that’s not what I am talking about
and you know it. It has been a difficult few weeks, Aria. I have been dreaming
about it every single night.”


“About what?” I asked innocently.


“Come here and I will show you.” His tone had
an abrupt change. “Ned is downstairs, it’s rude to make him wait.”


“What the heck? You just said–”


But he cut off before I could finish my
sentence. More excited and nervous than I had felt all day, I walked downstairs
to find a black BMW waiting for me.


Chapter
Eight


Zayden



 

I kept checking the time at an alarming
frequency. Tonight was going to be exciting. I had sent my entire staff home so
it would be just me and Aria in this big house with so many rooms. And so many
beds.


She didn’t know it yet, but I had already made
the payment to her mother’s hospital bill earlier today. I wasn’t planning on
telling her until later, either. She needed to see the error in her ways and
learn to never cross me like that again. The fear that I would maybe not make
the payment at all should be an excellent way for me to regain the upper hand
in this dynamic. 


To my great disappointment, I realized that
during the past month she had completely stolen that position from me. Asking
to break the contract! Even though it had all turned out pretty well in the
end, she had unintentionally manipulated me into making some big changes in my
life. I didn’t remember the last time in my life somebody had had such a
profound impact, and not necessarily in a positive way.


But it was all okay, because she would be here
any minute, and I missed Aria far too much to waste the time pondering over my
own mind games. Tonight was about reconciliation.


When the doorbell finally rang, I got up
instantly to get it for her, and when I saw her I forgot almost everything,
even my name.


“Your mouth is hanging open,” she said with a
radiant smile, walking inside comfortably.


What? I couldn’t quite process anything that
was happening or anything she was saying. All I knew was that Aria had somehow
managed to get even hotter than I had ever seen her before – I didn’t even
think that was possible – and all the blood in my body rushed away from my
brain and everywhere else and deposited itself into my groin. 


“Say something. You’re making me nervous,”
Aria said, now sitting cross-legged on my couch. With those deep red stilettos,
her legs looked like they were out of a fashion magazine catalogue. I just
wanted to grab them, pull up her skirt, and take her right there.


“You look… exquisite,” I said, unable to
find the perfect word to describe exactly how good she looked. 


“You’re talking to my boobs?” she said
following my gaze.


“No.” I was still glaring at them. “But sure,
those too. Did they get bigger somehow?”


She chuckled girlishly. I had never quite seen
her like this before, acting so feminine, sitting cross-legged on the sofa,
wearing deep red stilettos!


“You’re trying to seduce me?” It wasn’t a
question, as I realized what was going on, and couldn’t help feeling excited. 


“Why on earth would I do such a thing?” She
batted her eyelashes innocently, playing with her hair.


“Why wouldn’t you?” I grinned. “You had some
of Zayden and you just had to come and get more.”


“I don’t know what you are talking about.”


“Oh, that’s how you want to play, then? Game
is on.”


“I don’t know what you are talking about,” she said again, this time with a
hint of a smile lingering around her lips. Her lipstick matched her shoes
perfectly. I thought of how I would be smearing it up all over her face soon
enough and felt myself getting hard.


“Are you hungry?” I said to change the
subject, so that I didn’t give in to my temptations just yet. Although she
would probably like that, the important thing here was to win, and it was
getting increasingly difficult as her breasts were almost outside of her dress.
I wanted nothing more than to kneel on the floor and suck them until she came.


“I am so, so hungry, not for food though,” she
said with a look that made me almost change my mind about dinner.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said mimicking her and turned
around to walk towards the kitchen. Looking at her was not going to help the
situation in anyway whatsoever. “Follow me.”


Even the staccato sounds of her heels was
increasing my desire, so I walked as fast as I could, trying to think about
dinner instead of the dessert that was to come after. 


“Where are we headed? Your house is huge!” I heard
her exclaim behind me. “What mind-blowing concoction has your chef come up with
today?”


“I sent him home,” I said causally, arriving
at the kitchen and then turning to look at her. “I sent all the help home.”


“But, dinner?” She screwed her mouth and then
gasped. “You don’t expect me to cook, do you? I mean, well, I guess I could,
but I am not dressed for that. I suppose I could change.”


“Aria, stop mumbling. We are grilling. Well, I
am, outside on my balcony.”


“Then why are we in your kitchen? It’s such a
nice kitchen!” She looked so excited about everything in this house that a part
of me just wanted to ask her to move in with me and be done with it. I thought
of her tiny apartment and wondered if it would, in fact, be worth finding her a
better place to stay. I highly doubted she would be okay with it, though.


“We are here because I marinated some steaks
earlier that we will take outside and grill.” 


I opened the fridge and looked around for a
suitable beverage to offer her. She had said she liked beer, so I had gotten
her some Belgian Ale, but perhaps she would want wine since she was dressed all
seductive. It suited the role she was currently playing.


“Beer is fine,” she said, noticing my hesitation. “Thanks, I didn’t even think you
kept any in your place!”


“I don’t.” I shrugged. “But since you were coming over–”


“Thank you, Zayden.”


“And I did something else you might
appreciate,” I said, removing the steaks from the fridge. “I marinated the
steak in curry powder. Thought it would give you your kick.”


The look on her face right now was worth all
the curry powders in the whole world. She looked absolutely delighted, like she
couldn’t believe that someone would do that for her.


“What?” I grinned.


“When was the last time you cooked?”


“I don’t remember,” I said honestly. “I never have to and don’t have the
time anyway. My chef does an excellent job without my interference.”


“Then why are you cooking – or grilling, I
guess – now?”


“Because, Aria…” I spoke like I was explaining
two plus two equals four to a very difficult infant. “I really like you.”


Her cheeks blushed so hard upon hearing those
words that they almost matched her lipstick. “I... I really like you too.”


I raised my eyebrows quizzically. “Really? I
never quite got that from you, based on the fact that you were trying to break
the contract only a month ago, so that you could get as far away from me as
physically possible.”


“It wasn’t like that,” she said, the joy from
before beginning to wane from her face. “You know what it was about. I have never
answered to anyone in my life before, Zayden, not even my parents. So I just
don’t have a way to deal with somebody trying to control me other than cut them
off.”


“Did it ever occur to you–” I cut myself off
mid-sentence, realizing what a waste it would be to get into this right now.
“Nevermind, let’s not dwell on this now. Let’s go outside.”


I offered her my hand – and she struggled
before deciding to take it – and escorted her towards the balcony. “Close your
eyes,” I said on the way there. “And no cheating, Aria. I’ll know if you cheat and if you do, your
mother’s bill might not get paid.”


She stopped walking and looked at me with a
slight hint of annoyance mixed with amusement. “Is that what it is going to be
from now on? ‘Oh Aria, breathe at rhythmic intervals of .05 seconds, or your
mother’s bill might not get paid!’”


“Just close your eyes. Trust me, you will like
this!”


After a brief moment, she finally did, and I
reached for her hand again. When we were at the balcony, I said, “Now open.”


She gasped loudly; I was sure all the
neighbors in a 5-mile radius could hear. “What – what did you – why?” Her eyes
were starting to tear up.


I had the whole balcony decorated with
heart-shaped red balloons and scented candles, and in the middle was a table
with her favorite bottle of champagne and two chairs underneath a crystal
chandelier. It was like Valentine’s Day had thrown up all over the balcony. We
were facing the view of the mountain, with a beautiful lake on its foothills.
The scene was as romantic as it could get, and Aria’s tears and inability to
form a complete coherent sentence was what convinced me that I had done it. I
had won. 


“You did all of this for me? By yourself?” she
asked when she could finally speak properly again.


“Do you see anyone else here?” I lied, and
shrugged. I had thought of it, so I did have some say.


“Oh, Zayden!” she said, and threw herself at
me, almost knocking out the steaks I was holding in my left hand. I tried to
carefully place them by the grill, but it was difficult to move because Aria
was holding on to me tightly. After I finally managed to place them away, I
drew her closer for a proper embrace and stroked her hair. “Do you really like
it that much?” I said grinning, very pleased with myself. 


“You just want to hear me say it, don’t you?”
she mumbled against my chest. “Yes, Zayden. I like it that much. This is hands
down the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me. Or anyone I know. Not
even Nick for Stacey.”


“Great, I have outdone a nerdy little kid, I should
be proud of myself.”


“Shut up, I am in the middle of a very special
hug with a very special guy, let me enjoy this,” she mumbled.


We stood there holding each other for a long
time.


---


“This is delicious!” Aria closed her eyes,
devouring the steak. It was satisfying to watch her enjoy something I created.
“I
don’t know why people haven’t been putting curry
on their steaks since the beginning of time.”


“I think we can use this moment to firmly
establish the fact that I am a genius.” I smiled.


She giggled. “You’re running a multibillion-dollar
corporation at such a young age, and running it so well at that, and of all
things, a steak recipe is what makes you declare you’re a genius?”


“Priorities.” I shrugged. “And I am not all
that. I was handed everything, I didn’t earn it, really. Born with a silver
spoon and all.”


“But you had the skills to handle what was
given to you. Oh goodness, Zayden, is this modesty? You are capable of such a
thing?” She made an expression of complete shock.


“Very funny. In any case, you will be way
ahead of me by the time you’re my age. You are really bright, Aria. I don’t
know if anyone has ever told you this.”


“Nope, never heard it before.” She winked. 


“Have you thought about what you want to do
after you finish college?” I found myself asking.


She shrugged. “I am studying to be a loan
officer ,so that is what I plan on doing, I guess.”


“Would you want to come work for me instead?”


“Newsflash, I already do,” she chuckled.


“No, not something trivial like that.” I waved
my hand dismissively, but upon seeing the change in her expression, I added, “I
mean… not like there is anything wrong with working as a teller while you are
getting your degree. Again, it’s more than I did when I was your age. But I am
thinking more like finding a suitable long-term position for you in my bank.”


“There is a lot of time left between now and
in the long-term,” she said slowly, as though weighing every single word before
speaking it out loud. “You may not even want to, you know.” She shrugged.


“I don’t know. What are you talking about?”


“I am assuming that when this contract is
over, you would like to move on to newer and hotter women for more exciting
adventures.”


It took a lot to spit those words out.


“That’s a big assumption. Do you really think
this is all,” I gestured around the balcony décor, “just about the contract?”


“What is it, then?” she challenged.


“That is for us to figure out as we go along,”
I said, looking away from her. Not once had I actually thought beyond the
contract; I assumed that Aria was just going to be around forever. Now that the
thought crossed my mind, I felt a weird sort of a gloom, and didn’t want to
dwell on it too much.


“Speaking of the contract, since we are
finally on the subject, what is going on with that?”


“That is for us to figure out as we go along,
too.” I smirked and had to duck because she tossed a grape towards me in
mock-anger. “Come on, let’s go inside, it is starting to get chilly,” I said,
to change the subject. Plus, my restraint wasn’t going to last very much
longer, and unless Aria was okay with my neighbors potentially seeing me rip
her clothes off, which I highly doubted, we had to at least make it indoors
soon enough.

















 

Chapter
Nine


Aria



 

We got up to head inside and my phone buzzed.
It was a text from my mother. The payment on her hospital bill had been made
this morning. An immense relief spread through my body, as though I hadn’t even
realized just how tense I had been this whole time. It was technically the last
day to do it, so the whole time I had been here, I was somewhat antsy, even
though I did not want Zayden to notice, and did a good job of that, I suppose.
But I could relax now and truly enjoy his company. The payment was made. I had
nothing else to worry about. For now.


“Zayden.” I stopped in my tracks. “Why didn’t
you tell me?” I asked looking from my text to his face and back. 


“Because I knew you would find out soon
enough,” he said shrugging. He knew exactly what I was talking about. “But I
wanted you worry about it for a bit.”


“That is really messed up, you know,” I
couldn’t help saying, but right after, I felt uncomfortable, like I was being
ungrateful. “I didn’t mean to say it like that. Thank you for paying the bill
is what I meant to say.” I reached out to hug him, but he backed off this time.
“Is everything okay?” I looked at him concerned. 


“Yeah, I think so, but let’s talk about this
inside. In my bedroom,” he said with a completely straight face. 


“Sure,” I said cheerfully. “To the bedroom then,
to ‘talk’,” I said playfully air-quoting the word. 


“No, Aria, we really will be talking in there.
At first, anyway,” he added with the hint of a smile. It didn’t make any sense.
He had already made the payment and I was here ready – and in all honesty,
yearning – to take my clothes off for him, but he wanted to talk?


When we got to his bedroom, I immediately
picked the office chair across from his desk to sit on, deliberately avoiding
looking at the enormous bed right in the middle of the room. I had never seen a
bed quite that size. It had to be bigger than a king size. Did they even make
those? He probably had it custom-made for his benefit. He was probably best
friends with the president of IKEA or something.


Trying not to think about how it would feel to
roll around naked in that bed, I looked at Zayden sincerely. “So, what did you
want to talk about?”


“The contract. You noticed how this payment
was made late? As late as possible, in fact?”


“Nope,” I said trying to be teasing. “I hadn’t
noticed at all. Was it late, then?”


“No, Aria, really, listen to me. I know how
difficult it was for you to be constantly anxious about the payment and to not
know whether I would actually pull through. You don’t ever want to experience
that agony, do you?”


“Of course not.” I sighed, giving in to his
mood. “But where are you going with this?”


His deep blue eyes gazed at me with so much
intensity that I thought it would tear right through me. “You tried to get out
of the contract at the beginning of the month. Don’t do it again.”


My heart started thumping fast because of the
stern look on his face. “I’m – I’m sorry,” was all I could manage to say. 


“You should be. You thought you would just cut
me out and not face any consequences!” he exclaimed. “Like somehow you were just
going to walk into all that money and never have to worry about it again.”


“I didn’t think any of those things,” I said,
starting to get a little frustrated myself. “I was just upset, Zayden, because
of how controlling you were being! And like I already told you, that is just
not something I am programmed to deal with.”


“So at the hint of the slightest bit of
trouble, you run? How can I trust that you won’t just randomly decide you
dislike something else I do or say and try to bail again? Only to want to come
running back when you realize you had no other options?”


“How can I trust that you don’t have any more
wives up your sleeve?” I asked cheekily, and before he could answer, quickly
added, “The answer is there is no reason for me to do so, but I do. I trust you
because that’s how trust works, with or without evidence.”


“This was your punishment for breaking the
rules, Aria. I hope you don’t do it again.”


“My punishment?” I spat. “You need to stop
patronizing me. Why can’t we just be equals, Zayden? Is it because I am a
woman?”


“It’s because I am holding 60,000 dollars over
your head,” he said in a tone that made me shiver. “Not to mention, employ you
– something I plan to continue to do into the far future, as I mentioned
earlier. So, as the slightest bit of a courtesy or gratitude or whatever it is
that you feel, do me the favor of letting me act however I want.”


“So you don’t care that how you act may hurt
me?” I challenged him further.


“That is not what I said,” he said and sighed.
“I never said I wouldn’t make an attempt to change some of my ways, but simply
that you stop quitting every time something bothers you.”


“Fair enough.” I shrugged, beginning to feel
drained. 


It was a contract, after all.


“And the contract will remain intact as long
as you don’t go around breaking any of the rules. Are we clear?”


“Yes, master,” I said with a fake toothy grin.
“Would you like me to curtsy now?”


“No, I would like you to take your clothes
off,” he said starting to walk towards me.


It was my turn to be a tease and taunt him,
and I could not be more excited for payback. “Uh, actually, let me see, I am
feeling like taking a shower before bed, so I will pass on the offer.”


“You’re sleeping over, then?” He grinned,
continuing to walk towards me, ignoring my “pass.”


“I thought that was obvious, since you sent
all your staff home and it would be impossible for me to find a cab at this
hour. Unless you feel like driving me, but you’ve had quite a bit of whiskey.”


“Aria, you just go off on so many unnecessary
tangents. I want you to stay, isn’t that kind of obvious? I decorated the
balcony for you.”


The mention of the balcony made me feel giddy.
I still couldn’t believe he had done all that. It was something that usually
couples – actual, real couples, boyfriends and girlfriends, husbands and wives
– did for each other, not people who were dating on a legally binding contract.
The fact that he had taken the effort to do it made me appreciate him more than
I ever had before. 


“I’m staying because I want to stay, too.” I
smiled at him. “But for now I just want to take a shower. I had a long and, as
you know, stressful, day. I just want to relax for a little bit if that is okay
with you.”


“Uh, of course,” he said looking slightly
taken aback. “Go on ahead. First door to the right.”


I turned around, facing the bathroom with the
biggest grin on my face. Then, I very slowly slid my dress off my shoulders,
then down my legs through my stilettos, revealing the sultry red corset. 


“Aria,” I heard him moan. “Aria, Aria, Aria.
Turn around.”


I did for a very brief moment, just long
enough to let him see the full effect. The knowledge that right that second, I
was giving him the biggest erection of his life made me feel powerful and
incredibly sexy. I continued to walk into the bathroom, but heard his footsteps
behind me.


Innocently, I went into the bathroom, which
was bigger than my own room, and closed the door behind me. Then, I let out a
huge sigh. I couldn’t believe I had just pulled that off. As I took off the
lingerie – but with my shoes still on - and turned the shower on, I heard
Zayden open the door. I jumped into the shower quickly and let the water run
down my naked, polished body.


The glass door of the shower opened and Zayden
was standing there, completely naked, with his toe pointing straight at me,
rock hard.


“You are showering with those shoes on,” he
groaned, like speaking was taking up way too much of his energy. 


“I do that all the time.” I shrugged, as I
felt myself get wet upon the sight of his naked body. How I ached for his touch
again.


“Oh, do you, now? So this isn’t some kind of a
ploy to tease me?” His mouth was twitching into a half-smile, as though it
wasn’t sure it was capable of joining in on the sass.


“Why would I do that?” I asked batting my eyelashes.
“What are you doing here, anyway?”


“I,” he said, stepping into the shower with
me, “am taking a shower with my girlfriend.”


Hearing him use that word broke all my
restraints, so I threw myself on him, meeting his lips fiercely with my own.
His enormous shower head poured pleasant, warm water over the both of us like
summer rain, as I grabbed the back of his head as passionately as I could, and
he opened my mouth with his tongue with brute force that made me ache for him.
His mouth explored mine, as his hands were touching me all over my back. The
kiss itself lasted forever, and when he pulled away, it felt like I had just
ran a marathon.


“Soap?” Zayden asked, his eyes glistening with
desire. “Can I wash you?”


“You can do anything to me.”


He poured some soap into the palms of his
hands and rubbed them together. Then he slowly massaged my shoulders, going
downwards from there. When he reached my breasts, I almost came from the impact
alone. He rubbed them in circular motions, halting to pinch my nipples every
few seconds, as I let out gasps of pleasure. 


After massaging my breasts, his hands skipped
straight onto my legs, to my utter disappointment. He must have sensed the
change in my body’s response, because he pushed me against the shower wall,
looked me straight in the eyes and said, “I won’t be needing soap to clean your pussy, Aria.”



Then he dived face-first into me, making me
forget everything about the world. His tongue was moving across my clit,
licking it in rhythmic motions, while the rest of his mouth was sucking on my
pussy lips. When he halted the licking to slide his tongue inside me, I
exploded into oblivion. With the warm water running over my body, and the
mind-blowing, earth-shattering orgasm, I didn’t think I would be able to feel
better than I did in that moment ever again.


It felt like it took forever to come back to
my senses, and when I did, Zayden was glaring at me. It was my turn. I kneeled
across from him and wasted no time taking all of him into my mouth.


“Idiot!” he exclaimed and closed his eyes,
holding my head close. 


He shoved himself deep down my throat, and
even though the feeling wasn’t entirely pleasant, the look on his face as he
thrust in and out was worth every moment.


He pulled away before coming, to my concern.
“Is everything okay? Did I do something wrong?”


“No, no, Aria, you did everything right,” is
all he said.


He pulled me up, spun me around, and bent me
over. He pushed himself inside me, leaving me elated. I braced myself against
the shower wall using my hands. I moaned loudly, and he took this as
encouragement to move faster and deeper within me.


“Zayden,” I said his name, as with every
thrust and motion, bursts of pleasure traveled through every vein in my body.
All I managed was to say his name over and over again as he thrust deeper and
harder. His hands gripped my hips firmly, directing my body’s movement. 


“Ah,” he grunted. After a few moments, we both
erupted together like a volcano. The orgasm was so intense that I screamed. He
slowed his pace and eventually completely stopped. I stood up and he wrapped
his arms around me. 


Ten minutes later—though it could have been hours, days, I
would never know—we finally became coherent again and I said, “That was–”


“The best sex I have ever had,” Zayden
completed.


“Me too,” I said. “Tonight was perfect.”


“You say that like it’s over.” He grinned. “I bet you are dying to find
out what my bed feels like.”


“Yes, I am. Let’s go.” I grinned back, feeling
happier and more content than I could ever remember. “Boyfriend,” I added
softly, but did not dare meet his eyes when I said it.

















 

THE
BOSS #4



 

Chapter
One


Zayden



 

Her use of the word “boyfriend” made me feel
all kinds of things that I had been resigned into believing I was rendered
forever incapable of feeling. Was that what I had become? Aria Roberts’
boyfriend? I thought back to the past few days – months, even – and all the
things I had willfully done for her. Maybe I was her boyfriend. Either that, or
I was very, very messed up in the head. 


To think that I had my entire balcony
decorated for her. I didn’t even think people did such things outside of
movies. Here I was, holding a naked 20-year-old girl in the shower, after
showing her what I presumed to be one of the best nights of her life.


After all that I had been through in my life,
I could not quite believe how I had become so drawn to this woman. After Gina and
all the things she represented, I was convinced that I had sworn off women
forever. How could I not? My mother had done to my father what Gina had done to
me; there was no room for me to ever consider a woman possessing any real
character. I simply had never met one that wasn’t always after something else,
money, usually. 


Oddly enough, even though I had been paying a
lot of money to keep Aria around, she never struck me as somebody who would
want me for my money. To think of it, I had offered to pay the hospital bills
without any financial returns on her part, but she had pretty much rejected the
contract without a clause that stated she would pay me back after college. How
many women – people in general, at that – would do that? She knew I didn’t need
to be paid back, but somehow the idea that she would be taking my money for
free made her so uncomfortable that it was very charming. 


The closest she had come to “using” me in some
sense was for my intellect, and what a revitalizing change that was! She wanted
to learn from me, so that she could use that knowledge to expand her own
intellect and advance her own career. She hadn’t even given me a straight
answer when I offered her a real job at the bank, which had really surprised
me. How many college students would give an arm and a leg in order to have a
guaranteed job at the end of their college careers? Yet Aria had hesitated,
perhaps because she felt that she needed to do it on her own. Little did she
know that she had, in fact, done exactly that. 


She had impressed me greatly with her spark
and intelligence – much like she would have to in order to impress any other
employer for any other kind of a job – which is why I had wanted her so badly
on my team.


That, and she was always a pleasure to look
at, but really many, many women were, and I didn’t go around offering jobs
unless I was attracted to their minds. Which, in Aria’s case, I undoubtedly
was. After all, I had made myself a promise a long time ago that I would never
do many of the things I had ended up doing since Aria came into my life. The
disaster that was my marriage had convinced me that I was not made for monogamy,
and women really only served one purpose. Never again was I supposed to see a
woman after sleeping with her, let alone repeat the act. Yet with Aria,
somehow, I had wanted more and more every time and been completely unable to
stop myself over and over again. 


No matter what she did, she blew my mind, and
made it impossible for me to give her whatever she needed in order to be in my
presence. 


I was also not supposed to date again – not in
the sense of exclusivity. After Gina, the whole idea of taking someone out on
dinners and pleasing them into bed while seeing nobody else had seemed so
ludicrous, yet when it came to Aria I had been completely fine with having an
entire clause regarding exclusivity. Heck, I couldn’t even remember the last
time I had been exclusive even for a day – yet Aria had compelled me to do so
for over three months. 


I couldn’t quite believe the effect she had on
me sometimes, yet I understood where it all came from. She was intelligent far
beyond her years – and far beyond most women I had met, much older and more
successful – and that didn’t simply stick to her textbooks and papers. She
exuded charm and wit regularly, in everyday conversations, in her sarcastic
retorts to me, in almost everything she said and did. 


And then, there was the way she defied me.
Hell, that frustrated me endlessly, so much so that sometimes I just wanted to
rip my hair apart and shred the contract. At the same time, it was
completely enthralling. Nobody stood up to me like Aria was capable of doing.
Since the very first day when I proposed the contract, she had refused to take
rubbish from me and convinced me that the best way to do it was her way, adding in
her own clauses, bargaining with me. Then, when I had tried to control who she
spoke to, alluding to the contract, she had straight up told me off and
threatened to quit even though deep down I knew that she wouldn’t actually be
able to pull it off because she really needed the money for her mother’s bill.
The fact that she temporarily believed that she could and demonstrated her stubborn
attitude was just as endearing as it was maddening.


The fact that she could exasperate me so very
much and yet I was completely mesmerized by her meant that I had done one more
thing I had promised myself I would never do again; I had fallen in love with
Aria Roberts. As soon as the thought hit my mind, I began feeling a jolt of raw
excitement, combined with joy, in every vein in my body. I grabbed Aria, who
was getting ready to go out of the shower and into my bedroom, and shoved her
back into the tub and looked deep into her eyes.


“Zayden,” she said nervously.


“No. Don’t say anything,” I said, not wanting
to ruin this moment with words. Instead, I bent down towards her and kissed her
gently across the mouth, more gently than I had thought I was capable of. Then,
I slowly parted her mouth, trying to ignore my urges to devour her, so that
this moment somehow demonstrated the love I was feeling erupting inside me,
without actually saying a word. Very lightly, I put my tongue inside her mouth
and felt her nipples begin to harden beneath my palm. Rubbing them gently, I
began to explore her mouth softly, then sucked on her lower lip.


I broke off and pulled her up. “Bedroom,” was
the only word I said. She nodded, her eyes glinting with the very desire I felt
in my veins. As soon as we got there, I threw her into my huge bed. I leaned
down to kiss her breasts from the side of the bed, which had a surprisingly
strong effect on her, as she looked at me with her hand slightly shivering.


“Touch yourself,” I groaned into her right
breast, then took almost all of it into my mouth and sucked on it as hard as I
could.


“What?” She sounded confused and disoriented
and very much pleasured.


I took my mouth off from her tightening
nipples, looked her in the eyes and repeated, “I said, touch yourself, Aria.
Touch your pussy and moan for me. I want to see you make yourself come while I
devour your perfect little breasts.”


“I’ve – I’ve never,” she said nervously. “I
have never really done that.”


That genuinely took me by surprise. I had yet
to meet a woman who hadn’t at a very young age discovered how to make herself
feel sexual pleasures. Girls often just offered to put on a show for me that
involved a striptease followed by a self-induced orgasm. I had just assumed
every single girl did that. Of course, Aria was different. In a flash of
inspiration, I grabbed her hair tightly and spanked her lightly on the rear. 


Looking sternly into her eyes, I said in a
very low voice, “Are you going to defy me in bed too, or are you going to make
yourself come? Now?”


As I had hoped, Aria was significantly more
open to the idea of being controlled in bed than she had been in other aspects
of her life, for I could see her pussy getting wetter upon hearing these words.
Without any further protests, she began rubbing herself at her clit, and her
eyes looked like she was confused yet delighted. 


“Now, shove a finger inside and idiot
yourself.” She did as she was told as I continued my tonguework on her other
breast, licking and sucking, as she finger-harassed herself faster and faster.
“Stop,” I said, just as she was about to come. “Suck your fingers and continue
with your other hand.”


She slowly put the middle finger of her right
hand inside her mouth and began sucking just like it was a piece of a very
tasty lollipop, while her left hand now replaced it on her clit, flicking and
rubbing faster and faster. “Are you about to come?” I asked, knowing the answer
before she nodded.


Instead of letting her finish herself off, I
jumped at the moment and threw my face into her pussy. I ran my hungry tongue
all over the wet lips and sucked her clit until her whole body was shivering
violently. She tried to remove my head, but I held both of her hands tightly
over my head so that all she could do was wither and let my tongue ride her
through her orgasm. 


As soon as she was a little capable of
movement, she tried to get me up again, but I did not take my mouth of her
sweet pussy even for a second. Instead, I shoved my tongue deep inside her, and
then began licking the inside as it continued to drip from within. Aria’s body
was building up again, and suddenly all of her protests were gone; instead, she
was holding my head firmly and rocking my face closer and closer to her until
she erupted into another shaking orgasm. It was only after the third time that
I took my head off her pussy, looked at her, and grinned. 


“So, have you ever came three times in less
than 10 minutes before?”


She shook her head while her face looked
completely blank, as though it was simply incapable of dealing with anything
else. It was a good few minutes before she spoke again. 


“Honestly, I didn’t even know that was
possible. I had heard stories, but I didn’t think—”


“What?” I asked just to stroke my own ego,
even though I knew perfectly well what the answer was for.


“Multiple orgasms in such a short time.”


I shrugged, even though I was feeling good
about myself inside. “There are still many, many things your body is capable of
that you didn’t know. I am here to show you, Aria.”


I had been throbbing hard since we were in the
bathroom, but I had wanted to show her a good time before letting myself get
carried away. But it was getting out of hand and I felt like if I didn’t put
myself inside her any minute, I would collapse from the need to harass her.
Unable to hold myself together any longer, I flung her off the bed and turned
her around. Half her body from the torso above was in the bed, but her legs
were hanging off it, her rear protruding out. 


At first, I slid myself inside her pussy from
behind, but after a few thrusts, I lost control of myself and entered her rear.
It was so tight, I almost came from the force with which it wrapped around me.
To my utter surprise, Aria let out a small moan that did not sound like it was
exactly from pain. Encouraged by her reaction and eager to make the process as
pleasurable for her as possible, I reached her pussy with my left hand and
began gently stroking her clit. Continuing the strokes, I lunged forward back
into her tight rear. The feeling was so incredible that I completely forgot
where I was or what I was doing. All I could think of was just how tight and
incredible her rear felt. My hands moved faster and faster against her while I
harassed her rear with no remaining constraint, until both of us exploded around
the same time. I collapsed on her back.

















 

Chapter
Two


Aria



 

As we lay awake in bed, I watched Zayden, who
seemed to have still not recovered from what had transpired between us. I was a
bit in shock. Tonight had been more than I had expected in every way possible.
Zayden had not only made the hospital payment, but also gone out of his way to
charm me, which made me feel incredible.


I hoped that he would be the last person I
have sex with, but I had to be cautious in hoping things of that nature. After
all, he had just called me his girlfriend, not offered me a wedding ring.
Chances were that he still intended to say goodbye to me after the contract.
But then he wouldn’t have used that word.


His reaction when I called him my boyfriend
had also taken me by surprise. His eyes flickered with the most intense gaze I
had ever seen them bestow upon me. The way he had kissed me after had also been
very different, much less sexual, much more gentle and romantic. He had
obviously enjoyed hearing me call him that, which meant that I could keep some
hope that we would be together for far beyond the contract without feeling like
a complete moron.


When Zayden finally opened his eyes, waking up
from the oblivion caused by his orgasm, he turned me around to the edge of his
bed gently without saying a word. He closed himself onto me, wrapping his right
hand over me. As we lay spooning, I started wondering what the night had in
store for us next.


“Aria,” he spoke eventually, still holding me.
“Are you okay with what happened today?”


“It’s a little too late to ask that question,
don’t you think?” I giggled, and it was a giggle made of jest. He jerked
upright, looking completely wounded by what I had just said.


“I – I am sorry,” he said looking nervous. 


I had never quite seen him like this before,
in such a compromising position. He looked as though he hadn’t been more
remorseful about anything in his life and needed desperately to give me a
reasonable explanation for what had happened. 


“I lost control. You don’t know how good you
feel. You don’t know the things that happen to my mind and body when I am
inside you. It’s like, it’s like the whole world ceases to exist and my mind
just becomes completely incapable of any real thoughts or feelings. All it can
see, think, or feel is you. All rationality and logic goes out the window. And,
and, I know that’s not really a very good explanation. There is no good
explanation. I just wasn’t—”


“Zayden,” I cut him off, trying to make a
visibly amused expression on my face. “I was joking. I don’t mind what happened
at all, relax. I don’t know if you noticed but I came pretty hard too.”


“I did, which is why I thought it was okay,
but—”


“No but. You thought right. It felt good.” As
relief seemed to run through his whole face, I added, “Really good. Really,
really good.”


“So, you would do it again?” He grinned, and I
was glad to notice that all tension had vanished from his face.


“Maybe.” I smiled mischievously. “Maybe if you
help me out first.”


He raised his eyebrows and made a quizzical
expression as if to say, “Aren’t I already helping you enough?”


“What? Don’t make that face! It’s just, I have
this paper due tomorrow. And as you can imagine, between the stress with my
mother’s bills and the contract and…well, us…I have hardly been able to
concentrate on schoolwork. I have to do it tonight no matter what. And your
help would be appreciated.”


“Hmm,” he said, smiling from the corner of his
mouth. “If you aren’t careful, you are going to make me think you’re using me
for my brains.”


“Well, of course I am,” I said
matter-of-factly. “I would be an idiot not to, wouldn’t I? But if it took you
this long to figure that out, your brain is obviously not all that I thought it
to be.”


He looked affronted for a split-second before
catching my eyes, which must have been twinkling with the mirth that I felt,
because we both burst out laughing. 


“This, right here, Aria. This is why I am so
smitten. You are extraordinary.”


Smitten? He was gripped by me? That sounded
oddly like saying he was, I don’t know, in love with me, didn’t it? Why didn’t
he just say that? I did not let it show on my face. Nor did I let it show even
a hint of the profound joy that I was currently feeling. Instead, I nodded
simply, bidding for time so that when I spoke I would say something sensible
and wise, instead of squeaking.


“You got awfully quiet, did I offend you?” He
asked, looking concerned.


“No, not at all,” I jumped to say immediately.
“I was just thinking of how to thank you for your compliment.”


“Have you figured out a way, then?” he asked
smiling.


“Oh, I can think of many, but we have both
exhausted ourselves enough so that will obviously have to wait. But don’t
worry; you will be handsomely rewarded for your flattery.”


“It’s not idle flattery. I really mean those
things.” After looking like he was deeply considering whether to speak these
next set of words, he added, “Sometimes I wish I didn’t. You frustrate me so
much, you haven’t the slightest idea. Nobody in my living memory has made me
feel the roller coaster of emotions you put me through and I hate it, but I
can’t help be drawn to you.” He gently ran his fingers through the small of my
back. “I don’t think you know this, but you are a really special girl.”


I rolled my eyes, even though I knew he
couldn’t see me. “Sure.” I chuckled. “I am so special, I go to college and work
on an hourly wage and have regular people friends. Yep, I am so special.”


“That’s one of the things that makes you so
special. You think of yourself as ordinary, even though you are the most
exquisite girl – woman – that I have ever met.”


I snorted involuntarily and tried to turn it
into a cough. “If I am so very exquisite, then, why don’t you help me with my
homework?” I said that mostly to change the topic, as his increased description
of my merits was starting to make me feel uncomfortable, especially since I had
no clue what the appropriate response was.


“What do I get in return?” he teased.


“An opportunity to spend time with me, of
course.” I giggled. “I mean, that is obviously worth a lot to you. Word on the
street is that you are paying tens of thousands of dollars just for that.”


He grunted and said, “Don’t bring that up
right now.”


“Sorry.” I shrugged. “Only joking. And you
don’t really have to help—”


“No, I want to help with your paper,” he cut
me off. “But I do have one condition.”


I turned around to look at him so that we were
no longer spooning, and surveyed his face, feeling slightly nervous. What could
he possibly want now?


“What is it?” I asked carefully.


“I would like to meet your mother.”


Immediately, I burst out laughing. “You are
really funny, Zayden. But seriously, what can I do for you?”


“Why is that funny?” He raised both his
eyebrows. “I am serious. I would like to meet your mom.”


“That is the worst idea you have ever had,” I
said with a smile. “Right after the first worst idea of making me this
contract.” As his face began to look dismal, I hastily added, “I am joking
around. Seriously though, it’s not a very good idea. Maybe we should wait a
little bit longer before—”


“Don’t you think I have the right to get to
know the person for whose medical bills I am investing so much money?” He
looked annoyed now. He was right, after all. He did deserve to know whom he was
making these payments for. If I argued with him, I wouldn’t get the help I
needed with my paper, and we’d just spend time arguing back and forth. Plus, I
could always tell my mom that Zayden was simply someone I worked with, rather
than letting her find out that I was sleeping with my boss.


“Just tell me when and where and I’ll arrange
for it,” I said, giving up. “Now, we have a paper to write.”


---


When I woke up the next morning, the world was
suddenly a different place. I felt as though I had awoken from a fantasy so
deeply etched into my subconscious that I didn’t even know it existed. Groggily,
I turned around on the bed and reached for Zayden, but he wasn’t there. From
the sound of the shower running I could tell he was in the bathroom. 


I looked around the room and took a deep
breath. As of last night, I was in a real relationship with my boss. The
thought sent a shiver of excitement and happiness through my entire body. I was
going out with Zayden Sinclair. I was going out with handsome, incredible
Zayden Sinclair, who every girl between the ages of 18 and 70 would give up an
arm and a leg to spend just an evening with. How had this happened? How had I
not only managed to attract the attention of such an incredible man, but also
make him fall for me? He had said he was smitten, hadn’t he? I only realized
how hard I had been grinning when my cheeks started hurting. It was too good to
be true.


I could dwell on that later. For now, I
fancied a nice, warm shower and fresh, comfortable clothes. I slowly got up and
gathered whatever items of my clothing I could find discarded all over the
floor and started walking towards the shower that was in the hallway since I
didn’t feel like interrupting Zayden.


As soon as I got out of his room, however, I
almost had a heart attack. An older-looking woman was walking alongside the
other end. I had thought there was nobody but me and Zayden in the house. With
great embarrassment, I tried to cover myself up with whatever bits of my dress
I could grab, but it was probably neither timely nor very effective. The woman
had already caught a glimpse of my face and was smiling in what seemed to be a
very sinister manner.


“So,” she said in a scornful tone. “You’re his
latest conquest?”


“Excuse me?” I looked at her in confusion.


“Zayden’s newest arm candy.”


“Um, no. Who are you?”


“Nevermind that. I have to say I am not very
surprised he picked such a young girl. That’s just his style. You are of legal
age, right?”


Was this woman suggesting I was a minor and
Zayden was committing a crime? What was her problem?


“I turn 21 next month, not that it’s any of
your business.”


“Oh wow, you’re feisty too. That’s right up
his alley. Congratulations! Zayden is quite a beneficial catch for you.”


“I don’t know who you are or what you are
talking about, but I don’t have time to address your needless concerns about
things that, to my knowledge, do not pertain to you in any way, shape, or form.”


I turned my heels around and walked into the
bathroom, feeling pissed. Who was that woman and why was she being so
judgmental? Suggesting I was a minor and some kind of an object of Zayden’s
fantasy – well that part was, in a way, true enough, but what did she mean
“beneficial?” Was she suggesting I was using Zayden for his money?


The thought gave me an uncomfortable feeling
in my chest. In some ways, that was exactly what I was doing, wasn’t I? I was
using the resources he had to my own advantage. But I was going to pay him back
eventually for all the medical bills. That was for certain. No matter what
happened between the two of us in terms of our romantic relationship, I was
never going to forget what he had done for me and would always be grateful.
Even if I wasn’t, even if I ended up hating him somehow, I would pay each and
every penny he spent back. It might take me a few years, but I was determined
to make it happen. 


I turned on the shower and stepped into it.
Feeling a little better, I let the warm water run over my body, letting all my
worries momentarily evaporate. But a part of me was still wondering who the
heck I had just talked to…

















 

Chapter
Three


Zayden



 

Ned was driving the limo on the day I was to
finally meet Aria’s mother. Despite her many protests, I had decided that there
was nothing wrong in displaying how affluent I was. If anything, it would
perhaps help her feel a little less badly about my investment. It always
worried me that Aria thought that the money was worth more to me than it really
was, and I did not want her mother to start feeling so indebted too.


“Do you think I did the right thing getting
the limousine, Ned?” I asked, unsure, more to hear some kind of an affirmation
than anything else.


Ned didn’t speak for a while, which was rather
odd. 


“Ned?”


“I am sorry, Zay, I want to agree with you, I
really do, but come on, a limo? To see your girlfriend’s mother?” He made a
noise that sounded an awful lot like a chuckle but hid it with a cough, so as
not to offend.


“Incredible. What do I do now?” Ned’s honesty had
scared the trash out of me. “She is going to hate me, isn’t she?”


“You are spending 60,000 dollars to help out
this woman, she couldn’t hate you if you landed on her backyard in a
helicopter. A limo is a bit much, yes, and you should keep that in mind for
next time, but this won’t hurt your impression much. Don’t worry.”


“If you say so.” I sighed as we pulled outside
of Aria’s apartment building. Some college girls walking outside were pointing
at the car and giggling, so I presumed that they had never seen a limo in the
area before.


“We are here,” I said into the phone to Aria
and hung up. She arrived shortly, dressed in jeans and a casual navy T-shirt,
making my heart sink. I was wearing a suit, as I almost always did. It hadn’t
even occurred to me to dress down.


“Hi,” Aria said, moving into the car. Her face
made it obvious that she had wanted to burst out laughing and it was taking a
lot for her to keep a straight face. “Limo,” she said, the sides of her mouth
twitching.


I felt the strangest sensation in my stomach,
something I couldn’t quite identify. It wasn’t anger or frustration or – I
realized with a jolt that I was embarrassed. Not used to such a feeling at all,
I wasn’t sure what the appropriate reaction was. 


“I’m sorry,” I said, hoping an apology would
cut it.


“No, no, why are you sorry?” Her face was
starting to look pained. “It’s—” she gestured around the car. “It’s quite –
exclusive. And you look, uh, you look very professional.”


We both burst out laughing at the same time.


“Oh goodness, Zayden, what were you even thinking?”
she said between laughs. “We are going to the suburbs to see my mother, in her
house. This isn’t some business meeting where you have a client to impress.”


“I do have a client to impress, though,” I
said matter-of-factly. “I doubt your mother will allow me to continue dating
her daughter if I don’t impress her.”


“Yes, but there is a huge difference between
your business partners and my mom. You can’t employ a one-size-fits-all
approach to dealing with human beings.” 


She shook her head, still giggling, but I
wasn’t laughing anymore.


“Do you think I don’t know how to deal with
people?” I was taken aback.


“No, no, no. That’s not what I meant at all!”
She looked horrified by my reaction. “Of course you’re fantastic with people.
You have built and expanded upon a wonderful business by winning people over.
Dale Carnegie would be so proud of you—”


“But?” I said impatiently. “Just get to the
but, Aria.”


“But you’re a businessman,” she said meekly.
“You think of every interaction as a business opportunity. Like, there is
always a give and take involved. Like you must ensure certain advantages of
having the interaction in the first place.”


“Well.” I frowned. “What else am I supposed to
do?”


“With my mom, don’t worry about impressing
her. She’s already impressed with you based on the fact that you, you know,
paid off her hospital bills without even so much as ever meeting her just
because you cared about me.”


“So I shouldn’t try at all?” She was really
confusing me.


“No, but try less intensely. If you really
want to get along with her – and notice I said get along, not ‘impress’ – then
you have to find out what she is like and what interests her. Limos and suits
are not those things.”


“What does she like, then? What is she like?”
I was genuinely curious at this point. I had assumed that the woman who gave
birth to the force that was Aria Roberts was bound to be no less fierce. 


“She is very simple.” Aria shrugged. “She is
an everyday woman. Very loving, enjoys feeding her children and everybody who
visits her house. She likes puzzles and board games.”


“Wow,” I said thinking back. “I haven’t played
any board games since I was 10 years old.”


She looked shocked upon hearing this, and her
eyes widened twice their size. “What? You never play board games?”


“Is that something adults do regularly?” It
was strange to think that there was a whole other world out there where people
participated in activities like board games. Perhaps families spent time
together that way, I wouldn’t know. My life had been unique compared to Aria’s.
I wanted to be part of her life.


“Yeah, me and my roommates play them all the
time. And card games, they are fun too. You never get too old to huddle around
the people you love and get extremely competitive over things that don’t matter
in the long run.”


“That sounds like a lot of fun,” I said
ruefully with a little smile.


 “Don’t
be like that. You know what us regular people don’t get to do? Fly to the
Bahamas in a moment’s notice. So don’t sit there feeling all sorry for
yourself. And if you really like, we can play some Scrabble with my mother
tonight, but just know that she likes to win. If you don’t let her, it’s not
going to go well.”


“I thought I wasn’t supposed to try too hard,”
I said, now grinning at her.


“You know what I meant. Now can we please stop
by a store on our way there so you can get into some regular people clothes?
The limo we can deal with, but you really want to get more comfortable if you
don’t want her fussing about how hard you must work that you came to visit her
straight in your work clothes.”


“One condition,” I said. “You pick out the
clothes for me.” 


Shopping with Aria was an exciting affair,
mostly because she picked out items of clothing that I would never in a million
years deem appropriate for a meeting such as the one that was about to
transpire. I didn’t understand how her mother was going to approve of me with
slightly ripped jeans. Aria matched them alongside a navy blue T-shirt that
supposedly made my eyes pop out. I shrugged since she probably knew what she
was doing.


When we were back in the car, Aria looked much
more relaxed then when she had first walked in. Even Ned seemed to be pleased
with what she had picked out as well, to my utter confusion.


“How do you feel?” Aria asked me happily as we
continued to drive along.


 “I
can’t really feel my muscles tighten as usual,” I joked.


“That’s called being relaxed and comfortable,”
she joked back. Aria laughed endearingly. “You should get used to it.”


“I suppose.” I shrugged. “Anyways, I bought
your mom a bottle of wine. Does she like wine?”


“She loves wine. Red.”


“Perfect, I had a bottle of Pinot Noir ordered
from the most expensive vineyard in Napa Valley. It only arrived yesterday, and
I think your mom is going to love it because it’s seasonal and not available
for retail. Members of the vineyard club are the only ones allowed to purchase
it.”


“She drinks 10 dollar Yellow Tail. I highly
doubt she can tell the difference.” She must have noticed the disappointment in
my face, cause she immediately added, “I mean, she will most definitely
appreciate the thought, though. I didn’t mean – that was very nice of you,
Zayden.”


“It’s no big deal.” I waved my hand
nonchalantly. “I just hope she likes it. I didn’t know what else to get her. I
should have probably asked you. I don’t know why that didn’t occur to me.
Perhaps I was a little nervous. I haven’t met a girlfriend’s parents in very
long time, to be honest.”


For some reason, that made her blush and she
looked away, not helping my nerves whatsoever.


“Everything okay?” I frowned.


She looked back at me. “Yeah, I just haven’t
gotten used to you calling me your girlfriend yet. It feels nice.”


I pulled her into me in a tight embrace and
lightly stroked her hair. “Well, you better get used to it.”


She let out a soft giggle. “Look how far you
have come from being a womanizer. You are really sweet.”


“Shh,” I whispered. “We don’t need anyone to
ever know that at the office.”


So we rode in a silent embrace all the way to
her mother’s house. Meanwhile, I pondered upon what she had said and all the
things that had happened this evening. I couldn’t quite believe I had so
eagerly let Aria change me into a different set of clothes. Only a couple of
months ago, if someone had so much as suggested such a thing I would have been
completely outraged. 


When Aria looked like she was about to laugh
at me, I would have done just about anything to not embarrass her like that
again. 


When we finally got close to her mother’s
house, I recognized it immediately because of the huge banner in front of house
that read: “FORECLOSED PROPERTY. OWNED BY BANK. CALL 1-800-DEBT FOR MORE INFORMATION.”


I looked at Aria, but she pretended that we
hadn’t just seen the sign. As Ned pulled over, she quietly hopped out of the
limo.


“Park this as far away from her mom’s house as
possible,” I instructed Ned. “Make sure there is no way she sees it. Feel free
to drive it around town if you want.” I handed him 200 dollars. “For dinner.
Thanks for making this long drive.”


“Don’t be silly, Zay, I’m literally just doing
my job,” he said, taking the cash, probably because it was much easier than
arguing with me that he was never in a million years going to spend 200 dollars
on dinner. “But don’t worry, Aria’s mom will never see the limo. Just text me
about where I should pick you guys up from. Maybe I will send a taxi to get you
there. I don’t suppose you would like walking very far in the middle of
nowhere.”


“We will see. I will keep you posted. You have
a good evening, Ned.”


“You too,” he said and gave me a fatherly
smile. “And don’t be nervous. She will have to be stupid not to love you.”


Ned was gone and I looked at Aria standing a
few feet away from the house waiting for me. “Ready?” she asked and started
walking away. 


I ran after her and grabbed her by the elbow
and pulled her towards me. Then, I planted a deep and passionate kiss on her
mouth. Not sexual, as much as it was sweet. I opened her mouth only slightly
and caressed her tongue softly while also stroking her hair with my right hand.



After a few seconds I pulled away and
whispered softly into her ears, “Listen, Aria. I am not going to let anything bad
happen to your family, okay? Your mother will be fine no matter what. I promise
you that.”


Her eyes began tearing up and she kissed me
back with fiery passion. She held on to my shoulder so tight I thought her
nails were going to dig through my skin. When she pulled away, she gazed at me
with amazing intensity and said something that shook the ground from underneath
me. 


“I love you, Zayden,” she whispered audibly.
“I love you.”


I knew I was supposed to respond right away,
more importantly, I was supposed to say it back, wasn’t I? But for some reason,
I couldn’t move or speak or do anything whatsoever. She loved me? What did she
mean, she loved me? 


The back of my hand was shaking slightly in
shock and I wasn’t quite sure what to do next. This was not something I was
expecting, nor was I prepared for it in any way. I had gotten myself into a
relationship without thinking too much about it, and I was only just realizing
how deep I had managed to get myself in. She was most certainly waiting for me
to respond to her confession with a very particular answer. I opened my mouth
in an attempt to try to say it back, but felt physically incapable, so I closed
it again.


Why was she choosing this particular moment to
tell me she loved me above all else? She had so many other opportunities. Heck,
if she really felt the way she said, perhaps that evening in my balcony when I
had the whole place decorated for her would have been a more suitable
opportunity. Yet, she had chosen now. Didn’t this mean it was entirely possible
that she felt more gratitude than love, and she was merely confusing two
separate positive emotions? 


Had I not been paying her mother’s hospital
bills – and had I not said what I had said about not worrying about her
mother’s finances just now – would she have still felt that she was in love
with me? In fact, would she have ever even given me the time of the day if I
wasn’t paying her mother’s medical bills? If it wasn’t for the contract? 


I remembered when I used to hit on her before
the contract came into play; she always casually laughed off my advances –
something that frustrated me endlessly – never even coming close to so much as
going on a date with me. There was no way I could be sure whether her love was
genuine, and until such a time, I could not bring myself to say it back. Or
until a time at least when I knew for sure that my words were genuine, too.
Instead, I just kissed her softly on the mouth one more time, looked at her
earnestly and said, “Let’s go inside, baby.”


---


As we walked inside the tiny house holding
hands, Aria’s mood had shifted slightly, perhaps because I hadn’t said ‘I love
you’ back. I was determined to take her mind off it and have a decent evening
with her and her mother. 


When her mom saw us, she looked delighted. She
was not as old as I had imagined in my head; in fact, she didn’t look very old
at all, so she must have had Aria when she was young. Aria looked a lot like
her mom, too. They were almost the spitting image of each other. 


She ran to hug Aria, and they embraced for
quite a while, in which time I surveyed the paintings on the wall. They all
looked old and worn out. In fact, everything in this house looked like it was
ready for a replacement about a few years ago. Perhaps I ought to have brought some
presents…decorations for the house. If it was getting foreclosed though, then
it hardly mattered. Maybe I could help her buy a new place altogether, but in
Aria’s name.


After welcoming her daughter, Aria’s mother
gave me a swift once-over without any expressions on her face, and then smiled
heartily. “You must be Zayden,” she said, and then hugged me, making me feel
slightly uncomfortable. I wasn’t particularly programmed to accept random hugs,
but I shrugged and let it happen.


“Nice too finally meet you, Molly,” I said,
when she broke away.


“You too, Zayden!” she exclaimed. “I hope you
are hungry! I have been cooking all day. Not sure if you’re a big fan of steak
or—”


“I’m sure whatever you made is fine, and I
can’t wait.” I smiled at her before she nervously babbled some more. “I hope
you like wine.”

















 

Chapter
Four


Aria



 

I was glad to notice that thus far, this
dinner hadn’t been a complete disaster, something I was extremely worried
about, considering the rather strong personalities of both parties that were
currently meeting. Other than that little voice inside my head that was worried
that Zayden hadn’t said he loved me back when I had made my confession, there
was practically nothing about this night that wasn’t pleasurable. 


While my mom prepared the dinner table, I
entertained Zayden with some of the Scrabble that I had promised, which my mom
joined as the last of the roasted vegetables were finishing up in the oven.
Naturally, my mom won the game, and Zayden had the least amount of points
because of trying to spell things that were made-up words. The good thing was
how eased and relaxed he seemed during the whole ordeal. It was something so
simple that he never seemed to get a chance to enjoy, and I felt glad to be
able to give him what was missing from his seemingly perfect life.


Once dinner was ready, we sat on the small
four-occupancy dining table, which my mom had obviously bought since our last
visit. Perhaps it was in exchange for our large mahogany table, which was
glaringly missing. I felt an odd sort of a discomfort in my chest as I took my
seat across from Zayden and tried hard not to catch anybody’s eyes.


My mom had put together an elaborate dinner
for somebody in her economic stature. Enormous Porterhouse steaks that appeared
grilled to perfection, a plate full of spicy and crunchy-looking shrimp, mashed
potatoes cooked with Gouda – perhaps one of my all-time favorites growing up
from all of my mom’s cooking – and an assortment of roasted vegetables. In
addition, there was a whole side for dessert with various fruits, chocolate ice
cream cake, apple pie, and cookie dough ice cream.


“Mom, you really went all out,” I gasped, and
noticed even Zayden seemed to be impressed, which I supposed was her intention.



She shrugged, although her smile gave away
that she was rather pleased with herself. “It was no big deal, really. Just
threw some things together hastily. Eat up!”


As I started eating the delicious food, I
forgot all about the pressure that was supposed to be present in the current
situation, where I was introducing my boyfriend to my mother. For the first
time since my high school prom date, I remembered suddenly. No wonder she had
gone out of her way with this dinner. Or perhaps it was the little side fact
that the guy was spending 60,000 dollars to help her out, I realized stupidly. 


This wasn’t about meeting my boyfriend at all.
This was about feeding a nice meal to the guy who was helping her out as a
token of appreciation. For some reason, that made me feel sad, so I focused all
my attention on the juicy steak that was filling all my senses. 


“Mmm,” I heard Zayden moan, telling me that he
was equally impressed with dinner, which was an accomplishment given that he
had an international superchef at his beck and call 24/7. 


“Let’s open the wine, shall we?” Mom’s voice
pulled me out of my foodgasm.


“What?” I felt a little disoriented for a
moment.


“The wine your boyfriend so nicely bought for
me, shall we open it, then?” She smiled. 


I looked at Zayden, who seemed as blown away
from the dinner as I was, and he nodded. “Sure, if you would like. It’s yours
to do with as you please.” He smiled.


By the time she returned with the freshly
opened bottle of wine, we had managed to help ourselves to third servings of
everything on the table.


“Molly,” Zayden sighed at last. “You don’t
suppose you would be interested in a career as a chef, would you?”


I knew immediately what he was suggesting, so
I gave Zayden a stern look that was meant to read, “Not another word!” But Mom
just giggled, thinking of it as just a stray compliment. 


“It’s nothing. Aria is a really good cook,
too. I’m sure you’ve had her cooking plenty of times. The mashed potatoes and
Gouda, at the very least!”


I looked intensely at the marks on the new
dining table, aware of Zayden’s amused gaze. “No, actually,” I heard him say
from beside me. “I have not quite had the pleasure of eating Aria’s cooking
just yet. But if tonight is any indication of what I was missing, then I have
to say I am very disappointed you never invited me for dinner.”


My mom looked at me reproachfully. “Sweetheart,
that’s not very nice, especially since you told me he made you dinner the other
night.”


“He grilled,” I said automatically. Feeling
kind of guilty I added, “Yes, he did, and I was planning to invite him over
this weekend, but then we decided to come see you instead. Would you have
rather we not?”


 “Of
course not!” she exclaimed. “I am happy you guys decided to pay me a visit. I
was going crazy all by myself. This wine is amazing, by the way,” she added,
sipping on the red in her glass. “The best I have ever had. Is it foreign or
can I find it locally?”


I glanced at Zayden, who looked slightly
uncomfortable and unsure how to answer. “It’s…it’s a special kind of wine that
I got directly from the vineyard. Limited edition, they only make it this time
of the year and you have to be a member to—”


“Wow, that sounds really fancy,” my mom said,
looking at me quizzically.


“It’s no big deal.” Zayden shrugged. “I can
get you a whole case. It might take a couple of weeks though. I was going to
bring a case tonight, but wasn’t sure if you would like it.”


“Just out of curiosity, Zayden,” my mom said,
still looking at me as though searching for some kind of an answer. “What
exactly do you do for a living?”


Zayden opened his mouth to answer, but before
he could produce a sound, I chimed in, “He works with me, Mom. I told you,
remember?” I smiled nervously and then looked at Zayden, hoping he could pick
up on my cues.


“Yes, of course I remember,” my mom chuckled.
“But don’t be silly, Aria. You work in a pretty large branch of a huge bank
chain. There are certainly many, many things to be done there. I am just
curious as to what exactly working with you entails there?”


Grabbing the opportunity of Zayden chewing,
his mouth too full to speak, I immediately jumped to answer, “He’s a loan
officer!”


From the look of perplexed curiosity in
Zayden’s face, to that of looming anger in my mother, I realized that this
dinner was starting to get closer to what I had imagined it would be like in
the first place. I wanted to carve a hole under the table and disappear
forever.


“Since when do we lie to each other, Aria?” my
mom asked after a few minutes of maddening silence.


“I’m not lying! He works with me at the bank.”


“I believe that. But somebody who rides over
here in a limousine with a driver and talks of exclusive memberships to fancy vineyards
and can produce an entire case of better wine than I had ever tasted in my
life, is not a loan officer. It would be nice if you gave me the slightest bit
of credit, Aria. I know I got us into a big pile of mess financially, but I am
not stupid.”


“You didn’t,” I said, starting to feel guilty.
“You were not the one who got us into this big pile of mess, Mom. And I don’t
think you’re stupid. In my defense…you weren’t supposed to see the limo,” I
finished lamely.


“Why don’t you answer this time,” she said
looking away from me and smiling at Zayden. “What exactly do you do for a
living, Zayden?”


He finished chewing and swallowed, as I felt
my heart thump faster and faster across my chest. 


“I am the CEO of South National Bank,” he said
simply. 


I did not dare look at my mother. Or him. Or
anybody. I simply continued to stuff mashed potatoes into my mouth, hoping that
nobody expected me to speak for a long time, unable to quite think of anything
rational to say. 


“I see,” my mom said in a voice that did not
sound entirely like her own. “So you’re her boss, then? You’re everybody’s
boss?”


“In a manner of speaking. It’s really not a
big deal, though,” he added hastily. “I have and always will, consider Aria an
equal. Your daughter is brilliant, Molly. Especially for her age.”


“I know she is,” I heard my mom say
mechanically. I was still glaring at the table in front of me. “But when you
say ‘for her age’ I do wonder, are you much older, then?”


“I will turn 33 in February.”


“Wow, I am surprised you aren’t married, then.
A handsome young man like yourself. Surely somebody rather suitable must have
grabbed your interest before our little Aria did?”


“I was married once, but she wasn’t the right
woman for me,” he said, beginning to sound increasingly more uncomfortable.
“And I am glad it didn’t work out or I would have never met Aria. She lacked
your daughter’s intelligence. Most women do, Molly.”


“How about children? Did you father any with
this unintelligent woman you speak of?”


“None that I know of,” he said in an attempt
at humor, but it had obviously been the wrong move, because I chose that moment
to look up at Mom’s face, and it was glowing red hot.


“I’m sorry, Zayden – Mr. Zayden Sinclair, I
mean – would you mind excusing us for just a little bit? I need to have a word
with Aria. Family matters to discuss, you know? Why don’t you help yourself to
more of that pie and ice cream in the meanwhile?”


Say no, Zayden, say no, say no, say no. I
looked at him and nodded, hoping he would understand but he remained completely
clueless. “Sure, go ahead. I don’t mind at all.”


Incredible. As my mom lead me towards her bedroom,
my heart started thumping even louder than before. What was she going to do? I
wish I hadn’t lied to her! The thing was, there was no way she could exactly
back off the deal now, so she had to learn to be okay with whatever was
happening. If only I hadn’t lied to her to begin with, perhaps this whole thing
wouldn’t have turned into the scary ordeal that it had become.


When we entered the room and my mom closed the
door behind her, I crossed my fingers, even though I wasn’t sure what that
would accomplish.


“Your boss?” my mom asked, not in an angry,
but disappointed, tone. “Your boss, Aria? Of all the people in the whole world,
you decided that you were going to sleep with the owner and CEO of South
National Bank!”


“What does the bank have anything to do with
it?” I asked, confused by where her focus was geared. 


“Shhhh,” she hissed immediately. “Let’s keep
our voices down, shall we?”


“Okay,” I whispered. “But Mom, seriously, this
is not what it must look like.”


“I love you Aria, and I really appreciate all
the things you have done in order to help me out. It’s just…I feel like I let
you stoop too low for my sake, and right now I can’t help feel like I’ve done
an altogether terrible job of being a mother by letting you do this for me.
Your boss has been paying my medical bills! I can’t imagine the kind of
requests he must have in return. He is so much older than you too, and you’re
so young and naïve.”


“I’m not stupid,” I snapped, starting to get
annoyed. “Yes, I am younger than him but I am not an idiot, Mom. And I will
admit that yes, this whole thing kind of started in a manner that might seem
less than classy. He made me sign a contract that said he would make monthly
payments to your bills for as long as I dated him. That was it though, just
dating! There was nothing crude on there. I can show you the contract!”


She sighed. “I believe you, sweetheart. But
obviously, it seems that this has gone beyond the contract now, has it?”


“I love him, Mom,” I said earnestly, hoping
she would understand. “It started out as all games and tricks, but we just grew
to really care for one another. Everything you have seen tonight between me and
Zayden, it was all real. He is my boyfriend. Yes, he is older and he is also my
boss, but I have honestly never felt this way about anybody in my life before,
and that’s not something you ought to be ashamed of!”


I was quite surprised with the eloquence I had
just employed in a situation where I was almost too afraid to function. My
mom’s reaction, however, wasn’t quite what I expected. She looked neither mad
nor happy nor pleased. She looked horrified.


“What’s wrong, Mom?”


“Oh Aria, I am sorry,” she said covering her
face in both her hands.


“What are you sorry about? You have nothing to
apologize for!” The atmosphere in the room had suddenly gotten bizarre, as
though I had walked in on the middle of a very dramatic scene in a soap opera.
“What’s going on, Mom? Why are you so upset?” She was crying, trying hard to
hush her sniffs - so that Zayden wouldn’t hear, I presumed - leaving me
completely perplexed. I walked over to her uncertainly and placed a hand on her
right shoulder. “Mom, talk to me, is everything okay? Is it the house? You know
you can always come live with me.”


“No, Aria,” she said, finally looking up. Her
face was red and blotchy, her eyes swollen to almost twice their size. “Are you
sure you love this guy?” she asked in even softer tones than before.


“Yes,” I said without even considering it for
a second.


“Then I really do owe you an apology. You know
when your dad filed for bankruptcy?”


“How could I ever forget?” I shrugged. 


“Well, before he filed that, he was obviously
in a lot of debt. He owed huge sums of money to a lot of different people, but
most of all, he owed 500,000 dollars to a particular bank.”


My heart started shaking again as I was
beginning to understand where my mom was going with this. It couldn’t be. It
couldn’t possibly be that my father—


“The bank was South National Bank,” my mom
finished.


I threw my body onto her bed in shock. 


“So, you’re telling me,” I said very slowly so
that there would be absolutely no confusion on this matter. “That this man is
paying 60,000 dollars to help out our family, after our family robbed his
company of eight times that amount already?”


“Don’t put it like that, sweetheart!” my mom
gasped. “You couldn’t have known now, could you? When you first took a job
there, I felt a little uncomfortable given our shaky history with the company,
but I didn’t want to say anything because it was just a job. What could go
wrong? As I learned in the span of the past hour, apparently a whole lot.”


I covered my whole face with a pillow and
tried to let this sink in. I had to think straight here. There was no way
Zayden would ever find out about this connection, was there? Unless I told him,
of course. And while a voice in my head was egging at me to do so, I did feel
that it was not necessary for him to know everything about my family history.


However, I knew what the right thing to do was,
and it was to tell him. If he ever found out any other way and knew that I had
known all along, it would be much harder for him to forgive me. 


Would he really take it so badly? After all, I
had no idea my dad was responsible for such a big loss to him, and if I came
clean and told him as much, he was bound to believe me. What my dad did was not
my fault, and I knew Zayden; he was better than to hold it against me. After
everything we had been through together, he wasn’t going to use a fact from a
distant past as a weapon against a relationship we had worked so hard to build.


“Honey, are you okay?” my mom asked, sitting on
the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry. Perhaps tonight wasn’t the best time to tell
you about this. I was just so shocked when you told me who he really was. At
first I was just mad that you were selling yourself to your boss, but then when
you told me how you felt, I just could not bear the guilt.”


“It’s okay, Mom,” I said, sitting up. “It’s
all okay. I am glad you told me because I am going to go out there and tell him
all of this myself. That’s the only way to have a healthy relationship.”


My mom’s eyes were still teary, but she
extended the palms of her hands to my face and rubbed my cheek. “You’ll do the
right thing, Aria,” she said endearingly. “You always do.”

















 

Chapter
Five


Zayden



 

At first I wasn’t too concerned by what they
were talking about. Some mother-daughter quips about dating the boss, I
supposed, which seemed like a legitimate thing for a mother to worry about.
Especially considering the fact that she knew I was making a financial
investment in this relationship, it was only natural for her to feel concerned
for her daughter. Therefore, I did not press too hard in my attempts to listen
in on the talks. 


But as their voices started getting louder,
something caught my attention. They were speaking of South National Bank –
which could very well mean they were discussing Aria’s job – but then I heard
something about 500,000 dollars, and that piqued my curiosity, so I leaned
closer to the door of the room.


When I finally heard what was going on, a rush
of annoyance spread through my whole body as I remembered the very case they
were now discussing. A couple of years ago a man named Mike Roberts – Roberts,
of course! Why hadn’t I tried to make the connection sooner? It was a fairly common
last name, so I couldn’t exactly blame myself here. 


He had owed the bank a lot of money when he
declared bankruptcy, resulting in a huge loss for us! At the time the bank was
not doing as splendidly as it was now, and those 500,000 dollars that he owed
us had caused us considerable difficulties in making some investments. We got
out of that tight spot easy enough, and now in the grand scheme of things, that
amount seemed rather too small to worry about.


But I could not shake off the feeling that I was
currently spending tens of thousands of dollars to help out the very same
family that had already cost me quite a lot. I didn’t want to be irked by it,
but when Aria and her mother reappeared from the room I felt another flash of
annoyance and decided that before I did something I would regret, I needed to
get out of there.


“I’m sorry for taking so much of Aria’s time.”
Molly smiled at me politely. “But dinner can resume now. Would you like another
glass of—”


“Actually,” I said, looking at my watch as though
it would indicate some sort of honesty in my story. “I have to get going.
Unfortunately, something has come up at the bank and I need to rush right
away.”


“But Zayden,” Aria started protesting, looking
rather disappointed. “What could have possibly come up at this hour? Surely you
could postpone it until the morning without any consequences?”


“And lose more money? No thank you, I think I
better get ahead,” I snapped and regretted it immediately as I watched Aria’s
face fall. 


“Did you hear us talking?” Aria asked
beginning to tear up.


“I really have to go, Aria,” I said, trying to
sound slightly kinder. “Ned will come pick you up after he drops me off at the
bank. It won’t be very long.”


“That’s not necessary,” she said, still
looking sad. “I can manage on my own.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Aria.” I frowned. “It’s
too late at night for you to be…whatever… Ned will be here and he will take you
home safely and I really, really have to go. Thanks a lot for dinner, Molly,” I
said, trying to be polite despite the circumstances. “See you, Aria.”


I turned around and walked out without
thinking twice. Had I not gotten out of there, I would have suffocated with the
knowledge. To Aria’s defense, it did sound like she planned on telling me
everything, so she had no poor intentions. Yet, it hardly changed the facts.
Whether or not Aria had been directly involved in the situation, what had
happened had happened.


---


The next day, I sat in my office playing with
my stress ball, still unable to shake off the feelings of betrayal from
everything I had heard the past day. No matter what way I looked at it, I
couldn’t help but feel like this family had scammed me. I knew that Aria didn’t
know of her dad’s connection to the bank and how he had caused me such a loss
before signing the contract. However, the fact remained that the Robertses owed
me a lot, and instead of me getting paid back, I was spending even more on
their behalf. Did intentions even matter in situations such as these? I thought
not, as I bitterly thought back yet again to the conversation I had overheard. 


I thought of Aria and how much I cared about
her. It was true. I cared for her almost more than was acceptable, which is why
I hated feeling like she was some kind of a manipulative scammer. She wasn’t
and I knew that, but I still could not shake off this feeling. I wondered, had
she known about her dad and my bank beforehand, would it have changed how
receptive she was to the contract? Would she have still agreed to take so much
money from me? 


She had been desperate in the situation. There
was no doubt about that. The fact that she had agreed to the contract to begin
with meant that she was willing to go through some lengths for her mom’s
hospital bills. But would this have made things different? Changed her mind?
There really was no way of knowing, as it was already too late now. I had
already made half the payments. Shaking my head, I sighed deeply as I saw
Aria’s head wrapped around my door. How long had she been standing there?


“Do you have a minute?” she asked me
nervously.


“Sure, come on in,” I said, despite still
feeling some irrational anger towards her family and Aria too. “What can I do
for you?” I asked bitingly as she sat across from me. “Besides what I have
already done, I mean.”


Aria looked taken aback. She opened her mouth
and closed it again, as though unsure how she was going to communicate with me.


“I don’t…I mean, I just came in to check if,”
she paused momentarily and added, “You have been acting rather strange since
last night.”


“Oh, is that right?” I asked, getting more and
more annoyed. “How so?”


“Well first of all, you ran out of my mom’s
house without so much as a warning and a very poor excuse,” she snapped.


“Don’t take that tone with me. Not when your
family—” I stopped mid-sentence. “Nevermind.”


“You overheard us last night, didn’t you?” she
asked, looking resigned all of a sudden.


I shrugged. “I wasn’t eavesdropping. You and
your mother simply weren’t as quiet as you obviously thought you were.”


Her face took on a deep shade of red as she
looked away from me, breaking eye contact. “Well, if you heard everything, you
must have also heard that I had no idea that South National Bank had anything
to do with my father’s bankruptcy. And that as soon as I found out, I had the
full intention of telling you!”


“But you didn’t, did you?” I demanded angrily.


“Yeah, because it would have been so easy to
tell you considering you stormed out of my mother’s house last night and
haven’t spoken to me since!”


She was right. I hadn’t even given her a
chance to come clean about the whole situation since I had been so angry. Why
should I give her a chance? Why should I give her anything more when I had
already given so much to her family? A fresh surge of anger began to bubble up
inside me, so I reached for the stress ball, hoping Aria wouldn’t notice.


“Why are you so angry with me?” she asked
after a few minutes of complete silence where neither of us so much as looked
at one another. “I’m sorry, Zayden! Had I known about this at any point before
the contract, I would have made full disclosure before letting you…I’m just…I’m
sorry that you had to suffer financial loss because of my father. As a direct
victim of his shenanigans, I can safely say I understand how you must be
feeling right now.”


“Oh, have you lost 500,000 dollars to a man
only to later find out you were paying his ex-wife’s hospital bills in order to
help out his daughter who you had just happened to fall for?”


“That’s oddly specific. I’m going to go with
no.” She attempted a weak smile, trying to change the mood of the conversation.
It worked slightly, as the look on her face made me want to kiss her. But I was
still angry, and looking at Aria’s face, I wished I wasn’t.


“Look, I know you didn’t know about any of
this,” I said, exasperated with her, the entire situation, and myself. “But it
doesn’t change the facts, does it? And I can’t help feeling…and I’m sorry for
what I am about to say, Aria, because it’s really not your fault directly… but
I can’t help feeling like I’ve been scammed by your family.”


She looked like I had just slapped her across
the face as tears began to visibly surface in her eyes. 


“You don’t know how much your dad cost me. And
on top of that, I am paying for your mother’s hospital bills…like, what the
actual—”


“But I am paying you back for it,” she
snapped, fighting back tears. Aria was never one to show weakness, that much
had been firmly established. “I am not sure you have actually read this
contract you keep referring to, because if you had, then you would remember a
very important clause at the end of it, which I might remind you of. I insisted
we add to the contract and even refused to sign the whole thing without the
clause that states as soon as I graduate from college, I will begin paying you
back for the hospital bills in installments. Or have you forgotten that entire
encounter where this deal would not even have existed if you hadn’t agreed to
let me pay you back!”


“I haven’t forgotten,” I said, getting more
annoyed. “But that still puts me at a loss of, let’s see, about 500,000
dollars!”


“There is nothing I can do about that!” she
exclaimed, clearly starting to get very frustrated. Her answer pissed me off,
too. What did she mean she couldn’t do anything about it? It was her father,
after all, who owed me the money. And after all that I had done for her and
after finding out what her father caused my bank, she could just sit there and
act all helpless like there is no way for her to rectify the situation?


“Yes, there is,” I said, more out of anger
than anything else. “You can pay me back the 500,000 dollars after you graduate,
too. Installments are okay.”


For the second time that afternoon, Aria
looked like I had slapped her across the face, which was unfair from where I
stood, considering I was just asking for my own money back. And not even right
away.


She looked like she had been searching for an
appropriate response for a while when she finally just said, “Wow.” She was
clearly dumbfounded. 


“Just because I don’t actually need the money,
Aria,” I prodded after her lack of response. “Does not mean it is okay for
people to run off with what is mine, no matter the circumstances. I don’t care
how rich I am or how much money I have, I am not okay with any business I run
facing any sort of a loss. It’s part of being a businessman. If I didn’t learn
to care about every single penny that flowed towards me where my businesses are
concerned, I wouldn’t be as successful as I am today. So you have two options
from here on. You can take this personally, get really offended, and start
another fight, which you know how that is going to end. We have already been
through that motion. You’ll get angry, show me a lot of attitude and haughtily
walk out of here only to return in a couple of weeks when your mom’s hospital
bills are due because you realize in the last minute that you need me more than
you care to admit. Or, we could go for the simpler option, which is you take
this in stride – just like one business-oriented person to another – and agree
to pay me back and we move on, picking up where we left off. So, which option
will it be then?”


Instead of speaking, she allowed the tears to
fall freely. This made me even angrier. It was easier to be a stern jerk
when she was snapping back with all her might. Her tears just made me feel guilty,
which was not something I deserved or needed to feel in the current situation.


“Aria, say something,” I said in what I
thought was a much gentler tone.


She, however, continued to stare at me with
tears covering her entire face, making me wish I could punch a hole through the
wall.

















 

Chapter
Six


Aria



 

I couldn’t believe what Zayden had been saying
and wished I could stop the tears from pouring all over my face. The last
thing I needed was to show weakness in this situation, yet I felt completely lost
in terms of words to produce from my mouth. Scammed. He had said he felt
scammed. That I had, somehow, unintentionally scammed him! 


My gut felt like it was falling low on a
downward spiral of a dangerous roller coaster when I had heard him use that word.
How could he? In the time we had gotten to know each other, he had most
certainly gotten some idea of the kind of person that I was. If not, then this
whole relationship itself was a scam. After how much I had insisted that he add
the clause about me paying him back to the contract, how dare he question my
character. 


He had overheard the whole conversation
between me and Mom, which meant that he knew very dang well that I was
completely clueless about this and intended on telling him everything. He found
out as soon as I found out.


It was not good enough, though! None of it was
apparently good enough for him. He had decided what I was doing was my fault
even when it wasn’t, and demanded payment – literal and figurative – even
though he knew the insinuations would hurt me. It wasn’t that I minded the idea
of paying his bank the money my dad owed it. After all, if things all went as
planned, I was going to be successful in a couple of years, and it would only
make me feel good to know that I cleared up the mess my dad left behind. This
was regardless of whether I had ever found out South National Bank’s
involvement. No, the money was not what hurt me so much. It was the fact that
he sat there, looking me straight in the eyes, and asked me to pay him that
money, as though I had personally stolen it from him.


The fact that he could make me feel so low
made me furious!


To think I was coming to believe our
relationship had been making progress. Maybe it had. To Zayden’s credit, he had
gone out of his way to make me feel like our relationship was, at last, real,
even going so far as to asking to meet my mom. Obviously, when he had asked for
that he wasn’t expecting all these revelations and neither was I. It wasn’t
some trick or an effort to make me feel as nasty as I was feeling right now.
He was genuinely interested in my life and getting to know my mom. 


I tried imagining myself in his place when he
overheard the conversation, from the point of view of a guy who had just gone
against all his reservations and jumped into a serious relationship with me.
After all that he had been doing for me these past few months, a part of me
understood why hearing about my dad must have completely ticked him off. His
running off last night was completely justified. I would have run out of there
myself if I could have, given what I had heard. 


I couldn’t run every time things didn’t go the
way I wanted to. Perhaps it would take more time to earn Zayden’s complete
respect, and if I wanted to keep this relationship, I was going to have to be
okay with that. As angry as I was, I was not willing to give up what we had
built over the past few months. It would be much easier and more respectful to
just agree to pay him the money that my dad owed.


“Option two,” I spoke after what felt like an
eternity, wiping off my tears. “One business-oriented person to another, I will
pay you every single penny back. Happy?”


“Far from,” he snapped, somehow looking even
angrier for getting what he had wanted. He had expected me to put up a fight,
or argue in some way, or most likely of all, walk away. I had thrown him off
with my response, undoubtedly, and it felt oddly like the ball was in my court
all of a sudden. 


“But well, good,” he said, standing up from
his chair. “That’s settled then. Is that all you wanted?”


“Are you kicking me out?” I looked at him
quizzically, now beginning to feel amused.


“I don’t know, last time I checked, it was
still my office.”


“So, you are kicking me out?” I pressed,
trying not to laugh out loud.


“I have a bank to run, Aria, so if there isn’t
anything else you need from me today—”


“My paper,” I cut him off. “Remember the paper
I was telling you about? That you so nicely volunteered to help work me on?
Well, the deadline for that is coming up, so I was wondering if you were up to
helping me out?”


“I seem to be making a career out of helping
you out.” He snarled at me trying to look menacing, but simply appeared comical
to me.


“I mean, you don’t have to help me. I was just
reminding you because you volunteered.”


He sat back down and played with his stress
ball for a bit before speaking. “We will do it tonight,” he eventually said.
“Now for the rest of the day, please just let me be, okay?”


“Gladly.” I smiled and walked out of his
office.


---


Later that night, I told the whole story to
Nick and Stacey, who for some reason found it hilarious and burst into a chorus
of laughter.


“Oh, my supportive best friends,” I said
sarcastically. “It wouldn’t be so funny if you were in my place, would it?”


“No,” Nick said, trying to straighten up his
face. “It wouldn’t at all. And it’s not funny that this is happening to you,
Aria. Not at all!”


“That’s not the impression one would get based
on your uncontrollable laughter,” I snapped.


“It’s just that,” Stacey, who had finally
managed to catch a breath, spoke. “What are the odds, you know? Very, very low.
But then, you’re not going to believe,” she started laughing again. “I can’t,
Nick, you tell her.”


“Well, after you and Zayden had gotten over
your last set of – uh – complications, Stacey and I were talking about it – we
were glad!” he added immediately upon seeing the expression on my face, which
wasn’t exactly that of glee. “We are always happy to see you happy, Aria, you
know this. But Stacey and I were talking about how, well, theatrical this whole
thing between you and him has been. So full of twists and turns and popcorn-worthy.
He’s a handsome billionaire and your boss. How often does stuff like this
happen in real life?”


“I don’t understand why any of it is funny
yet,” I said, still annoyed. “Enlighten me?”


“Okay, okay.” Nick sighed. “So Stacey and I
were talking about it and she jokingly said, ‘What’s next, we find out that
Aria’s dad banked with South National before he went bankrupt?’ and we just
laughed about it.”


“That is eerie,” I said with my mouth hanging
open, and then burst out laughing myself. If this hadn’t been so utterly
bizarre, perhaps I would have been really pissed. “My goodness, Stacey, you
should become a fortune teller!”


“No,” she gasped. “It’s not like I was
predicting this or would ever wish for something like this to happen to you.
The reason I had even said it was because it seemed so absurdly far-fetched to
be true.”


“It is. Too absurdly far-fetched to be true.
And yet it’s true. If this wasn’t all happening to me, I wouldn’t believe it
could happen to anyone in real life.”


“Are you okay though, Aria?” Stacey now looked
serious, as though only just registering the full implications of what I had
told them. “What are you going to do?”


“I am going to pay him back.” I shrugged.
“Eventually.”


“Oh goodness, Aria. This is ridiculous! You
shouldn’t have to. You’re not the one that lost him all that money!”


“He knows that. He is just angry right now and
you can’t exactly blame him. I did for a bit, but then I put myself in his
shoes and it kind of makes sense why he is so frustrated, with the money he is
paying for my mom and everything.”


“You are so mature about this, Aria,” Stacey
said in amazement and looked at Nick. “If you ever made me pay you 500,000
dollars for something I didn’t do, I would dump your rear.”


“That is never going to be a problem, since I
doubt either one of us will have that kind of money anytime soon. And if we do
in the far, far future, it won’t matter, cause it will be both our money since
we’ll be marri—” he immediately stopped talking. His cheeks flushed hard. I
turned to look at Stacey, who seemed to be about ready to pass out.


“So, you guys ready for when I invite Zayden
over for pizza?” I asked brightly, trying to change the subject and making a
mental note to ask Nick if a proposal was coming up. It was essential that I helped
him pick out a ring that Stacey would like, or else she would never forgive me
for not fulfilling my best friend duties. 


Neither of them answered for a while, but Nick
finally broke the silence. “I actually really am. Let’s see what the big deal
about the dude is anyway!”


“You will soon enough.” I sighed, relieved
that the awkward moment had passed. “For now, I have to go to his house. He is
helping me with my paper after much cajoling. He thinks he has made a career
out of helping me out.” I rolled my eyes and walked towards my bedroom to
gather my stuff. I was glad to be able to leave the two of them alone.

















 

Chapter
Seven


Zayden



 

I was informed that Aria was waiting in my
living room when I was still speaking to my mother on the phone, exasperated.


“Yes, I am fine,” I said for the thousandth
time. “Of course I was hurt by what happened with Gina, Mom, but I’m trying
hard to move on. If you keep calling me every day to remind me of this, I won’t
get past it.”


“I’m sorry, Zay. I don’t mean to upset you
further. I just, I worry about you sometimes,” she said, sounding dismayed.
“And quite honestly, I am always just looking for an excuse to talk to you.”


I swore silently and clutched my palms tight.
How long was this going to go on? When it was over, I also had Aria to deal
with. While I was looking forward to seeing her – certain parts of her,
especially so – the last time we had been in each other’s company had not
exactly been pleasant. I wasn’t very keen on picking up from there. 


A sentimental speech from my mother was the
worst possible preamble to the evening. It went on for another 10 minutes
before I could excuse myself, claiming an essential business contact was
waiting for me outside. I did not dare mention Aria. My mother was not ready to
hear that I had managed to fall for a young employee just yet. Not that she
could complain at this point, since she was convinced she had ruined the last
woman in my life. Grinning at that thought, I finally stepped outside to find
Aria sitting alone, cross-legged, on the sofa, wearing a bright blue and
extremely low-cut dress and reading a magazine. The effect on me was
instantaneous, and I wondered why I hadn’t chosen to wear more comfortable
pants knowing Aria would be showing up. There wouldn’t be enough room for all
of me that got excited upon seeing her shimmering legs. I swallowed, ignoring
the odd yet now familiar desire to lift up her skirt and devour her with my
mouth. I simply coughed lightly to announce my presence.


She looked up at me innocently. “Hi,” she said
and smiled brightly. “Thanks for agreeing to help me out with my paper.
Especially under the given circumstances. Are you still feeling…unpleasant?” 


I hardly caught on to what she was saying, as
I was still mentally salivating at the thought of whatever was underneath her
skirt.


“Zayden,” she whispered, looking at me
pleased. “You’re ogling.”


“Am I, now?” I asked in a barely audible
whisper. “Sorry,” I said, not feeling sorry at all, rather wishing that I could
take her clothes off with my eyes. I didn’t see how any work was going to get
done unless I took care of my raging erection first. I suspected Aria had a
different order of events in mind. I blinked hard in order to shake off
whatever was boiling inside me. I tried looking to the side of her and said,
“Sorry, what were you saying?”


“I was asking if you were still…I don’t know…
upset with me?”


“Aria, I was never upset with you, you
understand that?” I sighed and sat as far away from her on the sofa as I could.



She snorted. “Right. You weren’t. And you sure
as could bedidn’t go completely batshit on me in your office earlier, either. Or
scowl at me until I promised to give you 500,000 dollars. That was all my
imagination.”


And there we were. No matter how hard I had
hoped that we would just simply ignore what had happened earlier, I knew Aria
far too well to even momentarily consider she would just give me an easy pass
for offending her so deeply. How else was I supposed to react to what I had
heard?


“I was upset. Wouldn’t you be if you had overheard
the conversation and you were in my place?” I demanded.


“Of course I would’ve. Your reaction was
natural at first. I didn’t even blame you for storming out like that, did I?
The only difference is, I would have given you a chance to tell me and explain
yourself had we switched places. But I understand that you work differently
than I do, and that’s okay. It’s all okay, really Zayden. I am not upset with
you and I will gladly pay you that money back. It’s good business practice,
something I wish to employ myself going further in my career. So really, there
was no reason to have been so hot-headed earlier and—”


“Can I forget you?” I cut her off without
thinking about what I was saying, unable to pay attention any longer. She
stopped her sentence looking taken aback, opened her mouth and the closed it
again. “Sorry.” I grinned, though I wasn’t sorry at all, and she wouldn’t be
either after I was done with her. “It’s just that dress…it’s really bothering
me…I just want to take it off over your head and forget you right here.”


She blinked tightly as her cheeks flushed.
Clearly, my words were having the right impact on her, and her whole body was
screaming for me to take her. But when she opened her eyes a few minutes later
and heaved a deep sigh, her words were not what I had expected them to be. 


“As much as the thought of you coming over
here and you know…I have a deadline, remember?”


“Do you think either of us are equipped to use
our brains right now without the…you know?” I asked in a very low voice and
winked. I walked slowly over to her and leaned next to her. I whispered across
her ear, touching it slightly with my lower lip, “Do you really want to do
homework right now?”


She swallowed hard and I could see the back of
her neck shivering, as I casually ran my fingers over her dress around her
mound, ignoring the throbbing in my own veins. Suddenly, she jerked upright,
startling me into reality.


“Zayden!” She looked at me with her eyes
twinkling. “My paper is due tomorrow! I came here because I need help.”


I grunted like someone had just taken away a
piece of my favorite candy right when I was about to eat it. “What do I even
get out of this?”


“I’ll make you a deal,” she said and removed
her dress from over her head, revealing matching black lace underwear. I began
touching her, but she used her hand to gesture me to stop. “I need five major
bullet points for advocating fair trade as an alternative to free trade in
developing countries. I already have a few written down here,” she said,
producing a notepad from her purse that was lying on the couch. “They are not
all solid and need to be perfected. I need your help, particularly with
researching live examples and case studies to back up every point. And we
certainly need to add more main ideas, because not all of mine are strong
enough, which is also where you come in.”


The way she was speaking with so much
confidence, and well, command, made me momentarily forget about my sexual
desires and look at her in complete awe. I had never gotten used to this aspect
of being with Aria. She liked to take charge. I had never been one to take
orders from anybody, let alone a 20-year-old girl. But when she got that spark
in her eyes and decided how things were simply going to go her way, no
questions asked, I was at once exasperated and convinced that there was no
woman better suited for me in the whole world.


I perused her bullet points, which seemed to
me to be solid. Instead of interrupting her passionate instructions, I chose to
smile and nod along. It seemed to be an appropriate response, considering she
looked pleased.


“Now, on to where your reward lies in all of
this,” she said, putting a hand on her right hip and pointing another towards
my general direction. “Here is the deal. Every bullet point leads you one step
further to getting to have you-know-what with me.” She grinned, looking
mightily pleased with herself. “This is how it will go. For the first bullet
point perfected, I take off the rest of my clothes for your ogling pleasures.”


“I’m not sure that will help my, uh,
situation.” I pointed towards my crotch. “Hurt it, rather, and make it harder
for me to concentrate on your bullet point.”


“Not if you want to finish the whole game. You
have to force yourself to concentrate, or you lose. For the second bullet
point, I’ll sit on top of the table and let you watch me make myself cum.”


Just hearing her say those words made my toe
go out of control. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually
experience it. “You’re making this so hard.”


“Pun intended?” She grinned. “Hard, yes, but
fun?” 


I sighed loudly. “Yes. Fun. In an extremely
torturous kind of way. Go on.”


“Third bullet point and you will receive the
best blow job of your life. Plus, you can come all over my face.”


“If you keep talking like that,” I said, desire
now driving me to the point of insanity, “then I’ll have to forget all about
your homework and take you right now.”


“That’s the idea, for you to want to do that!”
she exclaimed charmingly. “That’s the challenge. If you can come up with great
ideas under this kind of pressure – and I’m sure you can – then you will be
rewarded. Because at the fourth bullet point, you can, ahem, recharge yourself,
by going down on me.”


“That’s what I have wanted to do since I saw
you in this living room. I can’t wait to taste you…”


Unconsciously, I was lightly rubbing my shaft,
my brain unable to register much that was going on around me. She was right,
controlling this was going to make it fun. I had to find a way to snap out of
it long enough for my brain to work, one great idea at a time.


“You know what happens at the final bullet
point. You can…how do you say it…oh yeah…idiot my brains out. Long and hard. But
only if you make it through all five bullet points.”


“What about your case studies and examples?” I
asked, trying to conceal the effect she had on me by mentioning me her
brains out. If she was set on playing this game, I had to be set on winning.
After all that I had accomplished in my life, keeping my cool for another hour
or so and generating some good ideas while my whole body refused my brain’s
attempt to function should not be that hard. 


“Once we have taken care of the framework,
which is kind of the hardest part.” She made a dismissive hand wave. “Filling
in the research will be a piece of cake and we have all night to do that. You
will definitely deserve a reward for coming up with ideas under such pressure.
That’s your answer to what is in it for you.” She grinned, leaving me more
excited and sexually frustrated than I could remember being in the longest
time, or ever. 


The very first bullet point wasn’t that
difficult to perfect. Sure, my brain was still fuzzy from looking at her
exposed skin, particularly her breasts that seemed slightly too big for her
lacy bra. But as long as I didn’t look at her, my brain worked. After the
underwear came off, though, things started getting more and more difficult. Her
pussy seemed to have been recently waxed clean, so that I could very easily see
it wet and her nipples harden. While on one hand it was oddly satisfying to
know that she was suffering as much as I was, on the other hand, her body’s
physical reactions, particularly her wet pussy, made it impossible for me to
not think about sliding in through what was surely going to be a very smooth
ride.


The hardest part – literally and otherwise –
came after the second bullet point had been perfected. As promised, Aria sat on
top on my glass table and spread her legs wide to put on a show. It was the
sexiest thing I had ever seen, which was a good thing, but I couldn’t do
anything about it for three more bullet points. 


“You’re allowed to touch yourself too,” she
said, while massaging the insides of her thighs. “You can touch yourself as you
watch; however, you just can’t make yourself come. Only because that’s my mouth’s
job to do soon, and that will force you to come up with a good third point at a
faster pace.”


She cupped her entire pussy with her palm,
rubbing it in circular motions, and threw her head all the way back. She gasped
lightly. Thoroughly glad to be granted permission to enjoy the show better, I
let my own pants drop to the floor and began rubbing my shaft, watching her.
Her middle finger was rubbing up and down her clitoris, as her other hand was
spreading her pussy open as wide as it went. I rubbed myself faster and faster,
as she was close to making herself come, but then stopped a couple of times for
the fear of exploding. I would much rather that happen inside her tiny little
mouth and all over her face. Then I would make her lick it, I thought, and
moaned. 


Aria started massaging her breast with one of
her hands and then slowly stuck her middle finger inside her pussy, letting out
an audible gasp. Perhaps afraid of ending the show prematurely, she removed her
finger and licked it seductively, causing me to almost come once again, so I
had to stop the rubbing entirely. Instead, I satisfied myself with thinking
that the hardest part was soon going to be over, and watched her harass herself
with her fingers until she came so hard she screamed.


“That was…quite a show,” I said, my toe
pointing straight at her, rock hard.


“It felt as good as it looked,” she said after
a few minutes, and then eyed my toe. “We will take care of that shortly. One
more idea, Zayden.”


It took me everything I had to look away from
her and into the notebook. After a few difficult attempts, my brain finally
worked, and with great hardships, we finally had a suitable third bullet point.



“I am going to bother your mouth so hard,” I
said longingly as she approached me and kneeled across from me. “You better
brace yourself.”


As soon as she took me in her mouth, however,
I was completely unable to speak. Or think. Or function in any way other than
pulling her head harder and harder onto me and thrusting myself as deep into
her throat as I could. It couldn’t have been longer than a few minutes when I
exploded all over her face. She swallowed whatever was in her mouth
immediately, without my asking. 


“Lick whatever you can off your face,” I said
triumphantly, when I was able to speak again, feeling relieved and ecstatic.
She did as I said, and just watching her was enough to get me excited again
right away.


The fourth bullet point, however, was much
easier to tackle now that I had been satisfied. When it was over, I was
delighted to have the opportunity to finally taste her sweet, wet pussy. Taking
my time to torture her just as she had been torturing me all evening, I started
from her inner thighs and spent an unreasonable amount of time licking them,
while pinching her nipples with my hands. The effect was just as I had desired.
She was so drenched that her drips were beginning to run down her thighs and
into my mouth. She tasted sweet and perfect, and it started getting difficult
to not devour her, so I jumped face-first into her pussy and sucked on it as
hard as I could. I licked her clit and harassed her with my tongue. She came even
faster than I had, if that was even possible. She quivered and moaned my name.


Now that we had both been immensely pleased,
the final bullet point took a mere few minutes to perfect, and I was more than
glad to feel the insides of her pussy once again. I threw her onto the sofa,
her back facing me, then grabbed her breasts with my hands before entering her
with fierce strength. She felt better than I remembered, and I couldn’t help
but move so fast that I was automatically sliding in and out of her pussy.


By the time it was over, both of our bodies
temporarily stopped functioning.

















 

Chapter
Eight


Aria



 

Today was the day! Zayden Sinclair was finally
coming to my tiny little apartment to hang out with me and my roommates. The
thought induced some panic of severe magnitude each time it crossed me. What if
he hated it? What if he got super claustrophobic? My entire apartment, after
all, was the size of his living room. Surely it would bother him more this time
around, because when he was here last time he had just hovered around
terrorizing Nick. To spend an entire evening here was a different matter
altogether. 


As though this wasn’t enough of a source of
crippling stress, this afternoon I was supposed to accompany Nick to purchase
an engagement ring for Stacey. The afternoon after Zayden and I had excitingly
finished my paper, I had found Nick lurking around the living room all alone,
trying to hide a jewelry magazine underneath some book. He had jumped a little
too comically when he’d seen me gazing, and it had taken less than two seconds
for him to blurt. (there seems to be a sentence missing here?)


This afternoon, Stacey was going to be off
buying baking products to bake some of her popular goodies for dinner with
Zayden tonight. I had intentionally piled a long grocery list on her –
including things she would have to drive far away to get – and begged that she
retrieve those things for me while I prepared the apartment for Zayden. 


It was surprising that she bought it, however,
considering there was hardly much to “set up,” and I had stayed up all of last
night cleaning up. Luckily, Stacey didn’t ask many questions and was off
mid-afternoon. As soon as she was gone, Nick knocked on my door. He looked like
he was ready to throw up.


“Hey, hey, hey,” I said sympathetically. “You
need to calm down a little there, Nicholas. If you freak out so much while
buying the ring, how do you suppose you’re going to handle proposing?”


He quietly sat on the edge of my bed, looking
deeply sickened. “I haven’t quite thought that far yet. One step at a time.
It’s the ring first. Just the ring.”


“Nick.” I looked at him incredulously, and
even as Stacey’s best friend, I should have been nothing short of a complete
cheerleader when it came to this looming engagement, as I was also Nick’s
friend, so I had to ask, “You’re sure you want to do this, right?”


His eyes widened as though understanding
exactly what I was thinking. “It’s not... I’m not being forced into this
proposal or anything! Stacey has absolutely no idea. It’s just that the other
day – you were around for this –when I mentioned us being married in the
future, her reaction really took me by surprise. She looked shocked at first, as
though this simply hadn’t occurred to her, which was not a good sign. After you
left she started tearing up and seemed so happy...”


“And that gave away that she was ready, so you
decide to propose right away?” I asked, starting to somewhat tear up. 


“Yeah, pretty much. I’ve been ready for years
now. Honestly, a couple of months into us dating I knew where we were going,
that we would obviously get married someday.”


“So did I,” I said and nodded thinking back to
those days. “And everyone else knew, really. You and Stacey were a match made
in heaven, Nick. It’s incredible that you found each other. I can’t imagine a
world where you hadn’t…”


“That’s really sweet, Aria,” Nick said,
looking like he was about to tear up, too. It made me a little uncomfortable,
because Nick wasn’t exactly an expert at showing his feelings. “It gives me
quite a boost. I am so glad we have you in our life.”


I took his words as my cue to tell him
something that I had been considering over in my mind since I had first run
into him with the magazine and found out what his plans were.


“And I am really glad that I have two of the
most amazing people in the world as my best friends,” I said sweetly. “Who are
now going to be married, which is an incredibly wonderful thought. I can safely
assume I’ll be the maid of honor at this wedding, since Stacey already promised
me that when we were like 15. That’s a role I am looking forward to fulfill in
your lives. There is one role that I can no longer play, Nick, because you guys
are about to start an epic life ahead and you need your privacy. Don’t even try
to deny that! After the proposal, I am going to move out.”


Nick looked disappointed but nodded. “Stacey
is not going to be happy about it. Neither am I.”


“I’m not happy about moving out, Nick!” I
exclaimed, hoping he didn’t think it was because of anything they did. “I love
living with you guys! You’re my second family. And my goodness, these past few years
have been some of the best of my entire life. You guys are growing up now
though, and I have to do the same. I can’t be living with a couple that’s about
to be married.”


“If there is anything I or Stacey can do for
you – in terms of finding a place or beating someone up or anything – you just
have to say the word.”


“I know that. I always knew that, don’t be
silly, Nick. Nothing has changed. I do need your help telling Stacey about this
after the proposal, though. I’ll need someone to grab the pillow she will most
definitely throw at me,” she joked.


He bowed as to say, ‘At your service.’


“Of course that’s not for a while, and I have
this freaking party with Zayden tonight to worry about, too,” I said, suddenly
remembering. “When do you plan on doing it anyway?” Then I eyed him
suspiciously and added, “And how do you have so much money for a fancy ring?”


“I want to do it next week on her birthday.
And my grandma gave me the money. She was quite the anarchist back in the day,
so her and my grandpa decided to get married without spending a dime –
something about love not needing a show – so there was no ring. Now that she’s
older, she thinks there should have been one so she could pass it on to my
bride. Since she can’t, she’s been insisting on buying it for me.”


“That is so adorable,” I said and smiled.
“Okay, let’s get going, Nick. We don’t know when Stacey will be back and we
need to spend as much time as we can to find the perfect ring. Both Stacey and
your grandma deserve that.”


---


By the time Nick and I were back with a
beautiful, princess cut diamond ring that she would definitely adore, Stacey
was already home and in her baking gear.


“Where did you two go?” She raised her
eyebrows. “I thought you were supposed to be setting up the place, Aria.”


“I was! I was scrubbing the floor. Look how
much cleaner it is now,” I said, pointing at the floor, which hadn’t been
touched, but she would probably believe me because, who can really tell the
difference? “I got super exhausted from doing that so Nick and I went for a
walk…to get some ice cream.” I must have sounded obvious to anyone in the world,
but Stacey shrugged, oblivious, focusing on the batter she was beating with
surprising intensity. “When are you going to start the chicken? I only ask
cause the stove is going to be very hot for the next two hours because of the
oven beneath, and I don’t think you cooking over that heat is the best idea.” 


She looked at her watch. “We still have about
three and half hours before your boyfriend is supposed to get here.” She paused
and gave me a very amused half-smile. “You’re grinning really hard, Aria.”


“Oh, sorry,” I said, feeling the sides of my
mouth stretched. “I didn’t realize I was doing that. It’s just that…you called
him my boyfriend.”


Stacey made an “aww” face and said, “If I
wasn’t completely covered in cookie batter I would give you the biggest hug
right now. But more importantly, let’s make the best of our time here. Why
don’t you go get ready – it’s bound to take over an hour since your man is
coming – while the oven is on and then you can make the chicken? I’ll cook
everything else. I already have the rice cooker running. I would do the chicken
too, but he has yet to try your cooking and your chicken and sausage curry
really is to die for!”


“No, I want to make it!” I said, thinking of
how he had grilled everything on the night that I had been to his house. “But
not after I get ready. I hardly want to smell like chicken and curry.” I
giggled.


“Okay then, if you wait for the oven to be
done you’ll only have about a half hour to get ready, so if you can manage—”


“Of course,” I cut her off, grinning once
more. “My boyfriend is coming. Part of the charm of that particular terminology
is that I get to spend less time getting all dolled up. He has seen me right
out of bed and right out of a shower so he knows what I really look like.”


“Shower?” Stacey looked at me with her eyes
wide open. “You guys have already managed to hit the shower?”


Nick, who had been sitting on the couch and
too busy munching on chips so far to speak, chose this moment to quietly exit
the living room. 


Stacey and I both giggled for a second because
of Nick’s reaction. “I thought I told you. So much has happened these last few
days. The shower was fun…but Zayden will be here soon, so we better get all set
up. Thanks so much for agreeing to hang out with us tonight.”


“Are you kidding?” She pointed her spatula at
me. “I’ve been dying to properly hang out with the dude since we first – ahem –
corresponded about you.”


“Yeah, I haven’t forgotten,” I said, trying to
be reproachful, but was glad that all those months ago Stacey had tipped off
Zayden, believing he would be the right guy for me.


---


“So, where is your living room?” Zayden looked
at me expectantly as he sat on our couch sipping on the margaritas that I had
freshly made. 


I looked at him with my mouth open, unable to
answer, while Stacey and Nick burst into a chortle.


“Did I say something funny?” he asked.


Before Nick or Stacey could answer with
something sarcastic, I jumped in. “We only have one. Most people only have one,
Zayden.”


My face was getting scarlet red. 


Zayden grinned softly. “I was only joking.” He
chuckled.


“So, uh, Zayden,” Nick said nervously. “What
do you do for fun?”


Zayden shrugged, non-committal. “Stuff. Work
mostly.”


“You do work for fun?” Nick was trying hard
not to laugh.


“No, I mean…I work a lot. Sometimes I go
golfing, but it’s mostly for networking purposes. Can’t say I particularly
enjoy the sport. I did play basketball in college, but no time for that sort of
a thing these days.”


“You watch TV!” I interjected. “Why else would
you have an 80-inch television in your room?”


“News, mostly. Bloomberg is usually always
playing in the background wherever I go.”


Stacey, who had been quiet so far in a
respectful attempt not to laugh, spoke. “Bloomberg is not watching TV, and you
sure don’t need 80 inches of television screen to analyze the stock market.
Wanna switch?” She pointed her head towards our regular 32-inch TV.


“Sure, you can just have mine. I hope you
don’t feel offended if I pass on yours, though,” Zayden said nonchalantly, to
everyone’s surprise. We all sat quietly for a few minutes before we burst out
laughing.


“We don’t actually want your TV, Zayden.
Stacey was joking.”


He probably knew that, but with his kind of
money, probably didn’t care.


“But why not?” He raised his eyebrows. “You
guys seem to have a real interest in it and sure look like you could use a
better set. A wedding present perhaps—”


Everything escalated after I gasped and gave
Zayden a look that meant to say I was ready to commit murder. Nick looked like
he would throw up, and Stacey just sat there motionless in complete shock.


“He doesn’t mean you guys,” I said lamely,
trying to rectify the situation, while still glaring angrily at Zayden. “My
other friends are getting married. From my Stats class. You don’t know them.”


I was rambling nonsensically, making the
situation worse and worse. After a few minutes, things got increasingly
uncomfortable, so I looked at Zayden and said, “Can you come with me to my room
real quick? We need to talk.”


He seemed to have gathered he had said more than
he was allowed to, and looked guilty and nervous. If the situation hadn’t been
so bizarre and ridiculous, I would kiss him for how adorable he looked.


Quietly, he followed me into my room, leaving
Nick and Stacey to themselves. 


As soon as he shut the door behind him, I
snapped. “What the heck, Zayden? I told you it was supposed to be a secret! He
is not proposing to her until next week.”


Covering my face with my hands, completely
horrified about having ruined Nick’s surprise, I threw myself onto my bed. “You
can sit, you know,” I said when he continued to stand awkwardly by the door. 


Carefully, he walked closer and closer to me
until he was right next to me. He ran his palms through my face and sighed
deeply. “I am sorry. I had completely forgotten you mentioned it was a
surprise. I didn’t mean to ruin it for your friends. You know I wouldn’t do
that.”


“I know,” I said, pulling him towards me to
cuddle. “But, what are we going to do now?”


“We are going to sit here for a few more
minutes and let your friends figure things out. Then we are going to go out,
I’m going to apologize for my blunder, and we are all going to have a nice
evening. How does that sound?” He stroked my hair, pulling me towards his
chest.


“It sounds like all we can do for now.”


“It will be okay. Don’t think about what’s
happening outside. Let’s talk about something else. Did you get your paper
back?”


I removed myself from his embrace, and lying
by my elbow, looked at him and said, “Yes, I got an A and the teacher said it
was one of the best papers he had encountered on the subject.”


“If only he knew how we got to the idea.”
Zayden snickered.


“I want to write all my papers with you
exactly like that from now on,” I said, getting slightly cheerful again.


“I don’t know how much writing will actually
get done, but I am not going to protest, baby.”


His use of endearment made me feel the ground
beneath me disappear.  


“I love you,” I said, looking him straight in
the eyes this time. He didn’t say anything, but I was sure I saw a twinkle in
his eyes. He leaned in and kissed me softly and passionately. Then I
understood. He was not able to say it just yet, but he loved me too.


We just lay there holding each other for a
long time before going back out.  When we
finally made it back to the living room, Nick and Stacey seemed engaged. They
were beaming with joy. It wasn’t so bad after all.

















 

Chapter
Nine


Zayden



 

Aria had somehow convinced me to redo the
dinner with her mother, but go about things a little differently this time. For
one, she had picked me up in her car, a blue Ford Taurus that she managed to
drive pretty well but kept me on my toes the whole time nonetheless. I wasn’t
sure I had sat in a car quite like it before. It was incredibly small, the
seats felt like they were made of plastic, and my legs were hurting from the
little room in her front seat. 


“You okay, there?” she asked, eyeing me
quizzically. 


“Yeah.” I smiled, trying hard to ignore the
discomfort. “I’m great. I’m with you.”


That had the desired effect of making her
blush, to my relief, and she didn’t ask me any more questions regarding my
comfort for the rest of the ride.


We pulled into her mom’s driveway, and I was
met once more with the foreclosure notice. 


“How long does your mom have the house?” I
asked Aria as we walked in.


She shrugged nervously. “I am not sure. She’s
had the notice for a while, but my mom doesn’t like to discuss it with me very
much. She feels guilty, so I don’t ask her questions.”


“Hmm,” I said, thinking I would figure out how
to help them out of this situation soon.


Molly received us with a huge smile, despite
the way I had walked out of here the last time.


“Thank you so much for coming over again,” she
said joyfully.


“Of course! I am sorry I had to run out the
other night. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. It was just…” I looked at the
floor, afraid to accidentally catch Aria’s eyes. “Stuff came up at work, you
know how it goes.”


“Absolutely!” Molly exclaimed. “Don’t worry
about it. You must be busy running the bank. I am grateful that you could make
some time to come over again. Aria, why don’t you take Zayden into the living
room and you guys hang out while I prepare dinner?”


“I…let me help,” I said uncertainly. “I am not
too bad of a chef myself.”


“Oh, he’s brilliant,” Aria chimed in.


Molly looked uncomfortably from me to Aria and
back. “That’s quite wonderful of you to offer, but I can’t possibly…you’re a
guest here.”


I waved my hand nonchalantly. “Please. I
insist.”


“If you want.” She shrugged. 


“I’ll set up the table and the living room and
you can help him, Mom,” Aria said brightly and walked away, leaving me to join
her mother in the kitchen.


“So, what are we in the mood for?” I asked,
surveying the kitchen. It was small, but very well structured. I quite admired
the simplicity.


“I was going to make some steaks.” Molly still
looked nervous.


“That happens to be my specialty! I can throw
in some sautéed vegetables as well. You can chop them up for me if you feel
like it. But really, feel free to just go hang out with Aria in the living
room. You made us a delightful dinner the other night as it is.”


“Don’t be silly, I want to help,” she said,
pulling out the chopping board and some mushrooms and zucchini.


As we worked on the dinner, Molly began
opening up somewhat. To an uncomfortable degree, almost. Her questions were
getting a little intense. 


“So, Aria was telling me you have been married
before. Your ex-wife, where is she now?” she asked casually while chopping onions,
like she might as well have been asking about the weather.


“Uh.” I was completely stumped, unsure how to
take that question or answer it. “She’s around. I’m not sure where, we don’t
exactly keep in touch.”


“That’s not what I heard,” she said, looking up
at me for a brief moment, and then changed the topic like that hadn’t just
happened. “So, how long have you been seeing Aria?”


“I’m sure she has told you, Molly.” I was
trying hard not to be frustrated, but I knew where she was going with this and
didn’t feel like I deserved an interrogation after all that I had been doing
for her family.


“Yes, but I was hoping to hear your side of
the story. It’s quite alright if you’re not up to telling me much.”


“Fine,” I snapped in spite of myself. “I have
known her for a few months now and have been fond of her since the very first
time I laid my eyes on her.”


“That’s a rather odd way to put it, don’t you
think?” she asked, giggling, as though ensuring that the tone of the
conversation remained outwardly light. “You couldn’t very well be fond of
somebody just by looking at them. If you hadn’t spoken to her yet, then surely
you mean you just thought she was attractive?”


I tried hard not to grunt. I cared about Aria
a lot, and I was here in her mother’s house for the second time in the past
week because she was important to Aria. Therefore, the fact that she approved
of me for Aria had become very important to me. I didn’t want to ruin that just
because Molly was asking too many questions I didn’t feel like answering. 


Deciding to do my best to keep my cool and
humor her, I said, “Sure, I pursued her at first because I thought she was
attractive. Let’s be honest, isn’t that why anyone pursues anyone? All these
talks people have about superficiality is such complete bull, because physical
appearance is the first thing anyone can see, and that’s always what draws
people in. But that said, after the initial attraction passed, it became so
much more. Every time I spoke with her she sounded brighter and more
intelligent than half the staff in my bank put together. Her wits, her charms,
her sheer confidence, all those things blew me away. I wasn’t exactly expecting
or preparing to fall for your daughter, Molly. We have quite a large age gap,
and I assure you, I am aware of it. I’m not simply exploiting a young woman.
She is so mature for her age! I am sure you know! You raised her to be this
way. Most women my age wouldn’t be able to live up to half of what Aria has in
terms of personality and brilliance. You should be proud of your daughter. You
have created quite an extraordinarily exquisite human being.”


“Wow,” she said, stopping her chopping and
looking like she had just escaped from underneath a train track. “I don’t know
what to say…you’re right, she is quite extraordinary, and obviously, I am proud
of her. I just wasn’t sure what you were…I mean, someone of your stature and
prominence, I just wondered how someone like you would take interest in my
little Aria…And then you have been paying all this money for my hospital bills…don’t
get me wrong, I appreciate it. But as a mother, you can’t exactly blame me for
thinking it all seems a little too good to be true?”


“I love your daughter, Molly,” I heard myself
say, startling the both of us. I had yet to say it to Aria herself or even
admit it to myself, but it had just come out of my mouth in front of her mom,
defiantly, as though daring her to question me any further.


“You do?” Her eyes were wide open. She was
certainly taken aback, and the effect was satisfying. Within a few seconds,
Molly reverted back to her jovial self. “Of course you do! Well, I am glad to
hear it. Aria deserves the best, Zayden. She has been through a lot and lives
an extremely tough life for a 20-year-old. She deserves more happiness than the
world can even offer.”


“I plan to make her happier than in your
wildest imaginations. I agree with you that she deserves it. So there is not
much point having this discussion, really. Should we carry on with preparing
the dinner, then?”


She said cheerfully, “Of course! You seem to
be doing a marvelous job with that steak. I can’t wait to try it.”


Glad that she was finally done quizzing me, I
put all my efforts into dinner, making sure to perfect it to really impress
her. My words were all well and good, but I suddenly felt this burning need to
outdo her somehow; to show her that I could make Aria as happy as she does, if
not more. While I appreciated her mother’s concern – in some ways it only
showed how much Aria was cared for – I also felt that I had already proven my
dedication by meeting with her the second time. Not to mention all the money I
had invested into their family.


Trying not to dwell on that aspect very much,
I began to set up the table where Aria was waiting for us.


“How did the dinner preparations go? Did Mom
drive you too crazy?” she asked, looking genuinely concerned.


“Not at all. We had a good time, considering
we have a whole lot in common.”


“Do you?” She raised her eyebrows.


“Well, for one, we both care a lot about you.”
I grinned, making her blush once more.

















 

Chapter
Ten


Aria



 

So far, the evening hadn’t gone completely
awry and I was grateful for that. Zayden and my mom seemed to have had a pretty
good time making dinner together, and I was glad to see the potential for them
to get along. 


He had made a truly delicious dinner, which
sure helped my mom decide in his favor. Once or twice I had caught his
eyes during dinner and he seemed somewhat amused by the whole ordeal. I
wondered what he had talked with my mom about and debated asking him later, but
decided that it was best that I left it alone. For some reason, I suspected it
was best to just accept that they were getting along – for whatever reason –
and not push it very much further.


I turned on the tap in the bathroom to wash my
hands, thinking about how Zayden had been looking at me endearingly as my mom
narrated stories of when I was a kid. I hadn’t thought he would find any of the
tales of me eating pudding with my hands as a 3-year-old interesting, but he
had looked delighted and kept asking Mom for more. It was a side of him I had
never seen before, and I wondered if he would be reacting the same way, with as
much enthusiasm, if it was his mother we were having dinner with and she was
telling me his childhood stories.


That made me realize, with a sinking feeling,
I didn’t know very much about his childhood or his family. I knew his mother
was a little difficult and pushy from everything he had told me about her,
especially in her trying to get him back with his ex-wife. But had she always been
this way? What had his dad been like? I knew he had passed away six years ago,
leaving Zayden in charge of everything. From the way he mentioned him on the
odd occasion, it seemed that Zayden had been rather fond of him. Somehow, I had
never thought to ask more. I resolved to ask him about his childhood and his
dad the next time we were alone together – maybe the car ride back – and maybe
even suggest meeting his mom, if he didn’t completely hate the idea.


As I started wiping my hands off, I heard the
door behind me and jumped.


“Incredible!” I exclaimed rather loudly. “What
are you doing here?”


The look in his eyes said everything. They
were raw with desire, and his topmost shirt button was undone. I gasped.


“My mom! Where is my mom?”


“She went to give your neighbor the leftovers.
She looked rather happy about it. I am assuming there is some kind of a romance
going on there,” he said, taking another step toward me. “Which is good for
us.” He leaned down and planted a kiss on my neck while his bulging shaft
rubbed against me, making my arm hairs stand. “Cause we can have some romance
of our own. There is nothing as good as spontaneously.”


Trying to ignore the fire igniting throughout
my whole body as he nibbled on my neck, I said, “She won’t be very long, and I
told her I was just in here to wash my hands. Zayden, we can’t.”


“Oh,” he said, breaking off the skin contact,
and for a second I really thought he was going to back off. I couldn’t help but
feel disappointment. But then he shoved me against the bathroom wall and pulled
down my panties so fast, my heart started thudding rapidly. He leaned back down
on to my neck and moved my hair to the other side of my shoulders. He ran his
tongue over my neck as his hands crawled across my back and up the hem of my
skirt. By the time he cupped my throbbing center with his palm, I would have
let him do just about anything he wanted to me whenever he pleased, wherever he
pleased. 


I moaned, “Zayden.”


He broke off abruptly, leaving me burning, and
folded his arms. “I thought we couldn’t do this right now.” 


“Oh just idiot me and do it fast before she
gets back,” I said impatiently, throwing my skirt over my head to reveal my
naked body.


“Oh, Aria,” he moaned, and without another
word, pulled his pants down, revealing himself, hard as a rock. For a moment I
was tempted to kneel down and take him down my throat, but time was ticking so
I had to let him take charge.


“Idiot me,” I repeated in a coarse whisper, and
he needed no further begging. Grabbing me by my rear, he pulled me towards him,
and to my utter confusion and delight lifted me off the floor.


“What are you doing?” I whispered between
heavy breathing. To answer my question, he wrapped my legs around him and
pushed me further into the wall before shoving himself deep inside. I grabbed
his hair hard, biting the side of his shoulders so I couldn’t make any kind of
a sound. That got increasingly difficult, however, when his thrusts got harder
and more intense. I found myself moving with him, towards him, matching every
push with an equally harder push, as my orgasm began to build up deep within
me. 


“Oh, Zayden,” I moaned, as his mouth somehow
found my nipples in the midst of us being wrapped around each other. “Idiot me
faster, I want more,” I said with whatever wisps of breath I could manage. 


He complied, going deeper than he ever had
before, and then it was like an earthquake hit every inch of my body and it
started shaking uncontrollably, pleasure rushing through my veins. I was ready
to collapse as he erupted himself.


To my complete horror, there was a knock on
the door.


My boyfriend was still inside me, his orgasmic
groan still midway, as he wasn’t able to stop himself.


“Umm…I’m sorry. I heard you screaming and just
wanted to check if you were okay. Oh goodness. I’ll see you …outside…later. Dessert
is ready!” And then she walked away from the closed door, making me gasp in a
completely different manner this time. 


We both stood there breathing heavily for a
while, ignoring the horrifying awkwardness that was now echoing from every
corner of the bathroom. Neither of us spoke for a very long time. I wasn’t
quite sure what the right thing to say was, or how we were ever going to get
out of the bathroom and face my mother again. Pulling myself out of Zayden’s
clench, I sat down on the bathroom floor and covered my face with both my
hands, sighing deeply.


By the time Zayden finally spoke, my wish that
this whole thing be a bizarre dream felt to be coming true because he said,
“Aria, please marry me.”


Surely, that couldn’t actually be happening,
so this whole thing must have been a dream. Removing my hands from my face, I
almost expected to be in my bedroom waking up amongst my pillows and laughing.


Nope, I was still in my mom’s bathroom. Zayden
was still partially naked and he was looking at me with a gaze that I had never
quite seen on his face before.


“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, almost on the
verge of nervous laughter.


“I said.” He walked further towards me and
kneeled across from me so we were almost eye-to-eye. He took my hands in his,
looked me straight in the eyes, and said once more, “Aria, please marry me. I
love you.”

















 

THE
BOSS #5



 

Chapter
One


Aria



 

I stared at Zayden, comically kneeling in
front of me half naked while I sat on a toilet seat, asking me to marry him,
and burst out laughing. There was no way he was being serious. For one, he had
yet to tell me he loved me. And we hadn’t even been dating that long – granted,
the few months we had shared each other’s company was rather eventful – and he
had already been married once, so I kind of assumed he wouldn’t be interested
in going down that road again. No, the only logical explanation was that he had
been joking and I would make a complete fool of myself if I were to take him
remotely seriously.


“Sure,” I said, trying to make a straight
face. “Let’s run off to Vegas tomorrow and get hitched. Would you like a couple
dozen babies to go with the marriage?”


Zayden raised his eyebrows high and screwed
his nose upwards in confusion. “I mean…sure, kids, yeah. I am not sure about
dozens though. How about just three or four? After you’re settled in your
career, of course.”


“What career?” I played along with a
completely serious face. “I don’t suppose I will be requiring much of a career
after marrying you, now will I?”


He chuckled. “Okay. You can stay home and
spend all my money if you like, but I have the slightest bit of a suspicion
that you won’t be happy unless you’re trying to run my company for me.”


“Nah! What’s the point of tricking a rich
businessman to fall for you if you’re not going to spend the rest of your life
lying around doing nothing?”


“Oh, so this was your grand plan the entire
time?” He grinned. “That makes a whole lot of sense.”


“Mm-hmm,” I said, putting my hands over his
head and pulling him towards me for a quick peck on the lips. “Now we should
probably start putting some clothes on.”


I got up and started looking for my panties.
But Zayden remained on the floor on his knees, looking intense.


“This is not a joke, Aria. I would actually
like us to be married. Sooner rather than later, if that is okay with you.”


It took me quite a while to process the fact
that Zayden was being completely serious. Suddenly, all humor disappeared from
the room, and my giggles were replaced only by the thudding sound of my own
heart, which was now pounding as though I had just gotten off the scariest
roller coaster in existence. 


I tried to open my mouth and speak a few
times. A futile effort, since my tongue now pretended it was glued into my
mouth, and words were alien concepts to which it had never been introduced. My
mind, on the other hand, was working on extra-time, trying to understand the
meaning behind Zayden’s request. Marry him? Perhaps he meant something else?
Like, uh, like… 


“Do you know what you are saying?” I finally
summoned the ability to make some sounds and sounded idiotic. 


“Not at all. I’m just blabbing on
nonsensically.” He shook his head sarcastically. “Seriously Aria, yes or no?
Will you marry me?”


“You know I once took an advanced level
college Economics test while I was still a sophomore in high school. I have
never in my life encountered anything as difficult as that test had been that
afternoon. One particular question got me so stumped; I threw up and ran out of
the exam hall.”


“What does that have to do with anything we
are discussing?” Zayden asked impatiently. 


“I thought that would be the hardest question
I had ever been expected to answer in my whole life,” I said. I added softly,
“Until now.”


Zayden’s face changed colors so fast, I felt
that I must have been imagining it for a little bit. I had never seen him so
red, and wasn’t sure it particularly worked towards adding charms to his
handsome features. If someone had told me Zayden Sinclair was capable of
blushing to begin with, I would have laughed in their face. But watching his
perfect olive skin get patched with deep red, while his eyes focused firmly on
the bathroom floor, made me feel thoroughly uncomfortable. 


Was he nervous? 


Embarrassed? 


What had I said or done wrong? 


Zayden was demonstrating a sign of weakness
like he never had before, and I knew right that moment that I never wanted to
see him that way again. Weakness did not suit this incredible man. He was
better than that.


When he spoke next, his voice was shaky, to my
surprise. “I get it. It’s okay.” He wasn’t looking at me still, but I finally
understood. He thought I didn’t want to marry him. Ever. 


“I haven’t said no,” I offered sweetly. “It’s
just…it all seems so ridiculously sudden. You’ve never even told me you love
me.”


“Well, isn’t it obvious that I do?” He finally
looked at me, straight in the eyes, and the bright blue in them was so
piercing, I could just about start crying at any moment.


“I don’t know, Zayden. How can I assume you
love me without you saying it? I guessed that you must, don’t get me wrong. The
things you do for me. You really do go out of your way and I have always
appreciated that. I’ve kind of known that this relationship means more to you
than you outwardly attempt. But you have to under—”


“I love you, dang it!” he exclaimed with
slight frustration. “There. I have said the words. I am guessing it makes a
whole lot of difference. So, now will you marry me?”


“No,” I said carefully, as his eyes widened to
the size of walnuts. “Not yet, I mean. I want to…eventually. Oh goodness, I want to.
Because I love you, too.”


I walked towards him subtly and started
ruffling his hair. He looked confused, as I had expected he would.


“What are you trying to say, Aria?” He sighed.


“You are still married,” I said, pulling him
into a hug. “Don’t forget that.”


“Are we really on that again?” he snapped.
“You know that I ended things with Gina and all the garbage I pulled to that end.”


“No, I know she is out of your life. But she’s
still your wife in theory. I can’t say yes until your divorce is finalized. I
hope you understand that.”


“Well, we can’t get legally married until my
divorce is finalized anyway. But I don’t see how that stops you from saying yes
now.” 


He pulled me off of him and frowned.


“It’s a matter of principle.” I shrugged. “I
am not getting engaged to a married man.”


“Of course,” he said, shaking his head. “You
and your great big principles. It should not be that much longer for the
divorce to finalize. If I nudged my lawyer, it should only be a couple more
days. I’ll show you the papers as evidence if you need, which wouldn’t surprise
me,”


Offended, I opened my mouth to say something
in return, but noticed the glint of humor in his eyes and started laughing.
“Just let me know when it’s taken care of.”


“As long as you will say yes when it’s taken
care of.”


“Depends.” I shrugged again.


“Seriously, Aria?” He looked up as though
expecting some answer. “Depends on what?”


“On whether you propose half naked on a dirty
bathroom floor or you do it properly with a ring and some romance.”


His face lit up in realization, and the blush
from before was gone, to my relief. He didn’t say anything on the matter,
however, and just leaned in to kiss me passionately. In the midst of it, my
mind went completely haywire, unable to believe what had just transpired.
Zayden broke the kiss with a loud shriek of pain.


“Well, let’s put on some clothes and head back
in. I bet your mom is already judging us – and don’t get me wrong, I’d be
judging her if she wasn’t after what she just heard here – so let’s not give
her more reasons to frown upon this.”


“It’s going to be okay,” I said, even though I
felt awkward by the thought of seeing her shortly. “I will just tease her about
our neighbor. That way, she will be embarrassed and we can escape from here
quickly.”


“Sounds like a plan.” He grinned.

















 

Chapter
Two


Zayden



 

It had been two whole days since I had
contacted my lawyer’s office about the finalization of the divorce and they had
yet to get back to me. I was annoyed. How hard could the process
possibly be? Gina and I were both amicable on the terms of the divorce. All the
drama had subsided. It was an open and shut case. 


My impatience to get Aria to say yes was
taking over me, and the stupid divorce proceedings were currently the bane of
my existence. Even though I had been in my office all morning, I had been
completely incapable of getting any work done whatsoever. The thought of how I
was going to propose was occupying my mind.


I thought back to my original proposal in her
mother’s bathroom and grinned to myself. What an idiotic thing to do. I had no
idea what had gotten into me, but something about her mom hearing us idiot egged
me on to do it on the spot. I had been planning to ask her to marry me ever
since my conversation with Molly about how I loved her daughter. So when she
heard us, I felt like I had to prove that we weren’t just screwing around, and
I proposed hastily. In hindsight, that was not the best idea in the world, and
I should hardly be surprised that Aria didn’t jump to say yes.


Any other girl in the world would have, I
realized with an odd sort of a pride geared towards Aria. It was true. I was,
by any definition of the word, quite a catch. I had no reason to be coy about
the fact that my money and my good looks made me the ideal husband for any
woman in the world. But somehow, I guess that neither of those things were good
enough for Aria – at least not good enough to accept a shabby proposal on a
bathroom floor – and that she loved me for reasons that had very little to do
with my money. She was not going to settle for anything less than an
extraordinary proposal, and she deserved one. I was willing to do anything in
the world to make her happy. I sighed deeply and covered my face in both my
hands. 


How had I come so far?


I had sworn off love a long time ago, after
all. It was for lesser folk, for people who did not understand that feelings
were at best, a show of weakness, at worst, a weapon of manipulation. With
Aria, it was neither. Loving her did not make me feel weak, it made me feel
stronger. The idea that I could feel this intensely about another human being
and still keep my sanity and self intact made me feel oddly powerful. And
perhaps this whole ordeal was a weapon of manipulation at first, while I played
games and she responded with perfectly crafted plays herself. But no, neither
of us was looking for anything from the other anymore. There was only one
explanation for what was going on between Aria and I. 


We were madly and unconditionally in love with
each other. 


And why wouldn’t I be? 


I saw her walking through the front door and
towards her desk and felt a kind of awe. My goodness, she was the most beautiful
woman I had ever seen. In a pretty blue blouse, black trousers and a cream-colored
blazer, she looked like she popped straight out of a career woman magazine. No
other 20-year-old I knew dressed as maturely and professionally as she did, and
she pulled it off like nobody’s business. Her face was radiant, and even with
very little makeup she outshone everybody else in the room. She outshone most
people in most rooms. Usually, looks like hers were enough to get by in life. I
had met many, many, women over the years who used their looks to get by. Not
Aria, though. 


More so than anything else about her, it was
her brilliance and ambition that drew me towards her. A part of me realized
that when we eventually got married, she would gladly handle half my business
operations for me. Maybe I would make her the head of Credit Lending Analysts
and eventually, if she was interested, the CFO. Knowing her though, if I tried
to make her the CFO right away, she would protest, claiming she hadn’t earned
the title yet. I grinned again picturing that argument and then made a split-second
decision to go buy her the best ring I could find.


On my way out, I stopped by Aria’s desk as she
was busy typing something on her computer and said, “Too busy to notice your
boss now? Boyfriend. I meant boyfriend.” I smiled and noticed Mrs. Brian beside
her try unsuccessfully to hide her gasp.


“Hi.” Aria looked up and smiled. I wanted to
kiss her, but I would have to resist. I couldn’t quite do some things in the
workplace just yet. “Sorry, my tyrannical boss gave me a lot of work, so I am a
little busy.”


“What a douche,” I said with a straight face.
“Warn him that if he overworks you, your boyfriend will make him pay for it.”


She giggled and said, “What do you need,
Zayden?”


“I need you, Aria, to say yes to my
proposition.” I smirked, and before she could open her mouth again, I added, “I
know, I know. You made your points and they are completely valid, which is why I
am off on a little mission right now that will hopefully satisfy you. But I
just have one question. What do you prefer? Squares or circles?”


She looked at me like I had just asked her
something insane, like whether two plus two equals seven. 


“What now?” she asked.


“You heard me. Squares or circles?”


“Uhmm…” She raised her eyebrows and pursed her
lips. “Squares, I suppose. I have never really thought about it, to be honest.
I mean, who even thinks about it? And how is this at all relevant to anything?”


“You’ll see.” I winked. “For now, I have got
to go.”


After turning around to head to the door and
taking a few steps, I stopped and turned to look at her again. “I love you.”
Ignoring the gasps from all over the place, I walked out casually as though I
didn’t notice.


---


Just as I walked out of the building, a FedEx
guy stopped me with some mail. It looked like it was paperwork. Ignoring the
excitement bubbling up inside of me, I ripped the envelope open. The divorce
was finalized! I couldn’t have chosen a better moment to go out to get the
ring. I told Ned to take me to Dazzling Jewelers and Co., an exclusive jewelry
store that only a few people within a 30-mile radius could afford.


Ned tried hard to contain his excitement, as I
could tell from the etches around his cheeks while he attempted to keep a
straight face. “And why are we going to a jewelry store? I don’t remember you
ever having the desire to purchase any bling before.”


“Shut up, Ned. You know why I want to go
there,” I said, trying to sound stern, but it came out almost comical since I
had been completely incapable of wiping the grin from my face.


“No, sir. I have a guess, but you know what
they say, when you assume, you make a jerk out of—”


“Fine, I want to buy an engagement ring for
Aria,” I said. “Now can we hurry?”


“Of course!” Ned exclaimed with joy. “I am so
happy for you, Zayden. She is exactly what you need in your life.”


“I’m glad to have your approval, Ned.” I
smiled. “No, seriously, I meant that. It probably sounded like I was being sarcastic,
but it was genuine. Your approval actually means a lot to me and if you don’t
know that by now—”


“I know,” Ned said cheerfully. “Of course I
know. Now, before we drive off to get that engagement ring, might I suggest a
pit stop?”


“Where?” I raised my eyebrows.


“To Aria’s apartment.”


“Huh? What will that accomplish? Aria is at
the office.”


“Exactly.” Ned looked back at me and winked.


Within the next hour, we had managed to pick
up Aria’s best friend Stacey from her apartment and made it to the jewelry
store, while she squealed and made amusing sounds throughout the way there.


“Oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my goodness!” She had
been muttering those words as though it was a spiritual incantation for a
while.


“You already said that.” I looked at her with
a fake frown.


“But you don’t understand!” Stacey exclaimed,
almost jumping. “You don’t understand! You’re…you’re going to…ask Aria to marry
you!”


“I understand what I am about to do, since I
am the one doing it. Makes some kind of sense, doesn’t it?”


She laughed hysterically, to my surprise. It
was kind of endearing just how excited Stacey was for Aria. It made me realize
how close they were and how much her friends cared about her. It also made me
feel a little bit of an irrational jealousy. No one was allowed to love Aria
more than I did.


“Zayden, this jewelry store! Everything is
shining to the point of freaking blinding me. It’s going to cost you a
fortune.”


“Well, your best friend and roommate is worth
two whole fortunes and more.”


Her face lit up and I could see tears forming
in her eyes. “Thank you so much. Thank you for loving Aria like you do. God
knows she deserves it.”


“Hey! She’s mine, so thank you for taking care
of her for as long as you have. I am quite grateful. But don’t forget, she’s
mine.”


“Ha!” she scoffed. “Since you’re about to, you
know, marry her, I hope you know her well enough to realize she will not take
well to be told who she belongs to.”


“I know.” I shook my head and sighed. “I will
have to own her completely behind her back. Anyways, I am thinking of princess
cuts, but I brought you here so you can help me decide what she would like.
When I asked her if she prefers circles or squares, she said squares, which is
why I think a princess cut would be the most—”


“You asked her what?” Stacey burst into
another set of hysterical laughter. 


“She reacted rather oddly to my question, too.
But really, how was I to ask it without raising any suspicion?”


“Men are hilarious sometimes.” Stacey sighed
and looked at the shopkeeper. “Lucky for you, she always did kind of envision a
princess cut for her engagement ring. Can we look at a few?”


“Of course, madam. I take it you’re not the
bride?” An old, balding man with a silver moustache looked curiously at Stacey.


“No, of course I am! What bride doesn’t come
to select her own surprise engagement ring with her fiancé?”


“You made your point,” said the man with a
frown, pulling out a couple of boxes. “How about this one? 8 carat, on pure
platinum.”


“No. I don’t want to look at anything that is
less than 15 carat.”


Stacey looked at me with her mouth hanging
open, as though the idea of a 15-carat engagement ring was preposterous. “Are
you sure?” She raised her eyebrows. 


“Absolutely positive.”


“Hmm, I think I know exactly what you are
looking for, sir,” the man said with a sudden glint in his eyes that hadn’t
been present until then. “Just give me a moment.”


When he disappeared to look for the rings,
Stacey looked at me and asked, “Exactly how much are you planning to pay for
this ring?”


I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. A lot? I
haven’t really thought about it. It’s not really about the money or how much it
costs; it’s about finding the perfect ring.”


Looking impressed, Stacey said, “It must feel
awesome to have so much money lying around.”


“It’s alright.” I grinned at her. “It will
ensure your best friend spends the rest of her life comfortably, though.”


“That makes me so hap—” she cut herself
mid-sentence with a loud gasp. 


The shopkeeper had returned with an enormous
and beautiful princess cut diamond engagement ring in his hand. I had to open
my eyes and close them again a few times before taking the image in. It was, to
honor the name of the store, and Aria herself, dazzling. I chuckled to myself.


“That’s,” Stacey said, looking like she was
trying to find the right words to describe it. “I have never seen anything like
it.”


“I will take it,” I said in a single breath.
“That’s the one.”


“You don’t want to know how much it costs?”
The shopkeeper eyed me quizzically. “I get a lot of people with a lot of money
here, but never has anyone agreed to make such a purchase without even asking
about the price.”


“It doesn’t matter how much it costs. That’s
the ring, that’s it,” I said, not removing my eyes from the jewel in his hand.
I pictured what it would look like on Aria’s pretty, dainty little fingers. 


It would be perfect.


“All right then. 18 carats on platinum, and I
can engrave anything you want on the band for a total of five million.”


Stacey’s gasps upon hearing the cost could be
heard in the entire neighborhood, I had no doubt. It didn’t matter. It was
Aria’s ring and I would have reacted the same way if he had said it was for a
hundred million dollars. She deserved the best of everything.


“Like I said, I’ll take it,” I said and looked
at Stacey, who I was afraid would faint any moment.


“Are…you…sure?” she asked, looking from me to
the ring and back to me.


“Would Aria like it?” I asked earnestly.


“Are you kidding? She will adore it, as long
as you don’t let her find out how much you paid for it.”


“I won’t tell her if you won’t. I will be
right back, I forgot my credit card in the car.”


I walked out with a grin as an idea hit me. I
hadn’t really forgotten my credit card. I just needed to get away from Stacey
and into another part of the jewelry store across the hall. The rings were all
in one room, while the rest of the jewelry items had their own separate areas.


After making the necessary purchase, Stacey
and I returned to the car, and as she continued to look utterly stunned, I
presented her with two boxes. “Congratulations on your engagement!” I smiled at
her.


“What now?” She looked confused. “You didn’t—”


“I hadn’t given you and Mr. Nick anything for
your engagement. I thought you would like—”


“It’s just Nick, I’ve never heard him called
Mr. anything,” she tried to joke, but there were tears tingling around her eyes
again. “You didn’t have to get us anything.”


I shrugged. “You are Aria’s best friends! This
is the least I could do for all that you have done for her over the years.”


No longer attempting to hide her tears, Stacey
opened the boxes sniffing, to find two matching platinum His and Hers bracelets
that read “Together Forever.”


“This,” she sniffed back tears.
“This…is….perfect. You really shouldn’t…I don’t know how to thank you.”


“You already have. Aria is very lucky to have
friends like you,” I said, starting to feel uncomfortable since I didn’t know
how to make her stop crying and wasn’t expecting this reaction at all.


“No, Zayden.” She looked up and wiped her face
with her sleeves. “Aria is very lucky to have you.”

















 

Chapter
Three


Aria



 

“Wow, Aria.
That’s…shocking…utterly…surprising,” Nick mumbled while determinedly avoiding
eye contact. I had just told him and Stacey the whole story with the very
awkward situation at my mom’s house, followed by an even more awkward proposal.


“We couldn’t have guessed that Zayden would
propose to you so quickly. At all,” Stacey added, also avoiding meeting my eyes.
Something was obviously amiss. 


“You guys already knew,” I concluded based on
their joint reaction. “Both of you knew. I can’t believe this. How?”


“What are you talking about?” Stacey gasped
accusingly. “How could I possibly? I mean how could we? We’ve barely seen you
in a week!”


She had a point, but their reactions were
certainly out of the ordinary. There was more going on here than I understood,
and I hated not knowing things. But they hadn’t seen me in over a week, how
could they? Unless…


“Well, there were two people in that bathroom
that night. If you know about the proposal, it had to have come from the second
source.”


Stacey burst out laughing in a mocking sort of
a way. “Yes, because Zayden Sinclair told us. A rich, billionaire guy had
absolutely nothing else in the world to do but gossip about his life plans with
your sorry-rear roommates.”


“Don’t call yourselves that.” I frowned. “And
don’t act like you haven’t been known to scheme with him regarding me in the
past.”


“Scheme?” She gasped, trying to look
horrified. “That’s a little much, Aria. At best we exchanged some polite emails
and under totally different circumstances! It was just about dating him – or
contracting him or working with him or whatever you were calling it back then –
and I already knew you wanted to, so I just gave him a little nudge in the
right direction. This is completely different.”


“Well, you haven’t yet once outright denied
that you have been helping Zayden in some fashion.”


“The oven!” Stacey exclaimed and got off her
chair. “Do you smell it? The cookies are done. For you, Aria. See how much I
love you? Don’t question me.”


When she was back with the chocolate chip
macadamia cookies, she had won. There was no way I was going to give her a hard
time about anything after she bestowed me with the delicious crunchy, sugary
goodness. If she was scheming with Zayden, let her. It almost made me feel kind
of warm and fuzzy thinking of the two of them getting together to plan my
proposal. When we got married – I meant, if we got married – Zayden would have
to get along with Stacey anyway, so it only made sense for them to start now.
That thought, along with the cookies, made me lighthearted. So much so that I
didn’t really feel like discussing what I was about to mention. But I couldn’t
put it off much longer. The divorce was sure to finalize soon enough and he
would pop the question any minute. I definitely needed some advice as soon as I
could get it.


“I don’t care what you guys know or how you
know it, but the important thing I need to know is, what do you guys think I
should do? Is this at all a good idea? Getting married to Zayden, I mean. I
have only known him a few months.”


“You’re joking, right?” Nick raised his
eyebrows at me. “You’re obviously not considering saying no?”


“Why not? I mean, it’s a big commitment. And I
love Zayden! I do. There is no question about that anywhere in my mind. I have
never felt like this about anybody in my life before. He makes me feel so smart
and funny and beautiful and these past few months with him have been the most
thrilling of my life. Like a roller coaster. So marrying him will kind of be
like…uh, moving in to live at Six Flags.”


Stacey and Nick both chuckled. “I’ll be down
for that move!” Nick said cheerfully. 


“But seriously, Aria,” Stacey chimed. “If you
don’t feel like you’re ready—”


“No, no! It’s not that I’m not ready,” I
jumped in a little too quickly.


“There you go. A little hint of my advice
going the other way and you were so quick to stop me. You obviously want to do
this and you love each other. I don’t see why—”


“You’re right,” I said, finally accepting even
to myself that the answer had been “yes” since the moment Zayden first asked
the question. “But I’m only 20,” I added, just for argument’s sake.


“And you have the intelligence and maturity of
a 50-year-old. To the point of boredom, some might say,” Stacey said. Upon
meeting my reproachful look she hastily added, “Some might say, not me. In any
case, stop looking for excuses. If you want to marry the guy, marry theg
guy. It’s literally that simple.”


With a final misplaced frown, I surrendered.
Even though I was pretty surprised by their eagerness to have me jump to get
married to Zayden, deep inside, I had hopes that they would approve without a
protest. Now that I was sure, with the blessings of two of my best friends, the
only thing keeping Zayden and me from being engaged was his divorce…and his
ability to plan a real proposal, of course.


---


Classes had lately become impossible to sit
through, not because of certain inherent displeasing qualities in the classes
themselves, but because of the state of mind I had been in. It was like a
cheesy yet exciting romantic comedy was constantly playing in my head,
featuring Zayden and I as the classic hero and heroine, destined to find each
other against all odds and the harsh realities of life. My daydreams usually
ended with him getting down on one knee at some exotic locale only suitable for
movies of the highest budgets featuring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan. Either that, or
some scenario where he made a public declaration of his love to me as I am
about to go away forever – at an airport or a wedding – and I go crying,
running into his arms.


As dramatic as it all sounded, thinking about
the various ways in which our love story would find it’s worthy climax made it
slightly easier to get through classes and count down to the time to go to
work. Under the pretenses of doing my job, I could stare joyfully at Zayden for
the rest of my day. Now that he had loudly professed his love to me in front of
everybody at the bank, I was free to stare at him all day, answer his calls as
his girlfriend, or flirt with him every time he came over to my desk. It still
annoyed Mrs. Brian endlessly – as experienced by her constant disapproving
sounds – but now that she knew Zayden took this seriously, she tried her best
to keep her unsolicited opinions to herself. All in all, work had suddenly
become my favorite place to go. 


“Is everything alright, Aria?” I heard the
professor, Mr. Weber, say, pulling me out of my thoughts.


“Uh…yes. Sorry, I am a little out of it today.
Didn’t get much sleep last night, was working on your paper.”


“Of course you were!” he exclaimed happily.
“Wouldn’t expect anything less of you. And don’t worry, we are all a little out
of it sometimes. Plus, you’re the top graded student in this class.”


I heard some grunts around the room, but
couldn’t help but feel really flattered and guilty at the same time. The guilt
made me try hard to focus on the Public Finance lecture – but my mind kept
trying to take me back to that day Mr. Weber had brought in Zayden as a guest
speaker – what an incredibly dramatic ordeal it had been.


No, stop. Pay attention. He was saying
something about mortgages and government loans. I looked at the time; it was
halfway through class. One more quick lab later and I could run to work…I
muffled a giggle, trying to pass it off as a cough, at the thought of being
that person who actively looked forward to going to work. 


Mr. Weber was discussing tax breaks and
housing bubbles when there was a knock on the classroom door. 


My heart leapt. I must have been imagining it
this time. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them again,
Zayden was still standing by the door of my classroom, looking directly at me,
with an enormous grin on his face.


“Oh hello, Mr. Sinclair!” Mr. Weber exclaimed delightedly.
“What a wonderfully pleasant surprise! You should have mentioned you were
paying us a visit! I would have made arrangements. Did you just want to sit in
on my lecture? Or were you looking for something else?”


“Actually,” Zayden said, taking small strides
into the classroom. “I was hoping I could talk to one of your students.”


“Oh, for some kind of a market research or
something?” Mr. Weber asked curiously, as my heart started thumping so fast I
could hear it beating. When I tried to move my legs they seemed to have given
in to complete paralysis. I had no idea what was happening, but I felt like I
knew where this was going…it had to be…but here? In front of my whole class?
Would he really?


“I have a particular student in mind, Mr.
Weber. And no, it’s not for research or survey. It’s…personal.”


The whole classroom went entirely silent, and
Mr. Weber looked confused. Zayden walked towards me. I wasn’t sure whether I
was imagining it, because the whole scenario was rather cinematic, but it felt
like somebody had paused the live Zayden and set him in slow motion. He was
walking insanely slow, not helping the situation of my heartbeat at all.


When he reached me, he fell down on one knee,
rendering me completely incapable of feeling anything other than my own
thumping heart, which seemed to have picked up a pace three times its usual.
Incredible, incredible, incredible. This was it.


Tears began welling up in my eyes as I became
aware of the entire class staring at us, making no attempts to hide what they
were looking at. The class had never been as silent as it was now, to Dr.
Weber’s immense frustration, I didn’t doubt. At the thought of Dr. Weber, I
flicked a quick sideways glance to see his reaction and he appeared to be
embracing a coronary, while his face assumed an expression of utter confusion. 


My momentary lapse in concentration from what
was going on in front of me with Zayden literally down on one knee in the
middle of a class was broken when I heard him say my name like he had never
said it before.


“Aria,” I heard him say. I had to bring my
attention back to his piercing blue eyes, staring into my own with so much
intensity it felt like he could see right through me.


“Hey, what are you—”


“I love you, Aria Roberts,” he cut me off to
the sound of gasps encapsulating the whole room. I could sense the whispers of
my classmates on my skin, but somehow I couldn’t register any of the words they
were speaking. It was as though a movie was playing a few rooms down the hall
and we were privy to snippets of it traveling through the distance.


I love you, too. Those were the words meant to
come out of my mouth. Or they would have if I had been at all capable of
opening them or producing a sound. It was like words were now captured
somewhere deep in my lungs, imprisoned forever. 


“I love you and I never thought I would say
these words to a woman and mean it,” Zayden said, his eyes still firmly on my
own. “When you first came into my life – or into my bank, I should say,” he
said with a grin. “I saw the most beautiful woman I had ever laid my eyes on.
But I couldn’t have anticipated the whirlwind that became my life after. I have
seen many beautiful girls. But Aria, Aria, Aria,” he repeated in slow rhythms
matching my heartbeats. “You really did a number on me. It only took a few conversations
with you for me to realize that your beauty was only your least impressive
quality. Your mind, Aria, your brilliance, your confidence, the very way you
walk and talk like the world marches to your drums until it starts doing
exactly that! I have never met anyone like it. Twenty years old and you have
more maturity than my mother does. I don’t think there is anyone quite like
you, Aria. There is one and only one Aria Roberts, and I am the luckiest man in
the world just for having your love. Make me luckier than the luckiest man in
the world, Aria,” he said and reached into his pocket.


My eyes were probably swollen to twice their
size by now, as I felt my whole face get drenched in my own tears, while an
insufferably painful grin was plastered to my face that I couldn’t get rid of
no matter how hard I tried. Zayden had said all those wonderful things about
me. In my college. In front of my whole class. And my professor. The most
sought-after man was down on his knee, telling me - little, useless Aria
Roberts with a little apartment and a little life – that I made him the
luckiest man in the whole world. 


While everyone was watching. 


When he pulled the ring out of his pocket, I
gasped loud enough for the whole school to hear when I realized that it was, in
fact an enormous piece of diamond on a ring. I felt heavy just from imagining
the weight of it around my finger. All the time. For the rest of my life.
Another gasp. Too much was happening too fast, and it was crazier than my
wildest fantasies. None of my daydreams where Zayden proposed to me came close
to living up to this very moment where the man I loved was about to ask me to
be his forever.


But before I said anything…before this got
real and we were together forever and I would be his and he would be mine,
legally, emotionally physically…I had to make sure.


With all the might I could muster, I forced
myself to produce a sound at last, “Zayden, but the divor—”


He cut me off with a kiss squarely across my
lips, to spontaneous applause from the whole room. Through the corner of my
eyes I could even see a confused Dr. Weber joining his hands together in
continuous motions. 


“Aria,” Zayden said, breaking off in almost a
whisper. “It’s taken care of. The papers arrived. Just answer me now and stop
torturing me. Aria Roberts, will you please marry me?”


I took the deepest breath of my entire life
and said the most wonderful single word to have come out of my mouth: “Yes.”

















 

Chapter
Four


Zayden



 

I went into the bank feeling good. The curious
gazes of all my employees upon my arrival did not bother me at all; rather, it
gave me a sense of pride: they were looking at me because they knew. They knew
that I had managed to get the most amazing woman in the world to agree to marry
me. Whether they were jealous or judgmental or just plain curious, none of
their whispers and gasps bothered me in the slightest. In fact, it was probably
their lucky day, because I was suddenly in the mood to issue an office-wide
bonus. Grinning wildly, I approached Aria’s desk.


“Hi,” she said, beaming. 


Instead of responding to her greeting, I
leaned in and kissed her in front of the whole office. Aria broke off first,
perhaps feeling uncomfortable by my show of affection in the workplace. But the
smile on her face continued to be radiant.


“My office, 15 minutes,” I said. Then I added
loudly, “I love you.”


Aria’s face went completely red as she mumbled
something that sounded like, “I love you too.”


Exactly 15 minutes later, my fiancée was
sitting across from me in my office, her huge ring flashing the bond that now
tied us together.


“I don’t want to wait, Aria,” I said simply.


“What do you mean?” She looked confused. “I
already said yes, I don’t know if you remember. I mean, maybe I remember it
incorrectly too. It was all happening so fast it’s hard to hold on to the
memory exactly as it transpired. That doesn’t of course, explain the ring,” she
added cheerfully, surveying her hand. “This is too big, Zayden. I hope you
didn’t pay a fortune; it’s not worth it.”


“Don’t you dare ever tell me you’re not worth
something again. You deserve the very best of everything in the world and I’ll
make sure you have all of it. But I can’t wait, Aria, to get married to you. To
make you mine irreversibly forever.”


She grinned. She was obviously in a playful
mood. “I’m not too sure about the irreversible part. People get divorced all
the time—”


“Don’t ever say that again, either,” I
snapped. 


“I was,” Aria said, screwing up her mouth.
“You know I was joking.”


“Me too. Just wanted to make sure you knew it
was permanent.”


“Permanent isn’t a long enough time to be with
you,” she said and winked.


I needed to get to the point.


“Three weeks. I want to get married in three
weeks. Does that sound okay?” I asked gently. I didn’t want to make her feel
inundated in case she needed more time. At the same time, I also couldn’t bear
to think of not being married to her any longer.


She opened her mouth wide in shock. “Three
weeks? But…planning…and invites…I don’t even have an idea of what to do about
my wedding dress.”


I reached over and covered her hands with my
own, flashing a reassuring smile. “Aria,” I said lovingly. “It’ll all be taken
care of. I already booked Fiona Davis to be your wedding planner, and she will
be contacting you shortly about all your needs. Fiona usually has a waiting
list of about two years. She is the most sought-after wedding planner in the
country.”


She gasped. “Stacey knows all about her. She
will kill me.”


“We will book Fiona for your friends’ wedding
too then, but since they don’t plan to have the ceremony for another year, we
can surely worry about that later.”


“Wait,” she said suspiciously. “How do you
know when they plan to get married?”


“Your friend Stacey may or may not have gone
with me to purchase your ring.”


She gasped loudly, looking amused. “You aren’t
telling me she approved of this magnificent gazillion-dollar ring, are you?”


“Yes, but it’s no big deal.”


“Whatever you say,” she said, grinning.


“Fiona will be in touch with you shortly. She
has already booked The Plaza for three weeks from tomorrow. They are usually
pre-booked years in advance, but between my influence and Fiona’s, getting that
date was a piece of cake.”


“Wait, wait, wait,” Aria said holding up her
hand and looking utterly confused. “The Plaza. That’s where all the celebrities
get married. It’s also in New York. Did you actually think this through?”


“Oh, right,” I said with a content smirk. “I
forgot to mention, we are getting married in New York.”


The effect of those words on Aria was exactly
what I had hoped. She gasped so loudly a few people came and poked their head
in to see if everything was okay. Her eyes started drowning in tears of
happiness once we were alone again.


“You said you had never been to New York.” I
shrugged. “Obviously, we had to change that. And what better opportunity to do
so than during the most special day of both of our lives?”


“But Zayden,” she spoke in stutters. “All my
family and friends and everyone I know are here and they can’t exactly afford
to take a trip to—”


“I will take care of everything. You have to
learn to stop worrying about money. I want you to have the wedding of your
dreams. Pick out the best wedding gown, the best décor; pick out an invitation
embellished in gold and platinum if you wish. I will pay for absolutely
everything. We will put all your friends and family up in five-star hotels.
Everything you need will be taken care of. Don’t worry about how or when; just
decide what you want and it’s yours. You might as well start getting used to it,
because this is not just about the wedding, either. That’s basically how things
will go from now on for the rest of your life.”


She was crying into her hands now, unable to
process all of this. It made me feel a little weary because I did not like
seeing her in tears, not even those of joy. Her tears were more precious to me
than anything money could ever buy, and they were not worth wasting.


I stood up from my chair and went over to take
Aria into my arms. She was so small and fit so perfectly against my chest.


“Aria, I love you so much. More than you will
ever realize. More than the world will ever have accurate measures to quantify.
When I decided I wanted to marry you, I also decided that from that moment on,
nothing in the world mattered as much as your happiness. If you really think about
it, I’m being selfish by giving you the wedding of your dreams. I can only be
happy when you are happy. So in the end, I am doing this for me. Okay?” 


I hugged her tighter, intending to never let
me go.


“I love you so much too, Zay,” she mumbled
into my chest. “I can’t wait to be your wife…”


We sat like that in each other’s embrace for
the longest time, with the whole office watching through my office windows.
When we finally broke apart, I remembered the other thing I had to discuss with
her.


“One more thing,” I said, wiping the last of
her tears from her face. “There is absolutely no reason for you and me to be
apart for another second from now on. I hired some movers. They will be at your
apartment tomorrow to get all your things. You don’t worry about a single
thing. They will pack all your things and carry everything to my place. Is that
okay?” 


I felt like it was important to phrase
everything as a question. Aria would not be okay with being told what to do,
which was one of the many reasons I loved her so much.


“Of course,” she said to my utter relief. “I
can’t wait to move in with you, either. The thought of being apart from you is
tormenting sometimes. I’ll miss my roommates of course, but I’ll have one last
night with them tonight.”


“They will be happy for you,” I said, stroking
her hair.


“I’m sure you have a good command on exactly
how they will feel, given that they have been sneakily planning things with you
behind my back,” she said with a smirk.


“It’s because they love you. How can they not?
How can anyone not?” I leaned over to plant a kiss on her lips. “You are so
dang lovable.”


“So are you,” she said, kissing me back.
“Thanks so much for arranging everything with the move. And for Fiona, The
Plaza and everything else. I can’t believe I get to marry you in three weeks.”


“You can have the rest of the day off,” I
said, looking at the time. “I have some business to tend to and you have to go
talk to your roommates and plan for your move. You can come in to work whenever
you feel like it for the next three weeks or not at all if you don’t want to.
You won’t be stationed at the teller’s booth—”


“No!” she gasped again. “No, Zayden. I haven’t
earned a promotion. You know how I feel about making my own way to the top.”


“Well, that complicates matters. Considering
you will soon be part owner of the company. I mean if you prefer to run half of
this office while sitting where the tellers do, that’s up to you, but I would
suggest that it’s not the best business move.”


“I didn’t earn this,” she whispered again.


“Yes, you did. I have seen your mind, Aria,
and fallen in love with it. Remember when I asked you if you would work for me
long before I even realized I was in love with you? Even when I had no plans
but to seduce you, I was already blown away by your brilliance and your ideas.
My company needs young, ambitious assets just like you, and this would be the
fact of the matter regardless of whether or not we were getting married in
three weeks.”


“But that’s not how everyone else will see
it,” she protested. “They will all just think it’s some kind of nepotism or
something.”


“Well, give me a list of everyone who thinks
that way and I will fire every last one of them.”


She sighed. “That won’t be necessary. Fine, no
more teller duties. Where do I sit then?”


“I am having them build you a new office right
across from mine. So let me know what you want in that space. Meanwhile, you
can just take that desk over there. I don’t think – well, I hope – that you
won’t be engaging in much other work than planning your dream wedding for the
next three weeks so that shouldn’t be a problem. By the time we are married,
your office should also be ready, and you will have your own space to come up
with brilliant ideas that I don’t doubt will bring my company heaps of money.”


“You give me too much credit, Zayden.”


It was my turn to sigh. “The fact that you
think that is also one of your greatest qualities. Goodness, if you could only see
yourself the way I see you. We will talk again after you have assumed your new
role in the company for a few months. You’ll see what I’m talking about.”


She shrugged. “If you say so. I’m going to
head out now. I have a wedding to plan,” she said joyfully and almost hopped
out of my office, leaving me grinning with admiration.

















 

Chapter
Five


Aria



 

By the time I got home, I still couldn’t
process everything that had happened in the last 24 hours, starting all the way
from when Zayden proposed to me in class. A wedding in three weeks! As much as
that thought freaked me out, it also excited me. Three weeks from tomorrow, I
was going to become Mrs. Sinclair after our wedding in the city of my dreams.
It was as though someone had taken a chapter from one of my favorite romance
novels and sprinkled it all over my life. Giddy from the marvel of it all, I headed
straight to Nick and Stacey’s room. I leaned over to their closed door to make
sure that I wasn’t interrupting an intimate moment, but when I heard them argue
about video games, I knocked excitedly.


“Come on in, Aria. We already know you’re
engaged. In case that’s what the excitement with your loud knocks indicated,”
Nick said. 


“I’m getting married,” I said, turning the
doorknob. 


“Didn’t I just say we know that?” Nick looked
confusedly at Stacey. “Am I inaudible, Stace? Did I lose my power of speech?”


“In three weeks,” I added hastily. “I’m
getting married in three weeks. In New York City. Code red.”


After a couple of gasps and hanging mouths,
Stacey quickly assumed the role of my best friend. “I’ll get started on the
cookies. You guys set up shop in the living room. Yes, this is code red.”


---


An hour later, the three of us were spiraled
across the living room, stuffing our faces with Stacey’s amazing chocolate chip
cookies.


“But, Fiona Davis!” Stacey exclaimed for the 15th
time. “How did he? How is that even possible? I know he is some hotshot
billionaire, but even then. Fiona is booked for years. Years! Not months,
years. And from my understanding she doesn’t even adjust her schedule for A-list
celebrities. I can’t believe Zayden pulled that off!”


“Well, I am not sure if I am supposed to tell
you guys yet,” I said, beaming. “But he also booked her for your wedding next
year.”


Stacey gasped the loudest I had ever heard
her, as her eyes started to tear up. “What? How? Fiona Davis, for Nick and my
wedding? That’s not…this is not real life. I’m going to go back to bed and be
disappointed when I wake up to realize this was one awesome dream.”


“I’m serious, Stace,” I said, hugging her
tight. “Fiona Davis will be planning your wedding.”


“No, she will not.” Stacey broke our hug and
frowned. “It’s not just about her schedule, you know. I can’t exactly afford
her. Neither can Nick,” she added when he cleared his throat.


“It’s already paid for,” I announced. “Zayden
said he is grateful for you for helping with our relationship – first with
convincing me it was a good idea to go out with him, then with helping with the
ring – that it’s the least he could do. And for loving me or something.”


“Yeah, cause that last part is real hard to
do,” Stacey quipped and rolled her eyes. “So we definitely need to be rewarded
for it.”


“Shut up, Stace.” I giggled. “But seriously,
Zayden is happy to do this, so please just accept it, okay? This way we both
get to have our dream weddings.”


After another few protests, Stacy finally came
around. “Okay,” she said. “Fine. We will accept, but what can we do for him in
return, though? I don’t have anything!”


“Cookies,” I said brightly. “I bet you a
million dollars – incredible, I shouldn’t use such exaggerations anymore, should I? –
okay, okay, I just bet you some love that Zayden has never had chocolate chip
cookies that are as perfect as yours. Make him an enormous batch as a thank you,
and I will take it with me when I move there tomorrow—”


“When you what?” Nick chimed in, looking
rather disappointed. “Tomorrow?”


Incredible. That was not how I was planning to break
the news about my sudden departure at all. They were supposed to have been a
few beers in, first of all.


“Okay guys, I know I talked about moving out
soon, but even I had no idea it would be this
soon. But given that I am getting married in three weeks, it only makes sense
that I live with him for a little bit before becoming his wife, you know?” I
couldn’t hide the annoying grin from my face as I said this.


“Aria.” Stacey shook her head. “We love you
and you know that. We would keep you with us forever if we could. You don’t
have to pretend that this is something you’re doing out of necessity. You can’t
wait to start living with Zayden, it’s all over your face. And the important
part is I am ecstatic for you…”


I mock frowned. “So you’re not going to miss
me? Why aren’t you more upset by this?”


“You’re an idiot.” She rolled her eyes. “Of
course I am heartbroken. We are,” she added, as Nick sat in the corner. “This
is bittersweet. I couldn’t be happier for you, Aria. You have met the man of
your dreams who makes you ridiculously happy and would literally do anything in
the world for you. Heck, he is going out of his way for your friends he barely
knows, even! And you’re so in love it’s hilarious and adorable. So what I am
getting at, I guess, is when should we start helping you pack?”


Those words brought unexpected tears to my
eyes and before I knew it, Stacey and I were both bawling our eyes out and
hugging each other.


“Wow, I sure feel the love,” Nick said
sarcastically, so I went over and hugged him, too.


These were seriously the two best people I had
ever met in my life. The last few years living with them had been something out
of a sitcom on TV. I couldn’t believe that the time had come for me to move on.
It was almost as though we were adults now. I was ready for that.


“It’s the end of an era,” Nick said, holding
Stacey’s hand while we hugged.


Better words had not been invented to describe
this situation.


Hours later, as we packed away my life, I was
still explaining the mechanics of the wedding to them.


“So we will all fly over to New York that
Friday and the wedding is on Sunday. Zayden is paying for our tickets, business
class—”


Stacey gasped again. I was starting to get
used to that as the background noise to my life. 


“No!”


“Yes,” I said cheerfully. “I’ve never been in
business class, either. But I hear there is champagne. We will find out sooner
or later. And that is just the beginning of it. He is putting us all up in fancy
five-star hotels right in Midtown where all the action is supposed to happen.
All my life I have dreamed of going to Times Square, and now I will be staying
so close to it while I prepare for my wedding at The Plaza. It’s insane is what
it is.”


“Oh goodness, Aria, this is going to be like one of
those weddings in the movies where you just have to think for a second if
anyone in the world can afford such a thing. Now you can!”


“No, I can’t. Zayden can though, and he wants
to, so why should I complain? Although, he did force a pretty heavy promotion
on me so who knows, soon enough, maybe I would be able to afford such things
myself?”


Stacey covered her face and fell flat on my
bed. “I can’t anymore, Aria. Too much big news. Congratulations on the
promotion. Although I should have seen that one coming a long time ago. You’re
brilliant and Zayden knows this, so he would have offered you the promotion
even if you guys were never romantically involved.”


“That’s what he said, too.” I frowned, being
unable to fathom why everyone thought I was so smart. I should just be grateful
for the opportunity, but it was difficult to believe that I had made it this
far on talent alone.


“Give yourself more credit, Aria! You’re the
best student in our year. The only time you got an A-minus you crawled into bed
and cried for two days straight. If it wasn’t Zayden, some other big shot at
some other bank would be eager to take you.”


“Fine, fine,” I said reluctantly. “I earned
the promotion or whatever. I still need to graduate from college, you know?”


“Yeah, how do you plan to do that with the
demands of your new job and planning your wedding?”


“Well, I am taking all my final exams early –
so later this week – for this semester and then I will be done with my junior
year. I’m going to try and do my senior year online. The dean has been
understanding and willing to help me with it. She was worried if she didn’t try
to work with me, I would go elsewhere, and my diploma wouldn’t have their name
on it.”


“Nobody has ever fought so hard to keep my
name.” Nick snickered. “Yet, you don’t think you’re intelligent enough to have
earned that promotion. I think you need some therapy, Aria.”


“I think you guys need to shut up,” I said
jokingly. “But anyways, I’ll have my degree and my job – and my soon-to-be
husband, of course – so I am happy. I don’t really have to go in to work or
start my new position until the wedding, which helps. Now that I have arranged
to take my finals early—”


“When did you even manage to do that?” Stacey
looked at me in awe. “Didn’t you just find out about all this earlier this
afternoon?”


“I called the dean on my way home.” I waved my
hand to suggest it was no big deal. “You know how I like to be on top of
things.”


“You are like, from some other planet, my
goodness. Any other girl – me for sure and Nick too and he is not even a girl –
would be so consumed in the excitement of all of this that at least for a day,
school would be relegated to the backs of our minds.”


“Well, school is important.” I grinned. So
many wonderful things were happening and I had no idea why Nick and Stacey were
insistent on showering me with so compliments. Perhaps it had something to do
with me moving away, but it sure made me feel wonderful.


“So in summary,” Nick said, looking at a legal
pad. “You are getting married in New York in three weeks, you are taking your
finals next week, and you start your new position at work after the wedding.
And you’re moving out tomorrow?”


“Nick, have you been taking notes?” I burst
out laughing. It was classic Nick.


He flashed me a confused look. “Shouldn’t I
have been? As your – wait, what will I be doing in your wedding? Stacey is maid
of honor. I can’t exactly be a bridesmaid. Wait, Aria, I am in your wedding, right?”
He looked horrified by the possibility that he might not be.


“You are the brides-dude-of-honor. I made up
that title for you. You will be standing next to my bridesmaids with honor, but
you don’t have to put on a dress; a suit will do.” I smirked.


“Awesome, then as your brides-dude-of-honor, I
have to make sure we document everything so there is no lag in any part of your
wedding. And I also volunteer to be the errands guy. I love running errands,”
he said with a straight face, making Stacey and I burst into a fresh set of
giggles.


“Pizza’s here,” I said when the doorbell rang.


It was as perfect as the last night with my
two favorite people in the world could ever be.

















 

Chapter
Six


Zayden



 

I walked into the living room to find Aria
fiddling with her boxes. A strange sense of accomplishment filled me as I
watched her unpack in her new home. My home. Our home. The thought of all the
wonderful memories we were going to make here for the rest of our lives filled
me with profound happiness. I couldn’t believe all of this was happening, that
Aria was here, now and real, and willing to be mine.


Slowly, I walked towards her, which must have
startled her because she jumped. She broke into the most wonderful smile. “Hi,
there,” she said. “I was starting to think I would never see you. Which is odd,
considering it was your idea that I move in here right away.”


“Sorry, I was taking care of some business. I
came here as fast as I could, though. The thought of you unpacking all alone at
home was not making me happy,” I said, and sat down on the couch. “Come here,”
I told her and welcomed her into my arms. 


As she walked towards me, I tried to take a
mental picture of the scene so I could keep this perfect moment savored in my
memory forever.


She sat next to me and put her head on my
chest, looking tired but content. 


“How was your last evening with your friends?”
I asked gently. “Were they upset? Are you?”


“It was bittersweet,” she said without
removing her head from my chest to look at me. “We were happy together. And
drunk at some point. They sent you a little present. It’s over on the kitchen
counter. How do you feel about chocolate chip cookies?”


“I don’t feel strongly about them.” I
shrugged.


“Well, that is about to change, then. Stacey
makes the best chocolate chip cookies in the world. And she sent you an
enormous batch to thank you for everything.”


“I take it you told her about my plans with
Fiona for their wedding?” I said amusedly.


“Was I not supposed to?” She looked up at me.
“I’m sorry.”


“No, no, no! Don’t apologize. I am glad you
told them. I was merely amused that you guys seem to have a system of sharing
news as fast as possible. Which is why I am quite surprised your friend Stacey
didn’t tell you about the ring.”


She giggled. “We know to keep it tight when it
really matters. They were so thrilled, Zayden. Stacey couldn’t stop crying. She
can’t believe you’re real sometimes.”


“Is that so? If I weren’t real,” I said and
moved my hand across her body to slide a few fingers underneath her panties,
making her shudder. “How come I just made you do that?”


Aria moved away. “As much as I would like that
train of thought to continue,” she said and grinned. “I have a lot of unpacking
to do, so no room for distractions.”


“That game, huh? Whatever, I have some
important matters to discuss with you anyway.”


“Is everything alright?” She looked
immediately alarmed and for some unknown reason, it made her appear more
adorable. She was such an insanely genuine person.


“Yes, everything is alright. Prettyg
perfect, actually. I just wanted to talk to you about your mother’s hospital
bills—”


“Oh right. I suppose since we are getting
married, the contract is no longer valid. Don’t worry about paying for the last
two months; I don’t want it to be a conflict of interest. With my new
promotion, I am sure I could handle those payments myself. And since we have
been paying all the other amounts on time, the hospital should allow me some
extra time. I will probably incur some interest but that hardly matters in the
grander scheme of things.”


“Aria,” I said with an urge to laugh. “What on
earth do you think you are talking about?”


She raised her eyebrows. “My mother’s hospital
bills. I am guessing that’s where you were going with bringing up that
subject?”


“Quite the contrary. Have you not realized by
now that I will gladly turn over my entire fortune for you? My money is your
money. What I wanted to discuss,” I said, planting a kiss on her mouth, unable
to help it. “Is that I paid off the rest of her bill. Since I am marrying her
daughter, it’s the least I could do. She is giving me far more than I have
given her. You were right on one account of course; the contract is no longer
valid. You are going to be my wife now. We don’t need some stupid contract.”


“Well, I have actually been thinking about
that,” Aria said softly and slowly, as though weighing her words in her mind.
“Please don’t take this the wrong way, Zayden. You know I love you a lot, more
than words can ever describe. If you don’t then you’re just stupid and
shouldn’t be allowed to run such a huge empire.” She giggled. “I love you with
all my heart and want us to be together forever. But life is strange and
sometimes things happen. In the case that we ever find ourselves in a situation
that is unpleasant as far as our union goes—”


“What are you trying to say, Aria?” I felt
myself stiffen. I didn’t like hearing those words. 


“Well, I guess what I am really trying to say
is that the last thing in the world that I want is to feel like I am in some
way taking advantage of you. As you know, I have nothing but some annoying
amounts of debt. You have quite a lot. In the case that we were to,” she choked
up trying to formulate that idea. “In the case that we ever, you know, split up
for any reason, I want you to feel like your assets and everything you own are
secure and yours. Which is why I think a prenuptial contract is important. To
protect you.”


“Are you joking?” I stared at her closely to
make sure that she was being serious. 


Her words at once annoyed me greatly but also
made me admire her even more. Any other woman would be thrilled that I hadn’t
brought up a prenup or tried to convince me to ignore it if I had brought it
up. Aria would be the only person to care so much about protecting me because
she didn’t want me for my money. She wanted me for me. 


The part that annoyed me was that she thought
that such an arrangement would even be necessary. That was absolutely
preposterous. I saw no situation in any part of our future where divorce would
ever even cross my mind, and I highly doubted that she did too. So she must
think somehow that I might change my mind about how much I loved her down the
line…she simply did not get that what I felt for her was beyond everyday
romance, beyond my concern for my own life…


“I am not joking, Zayden. I want you to feel
secure. It is important to me that you know that I am marrying you for the
right reasons. I appreciate the promotion I got at work, and it will certainly
help me grow into my own going forward. As such, even though we are nullifying
our contract, I am going to pay you back for the money you paid towards my
mother’s hospital bills, just like we had planned. I want us to be equals in
this relationship, I couldn’t stress that more. In fact, down the line I expect
to pay for half the costs we incur during this wedding. I know you don’t need
the money, but it’s really a matter of principle at the end of the day. Do you
understand what I am getting at?”


“I do,” I said and pulled her back towards me.
“I know exactly what you are getting at and this is precisely why I am in love
with you. We are getting married, which means there is really no distinction
between my money and your money, my home and your home. Everything is ours from
now on, together. That is what family is all about. We will be sharing our
lives with each other, every bit of it. But okay, if it makes you feel better
you can slowly pay me back for whatever you wish, so you feel like we are
equals. If the scales are tipped at all, they are in that you are cleverer and
far more intelligent than I will ever be, so you have the upper hand, in a
sense.”


She giggled and let out an adorable little
snort. “You guys must all stop this ridiculous praise of my intelligence. It’s
starting to get way too funny. I am 20 years old and I don’t even have an
undergraduate degree yet.”


“Exactly my point,” I said cheerfully. “But
anyways, moving on. You can go over checks and balances and ‘pay back’ whatever
you think you need to. We have a whole lifetime for you to do this, as it
happens. I am firmly intent upon this, so if you put up further arguments, we
will just be wasting precious time that could be spent. I will not ever
agree to a prenup. The whole idea behind it suggests that there is even the
slightest bit of possibility that you and I might not be together forever. I
would rather die the most painful death than allow myself to even entertain
such an idea. I have been married before and it was a complete disaster, as you
know very well. Given that I had made up my mind that nothing would convince me
to partake in a union again. Then you came along. Believe me when I say this,
Aria, I would never have proposed to you if I had even for a second thought
that there was a possibility that we wouldn’t last forever.”


She hugged me tighter, kissing my chest. “How
did you get to become such a sweet and loving person? God I am so lucky.”


I shrugged. “It’s the effect you have on me.
Most people – my own mother included – would laugh at the idea that someone
used those words to describe me.”


“Well your mother sounds kind of awful
anyway,” she said.


“Yeah, you will have the opportunity to
experience it firsthand soon enough. Apparently it is the norm to invite your
parents to your wedding, or something.” I rolled my eyes.


She laughed. “I am sure she isn’t so terrible.
She did give birth to the most amazing man in the world, after all.”


“You are too sweet,” I said, and kissed her
forehead. “But seriously, my mother can be a nightmare, so if I were you I
would be careful. She is going to try and make you feel as though you aren’t
good enough for me. She obviously won’t have any idea what the heck she is
talking about, so if I were you I would ignore everything she says.”


“I’m sure I could get her to like me,” she
said confidently. 


“You know what?” I thought about that for a
second. “You actually might just accomplish that, Aria. It is rather difficult
not to fall in love with you, as I speak from very personal experience.”


The doorbell rang. “Were we expecting
company?” Aria asked.


“Oh yeah, that’s kind of a surprise. I’ll be
right back,” I said and walked to the door to welcome Fiona Davis.


“Sorry our house is a bit of a mess, my
fiancée just moved in today and we are still figuring out where to put
everything.”


“No worries at all, Zayden,” Fiona said, kissing
me on the cheek. “Now, where is the lovely bride?”


“Right in the living room, come on in.”


I escorted her to where Aria was, who looked
rather alarmed at the sight of a beautiful blonde woman standing in front of
her.


“Your sister. Please tell me she is your
sister,” Aria said with her eyebrows raised. “I mean hello, sorry, I didn’t
mean to be rude.”


Fiona giggled as I looked at them in
amusement. “Oh darling, aren’t you absolutely adorable?” She looked at Zayden.
“Wow, well done Sinclair. I can’t wait to work with her.”


“What is going on?” Aria asked suspiciously
and then her face lit up in realization. “You’re Fiona.” 


She got up nervously and then sat back down,
apparently unsure how to react to a celebrity wedding planner standing in her
living room.


“That is what they call me.” Fiona giggled.
“But you can call me anything you like. From this moment on, I’m here to do
your bidding.”


“Oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my goodness.” Aria was
hyperventilating and it was entertaining to watch. I felt a sense of pride at
being able to do this for her. “Is it okay if – can I – may I call my best
friend and maid of honor to come here? It will make her day. I can’t believe
this.”


“Of course, dear,” Fiona said, pulling out a
binder from her pocketbook. “I hear I will be assisting this lady’s wedding too
later in the year. So it only seems logical that we spend as much time together
as possible.”


“You haven’t changed one bit since college.” I
rolled my eyes. The woman was so good at her job and so enthusiastic about
everything to do with it.


“You guys went to college together?” Aria
gasped. “What other celebrities did you go to college with?”


 “A
couple here and there. Now, let’s get down to business. We have a rather
extravagant wedding to plan here.”


“First things first,” Fiona said, pursuing her
binder. “Do you have a theme in mind, Aria? It’s a specialty of The Plaza; they
can transform the venue to look like your wildest imagination.”


“A Hogwarts-themed wedding would be rather
nice,” Aria said after pondering for a few moments. “But I suppose that isn’t
the most romantic. Hmm…”


Fiona, who was giving Aria a very
understanding look, gleamed with pleasure. “You know, you would be surprised. I
have actually planned two Hogwarts-themed weddings so far, and the clients were
extremely satisfied. Technology is so advanced these days we were able to make
the venue appear enchanted.”


“I don’t actually want a Hogwarts-themed
wedding.” Aria giggled. “Although I sure did when I was 14. I suspect I might
have grown out of it somewhat.”


“Thank goodness.” Fiona sighed in relief. “I have
to admit, I always found the concept rather amateurish. But if you’re into
books and reading, I am sure we can find something you would relate to.”


“How about a regular wedding, but since you
said you can make venues seem enchanted, we have a bit of an enchanted forest
thing going on with the décor? I don’t want to say princess-themed, because
that also sounds rather amateur. It would be nice to have the look of a
fairytale, decoration-wise though.”


“That is actually a very good idea,” Fiona
said, unclipping some papers from her binders. “Here are some pictures of
similar things I have done, we can pick one of those or we can create a whole
new concept from scratch. Now we don’t have a whole lot of time, so I hope you
can take some time off work. Since we have a lot to do and the venue is in New
York, it’s not going to be very easy to coordinate if you’re working all the
time.”


“She has the next three weeks off,” I said
cheerfully. “I am her boss and I say so. No, Aria,” I said when she looked like
she was about to protest. “You can make up the days later if you must, I don’t
really care either way, but knowing you, you would probably want that. But for
now, just focus on making this thing as perfect as you can.”


Aria opened her mouth and closed it again.
“Okay, I guess so.”


“I have some bakers from Elegant Bakery flying
in from New York tomorrow,” Fiona said, still not taking her eyes off her
binder. “So get ready for a tasting.”


“Actually,” Aria said, looking almost
apologetic. “I was thinking…my best friend – the maid of honor – is the best
confectioner I know and she really wants to…I mean, if it’s okay with you.” She
looked at Fiona nervously, who let out another giggle.


“She is too cute,” Fiona said. “What do you
mean if it’s okay with me? This is your wedding. Everything happens as you
desire. I will cancel the meeting with the bakers. Tell the maid of honor she
can design your cake. A personal touch. I rather like it.” Fiona smiled.


“We can tell her together in a bit. She is on
her way here.” Aria smiled nervously. “Sorry, I just texted her, I couldn’t
resist.”


“Okay, you guys plan this out. I have a
meeting in an hour that I need to be in the office for. Don’t worry about
unpacking, Aria, I’ll get someone to do it for you later,” I said. I walked
over to her and kissed her on the cheek. “Are you happy?” I couldn’t help but
ask.


“I couldn’t be happier,” she said radiantly. 


“I love you,” I said and kissed her. “Now,
work on planning the wedding of your dreams.”


Chapter
Seven


Aria



 

It was my wedding day! It was also Christmas Day,
but that happened every year. But it was my wedding day on Christmas Day! I
squealed the moment I woke up in the most comfortable hotel bed I had ever
slept in. After much consideration, Fiona and I had reached the conclusion that
we would keep the wedding ceremony itself really small and personal. It was
literally just going to be Zayden’s mom, my mom, Nick and Stacey, and we were
holding off on the big party at The Plaza with the enchanted forest theme for
the reception. It made more sense to me because I wanted our wedding to be
personal, and the thought of a whole audience hearing my vows to Zayden made me
feel uncomfortable. Very few people in the world deserved to hear that, so I
had decided that was how it was going to be.


The private wedding ceremony would take place
in Central Park, and The Plaza would be reserved for the reception. This was a
last minute decision I made after visiting Central Park two days ago. The place
took my breath away. New York in general managed to do that. You see things and
places on TV and magazines and get mesmerized. Somehow, you never expect that
reality would look better than your fantasies. Yet, that was New York.
Everything about it was better than any camera could realistically capture.
Times Square actually glowed at every step, and there were tiny flakes of
glitter spread across the sidewalks. People in the most extravagant and
colorful – and sometimes rather inappropriate – clothing zoomed around the
place as though they were characters from a movie rather than real people.
Happy tourists chattered alongside every corner, and I could see fellow
first-time New York visitors have the same reaction to the extravaganza as I
did and I felt a crazy sense of solidarity. I had managed to purchase almost
everything sold at one of the myriads of gift shops and currently owned an “I
<3 NY” shirt in every shape and size possible.


What truly took my breath away, however, was
the serenity of Central Park. The fact that it managed to keep its sense of
nature and natural beauty in the midst of a city so loud and happening was
shocking and awe-inspiring. It was quiet and beautiful and as far as I was
concerned, the most romantic place in the whole world. So naturally, I had
decided that my wedding ceremony would take place there.


I rolled around the enormous bed in delight at
the thought of what was to come for the rest of the day. Zayden had taken a
different room, in favor of being somewhat traditional and separating the bride
and the groom the night before the wedding. That didn’t stop me from being
sorely tempted to walking over to his hotel room in just a robe and nothing
else and sliding it off. We had been abstaining from sex for the past week, so
that our wedding night would be truly exceptional, but it had been so much
harder than I had expected, considering we slept in the same bed every night. 


And Zayden had the body of a Greek God.


But it was okay. It was all okay because we
were going to get married today. Nothing would ever be able to keep us apart
from each other ever again. I looked at my enormous ring once more and took a
very deep breath. This was really, truly happening. By the end of this evening,
I would become Mrs. Zayden Sinclair. I squealed like a little girl once more
and then got up to take a shower. Stacey, Fiona, and my hairdresser would be
here in half an hour.


---


“Okay, we have five hours to get you ready,”
Fiona said in a businesslike voice when she arrived. “You are going to get
ready for the ceremony and subsequent reception, so Fabio here will do your
hair and makeup so it lasts the next 12 hours,” she said pointing to a slender
and flamboyant man she had brought along. “Is your dress ready?” She eyed the
room looking alarmed. “I don’t see it anywhere.”


“I hung it up in the living room of the
penthouse. I won’t be wearing it until all of this is done, so I wanted to keep
it safe.” I smiled.


The truth was that the wedding dress made me
very nervous, and not just because it was the most expensive thing I had ever
purchased – and it was, it had tiny bits of actual diamonds studded across the
hem – but because it reminded me of everything that was going to happen today.
I wasn’t sure I would be able to handle the joy and excitement it brought me.


“Good thinking,” Fiona said curtly. 


She was a rather interesting woman. Everything
was business to her, even the tasting of the varieties of cake Stacey baked for
us one afternoon. We were literally just chilling and having some beers at my
old apartment while Stacey tried out different combinations for colors and
recipe and décor. It wasn’t very different from the usual evening we used to
spend goofing around at the apartment, except for the part where this time
Stacey was baking my wedding cake. Fiona somehow managed to make it formal and
businesslike by constantly taking notes after every tasting, flipping her
binder non-stop, and refusing to partake in the beer drinking. She did bring
her own champagne, so the last part must have been just a matter of preference.



That said, I had taken quite a liking to her
and felt excited by the notion that she would be joining us again next year for
Stacey’s wedding. There was something about her that reminded me of myself.
Perhaps it was her sheer dedication to her work. She was much older than I was
and I felt like I had been learning a whole lot from her about running a
business as a woman. 


I watched her direct Fabio in admiration
before getting seated for my hair and makeup. 


Stacey came halfway into my makeup and
exclaimed, “Merry Christmas!”


“Merry Christmas!” we all exclaimed back.


“But more importantly,” she said, sitting down
next to me. “Happy wedding day to the best best friend in the whole world!”


“That would be you.” I smiled, which made
Fabio give me a stern look. I was supposed to be sitting still. “Can I have one
moment, Fabio? I want to look at my maid of honor.”


“If you must,” he said reluctantly. 


“Stacey, you look amazing!” I exclaimed upon
turning around to look at her. She was wearing a bright purple dress of her own
choosing – I didn’t believe in subjecting my maid of honor to a hideous dress
of my choice – and her hair was tied up in a neat bun. 


“Nothing compared to the bride of course,
you’re going to be turning heads in all of Central Park today, mark my words.”


I beamed delightedly. “We will be,” I said,
reaching out both my hands to grab hers. “I can’t believe this is happening,
Stace. I am actually getting married today!”


She joined my squealing, which made me feel a
whole lot better about me acting like a little girl all morning. 


“Now let Fabio finish getting you ready so you
can go get married.”


---


When Stacey, Nick, and I arrived at Central
Park – we had a separate limo sent to us than Zayden’s – nobody was there
except an old lady with bright blonde hair dressed in a designer red outfit. 


“You must be Zayden’s mother,” I said brightly
approaching her. I realized it was the lady I had met at his house that one
morning.


“You must be his newest play toy,” she said
with a fake smile. “Good for you, hun. Make sure he gets to play well, since
you’ll be getting quite a lot of monetary advantage in this situation.”


“That is incredibly rude,” I said with a smile
still plastered to my face. “And under any other circumstances, I would have
responded with equal - if not more – sass, and believe me I may look small, but
I am capable of a lot. However, it is my wedding day and you are the mother of
the most important person in my life, so I will be nice. Look, Mrs. Sinclair, I
understand you have your own little preconceived notions about who I am and
what I want from your son. And you know what, in a way, it’s oddly endearing.
It means you care about him in your own little weird way. But make no mistake,
I care about him too and I will not have anybody questioning my intentions. Of
course, I can’t expect you to change your mind based on my words alone – anyone
can claim anything, after all, as you witnessed from the whole disaster with
Gina, a woman I believe you did in fact approve of for your son. All I ask of
you is you reserve some judgment until you get to know me. After a month or
two, if you still feel like I am using your son for money and don’t actually
care about him, feel free to hate me.”


“Bold. I like that. I should have known Zayden
wouldn’t be marrying some wussy,” Mrs. Sinclair said with an awkward – but what
I suspected to be genuine – smile. “And pretty too. Very pretty,” she said
those words with a sternness that almost felt like an insult. “Well, I guess I
can reserve judgment after all.” 


“Thank you,” I said, trying to sound softer.
Somehow, her approval of my boldness made me soften towards her a little. She
was an old woman and the thing that mattered most was that she cared about
Zayden. “I, on the other hand, don’t need to reserve any judgment,” I said
smilingly. “You seem to care about Zayden, which wins my approval of you.”


“I don’t recall asking for your approval,” she
said in a stern voice, but seemed somewhat amused.


“You didn’t have to.” I grinned. “Now if you
excuse me, I have to go get married to your son.”


I turned away, realizing a little too late
that the effect couldn’t have been as grand as I had hoped considering that
Zayden had yet to even arrive. I simply sat down on one of the benches by the
tree where we were holding the ceremony and admired the breathtaking view.
Getting married on Christmas Day was a stroke of pure genius, for New York City
looked like it had been embellished with the joy that I was feeling. 


All the trees in Central Park were covered in
Christmas lights, and the buildings on the edge of the horizon appeared to be
glowing in celebration of my big day. Everything was bright and shiny. The
crisp winter air of December didn’t even bother me – despite wearing a
sleeveless dress – because the happiness of the moment was enough to keep me
warm from within.


When Zayden’s limo pulled in and he got out of
it, I was sure my heart stopped for a few moments. He looked just like a movie
star in his tuxedo and I took a deep breath, unable to believe that this was
the man I would soon marry. The look on his face mirrored my awe, and I could
swear I saw the hint of tears in his eyes. He wasn’t supposed to see me yet,
but since we were getting married in a park there was nowhere to hide.


My mother walked me down the aisle, something
I was very happy about. She had, after all, been both my mom and dad for me the
last few years, and she deserved this honor. I hadn’t even thought to look for
my dad to invite him to this wedding. He had decided to run away and with that,
lost all my respect. But mom looked radiant and proud as she took my hand and
walked with me right until I stood face to face with Zayden. Nick and Stacey
were next to me while Ned stood cheerfully behind Zayden.


The minister began the ceremony and halfway
through asked if we had written our own vows.


“Yes,” we both said. And I went first, because
I didn’t think I would be capable of speaking after I heard what Zayden has to
say.


“Today I am fortunate enough to be entering a
union with the love of my life, and I doubt there is a single person on this
planet that is as happy as I am. I love you Zayden Sinclair, and even though I
ignored your advances at first, somehow I feel like I knew this since the
moment we first met. You have the wits and charms to win over the heart of any
woman in the world, yet you chose me and fell for me, making me feel like the
luckiest woman in the world. You are as kind as you are handsome, something not
many people get to see because they haven’t spent as much time with you to know
you like I do. You practically saved my family and never asked anything in
return. You go out of your way to do little things for me, which in turn are
things of great value. The amount of time you spent going over my homework with
me. And submitting my paper to that journal. Things you had absolutely no
reason to do, except that you thought somehow they would make me happy, and you
were right. I have learned so much from you, Zayden, just from a few months of
our time together. I yearn for our days ahead when I will only learn and grow
more from your incredible company and our love, both personally and
professionally. You have made me feel like the luckiest woman on this planet,
and I want to return your love by making you feel like the luckiest man every
single day, every single hour, every single minute for the rest of our lives. I
love you, Zayden Sinclair, and on our wedding day, I vow to always love you
just as much as I do right now, and a little bit more with every passing day,
as we build a life together and grow old together. And live happily ever
after.”


Zayden beamed delightfully, as Stacey and my
mom began to sob into their handkerchiefs. Even Zayden’s mom looked reluctantly
moved. I found myself tear up as well, from the sheer power of the words I had
spoken. Because they were true and because we were in love and because this was
the most beautiful thing that had ever happened to me.


By the time Zayden spoke his vows, his voice
was trembling. 


“Aria, Aria, Aria. I feel like there are very
little words I can say that can describe just how ecstatic I am to be here with
you today, ready to make you mine forever. I think I have spoken enough of why
you are so extraordinary – which no one can argue that you are one in a million
– and of our past and how you made me fall in love with you so hopelessly.
Today, I want to speak of our future. Oh the beautiful, magnificent future we
are going to build together, Aria. I wish I could show you the things we are
going to be doing together, extraordinary things, both in terms of business and
our personal lives. I can’t wait to build my perfect family with my perfect
partner. We will have as many kids as you want and can have. They will all take
after their mom and be adorable little feisty troublemakers. We will buy a house
in every state – and country – you desire, so you are never bored of a place
again. Your mind is too grand to be stationed in a single town. You are capable
of so much, Aria. I look forward to being your business partner almost as much
as I look forward to being your husband – which is still not nearly close
enough, cause God, I have never looked forward to anything in my life as much
as I look forward to being your husband – and I know you will take my life to
its highest points and my business, too. You will get everything your enormous
heart desires, before you even ask for it, before you even realize you want it.
I will take care of all your needs and always love you with everything I have,
more every day than the last. Even when we are old and wrinkly and blind. No
matter what. In sickness and in health. You are right, Aria, this right here is
exactly what fairy tales are made of. You are right. This is our happily ever
after.”


Everyone burst into applause, as I started
bawling as hard as Stacey and my mom. Even Nick was tearing up and Zayden’s
mom’s eyes seemed rather twinkly. I was so overcome with emotion that for a
moment, I had even forgotten where I was, until I saw that hundreds of
onlookers were gazing at our wedding. Strangers dressed in bright and colorful
Christmas outfits were clapping from meters away and tearing up, and it was
just like all my favorite weddings from my favorite movies had coalesced into
one fantastical ceremony. Except the ceremony was mine and I was the heroine
and in about three seconds I would be married to the love of my life.


“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the
minister said at last. “You may now kiss the bride.”


Zayden and I wasted no time in embracing each
other as tightly as we could and kissing deeply, lovingly, with all our might,
as the crowd continued to cheer from every corner into the visible distance. It
was done, it had happened, it was over. I was now and will always be the wife
of Zayden Sinclair.

















 

Chapter
Eight


Zayden



 

The wedding ceremony had gone perfectly, and I
was rather thrilled that Aria wanted to keep that part small. It made it easier
to let my emotions run wild. Her vows were still sending shivers down my spine.
It felt so surreal to be loved so deeply and earnestly. It was hard to believe
that a girl so small could harbor that much love. And for me!


---


We were at the reception at The Plaza and it
was as grand as could be. Hundreds of guests – all of my colleagues and
business partners and all of Aria’s friends from college and her extended
family had arrived – were admiring the fantastic decorations Fiona had put
together. The hall really did look like an enchanted forest, mixed with
Christmas lights. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen anything quite so beautiful
before. Except my wife, of course. 


I looked at her standing across the room and
talking to my mother. It had only taken a few hours for them to start getting
along. Of course, I should have thought that it would from the get-go. Aria
wasn’t exactly an amateur at charming someone. She had done such a fantastic
job with me. My mother was hardly tougher than I was. I felt a great sense of
pleasure watching them chatter delightfully as I grabbed a glass of champagne.


The DJ was playing all of Aria’s favorite
romantic songs, and I realized it was time for our first dance together. I
motioned to the DJ with a nod of my head and he understood.


“Ladies and gentleman,” the young looking guy
said. “The bride and groom will now have their first dance as a newly married
couple.”


The song “You and Me” by Lifehouse began to
play as Aria and I slowly began walking towards each other, with everyone
watching in awe.


When I held her, she put her chin against my
shoulder, standing on her tiptoes in the most endearing way. We began moving
together to a song that seemed to perfectly describe our moment as it was
happening. 


“I love you, Mrs. Sinclair,” I whispered
softly against her ear, and then kissed her temple.


“I love you too, Mr. Roberts,” she said with a
slight giggle.


“Yeah right, so you hope.”


“How about this? We can both hyphenate.
Roberts-Sinclair?”


“I really should have listened to you about
that prenup, huh?” I joked, knowing that if that was what she wanted, she would
have it. My name wasn’t nearly as important to me as she was. I had vowed to
dedicate my life to making her happy, and that was exactly what I was going to
do. 


“Okay, we can be Mr. and Mrs.
Roberts-Sinclair,” I said, after teasing her for a little bit longer. “Does
that make you happy?”


“So, so happy,” she said and hugged me tighter.
“Thank you, Mr. Roberts-Sinclair.”


We continued to dance into the evening, as the
Christmas lights took over the wedding lights and everything was joyful and
perfect. The music slowly took the form of Christmas music, as everyone danced delightedly,
a little buzzed from all the champagne and wine, celebrating this extra-special
occasion. Soon enough, I found myself dancing with my mother, then Aria’s
mother, and then both of them at the same time.


After some wine got in their system, the two
ladies found it surprisingly easy to get along, even bonding over the music of
their times, which I specifically requested the DJ to play.


I danced with Stacey as Aria waltzed away
happily with Nick, who seemed to have gotten emotional after seeing one of his
best friends enjoy the best night of her life. He treated her much like an
older brother. Aria didn’t have any siblings, and it was nice to know she had
made her own family through the course of her life. Stacey, who had gotten
humorously drunk, was saying some really random and funny things as we danced
together.


“You know, Aria and I once went skinny dipping
in our neighbor’s pool when we were 14,” she said giggling, while continuing to
sip her champagne. “And I don’t think I am supposed to tell you this, so keep
it to yourself. I hope I can trust you now that we are friends.”


“We are?” I inquired. It was nice knowing that
I would now have close friends. People that looked out for you and enjoyed your
company without any particular occasion to do so. It had been a long, long time
since I had experienced friendship in that manner, and I was looking forward to
this new phase of my life.


“You know, for a brilliant billionaire, you
aren’t very smart,” Stacey said pointedly. “You got Fiona Davis to plan Nick
and my wedding, without us so much as asking, and more importantly, you just
married our best friend. And you still have to ask if we are friends? Maybe
Aria didn’t make the best decision marrying you after all.” She shook her head.


“Since we are friends,” I said jovially. “I
feel comfortable saying that if you repeat those words ever again, I will stab
you with a dagger.”


“Do you even own a dagger?” She looked at me
quizzically. “Because I do. Let me know if you ever need to borrow it. It will
give much more weight to your threats, Mr. Sinclair.”


“Sure, I will gladly borrow it so that I can
threaten you with it next time you call me that. For someone who calls us
friends, you seem to have an awfully difficult time referring to me by anything
but Mr. Sinclair.”


“Fine, Mr. Roberts-Sinclair then.” She giggled
some more.


“Seriously, how do you girls find time to
exchange news at such rapid speed? It has barely been half an hour since Aria
and I made a decision to go with that hyphenated last name and I can swear on
my favorite car that the two of you haven’t even been a foot within each other
since, considering everyone has been dancing the whole time.”


“We have our ways.” Stacey said and shrugged
as the Christmas carol ended. “You will get used to it soon enough. Now, dance
with your wife, I think the party is about to come to an end.”


The final song was a perfect representation of
the wedding and Christmas, as Mariah Carey sang “All I Want for Christmas is
You,” just as Nick and I switched partners and Aria was back in my eager arms.


“Your friend is quite funny,” I said, starting
to move with her. “And rather intoxicated, I believe.”


“She should be. I would never forgive her for
being sober at my wedding. I don’t plan to be sober at hers!”


“You guys have the strangest friendship,” I
said, screwing my nose. “Although, I suppose you develop a very special kind of
bond after skinny dipping at a neighbor’s pool when you were 14. Wow, now that
I think of it, that was only six years ago.”


“I am pretty sure you weren’t supposed to tell
me you knew about this,” Aria said scornfully. “If you want to be friends with
Stacey, you better learn how to keep her secrets.”


“That sounds like way too much work,” I joked.
“I think I am fine without the friendship. I’m joking,” I added when she looked
at me with almost murderous rage. “I really like your friends.”


“Good,” she said sharply and went back to
placing her chin on my shoulders. “Now, on to some important things. You know
what all I want for Christmas is?” She looked at me with a naughty glint in her
eyes.


“Me?” I suggested. “That is what the song says,
anyway.”


“I want to secretly disappear from our wedding
reception and make our way into your hotel room. Then I want you to rip my
wedding dress – and by that I mean carefully remove it from my body because if
there is a single actual rip on it, I will have to kill you – and make love to
me until we are both so tired we can no longer perform basic human functions,
such as breathing.”


I got so hard that I had to employ all the
strength I could muster to not harass her right there with all of our friends and
family watching.


“I’ll go first, through the back door,” I said
quickly. “If someone asks, I am going to the bathroom. You should use the front
door so we don’t raise any eyebrows. Just say you need some air. It’s pretty
busy in here, people should understand.”


She burst out laughing. “We don’t have to plan
so hard, baby,” she said. I couldn’t remember her ever having used that term of
endearment before, and somehow it had the effect of making me harder than
before. All I wanted for Christmas was to harass her as my wife for the first
time. “I am sure people will understand that as newlyweds, we cannot wait to
take each other’s clothes off. Of course, we don’t have to tell them for the
sake of not embarrassing them, and ourselves, but it is kind of understood.
There is no need to play 007 here.”


“Alright,” I said, breaking off as the song
ended. “The thought of my mother knowing what we are off to do makes me
uncomfortable. The thought of your mother too, but since she has already heard
more than she should have, she happens to be the least of my concern. I think
my way is safer. I agreed to change my name, now you must agree to this little
request. And hurry, because I don’t want to forget you in the limo and make Ned
uncomfortable. So the sooner we get to the hotel, the better.”


“I’ll see you in five minutes, Mr.
Roberts-Sinclair,” she said, and kissed me hard on the mouth before turning on her
heel and walking away.

















 

Chapter
Nine


Aria



 

As the champagne had started to wear off by
the time we reached Zayden’s hotel room, I started to feel rather nervous and I
couldn’t figure out why. We had done this repeatedly countless times. There was
nothing different about this time, was there?


Except there was. 


We were married this time, and it made a whole
world of difference. I sat down on the bed with my legs crossed, a meaningless
feat since my wedding dress covered up to my ankles. I wasn’t exactly sure what
I was trying to accomplish here. 


When Zayden got back inside with two fresh glasses
of champagne in his hands, the look in his eyes was radically different from
that during the wedding ceremony. He looked hungry, ravenous, and excited. My
feelings matched the look in his eyes as I longed to get out of this 20,000
dollar dress and devour him.


“Hey,” he said, sitting next to me and handing
me one of the glasses. “You should drink this.”


“I don’t need to,” I said, taking it from his
hand and placing it on the bedside table. 


“Well, it might help,” Zayden said, devouring
his own glass in one giant gulp. 


As soon as he was done, it was like a heat
wave had suddenly attacked our hotel room. He dragged me by my hands and took
me into our private hot tub. Then, he placed his lips on mine firmly and his
mouth urged me to open my own. His tongue met my longing mouth and explored
every inch of it as I grasped on to him like this was the last moment of us
ever being alive. My hand found its way to the cusp of his pants, and I gasped
by how hard I had made him. Soon enough we were so wrapped up in each other
that I couldn’t quite tell where his body began and mine ended. We made out
while standing by the hot tub– just like teenagers who couldn’t take their
hands off each other – for almost half an hour, desperately and passionately,
before he broke off first.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, panting.


“We need to get you out of that elaborate
wedding dress. I could rip it off your body, of course, but not long ago I was
threatened with my life if I did that. Plus, we should get into this hot tub.
The water must be fantastic right now.”


I stood up and turned around. “Gently. It’s
all yours.”


He approached my back and ran his fingers
through the bare skin, visible in my sleeveless gown. He leaned down and kissed
every inch of the skin, running his warm tongue against my cool, willing
bodice. After continuing the torture for a while, Zayden slowly unzipped the
back of my dress and unhooked my bra almost simultaneously. His tongue ran down
the back of my spine, as his hands slowly worked towards sliding the dress off
my body. Before long, I stood in front of him with only my white lacy wedding
panties on, while he undressed himself.


Throwing me into the warm tub, he began to
kiss my neck, sending all kinds of shudders down my spine. He worked his way
from my neck, licking and sucking, down towards my breasts, as the water made
my mind numb. His mouth found room for my throbbing nipples and his hand cupped
me through my panties. 


He stopped. 


“Not yet, Aria. You are not allowed to come
yet,” he said sternly. He lifted me up and sat me on the edge of the hot tub
and covered his face around my panties. “You smell just like my wife.”


“That might be because I am,” I said in a
raspy voice. It was difficult to be clever when my whole body was screaming to
be messed.


“Uh-huh,” Zayden moaned, apparently not even
hearing me. 


He ran his tongue over me through my panties,
and then something took over him. He ripped them with his teeth and dove into
me, his mouth completely encapsulating my pussy. I heard him moan, “Oh, Aria”
against me, as he sucked and licked harder and harder on my clit, making me
forget the whole entire world around me. He continued sucking and licking for
the longest time, stopping every time I would nearly climax. 


He finally said the words I was hoping to
hear, “Come for me. Make it hard, Aria. I want to taste every bit of you coming
in my mouth for the first time as my wife.”


He slid his tongue deep inside me, moving it
in and out while the top of his lips still rubbed against my clit. It must have
been seconds before I exploded violently into his mouth, trembling from the
sheer intensity of the sensation. I was shaking for over a full minute, but
Zayden did not stop his exploration and continued to work his way inside me. He
thrust his tongue as fast as he could so that within minutes, I felt another
surge of eruption bubble inside me and grabbed every inch of his hair as a
second orgasm followed the first one with equal intensity.


---


I didn’t know how we made it back into the
room and onto the big, plush bed. We were entangled in each other once more,
and I wasn’t sure I could take it any longer.


Finally, he looked at me completely naked. His
cock was pointing at me in anticipation and he said, “As much as I would like
for your mouth to devour my cock right now, I don’t think I can take another
minute of this torture and I will probably come within seconds, delaying our
opportunity to mess as a married couple right away. So,” he said and held me
tight by my arms, pushing me flat against the bed. “I am just going to,” he
said every word with great emphasis. “Forget you,” he finished, sliding himself
right through me while his mouth found its way to my neck.


The feeling of him inside me – my husband, who
I had just married – was so overwhelming; I almost had another orgasm on the
spot. But I wanted to match his climax, so I did everything in my power to stop
my body from reacting to its natural tendency. Instead, I moved with him as he
messed me, every thrust harder and deeper than the last, hitting me in all the
right places. I messed him back with all my might until both of us couldn’t
take it any longer ,and we both exploded with what I was certain was the most
intense climax either of us had ever experienced. 


“I love you, Mrs. Roberts-Sinclair,” my
husband said to me a few minutes later, after we made love as a married couple
for the first time in what was to become a lifetime.


“I love you too, Mr. Roberts-Sinclair,” I
said, the happiest I had ever been in my life, before passing out into the arms
that had become the most comfortable place for me in the world.
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Chapter One


Clarity




 

I heard my heels clicking fast across the
foyer floor. The next song came over the living room speakers, and I breathed a
sigh of relief. Addictive rhythms ran through the crowd and grabbed hold of
both faculty and students. Other than the occasional tapping toe and slight
bounce of the head, it was hard to see, but the party hit the right tone.


Maybe ‘party’ wasn't the right word.  There was plaid tweed, too many khakis, and a
wide array of sweaters. It was definitely an official Landsman College
sanctioned gathering. The Dean of Students tried every year to introduce the
Honor Council nominees to the faculty in a fun way. This year, fueled by a joke
list of movies he was told to watch over the summer, Dean Dunkirk had announced
a house party. 


Students snuck beers or spiked lemonades in
the prerequisite red plastic cups, while faculty drank aged wine or fine
spirits out of the same style cup. The music was a mash-up of classic acoustic
guitar rock and toned-down student favorites. I had even moved some of the
furniture aside and made hang-out spots with over-sized throw pillows. Ping
pong was a big draw on the back, three-season porch. Mason jars of tea lights
added a simple elegance, and the food was easy, grill-inspired finger foods.


Everything was perfect, and I searched for
something to do. I imagined being a full-blown journalist and swept the
collegiate crowd again in search of headlines. As I smiled and mingled, I wrote
leads in my head.


Cut from the same cloth, student and coach
wore the same sweater. 


Endless summer, English professor returns from
California vacation and continues her taste for Napa wines.


"Is that her bored smile?" Jasmine
asked the petite girl beside her.


"I can't tell; I think it's pasted
on." Lexi's short brown curls bounced as she tipped her head, studied
Clarity, and flipped to the other side. 


"Very funny. Where have you two been?"
I asked my best friends.


"A little pre-party with some football
players." Jasmine's tall, willowy figure shuddered with delight.
"Looks like it's going to be a good season."


I couldn't fault my friends, but I focused on
the house party. "You were supposed to be here helping me."


Jasmine tossed her blonde hair. "Like you
needed us. Everyone's having an honorably great time. More importantly, have
you decided what you're doing for Thanksgiving break? I vote we stay on campus
and enjoy some of the real parties. No offense, Clarity."


I laughed, "None taken. I'm sticking
around for break so I can get a head start on some of my journalism classes.
Intermediate News Reporting is going to be a big step up."


Lexi rolled on her tip toes to nudge Jasmine
in the ribs. "We heard the one to look forward to is Multi-Media
Production and Storytelling."


"Oh yeah," Jasmine's eyes sparkled.
"The, uh, syllabus looks really, really good."


"Maybe that's why she's going to stay on
campus with us during break," Lexi said. "You know, so she can attend
her professor's office hours."


"Are you saying the professor is supposed
to be hot?" I asked. "You know that little fantasy doesn't work for
me. The Dean of Students is my father, remember?"


"All we're saying is take some good notes
for us. We want to hear every detail," Jasmine grinned.


I rolled my eyes. "We're past junior
high, right? Last time I checked, we were juniors in college."


Lexi collapsed against my arm and giggled
harder. "Hey, we can't all be fulfilled by careers alone."


"Speaking of fulfillment, you should have
seen the new quarterback," Jasmine said. 


I sighed as I saw a guest empty a wine bottle.
"Look, I've got to go restock the bar. Are you going to stick around for a
while? Please?"


"Ooh, she wants to hear about the quarterback,"
Lexi winked. "I guess we can stick around for a while."


"You have to, Lex; you're nominated for
Honor Council," I reminded her.


"Oh, shoot, that's right."


Jasmine dropped to the sofa in a new fit of
giggles and dragged Lexi down with her. I took a quick spin through the dining
room to see if anyone needed anything. Conversations were relaxed, red plastic
cups were full, the silver trays of food were still over half full, and
everyone was engaged.


The tall, brunette economics professor broke
from her department friends and strode across the dining room. She paused near
the back hall, under the stairs, and then turned around as if she had forgotten
something. The other female professors fluttered when she returned, and their
heads bent together to discuss something.


One of the French professors watched with a
frown as his wife took the long way to the bathroom by going through the back
hall. I could tell from a few other glances that some gossip centered under the
stairs. I clipped across the hardwood floor for a better vantage point. 


When I turned around, the room kept spinning.
The man standing half in the shadows leaned against the built-in dresser under
the stairs and stood out from the Landsman College crowd. Long legs in dark
denim stretched down to artfully scuffed Italian boots. His crisp, white shirt
stood out under a charcoal sport coat. A thick brush of dark stubble covered
his square jaw, and black, glossy hair rioted on his head despite the short
cut. 


He smiled, and his metallic gray eyes touched
me like a live wire. I hoped the jolt wasn't noticeable, but his smile widened
and fried my circuits.


Alright—I
see what the fuss is all about. I forced myself to turn back to the diminishing bar. There, I busied
myself with unloading full bottles of wine from a box hidden in a corner
cabinet of the dining room.


It was impossible to ignore the electric hum
of him behind me. I caught myself glancing back under the stairs. He wasn't
talking to anybody, but seemed content observing. Then, his magnetic eyes
touched me again.


Now I
have to go talk to him, I
prodded myself. I have to ask if he needs anything; that way he'll think I'm
attentive, not attracted to him.


I determined the voltage that played along my
skin had to do with not eating enough while playing hostess. It was not the
direct effect of watching his white button-up shirt shift over a tanned chest. 


"Can I get you anything?" I asked
the sinfully handsome man.


He leaned farther back and scrubbed a hand
over his chin as he looked at me. "How about your name? I'm Ford."


The texture of his voice played a line of
shivers down my back. "Nice to meet you, Ford. I'm Clarity."


One thick, black eyebrow raised, his lips
curved in appreciation. "Just what I need."


"I'm heading to the bar; I'll bring you
back a drink.” I fought off a rising blush. 



I left before he could say anything. I'd seen
his empty glass and decided to take a chance. For some reason, I wanted an
excuse to pull myself together and talk to him again. 


Jasmine's arm caught me around the kitchen
door and hauled me inside. "Who was that you were talking to?" she
asked.


Lexi's petite hands swatted Jasmine away.
"I'm hoping he's a new student. Right? Why else would he be at the party?”


"He looks older than a student. More
mature," I said.


My friends both bounced up and down.
"Finally, someone more inspiring than journalism class," Lexi
cheered.


"Oh, stop, he's just like any other
guest," I lied and turned to the kitchen island where a long tray acted as
a casual bar. 


I screwed up my eyes and fought past the image
of his dark hair and shadowed jaw. There was no point in remembering the loose
buttons down the neck of his crisp, white shirt or imagining the tanned, broad
chest beneath. I couldn't remember what he was drinking, so I filled a lowball
glass with Scotch. It was my father's favorite.


I wove through the crowd back towards the
dining room. Jasmine and Lexi were wrong; I was interested in him purely in a
journalistic way. He was the most intriguing lead so far, and I wanted to practice
my interview skills.


Running over possible questions in my head, I
almost ran into a fellow student. Libby Blackwell's dyed-blonde hair fell over
her brown eyes.


"Sorry, Clarity," she snapped.


"Are you okay?" I asked. Libby was
not a close friend, but our schedules had overlapped here and there over the
past two years.


Libby tossed her hair back. "No. My
ex-boyfriend is completely ignoring me. I mean, who ignores this dress?"
she asked.


The deep V-neck she flaunted was unavoidable,
but obviously it was not catching the attention she wanted. "That's too
bad," I said.


She smirked. "Too bad for him. I love it
when men play hard to get." She handed me her drink while she fluffed up
her hair and yanked down the neckline of her dress. "As if he's going home
with any of his stuffy colleagues."


"Wait, are you talking about a
professor?" I almost sloshed her drink over. "That's totally against
the honor code."


"Don't be so naive, Clarity. What do you
think makes it so hot?" Libby asked with an unrepentant wink. 


I handed her back her drink and slipped
through the crowd. Libby Blackwell didn't hide her distain for the honor code
even as she wanted to win a place on the council. That's why I didn't want to
date—it distracted from the whole point of college. I wanted to be a
journalist, not a conniving ex or a strategic flirt. 


The strong whiff of Scotch reminded me of my
errand, and a flurry of excitement blew around in my stomach. I was going to
interview Ford and see what kind of story he would make. That way I would have
something prepared on the first day of class.


All of my clever questions fled when I stepped
under the wide archway and joined him in the small nook next to the back
stairs. 


Ford stood up this time, his glossy black hair
almost brushing the wood-paneled ceiling. I tipped my head up and estimated he
was 6'2" with a taut, muscular build. The charcoal sport coat clung to his
wide shoulders and showed the sinewy stretch of strong biceps underneath.


"I thought you might like Scotch," I
said.


"Good observation, Clarity," Ford
said. He slipped his empty glass onto a shelf and took the fresh drink.
"I'm impressed."


I made a note to clean up that stray glass
later, then met his flint-gray eyes. "So, Ford, what do you do?"


Something flared in his expression, but he
cooled it with an easy smile. "You're sharp. Want to see if you can
guess?" he asked.


"Challenge accepted," I said. I
walked a semi-circle around Ford and back. "You've got more confidence
than a student, you're too bored to be a professor, and you can’t be an
administrator."


He turned his back on the party and turned up
the wattage of his smile. "Really? Then why am I here?"


"Oh no." My smile slipped. "Are
you one of those reporters hoping for some big scandal on campus?"
Landsman College was a highly ranked, private college, and there was always
someone thinking its long-standing traditions were a rock to be turned over.


"A lot of us prefer the term
journalist." Ford returned to lean against the built-in dresser by the
stairs. 


"Me too. I definitely don't want to be
called a reporter, or worse, a cub reporter."


Ford put his glass of Scotch between himself
and my gesticulating enthusiasm. "You know it's a dying art, right? Not
many newspapers around anymore."


"But plenty of news outlets," I said.
Before I could ask him which one he worked for, I heard the icy smash of a
dropped plate. "Sorry, I better go help with that." In a polite
reflex, I reached out and shook his hand. 


Ford blinked in surprise then tugged me back
as I turned. "Thanks for the drink, Clarity. I owe you one."


Each word was a balloon that buoyed me up as I
went to help with the spill. When I saw that fast-moving Lexi already had it
under control, I turned right around. I took one step back towards Ford and ran
right into a classmate.


"Clarity, hi. Wow, you look beautiful. I
mean, beautiful party. You've done a great job." Thomas gripped his red
plastic cup with both hands. "I'm looking forward to Editing for Print and
Digital Audiences; aren't you?"


"Hi, Thomas. Yeah, I'm taking that class
too, but I think I'm more excited about Intermediate News Reporting. In fact,
I've been searching for headlines this whole party," I said. 


Thomas smiled in relief. The gangly journalism
major was glad for a game he could handle. Casual conversation seemed to be a
challenge for him, at least around me. Now, he turned to stand next to me and
scan the crowd. 


"There's something." He nodded
towards Libby's bright, brittle hair. "I heard she had an affair with a
professor her freshman year."


"Really," I feigned surprise. From
the corner of my eye, I saw Ford leave the shadows of the back hall. He moved
across the dining room, dragging appreciative eyes with him, and touched one
shoulder to the archway of the living room. 


Thomas followed my eyes and frowned. "I'm
not sure what his story is, but I'm sure there's something there."


"Do you know who he is?" I asked.


"Sure," Thomas's frown deepened.
"That's Professor Bauer; he teaches Multimedia Production and
Storytelling. We start his class in the morning. Want me to save you a
seat?"


My insides smeared like soaked newsprint. Ford
was a professor? The handsome man with electric gray eyes was completely off
limits. I swore at Libby for being right; the thought of breaking the honor
code with Ford, Professor Bauer, only made the currents of attraction spark
hotter. I blushed as my body betrayed my rule-abiding mind.


"Is that your father?" Thomas asked.



"What?" My thoughts struggled back
into linear fashion. "Dad! There you are," I called. My father joined
us and automatically shook hands with Thomas. "Dad, this is Thomas; he's a
fellow journalism major. Thomas, this is my dad, Dean Dunkirk."


"Nice to meet you, Thomas. I like getting
to know my daughter's classmates." My father noticed Thomas's nervous
sheen of sweat, so he asked an easy question to put him at ease. "How'd
you chose journalism?"


"I tried advertising and copywriting, but
my advisor helped me realize I'm more analytical than creative. Journalism
seemed like the best fit," Thomas said.


My father nodded. "It's good to try
things out before you decide what's really right. I keep trying to tell Clarity
that, but she won't listen. She's got everything mapped out, always has."


"There is nothing wrong with having a
career path," I said.


My father patted my shoulder. "Only if
you keep it so narrow that you don't see any of the other possibilities."


"What, like painting?" I snapped.


Thomas shuffled his big feet, but my father
took the outburst in stride. "My daughter knows I have a passion for art. There's
nothing wrong with wanting a creative pursuit. Not everything has to be
practical down to the last detail."


"There's nothing wrong with focus and
ambition," I said. "Excuse me, gentlemen, I have to check on the
other guests."


Thomas's big eyes beseeched me to stay, but I
turned and wove my way through to the porch. Jasmine and Lexi were teamed up
against two guys from the physics department. A few smiles and poses, and the
ping pong ball seemed to defy the laws of gravity so the girls could win. They
giggled, and the guys didn't look sad at all as they got conciliatory hugs. 


I stood on the top step but could not walk
down and join them. I hung suspended between a room of cheering college friends
and an interesting discussion on education funding. The conversations among the
faculty were far more interesting, as they all came from diverse and
distinguished careers.


I would never fit in with them if I didn't
concentrate on my own career path. Yes, declaring my journalism major as a
freshman had narrowed my areas of study immediately, but it kept me focused.
There was no way I could be accused of being flighty or free-spirited like my
absent mother. She never held a job or relationship that kept her in one place,
and the consequential loneliness of that choice drove me in the opposite
direction. The straight and narrow was just fine.


And that made it no less exciting for me. I
turned back to the house and imagined a correspondents’ dinner. I'd get the
scoop, I'd capture the perfect quote, and Ford would congratulate me on my keen
observations again. No, scratch that. I kicked Professor Bauer out of my
daydream.


I couldn't wait to go to press conferences and
listen intently to the hidden truths behind the spin. The idea of arguing over
interpretations with Ford sent a zip of anticipation up my back. No, again, he
was a professor at Landsman College, and I was a student. Not only a student,
but the Dean of Students’ daughter. I couldn't be daydreaming about him no
matter how those metal-gray eyes sparked something inside me.


I pushed the handsome stranger out of my head.
Tomorrow would arrive soon enough, and I could still get to know him. Then it
would be easier to think of him as a stuffy, probably strict teacher.


"Clarity, there you are. Professor Bauer,
I'd like you to meet my prized assistant and the arranger of this successful
party," my father said.


Ford's lethal smile hit me full force.
"Nice to meet you, Clarity. Dean Dunkirk has been telling me all about how
indispensable you are to him."


He didn't realize I was the dean's daughter;
his smile was too warm, and he held my outstretched hand a beat too long. 


My father didn't notice the caress or the
misunderstanding. "Clarity is indispensable, but that doesn't stop me from
wishing she would break out, see a little more of the world, get inspired.
Perhaps you can help convince her that it's actually better to bounce around a
little and try things out before settling down."


Ford's smiled took my temperature up another
five degrees. "She needs someone to bring her out of her shell?"


"Exactly," my father said.
"Someone to show her it's okay to bend the rules now and then."


"Dean Dunkirk, should you really be
talking about bending rules?" I asked.


My father laughed. "Ah, Clarity. She's my
voice of reason. I just want you to feel some passion. What kind of person
plans so carefully?"


"The person in charge of the desserts
table. Please excuse me; there's an empty cookie tray I need to refill." I
spun away from my father and Ford. I wasn't ready to see his gray eyes cool
when he realized I was a student. 


Professor Bauer, I reminded myself as I
ignored the empty cookie tray and slipped out the back door of the kitchen. I
edged along the sidewalk underneath the kitchen windows. Risking being seen for
a second, I dodged into the shadows of the small fruit trees that separated the
house from the vegetable garden. The sounds and pressures of the party faded
behind me.


One of the few pieces of advice I remembered
from my estranged mother echoed in my head. "You wanna know what love
really feels like?" she had asked me when I had my first crush.
"Imagine you're an outlet and your special someone is a plug. They come
along, you realize how you fit together, and ding! The whole room lights
up."


It was an odd memory to surface as I hid in
the shadowed garden. I was glad for the cool breeze. Now that the temperature
was dropping, it was actually starting to feel like fall.  A good time to be wrapped up in a blanket in
front of a crackling fire, my cheek resting against a strong, steady heartbeat
and my hair caught in the rasping caress of a stubbled chin.


What was I doing? I paced around the four
raised garden beds. A few stray plants hung on despite the coming frost, but
even they could not keep Ford out of my head. 


Professor Bauer.


I had to escape the party. Not only had my
father neglected to introduce me as his daughter, but he had gone on and on
about wanting me to do something reckless and passionate. Ford had listened
politely, but the wolfish curve of his lips told me he approved of my father's
out-of-character advice. I wondered how many glasses of Scotch my father had
drank. Maybe I should have dragged him outside to clear his head too.


It wasn't working for me. I paced one more lap
around the raised garden beds then flopped onto our sun-bleached bench.
Counting backwards was supposed to calm me. I took a deep breath and started at
twenty. By fifteen, I was struggling to erase tall, dark, and handsome. By ten,
my shoulders relaxed. 


At seven, I heard boots on the stepping
stones. My eyes flew open, and Ford stopped just past the low branches of our
old apple tree.


"Sorry, I didn't mean to disturb
you," he said.


You
have no idea, I
thought. "Too stuffy in there?" I asked him.


Ford laughed. "A little bit." He
strode over and joined me on the bench. "Let me guess: you're escaping
from your boss."


"My boss? Dean Dunkirk?" I knew I
should correct him, but we were so separate from the party. There wouldn't be
any harm in being my own person for just a few, quiet moments. "Yeah, he's
a big talker about breaking out and bending rules, but what do you want to bet
he'll have a dozen things for me to do when I get back?" I said.


Ford leaned back and stretched his long legs
out. He crossed his ankles casually and sighed. "I know it's just the
beginning of the school year, but I keep thinking about grabbing the train and
heading to the end of the line. Or just riding until I feel like getting off
and not caring where I end up. That's bad, isn't it?"


I hitched an elbow up onto the back of the
bench and turned to face him. "I regularly dream about packing a bag,
getting in my car, and just driving," I confessed.


"Talk to me when you have that bag
already packed," Ford said. "We could be past Chicago and on our way
west in an hour. Not that I've studied the train time tables or anything."
His smile flashed like lightning in the dark garden.


"Why the train?" I asked.


"That way I'm moving, but I can still
enjoy the scenery." He looped an arm over the back of the bench next to
mine. His hand brushed the ends of my hair. "There are lots of beautiful
things I'd like to focus on for a while."


His leg pressed along my thigh, and the autumn
air couldn't cool me down enough. A blush rose on my cheeks, and I was glad for
the shadowy garden. "Running away on a train sounds so romantic," I
said.


"Exactly," Ford murmured. "Do
you think Dean Dunkirk would approve of you jumping on a train for a romantic
getaway?"


I pulled back and stood up. "Sorry, I
really should be getting back to the party."


Ford stood up. "So, Dean Dunkirk's right,
huh? You're always so good?"


"Good night," I said, and fled back
to my father's house.

















 

Chapter Two


Ford 



 

Clarity's dark-red hair was easy to spot
through the windows. I wasn't ready to return to the party. I wasn't ready to
admit that she was the reason I had stepped outside for some fresh air in the
first place. It was all the professors, so noble in their pursuits, and the
students, so fresh-faced and eager. It drove me crazy how the real world was
pushed outside of Landsman College.


I watched Clarity move through the party. She
belonged there, smiled and chatted with everyone, and looked at home. I felt a
plume of warmth in my chest. Just minutes ago, she had been outside with me,
wishing for a way to get far away and free of it all. 


I knew the long hours and close quarters of a
train would be no problem at all if Clarity was with me. The thought sent me
marching towards the front of the house. I hadn't felt a kick of attraction
that strong since high school. That girl dumped me flat on my rear right after I
enlisted, and I'd been keeping it simple ever since I’d returned to civilian
life. Clarity was the only exception I'd run across, and all I could think to
do was get far away from her.


"Ford, is that you? What are you doing
skulking around in the roses?" 


I skipped the stepping stones and jumped onto
the sidewalk to join my friend. "Jackson, thank goodness you're here. Just the
breath of fresh air I was looking for."


"Speaking of fresh air," Jackson
said, "Alice and I want you to meet her friend. I think you two would really
get along."


"Nice talking with you, Jackson, see you
on campus." I veered away from the front steps and headed to my car.


"Come on, Ford; it can't be that
bad," Jackson grabbed my arm and hauled me back. 


"What is this obsession with setting me
up?" I asked.


Jackson grinned. "I can't help it. After
Alice and I got married this summer, I just want other people to feel the same
happiness. And I wouldn't be bugging you with blind dates if you'd just find
someone yourself."


"I'll let you know when I find someone
interesting enough to date," I said. 


We walked back through the front door and I
caught a glimpse of Clarity heading over to greet Jackson. She stopped suddenly
when she saw me. Her green eyes refracted a vibrant light right through my
chest. 


"Whoa, what is going on there?"
Jackson asked, slack-jawed.


Before he could say anything else, I slipped
past the math professors and caught up to her before she disappeared into the
kitchen. "So, just out of curiosity, what are your plans for Thanksgiving
break?" I asked.


A delicious pink hue touched her cheeks, and I
was tempted to feel the heat of her blush with my lips. She blinked up at me,
and I couldn't read the shifting forest shades of green in her gaze.


"What exactly are you asking?"
Clarity asked.


"No pressure, I know it's crazy, but all
I'm saying is that we'd have enough time to get to know each other, get out on
the West Coast, and fly back before break is over." My mouth belonged to
someone else, clearly someone who had not asked out a woman in a very long
time. I had skipped the safe drinks suggestion, bypassed shared meals, and went
straight for a couple’s vacation. She was going to think I was crazy.


"That's crazy," Clarity said.


"I know you're going to say 'but.' Come
on, you know you want to." My chest jittered, unaccustomed to the heady
mix of recklessness and excitement. It had been way too long. "Dean
Dunkirk, I'm sure you have a few great suggestions for places to go in
California."


Clarity's creamy skin went pale as the Dean of
Students joined us. She swayed back a bit, so I wrapped an arm around her
waist. Suddenly my suggestion didn't seem so insane. She fit against me so
perfectly; I knew I needed her there.


Dean Dunkirk smiled, too engrossed in his own
advice to notice me pulling Clarity close. "Personally, I'd head right to
Napa Valley. The wine country there is something to see, and there are great,
hidden towns to stay in while you explore. My daughter has always wanted to go
there. Isn't that right, Clarity?"


"Clarity? Your daughter?" My words
weren't coming out right. I dropped my arm from around her waist. "You're
Clarity Dunkirk?"


"Beautiful name, isn't it? One of the
only things her mother and I agreed on," Dean Dunkirk said.


Beautiful, yes, and I knew the moment she
marched up to me that she wouldn't hesitate to challenge me. It was something
about her that I felt with certainty and knew I needed.


My mind switched into tactical mode,
determined to work around the obstacle and complete my mission. Why Clarity was
a top priority mission didn't matter. It felt good to want something again.


And I liked Dean Dunkirk. The Dean of Students
was easy to talk to, full of practical but light-hearted advice, and he
obviously had a healthy respect for his daughter. I figured a few more friendly
conversations, and I could work my way up to asking permission to date her.


"Well, thank you both for a wonderful
party. I'm sorry to leave so soon, but I have an early class in the
morning," I said. I needed to go, get a little distance, and see if I
could form a plan that would work.


I marched out the front door, the sense of
purpose giving my muscles new vitality. The last few years, I had drifted along
at Landsman College and avoided most people. Jackson was a rare exception.


My phone rang, and it was the only other
person I voluntarily talked to. "Hi, Liz, how's my baby sister?"


"Are you at a party?" she asked.


"Just leaving, and no, it's not what you
think. Just a faculty get-together with some of the Honor Council
students," I said.


"Then why do you sound so happy?"


"I'm excited for class to start
tomorrow," I lied.


Liz chuckled. "I still can't believe my
big brother is a college professor."


"This is year three," I said and
felt the old, familiar pang.


"Don't you miss it? You were a great
journalist, Ford. I still don't understand how you got let go for doing too
good a job," Liz said.


"I'm living proof it's possible to know
too much," I joked, but my little sister didn't buy it. I heard her sigh.
"We've gone over this a hundred times, Lizzy: no one's going to hire a
discredited journalist, alright? I'm happy enough where I am."


I reminded myself of that fact when I unlocked
the door to my apartment. I kicked off my shoes and settled down in the office
chair next to my dining room table. The new semester's syllabus was laid out
along with mountains of supporting texts and articles. I opened my laptop and
got back to work. 


It didn't matter how much I wanted to be a
journalist again. That was over. Now I was a college professor, and the money
was good. My paycheck gave me enough to send some to Liz each month. She needed
help with medical school, and I was determined to keep my head down and my
paychecks coming. 


As I added notes to my lecture topics, the
image of dark-red, wavy hair, and forest-green eyes kept appearing. I wasn't
working my dream job, but at least now I had the dean's lovely daughter to help
me get through the school year. For once, I was looking forward to my first
class early in the morning.
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When it came to students, I only noticed what
would help me remember their names. Wendell had round, silver-rimmed glasses.
Allison had short, spiky hair. Maurice had a tattoo on the inside of his
forearm. My first year at Landsman College, I learned firsthand the dangers of
noticing anything more about the students, especially the attractive females.
Now I focused on small details that would help me recognize them throughout the
semester.


I unpacked my leather messenger bag and
organized my introduction lecture notes. She walked in, and I knocked an entire
folder on the floor. Luckily, the rest of the lecture hall could not see me as
I ducked down behind my desk. 


Clarity's sure steps faltered when she saw my
face. I scowled up at her and swiped together the loose papers. My class roster
ended up on top, and there she was: Clarity Dunkirk, junior.


My mind skipped back over our introduction and
wondered where I went wrong. Had I been so distracted by my instant attraction
to her that I didn't hear who she was? No, she had simply neglected to tell me
two important facts. Clarity was not only the Dean of Students' daughter, but she
was one of my students.


I stood up and ignored her completely, which
was easy because I couldn't see anything but a red haze. I hated how Landsman
College students were washed in privilege. Clarity had probably thought
flirting with me and then embarrassing me in class was going to be a hilarious
prank. I was just another employee serving what she wanted. 


She sat down in the center of the fourth row,
and I spent the rest of class pretending she didn't exist. Clarity kept her
eyes on her notebook and scribbled diligently. Her hair was tied into a loose
ponytail by a slim, black ribbon. The bright focus in her emerald eyes
separated her from the rest of the groggy and slouching students. 


After running through the syllabus, explaining
the large writing component of the course, and completing my first lecture, I
gathered up my things as quickly as I could. By the time I had unplugged my
laptop, most of the students had made a beeline out the door towards the
cafeteria for coffee and breakfast. A few stragglers asked questions, and the
then echoing lecture hall was quiet.


"Professor Bauer?"


I looked up at the pair of smiling students.
"Yes?"


"I'm Mindy, and this is my friend, Tonya.
We just wanted to say that we're really looking forward to your course this
semester. It's great to have a professor that's willing to teach us outside the
classroom," Mindy batted her eyelashes.


"Well, you can't practice proper
journalism in a vacuum. I have to help you get out to community events so you
can start digging up real leads," I said.


"We're looking forward to it." Mindy
giggled and posed in front of me until her friend dragged her to the door.


"Professor Bauer?" 


I swore under my breath. It bothered me that
Clarity had seen the other students flirting with me. "Yes, Ms. Dunkirk,
is it?"


She frowned and shifted from one foot to the
other. "I need to apologize for not explaining I was one of your students.
I just, I, I enjoyed talking to you like a regular adult," Clarity said.
She squeezed her notebook to her chest. 


I slammed my leather messenger bag closed and
gritted my teeth. "No problem, Ms. Dunkirk. I don't mind being reduced to
some silly school girl fantasy just so you can pretend to be mature."


I held my breath and looked up, expecting
tears. Instead I was met with a sharp, jewel-hard glint in her eyes. Clarity
batted back a few loose tendrils of her dark red hair and straightened her
shoulders. 


"I'm not a girl, and I'm not immature,
Professor Bauer. I was simply playing the good hostess for my father and did
not want to make you feel ill at ease," she snapped.


My whole body leapt to engage in a good
argument. I had a feeling Clarity, whose stance was anything but meek, would
make a great sparring partner. Before I could think better of it, I walked
around the desk and stepped close to her. 



Clarity tipped her chin up to keep her hard
glare on my eyes. She was about 5'7", judging from where her the top of
her head reached my chin. She didn't step back, and her slender, athletic body
was rigid with defiance.


 "Ms. Dunkirk, I understand being the
daughter of the Dean of Students could give you a disproportioned sense of
entitlement, but in this classroom, there are strict boundaries. I am the
professor, and you are a student. And, in no possible scenario, am I interested
in my students outside of Multimedia Production & Storytelling." 


She stepped back, but only to give me a
scathing glance from head to toe. "I'm sorry you got the wrong idea about
me, Professor Bauer. It must be embarrassing to have a student discover how
rusty your journalistic inquiry skills have become."


Clarity marched around me and headed for the
door. I admired her sharp tongue even as the insult stung. She was fearless,
and for a minute, I remembered her father urging her to break out of her shell.
That would be a sight to see. The idea of helping Clarity find her passion was
a hot match against the fuse of my already smoldering attraction. I couldn't
help myself and called out.


"Clarity." She turned with a
dagger-throwing glare. "Next time, don't bury the lead."


Her sudden smile checked my heart, and it
stumbled off balance as I gathered the rest of my things. I knew I needed to do
something right away, or that smile was going to stick with me all afternoon. 


I grabbed my phone. "Jackson? It's me.
Remember that blind date you mentioned? How fast can you and Alice set it
up?"


"Yes! I knew you'd come around,"
Jackson crowed. "I'll text Alice right away."


Before I reached the end of the hallway, my
phone buzzed. The message read, "Date set for tomorrow night. Campus art
opening."


I took a deep breath and congratulated myself
on avoiding another disaster. Clarity pulled at me like a dangerous undertow,
but this time I'd keep my head above water.


"Professor Bauer, please look where you
are going."


I raised my head and narrowly missed running
into my department head, Florence Macken. In her chunky heels, the older woman
was almost at eye level, and her expression was disdainful. She did not know
the details of my first year slip up, but Florence still treated me like a
rookie teacher. Her department was a feather in the Landsman College cap, and
she had decided almost immediately that I did not fit her School of Journalism
mold. No matter what I did, I felt her pale blue eyes watching and hoping I
would slip up so she could hire someone more suitable.


"I'm sorry, Professor Macken. I'm on my
way to the first meeting of the student newspaper. Would you like to come along
and observe? I think you'll find I've come a long way, with your guidance, of
course," I said.


Florence frowned. "I forgot you were
editing the school paper."


I forced a smile over gritted teeth.
"Readership is up 80% since we added the social media aspects. The Signpost is well on its way to being
a full-fledged success."  


"In my experience, bragging covers a lack
of confidence, wouldn't you say, Professor Bauer?" Florence stepped around
me and continued her heavy-heeled march down the hallway.


She knew I was the most effective
editor-in-chief The Signpost had had
in the last decade, and it bothered her considerably. Nothing could have
cheered me up faster. I strode into the smaller classroom and greeted my
newspaper staff.


Clarity looked up, her notebook at the ready,
and I sighed. It was going to be a long year. 



 


#


"Your assignment is two-fold," I
told The Signpost staff as we stood
outside the art department gallery. "Number one, I expect you to find a
human interest story. Something that will get our readers interested in
visiting the art gallery. And, number two, you will need to write a full and
vivid description of one piece of art. You cannot depend on photographs to show
the reader, and, more importantly, you want to inspire the readers to come see
for themselves. Got it?"


The small group of students nodded, and
Clarity was the first one through the doors. I followed more slowly, hoping it
would be a while before I found my blind date. I ambled into the maze of
well-lit white walls and watched my students fan out.


Clarity was already embroiled in a
conversation with a very pleased first-year art student. The young man's
glasses practically steamed up every time she smiled at him. I couldn't blame
the poor kid; she was a vision. A long, bright scarf wrapped tight around her
tiny waist saved the black dress from being boring. Not that the plunging
V-neck or exposed curves could be called boring.


I checked myself by biting my tongue. Clarity
was a student and strictly off-limits.  


Instead of watching her circulate in
bright-red heels, I forced myself to look for my blind date. Jackson had
informed me his wife's work colleague, Tara, would meet me there, and I was
supposed to recognize her by a black flower pin. 


Anticipation is exciting, I reminded myself.
It would be fun circulating through the busy gallery looking for a mystery
woman. And the black flower pin was intriguing. I imagined it pinned to the
sharp V-neck of a curve-hugging, red dress. I was always a sucker for black
patent leather shoes, and I was hopeful as I scanned the crowd.


A voice in the back of my head noted I had
reversed the colors of Clarity's outfit, but I dismissed it. Yes, she was
twenty-one-years-old, and it wasn't a sin to notice how attractive she was, but
I wasn't about to let myself slip. Flying under the radar at Landsman College
meant both my professional and personal images had to be mature, settled, and
appropriate. No more drinking at bars until close to get local gossip, no more
skipping haircuts or showers in order to fact check, and no more flirting with
attractive, insider women who might want to share their insights with me.


"Nice to see you again, Professor Bauer.
I hope you enjoyed the little party we threw the other night," Dean
Dunkirk slapped me on the shoulder. "I believe you had my daughter in
class today." 


The dean's choice of words kicked my mind
right into the gutter. I turned and felt my insides churn with volcanic heat.
Clarity stood next to her father. My eyes dropped to her red high heels then
climbed up the clinging black dress to the bright scarf cinched around her
tight waist before I got myself under control.


"Thanks so much for the hospitality, Dean
Dunkirk. I love your Craftsman house. It must be really nice to be that close
to campus," I said, tearing my eyes off his daughter.


"We like it, don't we, darling?" the
dean asked Clarity. "Helps me keep an eye on her."


"What about all that rhetoric about me
breaking out and finding my passion? Now you want to keep a close eye on
me?" Clarity gave her father a challenging glance.


"Right, you're right. I'll leave you to
the close, watchful eyes of your professors," Dean Dunkirk grinned at me.


I straightened my shoulders and kept my focus
on him. Clarity's father seemed to have missed my glances, and he turned me
towards his other companion. "Professor Bauer, I'd like you to meet one of
Landsman College's biggest supporters, Michael Tailor."


Michael Tailor gave my hand a hard shake.
"Dunkirk tells me you worked for Wired Communications. Wesley Barton is an
old friend of mine."


The name was a shot of poison, and I was glad
to tug my hand free of Michael Tailor's handshake. The tall businessman had the
dark-blond hair and denim-blue eyes of an All-American legacy. I knew just by
looking at him that he had old money—too much of it—and he wielded it over
others like a whip. The fact that he knew Barton was no surprise as they were
cut from the same, ultra-rich cloth. 


Wesley Barton was the reason I was trapped
like a lab rat in maze of academia. He'd fired me personally, with a guarantee
that I would never again work for a credible news source. 


"You worked for Wired
Communications?" Clarity asked.


Michael Tailor offered her an arm, pleased by
the dark glance I gave him. "My dear, if you're interested in pursuing
journalism, you should let me introduce you."


She glanced over the shoulder of his expensive
suit and caught my stormy look. The question was bright in her, and she
mouthed, "Talk later?"


I shook my head and gave my excuses to the
dean. "I'm sorry, but I'm supposed to be meeting a friend. Actually, a
friend of a friend."


Dean Dunkirk laughed. "A blind date, you
poor soul. And here I thought a handsome man like yourself would be inundated
with offers."


"Never from the right women," I
confided in the older man, and he chuckled.


"Sorry to interrupt," Clarity
reappeared, and I felt her presence like an electrical storm. "Professor
Bauer, there's a woman looking for you. She said to mention that she's wearing
a black flower pin?"


"His blind date," her father
explained.


"Oh," Clarity's eyes jolted to mine.
"I thought maybe you were married or something."


"No, I tend to tell people defining
details like that right away. It saves a lot of awkwardness," I said.   


She shrugged and shot me a provocative smile.
"Some people can handle awkwardness better than others. Good luck with
your blind date."


I watched Clarity walk away with her father
and felt my attraction to her like burning magma in my bones. For twenty-two,
Clarity was self-assured, sharply intelligent, and far more mature than I
wanted to give her credit for. 


Nine years was an impossible stretch, even if
Clarity acted much older than her age. I reminded myself it was right to be
meeting a woman only one year younger than me. 


Jackson told me Tara was career-driven and
rising fast through the ranks of his wife's law firm. He didn't say anything
about her being nearly six feet tall with shocking red-dyed hair cut close to
her head in tight curls. 


My blind date was indeed in a red dress that
matched her hair, and the black flower pin stood out in sharp relief. After
those details, she departed drastically from the fantasy I had tried to focus
on. Tara was rail thin with sharp angles instead of curves. Instead of a sultry
walk in black high heels, she smacked her way across the gallery floor in
black, leather, flip-flop sandals.


"You must be Ford; so nice to meet you.
My name is Tara, but I think that Alice's husband already told you that. She
told me that you are a professor but that I shouldn't expect a tweed jacket
with leather elbow patches," she chattered with a wide smile.


"No, I prefer just plain leather," I
said, indicating my worn, black-leather jacket. 


"It's a good look; it matches your shiny,
black hair. Oh! We're twins! We both match our clothes to our hair." Tara
let loose a loud, jittery giggle that had people gawking. 


I spent the rest of the art opening fending
off Tara's future date plans that included karaoke-themed house parties and
feral cat rescues.


"Thinking about that train?" Clarity
asked in passing. 


I grabbed her wrist and dragged her back into
a conversation about Tara's bathroom grout. "I'm so sorry, Tara, but the
Dean of Students has offered to do a one-on-one interview for the student
paper. Now is the only time he has."


"Oh, that's sounds exciting," Tara
said.


"Actually, no, it's a pretty
straight-forward piece. Right, Clarity? I have to help the students prepare
their questions." I caught Clarity's eyes with a desperate glance.


She puckered her lips but finally smiled.
"Yes, I'm sorry, but we need Professor Bauer right away."


"Sure, okay, call me!" Tara called
as I pretended Clarity was leading me away.


The other students had already gathered their
notes and headed home. We slipped out the exit and around to the back parking
lot as the campus art gallery closed. 


"Thanks, I owe you."


Clarity raised an eyebrow at me. "Not
very mature, Professor Bauer."


"How about I give you money for ice cream
and you keep quiet, kid?" I teased her right back.


She crossed her arms and smiled. "How
about you give me a ride home instead?"


I bristled, worried that she planned to get me
in trouble. Then I looked at her and relaxed. Everything about Clarity was open
and honest. She was tired and wanted to ditch the campus gathering before her
father was done shaking everyone's hand twice.


"Sure." I opened the car door for
her. "Climb in."

















 

Chapter Three


Clarity



 

"This isn't happening; it's not
possible." I stood up and circled the pink trunk used as a coffee table.


Jasmine lounged on the compact, white sofa in
her dorm room and tried not to smile. "Just because it's never happened
before doesn't mean it's not possible," she said.


I scratched at my throat and couldn't catch a
deep breath. "Is this how people feel? Really? It's terrible. Like an
avalanche and volcanic eruption all at the same time."


"You know, your father thinks you're so
straight and narrow because he's never seen you like this," Jasmine said.


"I've never seen her like this,"
Lexi called from the minute bathroom. "All hot and bothered. I think that
Professor Bauer has got her number."


"Don't change the subject," I
groaned and flopped down on the sofa next to Jasmine. 


Lexi marched into the middle of the dorm room
and planted her hands on her hips. "Relax, Clarity, it's just a D+."


I tossed the offending article on the pink
trunk and covered my face with both hands. "I can't believe he gave me a
D+."


Jasmine hooked the article with one, long arm
and flipped through the pages. "His comments are really insightful. Man, I
wish my English professor wrote half as many encouraging things. Have you even
read his edits?" Jasmine asked.


"Why? All they'll tell me is that I suck
at the only career I've ever wanted," I said.


"That's not true." Lexi pried my
hands off my face and smiled brightly, “You used to want to be a writer. Like
the woman who wrote that series we all obsessed over in high school."


"Don't be silly." I sat up and
looked over Jasmine's shoulder. "That was high school. This is the real
world, and journalism is a more-respected profession."


"Come on," Lexi sighed. "You
used to be such a great storyteller. I still have nightmares about that three
eyes story you told us around the campfire."


"Ooh," Jasmine gave a delighted
shiver. "He could watch you even when his back was turned. Creepy
awesome."


"What does that say?" I asked,
desperate to change the subject.


Jasmine held up Professor Bauer's comment and
read, "Very poetic, but distracts from the point."


"See, I'm a total failure," I
flopped back again.


Lexi snatched up the article. "He's
complimenting you. Word choice, creative details, poetic images, and excellent
storytelling. You just went over the word limit and buried the lead."


My groan turned into a growl. "So he
thinks I'm flowery and frivolous. He doesn't even know me!"


"Is that what's bothering you?" Lexi
asked. She sat down on the pink trunk directly across from me. "You're
bothered because he got the wrong impression from your assignment?"


Jasmine sat up, her blue eyes sparkling.
"What are you going to do, confront him during office hours? Step right up
to that handsome face and tell him exactly how wrong he is about you?"


I stood up and paced around my friend's
cluttered dorm room. "I'm not some dreamy poet or some fairytale writer. I
want him to take me seriously." I snatched up my coat and book bag.


Jasmine clapped her hands. "Yeah, go to
his office and make him take a good, long look at you. Here, I'll do your
hair."


I swatted her away. "This doesn't have
anything to do with how attractive Ford, I mean Professor Bauer, is. He needs
to know that I take my work seriously, and I intend to be an excellent
journalist. He can't scare me off or steer me towards some other career."


"Maybe he's just trying to provoke
you," Lexi said. 


Jasmine clapped again. "And now he's
waiting for you to come into his office breathing fire so he can tame
you."


"That's it," I cried. "I'm
confiscating your paperbacks. You have got romance on the brain." I
scooped up an armful of novels with ripped-bodice heroines and bare-chested
heroes. 


"Might want to leave those here if you're
going for a serious vibe," Lexi said.


I dumped the books on the pink trunk and left
in a huff, despite my friend's good-natured laughter. They didn't understand
the pressure I felt. I had carefully and practically selected my chosen career
because journalism kept me firmly rooted in real life. To have anyone,
including Professor Bauer, point out that I was more like my creative,
free-spirited mother turned my core to ice. I didn't want to resemble her in
any way.


Thinking of her wild, long curls, I carefully
tamed my hair into a low ponytail. The journalism professor all had offices on
the top floor of Thompson Hall, and I ran up the steps two at a time. I took a
moment to smooth down my pink sweater and catch my breath. Then, I knocked on
Professor Bauer's office door and tapped my foot quickly on the hallway floor. 


"Clarity, I'm not surprised." Ford
checked his watch. "Actually, I am. Office hours are almost over. I
thought you'd be here right away, ready to tear into me for your D+. As it is
now, I was just getting ready to leave."


I shoved him aside and marched into his
office. "Office hours are set, school policy, and I still have time. This
is your office?"


The narrow, attic room was dominated on one
side by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Straight ahead, a lancet window let in
sunlight dappled by the ivy still clinging to the outside of the limestone
building. 


"What's wrong with my office?" Ford
asked. "It's got everything I need: a desk, a couple of chairs, and I even
have a little couch."


I looked at the sagging couch and opted for an
old, wooden chair. "You have like five things on your shelves," I
said.


He scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck.
"I'm still moving in. I work at home a lot." His gray eyes turned
from smoke to metal. "And it doesn't matter how much time we have to
debate, I'm not changing your grade."


I scooted to the edge of my chair as he sat
down next to me. "You docked me for using flowery language. The assignment
was to describe artwork."


"Precisely," he sighed. "The
focus needed to stay on the artwork, not on your clever turns of phrase. The
reader is not supposed to notice you as an author, but as the organizer of
clear facts."


I sprang up. "Your rubric is unduly
harsh. It's your responsibility to nurture my abilities and teach me new
skills, not crush my spirit."


Ford's pupils dilated and twinkled as he
smiled. "You don't look very crushed to me."


I forced my hands off my hips and stopped
leaning over him. "I don't understand why journalism has to be so
impersonal."


He sat up and stopped himself from taking my
hand. Ford crossed his arms over his chest and nodded for me to sit down again.
"Journalism isn't impersonal; in fact, the best writers of any genre keep
the focus on the topic."


I sank back into the hard chair.
"How?"


"A good way to learn is to write about
something outside of your comfort zone. That way it's a new experience for both
you and the reader, and you can learn how to present it that way." Ford
grinned. "What can you try that you've never done before?"


I was distracted by his lips, by wondering how
soft his black stubble would feel under the palm of my hand. I had never
secluded myself in an attic office with an undeniably attractive man before.
Leaning closer to catch the lingering smell of his soap would definitely be out
of my comfort zone.


I shook the temptation off and reminded myself
we were separated by the Landsman College Honor Code. "I don't know, but
if I find something and write an article about it, will that raise my
grade?"


"Sure, extra credit for breaking out of
your shell." He held out a hand to shake.


His fingers were strong, his grip sure, and I
had to say something to break the electric spell of his touch. "Have you
been talking to my father? Because someone should tell him he might not
actually like it if I start bending the rules."


"He might not, but I bet I will,"
Ford said. Then he broke our handshake and stood up to hold the door open. He
cleared his throat. "Good luck, Ms. Dunkirk."


"Thanks, professor."
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"All I'm saying is that it seems
counterintuitive to bring me along while you go out of your comfort zone. An
old friend is like a security blanket; everyone knows that." Lexi craned
her neck to look up at the elaborate ropes course that stretched far off into
the tree tops.


"I'll owe you, Lex. Home-cooked meals at
the dean's house for a week," I said. "And maybe we don't actually
have to get hoisted up there. Maybe I can just interview people and create the
story that way."


"The new article that's going to erase
that D+?" Lexi shook her head. "I really don't think a few points on
your GPA is worth getting killed over."


"Alright, students, remember this trip to
the ropes course is sponsored by Landsman College. As long as you participate,
you represent our school, so let's show them how brave they make 'em up on the
hill." Ford appeared from behind the Landsman College bus.


"Oh, now I get it," Lexi nudged me
in the ribs. "Professor Hotness is chaperoning. Why didn't you say this
was about more than extra credit?"


I rubbed my side and glowered at her
mischievous smile. "I had no idea he was chaperoning this trip. Of all the
crappy luck—"


"Partner up," Ford called.


"Excuse me, Lexi? Do you remember me from
Biology class? I'm Ethan." A handsome student with sandy-blond hair smiled
down at my petite friend.


"Yes, you are," Lexi smiled,
"and you know what else you are, Ethan? My partner."


"What?" I cried.


"Just trying to help with that whole
comfort zone thing," Lexi said as she laced her arm through Ethan's and
left me standing alone.


"Fine, I'll just go alone," I
called.


"Sorry, the instructor says everyone
needs a partner. I'm the only one left," Ford said. He handed me one of
the two harnesses he was holding. "If it makes you feel better, we get to
go first."


The nimble strength of his fingers as he
helped me into the harness added a whole different tone to my jangling nerves.
Ford stood just inches away, close enough that his shadowed chin caught a few
tendrils of my hair. He brushed them carefully back into place. His touch was
so soft that it was impossible for me to feel it all the way to the soles of my
feet, but I did. 


"Last chance to back out," he said.


"No way," I grumbled and
grabbed hold of the rope with both hands. Ford and the instructor hoisted me
high up to the first platform. 


"You're just nervous because now you're
the dork partnered with the teacher," I whispered to myself on the treetop
platform and waved to Lexi far below. "If this doesn't count as out of my
comfort zone, then Professor Bauer is insane."


He was insane. The whole student group cheered
as he opted to climb the tree instead of catch a ride to the top. I couldn't
see much from my angle, but Lexi was fanning herself and shooting me thumbs
ups.


"Sorry," Ford said, only slightly
out of breath. "Can't let the students think I'm an old man."


I clung to the tree trunk but offered him one
arm. He shook his head and hauled himself onto the platform before springing to
his feet. The crowd below cheered. 


"Good job, professor." I couldn't
take my eyes off him. 


Ford was jaw-dropping in just an undershirt
and jeans. He'd shed his college logo button down below, and the white,
short-sleeved shirt did nothing to hide the taut strain and flex of his
chiseled muscles. Standing so casually on the edge of a dizzying drop, Ford
looked more like a superhero than a college professor.


"Army training," he explained when
he saw my eyes were riveted to his biceps. "Haven't broken the habit
yet."


I refused to let him see me drooling over his
rock-hard physique. This ropes course and a perfectly worded article were all
that stood between me and a better grade. I inched around the tree trunk and
swallowed hard as I looked out across the ropes course. Two parallel ropes, one
over the other, stretched from our platform far across to another one. In
between seemed to be nothing but open air.


"I'll go first, if you want. Or we can go
together," Ford said. "Hold my hand?"


I snorted. "You don't think I can do
this? I'm going first."


I grabbed the higher rope and inched onto the
lower one. Moving hand over hand and sliding my feet first apart and then
together, I moved out past the tree branches. Everything was fine until I felt
Ford's weight bounce the ropes.


"You're doing great, Clarity; keep
going," he called.


I couldn't let him catch up with me. The
temptation to grab onto his agile and strong body would be too much, and we
were literally hanging, fully exposed above a group of Landsman College
students. 


"Slow down, if you want," Ford said.
"This isn't a race."


My inappropriate attraction to him drove me
faster along the ropes. I hit the next platform and kept going, as if the devil
himself was chasing me. I didn't slow down until my safety line, secured by
carabiners, got tangled at another treetop platform.


"Here, let me help," Ford said. He
stepped onto the small platform and reached his arms around me. 


I peeked out around his shoulder and realized
the rest of the college students were far behind. In my anxiety to keep an
appropriate distance between me and Ford, I had somehow separated us from
everyone else. Despite the chill in the air, the trees still held reddish and
gold leaves, secluding us from everyone else. 


"Yeah," Ford said, following my
gaze. "Looks like we've got the place to ourselves for a few
minutes."


A wave of dizziness swept over my head, and I
swayed back. Ford's arms immediately locked around my waist and drew me hard
against his chest. 


"I got you. Don't worry, Clarity; I won't
let you fall," he said.


The plunging sensation only increased as I
tipped my head up to meet his smoky-gray eyes. "Thanks, professor, but
I'll be fine." I brought my gloved hands up between us and pushed against
the hard contours of his chest.


He didn't release me. "You know, you can
call me Ford. There's no policy against that."


"I can't do that," I said. 


Our lips were just inches away, and for a
moment, Ford shortened the distance and I couldn't breathe. "Maybe if my
name was prettier, like yours. Clarity," he whispered. "Why do I like
saying that so much?"


I felt heat as if the sunlight had burned
through the high clouds and reached through the treetops to touch me directly.
I blinked and saw the light had not changed, except in Ford's eyes. The
smoky-gray had deepened to reveal a dark blue, like the stormy ocean when the
depths are disturbed. 


My hands were supposed to push him away, not
drag my fingertips across the ridges of his abs, and start to slip around his
waist. The absentminded move made Ford's lips part on a ragged sigh, and I felt
his arms flex around me. 


"Clarity," he whispered, louder this
time.


"We can't," I said. 


Ford’s voice was a low growl. "That
doesn't make this any easier to ignore."


A wave of desire was pouring out from his eyes,
and I felt myself about to drown. My entire body buzzed with the need to press
against him, test the soft pressure of his lips, and dive into the whirlpool of
lust I could feel spinning inside of me.


It took every bit of strength and nerve for me
to turn around and secure my carabiner to the zip line. The line stretched out
through the branches at a reasonable angle, but I wasn't prepared for the speed
my body weight would create. I flew through the autumn leaves, and the wind
buffeted away my scream before it could escape my throat.


I wanted to enjoy it, the wild rush of it. The
free flying sweep out of the treetops and over the forest floor was exactly
what I needed to capture for my news article. If I could make the reader feel
the same exhilaration and sense of rapture, then Ford would have to give me an
A+.


The only problem was separating it from my
personal experience. What I had felt on the far-reaching ropes and the treetop
platforms was not what the reader wanted to know. Somehow, I had to untangle
the riot of feelings I had experienced on the high platform. My heart skidded
to a swinging stop at the thought. Did Ford feel the same way I did when we
touched?


I must have imagined it. Otherwise, he was
right; how were we supposed to ignore it?


Two ropes course instructors caught me at the
bottom and released me from the harness. Ford came flying down, laughing and
whooping. When he was also free, he walked over to me.


"I don't care what you say, that was
awesome."


I drew a shaky breath and pushed him away.
"How's that for getting outside my comfort zone?"


Ford bumped a bare arm against me, and we both
felt the jolt of electricity pass between us. "There's no going back
now," he said.



 

#


My notes trailed off into a blank space
slashed with absentminded pen marks. I had forgotten to hit record on my laptop,
and Professor Bauer's lecture was almost over. I wanted to throw down my pen
and admit defeat, but I could feel his eyes on me. Not a long stare, or a
glance that anyone else would notice, but every time his eyes passed over me, I
was back in the treetops.


The night after the ropes course, I couldn't
sleep. It gave me plenty of time to write and rewrite the article to make up
for my D+, but even I had to admit that was not why I was sleepless. Lexi had
pressed me the entire way back to campus, but I didn't say a thing.


There was no way anyone could know what
happened with Ford. Almost happened. I had to keep reminding myself that
nothing actually happened. The proximity, the temptation, and the ragged words
he whispered were all so heady in my memory that I felt a wave of hot guilt
every time he glanced up at my row. 


"Ms. Dunkirk, perhaps you can recap the
best storytelling beats for a human interest piece?" Professor Bauer
asked.


The lecture hall turned on me, and all I could
do was shake my head. If there had been a crack in the floor, I would have
tried to crawl in it. Where was my focus? I bent my head and concentrated on
that day's material. The answer had to be in there somewhere.


I couldn't untangle any of my other thoughts,
but I was determined to find the answer to his question. When I didn’t answer,
he moved on to someone else.


The next time I looked up, the last student
stepped out of the lecture hall, and I was alone with Ford. He startled when he
looked up and saw me, then his surprise turned into a slow-burning smile. I
slammed my book and stood up to gather my things.


"Having trouble focusing?" Ford
leaned a hip against his desk.


"No. Why would I be unfocused?" I
snapped.


He laughed. "I don't know, maybe your
head is still up in the treetops. It was pretty impressive how you conquered
that ropes course."


"As long as the article I wrote changed
that D+ to an A+," I said. 


Ford caught me at the exit. "Clarity, I
want to apologize if I made you uncomfortable. I think the excitement of the
course just got the better of me."


All I could do was stare at his strong fingers
holding my arm in a gentle but iron grip. "I was terrified," I said,
"I don't remember much."


He grinned and my insides flipped. "You
can't lie. And I meant what I said."


My vision furred around the edges. "About
what?"


"You can't go back to being all
ultra-focused. Now that you pushed your own boundaries, there's no going
back." Ford slipped his hand down my arm to squeeze my fingers. 


"Did I get the A+?" I asked.


He rolled his eyes. "Yes. Happy?"


I walked out of the lecture hall before he
could see me smile.


In the foyer of Thompson Hall, I let out a
wobbly breath, then almost screamed as someone called my name.


"Clarity? Jeez, sorry. Are you okay? I
didn't mean to startle you," Thomas reached out a hand to steady me, then
shoved it in his pocket instead. "I was just waiting in case you wanted to
grab a coffee or something."


"Thanks, Thomas, that's nice, but I'm
going to head over to the library," I said. 


"Maybe tomorrow," Thomas said.
"Hey, I've got the notes from today's lecture if you need them. Professor
Bauer really zeroes in on you, doesn't he?"


I stopped and turned back to my classmate.
"Why do you say that?"


Thomas brushed his shaggy brown hair out of
his eyes and shrugged. "Everyone thinks you're Professor Bauer's prized
student. I mean, you're the one he calls on with all the hard questions, and
you're usually the first to make him clarify something."


I cleared my throat around a rising knot of
panic. "I don't think he singles me out. He's hard on the students he
thinks aren't paying attention."


"That's not you, usually," Thomas
said. "Usually you're more than ready to hold your own."


I knew Thomas wanted to say more. He shifted
from one lanky leg to the other. "What is it?" I crossed my arms and
looked up at him.


"It's just, well, I feel like you should
know the rumors, even though you're totally above all that." Thomas didn't
know what to do with his hands, and they flapped around until he shoved them
deep in his pockets again. 


Thompson Hall started to spin around me.
"What rumors?"


Thomas cleared his throat. "Professor
Bauer, people say that he, I mean, he has in the past..."


I groaned, "Just spit it out,
Thomas!"


"Professor Bauer seduces students."


I stepped back and gawked up at my tall
classmate. "You think Professor Bauer tries to sleep with students? And
you think you need to warn me about this?"


"It has nothing to do with you,"
Thomas yanked his hands out and held them up in surrender. "I just thought
you should hear that rumor in case he starts paying you, you know, too much
attention."


His eyes darted back and forth, and his nerves
made sense. Thomas had been trying for a year and a half to ask me out, but
he'd never gotten up the courage. We were friends, and I never encouraged him
past that. Now he was warning me as a friend, but also as a jealous rival.
Thomas couldn't stand the idea of Professor Bauer getting close to me when he
wasn't. 


"Thanks, Thomas," I patted his arm
and walked away. 


"I'll see you at the football game
tonight?" he called.


I waved over my shoulder and kept walking. Our
class was meeting at the football game to practice capturing quick details and
to try the fast pace of sports journalism. 


It was just my luck that when I arrived at the
game, the only available seat was right next to Ford. I had intended to spend
the whole game thinking of ways to insulate myself against gossip, but now with
Ford cheering beside me, my good intentions were scattering.


"More important than the game is the
crowd," Ford told me and the students near us. "The reader is one of
the cheering fans, so it's important for them to know how the real fans reacted
in the stands. Look around and take note of what you see."


"I see Professor Appleyard in face
paint," I said.


Ford looked where I pointed and burst out
laughing. "You've got a good eye for details, Dunkirk," he said.


It was casual, and none of the other students
even noticed, but I felt his thigh bump against mine as if an explosion had
rocked the entire set of bleachers. I had to find a way to put some serious
distance between us.


After the game, Ford led us onto the field to
interview the players. The players had been prepped by their coach, and it was
a learning opportunity for them too. That didn't explain why the players
jostled each other to answer my questions, but Ford put an end to that quickly.


"Why don't you talk to Brian Tailor? You
met his father at the art opening, remember?" Ford asked me.


"The star running back?" Thomas
asked. "I have questions for him."


Ford frowned, but before he could steer me in
another direction, the quarterback appeared in front of me.


"Hi, I'm Adam," he said with a
charming smile.


I smiled back, despite Ford's gunmetal glance.
"Do you mind if I ask you a few questions, Adam?"


"If you answer one for me first,"
the quarterback said. "Would you go out with me tomorrow night?"


His teammates cat-called, and the nearest ones
landed punches on his shoulder, but Adam kept smiling at me with his
bright-blue, hopeful eyes. He was perfect.


Ford hovered near by and a few of my
journalism classmates whispered about the look on his face. 


"I'd love to, Adam." I squashed the
rumors, shut down my own inappropriate feelings for a professor, and accepted a
date all in one sentence. "Now, how about that interview?"

















 

Chapter Four


Ford 



 

I met Jackson outside the bar and waited while
he made kissing noises into his phone.


"Sorry, I haven't seen Alice all
day," he said. He dropped his phone into his pocket and opened the
swinging door of the bar.


I patted my friend's shoulder as I went
inside. "That's alright, 'cause you're buying."


We both stopped immediately inside the door
and scanned the room for students. Landsman College was in the midst of a
smaller outlying town, and the chances of running into students was high
everywhere I went. Normally, it was fine, fun even, but tonight I wanted to
drink.


Seeing only a few quiet couples and scattered
regulars, Jackson and I found seats at the bar. The standing lamps mixed in
amongst the shelves of booze was almost the only light in the place. Weak
lightbulbs encased in dusty, red, glass shades hung over us with barely enough
glow to light a bowl of peanuts. 


I felt the knots in my shoulders finally start
to loosen. "Beer and a shot," I ordered.


Jackson handed the bartender his credit card
and ordered a beer. "Was the blind date really that bad?" he asked.


The bartender chuckled as he moved over to the
taps. I caught his sympathetic glance and nodded. "What made me think
going on any date in front of students was a good idea?" I wondered.


"Alice thought she was fun, might break
you out of your perpetual bad mood," Jackson said.


"Since when is fun discussing the details
of a pet iguana's eating habits?" I picked up the beer the bartender
passed me and took a long, grateful gulp. "At full volume in the middle of
an art opening?"


"I thought she was at least pretty."
Jackson clacked his pint glass against mine.


"Yes, in a bright, cartoonish sort of
way. She didn't let me get a single word in between the iguana, her bathroom
grout, and plans to host a karaoke Christmas."


My friend choked on his beer. "Yeah,
Alice warned me that Tara was really into karaoke. I just figured you wanted
the fun of meeting someone knew. I didn't think you'd be singing duets or
anything."


"Singing duets?" The thought was
horrifying. The openly laughing bartender poured us both a shot of whiskey.


I knocked it back neat and smiled. "Did I
tell you Dean Dunkirk's daughter saved me? She had questions about class and
suggested I meet with all the journalism students before they left."


Jackson gave me a curious, sideways glance.
"Saved you from a blind date?"


"Not like that," I shook my head.
Why had I told Jackson about Clarity? "Besides, I thought you liked to be
up on campus gossip. She's dating the star quarterback."


Jackson breathed a sigh of relief and started
talking football. All I could think about was Clarity smiling up at that young
jock. Adam was tall, with black hair and blue eyes. Was that Clarity's type? I
ran a hand through my own wild, black hair and scowled.


"I know what's bothering you,"
Jackson said. 


I took another long sip of beer. "I doubt
it."


"You want to get back into journalism.
You never wanted to leave. And now your department head is breathing down your
neck, you took on the student paper to appease her, and it's only made you miss
the real thing." 


"Macken doesn't bother me," I said.


"Goodness, how can she not? I'm not even in
your department, and that woman frightens me." Jackson leaned his elbows
on the bar. "She's had you on unofficial probation since you started.
Doesn't that drive you insane?"


I ground my teeth and finished half my beer.
"You and I both know I deserve to be on probation."


"One accidental indiscretion your first
year does not make you the scourge of the School of Journalism. There was no
complaint, no proof, and it was a one-time thing. Macken needs to find a new
hobby," Jackson said.


It was more than once. Just one unforgivable
week. I crushed a peanut against the polished wood of the bar. "At least we
have a winning football team this year. Not that I think the sun shines out our
quarterback's rear. He's good, but too showy, and it's gonna cost the team. The
star running back, Carl, on the other hand. He's got his head on
straight."


Jackson swiveled on his bar stool to study my
face. "Not a fan of the quarterback, huh? I've got him in class, and he's
a good guy."


I snorted, thinking about the special
considerations college football players thought came with their talent.
"Wait 'till you try to give him an honest grade."


"Better a football player than the Dean
of Students' daughter. No wonder you're not into the flow of the semester yet.
It has to be hard thinking the dean is getting the lowdown on your class every
day."


"Clarity's not like that." I put my
beer down too sharply. "She's hard-working and ultra-focused. Too focused,
actually. Dean Dunkirk keeps hinting that he wants her to break out of her
career track and try a few other things before graduating."


"Hmm," Jackson said, considering me.
"Maybe she should try out my creative writing elective. I'll let you
suggest it if you want to score points with the dean."


"Somebody's got to do something about
this music," I stood up. "Order me another beer, will ya? I'm going
to go stock the jukebox with something good."


"Sure. Two beers and shots for a bad date
sounds about right."


I left Jackson chatting with the bartender and
made my way across the bar to the jukebox. It stood just outside the hallway to
the restrooms, and I was relieved to see the pop playlist was almost over. I
selected a few blues pieces and slipped something a little harder in between.
My mood was definitely darker than the upbeat chorus that was currently
repeating.


"Ford Bauer, what a surprise! Wasn't sure
I'd ever see you again."


The hairs on the back of my neck bristled.
"Barton," I bit out.


Wesley Barton sauntered down the hallway from
the restroom and held out a hand for me to shake. I crossed my arms and looked
the disgustingly wealthy entrepreneur over. The suit was Italian, custom-made,
and his shoes flashed with a high polish. Despite his husky build and his salt
and pepper hair, Barton was attractive. His jovial smile had the women that
passed us to the bathroom fluttering their eyelashes.


I imagined punching him in the face and almost
returned his smile. "Slumming it?" I asked.


"Meeting a friend. He's got connections
up at Landsman College. Maybe you know him? Michael Tailor?" Barton nodded
towards one of the tables in the front window. "How about you join us, and
I buy you a drink?"


"Back off, Barton." I stepped
forward and made him rock back on his heels. "We both know you deserve to
be in jail, and you would be if you didn't have my editor in your pocket."


"Former editor," he reminded me.
"And I don't think it counts as 'in my pocket' when I own the entire media
outlet."


"If you're going to censor stories and
only present the facts that you approve, then it should be called
entertainment, not media."


Barton slapped me on the shoulder. "Don't
be so sore just because we killed your story. I gave you a chance to stay. You
could have found other stories to cover and kept your career. Who knew you'd
tuck tail right away and run for a cushy academic job?"


I knocked Barton's hand away. "You forced
me out. You used all your money and connections to make the facts disappear,
and then you sent that shark of a lawyer to warn me about libel."


"To warn you, yes." Barton tried to
step around me. "It was your decision to leave Wire Communications."


"What choice did I have?" The volume
of my voice was edging up past the jukebox music. "I'm a journalist. I
can't work at a place that kills the facts to protect its own."


"You were a journalist. From what I hear,
you're now a professor. That can't be all bad. In fact, I met a Landsman
College student the other day. Patrick Dunkirk's daughter."


"Clarity?" My throat closed around
her name.


Barton nodded with a reptilian smile.
"She's interested in journalism internships. Quite ambitious, oh, and
beautiful. I can't feel bad about where you ended up when the students at
Landsman look like her." Barton kissed his fingertips.


I grabbed his hand and crushed it in my palm.
"I know you think you're untouchable, but I'm ready to get my hands
dirty."


"Whoa, hey, sorry for the
misunderstanding. We were just leaving." Jackson grabbed me by both
shoulders and yanked me away from the rich man.


I jerked free of my friend and tried to get
back into Barton's smug face. Jackson dodged in front of me. "Move, we're
not done."


"We're leaving," Jackson said.


For a lanky English professor, my friend was
deceptively strong. I could have taken him out with one, well-placed punch, but
he knew I wouldn't, so he shoved me towards the door with impunity. 


"Nice to see you, professor," Barton
called.


The bar door swung shut behind us, and Jackson
let out a tight breath. "What was all that about?"


I paced up and down the sidewalk. "That?
That slimy worm of a man is Wesley Barton, owner of Wire Communications."


"The man you tried to take down?"
Jackson asked.


"The man that discredited me and forced
me to leave journalism." Something snapped, and I lunged for the door.


"Whoa, not tonight," Jackson groaned
as he pushed me back. "That conversation is over."


"My whole career is over because of him.
Right now, he should be rotting in jail while I polish a journalism award. The
only reason it all turned out like this is because he's rich." I stalked
up and down the sidewalk again and wished Barton would try to leave the bar.


Jackson held out his skinny arms and tried to
corral me towards my apartment. "I'm not sure you can regain your
professional or personal integrity by caving his face in."


The burst of laughter surprised us both.
"You're right, but, goodness, it would feel good." My shoulders slumped.
Slowly, all the reasons I needed to keep my job came flooding back into my
conscience.


Jackson slapped me on the back as we walked
away. "Remember, I've seen you fight before. You're lethal. My wife's a
great lawyer, but even she couldn't get you out of assault with a deadly
weapon. And I really like sleeping in my bed."


"Alice would make you sleep on the couch
for getting into a bar fight?" I asked with a chuckle. "Fine, then
for your sake, I won't go back and put my fist through his nose."


"See? What are friends for?" Jackson
grinned and stopped next to his car. "Need a lift?"


"Nah, I gotta walk this off. My place
isn't that far if I cut across campus," I said.


"As long as you keep walking."
Jackson gave me a mock salute and drove home to his new wife.


The steep walk uphill to Landsman College
cleared my head, and by the time I looked up, I was far off course. Music
pumped from the row of old Victorians along the last side street before campus.
The sorority and fraternity houses were always lively on the weekend, but my
stomach sank as I saw which house was overflowing with a party.


The majority of Landsman jocks were Kappa Sig,
and I remembered overhearing that Clarity had a date with the quarterback that
night. I was still confused over why she would accept a date with a jock. Sure,
he was good-looking and popular, but neither of those were important factors to
Clarity. I thought she was more interested in debating current events and
discussing world news. It was hard to imagine her having fun at a keg party.


I walked closer just in case she realized her
mistake and was trying to leave the party.


"Psst, Bauer. Over here." 


The whispered voice was hidden in the deep
shadows of an oak tree. "Dean Dunkirk?" I asked, shuffling through
the dry leaves to join him.


"I know, I know, this looks a little
crazy," he said.


"Isn't it your job to monitor student
activities on campus?"


Dean Dunkirk gave my shoulder a squeeze.
"Exactly. Just doing my job. It has nothing to do with the fact that my
daughter is in there with a football player."


I chuckled even as the same thought sent a
stabbing pain through my chest. "You don't think her last name alone keeps
her safe?"


"Clarity can take care of herself. She'll
kill me if she knows I'm checking up on her. But, dang it, I'm her father, and
she's my only daughter, and..."


"You don't have to explain it to me.
What's the plan, captain?" I asked.


Dunkirk leaned gratefully on my shoulder.
"We're going in. I drop in on the fraternities regularly, so it won't be
too weird."


"Unless Clarity sees you."


"That's where you come in," Dean
Dunkirk said. "I'll distract the frat boys, you check on Clarity. Once you
see that all's well, we leave. Easy, right?"


"Easy," I agreed. "And not
weird at all."


It would only be weird if there was something
between Clarity and I, like a stolen moment in the treetops that kept playing
over and over in my head. I shook off the tempting memory and followed the Dean
of Students across the lawn to the frat party.


"D.O.S. in the house!" The student
calls from the front yard were friendly, but also a warning to the partiers
inside. They neglected to account for the volume of the music, but it was a
good try, anyway.


Dean Dunkirk stopped on the front porch to
shake some hands and say hello. I plastered a neutral smile on my face and
strode up and down the porch, peering in the front windows of the old
Victorian. There was a beer keg by the front staircase and another one in the
corner of the dining room. Laser lights swept across the dancing crowd in the
living room, and a small, terrible student band knocked out the coolest guitar
riffs they could manage. The house was crowded, but the party was under
control.


I couldn't see Clarity anywhere.


The dean caught up to me and chuckled as two
students leapt off the porch and disappeared in a puff of suspiciously sweet
smoke. "That smell takes me back. Shhh, don't tell the kids," he said
with an easy-going grin.


I laughed. "Whatever you say, captain,
sir."


"That's right, I always forget you were
in the army." He straightened his shoulders. "You've got the
look."


I brushed a hand across my wild hair.
"Not so much anymore."


The dean shook his head. "Nah, it's
there. That toughness. Good thing, too, in case I need an enforcer."


I followed him in the front door and laughed
again. Dean Dunkirk didn't need an enforcer. Only a few students here and there
slipped away. Most shook his hand or smiled and waved. A few even offered him a
beer. He was very, very good at his job.


"We're keeping it under control,
sir," the star running back, Carl, informed Dean Dunkirk. "IDs have
been checked, and we're ready to cut off anyone that can't handle their
liquor."


The dean clapped an approving hand on Carl's
shoulder. "Know your limits. Always good advice."


"I prefer the motto 'Stupidity will be
punished,'" I said and stepped up to a particularly red-eyed student.


"I've got him, sir," Carl said and
helped his stoned friend outside for some fresh air.


"What do we do if we actually see
drugs?" I asked.


Dean Dunkirk leaned in so the curious students
couldn't hear. "That's not what we're looking for, remember? How about we
fan out, cover more ground?"


"Yes, sir," I said. It was
impossible not to like Dean Dunkirk.


I was thankful when the dean dove into the
dancing crowd in the living room. I turned from the gut churning music and
headed through the dining room. A keg stand stopped as soon as my feet crossed
the threshold. 


"Professor Bauer?" A slim brunette
student blinked big eyes up at me. "You party?"


I raised an eyebrow at her and hoped I looked
aloof. "I owe the Dean of Students a favor, so here I am on chaperone
duty."


"Ropes course, man!" A tall,
red-headed football player whacked me on the back. "Prof here killed the
ropes course. He's a beast! I thought professors wore tweed to hide their
skinny arms, but Prof Bauer's got pythons, man."


I shrugged him off and kept moving. "Keep
that in mind, and don't let all of this get out of control."


"Aye, aye, Professor Bauer!"


I paused by the keg just to make the students
slow down. It was entertaining to see them beeline across the dining room
towards the keg, see me, and make abrupt turns. More than one student crashed
into another as they tried to change directions. It was a good vantage point,
but I still couldn't see Clarity anywhere. 


Dean Dunkirk extricated himself from the dance
floor and waved me over to the foot of the staircase. "I don't see her
anywhere. Any luck?"


"None at all, sir," I said.


"Good lord, those girls are ogling you. I
heard you blew the students minds by mastering the ropes course," he said.


"Your daughter was the real star," I
told him. "You should have seen her; she was fearless."


"Clarity did the ropes course?" Dean
Dunkirk looked surprised. Then he scrubbed his chin. "That wasn't quite
what I was thinking when I told her to try new things."


I laughed. "You meant for her to try out
creative writing or maybe a modern dance class, didn't you?"


The dean looked up at me with worried eyes.
"We have to find her."


I would have laughed again if I didn't share
his sentiment. The party was tame, but Clarity did seem to be demon-bent on
breaking out of her shell. Why else would she have accepted a date from the star
quarterback? The memory still stung. She'd done it right in front of me.


"I'll take the kitchen," I said.


"I'll go around and check the backyard.
Meet you out there," Clarity's father said.


A few students recognized me and cleared out
as I headed down the narrow hallway to the kitchen. That’s when she appeared.
My stomach dropped like a bucket into an empty well.


"Libby," I said.


"What are you doing here? We're not
getting back together." Libby Blackwell tossed her bleached-blonde hair.


"We were never together." I stopped
dead in the hallway. Libby wouldn't move, and there was no way I was going to
try to squeeze around her. 


"You know, even ex-boyfriends can be
nice," Libby slurred. She stalked down the narrow hallway. "Don't you
want to be nice to me, Professor Bauer?"


She swayed on spiky high heels and then threw
herself into my arms. The sickly sweet smell of rum erupted from her giggle. 


"You need to find your friends," I
told her. "It's time for you to go home and sober up."


"You can take me home." She rubbed
her cheek against my shoulder.


I took her shoulders with both hands and set
her back against the opposite wall of the hallway. "Libby, this isn't
okay. It never was. I made a mistake, and I'll be the first to admit it."


"Want me to tell your friend, the Dean of
Students?" she asked while batting her eyelashes. 


"Tell whomever you want. Like I said, I
made a mistake, and I own it." Disgust rolled around in my stomach.


Libby Blackwell was the epitome of a
privileged Landsman College student. Her parents had more money than the
government of a small country, and she knew it. Libby flubbed her grades,
flirted her way through projects, and expected that everything would be fine on
the other end. 


When I arrived on campus, I was angry. Angry
with Wesley Barton for being a crook, angry with a system that served the
wealthiest, and angry at myself for not knowing who to trust. Libby was wild,
sexy, and an easy way for me to self-sabotage. I never regretted anything more
in my life.


The worst part is she always threatened, but
never told anyone. My department head, Florence Macken, suspected our brief
affair, but no one else knew. A few times a year, I would run into Libby, and
she would try to trade sex for silence. I knew I should be the one to approach
the Honor Council and be done with the whole sordid affair, but I had tried
uncovering the truth once and still felt the burn.


"Hey, Red," I called at the tall
football player down the hallway. "Come help us out."


"What's up Prof?" he asked.


"Libby here needs a safe chaperone home.
That means you find her friends and get them all home together. You got me?
None of the girls go off on their own." I caught him in a stare that made
beads of sweat pop out on his strawberry-colored hairline.


"You got it. Operation Gentleman."
The football player gathered a giggly Libby under his arm and boomed down the
hallway. "Ashley, Farah, time to get your girl home!"


I swore if I couldn't find Clarity, then I
would confront Dean Dunkirk with my indiscretion. He would help me face the
right consequences and put my mistake-ridden past behind me. 


The glimmer of redemption sent me striding
down the hallway and into the kitchen, just in time to see Adam try to kiss
Clarity. I jumped back into the shadowy hallway and clenched my fists. 


"Adam, stop. This was supposed to just be
a casual date." I heard Clarity trying to keep her voice light. She pushed
the tall quarterback on the chest, but he didn't step back.


"Come on, you can't say you're not
attracted to me," Adam leaned in again.


"But I can say ‘no.’ Do I have to say it
again?" Clarity asked.


"Uh huh," Adam nodded and reached
out to grip her shoulders.


Before I launched myself at the unsuspecting
kid, Clarity took care of the overeager football player herself. She hooked a
foot around his ankle and gave his chest another hard shove. The shocked
quarterback stumbled back and plopped down on his rear.


He laughed and held his hands up in surrender.
"Alright, I give. How about you let me walk you home?"


The right hook I had cocked and ready itched
to knock him down as soon as he got to his feet, but, again, Clarity took care
of it. 


"Best stick around here and sober
up," she said. Clarity spun on her heel and marched towards me.


I lowered my fist just in time.


"Ford? I mean, Professor Bauer?" She
skidded to a halt in the shadowed hallway.


"Your father asked me to check in on the
party. He's out in the backyard." I hoped Dean Dunkirk would understand me
ratting him out so fast. 


If the flashing look in Clarity's green eyes
was any indication, then the dean would understand perfectly. I backed up
against the wall and left the hallway open for her to pass.


She glanced back over her shoulder where Adam
was laughing and giving high-fives to his friends. "Dating is the worst.
Especially trying to date college guys."


I let out a breath I didn't know I was
holding. "My sister, Liz, says the exact same thing. Which is good,
because I told her I would stop paying her rent if she skips class for a boy.
She's in med school and better stay focused."


Clarity stepped closer to me. "Is that
why you're teaching instead of chasing after big stories? You're supporting
your little sister?"


"How about I walk you home?" I said.


She smiled. "Thanks, but, like you said,
my father's outside. It was nice of you to help him out."


I nodded and didn't trust myself to say
anything else. There was no reason for me to feel so relieved knowing that
Clarity had turned down the football player and would be heading home safe.

















 

Chapter Five


Clarity



 

The shuffle of the Sunday newspaper was always
relaxing. My father and I spent Sunday mornings at the wide kitchen table in
front of the French doors. Morning light poured in and caught the swirls of
steam rising from our coffee mugs. 


I loved the quiet routine. Except my eyes
wouldn't focus on any words, and I burned my lips on my coffee. My mind kept
wandering back over the moonlit campus walk with Ford. As soon as we stepped
out of the frat house party, my father had jogged up with a breathless frown. 


"A group of streakers is causing havoc
outside the gym complex, and I have to go deal with it."


"There's a great article in there
somewhere," Ford nudged me. 


"Professor Bauer will see you home safe,
won't you?" My father had waved as security swung by in a truck to pick
him up.


Neither of us had said a word until the full
moon climbed up and over the corner towers of the library. 


Ford sighed. "I do actually like it here.
I know you think I should be off chasing big stories and being a hard-hitting
journalist, but it's peaceful here. Beautiful."


Our hands had brushed at that moment, and the
memory alone caused a thrill to rush up my arm. I had to be a silly, delusional
girl to think that last, whispered 'beautiful' was for me, but I couldn't help
it. We were impossible, never going to happen, but at least I could hope he
felt the same way I did.


My growing attraction to Ford was a problem.
It was fine when it was just a crush on an attractive professor, but now it was
pluming out like smoke and hanging like a deep haze on the majority of my
thoughts.


"Clarity? Your toast popped up," my
father repeated. He folded down one corner of his newspaper and checked on me.
"Everything alright?"


I looked around the sunny kitchen and took a
deep breath. Most of my friends made fun of me for living at home until they
saw our house. The Craftsman was big, comfortable, and full of light. The
original hardwood floors and crown moldings gave it a sense of maturity, while
my father's tendency towards bright colors kept it lively and fun. 


"You know it's alright if you want to go
out with your friends on Sundays," my father said. He poured himself
another cup of coffee from the French Press on the table.


"I know, thanks." I gestured around
the warm kitchen. " But why would I want to leave all this?"


My father snorted. "This isn't for
everyone. Too boring. What's the word? Stodgy."


He was talking about my mother, and I felt a
twinge in my chest. She had left when I was too young to remember her in the
kitchen on a Sunday morning, but the way my father talked about her, she may
never have sat there for more than five minutes. When he talked about her, my
mother was always in motion. Always going somewhere, traveling, and very rarely
returning. And then one day, she was gone.


That was why when my friends called to declare
a Funday Sunday, I declined right away. I couldn't bear to drop everything and
leave my father alone. He needed someone to grind the coffee to the right
consistency for the French Press. He never remembered where the honey was that
he liked on his toast. If I wasn't there to help him, sit with him, he'd be all
alone.


I would never hurt him like my mother did. If
his heart felt an airless reaching like mine, then how could I even think about
leaving? I was determined to be the opposite of my mother in every way. It's
what drove me to shake off all my silly fantasies and focus. My biggest worry
was hurting my father someday, and he was too good a man to deserve that.


So, I refolded my section of the newspaper and
studied the articles. Some journalists used creative leads, while most stuck to
single-item or summary leads. 


The newsprint blurred, and I was back on
campus under the full moon. Ford's gray eyes caught the silvery light and
twinkled. The air was chilly, and dried leaves crumpled underneath our feet. I
felt safe, the ramrod straight set of his back telling me I was his
responsibility. Except when he looked my way and a wildly charged current leapt
between us.


"Just imagining things," I muttered.


"What was that, darling?" My father
looked up from the Arts & Style section again.


"Did you want one of those pears? They're
ripe; I checked earlier," I said.


He gave me a quizzical smile, then shook his
head and returned to his reading. I forced my eyes back over the headlines and
tried to find the trick I needed to write my own grabbers.


Not touching, but aware of every breath,
shift, and accelerating heartbeat. 


I jumped up from the table and went to butter
my piece of toast. On the way back to the table, I slipped a blank grocery list
page under my plate along with a pen. There had to be some way to express the
distance and absorption I felt all at the same time when I was near Ford.


"Working on an article?" My father
asked. "I remember when you used to sit here and write fairy tales. I was
forever helping you spell words like 'enchantment' and 'dastardly.' Bet you
don't use those words enough now that you're all grown up."


"No one uses the word 'dastardly'
anymore. Unless, for some reason, you're describing pirates," I pointed
out.


My father chuckled. "If anyone could,
it'd be you. You're so much more creative than you're letting yourself be,
Clarity."


I groaned. "I thought you were supposed
to save the lectures for after coffee."


"No lecture, just an observation,"
he said.


I folded up the scrap of paper and shoved it
in my back pocket. "Well, here's an observation: I've got a great
opportunity for an internship at Wire Communications, and you promised to help
me with the application, but you haven't even picked it up yet." I pointed
to the neat folder I had placed on the edge of the kitchen island.


My father glanced at it and gave me a pained
look. "Why do you want to work there?"


"First off, it's just an internship. And,
secondly, it's just an internship at one of the largest media outlets in the
Midwest." I dropped my hands to the table in exasperation. 


"You don't have to worry about
internships yet, Clarity. It's not even Thanksgiving break. Actually, though,
we need to talk about Thanksgiving," he said. My father folded his paper
smoothly and laid it aside. 


I held up a hand. "No. No talking about
the holiday until you promise you will help me with this application. I need to
pick the perfect cover letter, the best examples of my writing, and
recommendations. And I don't want to wait until after break because everyone
else will. I want to stand out and show them I'm dedicated. Besides, we never
do anything for Thanksgiving."


"That's what I want to talk to you
about," my father reached for my hands. "We've been remiss with our
holidays the last few years."


"I don't mind. I'm not a child
anymore," I reminded him.


He squeezed my fingers. "Even more reason
for us to take the time to celebrate. You need to let yourself be a kid again,
even if it's just during the holidays. You're much too serious, Clarity."


I narrowed my eyes, but knew I would never win
this fight. We had it almost every day. My father thought I was too serious,
too focused, and that I was going to miss out on my life. I thought he was
sentimental and pinning his abandoned desire to paint on me. We'd go ten rounds
about what we each thought the other should do, and then let it blow over until
the next day.


"How about we make a deal?" I asked.


My father let go of my fingers and steepled
his hands together. "Ah, a deal. Does it include you finding a creative
outlet and letting a little more balance into your life?"


I swatted at him even as I thought about the
scrap of paper in my back pocket. "Nice try, but we're skipping the
lecture today and going straight to negotiations."


He laughed and sat back to cross his arms and
give me a regal stare. It didn't quite work with the remainder of his red hair
still fuzzy from sleep and his bathrobe tight over his belly. "Fine, I'm
listening."


I grinned. "I will help you cook a full
Thanksgiving meal, decorate the house from autumn leaf garlands down to a
cornucopia centerpiece if you help me complete my entire application for Wire
Communications."


"Turkey, stuffing, gravy, the whole
works?" he asked.


"Even acorn squash with nutmeg," I
promised.


My father's eyes twinkled. "Throw in one
original poem, and it's a deal."


"No poem, no short story, just the entire
Thanksgiving experience."


"Fine. Deal." My father stuck out
his hand and we shook on it. "Now what's this about a short story?"


"Dad!" I laughed but shifted so I
could feel the folded paper in my back pocket again. 


#


The armchair was half-hidden behind the
archive stacks in the basement of the library. Above it was a porthole window,
a trace of the old building before the new addition. That was why the tiny
alcove was an anomaly in the architecture and the perfect place to curl up and
work on my secret project.


The scrap of paper was now taped on the inside
of a spiral bound notebook. Page after page was crossed with a slashing X as I
had written and rewritten the beginning about eighteen times. I wanted it to be
perfect.


Each word felt like a tiny puzzle piece that
had to be turned and fitted precisely. I loved agonizing over them and watching
beautiful sentences form. 


The best feeling, though, came from the
moments when the pen took off, and I filled half a dozen pages with
inspiration. My mind soared, and I felt the smile on my lips even though I was
all alone.


Every time my phone beeped to remind me of the
time, I felt like I was coming down from a great height. Gravity was heavier as
I trudged up the stairs and crossed the courtyard that joined the library with
Thompson Hall. It was my new routine to work on my secret project until it was
time for Ford's class. If it had been any other class, I would have skipped it
and stayed in my little library alcove, scribbling away forever.


No one knew where I disappeared to, and that
was part of the thrill. I hadn't told anyone, not even Jasmine or Lexi, and I
certainly was not going to please my father with news of my creative endeavor.
If he knew I was writing a short story, he would yell it from the rooftops.


"Did you find that link I sent you about
traditional story structures?" Ford asked as I walked into the lecture
hall.


"Yes, thank you! Kurt Vonnegut sums it up
so well. I loved how he described the shape of stories. Especially Cinderella," I said.


Ford smiled, and for a moment I forgot about
the multiple levels of students behind me. There was only his stubbled grin and
the crinkled lines of it around his smoky gray eyes. The man had black lashes
that could ensnare me.


"Are you going to tell me what you're
working on?" he asked.


I turned to walk up to my seat. "Who says
I'm working on anything? Maybe if you didn't give us so much homework..."


The students nearest me snickered and called
out their agreement. I felt a tug in my chest. It always felt awful to separate
us back into our roles. He was a professor, and I was a student, except when he
smiled and the outside world receded.


I missed most of his lecture that day, but I
knew it wouldn't bother me to watch him again on the recording my laptop made.
My notes were a jumble of attempted phrases and minute descriptions—a mess of
writing that had nothing to do with journalism. 


As long as no one noticed, I was recklessly
following my own instincts. If anyone saw me acting so free-spirited and
irresponsible, I knew the unsaid comparison to my mother would drive it all
away. Writing a creative short story felt wild, impractical, and wonderful as
long as I had it all to myself.


With that thought in mind, I scooped up all my
things and crammed them into my book bag. The other upside of my secret project
was it helped me to avoid thinking about Ford. Sure, one of the characters
resembled him in flattering ways, but writing about him was safer than flirting
with the real thing.


"Hey, Clarity!" Thomas jogged to
catch up to me in the foyer of Thompson Hall. "How about a coffee? Unless
you're heading out to get some fresh air. Want some company?"


It was a beautiful, November day, with bright
sunshine that held the last dregs of summer's warmth. Everyone was flooding out
of the building and onto the lawns to feel the sun on their faces. All I wanted
to do was scramble back down to the library basement and be left in peace.


"Sorry, Thomas, I've got to study. See
you around," I called as I headed across the courtyard to the library.


I took a different route just to make sure
Thomas didn't follow me. He was shy, but persistent, and I wasn't sure how far
he would pursue me. I was just translating that thought into a memory for my
main character when I came around the corner of the archive stacks and almost
screamed.


"What are you doing here?" I hissed
instead. 


Ford leaned his head back on the hidden
armchair and smiled. "Isn't it obvious? I'm waiting for you."


"How did you know I was coming
here?" my whisper cracked with irritation.


Ford stood up and motioned for me to take the
arm chair. When I shook my head and crossed my arms tight across my chest, he
sighed and explained, "I questioned your friend, Thomas. I'm sorry to say,
but he's the best kind of source: anxious to talk if he likes the subject. You
do know he likes you, right?"


"Leave poor Thomas out of this. Why are
you here, Ford?" My breath caught. I always called him by his first name
in my head. That's how we first met, and I felt I had some claim to his given
name as long as I didn't say it aloud.


Ford paused at the sound of it too. A smile
played around his lips, only to be swallowed away. "I'm just curious.
Thomas, on the other hand, is worried. He thinks you're working too hard. But,
if the smile I saw as you came down those steps is any indication, you like
whatever you've been working on."


I ground my teeth and scowled. "I did
until you came along and interrupted me."


Ford gestured to the open armchair.
"Please, don't let me get in your way. Like I said, I was just
curious."


I inched past him, refusing to inhale the
intoxicating scent of his soap. The last time I caught a whiff of sandalwood in
a candle store, I had gotten weak in the knees. I stopped, and we were caught,
the backs of my knees hard against the seat of the armchair and Ford pressed
against the wall. We were inches apart.


"Yes?" he asked and the word was
barely more than a whisper.


This was what I had wanted all along. I wanted
someone to find me, someone to be curious enough to check on me. I wanted
someone to discover my secret project, and Ford was the exact person I had
wished it would be. Not just because being near him felt like a fast car ride
with all the windows down, but because he could give me an honest opinion.


I flopped into the armchair and surrendered.
"It's a short story."


Ford's eyes brightened, and he dropped down to
squat comfortably next to the arm of my chair. "And you're hiding it from
your father because it would make him too happy?"


"He'll never give me an honest
opinion," I said. "All he'll do is gush about the joys of creativity
and how he wished he had pursued his art."


"So you're looking for an honest
opinion?" Ford laid a hand on the armchair, and I had the insane desire to
rest my cheek against it.


"Yes." I distracted myself from his
proximity by reaching into my book bag and dragging out the spiral-bound
notebook. "I haven't even typed it up yet, but there's a clean copy in the
back of this."


He didn't laugh in my face; he just studied it
with a disconcerting level of interest. "Just a general opinion or actual
feedback? How specific? Like down to word choice, or just my overall
impression?"


My hand shook as I shoved the notebook at him,
and it was hard to tell what was sparking my nerves. Our fingers brushed, and
the lightning sensation of his skin along mine shot right to the balls of my
feet. 


I cleared my throat. "Be specific,"
I squeaked. "Tell me what I need to improve on."


Ford stood up and flipped open the spiral
notebook. Then he leaned against the wall, and his eyes flashed across the
page. 


I dropped my book bag and leapt up out of the
armchair. "Not now!"


"Why? No time like the present,
right?" Ford asked with a wicked smile.


I flapped my hands at him. "Not in front
of me. I'll die. Just take it and read it when you have the time. Maybe you can
give it to me next class."


Ford chuckled and used the notebook to fend
off my buffeting attack. "Next class is after Thanksgiving."


I raked both hands through my hair. "Oh
my goodness, I have to go buy a turkey!"


"Wait, now?" 


"Yes, now, before the store runs out of
the right size." I gathered up my book bag. "My father's gotten it
into his head that he wants a real Thanksgiving gathering this year. I spent
half of last night trying to figure out what fruit looked best in a cornucopia.
How insane does that sound?"


Ford laughed, then stopped on a long, barely
audible sigh. "Actually, that's sounds wonderful."


I watched his face and saw the shift from
amused to wistful. "Why? What are you doing for Thanksgiving?" I
asked.


"Nothing," Ford shook his head.
"It's no big deal. Liz is volunteering in the city and doesn't want to be
away from school long enough to drive up here for the weekend, which I totally
understand. Still, the microwave dinner selections for Thanksgiving were pretty
bleak."


My pulse jumped into a riotous jig, but I
managed to speak calmly. "My father is determined to have a big
Thanksgiving meal. And he still wants to thank you for braving the frat party
check with him the other night. I'll have him call you, but you should plan on
coming to our house for Thanksgiving."


"Are you sure?"


I rolled my eyes, "My father will be
happy you're there."


"Will you be?" Ford bit his lip as
if the question had escaped.


I couldn't breathe, so I nodded until I could
manage to say, "Just don't say anything about my short story."

















 

Chapter Six


Ford 



 

I folded the title page of every article so
that I couldn't see the student names. It helped me judge the writing and check
if my journalism students had mastered a neutral tone. Jackson taught me the
trick he had learned from tackling hundreds of creative writing essays and
stories.


Clarity's short story rose to the surface of
my mind again, and I leaned back in my office chair to avoid it. The characters
were clear in my mind, the overlapping paths they took a common knot that tied
my thoughts to them. 


I shook it off and groaned at the stack of
grading. "I have to stop giving my students homework that gives me
homework."


I snatched up the next article and knew by the
first sentence it was Clarity's. Her open curiosity was contagious, and her
leads were getting better. She needed to work on simplifying her language, but
her enthusiasm kept me reading for three paragraphs before I realized I hadn't
written a single comment.


What could I say to her?


It was impossible to erase all the thoughts
that had popped into my head the night I met her. If only I didn't need my job
so much.


My mind drifted back to the cocktail dress she
was wearing when the door to my office crashed open. "Sleeping on the
job?" Jackson asked.


"You know, for a bookish, lit professor,
you’re loud enough to wake the dead." I settled back in my office chair
and unclenched my fists.


"And you're a little too jumpy. What's on
your mind?" Jackson strolled around my narrow office, hands in pockets,
studying the bookshelves.


"What's on my mind? You came to my
office, remember? Unless your entire plan was to give me a heart attack."


Jackson chuckled then turned back to point at
the bookshelves. "A little Spartan, don't you think? I thought you were
finally settling in and resolving to be a Landsman man."


I swallowed the instant distaste that thought
brought up. "Maybe I just have something against crowded bookshelves.
Maybe I'm Feng Shui."


"Feng full of trash," Jackson said.
"I'd take it personally if I didn't know how much you miss journalism. But
you really should get rid of the temporary vibe in here if you want your
department head to stop sharpening her axe."


"She can't fire me before the
holidays." I grinned.


"Speaking of the holidays, what are you
doing for Thanksgiving?" Jackson leaned on the corner of my desk.


"Apparently I'm grading articles." I
gestured to the slipping stack on my desk, then caught it before it toppled.
"Any more tricks of the trade that could speed this up?"


"So you don't have any plans for
Thanksgiving? I know Liz is staying in the city."


I sighed and stacked the papers back into a
neat pile. "Liz could probably use the break, but she won't give herself
one. She thinks just because I'm helping her out a little here and there that she
has to work like a dog."


Jackson crossed his arms. "I wouldn't
call covering her rent and paying for her car a little, but stop trying to
change the subject. We're not going to let you starve alone on
Thanksgiving."


"Sorry, but I have plans." I
swallowed hard and hoped he didn't ask for details.


Jackson studied my face for a moment with a
curious smile. "So, Alice and I are going to Dean Dunkirk's for
Thanksgiving. He's invited a small group and told me you were on the
list."


"Oh, good, that'll be great. I wasn't
sure I was going to go, but now it sounds good," I said.


"You weren’t going to go before I told
you we were invited? What's with the secrecy?" Jackson stood up and tapped
his chin as he studied me again.


I held up both hands in surrender. "I'm
not a big fan of turkey, alright? You caught me."


"This wouldn't have anything to do with
the dean's daughter being your student, would it?"


"Speaking of students," I jumped out
of my office chair, "I have to get ready. My students and I are attending
the alumni/donor dinner tonight. I have to wear a tuxedo."


Jackson allowed me to shoo him back to the
door so I could get the garment bag off the hook. "You're really going?
But you hate those people."


"Smug, entitled, rich folks that only
want to spend money so people notice them? Nah, I love 'em. Besides, my
students need to report on it for the school newspaper." I unzipped the
garment bag and pulled out the rented tuxedo.


"So that means you have to go, too?"
Jackson asked.


"It was the only way the college
president would allow students to mingle. I suppose he's afraid they're going
to spike the punch or pull some other prank." I sighed, "Goodness, I hate
being a chaperone."


Jackson laughed and made himself comfortable
in my office chair. "The student newspaper crew is a pretty responsible
bunch. Isn't Clarity Dunkirk on staff? According to some of my kids, her name
alone is chaperone enough. Poor girl. I bet she doesn't get to break out and
have much fun being the dean's daughter."


"She's too focused for fun, way too
mature," I muttered.


"What was that?" Jackson drummed his
fingers on the edge of my desk and smiled up at me.


"You any good at shining shoes? My dress
shoes haven't seen the light of day in years," I said.


Jackson shook his head. "Nope, sorry.
What else you got?"


I sat down on my small couch and opened my
shoe polish kit. "I have to pair up the staff. It's going to be a
co-written assignment, make 'em learn how to work under a shared byline."


"Oh, that I can do," Jackson sat up
and hunched over my desk. He wrote out the names of the students on the
newspaper staff, then cut names out. Then, he tossed them in a hat and held it
to me.


I decided no one was going to look at my
shoes, so I reached for the folded names instead. Jackson typed them up, and we
got down to the last three names before we realized there was a problem.


"You're going to have partner up, too,
otherwise it's uneven," Jackson said.


"Fine, yeah." 


"Thomas and Allison. That leaves you with
Clarity." Jackson hooted with laughter. "Luck of the draw, eh? Or
maybe you're just trying to get in good with the Dunkirks so you get extra
pecan pie at Thanksgiving."


"Isn't it about time you go home to your
wife?" I stood up and held my office door open for Jackson. "I've got
to change."


"Never change, man, that's what they
want. Fight the power!"


I shoved Jackson out of my office and locked
the door. I wavered between the garment bag and my computer. Either I retyped
the list and was late, or I just went with it. 


I hit print. Anything else would admit I had
trouble being near Clarity. And, knowing Jackson, he would ask our mutual students
about the dinner and find out if I switched partners.


Luck
of the draw, I
thought. Now the only question was if my luck was good or bad. 


#


"So we missed the dinner part?"
Thomas asked as his stomach grumbled.


"You didn't miss it. You weren't invited,"
I said. "Dinner was over one hundred dollars a plate, which is why it was
for alumni and donors only. The college president has been nice enough to
invite us for the reception so you can mingle and find interesting
stories."


"Can we drink?" another student
asked.


I squeezed the bridge of my nose. "If you
are twenty-one-years-old, then you are legally allowed to drink. I will assume
each of you can make a responsible choice. Can we get on to the assignment
now?"


"Shouldn't we wait for Clarity?" Thomas
asked.


Allison piped up. "She's coming with her
father."


I handed Allison the list. "Here are your
partners. Remember that co-writing is about balancing opposite or complimentary
viewpoints. I suggest you start by getting to know your partner. There was an
uneven number of students, so I'm taking part in the assignment as well."


I congratulated myself on sounding casual,
then turned and caught a glimpse of Clarity.


Instead of her normal low ponytail, Clarity's
hair was swept up into a complicated knot that still could not contain all her
dark-red curls. Gold earrings danced on either side of her easy smile, and a
wave crashed inside me. Delicate straps were the only interruption along the
creamy expanse of her bare shoulders. The neckline plunged until I held my
breath. Despite the floor length fall of the black dress, her slender curves
were revealed with each step.


Besides the subtly flashing gold earrings, the
only jewelry Clarity wore was an emerald, beaded bracelet—the exact same shade
as her eyes when she caught me staring.


"Professor Bauer, sorry I'm late. My
father likes to make an entrance," Clarity said.


"All my fault," Dean Dunkirk
chuckled, "she was never one to fuss in front of a mirror, but these darn
bow ties always give me trouble."


Clarity's image burned in front of my eyes
even as I turned to her father. "Dean Dunkirk, they didn't give you a free
plate at the dinner?"


"Nothing's free when it comes to raising
money for a new theater complex. Not even the drinks, so you all can stop
worrying. If you're willing to pay what they're asking for them, I'm not going
to stop you." The Dean of Students smiled at my gathered newspaper staff.
"Your professor has given you one heck of a challenge: find something
interesting here that won't step on any toes. Remember, a lot of people here
guard their privacy for good reasons."


"Like pretending they're old money,"
Thomas whispered to Clarity.


She smiled but shook her head. "Well, I'm
ready to mingle."


My newspaper staff split up into partners and
went into the decorated dining hall. Clarity said goodbye to her father and
then turned to me with one auburn eyebrow raised.


"It's a shared byline assignment," I
said. "Everyone was assigned partners."


"Except there's an uneven amount of
students," Clarity's exquisite shoulders slumped. "I always liked
co-authored articles because the counterpoints are so interesting."


I was going to release her from the assignment
and let her write her own article, but she looked so dejected. "Actually,
I'm your partner." I held out the list to prove it. "Jackson, I mean,
Professor Rumsfeld, helped me draw the names from a hat."


"What, no one draws straws anymore?"
Clarity asked. 


I gave in and offered her my arm. "It's
probably unfair to the others, really. You have an inside track already."


She took my arm, and we walked into the dining
hall. Elegant flower arrangements graced every table. An orchestra quietly took
their places on the far stage, and a crystal chandelier sparkled over the
polished dance floor. Most guests mingled near the bar or the silent auction.


"Professor Bauer, how nice to see you
again." The older woman smiled as she stopped us. 


"Mrs. McGuire, I'm so glad you enjoyed
your tour of Thompson Hall," I said.


"Now, now, aren't you going to introduce
me to your lovely fiancé? Hello, dear," Mrs. McGuire shook Clarity's hand
and winked. "You know, my Derrick is fifteen years older than me, and if
you ask me, it's the secret to our long marriage. Nearly forty years! It's a
smart woman that chooses a mature man."


I could feel Clarity's blush, and the
temperature rose between us. "No, Mrs. McGuire, Clarity is one of my
students. I'm here chaperoning the student newspaper."


She patted my arm and shook her head.
"Oh, pish. I know a good match when I see one. Oh, dear, my husband's
waving me down. I hope to see you on the dance floor!"


Clarity and I stood arm-in-arm, unmoving, and
I didn't know what to say. Then her father appeared. "Did Mrs. McGuire
mention dancing? Because that's exactly what I came over here to talk to you
about," Dean Dunkirk said.


Clarity slipped her hand from the crook of my
elbow. "I'll dance with you," she told her father.


"Sorry, darling, I'm already spoken
for." Dean Dunkirk nodded over his shoulder at a white-haired woman in a
deep purple dress. "But we don't want an empty dance floor, so come on you
two."


Clarity caught my arm again and tugged me
after her father. The orchestra thrummed to life, and the music covered my
swearing. I took Clarity in my arms, making sure my elbows were held out in a
still circle.


"Not a big dancer, huh?" Clarity
asked. She shifted my hand to her waist and stepped closer. "I know I'm
your student and all, but this is college, not junior high."


I caught the fresh, floral scent of her hair
and forgot about dancing. Her dress dipped low in the back, and my thumb
brushed bare skin. "Any ideas for an article?" I asked, desperate for
a coherent thought.


Clarity smiled and starting listing possible
subjects, but I didn't hear a thing she said. Her dress flowed against my legs,
and her easy grace smoothed over my clumsy steps. The only lifeline I had was that
Clarity did not feel the same. She talked as if there wasn't a burst of
sensations every time our bodies brushed.


As soon as the song ended, I could see Dean
Dunkirk beaming. He was leading his dance partner across the floor to join us.
Clarity turned to smile at her father, and I slipped away into the crowd. I
headed for the bar like a man stumbling out of the desert.


"A scotch, neat. Very
professor-ish." 


I turned to see Jackson's wife smiling up at
me. "Hello, Alice. So, Jackson suckered you into coming."


She nodded. "And it's been lovely.
Though, I have to say, your appearance on the dance floor might be the
highlight of my night. You never once stepped foot on the dance floor at our
wedding."


"Didn't want to show up the groom,"
I said.


Alice laughed. "Well, I bet you were only
tempted into dancing tonight because of your beautiful partner. You two looked
wonderful together."


The scotch burned my throat, and I coughed.
"We're not together. Clarity is one of my students; she's on the student
newspaper staff."


Disappointment sped across Alice's face like a
cloud then gave way to curiosity. "How old—"


"Ah, Ford Bauer, we keep running into
each other. Who knew?"


My spine stiffened as Barton joined us. He and
Alice smiled politely at each other and then looked at me. I cleared my throat.
"Wesley Barton, meet Alice Rumsfeld. Her husband is an English
professor."


"An English professor?" Barton asked
as he kissed Alice's hand. "I hope he recites sonnets to you."


"Only as much as I recite the law to
him," Alice laughed.


"A lawyer. Beauty, brains, and an empty
drink. Here, allow me." Barton signaled the bartender, who left another couple
waiting as he poured a second wine for Alice.


"Thank you, Mr. Barton."


"Please, call me Wesley," Barton
said with a warm smile.


Jackson appeared before anyone noticed my
clenched fist. I considered following through with the punch just for the heck
of it, but remembered both my department head and the college president were
present.


"Wesley Barton, this is my husband,"
Alice said. She threaded an arm through Jackson's and leaned into him. 


Next to Alice's slim and compact figure,
Jackson was too tall and gangly. Barton gave him a sardonic smile. "Nice
to see you again, professor."


"Why are you here?" I asked.


Everyone blinked, but Barton recovered in two
seconds. "My friend, Michael Tailor, has a son starting here next year,
and I'm always willing to help a good cause."


"Does he have a nephew that plays
football? Brian Tailor?" Jackson asked.


I scowled, wishing the conversation would end
so I could get my friends far away from Barton. "The running back," I
said.


Barton cocked an eyebrow at me. "You
really do notice everything, eh, Bauer?" He smiled at Alice, though she
had caught the grim expression of her husband. "The Tailors have a long
history with Landsman College, and my friend makes many generous donations.
Perhaps there is something the English Department needs? Do people actually
read books anymore?"


Jackson lifted a foot to step forward, but
Alice steered him away. "How about a turn around the dance floor? Still
remember those lessons we took before the wedding?" she asked her husband.


"I need to wait for a waltz or I'm
lost," Jackson lied, eyeing Barton again.


Alice, tucked under her tall husband's arm,
pulled him off balance, so he had to move. "Too bad Ford's pretty partner
is gone, otherwise they could show you how it's done."


"Dancing with a pretty partner?"
Barton turned his narrow gaze on me. "And here I thought you were all
work, work, work. Which lovely lady is it?"


"Back off, Barton," I snarled as
soon as Jackson and Alice were out of earshot. "You've got a lot of nerve
coming up to me here and acting as if everything is fine between us."


"But it is," Barton smiled. "It
was just business. Ask anyone of the donors here. Making money is a team effort,
and you just weren't willing to play."


"That trash doesn't make what you did
right, and I don't care who your friends are," I snapped.


"Oh, but you do. People like us run
things, and there is nothing you can do about it." Barton sipped his drink
and smiled at the other guests. "The truth is that Michael's son, Junior,
is dumber than a tree stump. He once almost drowned using a beer bong. But,
because of who he is and who his father knows, he'll be accepted at Landsman
College without a problem. Just wait and see. Maybe I'll suggest he look at a
career in journalism."


"Just what you need: a reporter too dumb
not to spew out the garbage you pretend is the truth." I finished my drink
and walked away.


I searched the dining hall for someone I
wanted to talk to, but Jackson and Alice were still on the dance floor. Dean
Dunkirk was surrounded by alumni eager to hear stories. It was also difficult
to talk to him without feeling like I was just as low as Wesley Barton. He
entrusted me with his daughter, and he treated me like a friend. In return all
I could do was fight off my growing attraction.


I turned and saw Clarity from across the room.
From the distance, her eyes were a deep forest green that hid her thoughts. My
heart pumped against my ribs as it occurred to me she was the only person I
wanted to see.


She waited until I didn't look away, and then
she wove through the crowd to join me. Our eyes were still locked as she
neared, a rosy hue warming her cheeks. Then she shook it away and put a polite
smile in place.


"Do you have any ideas for an
article?" she asked. "You look so serious. Like you overheard
something big."


I considered telling her about the
string-pulling donors but thought better of it. If I hadn't learned my lesson,
I knew better than to drag Clarity into a similar situation. "Lady's
choice," I said.


Clarity beamed. "Good because I have this
great idea to write a story about the catering. Why would Landsman College
spend so much money to pay servers when students could do it? It would be great
networking for the students and a chance for the alumni to share wisdom with
them."


"Wisdom?" I snorted.


"Fine," she swiped back an errant
curl, "but I'm right about the networking part."


"I don't know. It just seems like another
opportunity that would be rife with nepotism," I said.


Clarity's nostrils flared. "Landsman
College does not have a problem with nepotism, and I don't like what you are
implying."


I held up both hands. "I'm offering the
opposite viewpoint to make your core claims stronger. How about the fact that
alumni and donors may not be able to relax and enjoy the bar as easily with students
watching?"


Clarity put a hand on her hip and pointed the
other at my chest. "Are you speaking for the faculty or for yourself
personally?"


"I could use a drink. And I pride myself
on treating my students as adults, not children," I said.


"That's the spirit I think this event
could capture. Maybe students should be allowed to raise enough money to attend
themselves. Different groups of students could band together and build up
interest in specific funding." Clarity’s eyes shone.


Her enthusiasm made me smile. "Are you
telling me you'd trade looking gorgeous in that dress for black pants and a
white button-down shirt?"


She stopped and blinked. "Gorgeous?"


I felt a flash of heat rise to my ears.
"I find it hard to believe you've never heard that before."


Clarity couldn't meet my eyes. "Um, thank
you. You look very handsome tonight, too."


My burst of laughter cooled the conversation.
"I wasn't fishing for a compliment, Ms. Dunkirk. Are you going to get all
stutter-y if I tell you I like your story idea? Why don't you run it by some of
your father's friends and see if you can get some quotes."


Her brow furrowed, but the polite smile
slipped back into place. "Sure thing, Professor Bauer."


I stopped a passing server. "I'll tip you
directly if you bring me a scotch." The server nodded, and I shook my
head. That was definitely not something I would say to a student.


Then again, I wouldn't normally compliment a
female student on her looks. No matter how innocent it was intended to be, that
just begged for problems. 


I looked down at my scuffed shoes. My problem
was the compliment had popped out of its own accord. Clarity had a way of
eliciting responses from my brain and body that were not in any way
appropriate.


That made me angry. In any other room, in any
other place, she would just be an attractive young woman. Her maturity set her
apart from other students, and the more times I talked to her, the more I
connected with her on an intellectual level. But no one would ever see that;
they would only see an old professor leering at a student.


Thirty-one was not old—I was practically a
baby when it came to professors—but I felt old. I watched as Clarity joined her
father in an animated and smiling conversation. That was the biggest difference
between us—she was all hope and ideals while I was all cynicism and experience.
The last thing I would wish on Clarity was a man like me.


"What are you scowling at?" Jackson
appeared at my elbow. "Or whom? You know, she can't help who her father
is."


I stiffened at his keen observation.
"Clarity? She's lucky to have him as a father."


Jackson shrugged. "Yeah, I can see that.
You know he raves about you, right?"


"What?"


"Dean Dunkirk. He's always going on about
how you bring realism and experience to Landsman. The rest of us are sheltered
scholars, but you've been out in the world and have really seen some
things." Jackson watched me as the server arrived with my drink.


I took a long sip. "He keeps pushing his
daughter to wander off her path and explore a little. I'm not sure he knows how
hard it can be to get back on the straight and narrow."


Jackson followed my eyes back to Clarity.
"Maybe that's why you're his favorite. If anyone can do that, it's
you."

















 

Chapter Seven


Clarity



 

Racing waves of sensation rolled up my back
and over my shoulders from the place where Ford's hand had touched my bare
back. My body reverberated with the awkward strength I had felt from him on the
dance floor. The masculine pull of his body during the waltz still tugged at me,
and my eyes sought him out again.


He stood with a colleague, an English
professor, across the dining hall, and I wished we were anywhere but Landsman
College. In any neighborhood, in any city, our age difference would not be an
issue, and I wouldn't feel the bonds of an honor code strangling my natural
responses to him.


My stomach warmed with a hunger to be near him
again, but Ford was doing his best to avoid me. He had practically run off the
dance floor. My cheeks burned with the thought that he had felt my attraction
and dismissed it with distance, but my heart wondered if maybe he felt the
same.


If only we had met in some big, anonymous
city. I played over the cocktail party in my mind, an urban skyline replacing
the manicured lawns and fall leaves of Landsman College.


"Having fun?" Thomas popped out of
the crowd in front of me.


I clapped a hand over my chest as the fantasy
shattered. "Sure, yeah, I guess," I said.


"I'm sorry we couldn't be partners. I
tried," Thomas' smile was crooked.


"I thought Ford, I mean, Professor Bauer
chose them at random."


Thomas scrubbed a hand over his opposite
shoulder. "Yeah, but we would have written a great article. Don't you
think?"


I shrugged. "What did you and Allison
come up with?"


"She thinks the silent auction should
include eco-friendlier items in order to raise awareness of global
warming." Thomas crinkled his nose.


"That's a good way to spin the assignment
to something you think is important." I shifted so I could see Ford again
across the dance floor. He was heading out the door, and my thoughts stumbled.


Thomas followed my gaze. "Professor Ford
wants everyone to meet in the foyer so we can compare story ideas and make sure
we're not overlapping."


"Oh goodness, I was supposed to mingle with
my father and get quotes from alumni for our story idea." I clutched my
champagne flute with both hands. All I had done was stand in the corner and
daydream.


Thomas brightened. "That's okay, I'll
stay with you if you want. We can hear what Professor Bauer has to say then
come back in here and try to have some fun."


I threaded my way through the crowd with
Thomas close on my heels. "I haven't even come up with a good lead yet. I
don't even really have my opinion fully formed. Oh, my goodness, I hope this
assignment isn't due soon."


"Don't worry, I'll help," Thomas
said.


"No, that's okay, you have your own
article to write, and it looks like Allison is waiting for you," I pointed
to our classmate.


Thomas took one look at Allison and crinkled
his nose at her hopeful smile. Then he grabbed my arm and steered me to the
opposite side of the door. I couldn't dodge around a tall table without
wrenching my arm away from him and making a scene, so I found a spot in the
corner and turned on him.


"Thomas, what has gotten into you?"
I asked.


"Sorry, Clarity, I just wanted, I just
thought we could take a second." He looked around in panic and then
snagged a wilting rose from the centerpiece of the tall table. "I just
wanted to know if—"


"Are you two coming?" Ford appeared
behind Thomas. The college kid shrank despite their almost equal height.
"Sorry, did I interrupt something?"


"No, we were just on our way to the class
meeting." I stepped around Thomas and caught Ford's sleeve. "I
haven't gotten any quotes from people."


He patted my hand. "That's alright, we
don't want to bury our own opinions for this assignment. Op-eds are a vital
part of a student newspaper."


He shrugged off my touch, and the bubble in my
chest deflated. I followed Ford out to the foyer, and Thomas trailed after us.
"But op-eds very rarely share a byline. Shouldn't we be sticking to the
assignment like everyone else?"


"Why don't you let me check in with the
other students and see where we all stand, Ms. Dunkirk," Ford said. The
blue in his eyes was hidden under a shade of hard gray. "Unless you have
further issues with this assignment, can I address the newspaper staff?"


The push and pull of Ford made me step
carefully. I stood on the opposite side of the circle from him, arms crossed.
Each brush of his eyes called up sparks that his serious expression
extinguished. My early fantasy cooled and hardened as he clearly regarded me as
just another student.


As he talked, I suddenly couldn't take it.
"Shouldn't this have been an individual assignment in order to get the
best variety of opinions and ideas? You could have asked us each to find a
topic and then assigned partners after the most compelling stories were
chosen," I said.


Ford's gray eyes flashed over me again.
"Ms. Dunkirk, I think you'll find, in the real world, editors very rarely
tell you what to write. Yes, there are expectations, but if you cannot discover
those and cater to them, your articles will not be included."


"But you've told us to write a
co-authored piece," I snapped.


"In order to facilitate your learning. Is
that something you are still interested in, Ms. Dunkirk?"


When the quick meeting broke up, Thomas leaned
in to nudge my shoulder. "I'll stay if you still want to get those
quotes," he said.


"Clarity," Ford strode across the
dispersing circle. "If we're done discussing tonight's assignment, I have
that feedback you asked for."


"My story?" I asked. "Yes, I'd
like to see what you thought."


"It's in my office, if you're
interested." Ford said. He gestured towards the doors, and I went with
him.


The cool air after a formal event always felt
freeing, but tonight it only whipped up a stir of nerves. I shivered.


"Did you have a coat?" Ford asked.


"No, there was valet parking," I
said.


He unbuttoned his tuxedo jacket and slipped it
around my shoulders. I tried to protest, but he shook his head. "It's a
rental, might as well get some good use out of it."


Ford's spicy musk surrounded me, and I
breathed it in deeply. Feeling his amused attention on me, I tried to recover
myself. "I love the smell of autumn, all the leaves and wood smoke."


He nodded. "You know, I don't mind typing
up my comments if you send me it."


Fear gripped me. "You didn't like it. I
knew it was a frivolous waste of time, but it felt like I just had to get it
out." I wrapped his coat tighter around me and shuffled my high heels
through the dried leaves.


Ford laughed. "Spoken like a true writer.
All I meant was I could save you a trip."


"Thanks," I glanced at him,
"but it was nice to have an excuse to leave."


It sounded innocent, but echoes of other
thoughts loudly contradicted me inside my head. Ford's dark hair curled over
the crisp collar of the white tuxedo shirt, and my fingers itched to sweep it
clear. To tangle my hands in the hair at the back of his neck, the neck that
already showed dark stubble. I wondered what it would feel like against my
cheek, the bare skin of my arm.


I shivered again, and Ford jumped ahead to
open the door of Thompson Hall. "One nice thing about a top floor office
is that it's always hot," he joked.


His narrow office was so warm that I immediately
shed his tuxedo jacket and slipped it onto the hanger I found on his couch.
Ford opened the small, ivy-covered window and let in a soft, autumn breeze to
cool us.


"So you really liked it? You're not just
being nice to me?" I asked.


Ford tossed me the short story and leaned
against his desk. It took a moment before I could tear my eyes from the shirt
that was tight against his muscles when he crossed his arms. 


"I loved it," he said.


The words sent a honeyed delight over my body
until I looked down at the pages. "There's so much red ink. Oh, my goodness,
it's like a blood bath."


Ford chuckled as I sank onto the small sofa in
his office. He stepped over and sat on the arm next to me. "Don't let that
get you down. Most of my comments are about structure and clearing out the
extra images. Your writing itself is impressive."


I gripped the pages and pored over each mark.
Ford cleared his throat and went to reopen his office door. The breeze made it
waver closed again, so he leaned against it. The faint light from the hallway
cast him into silhouette, and I realized neither of us had bothered to turn on
more than the small desk lamp.


In the dim light, he could still read my
expression and chuckled again. "You have to think of all criticism as
constructive or it'll sink you," he said.


"Do you mind going over it with me? I'm
not sure I can interpret all of this as positive unless you explain it," I
said.


Ford pushed off the office door and went to
one of the sparsely occupied shelves. He pulled a bottle of scotch from behind
a wide textbook. "Would my comments go down better with a drink?" he
asked.


I shook my head. "I had champagne at the
event," I confessed.


He smiled at me, then pried his eyes away and
poured an extra finger of scotch. I tugged my thin dress strap back into place
and wished the breeze would blow through the open window again. His office was
getting warm.


"You seem used to events like that. Does
your father make you go with him a lot?" Ford asked.


I looked up from the pages of my short story
and met his eyes. In the dim light, the gray was shifting to a deeper,
fathomless blue. "You don't like events like that, do you?"


"The event's fine, I just have a problem
with a lot of the people there," Ford said.


I shrugged, and my dress strap slipped again.
"My father is great at those events. Maybe knowing how to schmooze is an
inherited trait."


Ford finished his drink and settled onto the
arm of the sofa next to me again. His fingers plucked my errant strap and
tugged it back in place. "You inherited that but not your father's passion
for creativity in everyday life?" he asked.


My breath faltered. His fingers had left a
brand on my bare skin, one that my body believed only his touch could sooth.
"Creative expression has its place but, no, I think practicality should
take precedent in everyday life."


Ford reached for the tendrils of hair escaping
my messy chignon then pulled back. He rose, tossed himself into his creaky, old
desk chair, and kicked his feet up. "You know, I think I might be starting
to agree with your father. You are too practical. You know college is supposed
to be a time to explore, right?"


I shoved away the blazing thoughts of what I
wanted to explore. "Is that what you did?"


He shook his head. "I enlisted straight
out of high school and had the Army pay for my education."


"So you were practical too," I said.


Ford trailed his eyes up to my face, and I
realized how primly I was perched. "You know it's possible to be both.
Like Hemingway," he said. He nodded towards the skeleton selection on his
shelves. "Top, middle shelf."


I stood up, the swirl of my long black dress
and the appreciative focus of his eyes like a caress against my sensitive skin.
I hoped he didn't see the trail of grazed goosebumps. I had never felt a man's
eyes on my body with such pleasure.


I wanted to linger along the floor-to-ceiling
bookshelves, but the book was easy to find. "Did you just move offices or
something?" I asked.


Ford snorted. "I guess I'm just not your
stereotypical professor."


My mind backtracked and played that thought
over again. Ford was not a stereotypical professor. Maybe that was why I was
having trouble thinking of him as off-limits. He was relatively young for a
professor, more closely connected to a vocation than scholarly studies. Ford
was also unmarried, single, and devastatingly handsome.


I was not the only student that thought about
him, and that was a fact. My female classmates, and a few of the men, commented
on his effortless attractiveness almost every day.


"Have you ever read A Moveable Feast? It's Hemingway's reminiscing about starting out
as a writer in Paris." Ford continued to lounge in his office chair.


I blocked out the thousand nagging voices of
my body that urged me to test the muscles of his thighs by falling into his lap
or taste the potent scotch flavor that must have lingered on his lips.


"No, I haven't read it." I sat down
on the edge of the sofa as prim as before. "You must have."


Ford smiled. "It's a favorite."


I flipped through the dog-eared pages and
wished I could take the copy home with me. The pages he marked and the passages
he underlined made me wonder more about him than the story of a young Hemingway
in Paris. I imagined climbing into bed with a book he knew so intimately, and
the thought fired another blush across my cheeks.


Focusing my eyes on the open page in my hands
did not help. The passage spoke about settling into bed with his wife, their
books, and the open window showing the stars outside. Longing was a sharp burn
through my chest. The simplicity and peace of that scene and the loving way it
was worded made me want the same with all my heart.


Ford had underlined it and bent the corner of
the page. I wondered if he read it with the same ache. He said nothing and
gazed out the open window of his narrow office. The last clinging ivy rustled
quietly, and the faint scent of cold drifted in. The season was moving on to
winter any day now, and it added to the bittersweet tone of the words.


The sound of faraway laughter reached us, but
we were both content to sit in the quiet of the top floor. I knew we were the
only ones in the building, and even the light from the hallway seemed reticent
to join us.


Foolish,
romantic junk, I
thought. 


That's why I worried my writing was frivolous.
My head was always filled with silly notions or daydreams that would never come
to pass. Ford was just being polite, and he was probably counting the seconds
until I woke up from my schoolgirl trance and let him go home.


Ford rocked gently in his office chair, his
feet still up on the corner of the desk. He looked perfectly content until he
caught me gazing at him again.


"I'd let you borrow my copy, but it's all
marked up. I know it's practical to buy used books, but you really should take
the chance to approach a book entirely from your own view." He sat up and
clapped his feet on the floor.


"Doesn't that sort of negate the whole
point of college lit classes? What would Professor Rumsfeld say?" I asked.


The teasing brought a deeper, sapphire blue to
his eyes. "Students only get what they put in," Ford said, "so,
by all means, if you want to skim the parts that touched me instead of letting
the story reach you, then go ahead and borrow that copy."


I flipped through a few more pages and glanced
over the marked passages. Ford leaned forward to crane his neck, and I wondered
if he knew how romantic the lines he had chosen really sounded.


"I don't think it would distract
me," I quipped. "You've underlined pretty much every word."


The corners of his mouth curved up. "If
you don't have a book like that, then you need to spend a lot more time
reading."


Our conversation faded to the background as I
wondered how his lips could appear both hard and soft. The smile warmed them,
while the hard line of his jaw promised a force that could crack inhibitions.


I couldn't breathe. "Sorry, I have plenty
of reading for class," I said. 


When I went to stand up, I tripped, and Ford
shot off his chair to steady me and we tangled together in the small space. I
couldn't step back because the sofa edge promised to trip me, and Ford's leg
was caught by his office chair. We teetered for a moment, arms clinging to each
other, and then laughed.


"Hold on," Ford said, his breathless
laugh near my ear. "Get your balance."


My balance was gone, along with clear thought,
and any sense of control. Ford pulled me to him stronger than gravity, and I
stepped closer. His quick intake of breath encouraged me to come closer.


My hands had flown to his chest, not to push
him away, but to cling. Underneath one palm, I could feel his heartbeat galloping.
All I could do was look up into his dark-blue eyes and let him draw me closer.


Ford's supportive arm around my back tightened,
and I felt the hot pulse of his muscles flex as he tugged me gently against
him.


The small office plunged into darkness, barely
rebuffed by the small desk lamp and a digital clock that read midnight. Neither
of us moved as our privacy was confirmed. No one else was in Thompson Hall
anymore, and we were all alone.


Ford's lips parted, but he said nothing. His
arm continued to press me in, and my fingers flexed on his hard chest instead
of pushing him away. 


A question appeared in his eyes and I nodded,
more a reaching out than an answer. I found my footing and reached up on my
toes with perfect balance.


Ford swallowed a frustrated groan and slipped
his other hand around my waist. He pressed his lips together to wet them, then
let out a surrendering sigh. 


My hands inched up his chest to the bare skin
at his unbuttoned shirt. Warning bells and worries sounded in my head, but a
wildfire of desire pushed them away. 


Just one kiss, I told myself. 


One kiss would be enough to get rid of the
pressure, to release the delicious anticipation, and leave me with clear
thoughts. One kiss would snap us both back to reality.


Ford must have felt the same way because he
bent his head, his eyes drifting to my eager lips. I felt a push and pull in
his arm as he struggled. We were alone, cloaked in a silent building, in the
center of a private campus, and the only light was blocked out by our joining
bodies.


No! My mind cried frantically. I was seized with
thoughts of my reckless mother and all the hurt she had caused our family. If I
gave in to even one delicious moment, I was no better than her.


I caught Ford's eyes, and he saw them flare
with worry. His only answer was a lost smile: we were both goners, and there
was no going back. 


When my body pressed against his, and we both
felt the heat, it all felt inevitable. 


Then he stopped, stilled his encircling arms,
and caught his breath. A battalion of emotions charged over his face and for a
moment, I hoped he would lose the battle. I wanted his lips on mine, I wanted
the heat of his kiss, the assurance that he felt the same fiery longing as me.


Ford pulled away and cleared his throat.
"I never understood how long dresses and high heels mixed," he said.


I forced a giggle. "The lights going out
didn't help."


"I forgot they turn out the building
lights after midnight, not that I'm usually here this late," Ford said. He
turned and pushed his desk chair in. "Don't worry, there's enough light
from the exit signs and windows to see our way down to the front."


I turned back to his nearly empty bookshelves
and pretended I needed a minute to remember where his copy of A Moveable Feast was supposed to fit. It
was a thin ruse but, then again, so was his rummaging around in his desk
drawers as if his keys weren't in his pockets.


Ford opened another drawer and pulled out a
small, laminated card. "I better call security and let them know we're
still in here before they lock the doors. I don't think shimmying down a rain
gutter is going to work in that dress."


"No, don't!" I cried. I spun from
the bookshelf and dodged over to his desk to put both hands over his phone.


It took no more than a few seconds for Ford to
catch my reason for panic. Despite the fact that the overheated moment we had
just shared our office visit had been innocent, the likelihood of campus
security seeing it that way was significantly less. I knew for a fact, from my
father, that most of the campus-wide rumors flew from the mouths of the
security guards. They saw everything and often drew their own conclusions,
mostly for fun.


What would they say when Ford and I sauntered
out together in our formal wear?


He said nothing, but stepped back and crossed
his arms. The look on his face was a choppy surf of frustration and fear. It
was much more his reputation than mine at stake. I would only lose face while
he could lose his job.


"Let me call them," I said.
"I'll just tell them I was picking up a paper and didn't realize the
time."


Ford leaned over to the sofa and picked up the
forgotten pages. "That's the truth," he said.


He didn't meet my eyes, and I knew whatever we
had felt moments before was gone. I picked up the phone and dialed. "Hi,
sorry, I'm in an open office in Thompson Hall, and the lights just went out.
Yes, yeah, I know. I was picking up a paper from my professor and didn't
realize it was past midnight."


I hung up and trotted to the door.
"Thanks for the comments on my creative writing, Professor Bauer," I
said.


He followed me into the hallway and pulled his
office door shut behind him. "I'll walk you down," he said.


"Are you sure that's a good idea?"


Ford scowled. "I've fallen asleep in my
office once or twice. I'm sure the security guard will think nothing of it
happening again."


The beefy security guard at the front door
didn't even raise an eyebrow. "Student ID," he held out his hand to
me.


Before Ford could say whose daughter I was, I
lied. "It didn't match my dress for the donors’ dinner. My name's Trisha
Maxwell."


The security guard rolled his eyes and opened
the door for me. "Asleep at the wheel again, Ford?" he asked.


Ford scrubbed a hand over his face as if he'd
just woken up. "Would have slept all night if I didn't hear her clattering
around."


We stepped out into the cool night air, and
Ford followed me down the sidewalk. I shivered, but refused to look back,
afraid he would offer me his coat again.

















 

Chapter Eight


Ford



 

"Hold on. Let me lock up," the
security guard said. He rattled a large ring of keys and pulled the doors
securely shut behind him. "You're sure no one else is rattling around in
there?"


I shrugged but shook my head. "The School
of Journalism doesn't really work late at night. Our department head likes
everyone to stick to a strict schedule."


The guard rolled his eyes. "Tell me about
it. Last week, I was on my rounds, and she timed how long it took for me to
check the first floor."


"Well, you can always blame it on me. Or
just mention my name, and she'll move on," I laughed.


"She after you too?" The guard
slapped me on the shoulder, then followed Clarity down the steps. "How
about I give you a ride to your dorm?"


"No, that's alright, I live..."
Clarity caught herself before she pointed in the direction of her father's
house. "I'm just heading over there."


"Meeting your boyfriend, huh?" The
security guard looked back at me and grinned. "Bet he opted for beer pong
and the party at the frat house instead of wearing a tuxedo and being a decent
escort for her. Charming."


"There's another party at the frat
house?" I asked. "I thought the Dean of Students was telling them to
make them less frequent."


The security guard heaved a big sigh as he
hefted himself up into his campus pickup truck. "He couldn't tell them no
after they creamed the Lawrence team. Looks like we've got a winning team this
year."


Clarity had taken a few steps away but
stopped. "Why isn't that a good thing?"


"More wins, more parties, those boys
starting thinking they're big men. Someone's got to put them in their place,
and you know how exhausting that is?" The guard shut his door and leaned
on the window. "You sure you don't want a lift back to your dorm?"


"I'll walk with her," I volunteered.
"Nothing kills a party like a professor."


"No offense, Ford, but you look more like
a student than a professor. Get yourself a tweed jacket or something, for god's
sake."


I laughed. "I'm in a tuxedo, doesn't that
give me any gravitas?"


The guard shook his head with a grin.
"Not even with that big vocabulary. Alright, miss, you let the professor
there walk with you. And if those boys can't behave themselves, go straight for
a knee to the groin."


"Sound advice," I agreed.


Clarity laughed but took off down the sidewalk
without me. The campus pickup truck drove off. I caught up with Clarity, but
couldn't think of a thing to say. We walked a few dozen yards in silence, just
taking in the peaceful chill of the fall night.


Outwardly, the night was calm and quiet, but
inside I was a riot. Clarity's creamy skin in the moonlight made it impossible
for me to adopt the patriarchal professor role I had all but promised the
security guard I could take on. All I could think about was the stumble that
brought our bodies together, the lights going out and plunging us into an
insulated darkness where anything felt possible. 


Every fiber of my body still called out for
her kiss, and my mind kept circling back to the memory of our lips only inches
apart.


It sounded so wildly inappropriate, a
professor lusting after a student, but it felt different. I knew from my first-year
disaster what was wrong, and I couldn't help but wonder if this was right.
Clarity looked at the world with clear eyes and was open about what she could
and could not handle.


I was different too. It wasn't lust that drove
me closer to her as we walked along the sidewalk. It was a magnetic desire to
talk to her, to hear what was on her mind. She always surprised and inspired me,
and I hadn't felt inspiration like that in years.


"You're shivering; here, take my
coat," I said. I slipped off the tuxedo jacket again and swung it towards
her shoulders.


Clarity ducked away. "No, thank you. I'm
fine."


We rounded the corner and could see the frat
house far in the distance. The raucous party was spilling out the front door
and down the porch to the lawn. We had a dozen or so yards of peace before
those drunken football players saw her and started their cat calls.


I wanted to stop her, to make her turn to me.
The sickening thought that she really was going to see her boyfriend sent my
mind spinning.


"Are you still seeing that
quarterback?" I caught her arm and stopped her cold.


"Adam?" Clarity blinked up at me.
"Are you kidding? You were there the last time I went out with him,
remember?"


"Yeah, well, the kid's on a winning
streak. He's going to be king of campus for the rest of the season. Isn't that
what college girls find attractive?"


Clarity did not shake off my hand on her bare
arm. Instead, she patted my cheek and gave me a silly, condescending smile.
"College girls are actually women, and everyone knows that females mature
a lot faster than males."


I swallowed hard and wished she hadn't voiced
my earlier thoughts. "Excuse me," I said, "but last time I
checked, a hot quarterback was every woman's type."


Clarity dropped her hand but kept smiling up
at me. "Adam's tall, dark, and handsome, and I have to admit he's
attractive, but he still isn't my type. I'm not looking for someone to spout
sports scores and brag about touchdown passes."


"Then what are you looking for?" I
let go of her arm as the question surprised us both. "I'm sure Landsman
College has plenty of sensitive poets or focused scientists. You can take your
pick."


Clarity laughed and shook her head. "No,
I couldn't. And all I'm looking for is someone who challenges me, someone who
pushes me to be more. I don't really get that from college guys. It's probably
going to have to be someone older, who's been out in the world."


My fingers brushed one silky curled hair
hanging loosely. "I'm glad you know you deserve better than a frat house
football player."


"You know I'm really going home, right? I
have no intention of going to that party at all," Clarity said. Her face
leaned toward my hand, and she brushed her cheek along my fingers.


I stepped back and shoved both hands in the
pockets of my tuxedo pants. "Always the good girl. I bet the dean never
even gives you a curfew because you're always home on time anyway."


"Good girl?" Clarity asked.
"What about the blatant lies I just told a campus security guard? Pretty
sure that breaks the honor code too."


I wondered if giving the security guard a
false name rated up there with almost kissing me in my office. Clarity had
leaned in, her fingers tugging at my shirt front. I knew I hadn't imagined
that. She was just as aware as I was how close we'd come, but I didn't see even
a glimmer of regret in her green eyes.


"Do you think the honor code encompasses
all honor?" I asked.


Her face lit up at the challenging question.
"Interesting. Are you asking me if I believe in white lies?"


"Well, you did just give the security
guard a false name to save your father any possible embarrassment," I
said.


"True." Clarity tipped her face to
the night sky and thought for a moment. "The Honor code doesn't have a
section about lies meant as small kindnesses."


"You should tell your father to include a
section on that," I joked.


Clarity smiled but shook her head. "My
father loves to talk about creativity and passion, but he won't let anyone bend
the rules. The honor code is his crowning achievement."


"Yet the students still love him. He has
to have a level of understanding that isn't set in black and white type on
college letterhead."


Clarity sighed. "He's friendly, he's
approachable, but he's strictly by the books. Why do you think he's such a
great dean of students?"


"Even when it comes to his own daughter
and her pursuit of happiness?" I asked.


She took a few, meandering steps down the
sidewalk and disappeared into the shade of a large maple. The tree still
retained a thick canopy of dark-red leaves that rustled in the chill breeze. I
followed her and held out my jacket again.


"No, thanks, I like feeling the changing
season," Clarity said. She cocked an eyebrow at me. "And, yes, I'm
sure my father would disapprove."


I laughed. "He keeps talking about
breaking you out of your shell. He wants you to branch out and explore all the
possibilities. I wonder what he'd think if you actually followed his
advice."


Clarity laughed and rubbed her silken, bare
arms. "He'd jump online and find the nearest nunnery then pack my bags for
me."


"Oh, come on, your father is a good man.
He knows that some day he'll have to let you make your own mistakes."


"Is that what breaking out of my shell
would be? A mistake?"


I rolled my eyes and laughed. "No, Miss
By-the-Books. Revelations are uncomfortable, and they aren't always the exact
right thing, but they are never mistakes." I stepped closer to her in the
shadow of the tree. "I can just imagine what'll you'll be like once you're
free of all these self-imposed practicalities."


"Oh?" Clarity gave me a playful
shove. "And what do you imagine I'll be like?"


"A wild Bohemian with tangled hair that
runs around barefoot and speaks to the universe through the written word."


Clarity used both hands to shove my chest
again as she laughed. "Really? Well, then let me imagine you out of your
hard shell."


"I don't have a hard shell," I
rubbed my chest as if she'd wounded me.


"'Self-imposed practicalities' seems like
an apt description for you too. Once those are gone, I imagine you are much
different."


I crossed my arms over my chest. "And
what do you imagine is under my hard shell?"


Clarity's eyes sparkled even in the deep
shadow of the tree. "I bet you write beat poetry, drink shots of fireball
whiskey, and dance on tabletops when you're not trying to be a buttoned-up
professor."


"What?"


"Based on your level of chagrin, I must
be close." Clarity clapped her hands in delight. "I can just see it
now. You alone in your place, the music turned up, dancing around in your underwear,
free as a bird."


She held up her hands and undulated her hips
in a jerky, awkward rhythm. Clarity giggled, but bit her lower lip in a
ridiculous expression and continued her impression of me.


"Really?" I asked.


"What, is it more like this?" Clarity
bopped her bare shoulders up and down in a clumsy and silly dance. She did her
best bad dance moves through the dry leaves in between bursts of giggles.


"You look ridiculous," I chuckled.


"This is you," she waggled her
eyebrows at me and danced over closer.


"Fine," I said, tossing the rented
tuxedo jacket on the dry ground. "I know you think you're all gorgeous in
that dress, but this is what you probably look like when you dance." I
clapped my arms straight to my sides and swayed like a stiff board.


"No!" Clarity smacked my arm.


I caught her hand and spun her in a circle. We
shuffled through the fallen leaves and laughed.


Clarity wrapped her other arm around me as we
danced, and our smiles brushed together. The kiss was so natural, so easy, that
neither of us paused. She leaned up as I pulled her to me, and our lips
explored happily before a deeper hunger took over.


I pressed into the kiss and felt Clarity open
to let me in. She tasted of fresh fall air and laughter. Our tangled bodies
kept swaying to unheard music while the faint trace of her tongue strummed up a
cacophony inside me.


We heard the running footsteps too late. The
jogger, in neon pink shorts and loudly beating headphones charged around the
corner and under the shadow of the tree.


"Whoa, sorry lovers!" she called out
with a surprised giggle. "Aren't you both dressed a little too fancy for a
roll in the leaves?"


Clarity and I pushed apart as my heart
exploded in fear. The runner circled around us at a quick pace, enjoying her
opportunity to tease two people in a vulnerable situation.


"Please, don't stop on my account. You're
probably going to get a better workout than me tonight." She cat called
and ran another laughing lap around us.


I recognized her and fought the urge to hide
my face. The girl peered into the shadows with a teasing look that froze as she
made out our faces.


She skidded to a stop and turned around.
"Wait a second. Are you kidding me? Give me one good reason I shouldn't go
straight to report this to the Honor Council."


"What? Libby, you know me. It's Clarity.
I helped you with that Aristotle paper, remember? Can't you just pretend you
didn't see anything?" Clarity asked. She clutched her fingers together and
held them out beseechingly to Libby.


Libby crossed her arms. "And what exactly
am I not seeing? It looks a lot like you're making out with a professor in the
bushes. Goodness, you should be glad I got here when I did, or you were going to
break all kinds of rules. Isn't that a little out of character for you,
goodie-goodie?"


"Yes, it's all my fault. I've, I've been
drinking but you're wrong, he's not a professor, he's—"


I cut Clarity off before she could lie for me.
"Libby knows who I am."


"I sure do, Professor Bauer," Libby
snapped.


I snatched up my rented tuxedo coat and
marched through the leaves to where Libby bounced near the sidewalk. I caught
her elbow in a hard grip and pulled her farther down the sidewalk away from
Clarity. "A word, Ms. Blackwell?"


Clarity wrapped her arms around her waist and
backed away to the far curve of the sidewalk, out of ear shot.


Libby yanked her elbow from my grip and hissed
up at me. "Don't think I don't know what you're trying to do. You're
torturing me. Did my roommates tell you my regular route, or have you been
watching me?"


I suppressed a disgusted shudder as Libby
licked her lips. "This has nothing to do with you, Libby, and you're going
to keep it that way."


"Am I?" Libby put her fists on her
hips. "I think it has everything to do with me. You're trying to make me
jealous, aren't you, Ford? Two years apart, and you're losing it. Well, you
don't have to pretend to be a cruel ex-boyfriend anymore. You don't have to
hide in the bushes just to get my attention."


I wrapped my fingers into fists. "I am
not your ex-boyfriend, Libby. You need to get that straight. We made a mistake.
I was a new professor, and you were a wild freshman. Just because we slept
together a few times does not mean we had a relationship. It was a mistake, and
it's time you let it go."


"Let it go? I remember you really let go on
the floor of your apartment. We couldn't even make it to the bedroom. So
hot."


I stepped back before she could reach for me.
"I was drinking too much back then, and I'm not proud of what I did."


"Lots of professors would be proud to
have such a hot, steamy, insatiable affair with a student like me."


My heart hammered as I looked to see if
Clarity had overheard. She was preoccupied with an approaching group of
partiers, clearly on their way to the frat house.


Libby followed my glance, and her voice was sharp
with jealousy. "You at it again, professor? Seriously? You know her father
is the dean of students, right? Oh, it is going to be too fun to tell him what
I saw."


I forced myself to unwind my fists and take a
deep breath. "Go ahead, Libby. I'm not going to let you blackmail or bully
me. I'll tell the dean the truth myself."


"And what about pretty Ms. Clarity over
there? Are you going to tell her how you had me over and over again?"
Libby's narrow eyes were mean.


"Of course I'm going to tell her. She
deserves the truth." My throat constricted, but I forced the words out
anyway. "I'll tell her right now."


Libby tossed her bleached-blonde ponytail and
jogged over to Clarity before I could stop her. "Don't worry, your
secret's safe with me."


"What secret?" Clarity asked. Her
wide eyes shone wet under the lamppost. "It was an accident, a
mistake."


"Yeah, I guess that's what some people
call it," Libby's giggle was brittle. "Sometimes people try to cover
up the truth by calling it a mistake."


"Libby, please, you don't
understand," Clarity said.


"Oh, no, I totally get it. Trust me, I
get it."


"Enough, Libby," I said.


She brushed her pointer finger across my lips.
"Shhh, professor, don't worry about it. As a favor to you, I'll keep your
dirty little mistake a secret. You never know when I might need one or the
other of you to do me a solid in return."


"That's not how this works—"


"Thank you, Libby," Clarity
interrupted. "She's had run-ins with the Honor Council and my father
before. She knows what he can be like."


Libby raised a dark eyebrow. "And just
imagine what he'd say when it's his own daughter. Don't worry, I'll keep quiet.
For now."


She ran off before I could stop her. The
vacuum of her interruption left Clarity and I alone on the sidewalk.


Clarity did not meet my eye. She shivered in
the cool air and wrapped her arms tighter around her waist. Then she watched as
the group of revelers approached. They sang and danced and stumbled their way
down the sidewalk, and when they were close enough, we could hear the Landsman
College fight song.


She stepped off the sidewalk, her high heels
sinking into the grass, and I reached out an arm to steady her. Our eyes
clashed, and I felt the worry in her look chill me to the bone. 


I didn't care about the rules. To me, the honor
code was an administrative safety net that kept the school from lawsuits. What
killed me was the thought of overstepping Clarity's personal boundaries.


It didn't matter that she had reciprocated the
kiss, that she had wrapped her arms around me and not hesitated either. Any
sign of regret would kill me.


Despite the rowdy students on the path, we
stared at each other in silence. I felt her probing for my intentions, so I
squeezed her arm gently. I had no regrets, only longing for more.


When the cheering crowd faded into the
distance, Clarity clutched my sleeve. "I'm so sorry, Ford, I don't want
you to get in trouble. I'll tell my father I did it. It was all my fault. A
silly schoolgirl crush."


I shook my head. "He won't believe you.
You've never done a silly thing in your life. I should have had more
self-control."


Clarity shivered again, and this time I
insisted she wear my tuxedo jacket. She shrugged into it and started slowly
down the sidewalk. Then she stopped and gave me another pained look. "I
can't believe Libby would be so quick to tell the Honor Council. Why was she so
unreasonable? What did you say to calm her down?"


I resisted the urge to cup her cheek. "If
you want to tell the Honor Council, I completely understand, Clarity. I won't
keep you from telling the truth."


Her emerald eyes flashed and she started
walking again fast. "The truth. The truth is we're two consenting adults,
and so what if there's an age difference? None of this would matter if we were
on a normal street corner in a real city, not on the suffocating grounds of
Landsman."


Sweet relief washed over me, and I had to
stop. I caught Clarity's arm again. She swung back to face me, and I took a
deep breath. I needed to tell her the truth about Libby. I needed her to know
there was a difference between the drunken, foolhardy mistake I had made as an
angry first-year professor, and the moment we had just shared.


Clarity stamped her heel against the sidewalk.
"I can't stand when people are hypocrites. For a second there, I thought
Libby was going to pretend that everyone on campus hasn't heard the rumors
about her."


"What rumors?" I choked.


"She seduced some poor sap of a professor
when she was a freshman, then bragged all around campus that they were in love.
No one ever saw her imaginary boyfriend. No one believes it was anything more
than her trying to prove her worth through sex." Clarity spun and walked
towards her father's house.


"Don't you feel bad for her?" I
asked.


Clarity shook her head. "I feel bad for
the professor dumb enough to fall for her cheap seduction. That's where the
honor code is important. It's supposed to stop less discerning people from
making stupid mistakes."


I reached out but let her keep walking. I had
held on to my shame for two years, but I had never gotten angry at myself until
that moment. Sure, I was stinging from being discredited as a journalist, and I
was self-medicating my frustration with too much alcohol, but I had never heard
it wrapped up so succinctly. I had been stupid and fallen for something cheap
and meaningless.


Clarity slowed and our steps fell into sync.
"You don't think I'm stupid and undiscerning, do you?" she asked.


My head was reeling. "I think you're
probably a lot smarter than me." It was on the tip of my tongue to confess
my terrible mistake, but her sweet smile made me swallow hard. "And I
think you shouldn't compromise any of that ever again."


She nodded and looked down to shuffle her
feet. "I know. It won't happen again. I understand that I'm just your
student and there won't be anything more between us. Besides," she brushed
a hand over her nose and sniffed, "the women you date are probably a lot
more interesting than me."


I shook my head. "Clarity, I'm not seeing
anyone right now. I know men are supposed to juggle half a dozen women a week,
but that's not me."


"This isn't me, either. I don't go around
lying to security guards and kissing people under campus trees. Can we just
blame it on the full moon and forget about it?"


She was right. I couldn't burden her with my
confession about Libby. Clarity didn't deserve to have me heaping any more of
my problems on her. I needed to reign myself in, get myself under control, like
I should have been from the first moment I realized who she was.


It felt good to put myself back on the right
path, but as we walked up the front steps and stood on the porch of her
father's house, I felt a dull ache. Of course the only woman who made me laugh,
made me forget myself for long wonderful moments, had to be completely
off-limits.


She handed me back my tuxedo jacket and gave
me a brave smile. "Goodnight, Professor Bauer."


"Goodnight," I said. I walked down
the steps and felt like I was falling. Clarity could never know how I felt
about her, and that realization was a painful, gaping void in my heart.

















 

Chapter Nine


Clarity



 

Nine was an awkward number to fit around our
long, oak dining room table. After shifting each plate setting three times, I
settled on my father at the head of the table and four people on either side. 


"Where are you going to sit?" he asked,
peeking in the door from the kitchen.


"On your right hand side. Don't worry, we
won't mistake you for any form of royalty," I joked.


"People are more likely to mistake me for
the maid in this apron," my father responded. "Oh, hold on, that's my
oven timer!"


He rushed back into the kitchen. I chuckled
and walked around the long table again, polishing wine glasses with a white
towel. The center of the table was scattered with dried, pressed leaves in deep
autumn colors. Cream-colored taper candles waited in silver candleholders, and
brass trivets waited for the bowls and platters of our Thanksgiving feast.


I had even broken down and put up the silly
decals my father had purchased for our windows. I skipped the goofy, smiling
turkeys and artfully arranged the stick-on acorns, gourds, and leaves. I looked
around with satisfaction; everything looked great.


More than the decorations, the house was
filled with the sounds and smells of cooking. My father had gotten up early in
the morning to wrestle the giant turkey into the oven. I heard him whistling as
I walked into the steamy kitchen.


"Dad! What are you trying to do, kill
yourself?" I ran around the kitchen island and pulled a wooden spoon from
his hand.


My father stood next to the oven and laughed.
"I can mash potatoes with my left hand. It doesn't necessitate a lot of
finesse."


"Then I can handle mashing the potatoes
while you finish basting the turkey. You don't need to be trying to do both at
the same time." I traded out the wooden spoon for our silver masher and
put the heavy crockery bowl on the lower kitchen table.


"Make sure you add plenty of butter and
milk and maybe a little garlic," my dad reminded me.


"I got it. I can handle it," I
laughed. 


Inside, though, my stomach quivered. I wasn't
sure I could handle Thanksgiving at all. My father had invited an interesting
mix of people, but that included Ford. Ever since the donors' dinner, we had
kept things strictly student/professor, and I was worried how it would feel to
have him in our home as a guest.


Without the regulated setting of the lecture
hall or campus, I knew I would have trouble seeing Ford as a professor. Too
often he had been appearing in my daydreams as the handsome man with
midnight-blue eyes that had kissed me under a maple tree. How was I going to
keep that memory and the subsequent fantasies at bay?


My father had purchased plenty of wine and
told me I was free to enjoy it as payment for my holiday labor. I imagined
pouring a glass for Ford, feeling his gaze sweep up my arm to the outfit I had
agonized over. Would he smile at me the way he had before we kissed?


As hostess, I was supposed to give each guest
a tour of the house, and there were too many nooks where Ford and I could be
alone. The hidden space under the back stairs where we first met, the alcove
just inside the library doors, or the narrow hall past the front stairs where
the coat closet was tucked out of sight.


Stop
being so silly, I
reprimanded myself.


The twinges of excitement I felt in my belly
were only anticipation of a cure. Ford would be polite, cool, and aloof, even
in the casual atmosphere. I hoped he would pat my shoulder or talk about me to
my father right in front of me as if I was an insignificant child. That would
wipe away all my schoolgirl fantasies and cure me of my growing crush.


Even as I thought it, I knew it was more, but
the kitchen timer rang again and saved me. "I got it," I told my
father. I turned off our crockpot and opened the lid. "I hope these are
good."


"Put those toasted mini-marshmallows on
top, and it'll be perfect. Spiced yams, what an inspiration!"


I neglected to tell my father the idea was not
mine at all. I had overheard Ford telling our class that candied yams covered
with marshmallows was the only Thanksgiving food he ever craved.


"I think Ford should sit on my left hand
side," my father said.


I jumped and turned around. "What?
Why?"


He raised a red eyebrow at me. "The other
six guests are couples. You and Ford are the only singles at the table."


"What about you?" I asked.


My father chuckled and changed the subject.
"You know, I've been thinking about setting Ford up with someone. Maybe
you can help me think of someone for him?"


I dropped a dozen marshmallows on the floor.
"Since when are you into matchmaking?" I asked.


"I like Ford," my father said.
"He's a good man. A little rough around the edges and a little angry at
the world, but that's nothing the love of a good woman couldn't cure."


"Says the confirmed bachelor," I
snapped.


My father laughed. "Now, Clarity, would
you really rather talk about potential dates for me?"


"I'd rather make sure we don't get lumps
in the gravy."


My father chuckled and turned back to the
stove. "Don't think I don't know how much attention Ford gets from his
students. He's young, he's very good-looking, and that can only cause problems
for a professor."


"There's nothing illegal about it,"
I said.


"Illegal, no, but inappropriate,
yes," my father said. He stirred the gravy with a thoughtful, repetitive
motion. "If he had a serious relationship, the girls wouldn't be nearly so
gaga over him."


"You know, most the women at Landsman are
over eighteen years of age and perfectly capable of handling relationships no
matter what age their partner is." 


"Clarity," my father said with
exasperation, "you're the one that helped with the wording of the honor
code. Don't you remember?"


This time it was the doorbell that saved me.


I recognized the art professor's bright smile
as soon as I opened the door. "Hello, Professor Paulson, so good to see
you again."


There was a loud clatter from the kitchen, and
my father joined us in the foyer. He tore off his apron, tossed it back in the
kitchen, and rushed forward to take both of Professor Paulson's hands.
"Polly, I'm so glad you could make it," he beamed.


The art professor was a small, elfish woman
with an infectious smile, bright black eyes, and wild, wiry black hair. Seeing
her with my father always gave me a warm feeling even though the two were
perpetually acting casual.


"Patrick," she said, "you were
so good to invite us. Thank you! May I introduce our newest
artist-in-residence, Damien Baptiste? Damien, this is Dean Dunkirk."


"Please, call me Patrick," my father
said. His smile slipped slightly when he shook the artist's hand.


Damien Baptiste was stocky and muscular with
sun-kissed hair and twinkling, hazel eyes. "Ah, the dean, I've heard so
many good things about you. I love that you have managed to pen an honor code
that your students both despise and respect. That is quite an honorable
accomplishment."


"Thank you, I think," my father
chuckled. He led the way into the living room.


"Your home is beautiful, such order, such
lovely straight lines," Damien said.


"That's me," my father admitted.
"I admire the artist's life, the passion, and chaos of creativity, but I'm
strictly by the books, myself."


"Damien's a sculptor," Professor
Paulson said to me. "Damien, this is Patrick's daughter, Clarity."


"Enchanted," he said with a
flourish.


"Well, hello," Lexi crooned from the
doorway.


I swatted my friend, then dragged her into the
living room. Behind her came her running back boyfriend. Carl was the opposite
of the small, pert, and boisterous Lexi. He was beefy, tall, white blond, and
said next to nothing. 


"Everyone, I'd like you to meet Lexi and
Carl," I said.


"Of course, welcome, Lexi, you know a
holiday wouldn't be the same without you," my father hugged her.
"And, Carl, congratulations on helping your team to victory this year.
Carl's our star running back."


I introduced Professor Paulson and her date,
Damien. Lexi frowned. "I really wish you had let us set you up with a
date, Clarity. There are plenty of guys that wouldn't have been scared off by
dinner with the dean."


"Adam still asks about you," Carl
said.


"Sorry, but I'm too busy helping my
father tonight to handle a date," I said. Before my father could protest,
two more guests arrived.


"Professor Rumsfeld," Lexi grinned. She
immediately held out her hand to his wife. "I'm Lexi, I took your
husband's course freshman year. I would never have gotten my English credit if
he didn't know how to make Shakespeare understandable to normal people."


"Nice to meet you, Lexi. I'm Alice,"
the professor's wife said.


"Please, can we just be normal people
today? Call me Jackson."


"Excellent idea," Polly agreed.
"After all, you're not children, and conversation will be a heck of a lot
more interesting if you don't hold back because of arbitrary titles. Right,
Patrick?"


My father couldn't refuse her. "Fine,
though I hope, perhaps, my daughter will refrain from calling me Patty. She
used to do that when she was three, and it was flustering."


"Really, Patrick? They haven't even made
it in the front door, and you're already telling toddler stories about
me?" I asked.


My father grinned. "Oh, my dear, you
always fit in easier with an older crowd. One of those darling children that
would rather talk to teachers than classmates. It's no wonder you're not
interested in dating a college boy."


As if on cue, Ford stepped in the front door,
and my heart flopped into a puddle on the floor. "Sorry I'm late. I was
just finishing a phone call with my sister," he said.


He shook my father's hand and jumped right in
to meeting everyone. When he finally turned to me, he held out his hand and
then chuckled. "Hey, I know you from somewhere, don't I?"


I rolled my eyes, "Yes, Professor—"


"Wait," Polly caught me, "we've
decided we're all equals today, so you should call him by his first name."


"Nice to see you again, Ford," I
said and prayed that no one noticed the blush creeping up my cheeks.


Lexi stared at me for a moment then batted her
eyelashes. "Your class is Clarity's favorite," she said.


Instead of hoping the floor would open up and
swallow me, I focused on my hostess duties. "Who would like a glass of
wine before dinner?"


Everyone except Carl said yes, and I dashed
into the kitchen. The turkey cooled on a large cutting board, and I tried to
assure myself that everything was going to be perfect. Except all my hopes for
a cure were dashed—as soon as Ford's deep blue eyes swept over me, I felt as if
I'd already drank half a bottle of wine. My thoughts and daydreams reeled, and
there was no way my best friend was not going to notice.


Luckily, by the time I returned to the living
room, the Thanksgiving holiday had put everyone at ease. Damien was choosing
records to play, assisted by Lexi's assertive expressions. My father was
enraptured by Polly's descriptions of her latest painting, and Jackson was
getting a play-by-play from Carl of the last football game he missed.


"Need any help in the kitchen?" Ford
asked. 


"No, thanks, we've got it all under
control. I'm just going to grab the cheese tray," I slipped away as fast
as I could.


Ford seemed eager to tell me something, but I
knew if we were alone, the volcanic attraction I felt could overflow at any
moment.


Everything was fine until Ford noticed me. He
stood in carved archway of my father's living room, partially in and partially
out of the foyer. While he leaned on the wooden post and listened to Jackson's
summer plans, his eyes followed me across into the dining room. I tried to tell
myself it was just a self-fulfilling prophecy; I had daydreamed of feeling the
caress of his grey eyes, and now any glance made that feeling possible. 


The trouble began when he offered to help me. 


Ford slipped through the narrow hallway and
met me across the kitchen island. "Need any help brining dinner to the
table?" he asked.


"No, I've got it. Easy," I said, but
the turkey platter wobbled in my hands.


He smiled and stepped around me to gather up
the big bowl of mashed potatoes and another of stuffing. He hooked the gravy
boat with two fingers and carried it all like it was nothing.


"Heavenly," Ford said. Then he
amended his comment. "The dinner. Everything smells heavenly."


He put the bowls and gravy boat down on the
table and reached out to help me with the turkey. When our fingers brushed, I
felt like a jolt of electricity scrambled my muscles. The turkey tray wobbled
again, and between the two of us, we set it down with a heavy thunk at the head
of the table.


"Everything alright in there?" my
father called from the living room.


I looked up to see everyone watching us with
curiosity and amusement. Lexi wore a dangerous, calculating smile, and I
flashed her a warning look that she ignored. "Yes, fine, I think you might
have underestimated the turkey this year, Patrick," I said.


Everyone laughed, and my father gestured for
our guests to file into the dining room. "Go big or go home. I hope you've
all brought your appetites," my father said.


"Wow, Clarity, you and your dad really
outdid yourselves this year," Lexi said with a speculative twinkle in her
eye.


My father beamed. "It's been a few years
since we did the full Thanksgiving spread, so I'm glad you think it looks good.
Clarity's been working hard. She even tracked down a candied yams recipe for
Ford."


My cheeks flared. "You mentioned it to
our lecture class one day before your presentation," I said.


Ford smiled at me. "I'm glad to know
someone is listening," he said.


"Clarity's good like that," Lexi
said. "When she is interested in someone, she notices everything."


Ford cleared his throat. "Well, she
hasn't noticed that I've been trying to talk to her since I arrived, but now
that I have her attention, I can finally say it."


My vision clouded and closed in around the
edges. "Say what? Now?"


"I have a letter for you," Ford
pulled a narrow, white envelope from his pocket and addressed the entire table.
"It's from Wire Communications. My teaching assistant opened it, but I
promise I did not read the contents."


I sat down hard in my chair as everyone
clapped. "Why? What?"


Ford's lips quirked up at the corners. "I
thought you would like to read it yourself. I imagine it has something to do
with the internship you expressed interest in. Very competitive, very real
world experience. Remember?"


"How did you get it?" I asked.


My father gestured for us all to sit, and Ford
slipped into his chair and met my eyes. "It was sent to my office. I
believe the owner wanted me to see it, so I could present it to you
personally."


A hardened, gray glint flashed through Ford's
eyes at the mention of the Wire Communications owner. I didn't understand why
he would be so annoyed with having to pass along the letter. Unless he had
never intended to come to our Thanksgiving dinner. Unless he was hoping to
avoid me in social situations for the rest of my schooling at Landsman College.


"Well, aren't you going to open it?"
my father asked. His hands paused next to the carving knife, and I knew I was
holding up dinner.


I slipped the heavy stock, embossed stationary
from the envelope and read out loud. "Ms. Dunkirk: It is our pleasure to
announce that you have won the coveted position of Wire Communications
Journalist Intern for the coming summer months... How is this even possible?"
I asked Ford.


He watched me carefully, an inquisitive squint
around his eyes. "They most likely noticed your excellent writing skills
and your proven track record of hard work and perseverance," he said.


"Hear, hear!" Lexi broke my
confusion with her raised glass.


"Thanks," I laughed, "but this
is so surreal. I never sent in my application."


My father reached over and squeezed my
shoulder. "I meant to tell you, darling. Remember how you wanted help
proofreading your cover letter? Well, it was flawless, so I gave it to my
friend at the donors’ dinner."


"Wesley Barton?" Ford asked.


Jackson almost knocked over his water glass.
"Sorry," he said, but Alice shushed him with a glance.


"No," my father said, not noticing
anything was wrong. "Michael Tailor told me he was happy to do me the
favor. He said he had an in at Wire Communications. Not that I think you needed
a leg up, but I wanted to make sure you had a good chance at getting what you
want. I'm so proud of you, Clarity."


I was caught by the scowling exchange between
Ford and Jackson. The mention of Wire Communications and especially Wesley
Barton wiped away Ford's polite smile and made Jackson sit up rigid in his
seat. I couldn't tell if their distaste was personal or professional, but
either way, it made me uneasy.  


Luckily, before my father could see their
furrowed expressions, Lexi spoke up again. "Let's give thanks to the
people that see what we want and help us get it." She smiled at me and
slid her eyes to stare at Ford then back to me. "Here's to your future
happiness."


I tucked the letter under my chair cushion and
shook my head. "Here's to a happy Thanksgiving and the biggest turkey
we've ever had!"


Everyone clapped while my father stood up to
carve, but the conversation circled right back around to my internship.


"From what your father says, you've been
planning this internship and this trajectory since you were a senior in high
school," Polly said.


"That's not unusual," Damien said.
"I knew since childhood that I wanted to be a sculptor."


"Yes, but this is different," Lexi
said. "Clarity's always wanted to write, but she decided in high school
that journalism was the only way to make a decent living at it."


Damien scratched his chin. "What happened
to the writing?"


"She didn't take my class freshman
year," Jackson spoke up.


His wife swatted his arm. "Not everyone
decides their future the same. In high school, I loved ballet, but it would
have made a terrible career choice for me. I'm too short," she told Lexi.


Lexi, who was of comparable height, laughed.
"I wanted to be a tight rope walker, but my parents never got on board
with the whole, join the circus idea."


"You know, it's not too late to change
your mind," Ford spoke up. "If creative writing is what you truly
love, you shouldn't make it second best. I've seen your short story, remember?
You have an eye for details and an ear for language that really engages the
reader's senses."


My father stopped loading mouthwatering slices
of turkey onto a serving plate. "Fiction?"


I glared at Ford and would have kicked his
shin if our table wasn't so wide. "It was just a short story. No big
deal," I said. "And I didn't plan on showing it to anyone else."


Lexi narrowed her gaze. "You gave it to
Ford instead of me?"


"Does anyone want more wine?" I
asked.


My father laughed. "Clarity, I don't know
why you are always dismissing your love for creative writing. A lot of people
pursue it as both a passion and a career. It is possible to do that, you
know."


Ford looked apologetic. "The skills I
mentioned are key for both fiction writing and journalism. The choice is
yours."


"I'm just glad you have found a creative
outlet. Under all the pressures of college courses, it's nice to have a way to
let off a little steam," my father said.


We handed around dishes, and everyone filled
their plates. I hoped the conversation would turn to the delicious food.
"Please take as much as you'd like. There's plenty more in the kitchen.
Maybe I should grab the other basket of rolls right away."


"I can," Carl stood up and strode
into the kitchen.


Lexi beamed. "Creative writing is a great
outlet, but I'm pretty sure that dating is better. No offense to anyone here,
but Clarity has plenty of years to spend quietly typing stories in the future.
Now is the time she should be having a little fun."


I groaned and topped off my wine glass. 


"I agree," Alice said. "It's no
good to go from solitary studies to a solitary pastime. There is definitely
something to be said for finding someone that dares you to try new
things."


"I suggest you find yourself an older
man," Damien said.


I choked on my wine. "What?"


"Why?" Ford asked.


"She is clearly searching for
inspiration." Damien winked at me, and Ford shot his friend, Jackson,
another dark look.


Jackson swallowed a large bite of turkey with
gravy and said. "I'd love a chance to look at your short story now that
the cat's out of the bag. I always need more people in my advanced creative
writing class, and from what Ford has said, I'm sure you would fit right
in."


I stabbed a green bean and glared at Ford again.
"I think Ford might have spoken out of turn and exaggerated a bit."


"No," my father said. "Ford's
as honest as they come. Is that the reason you had to leave journalism and dive
into academia?"


"That's a whole other story," Ford
said with a grim line to his mouth.


"You know," Polly spoke up,
"I've been meaning to talk to some of the creative writing students about
creating prompts for my artists. I love the intersection between description
and illustration."


"Ah, a crossover of the disciplines. It
would be interesting to merge the painters with the sculptors and challenge
them with the written word." Damien smiled at me. "What do you think,
Clarity? Would you be willing to create characters to challenge the art
students?"


"She's busy," Ford said. He looked
up and took a swig of wine. "Clarity's also on the school newspaper. It's
not a big staff, and I'm not big on people poaching my students."


"Speaking of inspiring the art students,
I've been trying to convince Carl to pose for your sculpting class," Lexi
said.


Carl shook his head and continued to eat.
"Not my thing. Just like dating's not Clarity's thing."


I could have kissed him. "Thank you,
Carl. I'm happy to consider my journalist internship, and I think that's about
all I can handle at the moment."


"You're too shy for your own good,"
Lexi said.


"Clarity's not shy, she's
discerning," Ford said.


Everyone glanced his way again, but this time
he kept his eyes steady on me.


My father chuckled, "Takes one to know
one, eh?"


Alice nudged Ford. "He's definitely
discerning too. In fact, I think that's why he's not dating either."


"Really? That's interesting," Lexi
said.


I considered throwing a roll at her head but
instead made one last, desperate attempt to change the subject. "I hope
everyone saves a little room for dessert. My father's made an amazing pecan
pie."


"My favorite," Ford said, and his
smile returned as the conversation moved on. 

















 

Chapter Ten


Ford 



 

I shoved my food around my plate, annoyed with
myself. I had made such a spectacle out of Clarity's internship letter. Then I
had tried to compliment her on her writing. I had completely forgotten she
asked me to keep it a secret.


I stabbed a piece of turkey and dragged it
through the thick, creamy gravy. At least everyone's responses had been
enthusiastic and encouraging. Maybe she'd forgive me.


"I'd like to take credit for the whole
meal," Clarity's father leaned over to me, "but really all I managed
on my own was the gravy."


I smiled. "What about the pecan
pie?"


"She did it. I arranged the nuts on top and
put it in the oven," he whispered.


Clarity caught us whispering. "That's not
true. You handled the turkey."


"Judging by the size, I'd say that's a
lot," I joked.


Clarity smiled at me and my appetite came
back. I wolfed down two helpings of everything and thirds of the candied yams.
When I looked up from scraping my plate clean, her emerald eyes locked onto my
face.


The pleasant swelling I felt was from more
than the food, but then my stomach dropped like a lead ball. I needed to tell
her about Libby. I couldn't go on waiting for the other shoe to drop, not with
Clarity always in front of me.


I tried to help her with the coffee, but she
declined. I got up and made it as far as the kitchen door before she reappeared
with dessert. Then everyone adjourned to the living room, and I couldn't get up
and follow Clarity without everyone seeing me cross the room.


"Look, snow!" Lexi cried.


Everyone heaved themselves out of their
comfortable seats and found places by the frosted windows. Clarity hung back
and disappeared into the kitchen again, and I saw my chance. I stepped back and
spun on my heel to follow her, but when I got into the kitchen, she was gone.


"I hope it's enough to make a snowman
tomorrow," Lexi said.


I heard Clarity reply, "Always the
optimist," and realized she had come full circle through the kitchen and
back out to the foyer. I got the distinct impression she was trying to avoid
me.


I marched up behind Clarity and her friends,
but Lexi's speculative look stopped me short. I could lie and say it was about
class, but I had a feeling that wouldn't fool anyone.


"We better head out before it gets too
deep," Polly said.


"Oh, that's too bad," Patrick said.
He clasped her hands. "I was hoping we could play Pictionary."


Polly laughed and kissed his cheek. "Thank
you for a wonderful Thanksgiving feast, Patrick. Clarity, you did an amazing
job. Please, please think about writing something for my art students."


"It's a great idea," Patrick said,
"I'll keep on her about it."


Damien shook hands with everyone then kissed
Clarity's cheek. "Charming. Thank you."


I hung back and scowled as the handsome
sculptor winked at Clarity, then curled an arm around Polly. They waved and
headed out into the snow. Lexi and Carl were not far behind them. She squealed
as she danced around Carl until he picked her up and twirled her.


"Coming, Ford?" Jackson asked me.


"Nah, I'm going to help clean up a
little. It's the least I can do."


Alice raised an eyebrow at me. "You're
planning to walk home in all this snow?"


I laughed. "It's only an inch. I think
I'll make it."


"Well, the least you can do is call
Jackson when you get home so he doesn't have to worry," she said. Alice
kissed me on the cheek and thanked the Dunkirks.


While Patrick and Clarity waved, I slipped
back into the kitchen and filled the sink with soapy water. I dumped the
silverware in as Clarity came into the kitchen.


"You really don't have to do that,"
she said.


"Let the poor man," her father said.
"We're not about to kick out a guest for trying to help."


Clarity reluctantly joined me at the double
sink and started scrubbing the salad dishes. 


"It's the least I can do for announcing
to everyone about your short story," I said.


She sighed. "It's fine. You made my dad
happy, that's for sure."


Patrick chuckled. "That's right. Now all
you need to do for me is convince her to let me read it." He ducked back
into the dining room to gather the rest of the plates.


"I'm really sorry, Clarity. I screwed up
everything I was trying to say." I took a deep breath. "I really need
to talk to you."


"Polly left her reading glasses. I'll
have to take them to her tomorrow," Patrick announced from the doorway.


I wanted to come clean to Clarity about Libby,
but all I got the chance to do was wash dishes. Clarity worked beside me,
polite but quiet.


"So how did those candied yams stack
up?" Patrick asked. He put the last of the dishes on the counter next to
me. "I suppose nothing can be as good as the food in your memories."


"Better," I said. "Thank
you."


A rosy hue touched the top of Clarity's cheeks.
"No problem."


"Oh, darn, I bet there are more empty
glasses in the living room," Patrick left again.


I nudged Clarity. "It was really sweet of
you to make those especially for me."


"I didn't, I mean, I did, but I was
trying to …" Clarity puffed out a flustered breath and tried again.
"You're welcome."


I looked at her from the corner of my eye and
had to smile. "You're blushing," I whispered.


Clarity's cheeks burned brighter, but she
nudged me back. We pressed back and forth in a playful skirmish, and my heart
soared. Whatever strict lines she had drawn for herself shifted whenever we
were together. The thought of freeing her from all her restrictions, seeing her
shake off her inhibitions, was all-consuming.


I wanted Clarity, all of her.


"Careful, you're dripping soap on your
shoes," Clarity whispered with one more flirtatious nudge.


I flicked the soap off my hands and leaned on
the counter so I could study her pretty face. Her wide, emerald eyes flickered
with nerves, but she didn't step back or look away. The look between us
crackled with electricity.


"I really am sorry for outing your
writing. You came to me in strictest confidence."


She smiled. "It's alright, you were nice
enough to give me feedback."


"So you didn't mind coming up to my
office to, ah, discuss your short story?" I asked then held my breath.


"Not at all," Clarity said. Her
voice was like velvet. "Especially since you were so nice to walk me home
under the maple trees."


"I hope you'll let me read your writing
again sometime," I said. I reached out to brush the soft hair from her
neck and froze. 


Her father strode back in to the kitchen.
"I'm so glad you convinced Clarity to start writing again. She used to
write fairy tales and mysteries and all kinds of stories when she was a little girl,
and I loved every single one of them," he said with a proud smile.


Clarity straightened up and stepped away. She
kept her back to her father and scrubbed at the next stack of plates.
"That was back when I was a little kid, Dad. I'm twenty-two now, an
adult."


Her eyes flickered to mine, and the heat went
straight to my core. I tore my gaze away from her and cleared my throat.
"I'm sure it's hard for you to see, Patrick, but your daughter is a very
mature woman."


Patrick chuckled. "A fact that worries me
every day. I wish she could go back to being that carefree child making up
stories for fun. She stopped writing after her mother left, and it was such a
shame."


A plate slipped from Clarity's hand and
disappeared back into the soapy sink. She plunged her hand into get it, and I
reached in to give her hand a hidden squeeze. 


Patrick puttered around the kitchen without
noticing his daughter's sudden quiet. I spoke up to fill the void.
"There's still a lot on that behemoth of a turkey. Any chance of leftovers
for a starving, single professor?" I asked.


Clarity gave me a grateful glance and pulled
her hands from the soapy water. She grabbed a dish towel and dried them.
"I'll pack up leftovers for you. We have more of everything, including
your candied yams."


"Excellent," Patrick said.
"I'll go find a bag; I have a bunch leftover from the Landsman College
food drive."


He disappeared down the hallway to his office.
I dried my hands and caught Clarity as she flitted back and forth, scooping up
leftovers. "You know I wasn't just being nice, right?"


"What?" she blinked up at me.


"About your writing. It shows real
talent. Wait, what did you think I meant?" I asked. I was suddenly aware
of her silken skin underneath my fingers and the taut flex of her slender arm.
Before I could think better of it, I pulled her closer. 


Clarity didn't resist, she looked at my lips
and wetted her own. “Nothing. I just can't quite believe that you liked my
writing that much."


"I really did." My voice was rough,
scuffed by my rising attraction to her. "Have you done any more?"


"Any more ki—, writing?" Clarity
stammered.


I chuckled. "Yes, writing. You've been so
focused in class, so rigid. Maybe I can help loosen you up, as a writer. Help
you believe in your writing a little more."


We broke apart but neither of us went far. I
leaned on the counter by the sink, and Clarity drifted over to stand near me.
"I don't know if I'll have the time anymore. Remember that bombshell you
dropped about my internship?"


"How was I supposed to know? Man, I really
walked right in and stuck my foot in my mouth, didn't I?"


Clarity laughed. "Is that why you had
such a funny look on your face when you found out I was accepted?"


"What? No." I turned back to finish
the dishes, but there was only one small saucer left. "Congratulations on
that, by the way."


"You don't think I should do it,"
Clarity leaned over the sink to look me in the eye. The neckline of her shirt
hung open, and I carefully kept my gaze on the soap suds. "Why not? What's
wrong with working for Wire Communications? You did it."


"I just think you're too young to get
dragged into such a dirty, corporate world. It's more about politics and money
than it is about journalistic integrity at Wire Communications," I said.


"Too young?" Clarity's eyes flashed
and she leaned closer. "You didn't think I was too young for other
things."


I smiled at her fierce retort. "We're
done with the dishes. Time to say goodnight?"


Her rose petal lips quirked in an effort to
hide her smile. "How about I walk you out?" 


I loved when her uncertainty disappeared, and
I promised myself to rile her up in the future. It was hard to shake the
thought and follow her into the dining room.


There, Clarity snuffed out the candles but
glowed herself in the dim light. I stepped closer to her and reached to
extinguish a far candle just so our bodies could brush. 


"So is this why you were so nice about my
short story?" Clarity asked.


An avalanche of snow couldn't have been more
effective in freezing my fantasies. "Oh, my goodness, please tell me you don't
think that could be true. It's not." I took her by the shoulders and spun
her to face me. "I see more in your writing than puff pieces and articles.
I don't want you to be restricted. You should be free to write whatever you
desire."


"I wish I was free in my desires,"
Clarity muttered, and the words were like hot magma melting the ground between
us. 


She swayed closer, and I couldn't find the
strength to step back.


"Ford," Clarity's father called from
the hallway. We jumped apart, startled, and he called again. "Go ahead and
leave the rest of the dishes. Come join me in my office."


"Don't worry," Clarity said,
"you're not in trouble."


I scoffed at her. "As if you've ever been
in trouble with the dean before."


I found Patrick leaning on his desk. As I
walked in the door of his office, he pulled out two cigars and offered me one.
"Care to join me? I find it helps with digestion."


"Is that the Landsman College logo? I had
no idea the gift shop sold those," I said.


Patrick grinned. "No, these were
specially made. A gift from one of our largest donors, Michael Tailor. I think
you met him at the donors’ dinner." He held out the cigar again.


I shook my head. "No, thanks. I was never
very good at it."


"Suit yourself. Do you mind if I
do?"


I shook my head ‘no’ and took the seat he
offered me. The dean's home office was simple but elegant, with a large,
hand-carved desk and luxurious, leather chair. Patrick took the hard-backed
chair next to me and lit his cigar.


"You know, I'm impressed with you. I
think it's great how you can see past the narrow confines of your
classroom," he said between puffs.


"I'm afraid other people think I'm not
suited to academia for that very reason," I said.


Patrick shook his head. "I suppose it
helps that you are closer in age to your students, but I think it's great how
you get involved in their personal lives. Especially Clarity."


My eyes flared wide. "Especially
Clarity?" I asked with my heart hammering. Had her father picked up on my
feelings of attraction for his daughter? The thought horrified me, and I could
barely keep it from my expression.


"Yes, by encouraging her creative
writing. I am so happy that she took it up again. You have no idea how many
hours she spent writing stories as a child."


I leaned back and relaxed my shoulders.
"Well, that would explain why she's very good at it."


"It nearly broke my heart when she
stopped." Patrick puffed on his cigar. The smoke drifted upwards in three
wobbling rings. "Clarity is still so affected by her mother leaving. She's
driven by the idea that she has to be the complete opposite of her mother to be
a good person."


"Hmm," I said and wiped my palms on
my knees.


"Oh, she wasn't how she sounds, not
exactly. Clarity's mother and I were a bad match from the beginning, and I knew
it. When she left I wasn't all that heartbroken, but it killed me to see what
it did to Clarity." Patrick slapped my shoulder. "Take a little
advice from an old man: it's not your heart you should follow when you fall in
love, but your gut."


"My gut?" I asked.


Patrick returned my skeptical smile with a
vigorous head nod. "I knew in my gut that Clarity's mother and I were
never going to be able to make a serious go of things, but my heart wanted it
to be true. I hesitated to make plans with her even from the start because I
knew I couldn't rely on her, I knew she'd be gone sooner than later, but I
tried anyway. Go with your gut."


I shrugged, uncomfortable. "My hunches
have never really been that good," I said.


"Now, see, I can tell when someone is
lying," Patrick sat forward and studied my face. "In fact, I think
you might have already gotten a hunch about someone, but you're holding
back."


There was a loud clatter from the kitchen, and
Clarity's faint voice called, "I'm alright. Everything's fine."


Her father stood up. "I better go help
dry the dishes. Help yourself to a glass of scotch. It'll warm you up before
you head out in the snow."


I stood up as he headed out the door. It felt
awkward to be alone in his office, but a moment later, I heard laughter in the
kitchen. Patrick was a genuinely kind and generous person, and his daughter...
I needed a drink to think about Clarity.


On the far wall of the office was a built-in
cabinet and shelves. I took a lowball glass from the shelf and turned the
scotch bottle to admire the vintage before I poured a drink.


"Thanks a million, Michael Tailor?"
I looked at the small, handwritten tag two more times before I put back my
glass and backed away from the cabinet.


I paced back and forth and read the tag a few
more times. Why was Michael Tailor giving the dean custom cigars and expensive
scotch?


The short stretch between the cabinet and the
opposite wall was not enough area to help me think. I expanded my pacing and
took a lap around behind Patrick's desk. On the second lap, I felt the
hardening cement in my stomach that meant I had a hunch.


A manila folder was open on the dean's desk, I
didn't even have to touch the spread out pages to see what they were. Test
scores from Michael Tailor Junior. Terrible test scores.


"Ouch, that's not going to get you into
Landsman," I muttered.


Junior's application essay lay closer to the
dean's computer. I stepped forward to read the ridiculously bad opening lines
and accidentally bumped the desk.


The computer screen glowed to life and showed
two documents. The one behind was a template from Landsman College entitled
Acceptance Letter. The other was a new version of the application essay, or
rather, a loose interpretation of what the young man must have meant.


Clarity's father was rewriting the essay and
preparing to send Junior an acceptance letter.


The implications froze me to the spot, and
that's where Clarity found me. She bounced into the door frame and laughed.
"I hope you're not looking at those terrible pictures of me. He insists on
keeping them on his desk even though they're almost a decade old."


Words couldn't escape around the wedge in my
throat. Clarity took a step in the door and locked her eyes on my face. I
cleared my throat, but no words came out.


"What's the matter? What is it?"
Clarity rushed across the office.


I stopped her at the corner of her father's
desk. "It's nothing."


"No, I saw the look on your face. What's
in the folder?"


I caught her arm and tried to steer her back
towards the door. "How about we go for a walk in the snow? I need to burn
off some calories from that feast."


"Stop trying to stop me," Clarity
snapped. She pulled her arm back. "If my father left something out on his
desk, I have more of a right to see it than you."


I let my hands fall and Clarity pushed past
me. "It's probably nothing," I said. "It's not what it looks
like."


She glanced at the computer screen first.
"Why is he retyping the essay?" She popped her mouth closed as she
saw the acceptance letter, and then she picked up the original essay.


"We're not going to jump to any
conclusions," I said.


Clarity flinched away as I tried to put my
hands on her shoulders. "His test scores are terrible. I mean, really
subpar. Landsman College doesn't discriminate against people of different
abilities, but this shows a complete lack of effort."


"Maybe your father is giving him feedback
so he can try again and be successful in the future."


Clarity's eyes were glass hard. "So how
do you explain the acceptance letter?" Then she stumbled and gripped the
leather chair for support. "Oh goodness. That explains the sudden friendship
and all the nice gifts. My father only just met Michael Tailor."


I leaned on the desk and tried to get Clarity
to look at me, but she was lost in a whirlwind of worry. "Don't jump to
any conclusions."


She looked up at me, and I saw the first wash
of tears. "Do you think that's why I got the internship?"


I tugged her away from the desk, but Clarity
wouldn't leave the office. We stood on the plush rug in the center of the room,
and I squeezed her fingers. "You got the internship on your own merit. How
could you possibly compare yourself to Junior? All your father did was mail in
your application, and you did the rest. Never doubt that, Clarity."


She shook her head. "You heard my father.
His friend Michael Tailor has an 'in' at Wire Communications. I may never have
been considered if someone didn't put my application on the top of a
pile."


I rattled her hands gently. "You don't
think I would have told you if you didn't qualify for the internship? You're
probably the best candidate they've ever had."


Clarity sniffled. "How can I believe you?
How can I believe you if I can't even believe my own father?"


The look of grief on her face fizzed like acid
in my stomach. "A good journalist doesn't jump to conclusions. You need
hard evidence to be corroborated."


She tugged her hands free of my grip and
headed for the door. "I have to turn it down. I can't take that
internship."


I followed her to the door and jumped back as
she wheeled around to face me. "What? What did I say?" I asked.


Clarity clapped both hands to her mouth and
struggled to get a deep breath. Her eyes were wide with fear. "A good
journalist. You're a good journalist."


"No one ever said that. Just calm down,
we can figure this out."


"That's it, don't you see?" Clarity
cried. "You uncovered corruption at Landsman College. It's your
journalistic duty to pursue the story and find the truth."


"Clarity, I didn't see anything. Your
father invited me to his office to smoke a cigar," I said.


Her tears overflowed. "You didn't do
anything wrong. He invited you into his office, he left the test scores and
essay in plain view, and his computer was still on. You can't just walk away
from a story like this, no matter who’s involved."


"I'm not a journalist anymore, I'm a
professor," I said.


Clarity shook her head. "The first
principle of journalistic ethics is to seek truth and report it. And you're the
editor of the Landsman College newspaper. You have to report it."


I took her by both shoulders and pulled her
close, then I leaned down and made sure she saw me. "Clarity, I will have
seen nothing, and I will do nothing, if that is what you want."


Her shoulders shook with suppressed sobs.
"My father may be guilty of corruption; please don't make me doubt your
integrity too."

















 

Chapter Eleven


Clarity




 

I took items at random from the cafeteria
line. It didn't matter as long as I wasn't having breakfast across from my
father. He was acting as if nothing was wrong, but not in a normal way. My
father's school spirit seemed strained for the first time ever. At least I knew
he wasn't comfortable with what he'd done.


I stared blankly at the dry cereal choices.
Had my father really ignored an applicant's test results?  Michael Tailor Junior's scores were not only
poor; they were deliberately bad. How could my father doctor an entrance essay
in order to justify letting such a determinedly defiant student in to Landsman
College?


The most logical explanation made me sick.
Despite the sweet smell of the buttermilk pancakes, I knew I wasn't going to be
able to eat a thing on my tray. I had only come to the cafeteria to avoid my
father.


At least my misery did not stand out.
Everywhere, students were struggling to adjust to classes as usual. The first
day back after break and most students shuffled through in pajama pants and
collegiate sweatshirts. Messy hair and blurry eyes were everywhere.


I just wanted to be alone.


"Student ID?" the cafeteria worker
asked.


I winced, but handed him the card. The last
time someone had asked me that I had lied. It had been so easy to tell the
security guard a false name. I had been thinking about saving my father the
embarrassment. And I had been thinking of Ford.


Looking back over the Thanksgiving holiday,
Ford had been my only bright spot. Now all the happy moments with my father
were tarnished by the major infraction he had committed, probably while the
turkey was baking in the oven. I squeezed my eyes shut for just a moment and
conjured up Ford's stormy gaze again. He had stood in front of me, steadied me
as I reeled in disbelief, and Ford had promised he saw nothing.


"If that's what you want." His words
echoed in my head.


"What?" I asked.


The cafeteria worker sighed and repeated,
"There’s fresh orange juice near the end counter if that's what you
want."


"Thanks." I scooped up my tray and
searched for a quiet table. 


I sat down in the far corner by the window and
faced Thompson Hall. I wondered if I would see Ford hurrying to his first
class. I wondered if he was going to break the story about my father accepting
bribes.


Ford had to know the only reason my father did
it was to secure me the internship at Wire Communications. It was all I had
talked about all summer and all I had focused on since the beginning of the
year. The career-making internship that I was going to turn down. 


I slumped back in my chair. "What's the
point of even going to class?" 


The answer bolted me upright in my chair.
Ford. Somehow he was the only person I wanted to see. 


"Clarity, hi! I don't normally see you in
the cafeteria. It's so great to run into you after break and before
class," Thomas said.


I bit my cheek but smiled as he sat down.
"Yeah, speaking of class, I need to get there a little early."


Thomas checked his watch. "No problem,
we've got time for a little coffee and then I'll walk with you." He
smiled. "How was your break? Who did your father end up inviting to
Thanksgiving dinner?"


I summoned the good section of memories, memories
from before I entered my father's office. "It was really nice. Professor
Rumsfeld and his wife were there, and Ford. I mean, Professor Bauer."


"You're on a first name basis now?"
Thomas put down his coffee cup and studied the paper rim.


"Well, yeah, I guess. Actually, all the
professors wanted to be normal people so I called them all by their first
names. Professor Rumsfeld's first name is Jackson," I said.


Thomas picked at his scrambled eggs. "So,
what was Ford like? Did he pull a restaurant critic at dinner?"


I laughed. "No, he actually relaxed. My
father cracked me up a few times. The Professor's got an infectious
laugh."


"So you've been infected?" Thomas
scowled and swigged his coffee.


"What? No. I'm just saying that Professor
Bauer—"


"Ford."


"Yes, Ford, is actually very nice. He
even stayed and helped was the dishes," I said.


Thomas sat back and crossed his arms. "I
can't believe your father invited him, much less let him stay late."


I narrowed my eyes and searched Thomas' surly
face. "What's wrong with that?"


"You know that he's no good, right?
You're not totally oblivious to the fact that Ford Bauer is not a good
man."


I gripped the edge of the cafeteria table.
"Ford is a better man than you'll ever know."


"Goodness, Clarity." Thomas shoved his
tray away, and it bumped mine, sloshing my coffee. "I didn't think you'd
be one of those girls."


"What exactly are you trying to say,
Thomas?" 


His whole demeanor changed. A sweaty, hopeful
look sprung into Thomas' eyes, and he sat forward. "Maybe once you know the
truth about him, you'll forget all about how handsome he is or whatever it is
that attracts girls like flies."


I crossed my arms and laid my elbows along the
edge of the table. "Did you just call me a fly?"


Thomas reached out and gripped my hand but I refused
to untuck it from my crossed arms. "Clarity, I'm sorry, but Ford's done
this before."


"Done what exactly?"


"He's seduced students before. You can
ask Libby Blackwell. They had an affair her freshman year and then he just
dumped her flat. A professor, which should matter to you. A professor seduced a
student and then tossed her away like she was nothing," Thomas said.


I was glad no one else was near my quiet
table. "What is wrong with you, Thomas?" I jumped to my feet. "I
get you're jealous, it makes sense, but I didn't think you were the type of guy
to spread false rumors in the hopes of making yourself look better in
comparison."


"Clarity, please, wait," Thomas
called.


I went back and whipped my untouched breakfast
from the table. "You should be ashamed of yourself." 


As I marched away, I heard Thomas mutter,
"And you should do your research."


 


 


#


I stormed out of the cafeteria, only having
enough control to stop before throwing out my coffee. The coffee gave me
something to grip in between my angry hands and something to sip at so I didn't
have to smile. It didn't matter that it was lukewarm and bitter.


Thomas' words sent me off-course, and I
wandered down the hallway without a destination. At the student mailboxes, I
changed course, then stopped abruptly.


Libby flounced around the corner and giggled
at some love note that had been left in her mailbox. I followed her past the
registrar's office and out onto the main lawn.


The back of her tight, velour jogging pants
flashed the rhinestoned word 'fresh.' Above it was a long-sleeved tee-shirt at
least two sizes too small that squeezed her tiny waist. Her shock of dyed
blonde hair flipped back and forth in a long ponytail, and I stared at it as if
hypnotized.


Is that what had happened to Ford? He was taken
in by her pretty fake-ness and all-together too easy attitude?


At the corner near the limestone chapel, Libby
slowed and then spun on her heeled sandals. "Clarity. Thank goodness, for a
second there I thought some creep was following me."


I could have nodded and cut across the grass,
but Libby already knew why I was trying to bump into her. Her brown eyes
blinked at me with a calculating glance.


"Nice to see you, Libby. How was your
break?" I asked.


"It was alright," Libby shrugged,
"though I didn't get any good, send-off kisses like you. I've been craving
a little roll in the fallen leaves ever since I ran into you and your, um,
man."


"What? No," I swallowed hard.
"That is not what you saw."


Libby sidled closer and kept pace with me as I
tried to flee. "I wonder what I would have seen if I had been a few
minutes behind on my mile. If only I was a little slower, I bet I would have
seen your skinny legs up in the air."


"Libby! How can you say that? He's a
professor."


"We both know the rules weren't made for
him. He's not old or lecherous. He's virile and irresistible. Who wouldn't bend
the rules for a taste of those lips? Maybe a taste of something a little
farther down..."


I slammed to a stop in the middle of the
sidewalk. "You are filthy. And I think it's about time you take your dirty
mind and go bother someone else."


"Why would I do that?" Libby batted
her spiky, mascara-laden eyelashes. "You're the one locking illegal lips
with fantastic Mr. Ford."


"Illegal? You just said the rules weren't
made for him," I snapped.


"A little touchy, huh, Clarity?"
Libby asked. "I get it. You want him to touch you so bad you're willing to
stumble around in the leaves just to brush up against him. We've all been
there."


"That's it," I said. "You
better come straight out and say what you mean, Libby. I'm done with all your
trash talk." I crossed my arms and stood up as tall as I could.


"I'm saying that you're not the first one
to get the hots for Professor Bauer. The first time he and I kissed, it was
behind the cafeteria."


"Gross," I said and spun away.


Libby caught my arm. "No, it wasn't gross
at all. I had lost my ID, and Ford came to help me. I could feel his eyes on me
as I bent over and checked the lost and found basket. Then all I had to do was
get close enough, and he couldn't resist."


I threw my hands in front of me and backed up
two steps. "You are making all of that up. You just want the attention, so
you tell these stories that no one can prove are true."


"Oh, it's true," Libby laughed.
"I once took a selfie of us in one of our favorite dark corners. You know
the little alcove near the campus radio station? No one goes back there, and
there's a decent sofa there."


"Please, you've probably been there with
half a dozen guys. According to the stories you tell about yourself, half the
campus is drooling over you and just waiting for their chance to come
again," I said, though the words made me feel sick.


Libby tossed her blonde ponytail. "I'm
not going to deny I enjoy the reputation I've got. Why not? It's the modern era,
and women are allowed to have sex too, you know."


"That doesn't mean that every girl wants
to or should," I said. I took a deep, calming breath. "Some women
want more. More intimacy, more connection, more satisfactions than a series of
one-night stands."


"Oh, who says it was just one night with
the fantastic Mr. Ford?" Libby asked. "He wanted me so badly he kept
running into me. Before class, after class, in the cafeteria, all over
campus."


"Yeah, it sounds like you had a really
deep connection." I stepped around Libby again.


Now Libby looked disgusted. "We dated. It
was much more than just a silly kiss under a tree."


"Then why are you so jealous of one
kiss?" I countered.


"Who says I'm jealous?" Libby
narrowed her eyes. "I got everything I wanted from Ford."


"Obviously not," I said. "He
just used you and now you walk around mad that you didn't come out on
top."


"Oh, I came on top," Libby snarled.
"Besides, princess, hasn't it ever occurred to you that Ford is using
you?"


"The difference is I'm not going to let
him."


She shook her head with a mean smile. "He
already has used you. Do you think he took you under his wing because he loves
you? He wanted to befriend your father and gain the influence of the
dean."


I faltered. "Why would he need my
father's influence?"


"To save his job." Libby sauntered
away with a dainty wave over her shoulder. 


The conversation rattled around in my head
until I was sure the unnecessary jabs and jealousies were gone. It came down to
two claims: that Ford had slept with a student two years ago, and that he was
only interested in me to ingratiate himself to my father.


I dragged my feet on the way to his class. How
could I stand to verify either claim? Libby's bragging wasn't evidence, but she
had planted a seed of doubt in my head. 


"Hello, class," Ford said.


My stomach buzzed with the same happy
excitement, despite the turmoil in my head. Just being near him ignited me like
a handful of fireworks, and my body wouldn't listen to reason. 


I stamped down my feelings. Now it didn't
matter if he was innocent or exactly what Libby described. The fact was that
Ford Bauer was not for me, and the sooner I let it go, the better. As painful
as it was, I had to admit that everything else had been silly fantasy on my
part. I could never pursue anything real with Ford, and I had to let him go.


The first half of class, it was easy to keep
my head down. Ford lectured on writing to a specific audience, and I took
diligent notes. Then he opened it up to questions and discussions, and I was
forced to look up from my notebook. 


"How do we research our audience?"
Michelle asked. The third-year brunette blushed as Ford complimented her
question. As he started into the answer, Michelle watched him with a rapt
smile.


So I wasn't the only one that was affected by
Professor Bauer. My stomach boiled. When Ford smiled at the next female
student, my anger spilled over, and I slammed my binder closed.


"Everything alright, Clarity?" Ford
asked.


The rest of the lecture hall turned to me with
curious glances, and my cheeks flared bright red. "Sorry, I'm fine."


I
will be, I promised myself. I will get over my disappointment. 


That was all it was: disappointment. I wanted
Ford to be my knight in shining armor. I wanted a man with as sharp a moral
compass as myself and the drive to bring the truth to light. Now it felt as if
neither of those things could be possibly true of Ford.


I waited until the end of class, then leapt
from my seat. I climbed over students still packing up and was almost to the
end of the row when my classmate, Dan, spilled a soda. The frothing bottle
whirled around on the floor and sprayed everyone within a two-foot radius. I
turned around and edged back the way I came.


This time I had to wait for all the students I
had trampled to exit the row in front of me. I considered climbing down to the
next row, but it was no better. When I wanted to rush out of class, everyone
decided to take their time.


Finally I saw a clear path to the door. If I
could just get outside, then Ford would not catch me, and I would not have to
confront any of it for another few days. Or ever.


Then I saw Thomas. He was frowning at me from
underneath his fringe of shaggy hair. After my run-in with Libby, I did not
need to hear him try to convince me of the truth any more. Avoiding him meant I
had to double back and go to the far steps. Then I had to cross the lecture
hall floor right in front of Ford's desk.


"Clarity, I was hoping I could catch
you," Ford said. He stepped out from behind his desk and stood between me
and the doorway.


The last students filtered out. Thomas took a
long look at us then shook his head in disgust and left.


"I've got another class to get to,
Professor Bauer," I said.


"Yes, that's fine," Ford came closer
and reached out to touch my arm. "I just wanted to see how you were doing.
About that story you were thinking of pursuing..."


I stiffened and backed up. "I don't want
to talk about that. Not with you, of all people."


Ford glanced over his shoulder to make sure we
were alone. "Me? Please, Clarity, I told you that it's between you and
your father. I don't intend to do any digging unless you want me to."


I clutched my backpack.


"If it were me, the first thing I would
want to know is the truth," Ford said. This time he caught my arm and gave
it a reassuring squeeze. 


"Why? You don't suspect he did it? You
don't think everyone has as flexible a morality as you?"


"What? Why are you talking about my
morality?" His dark brows furrowed together.


"You know." I stopped before the
hitch in my voice was heard.


Ford's grip on my arm tightened, and he pulled
me out of the lecture hall and into the prep room. "Why are you suddenly
worried about my morality? Does this have anything to do with that student, ah,
seeing us?"


I yanked my arm back. "That student? You
mean the one you slept with when she was a freshman?"


Ford's eyes turned a flat gray. "What do
you think I was trying to tell you at Thanksgiving?"


"Are you kidding me?" I screeched.
"Now it's my fault because I didn't want to discuss the most irresponsible
mistake I've ever made while we helped my father wash the dishes?"


He flexed his jaw muscle. "I wanted you
to hear the truth from me."


"Well, now I've heard it, so I don't need
to hear anything else from you."


"Clarity," Ford hissed. "Why
don't we go upstairs where we can talk in my office? It's more private
there."


I shook my head. "No way. You probably
had sex with her up there."


My voice was angry and loud. Ford glanced
around and then checked his watch. The next professor would be coming through
at any moment, and we were lucky to have been alone so long. His eyes darted
around the small prep space and then seized on the supply closet.


"No," I snapped. "I'm not going
to let you turn me into another one of your student conquests."


Ford snarled. "I'm not trying to seduce
you, for goodness sake, Clarity. Give me more credit than that."


I dodged around him and headed for the door to
the lecture hall. "You don't deserve any credit. You have to earn
it."


"You're right. More right than you
know," Ford said. "Fine. I'll tell you the truth here, no matter who
comes in."


"Like this?" I swiped a hand over my
eyes. "We look like we're having a lovers' spat."


Ford's eyes turned a stormy blue. "Who
cares what other people think? Just for a moment, Clarity, let me talk to you
as if Landsman College doesn't exist. Let me tell you my side of the story
before you condemn me."


I crossed my arms and refused to sit in the
desk chair he offered. The prep space had four desks in two pairs, and he
perched on the corner of the farthest one. I hovered near the door and fought
the urge to bolt before he could say a word.


"You were right about having to earn
credit," Ford said. He scrubbed his cheek hard and sighed. "When I
was discharged from the Army, I was excited to write any story. The idea that I
was free of the strict parameters and editing of the Army was like a shot of
pure adrenaline. I chased any story I could."


"Way to bury the lead and try to make me
empathize with you," I snapped, "but remember, I'm taking your class,
and I know all your journalist tricks. Just tell me what I need to know."


Ford slapped an open hand against the top of
the desk. "It is important, Clarity. I haven't told more than a few people
what I'm trying to tell you."


I squeezed my arms tighter together and wished
his words hadn't sparked a flame of hope. "Why you're here?" I
guessed.


"Yes." Ford got up and paced to me
and then back to the far wall. "I chased a really big story despite
everyone's warnings. I went after the wrong people, and it cost me everything.
My story wasn't enough, the truth wasn't enough, and not only did I lose my
job, but I lost my reputation and my credit. No one else would hire me after
the subjects of my exposé were through with me."


Out of the hundreds of questions overflowing
in my thoughts, I asked, "So you found a job here at Landsman
College?"


"I didn't want a professorship, but I
needed a job. I needed the paycheck, and it was the only way I could feel like
I hadn't completely turned my back on my career," Ford said.


I brushed my hair out of my eyes. "So you
celebrated your good fortune by breaking all the rules you could?"


Ford's eyes were a painful storm. "I was
angry. Despite the truth of what I had uncovered, people with influence had
chased me out and left me with nothing. Then I came here and was surrounded by
the same style of power, money, and influence. I was bitter, self-destructive,
and I drank too much. All the time. I even had a flask I poured into my
coffee."


"Your reputation was ruined, so you
decided to ruin the image of professors everywhere?"


His shoulders slumped. "I dropped my
flask in the cafeteria. When I went out back to look for it, there was Libby. I
was drunk. She threw herself at me. I wanted the consequences more than
her."


My voice wavered, but I said, "Libby
brags about it being a full-blown affair. There's a big difference between one
drunken mistake and having a relationship."


Ford's eyes slid to his shoes and stayed
there. "I repeated the mistake. I tried to fool myself into thinking it
was more, into making it more than just a stupid, ridiculous mistake."


"Libby calls you her ex-boyfriend. How
long did it go on?" I hated myself for asking, and it hurt that I cared.


"It didn't. Not more than a week, and I
never gave her any indication that it was anything more than a bad idea."


My heart ached. I was torn between believing
the pain I saw in his eyes and the heavy waves of disappointment that pushed me
back. 


"It doesn't matter," I decided.
"I don't care what happened between you and Libby. That was your mistake,
and I don't think I should have to pay the price for it."


Ford grabbed both my hands. "Clarity, I
promise you, I won't let it affect you. You're right, you're totally innocent.
What we have—"


"We don't have anything." My voice
was hollow.


He shook his head and tried again. "What
I meant was what we shared—"


"Nothing happened," I said.


"Clarity, please. You have to believe a
person can change in two years. Don't you believe people can redeem
themselves?"


The anguished question pierced me to the core.
I wanted to believe that people could redeem themselves more than anything in
the world. Then I could believe my father could someday be the man I had loved
and trusted.


My father, the dean. I took a deep breath and
kept my voice steady. "It doesn't matter what I believe. All I know is
that it seems like you got close to me, complimented me, and mentored me, just
so you could get closer to my father."


"What? Why would I be more interested in
your father than you?" Ford asked.


"You're hoping he'll save your job, but
now he can't even save himself."


The look of shock and dismay on Ford's face
was the final push I needed to walk away. The glimmer of hope his horrified
expression gave me was more than I could take.

















 

Chapter Twelve


Ford 



 

I ran up the stairs two at a time and wished I
could outrun the look in Clarity's eyes. She was upset, and there was something
more than her father's mistake. A bad feeling chased me. Libby would not stay
quiet for long. The thing that slowed me down, dragged me down with every step,
was the guilt over what I had done.


I charged up the steps and did not pause for
breath on the landing. A sharp turn and another flight of stairs, and the sound
of student laughter faded away. I was almost to my office floor when I heard
heavy footsteps above me.


Florence Macken rounded the corner on her way
down, and I skidded to a stop. I stumbled backward on the next landing and
grabbed the railing for support.


"Professor Bauer, just the man I was
hoping to catch," she said.


My department head stood over me, three steps
up, and made no move to join me on the landing. She settled her hands on her
hips and smirked at me from above.


"I imagine you've heard that rumors have
come to light around Landsman campus," Macken said. "That means
changes that have been stymied for some time will be going ahead soon."


I braced myself against the railing.
"Rumors. Let me guess, there was a student report made this morning,"
I said.


I couldn't blame Libby for beating me to it.
She knew her leverage was not going to last long, though I was surprised she
went ahead before even making a specific demand of me.


Then my stomach sank. If Libby had lodged a
complaint against me, it meant she had confronted Clarity. When Clarity did not
believe her or bend to her blackmail threats, Libby had no choice but to go
ahead and make the complaint against me.


"Student complaint?" Macken asked.
"This morning?" Her faced smoothed into a superior mask. "Of
course, I'm surprised that you want to discuss first."


I paused and listened for a moment. Macken
prided herself on knowing everything first, so it was not hard to believe she
would bluff. "I'm assuming nothing can happen until it comes before the
Honor Council," I hedged. "So, really, there is nothing to discuss
until that happens. You wouldn't step outside of protocol, would you?"


"Honor Council," she muttered.
Macken let her fists slip off her hips and crossed them over her formidable
stomach. "You're just trying to distract me with some student drivel,
Professor Bauer. Not everyone on campus is as interested in the personal lives
of the students as you are."


She didn't know. Libby had not yet filed a
complaint against me for our inappropriate relationship. When the weight did
not lift from my shoulders, I knew it was time for me to declare the mistake
myself. Luckily, I did not have to discuss it with Florence Macken.


"Sorry, I won't waste your time
anymore," I said. I climbed a step upwards, but my department head refused
to move.


A reptilian smile curved the corners of her
mouth. "You can't tell me you don't already know. You haven't heard?"


"I'm sorry, I don't know what you're
talking about. I was teaching this morning," I said. When her smile did
not fade but stretched farther, the knots in my stomach returned.


"Your friend, Dean Dunkirk, got some bad
news while you were rambling on to your students in class," Macken said.
She unclenched one arm to toss a hand around in the air. "The Dean of
Students has been suspended as of ten o'clock this morning."


My confusion was genuine. It was impossible to
imagine Clarity got up this morning, turned her father in to the college
administrators, and then calmly attended my class. No one else knew about the
doctored application unless the dean had confessed to his other friends at
Thanksgiving.


I thought over the day, forced myself to
ignore the bright spots of Clarity's smiles, and assured myself Dean Dunkirk
had not had time to tell anyone else about his mistake.


"Why would Dean Dunkirk be
suspended?" I asked. "Please tell me Landsman College is not going on
a witch hunt."


Mackey shook her head, her smile still in
place. "Turns out we don't need a witch hunt," she said. "With
your friend the dean out of the way, our department budget will go to review.
Landsman College is anxious to conduct business better than usual, so it seems
department cuts will be made sooner rather than later. Separate the wheat from
the chaff, so to speak. Seems the Dean has managed to kick start that process
instead of save you from it."


I scowled up at her and climbed the steps that
separated us. "Why do you think I would ask Dean Dunkirk to help me?"


"You need it," Macken said flatly.
"Why else would you go out of your way to befriend the dean? I know you
were invited to his house for Thanksgiving. Must have been quite a cozy little
celebration with him and your star student."


I swallowed hard. The only other explanation
that Macken would think of was my interest in Clarity. I had to steer her in
the other direction. "So what if I made friends with an administrator? I
would think that would be encouraged."


"Not if he turns out to be a
disgrace," Macken crowed.


"Is he okay? What was he accused of? Is
Dean Dunkirk still on campus?" 


My department head raised an eyebrow.
"Concerned for your friend? I wouldn't be. If I were you, I wouldn't go
near Patrick Dunkirk with a ten foot pole."


"What has he been accused of?" I
asked again. "Clearly the evidence is not all in if he was only
suspended."


Mackey snorted. "They've got evidence
against him. Speaking of evidence, turns out your buddy falsified evidence
himself. He did a big favor for the football team by letting the star running
back off lightly."


I spun on my heel and charged down the stairs
to find Clarity's father. If something had happened, I wanted to hear it from a
reliable source. I walked to Dean Dunkirk's office so fast that I was out of
breath by the time I made it to his door.


A sign was taped over his name plate stating
that the Dean of Students was temporarily unavailable and that all inquiries
needed to be made through the office of the president. 


I checked my watch and jogged off campus to
the house he shared with Clarity. Luckily, she was still in her second class of
the day and there was no other evidence of visitors. I peeked in the garage
window and noted the dean's car inside. He normally walked everywhere, but I
doubted he was still on campus.


"Dean Dunkirk, Patrick, open up!" I
rapped hard on the front door.


A curtain shifted in the living room, but
there was silence. 


"Patrick, it's Ford; we need to
talk," I called and knocked again.


It was no surprise that he did not want to see
anyone. I could imagine him pacing up and down the length of the living room,
trying to prepare a way to tell his daughter what happened.


"Ford?" a cautious voice at the door
called.


"I just heard,” I said. "I wanted to
make sure you're okay. Clarity is still in class. She didn't know anything
about it when I talked to her earlier today."


The door opened a small fraction, and the dean
waved me inside. I stepped into the foyer and was surprised by the
transformation. The Thanksgiving decorations had been meticulously packed away
in a plastic bin that now stood next to the front staircase. The curtains had
been drawn over the door's stained glass, but also along the entire front of
the house.


We stood in shadows, and the dean said
nothing. He plodded over to the decorations and shut the lid.


"They must have blindsided you in your
office. Thank goodness you live nearby. I can't imagine weathering something like
this while being stuck on campus," I said.


"It doesn't matter where I am,"
Clarity's father said, "I'm disgraced. No one is going to hire a Dean of
Students that was caught falsifying evidence and brushing plagiarism under the
rug."


"Is that really what happened? Did you
really make a ruling based on what was best for the football team?" I
asked.


Patrick backed away and shook a hand at me.
"No, no. I can't talk to you about this. You're the editor of the school
newspaper and, clearly, I don't know who I should trust, otherwise this
wouldn't have happened."


I shook my head. "This wouldn't have
happened if you hadn't made an enemy. Now, let me see if I can guess what
happened. You thought you recently made a friend. Then that friend asked you
for a favor."


"Ford, stop," Patrick said. "As
much as I want to believe you are trying to help me, you are probably the last
person I should be talking to about this."


"You refused to do the favor because it
was against your moral judgment," I said.


Patrick shook his head, walked to his leather
sofa, and collapsed. "How am I supposed to tell Clarity any of this?"
he asked.


"You didn't do anything," I said.


Patrick ran both hands through his red hair
and looked up at me. "Please don't sound so sure. I've made a
mistake."


"It's not a mistake when you were set up.
Am I right? Someone is using leverage to force a favor from you." I sat
down on the chair across from him.


Patrick leaned back and slumped into the sofa.
He heaved an unsteady sigh, then said, "I thought I had made a good
impression on one of our largest donors. Everything was fine, and I didn't
think anything of it, not even when he gave me some ridiculously expensive
gifts. It's the holiday season, I was hopeful. Turns out that was very
naive."


"That happens to good people," I
said.


"Well, I'm not sure a good person would
do what I did next," Patrick said. "He asked me to look over an
application, give his son some pointers. I didn't think anything of it, until
he became very specific about the feedback he wanted. In the end, I was
basically rewriting the applicant's essay. Then he asked me to overlook his
test scores."


"But you refused." I knew it had to
be true. "That's what you should be focused on now. You did the right
thing, didn't you?"


"I refused to finish a second draft of
the essay. I advised him there was nothing to be done with the test scores;
they had to be included. Next thing I know, the president of the college is in
my desk chair when I arrive this morning. I am suspended without pay as they
review the evidence against me."


I leaned forward and balanced my forearms on
my knees. "That's what I don't understand. How did this donor know about
this plagiarism case? It's like he had it lined up to be used as leverage
whenever he needed."


Patrick covered his face with his hands and
groaned. "I should have seen it coming. Goodness, why did I think everything
was fine? Now I've screwed everything up."


"Whatever it is, you didn't do it. Did
you?" I asked.


"That's not going to matter. It looks
like I did," Patrick said.


I slapped the coffee table. "Come on, we
can fight this. Just tell me what kind of leverage this donor thinks he has,
and we'll figure out a way to take it apart. If we expose what he was trying to
do, then you'll be proven innocent."


Patrick sat up a few inches. "It's an old
plagiarism case. It was higher priority just because it had to do with a
football player during the season last year."


"Who was the student?" I asked.


"Brian Tailor."


It was my turn to slump back in my chair. The
name set off too many alarm bells in my head, but somehow Clarity's father had
revived his hope.


He sat up and scrubbed a hand over his chin.
"You think that we could expose what Michael Tailor is trying to do and
save my job?"


The words were sluggish in my mouth. It was
too late to tell the dean anything but the truth. I didn't want him or his
daughter to get hurt any farther. "No. There's no way. He obviously had
this planned, and he wouldn't have gone ahead if he thought you could get free
of it."


Patrick's face fell. He dropped his head to
his hands and tangled his fingers in his red hair again. "I don't
understand how I got caught up in this in the first place. There were no signs
of plagiarism; Brian Tailor is a good student. I didn't even think about him
being on the football team. Everyone thinks the coach and the administration
might have pressured me, but there wasn't anything wrong. From what I thought I
saw, Brian Tailor was innocent."


I stood up. "I'm sorry, Patrick," I
said. "There's nothing you can do at this point. There's nothing I can do
to help you."


"But you, you said—"


"I didn't know who we were up against.
Trust me. I've come up against people like Michael Tailor before, and it ruined
my career." My arms felt heavy as I reached down to pat Clarity's father
on the shoulder. "I'm sorry, but anything you do now is only going to make
things worse."


He buried his head in his hands again.
"And not just for me. If I speak out or try to fight this, then they'll
ruin things for Clarity too. Oh goodness, what have I done?"


I looked at the ceiling, but the tug in my
chest did not loosen. "You did this for Clarity, didn't you?" I
asked.


"Of course I did. When I met Michael
Tailor at the donors' dinner, it turned out his friend is the owner of Wire
Communications," Patrick explained.


I sat back down as if pushed. "Yeah, I
know him."


"So, I mentioned to Michael how
interested Clarity was in the Wire Communications internship, and he promised
to put in a good word for her." Clarity's father bolted to his feet and
stomped around the coffee table. "I was trying to help her, and now I
can't even help myself. Dang it!" He kicked the coffee table leg and
continued to pace. "All I can do is sit here and suffocate while I wait
for Clarity to come home. Oh goodness, I hope she doesn't hear about it from
someone on campus."


"I know exactly how you feel," I
said. "Like a fish caught in a net. Let me guess, if you go ahead and fix
that application, then this will all just go away."


Patrick growled and stomped the floor harder.
"I can't do that. I'm not going to do that. It's one thing for Michael
Tailor to trick me, but it's another to give in to his bullying. I just wish
there was some way to get Clarity out of the line of fire."


I stood up to face him. "All you have to
do is tell your daughter the truth. She's going to want to fight for you, and I
can't think of a better person to be on your side."


The shadow of a smile appeared on the dean's
face. "True. I'll tell her everything." His relief was short-lived as
he thought about all the other fallout from his suspension. "Why did this
have to happen now? There are so many little political fires going on all over
campus, and the president used to trust my input."


I snorted. "Then he should take your side
over the big money, don't you think?"


Patrick waved that thought away. "It's
not so easy balancing everything a college administrator has thrown at them.
He's doing the right thing, but now my hands are tied."


"You just worry about yourself and
Clarity," I suggested.


"No," Patrick said. "I had been
slated to make certain personnel recommendations that would affect a large
number of students. You are one of the professors in question. Without my
recommendation, the college is just going to go ahead with across the board
lay-offs. This is going to be awful for the students."


"The students need to see the way things
are run. If they don't like it, they are the only ones that can change
it," I said.


Patrick came over and squeezed my shoulder.
"Ford, I'm so sorry, but this might directly affect your job in the School
of Journalism."


I laughed, but there was no humor in the
sound. "As if I don't know that Florence Macken has it in for me," I
said. "Don't worry about me."


"But I could have helped you,"
Patrick lamented.


I shrugged off his hand. "I didn't ask
for your help. That's not why I befriended you," I snapped.


The dean chuckled. "And here I thought I
befriended you. I gotta say, that's the best thing I've heard all day. Thank
you, Ford."


I didn't want to smile, but it broke through
anyway. "Oh, forget it. What's the point in my fancy journalism
degree and all my experience if I can't rattle a few cages?"


Patrick's eyes turned serious. "No. I'm
not going to have you endangering your position at Landsman just to help me
out. I got myself into this mess, and I'll figure a way out of it. Like you
said, I've got Clarity to help me."


The mention of her name cemented my resolve.
"Sorry, Patrick, but you wanted to be my friend, and now you're stuck with
me. Besides, if I'm going to get fired anyway, I might as well do some good on
my way out."



 

 


#


I left the dean in a much lighter mood and
raced back towards campus. The fact that I had class soon was a far second to
finding Clarity. Her father's news would spread fast all over campus, and I was
sure she was going to hear about it from someone any second.


I charged towards the Language Department,
where I knew Clarity was just finishing her required course. Landsman College
required all students to master a foreign language, and she had become quite
good at Spanish.


"Hola, Professor Bauer," a student
called as I neared the building's front steps. 


"Hi, Ben," I said as I slowed my
pace.


"You looking for someone?" he asked.


I pressed two fingers to my throat and looked
at my watch. "Nah, just trying to get my heart rate up before I'm stuck in
another lecture," I said.


The student laughed and went on his way just
before Clarity emerged. Her red hair flared as she stepped into the sunshine,
and then her emerald eyes clapped onto me. 


"Clarity, wait," I said.


She took off at a fast clip across the lawn
towards the library. I used the sidewalk in the same direction and hoped that
it was not too obvious to the other students that I was chasing her.


Clarity dodged through the double doors of the
library before could charge up the steps. I didn't dare call out in the echoing
lobby. I pretended to glance into the research librarian's office on my way
past, just in case anyone wondered why I was tearing through the library
stacks.


Then I spun and followed her down the staircase.
Her clattering footsteps disappeared before the basement floor, and I knew she
was cutting through the archives. I sped back upstairs, through the periodicals,
and into a second staircase. Back down on the half floor, I cursed the old
library's maze like design. Finally, I had to run in order to catch Clarity.


She must have heard me coming because she
jogged into another alcove where a hidden set of steps acted as an open fire
escape. I ran after her and we both popped out into the arch-ceilinged reference
room at the same time. Clarity rounded the long, low bookshelves and made one
last dodge near the Oxford English Dictionary.


"Clarity, please, I need to talk to you.
It has to do with your father," I hissed.


Clarity stopped cold. "My father? Is he
okay? What happened?" She dug in her backpack for her cell phone and
turned her back on me. "Why isn't he answering my call?"


"He's waiting for you to come home so he
can tell you the truth, face to face," I said.


"Then why are you chasing me all over
campus?" Clarity snapped. "I need to go home."


I held up both hands and stopped her. "I
wanted you to hear it from me, before anyone stops you on campus," I said.


"Hear what?" Clarity cried.


I took a deep breath. "Your father has
been suspended on charges of falsifying evidence in a plagiarism case," I
told her.


Clarity's eyes took on a green fire. "I
don't believe you. Why are you telling me this?"


"In light of our, um, discovery at
Thanksgiving, I thought it best to let you know everything I heard."


Clarity narrowed her eyes. "Why would I
believe you as a source? You don't have much credibility in my book."


The comment hit me like a slap in the face.
"Credibility? Clarity, I was just with your father. I went straight to the
source."


"And you want me to believe that my
father was suspended over some plagiarism case? Are you just trying to soften
the blow for when you break the other story?" She crossed her arms tightly
over her stomach and searched my eyes.


"No. I told you, I'm not pursuing that
unless you want my help," I said. The sheen of tears in her eyes made my
chest clutch. "I came to find you right away because this is a bigger
story, and I need your help."


"You want me to help you help my
father?" Clarity snorted. "Sorry, but that doesn't strike me as something
you'd do."


"Even though you accused me of
befriending your father to help secure my position here at Landsman?" I
snapped. "What do you think would happen if your father was suspended? My
job is the first on the chopping block. So, whether you believe that or what
I'm telling you right now, I'm helping your father."


She shuffled her feet and re-crossed her arms.
"Even if it means you'll lose your job anyway?" she asked.


"Yes." I reached out to grab her
shoulders, but she stepped back. "Clarity, it's an old case that your
father was sure he handled appropriately. Something's wrong. Someone set him
up, using that plagiarism case, in order to pressure him to help with what you
saw on Thanksgiving."


Clarity rubbed her shoulder and thought that
over. "Like leverage? But I thought my father had already fixed Junior's
application?"


I smiled, relieved to give her one piece of
good news. "Your father refused, and that's why he's suddenly been
suspended."


"How are the two connected?"


I could have kissed her. Clarity's tears had
evaporated as she locked on to the details that would interest any journalist.
"The plagiarism case involves another Tailor. Brian Tailor, to be
exact," I told her. "Michael Tailor's nephew."


Clarity let out a harsh laugh and shook her head.
"I know Brian Tailor, and there is no way he was involved with a case of
plagiarism. First rule, check your facts, right?"


I rubbed my neck. "I'm trying to help
you, Clarity. Can't we work on this together? Why are you treating me like the
enemy?"


"Because you are," she cried.
Clarity remembered the quiet of the library and dropped her voice to a rough
whisper. "I don't want your help. I don't want anything from a man like
you."

















 

Chapter Thirteen


Clarity




 

Half a dozen classmates stopped me on my way
across campus. I apologized and dodged around them. Thomas tried to tell me the
college president was looking for me, but I pretended I didn't hear him. By the
time I made it to my front steps, I was terrified I had been followed.


Ford was right: my father's scandal was all
over campus. If he had not chased me into the library in order to tell me, I
would have found out in the middle of the commons with everyone watching.


"Clarity, sweetheart, I'm so sorry,"
my father rushed to meet me at the door.


The house was shuttered and dark, and it was
hard to see my father's face through my tears. "I'm sorry. You only got
involved with Michael Tailor because you thought his connections could help
me."


"They still can," my father said. He
led the way to the sofa and we sat down. "I'm not going to give in to
Tailor's demands, but Wire Communications should take you on your own merit
alone."


"I don't want the internship, Dad. I'm
going to help you fight this," I promised.


My father shook his head. "No, Clarity,
I'm asking you to please stay out of it."


"You sound as if you've been talking to
Ford. Oh, wait, you told him before you told me!" The accusation sounded
petulant, but my emotions were causing a storm of thoughts that I couldn't
quite control.


"Ford is right about this, honey. He's
trying to help. If we try to expose Michael Tailor, then everyone loses. The
college loses a major donor, I still lose my job, and you lose your internship
and future career connections," he said. 


He reached out to hold my hands, but I yanked
them back. "No. I'm not just going to sit back while you suffer through
this alone. How can you think that's right? Let me dig into the story, get all
the details, and I can be the one to publish it in the Landsman student
newspaper. Corruption can't be allowed. It'll only get worse," I pleaded
with him.


"Clarity, sweetheart, I can't let you be
involved. This was my mistake—"


"You didn't make a mistake," I
cried, "you trusted the wrong person. You always think the best of people.
That's not your fault; that ability to believe in people is one of the things I
love most about you."


My father's eyes were washed with unshed
tears, but he shook his head. "I should have gone directly to the college
president when I was given gifts by Michael Tailor. Instead, I hoped to
leverage his friendship into something good for you. It was all my
mistake."


I jumped up from the sofa, too irate to sit
still. "I cannot believe I'm hearing this from you! What about the truth?
What about the honor code that you helped forge? I can't just stand aside while
you are attacked."


The conversation went ten more rounds of the
same words. My father asked me in every imaginable way to leave the story
alone. He even threatened me as if I were child and could still send me to my
room. I told him in no uncertain terms that I would not stay quiet and that I
intended to uncover everything I could about the plagiarism case.


"Please, Clarity, the Tailors are all cut
from the same cloth. They know all the advantages, and when they are cornered,
they simply put the pressure on someone else. Leave Brian Tailor alone,"
my father begged.


It hurt, but I ignored his words. I jumped
into my car and called Lexi before the garage door opened. "Hey, I was
wondering if you could introduce me to one of the football players." I
asked.


"About time," Lexi giggled.
"Which one has finally tickled your fancy?"


"Brian Tailor," I told her.


There was a long pause, then Lexi sighed.
"Clarity, I'm not stupid. Please tell me this has nothing to do with your
father's, um, news."


"Just meet me at the coffee shop,
okay?" I begged.


Lexi was there with her hands on her hips and
a stubborn expression on her pixie-like face. "I'm going to do this for
you. You know I'm going to do it. But, first, I want to know the truth from
you."


"Why ask like that? Since when have I
ever lied to you?" I asked, insulted.


"Thanksgiving. You have feelings for
Professor Bauer, don't you?" Lexi asked.


My mouth opened and closed, but I could not
get the words to come out. Finally, I forced out, "What? Why are you
asking about Ford?"


Lexi's smile was sad. "You called him
Ford. Look, Clarity, we all knew you weren't into college guys and that's
great, but I don't think you need any more scandals right now. And you
certainly don't need the heart ache."


Hurt strangled my voice, but I whispered.
"I already know about Libby Blackwell. She rubbed it in my face."


"And have you talked to Ford?" Lexi
asked.


I threw my hands up in the air. "How am I
supposed to process that when my father's career has just been ruined?"


"Alright, fine. But we're coming back to
this conversation," Lexi said. "Now, there's Carl with Brian. Come
on, I'll introduce you."


Brian Tailor was the all-American boy complete
with white-blond hair, chiseled chin, and dark blue eyes. He smiled as we shook
hands. "Nice to meet you, Clarity. Actually we had class together freshman
year. Chemistry 101, remember?"


"Was that a line?" Lexi asked with a
laugh.


"No," I smiled at Brian. "I
remember you helped me memorize the periodic table of elements. Isn't Chemistry
your major?" I asked.


"Bio-Chem," Brian said. "I'm
hoping to go to work as a research and development scientist at one of the big
pharmaceutical companies. Great pay and the added benefit of helping the human
race."


"Good looks and good intentions. I like
him." I stepped forward so Brian could get a good look down the loose neck
of my shirt. Then I traced a finger down his forearm. "Bio-Chem can't be
an easy major. Lots of pressure?" 


Brian's dark blue eyes hardened, and a muscle
tensed in his square jaw. "The only pressure I feel is outdoing my own
test scores."


"Brian's top of his class," Carl
said.


I blinked, surprised. Carl didn't often speak
up, but his tone was adamant. "Oh, so, he's one of those super-brainy
football players?" I asked.


Carl nodded.


Brian punched his friend in the shoulder.
"I suppose Carl never tells anyone that his professor just asked him to
publish his last paper. Seems like I'm not the only smart guy that knows how
run a play."


"Speaking of plays..." Lexi pulled
Carl aside with nothing more than a heated glance.


"That's some play you just tried to pull
on me," Brian said when we were alone.


"I'm sorry, what?" I asked. 


He narrowed his eyes. "I get it. Your
father is in trouble for a plagiarism case, and I'm the defendant. It makes
sense that you'd come after me to get at the truth. I just didn't think you'd
drag Carl into this or try to flirt the truth out of me."


I swallowed hard then jutted my chin up at the
tall man. "It seems to me like you would want to defend the man that
defended you. Unless there's more to the story than anyone else has
heard."


Brian ground his teeth but gave in. "The
whole story is completely boring. I wrote a paper for the assignment. The paper
was switched while I was at football practice. When Dean Dunkirk confronted me
with the plagiarized paper, I didn't recognize any of it. It wasn't mine; I
didn't write it."


"Then who did? Where did it come
from?" I asked. I blinked away a hot wash of tears.


"Come on, Clarity, you're trying to
protect your family. You know how it is," Brian said.


"No," I snapped. "I don't know
how it is. I'm not just trying to protect my father; I am trying to find out
the truth. Wait," his words sunk in. "Are you trying to protect your
family?"


Brian scowled. "I'm not saying anything else.
I already told that nosy professor everything. Though I wish you had gotten to
me first. Maybe my uncle would understand if I confessed everything to a pretty
girl."


"Which professor?" I asked. My heart
slammed against my ribs.


"You know, your professor. The reporter
all the girls drool over. What's his name? Like a car or something."


"Ford," I ground out. "Ford
Bauer."


"That's the guy you need to talk
to."



 

#


The frustration almost stopped my fingertips,
and I struggled with my phone all the way across campus. Not only had Ford beat
me to the first interview, but he had gotten more information. Once Brian
realized I flirted with him just for information, he clammed up. 


It wasn't hard to put two and two together.
Brian was too smart to need to plagiarize his paper. Clearly, the paper had
been switched, and the only motive for doing so seemed to be my father's
undoing.


Finally, I punched the right information into
my phone and found Ford's home address. The tires squealed on my car as I
pulled out of the student parking lot and headed off Landsman’s campus. I tore
through the idyllic neighborhoods that surrounded our prestigious college and
whipped into the parking lot of the apartment building where Ford's address was
listed.


When I reached the door and hammered on it, a
thought surfaced that made me catch my breath. What if someone saw me at Ford's
place? What would campus gossip do with the knowledge that I had come to Ford's
apartment alone?


Footsteps approached the door, then Ford let
out a string of expletives. Obviously, he had had the same thought as me.


"You shouldn't be here, Clarity,"
Ford said as he opened the door to his apartment.


"Yeah, well, propriety or not, I'm
here," I snapped. I elbowed my way past him and inside.


Ford turned around and shut the door behind
us. Then I noticed he was still damp from the shower, with nothing on but a
faded pair of blue jeans. The tee-shirt he held was knotted in his fist, and he
forgot about it as he glared at me.


"Your father told me he wanted you to
stay out of it," Ford said. "Don't you think this might make
everything worse? What if someone saw you come here?"


"You're the one that answered the door
half-naked," I said. It was hard to look away from the chiseled muscles of
his chest or the dark dusting of hair that lead down past the loose waistband
of his jeans. "I think you owe me an apology."


Ford raised a dark eyebrow. Then he yanked his
tee-shirt on, and his expression changed. Gone was the angry glare and the
bemused sparkle. Instead, he looked relieved. "I've been trying to
apologize to you ever since..."


"Ever since you and my father treated me
like a child?" I asked.


His lips quirked but his expression remained
the same. "Ever since we kissed. I should have told you immediately. My
head was all turned around. I tried to tell you at Thanksgiving," he said.


My stomach did excited flip-flops, but I waved
his topic away. "No, I'm not letting you distract me from the matter at
hand," I said. "You have information that can prove my father's
innocence, and I want to know exactly how you are going to use that
information."


Ford's eyes turned a stormy gray. "I know
you're stuck on that, Clarity, but we need to straighten a few things out
between us."


"Later," I snapped. "You can
prove my father didn't help Brian Tailor cheat. That will save his career. And,
we have a chance to tie it to Michael Tailor and be done with his corrupt
interference at Landsman College for good."


A dark blue washed into Ford's eyes as he
studied my face. "I admire your optimism, Clarity. I really do. The belief
that the truth will solve everything is a very powerful way to lead your
life."


My chest ached. "Except?"


"Except the truth always comes with a
price, and I'm not sure you understand that yet. I hate to sound cliché, but
it's a lot like pulling the thread on a sweater. Everything can come
unraveled," Ford said. "So, let's just slow down for a moment."


He turned and went into his small, galley kitchen,
and I had a moment to take in my surroundings. Ford's apartment was a lot like
his office. Spartan furnishings were simple and undecorated. The shelves held
very little except a few odd knick-knacks and a framed photograph of him and a
similarly dark-haired young woman.


"That's my sister," Ford said. He
came back to the living room and offered me a soda. In his other hand, he held
a beer.


"What if I wanted the beer?" I
asked.


Ford shook his head. "Clarity, I don't
know what information you think I gleaned from Brian Tailor, but it isn't
enough to clear your father."


I set the soda down with a sharp crack. Then I
put my hands on my hips and glared at Ford. "You want to know what
happened with that plagiarism case?"


Ford sighed and slumped down on his sagging
sofa. 


The screeching of the sofa springs distracted
me. "Can't you afford a better place?" I asked. 


Ford crinkled his nose and looked around.
"I didn't think it was that bad. I've got everything I need. I spend my
money in other ways."


"Like burying stories?" I asked.


It was the wrong question. I knew it as soon
as the words left my lips, and it hung over the room. 


"Tell me what you think happened,"
Ford bit out. He took a long swig of his beer and fixed his stormy eyes on me.


"I think Michael Tailor had it planned
all along. He knew his nephew, Brian, was smart. Much smarter than his own son.
So, when it was time to start considering colleges for Junior, Michael Tailor
brought him for a visit here. While he was here, he switched Brian's paper. Brian
didn't notice until the plagiarism case, but his football coach warned him to
stay quiet or he wouldn't play. My father noticed the discrepancy between
Brian's other papers, his abilities, and the essay in question. He dismissed
the case in favor of the student." I finished and pinned my gaze on Ford,
though it hurt to look at him.


In his apartment in jeans and a tee-shirt and
slumped on a saggy sofa, Ford looked like any other man. Gone was the stigma of
professorship, and I felt closer to him than I had ever been before. Except for
the solid wall of distrust between us.


I wanted to scream at him about my broken
heart. Bruised heart, I revised in my own head. Ford had bruised my heart, but,
then again, that was my fault too. This was all my fault.


"I'm sorry, Clarity," Ford said.
"None of it can be proved."


"What?" It took a moment to bring my
head back around to the story. "But you interviewed Brian Tailor. You know
he didn't plagiarize a paper. He's too smart. And he admitted to me that he
admitted to you about how the paper must have been switched during football
practice. Maybe if we talk to his coach—"


"We?" Ford asked. He sat up and shot
me a dangerous look. "There is no ‘we’ unless you want to make this whole
thing worse."


I fought the urge to stamp my foot. "But
it's the truth, I know it!"


Ford stood up and walked to his apartment
door. There he turned around and fixed me with a sorrowful look. "Sorry,
Clarity, but it's not going to help. All of that is circumstantial at best,
hearsay at worst."


I tossed my hair. "Hearsay, rumor,
gossip. Apparently public opinion is the only thing that matters at all at
Landsman College."


"Public opinion makes a difference
everywhere, Clarity. It's one of the hard lessons of the real world that they
haven't figured out how to teach in college. Congrats on learning it before you
graduate."


He turned to open the door and I stopped him
cold. "When was I supposed to learn it? At my internship? Is that how you
learned? I know Wire Communications fired you. You were discredited. Is that
public opinion or the truth?" I asked.


Ford shook his head, and his voice was hard,
though his shoulders slumped. "You wanted real world experience all
wrapped up in a prestigious internship, and you got it. Don't let your father's
mistake be in vain. Take that internship. Just keep your eyes open at
Wire."


His hand was on the door handle again. I
longed to tell him that I had already decided to turn down the internship. I
decided as soon as I discovered that working at Wire had cost him his career. I
didn't know the details, but, more importantly, Ford's silent opinion was
enough for me.


It hurt, but I couldn't let him open the door,
so I used the only leverage I had left. "You're going to help me write an
article that exposes Michael Tailor's corrupt workings at Landsman, or I will
tell the Honor Council all about your affair with Libby Blackwell."


Ford shut the door, but when he turned to face
me, his expression surprised me. Relief. It was written all over his face, from
the relaxed furrow in his brow to the loosened pinch at the corners of his
mouth. He took a deep breath and let it out, as if he'd been holding it for
ages.


"I'm sorry, Ford," I whispered,
"but sometimes leverage is all journalists can use to get at the
truth."


"Don't apologize, Clarity. Never
apologize to me." Ford strode across the room and caught both my hands in
his fingers. He lifted my knuckles to his lips, then caught himself and dropped
our contact. "What do you think I've been trying to tell you since we kissed?"
he asked. His voice was rough with unreadable emotion.


I fought as hard as I could but tears blurred
my vision and a few slipped over and down my cheeks. "You slept with a
student, Ford. You broke the rules. She was a freshman." My voice wavered
when I spoke, then gained traction as my anger came through. "And, of all
the freshman women at Landsman, you chose Libby Blackwell? You're not who I
thought you were."


"Who did you think I was?" Ford's
voice broke over the question.


I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. The
desperate longing I saw mirrored in his eyes wrapped us tightly in a bond I
didn't know how to break. And I didn't know if I wanted it to break. 


I wasn't a silly, naive schoolgirl. I knew how
desirable Libby was; anyone with eyes could see the reasons why men loved her.
Ford was young; he was younger then, so why did the past affair make such a
difference to me?


"You were going to use me, just like you
used her," I said. "It was just a casual kiss, no big deal, wasn't
it?"


Ford grabbed me by the shoulders, and his eyes
were fierce. "That's not how it was, Clarity. Please tell me you don't
believe that."


"How am I supposed to know what to
believe?" I asked.


His grip lessened but he did not let go.
"I'll tell you the truth," he said. "And I want you to report
everything to the Honor Council. I want to be held accountable for all of it.
I'm not going to hide from it anymore."


I closed my eyes because I felt myself
drowning in his intense gaze. "Tell me the truth."


"I was a different person when I started working
here." I felt Ford lead me to the sofa, and we both sat down. He moved his
grip down my arm and held my fingers fast again. "I had been discredited
as a journalist, and my career was over. I never wanted to be a professor, but
Landsman College made me an offer, and I had no other course of action."


"I don't understand. Lots of people apply
to work here. It's a dream job for most," I said.


Ford brushed my hair back from my shoulder and
silenced me with a shake of his head. "I wanted to be somewhere else. I
wanted to be a journalist again, but that career door had been slammed shut in
my face. So, I started work here and hoped it would save me from
self-destructing."


I looked up from our intertwined hands.
"Self-destructing? How?"


"I drank. A lot," Ford said. He
tried to smile, but it slipped away. "I tried to drink it all away, but it
didn't budge, so I started making other bad decisions."


"Were you trying to get fired?" I
asked.


He squeezed my fingers and nodded. "I
think I was. I wanted a reason to fight for my old career, to face what
happened at my old job, and I just couldn't do it myself. I needed the
money."


I blinked hard. "I wish you had known my
father then."


A real smile burned through the haze of Ford's
torment. "Me too. He's too nice to kick my rear, but a few well-chosen
words from a man of respect can cut through a lot of trash."


My heart warmed as he referred to my father as
a man of respect. Ford was keeping me and my father at arm's length, and I
didn't know why, but those words had me hoping he would help us when it came
down to it.


Ford cleared his throat and let go of my
hands. "Libby expressed interest. She flirted. A few other students
flirted too, but I never thought about it. I never intended to anything about
it."


"What happened?" I asked. Hope
fluttered again in my chest.


"The first alumni/donor dinner was a huge
success for Landsman College. I was invited, but only stayed for a few minutes.
I was blind drunk and lucky that no one noticed. Then there was Libby. She saw
me, the state I was in, and she took her chance."


Ford hung his head and took a few deep
breaths. "I could have written it off as a drunk mistake, but that only
made the connotations worse. So I tried. I tried to make something out of it.
We saw each other a few more times, but Libby was not who I thought she was.
When she saw how I lived, that I didn't own a car, or have a fancy condo, she
demanded that I change. I pointed out we meant nothing to each other. I guess
she rewrote it in her head since then."


I edged away, uncomfortable with the mix of
disgust and sympathy I felt for him. Ford had made a terrible, immoral, and
reprehensible mistake, but there he sat telling me the whole truth of it. I
felt like crying, but I also felt like comforting him.


He looked up and pinned me with a stormy-blue
stare. "You mean a lot to me, Clarity," he rasped. "It has
nothing to do with who your father is or that my job is on the chopping block.
It has nothing to do with your age, our situation, or anything else but
this."


He reached out and brushed a hand across my
cheek. The searing undercurrents of his caress struck hotter than lightning. He
felt it too.


"I should have thrown it all away to be
with you," Ford said. "But, now it's too late. The least I can do now
is help your father and save you."


"Save me?" I asked. I snapped out of
the spell his confession had woven and stood up. "I don't need saving. I
don't need protecting. As far as I can tell, between you, my father, and me,
I'm the only one that can be trusted to seek the truth."


"The truth is not so simple," Ford
warned.


"That's it," I cried and headed for
the door. I had to escape before I gave into the urge to collapse in his arms.
"I know you think I'm silly and naïve, but I can't help it. I prize
honesty, I want the truth, and if you're not going to help me get it, then I
will uncover it myself."

















 

Chapter Fourteen


Clarity




 

I collapsed on Ford's saggy sofa. From there,
I realized the only real things of substance that Ford had in his apartment
were all media. Two newspapers were stacked under his coffee table. Bestselling
nonfiction books were in random stacks. Magazines were all dog-eared or folded
open. His tablet was charging on the edge of the table next to me.


"I wonder how many of these things tell
the real truth," I sighed.


Ford raised an eyebrow and sat down slowly on
the opposite arm on the sofa. "What do you mean?"


"Online media, print media—it's all just
the same. The story is slanted no matter what. The only difference is some
people make it go their way," I said.


"Come on, you can't think like that.
You're too young," Ford joked.


I sat up and tossed the magazine next to me
onto the coffee table. "So what? That's it? The difference between being a
child and being an adult is a working tolerance for dishonesty?"


"Things just get complicated. The older
you get, the more demands there are on your time and money and ability to
believe," Ford said. He scrubbed a hand over his chin and frowned at his
own statement. "What you lose in believing in honesty, maybe you gain
insight into other people's motives."


I groaned and flopped back again. "I
don't want messy motives. They're never easy to understand. I just want the
facts to work, to tell the truth, and for the people who are wrong to be
punished instead of the ones who are trying to do good."


Ford slid onto the sofa and nudged me with his
elbow. "The best articles always reveal or hint at the subject's motives.
People are interesting but mostly static, but motives shift and move. Motives
are action."


I leaned away from his elbow, but the sag in
the couch brought us closer together. I fought off the gravity that pulled me
towards Ford and said, "I'm glad I have a reason to turn down that
internship at Wire Communications."


"What reason is that? You're not going to
actually list this sideline private college corruption as a reason to decline
one of the most prestigious internships in media arts, are you?" Ford
leaned in to study my face.


"Why not?" I asked, "Then they
won't have to guess my motives. Maybe it'll make a great subject for whomever
takes my place."


Ford scrubbed his stubbled chin again in a
sign of exasperation. He was so close I could smell the faded traces of his
cologne. "Don't give up the internship," he said. "I'm not
saying that success is better than honesty, but don't you imagine that sticking
with this internship is the only kind of revenge your father really
wants?"


In order to push my shoulder away from his, I
had to press my knee against Ford's thigh. Immediate heat flooded from where
our legs touched all the way up to my cheeks. "I don't want to be
there," I said. "No matter how far the internship lets me go in my
career, I'll always know where and how it started."


"No." Ford turned to me, our legs
pressed tighter together. "You're a great journalist. You can make it
there without letting it taint you. Just let things like this slide right off
of you. They won't be able to touch your integrity unless you let them, and I
don't think you will."


His words set fire to my mind as his proximity
heated every inch of my body. I forced myself to inch away and shook my head.
"I'd make a terrible journalist. I'm not willing to play games or spin the
truth. Let's be honest, I should quit pretending."


The thought of quitting was an ice-cold bath
over my senses. I jumped up from the sofa and squeezed my eyes shut. My whole
carefully planned life had a fatal flaw. One little thread got pulled, and the
whole thing came apart. Without a career in journalism, I didn't have a writing
career based in current events, facts, or concrete styles. Suddenly I was
completely at a loss, and the feeling overwhelmed me.


A gentle hand reached out.
"Clarity?" 


I pried one eye open to look at him. Ford was
hesitant, leaning over the coffee table, but he brushed his hand up from my arm
to my shoulder. This time, I did not flinch or pull away. I felt like any
movement might cause me to fall over into a deep abyss. 


Ford must have felt it too because he cleared
his throat. "Clarity, you don't have to rethink your whole life.
Everything will work out the way it's supposed to," he said. He came
around the table and cupped my cheek in his hand. "You're taking too much
of this on yourself. Your father didn't want you burdened with any of this, and
everyone would understand if you took a step back from it. Your life is allowed
to go on."


He dropped his hand as I met his gaze. Ford's
movements were jerky, as if he were unsure of every millimeter he moved. Then I
saw his eyes. Ford's stormy-blue eyes were deep with concern, but his face was
rounded in an expression of restraint. He wanted to comfort me but knew I might
think his physical touch inappropriate.


I glanced around the empty, Spartan apartment,
then threw myself into his arms. "I just feel like everything has
changed," my voice wavered as I pressed my cheek to his strong chest.


Ford's arms closed around me. One hand trailed
up from my waist to smooth down my hair, and the repetitive motion lulled me to
peace. "I know how you feel," Ford confessed. "When I had to
leave Wire Communications, I felt like my whole life had been stopped and
rerouted."


I nestled closer in his arms but couldn't help
my question, "why did you have to leave?"


"I found out a truth that no one wanted
revealed. When I threatened to publish it anyway, I was discredited." Ford
gave a self-deprecating laugh. "By the time they were done making their
point, it was a definite rout."


I leaned back and look up at Ford.
"That's what I don't understand. You keep talking about retreating and
playing it safe, but nothing about you personally tells me you would do that.
Why? Why did you give up your fight?"


He traced a finger down my arm and then
clasped his arms around my waist again, not ready to release me from the hug.
"I tried at first, but there was no way around it."


"Couldn't you have pushed the story to
light some other way? Did you consider taking it to a rival media outlet?"
I asked. My ideas made me step back, anxious to see if there was a way out of
the situation that Ford had not noticed. 


He hesitated to squash my hope. "The
competitors weren't interested; it showed I would bite the hand that feeds me.
My only choices were to bow out or get sued for more than I will ever have in
eight lifetimes."


"Then a good attorney would have noticed
the discrepancies and looked for another motive," I said.


Ford stood back and laughed. He chuckled all
the way across his small living room to lean against the kitchen island. 


"What's so funny? I'm trying to
help," I snapped.


"I know, I know," Ford held up both
hands. "It's just I wish you would realize the complete about-face you've
had in the last few minutes."


My mind ran in a panic over why I had let Ford
hold me. "I, I don't know what you're talking about," I said.


"A minute ago you were saying how you
hate messy motives and you just wished people would stick to the facts. And now
you're telling me a lawyer could have built a case for me based solely on
motives." Ford chuckled again. "See? You are going to make a great
journalist yet."


He meant it as a compliment, I could tell by
his easy smile, but my shoulders were stiff with indignation. Ford was laughing
at me again like I was some kind of entertaining child. I wondered if he
laughed about his students with his other professor friends.


"You keep saying I'd make a great
journalist," I said. "Why don't we test out your theory?" I
started to circle Ford's apartment. "There might not be a lot of stuff
here, but I think that means there's a story here instead."


Ford straightened up and shoved his hands in
his pockets. "I already told you more about my story than I should have
said. It all boils down to the fact that I am a boring college professor with
very bad interior design instincts," he said.


It was my turn to laugh, but a thought struck
me. "You live like you don't make any money, but you are a college
professor. I know you have a decent salary, so the money must all be going
somewhere."


"Gambling," Ford muttered.


"I don't believe that for a second,"
I said. I glanced at the secondhand dresser Ford used as a combination entryway
table and television console. "I'd think you are saving all your money for
something big, except you have no motivation. No pictures of fancy sailboats or
brochures for fancy vacations."


"Guys don't really make vision
boards," he grumbled.


I turned and crossed my arms in triumph.
"I think you're sending all the money to your family. The only family you
mentioned at Thanksgiving was your sister, so you must be helping to support
her."


Ford's stormy eyes flew to a framed photograph
on an otherwise bare shelf. "So what if I send a little money my sister's
way? That doesn't really tell you much about me. Lots of people feel beholden
to the bonds of family," Ford said. "Like you."


I scowled at the reminder of my father's
situation. It was much easier to focus on Ford. "Oh," I said as I did
the math in my head. "You were forced out of Wire Communications right
when your sister was considering medical schools. That's why you didn't put up
a big fight. That's why you settled for the job at Landsman College. You wanted
to make sure that your sister got to go to the medical school of her choice
without having to worry about money."


Ford paced into the kitchen and then back to
the living room. "I get that people like to figure me out like a puzzle,
but it's really not all that interesting," he snapped. "I did what
any other person would do for a family member. I did exactly what you are
thinking about doing for your father."


"What? Lying low? Just taking the hit and
crawling away?" I asked. "I'm thinking about exposing the people that
are trying to trick my father into helping them. I'm thinking that no matter
what the consequences are, I want the truth to be known, and I want to be the
one to tell it." The volume of my voice dropped away when I saw the angry
set of Ford's jaw.


"I took the hit so my sister wouldn't
have to," Ford bit out. "For the same reason that you are not already
running all over campus raving about donor corruption. You don't want to do
more harm than good. You're hesitating because you are just like me, and, no
matter what, you want to make sure you do what is best for the people you
love."


I sank back down on the edge of the sofa.
"I just don't want to make things worse. I'm not going to give up,
though."


Ford sat down on the coffee table directly in
front of me. "The best thing you can do is continue on your life just like
you were before. Don't give Michael Tailor a reason to target you or squeeze
your father anymore," he said.


 I held
my breath and looked at Ford. It was amazing how in a few short months, he had
become entangled in my small family. I trusted him with thoughts I had not yet
voiced even to myself. 


"There's nothing else they can do to my
father," I said. "Actually, losing his position at Landsman might be
the best thing for him. You know how much he goes on and on about painting.
Surely Michael Tailor is not going to be able to stop him from retiring and
taking painting lessons."


Ford frowned. "That's not your father's
worry, and you know it."


I threw my hands up. "No. He's worried,
like you, that I have enough room in my life to stand up for the truth. My
future, my career—everything is flexible. If you think about it, and stop thinking
about me as a child, then you'd see that I'm the only one that can take down
someone like Michael Tailor. There's nothing he can do to me that I can’t throw
back at him or recover from."


One corner of Ford's mouth quirked up.
"Even if doing so is directly against your father's wishes?" he
asked.


I sprang off the sofa again and marched over
to poke him in the chest. "If I'm the only one that can protect my father,
I'm not going to let anyone talk me out of it. Not him, and not you!"


Ford caught my accusing finger and held my
hand. He chuckled again and then laughed out loud when I tried to yank free of
him. "I'm not laughing at you. I just love how you are defying and
protecting your father all in one breath."


"Isn't that what family does?" I
snapped.


Ford held my hand with both of his and a quiet
sadness settled over him. "Yes, but you shouldn't have to deal with any of
this. Can we, just for a minute, forget that you have to be involved?"


"What good is that?" I held still as
each brush of his fingertips sent tingles up my arms.


He didn't lift his eyes. "You should be
studying, going to parties, making plans for winter vacation, and flirting with
boys," Ford said.


"The last thing I need right now is some
'boy' trying to take me out to dinner, as if this isn't way more
important," I said.


Ford tugged my hand and brought me closer.
"You deserve to have a normal and easy life. Especially when you're in
college."


I leaned back an inch, overwhelmed by the
magnetic pull of Ford's body. "I like this. I mean, my life. I like my
life, complications and all."


"I just hope you know that you don't have
to face this alone," Ford said. "I know you have your father too,
but, if you need someone else... I'm here for you."


Our faces were inches apart. My hand was still
captive between in his fingers. My whole body cried out to nestle into the spot
against his chest where I had hugged him before. My shoulder fit just
underneath his arm, and my head cradled between his taut chest and strong
shoulder. One step, and I could slip back against him and feel our bodies
align.


"Thank you," my voice came out
breathless. "Thanks for being here for me. Even if your advice is
condescending and full of male ego. I appreciate that you're trying to protect
me and my father."


Ford shifted towards me, and my heart leapt
with joy. Relief, I told myself; it was just relief. Clearly Ford felt the same
magnetism that I did. I wasn't just a foolish schoolgirl flirting and
floundering her way through a difficult situation. I wasn't just imagining
things.


He brought my hand up and pressed it to his
chest. I slid it over to feel his heartbeat, and Ford jerked back. He shook his
head and looked around as if snapping out of a dream.


"Alright." Ford dropped my hand.
"No more trying to stop you. It's time I start helping." He paced a
semi-circle around his small living room. "We should start by cornering
the football coach."


"He's not going to tell us
anything," I said. I shivered in the cool vacuum his absent body had
created. "But I'm sure we wouldn't have to look very far to find more of
his team members that have cheated on tests and plagiarized papers."


"Already planning to put the screws to
someone else to get at the truth?" Ford asked. "I like it, but I
think you're right. The football coach won't talk easily. Maybe we should start
with the professor that filed the complaint."


"Wait," I said. "Does this mean
that you are planning to go after the story? I know it seems ridiculous for me
to flip roles so soon, but don't you think the worst thing you could do right
now is get involved in a story like this?"


"Maybe I should take up painting so I can
join your father," Ford joked.


"I'm serious! If you're attached to this
story at all, then Michael Tailor is going to come after you too. You might
lose your job. I don't want you to lose your professorship because I needed
help," I cried.


"I'm not along to help," Ford said
with a wide smile. "I've seen your killer instinct and heard your plans.
I'm just along for the ride."


I smothered my smile with a serious look.
"This isn't like that train you've always wanted to catch," I said. I
held my breath and wondered if he would remember.


Ford's eyes twinkled, and he stepped forward
to capture my hand again. "That's right. We talked about just wanting to
pack a bag and get a change of scenery."


My eyes misted. "Only this change of
scenery isn't so fun."


"That's okay," Ford said.
"There's only one view I'm really attached to." 


His eyes swept over my face and made me dizzy.
I wanted to ask him thousands of questions, questions I would never dare voice,
but that look seemed to answer them all. I slipped my hand free and looked
around the room for anything that could ground me again.


"So, we've already decided to leave the
football coach out of it, right?" I asked. "Brian's not talking, and
we can't really blame him about that because it's family. That leaves the
professor. He's gotta be innocent, don't you think?"


Ford watched me with a cryptic smile then his
brow cleared. "The professor that turned in the paper? Why do you think
he's innocent?"


I paced to the kitchen and back, hoping the
air flow would cool my cheeks and clear my thoughts. It was hard to keep my
mind on the details of our complicated story when Ford smiled at me like that.
My heart wouldn't stick to a regular rhythm, and my thoughts spun out of order.


"The professor's innocent
because..." I avoided looking at Ford, but felt his smile instead.
"The professor's innocent because he wouldn't need to be pressured to turn
in a plagiarized paper," I said.


Ford's eyebrows flew up in surprise.
"True. I didn't think of that. But, that means we're stuck."


"No, there's one more piece of evidence
we haven't looked at from every angle," I said. I retrieved my purse from
the floor by the sagging sofa and tossed the long strap over my shoulder.
"I'm going to make sure we get it. Maybe there's a way to trace it back to
Michael Tailor."


"What are you talking about?" Ford
asked. He followed me to the door and put the flat of his hand against it to
stop me from leaving. 


The position left me between the door and
Ford's leaning body. My ordered thoughts scattered again. While I tried to
piece them back together, my eyes traced up Ford's body. My hands itched to
test out the contours I saw. He was fit and muscled for a journalist that had
been languishing in academia for years.


"What piece of evidence are you after,
Clarity?" Ford asked.


My eyes flew to his, and I laughed when I
managed to remember. "The plagiarized essay, of course!"


His brow furrowed. "You think the writing
can somehow tie Michael Tailor to this?"


"Sure, why not? If we're right, then
Michael Tailor himself created the plagiarized essay. Do you think he actually
sat down and wrote it?" I asked. "I'm guessing he just cut and pasted
from the internet."


"Fine, alright, it's a long shot, but it
makes sense," Ford said. He tugged me away from the door and stood in
between me and the exit. "You can stay here while I go and get a copy of
it."


"You?" I snapped. "How do you
suppose you're going to get into my father's files? As his daughter, I've gone
into his office to pick something up for him dozens of times."


Ford crossed his arms. "How do you think
you're going to when your father's files are under review?"


"I'll figure it out." I tried
dragging Ford away from the door, but he was too solid. 


"No," he said. "You haven't
thought this all the way through. People are going to stop you all over campus
to ask about what happened with your father. The president of Landsman is still
looking for you too. Let me go for you."


It was too much. I couldn't leave it alone and
pretend it meant nothing. "Why do you care so much?" I cried.


"You don't need to be bombarded with
questions or good wishes or whatever. You should call your father and tell him
that everything's alright. At least tell him we've been talking it out. He's
probably worried sick about where you are," Ford said.


"So you're doing all of this because you
like my father? I know you chatted, and he invited you over for Thanksgiving,
but now you're willing to risk your job and run all over campus just so I can
call him and he won't have to worry." 


Ford leaned back against the door and let his
hands fall loose at his sides. "I like your father. It's been a while
since I've had anyone like him to talk to. He's a good man, and he doesn't
deserve to be routed for a mistake. Especially when he only made the mistake in
order to help you."


"Are you sure that's it?" I asked.


I couldn't believe I was so bold. The heat and
the connection had been surging between us since he answered the door, but I
had no idea if I was reading any of the signs right. Ford wasn't just a college
boy with underdeveloped conversation and over-eager hands. Just one glance from
him could tumble my heart while I couldn't be sure what I read in his fathomless
eyes.


Ford stood up and rolled his shoulders back.
"No. There's more to it than that," he said.


I crossed my arms and eyed the door. I
couldn't back down because behind him was the only exit to his apartment.


He saw my nervous glance and took a deep
breath. "There's more to my feelings for this, for you, than the honor
code allows. Maybe it wouldn't be such a bad thing if I got a new job. One less
complication to something that seems so obvious."


I readjusted my purse on my shoulder and then
dug through the contents to find my keys even though my car was blocks away. 


"Clarity, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to
make you uncomfortable," Ford said. He stepped aside and open his front
door.


"No, it's not that," I said. My
cheeks flared, but I raised my eyes to meet his. "This is just a little
detour. They don't have those on trains, you know."


"Who knows," Ford smiled,
"maybe I like road trips better."

















 

Chapter Fifteen


Ford 



 

By the third inspirational quote, I lost my
patience. Jackson's students took a long time to leave his classroom. The
smaller, more intimate room featured two rectangular tables of dark wood pushed
together and ringed with chairs. Jackson sat at the head of the immense table,
and the students filtered by and asked for feedback. I prowled the far wall of
the classroom and ground my teeth, but it didn't hurry them along.


I paced back and forth at the foot of the
tables as the last student asked if she should change the tense of her story.
"Readers are most comfortable in past tense, but if you feel the need to
highlight urgency, go ahead and try present tense," Jackson said.


"Oh, yeah, I hadn't thought of the
readers," the student blinked a few times, then walked into the hallway in
a daze.


Jackson shuffled the papers in front of him
into one large, neat stack. Then he began perusing the first one, his hand
reaching for a red pen.


"How can you stand looking at these
quotes every day?" I asked.


Jackson didn't even look up. "The
students like them," he said.


I paced to the narrow, lancet window and back.
My students were taught to research the full motivational quip and read the
quote in context. I wondered what would happen if my students did that with
Jackson's literary gems.


"You know, you could put all that nervous
energy to good use," Jackson said.


Clarity's image jumped to mind, her long arms
bare in the formal dress. "What? What do you mean?"


He looked up and gave a dry laugh.
"Obviously not what you were thinking about. I just thought you could run
down the hall and get us some coffee. Make yours a decaf."


"Very funny," I said. Then I whirled
around and hammered both hands onto the end of the tables. "How can this
not bother you?"


"I don't know. I think it's disgusting,
but people of privilege have always secured the education of their offspring no
matter if they are deserving or not," Jackson said.


I growled. "It's obvious corruption. It
drags down the student population. What if you have Junior in your class and
the only thing he can contribute is juvenile heckling?"


"Then I follow protocol," Jackson
leaned back in his chair. "Once this kid is at Landsman, his father won't
be able to save him from academic probation."


I stalked around the long tables but stopped
before I left the classroom. "Dean Dunkirk isn't totally innocent, but he
doesn't deserve to be used just to get some unmotivated student into a good
school," I said.


Jackson hooked his hands behind his head and
leaned back farther. "Can you imagine what it must be like to be Junior?
Being an unmotivated student is the least of his worries. Living the rest of
your adult life knowing that daddy had to buy your place in college is going to
leave some damage. Ugh, and imagine if his peer group found out."


"Are you done feeling sorry for this
over-privileged, spoiled, and most likely uncaring kid?" I snapped.


"You want me to worry about Dean
Dunkirk," Jackson said. He loosened his hands and sat up. "I do feel
bad for the guy. He's between the figurative rock and hard place."


"I am literally going to punch you,"
I said.


"That's not the right usage,"
Jackson said. He faked a flinch before I even moved. "So, when are you
going to tell me what's really bothering you about all of this?" he asked.


I unclenched my fists and let my hands drop to
my sides. "What do you mean? You know exactly why casual corruption like
this bothers me." I yanked out a chair and threw myself in it.


"You don't have to get involved,"
Jackson advised.


I glowered at him. "Macken's got my
termination letter all ready to go, so what's the point of playing it
safe?" I asked.


"You could keep your job. She can't just
fire you without her decision getting reviewed. I, for one, would be willing to
stand up and admit you're a good professor."


The air rushed out of me. "Thanks."
I slumped in my chair and drummed my fingers on the dark polished table.
"I just think this is a story that's worth pursuing. And what kind of
newspaper editor and example would I be if I didn't pursue it? I am trying to
inspire future journalists, right?"


"Future journalists or just one?"
Jackson asked.


His question was like the shadow of a shark in
the waters of our conversation. I froze and willed my heart rate to slow back
down. "What do you mean?" I asked.


Jackson laughed and gathered up his papers.
"Nothing, I don't mean anything. I mean, what could I, one of your best
and only friends, know about your behavior?" Jackson stood up and swung
his leather messenger bag onto his shoulder. "What could I, as a newly
married and madly in love man, possibly know about the way you are
acting?"


I stood up and shoved my chair back into
place. "I'm just trying to help," I snapped.


"Couldn't you just be a confidential
source? Isn't it enough that you're helping Clarity connect the dots? Let her
get all the glory and keep your job. I'd call that a win-win," Jackson
said.


I followed him to the door and slapped the
lights off. "That doesn't feel good enough. I want to do more; I feel like
I should."


Jackson paused in the hallway, trapping me in
the classroom door. "The dean's a nice man, and he cooks a tasty turkey. I
guess those count as good reasons."


I rubbed the back of my neck and groaned.
"Fine. I feel like I'm already involved, and I want to help because of
that. And I'm not doing it for the dean. His turkey wasn't that good."


Jackson grinned. "Alice is going to be so
happy. All she could talk about on the way home from Thanksgiving was how happy
you looked in love."


"Whoa, slow down. Who said anything about
love?" I asked.


"Alice. She said that you and Clarity
make a great couple." Jackson strode down the hallway with a jaunty smile.


"Shhh, what are you nuts? You can't say
things like that."


"Oh, come on, Ford. We both know we're
not talking about some tawdry fantasy or some cheap affair. As consenting
adults, you two are a great match," Jackson said. "Are you
coming?"


I was rooted to the hallway floor far behind
him. My heart beat slowly under an onslaught of feelings. The way Jackson
dismissed our student-professor problem gave me wild surges of hope. He also
approved, and I suddenly realized that meant a lot to me.


When I caught up with Jackson, I tried to tell
him thank you. He watched me unable to form words, then he slapped me on the
shoulder. "So you're going full bore on the corruption story. I like it;
you're a knight tilting at windmills."


I rolled my eyes. "I thought it didn't
end so well for the knight in your stories."


Jackson sighed. "Yeah, well, this just
seems like something you have to do." We walked out onto the Landsman
campus and braced ourselves against the chill. Jackson wrapped a scarf around
his neck.


I popped my collar up and pulled it tighter
around me. "I've felt sick for years about not standing up to
Barton."


"Yeah, I know. I seem to recall stopping
you from lunging at the man more than once," Jackson said into his scarf.
"You gotta stop beating yourself up for that. You didn't pursue the story
then because you didn't want it to affect Liz. You backed down for your
sister's sake."


I ground my teeth. "That's just an
excuse. I could have pushed hard enough that he couldn't touch Liz without the whole
world knowing, but I backed down. I let him take away my career without a
fight."


"So maybe this little detour to Landsman
College has turned out to be the right route to getting your career back,"
Jackson said. He dug out his keys and unlocked his car. "You want a
lift?"


"Detour?" The conversation with
Clarity came back to me. The thought of driving with her off into the sunset
made everything worth it. "Nah, I gotta call Liz and tell her what I'm
about to do."


"Good. You know, she's tougher and smarter
than you. I bet she'll be glad to get off your dime and prove what she can
do," Jackson said. He ducked into his car, then called out the window.
"I don't mind waiting to give you a lift. Tell her I say 'hi.'"


"Ford! I'm so glad you called," Liz
answered her phone on the second ring.


I could hear laughter and clinking glasses in
the background. "Are you at a party? Is this a bad time? No, scratch that,
if you're at a party, get outside, we need to talk."


"Whoa, big brother, slow down." Liz
laughed. "I'm a bar, but it's a study group." She creaked open a door,
and the bar sounds faded. "Alright, I'm outside. Are you alright? What do
we need to talk about?"


I took a deep breath. "I'm going after a
big story, and it's not going to be pretty. Most likely I'll be jobless by
Christmas," I said.


"A big story? This sounds just like what
happened at Wire Communications. I swear to heaven, you were better off in the
Army," Liz talked fast when she was excited. "I'm glad you're going
for it, though. Enough playing it safe for my sake."


The bubble of anxiety burst out in a chuckle.
"So you're fine with me tanking my respectable career for a story? I won't
be able to cover your rent anymore."


"For goodness sake, Ford, you do know how
old I am, right?" Liz snapped. "I've been working two jobs anyway,
and I've probably saved as much as your yearly salary. You did it, big brother,
you got me on my way. Now let me take care of the rest."


"But I don't want you to work two
jobs—"


"Everyone is. It's what the really
motivated doctors all did. I'd feel like a cheat if I didn't put in my time
too," Liz said.


I grabbed the phone closer. "But, what if
this reflects badly on you, Lizzy? I don't want to smudge your record or
reputation."


"Please," Liz groaned. "You
don't think my skills speak for me? I haven't just been sitting around over
here."


"I'm still going to send you money,"
I snapped. "I still need to know that you have everything you need. Sorry,
but it's still just you and me, so that's still the deal."


"You need to find someone, Ford,"
Liz chided. "But first, spend some of your money on a better sofa. There's
no way you're going to romance anyone on that thing."


"I am not taking romantic advice from my
younger sister. Though, now that you're all ready to take care of yourself, I might
go buy myself a car," I said.


Liz's voice was tinged with curiosity. "A
car? You got somewhere you want to be? Or someone you want to take for a
ride?"


I groaned. "I'm hanging up now, Liz. Be
safe. I love you."


"Love you too, big bro." 


I hung up my phone and climbed into Jackson's
car. I couldn't sit still. The cold vinyl seat cover creaked, and I shifted.
Liz had happily released me, and now I was free to do what I wanted. My first
thought was Clarity. I wanted to show Clarity that I could be what she believed
in.


"Liz told you to go for it, didn't
she?" Jackson asked.


I chuckled. "In no uncertain terms."


"So, where to?" Jackson asked.


"The nearest windmill," I joked.


Jackson grinned and turned his car towards the
city. "I know you think I'm just going to drop you off at your apartment,
but you're wrong. If you're going to see Barton now, then I'm coming with
you."


"What?" I yelped. "Why would I
be going to see Barton right now? And, why would I need you to chaperone?"


"Let's see," Jackson said. "You
just heard from Liz that she'll be alright. You're free. The first thing I
would want to do is confront the man that ruined my career."


I drummed my fingers on my knee. "Yeah,
well, it just so happens I'm not a rash as you. I'm going to see Barton because
I think he can help with Dunkirk's problem. Barton and Michael Tailor are
buddies, remember?"


"Ugh, there's a pair I do not want to
meet out at the bar."


I called Barton's line at Wire Communications
and flirted with his secretary. She still remembered me, and within five
minutes, I hung up and told Jackson our destination. "He's at his country
club."


Jackson stopped at a red light and rolled his
eyes. "Of course he is. See? It's a good thing I'm with you, or you'd
never make it past valet parking."


It turned out to be much easier to get past
the front doors and out onto the course than either Jackson and I had imagined.
We found ourselves cruising along in a golf cart.


"Alright, I can see the appeal,"
Jackson said.


I hung on to the thin support bar as Jackson
whipped down a wide fairway. "Golf? Seems like a waste of time to
me."


"Look around, this is beautiful."


I had to agree with Jackson. The golf course
was lush, the grass a deep kelly green and perfectly manicured. High trees kept
the course private, and even the sand traps were groomed.


"No wonder all these rich and shady types
love golf," I said. "Plenty of room to talk in private."


"I hope all you want to do is talk,"
Jackson muttered.


"Come on, I'm not going to punch
Barton," I said. "At least not right away." Then I saw him and
jumped out of the golf cart before Jackson stopped.


"Ah, Ford Bauer, perfect timing. I was
just telling my friends that some reporters are like lightning rods. Good
stories just seem to find them," Wesley Barton said with a smile.


I strode up so close that the smile slipped on
his face. Barton refused to take a step back, but a faint expression of
discomfort flickered in his eyes. "A word in private, please?" I
ground out.


Barton yanked his arm out of my grip and
adjusted the collar of the polo shirt underneath his plaid sweater.
"You're missing an opportunity here, Bauer. Like you always do. Those men
there happen to be very influential with Reuters. You should let me introduce
you."


"Why would I trust you to do that for
me?" I narrowed my eyes as I studied his face.


The wealthy businessman smiled. "You've
been so good keeping quiet these past few years. The least I can do to the
return the favor is introduce you. Maybe someone can get over your reputation
and hire you. You never know. I might put in a good word for you."


I stepped forward again and dropped my voice
to a low threat. "And what are you going to do if I decide I'm done being
quiet?" I snarled.


"Is career suicide addictive?"
Barton asked. "I mean, that's the only explanation for all this that makes
sense."


"No," I said. "The only thing
that makes sense is I'm done keeping your dirty secrets. I'm done keeping my
head down. You can't touch me anymore."


Barton's cheek twitched. I could see him
running over all the possibilities in his head. I had a job that I didn't love
and was getting edged out of anyway. My sister was established in medical
school, and her reputation was beyond reproach. We had no other family and no
fortune.


Then Barton glanced at Jackson. A red lens dropped
over my eyes, and I stepped in front of him. My hands clenched into fists as I
fought to control myself. "You're not going after anyone else just to
scare me into staying quiet."


He leaned back then shuffled one foot back
very slowly so his friends wouldn't notice. Barton looked in my eyes one last
time, but couldn't find a trace of fear. He cleared his throat. "Well,
then I guess congratulations are in order. You finally grew a set."


Every muscle fiber in my body tensed with the
desire to deck him. I took a deep breath and kept Clarity foremost in my mind.
She was the reason I was here, and because of that, I could let Barton's jabs
bounce off.


"I tell you what," I said as I
advanced on Barton. "I'll take you up on the offer of an
introduction."


"Great idea, glad to see you're ready to
get back into journalism. Let's go join them—"


"Not them," I snapped. "How
about you introduce me to your friend at Landsman, the football coach."


"The football coach?" Barton asked.
"What would I have to do with him?"


"Oh, only the fact that you donated new
video equipment to him this fall. Bet he loves being able to play back games,
zoom in, and coach his players with all the cutting edge technology."


"How do you know that?" Barton cut
himself off. "So, you did your research. Why do you need me to talk to the
football coach for you?"


I grinned like a wolf. "Because you are
going to convince him to tell me all about how another donor forced him to
pressure a player into handing in a plagiarized paper."


Barton frowned. He knew exactly who I was
talking about, and he had to weigh his friend's agenda against his own.
"Fine. Give me your phone. If I get him to talk, you're not going to let
this trace back to me."



 

#


"Oh, man, I am never going to get over
the look in Barton's eyes. He really thought you were going to clock him, and
he got all smug, like he could already see you losing a personal injury trial.
Then, you told him, and everything just changed. Ding! Like a light finally
turned on in his lizard brain. That's what happens when you don't let a bully
bully you," Jackson crowed. He pulled into the Landsman parking lot and
turned to grin at me. "You've got to be feeling like a million
bucks."


"That's probably what all this is going
to cost me in libel suits if I can't pull it off," I said.


"Buzz kill. Get out of my car."
Jackson laughed. "Oh, and good luck with that next windmill. She's a
doozy."


I thanked Jackson, got out of the car, and
then saw Florence Macken strolling down the sidewalk. She pretended to be on
the phone so she could stall long enough for me to have to pass her on my way
onto campus. 


Sure enough, I was four feet away from her
when her phone call magically ended. She beamed at me and said, "Professor
Bauer, I'm glad I caught you."


"Sorry, ma'am, I've got to get to
class," I said. I refused to slow down, even when she moved her formidable
figure into the center of the sidewalk.


"Now, just a minute, professor,"
Macken said.


I dodged around her. "Don't worry about
calling me that anymore. It never sounded good the way you said it
anyway."


I left her flabbergasted, and as much as I
wanted to look back and savor it, I kept marching across campus. It wasn't
until I reached Thompson Hall that I realized my department head was close on
my heels. 


Any hope I had that she was just returning to
her office was dispelled when she cleared her throat. 


"Professor Bauer, I must insist you stop
right now," Macken barked as we stepped into the echoing lobby.


"Not now, Macken. I've got to get to
class," I snapped over my shoulder.


"Class? You don't have a class at this
time. Have you lost your mind? Do I need to call security?" The volume of
her voice elicited the attention she was hoping to garner. "You do realize
that insubordination is grounds for termination, Professor Bauer."


I spun on my heel and braced for impact. She
stopped herself just in time, and her chunky heels squeaked on the tile floor.


"Just go ahead and start the paperwork.
I'm sure you've got it all queued up and ready to go. Go ahead and do it now if
you've got the time, but I'm not stopping."


I pulled open the lecture hall door and strode
over the desk. My colleague looked confused but nodded when I asked to speak
with a student.


"Clarity? A minute, please?" I asked
the crowded hall.


She stood up, her eyes wide. Then she
scrambled to gather her things and join me on the main floor. Every student
watched with interest, even as the professor continued with his lecture.


"Are you crazy?" Clarity hissed as
she led the way to the door. "Your department head is standing right
there."


"Notice she has nothing to say," I
pointed out.


Clarity waited until we were in the stairwell
heading up to my office, then she spun around and pinned me with her wide-eyed
look. "I can tell you've already started on the whole exposé."


"What tipped you off?" I grinned.


She frowned at my obvious joy. "I just
hope you aren't making a huge mistake. I don't want it to be a bad
decision."


"What decision?" I said. It was as
simple as that. When it came to Clarity, there was no decision for me to make.
She was it. She was everything. As she stood two steps above me, we were eye to
eye, and I took a breath to tell her.


Her rosy smile stole my breath. "Well, if
that's how you feel, then you should probably take a look at this."
Clarity handed me a folded piece of paper.


She turned and started up the stairs again. I
couldn't wait and opened the paper as we walked, then I stumbled on the first
landing. "Wait, how did you get this?" I asked.


Clarity caught my arm to steady me and
laughed. "That's not the important part," she said. "The
important part is that the plagiarized essay is part of an official file that
many other witnesses have seen. This exact paper cannot be switched out or
faked at this point."


I took her hand from my arm and gripped it
tight. "You mean you found a connection between this essay and Michael
Tailor? How is that even possible?"


"Ego," Clarity smiled. "Michael
Tailor never for second thought that anyone would investigate a case the Dean
of Students bungled, so he took whole sections of the essay directly from the
nearest source."


I looked at the paper again, though it faded
when she leaned close to point at it. 


"It's an article written by Michael
Tailor's lawyer. I used the online search engines to match it, then looked up
the name in connection with Tailor. He cut and pasted from his own lawyer's
article," Clarity beamed.


Before I could process anything past the press
of her warm body, Clarity ran up the next flight of stairs. We were out of
breath when we finally made it to my office, and she collapsed on the narrow
sofa. I sat down next to her and handed her back the key piece of evidence.


"So I guess this is it," she said.


"No," I said. I reached for a folder
on my desk and handed it to Clarity. "This is it. I want you to read it
and make your additions."


Her eyes flew over the first few lines.
"This is the exposé? You started it before we knew anything for sure?"


"I know a few things for certain, and one
is that that's a good-looking byline," I tapped the draft of the article
where Clarity's name shared the byline with me.

















 

Chapter Sixteen


Clarity



 

"You realize that once we publish this,
everyone is going to be looking for us," Ford said.


I smiled as my stomach skittered with
excitement. "Isn't your apartment the first place they are going to look
for you?"


Ford nodded as he turned his key in the lock.
"Yes, but there's no rule that says I have to open the door. You sure you
want to come in?"


I stepped inside his apartment. "I'm not
sure how many people would look for me here," I said. Besides my father,
and Lexi, and... I tried not to think about what Lexi would say. "I don't
mind laying low for a while if you don't mind the company."


"Company?" Ford snorted. "I
didn't cleanup for company. You're my co-author."


A pleasant chill raced over my body. "I
don't think you actually have enough stuff in here to make a mess." I
wandered from the short entryway hallway into his living room. 


"I've got the essentials," Ford
said. "Sofa, chair, lamps, television, stereo, and, most importantly, my
computer." He sat down and pulled up our exposé article.


While he made a few of my suggested changes, I
tried to take a tour of his apartment. From every angle, all I wanted to look
at was him. We had realized that publishing the article from Landsman College
was a bad idea, so when Ford invited me to his apartment, it felt natural. Now
my stomach wouldn't stop fluttering. I tried to tell myself it was only the
excitement of exposing Michael Tailor's misdeeds, but that was a lie. There was
more to it, and the full extent hit me every time I glanced at Ford.


His white dress shirt was rumpled, and he had
rolled his sleeves up past his elbows. The top buttons were undone and exposed
the deep V-neck of his white undershirt and a fringe of dark chest hair. I
remembered being pressed to his chest when he comforted me and missed the
question he asked me.


"Sorry, what?" I asked.


Ford smiled. "I asked if you wanted me to
turn music on. The radio's right there, but I also have a decent record
collection. Do you even know how to turn on a record player?"


I stuck out my tongue at him. "I'm not
that young."


He laughed and turned back to the computer
screen. I started to peruse the records he had stacked tightly on a bookshelf,
then I ran across another framed photograph of his sister.


"Are you sure you want to do this?"
I asked. "I feel like I pushed you into it, but you're the only one that
really has anything to lose."


"That's not true," Ford said. He
pressed saved and stood up to join me at the mostly bare bookshelves.
"This could change your life."


"Not as much as yours. You're going to
lose a steady paycheck. I'm not some sheltered college girl that doesn't get
what it's like to work for a living," I said. His proximity brought a
bright warmth to my cheeks.


Ford's brow furrowed, then he saw the picture
of Liz and smiled. He picked up the frame. "This was taken about ten
minutes after she fell off her bike. Her entire leg was scraped up. Somehow,
she managed to fall on part of a broken glass bottle. She's smiling that big because
she just helped the doctor stitch up her knee," Ford told me.


"She always wanted to be a doctor,"
I said.


"I was a mess. All the blood and the big
gash across her knee. It was awful, and yet look at her smile," Ford
sighed proudly. "Liz could always take care of herself. She just let me
help."


"So she'll be okay, but what about
you?" I asked. Ford was inches away, his fond smile drawing me in.
"Are you sure you want to do this?"


He put the photograph back and caught both my
hands. He tugged me closer and looked deep into my eyes. "I am sure."
He brushed a kiss across the back of my knuckles. "In fact, I'm
ecstatic."


Ford's bright grin surprised me after the
gentle caress. I took a step back and gave him a wary look. "Ecstatic?
Have you lost your mind?"


He dropped my hands only to bring one hand to
my cheek. "Clarity, you have no idea. You inspired me. You gave me a way
to get my integrity back and do something good. I feel renewed, excited. The
anticipation is intoxicating."


My body thumped as if a large door had just
swung open inside me. I knew he meant the anticipation of breaking the news
story, but the heat where his hand touched me suggested otherwise. We were off
campus, Ford was off the clock, and we were finally just two consenting adults
alone in an apartment.


"So let's do it," a voice said, and
a heartbeat later, I realized it was my own.


Blue blazed through Ford's eyes, and his gaze
dropped to my lips. There he fought for a moment, then dropped his hand, and
turned to his computer. "You're right, let's get the truth out there and
see what happens."


Ford sat down at his computer, and I looked
over his shoulder. With a few swift keystrokes, he signed in to the School of
Journalism and used his faculty password to access the department web page. He
uploaded our article, and it became the cover copy within seconds. 


"Your phone's ringing," I said.


"They'll take that down right away, but I
couldn't resist." Ford then opened our student newspaper page and
published the exposé as the main headline. "This is password protected and
should take them longer to shut down."


I leaned over him and reached for the
keyboard. "Then let me link it to social media. If students don't read it,
they'll at least get outraged when the article is removed."


Ford scooted his chair back. I was so intent
on getting the message out there that I perched on his knee so I could type
easier. When I was done, we sat together and watched the article circulate
through the student population and beyond in a matter of minutes.


A strand of my hair caught in Ford's stubble,
and he gently brushed it away. The faint caress sent a bolt of lightning
through my body. Ford felt my reaction, and the muscles of his thighs tightened
underneath me. 


There was no one way to stand up without
giving him an intimate view of my backside, but I did it as quickly as I could.
I hated the nervous giggle that escaped my lips. "My stomach's
growling," I lied. "Too bad we can't really order a pizza now, or
people will know you're home."


He stood up and took my breath away with the
first step he took towards me. The rumpled white shirt, his charcoal dress
pants, the sheen of his black leather belt. Ford's dark hair was tussled, and
his five o'clock shadow was dark. He looked so delicious, it was no wonder my
brain had jumped on hunger as an excuse. 


Ford took my hand and guided me into the
kitchen. He opened up his freezer and grinned. "My apartment might be
bare, but the kitchen is fully stocked. What are you in the mood for?"


The thought of what I was in the mood for
covered me in a wave of heat the freezer could not combat. I had only had two
serious boyfriends since high school and one silly fling last summer. They had
given me good ideas, but none of them had elicited such a deep-seated craving.


"I've got frozen scallops and sirloin
steaks. We could do a little surf and turf. Maybe a salad on the side? I think
there's even frozen breadsticks in here somewhere," Ford said.


"You know how to make all that?" I
asked.


He laughed. "You thought I survived on
cafeteria food and take-out, didn't you? There's more to me than you know,
Clarity."


As he rummaged around in the freezer, my eyes
dropped to the firm outline of his backside, and I shocked myself. There was no
way Ford's mind was anywhere near my thoughts, and I was horrified at how out
of control I was getting.


"You don't need to go to any
trouble." I retreated across the kitchen to lean on the opposite counter.


Ford gathered the ingredients and put them
down next to me. Then he leaned in close and smiled down at me. "What if
I'm excited to cook for you? Will you let me?"


Words deserted me, and my traitorous body
lifted a hand to finger his open collar. All I could do was nod.


Ford's breath came faster, but he reached up
and opened the cabinet behind me. "Then since we're stuck in this
self-imposed quarantine, we might as well relax. Would you like a glass of
wine?"


I slipped into the corner between the counter
and the sink. Ford followed me and reached behind me again, this time to find
two wine glasses. He didn't move to release me as he uncorked the wine on the
counter next to me and poured us each a glass of deep-red wine. 


"Here's to Ford Bauer, crusader against
corruption," I raised my glass in the small space between us.


He tapped his glass against mine and it chimed
softly. "What, no more Professor Bauer?"


"You might not be a professor
anymore," I said. 


Ford took a slow sip of wine and then smiled
as he looked at me. He leaned forward again, and his voice was as rough and
soft as I imagined his stubbled cheek to be. "Why does that suddenly make
me so happy?"


"Well, I'm hoping you're a chef instead
because I have no idea what to do with any of this," I quipped.


"Want me to show you?" Ford smiled
and stepped back. He found a bowl and started thawing the scallops in the sink.
Then he unwrapped the steaks and set them to defrost in the microwave.


His kitchen was small but well-equipped. The
counters weren't Spartan, but they were meticulously clean, and soon he opened
drawers and cupboards, covering the counters with ingredients. There were
cutting boards with fresh vegetables and apothecary jars full of spices. In between
his whirlwind prep, Ford rushed out to the living room and put on a record.


All I could do was stand back and enjoy the
view. Ford was relaxed, and his eyes sparkled. It reminded me of when we met at
my father's cocktail party, before Ford knew me as a student. When he taught me
how to mix a rub for the steaks, there was no awkwardness between us.


Ford eyed the stovetop as everything sizzled.
"Do you think it's enough?" he asked.


I took a long sip of wine. "I think it is
an amazing last meal," I joked.


"You're right," Ford chuckled.
"We might as well go all out. How about a fire in the fireplace?"


"I can do that. At least let me help with
something." I marched over to his fireplace and grinned. His bare
apartment was deceiving; he had everything we needed and more. The pine logs
were dry, there was a neat stack of kindling, and the matches were long-handled
and easy to strike. 


When I turned around, Ford was smoothing a
white sheet over the coffee table. "It's brand new," he said,
"just out of the package." He shoved the rest of the sheet set
underneath the sofa and then placed two sterling silver candleholders on the
coffee table. 


I helped set the table, and my hands trembled
as I set down our wine glasses. Ford brought in our plates, and my mouth watered
as he sat down on the floor next to me. Buttery scallops nestled next to
spice-rubbed steaks and a crisp green salad. The breadsticks were warm and
toasty from the oven.


Ford watched me take the first bite of
perfectly grilled steak. My eyes rolled up to the ceiling as I savored it, and
a small moan escaped my lips. His fingers tightened on the stem of his wine
glass. "So, what do you think? Can I be a chef instead of a
professor?"


I murmured my agreement through a large bite
of scallop. "How about you skip the chef part and just be my personal
kitchen slave," I said.


His eyes darkened to midnight blue, and Ford
reached out to brush his finger over my lower lip. "I know I'm not
supposed to say it, but I think I'd be happy being your personal
anything," he said.


I laid my fork down before I dropped it.
"You would?"


Ford brushed his thumb over my lower lip
again. "You know, I pretty sure my department head has already left a
voicemail firing me. I'm not your professor anymore."


I dipped my chin and kissed his passing
fingers. "I'm not your student anymore either."


He pulled back his hand with a sharp intake of
breath. "You know, even if I was still employed by Landsman College, I
don't think I could let that stop me." Ford took a swig of wine. "I'd
have to go to the administration and declare our relationship."


"Wait, you can do that?" I asked.


Ford cut a bite of steak and pretended like we
were having a perfectly normal conversation. "Your father mentioned it
once. He was telling me about an economics professor that fell in love with an
art student. At the time, I thought he was really talking about his crush on
Polly."


"The art professor? Oh my goodness, that makes
so much sense," I said. I remembered the way my father always talked about
painting in a whole new way.


Ford looked at me out of the corner of his
eye. "Have you ever been in love?" he asked.


I looked at the candles on the coffee table.
Ford leaned back against the sofa and sipped his wine as he watched my face. I
shifted my glance to the fireplace, then up to the record player crooning a
bluesy ballad. I thought about my past boyfriends, but nothing about those
relationships compared. 


I had never felt such a jolt of recognition
and desire as when I ran into Ford at my father's party. Even when I caught my
high school boyfriend kissing another girl, it didn't compare to the depths of
disappointment I felt when I saw Ford was my professor. Now my heartbeat echoed
his words over and over again. He couldn't let that stop him.


"I've had boyfriends, yes. I'm not some
naïve girl." I defied the new sensations even as they racked my body.


Ford's lips quirked around the rim of his wine
glass. "I have never thought of you as a little girl," he said.
"So, I guess the question is, what do you think of me? Am I some old,
lecherous professor?"


I snorted. "Some lech, we've barely even
touched."


A spark ignited in his eyes. "What about
that kiss, or am I really so out of practice that it had no effect
whatsoever?"


The memory of that kiss still spun my head
like a top. I fought off its dizzying affects and tried to sound cool and in
control. "Out of practice?" I asked.


Ford turned his attention back to his plate.
"I've been taking a little break from relationships. I don't know, trying
to atone for past mistakes, but also there hasn't been anyone that stood
out."


I wondered if his self-imposed break had
lasted two years. Suddenly the sore topic of Libby Blackwell seemed like a
distant and forgivable instance. It was a mistake, and Ford had spent long
enough trying to pay for his mistakes.


"How do you know when someone really
stands out?" I asked.


His gaze flicked up to mine in surprise, and
he took hold of the new subject gratefully. "It feels like you've already
know them, or you recognize them somehow." 


Ford's words unknowingly echoed my thoughts,
and my heart leapt against my chest. I pressed a hand to it to calm myself
down. "Like love at first sight or just strong attraction?" I asked.


Ford set down his wine glass and leaned
forward. The corner of the coffee table was small in between us, and I wondered
if I might have fallen right into his arms if it wasn’t between us.


"I think I might believe in love at first
sight," he said quietly.


"Really?" I scooped up my wine to
hold something between us. "That statement was riddled with
qualifiers."


Ford smiled and plucked my wine glass from my
weak fingers. "You of all people should appreciate my desire to do
firsthand research," he said.


He set aside my glass and closed the space
between us. I held up a shaky hand and asked, "You would really declare
our relationship to the college administration?"


"So there wouldn't be a single thing
between us," Ford said. He captured my hand and pressed it to his heart. 


I could feel his pulse racing under my palm,
and the pace matched the blood rushing like wildfire through my body. Ford's
mouth was serious, but his lips parted with a faint smile. I leaned forward,
holding the corner of the coffee table for support.


Ford's lips brushed lightly against mine.
"I'd lay it out on the line, just please, tell me it leads
somewhere."


I slipped my hand from his heart up to curl
around the back of his neck. I pulled him close and parted my lips to welcome
his kiss. We fell together, and our lips moved hungrily. Ford groaned deep in
his throat, and I caught his desire on parted lips. He delved deeper into the
kiss, and our tongues tangled together, tasting each other, until we both
gasped for air.


I pulled back half an inch and whispered
against his mouth. "There aren't any rules holding us back anymore?"


"You tell me, Clarity; I want you, I want
all of this, but I won't push." Ford pushed himself back and leaned
against the sofa again. His eyes were a clouded midnight blue, his lips still
shining from our kisses.  


"Was it only hot when you felt like we
were breaking the rules?" I asked.


Ford gave a harsh laugh. "No. It was
never about the rules or some illicit affair. It's just this." He lunged
forward again and caught me in a searing kiss. 


His mouth pressed against me, demanded me to
open, to give in, and it felt so good. I moaned my surrender. Ford was right.
This passion that passed between us like a crashing wave had nothing to do with
cheap thrills or taboos. It felt as natural and as powerful as a storm, and we
were powerless to control it.


"No more rules," I murmured.
"We're both consenting adults."


"I consent," Ford panted against my
wet lips. "You can have me, Clarity. You can have all of me, and there's
not a single policy that can keep you from taking what you want."


His kisses, peppered hard and soft against me,
dispelled my guilt more than his words. My mind raced back to the first moment
we met when we were simply a man and a woman meeting at a party. The freedom of
that thought felt like wings on my back. I lifted off the ground.


Ford sat back, fearful that I was getting up
to leave. All I could do was shake my head. I reached a leg over his seated
body and slid into a straddle across his lap.


"Oh goodness, Clarity," Ford's whisper
was rough with passion. His hands clasped around my waist.


I leaned forward, capturing his strong jaw
between my hands as I kissed him with abandon. He answered by running his wide
palms up my back, pressing every inch of me against his taut chest. When his
hands reversed direction and ran down to the curve of my lower back, I
whimpered with delight. He pressed me down against him, and I felt the surging
press of his desire.


Still, we were not close enough. I needed more
of him. I sat up and slipped my shirt up and over my head. Ford's eyes seared
my bare skin as he let me unbutton and tug loose his white shirt. When I yanked
his undershirt up and over his head, he sat forward and captured my lips in
another devouring kiss.


The press of our bare skin sent shockwaves of
pleasure through my body. Ford's hands traced up and down the naked curves of
my waist and back. Then, his fingertips traced around the lace of my bra to
tease the undersides of my breasts. 


He broke the kiss and trailed his lips down my
throat to the heated skin just above the lace. When his tongue ventured out and
licked the press of my cleavage, I arched back against the coffee table. The
shift rocked my hips against his hardened reaction, and once I started the
electric friction, I couldn't stop.


Ford's breath came in hot bursts against my
skin as his fingers reached behind my back and fumbled with the hook of my bra.
The lacy scrap of fabric fell away, and I gasped as my taut nipples tingled in
the cool air. Then, an absorbing heat pulled me to a new level of passion.
Ford's mouth closed around one breast, and his tongue rubbed ever-widening
ripples of pleasure from me.


"The bedroom," he murmured and
struggled to lift me from his throbbing lap.


I stood up and pulled him up. When Ford
towered over me, I couldn't resist nuzzling my cheek against his muscled chest.
The brush of my cheek undid him. Ford caught me up in his arms. I wrapped my
arms around his neck as his arms scooped my legs up effortlessly. In mid-air,
our lips met again, and I felt like I'd broken free from the bounds of gravity.


Ford spun us around and laid me on the couch.
The blaze in his dark-blue eyes burned away any thought of the bedroom as he
slipped his body over mine. I arched up to welcome his weight and grasped the
hard contours of his back.


"Are you sure," he whispered against
my neck.


The fire crackled, and the candles glowed. Somewhere
far away, my phone buzzed on vibrate. The whole world was shut away and
couldn't reach us. Ford and I were all alone, wrapped in each other's arms. I
pressed up against every inch of his body and knew there was nowhere else I
wanted to be.


"Yes," I said. My hands tangled in
his hair and lifted his head so I could see his stormy eyes. "Yes, I'm
sure. Please."


The 'please' was his final undoing. With a
guttural sound somewhere between a moan and a chuckle, Ford captured my lips
again. His hand slipped between us, and I helped him undo my buttons. When he
pushed back to peel away my jeans, I let my eyes rove over his sculpted body. 


Strong shoulders, a hard chest tempered by
springy dark hair, and a tapered waist; Ford was more than I had ever hoped for.
I plucked at his leather belt, and he obliged with a burning look. Then he
slipped back down over me, and I welcomed the hot caress of his bare body
against mine.


Ford's lips found mine, and his kiss slowed to
molten lava. I opened beneath him, and he pushed into me with a volcanic heat.
Our kiss was punctuated with panting cries as our bodies took over, and the
joining rhythm built up to a shared eruption. I quaked under him, and Ford
wrapped me tightly in his arms. 

















 

Chapter Seventeen


Ford 



 

Even without a buzzing alarm clock, my eyes
flew open at 5:30 am. Formative years in the Army had embedded an early morning
habit in me that was impossible to break, no matter what I had been doing the
night before. I squeezed my eyes shut and chased the remnants of a very sweet
dream.


Red wine spilled into kisses from Clarity's
sweet, plum-soft lips. I dreamt about her body in candlelight, lit from a fire
in my long unused fireplace. 


Something wasn't right. The flashes of the
dream held tactile memories so real I could still feel her soft skin under my
fingertips. My hands flexed, and my eyes flew open. 


Clarity was curled up next to me in my bed.
She murmured against the pillow and nestled farther under the covers. I moved
my hand a scant millimeter and realized she was naked against me. The throbbing
response of my body was nothing compared to the tsunami of images that flooded
my brain.


Clarity straddling my lap, her back arched to
let me taste her delicious breasts. Clarity's red hair brushing my bare chest as
she pressed her cheek to my heart. Her moving beneath me, opening, as we fell
together onto the sofa.


My hand stroked up and down the bare length of
her thigh, and my vision was unfocused by awe. I buried my face in the back of
her neck and breathed her in. She was real, and she was there next to me. My
heart pounded against her back, and I closed my eyes to calm my racing pulse.


I remembered the exact moment Clarity had let
go. I was still shocked at myself for admitting I would declare our
relationship. The idea that I would go to the administration and declare my
feelings for her had lifted all the doubt and worry from her deep green eyes.
Clarity's quick mind had ran over all the possibilities and seen that the
policies that held us at bay were flimsy excuses. Once she saw I would go above
them and clear the way, she had let her passion ignite her flame.


A molten wave passed through my body at the
memory. Clarity had lit me up like no woman had ever done before. The awkward
innocence of her moves combined with the searing hunger of her lips had burned
me up completely.


I hadn't even been able to make it to the
bedroom. The brush of her cheek against my chest, the tease of her taut nipples
against my bare stomach, had been too much. I had never lost control so fast,
and she had welcomed every inch of my passion.


Afterwards, we had stayed wrapped in each
other's arms. I remembered rolling over and tucking her against me. Clarity had
sighed with such easy contentment as her fingers traced electric circles across
my chest. We had let the fire die down to embers as neither of us had any
desire to part.


I released a shuddering sigh against the sweet
curve of her neck. Clarity was different from any woman I had dated. Even
before I started at Landsman, I had always held back. There had been reasons
and obstacles—many made-up—and I had always felt the need to keep my distance
from the women I saw. 


With Clarity, we were close the moment we met.
I remembered the intimate space beneath the stairs, the removed murmurs of her
father's party. Clarity had strolled right up and fit into a place in my life I
didn't know was there. She filled a place in me that I hadn't known was empty.


Clarity shifted in her sleep and responded to
the strokes of my hand down her thigh. She pressed her hips back, rubbing
against my throbbing body, before she nestled back into sleep. Every inch of me
pulsed with desire for her. I was keenly aware of every delectable, naked inch
of her, and it took all my willpower not to throw back the covers and explore
her in the brightening sunlight.


She muttered in her sleep, and I thought I
caught the word 'exposé.' Clarity was fretting in her dreams about the article
we had published and the consequences we would have to face. I lifted my hand
from her silken thigh and smoothed it over her hair. The worrisome dream
disappeared under my soft touch, and I felt her body relax back into a deep
slumber. 


It was too early for her to wake up and worry.
I kept still beside her, guarding over her peaceful sleep even though my body
burned and throbbed for her. I eased back an inch only to give myself a
tantalizing view of the curve of her hip. My mouth watered, but I kept still.


I pressed my heated thoughts into my pillow.
It was a miracle we had made it to the bed at all last night. Clarity had been
languid and so comfortable with our naked lounging on the sofa. It wasn't until
the loose spring started to stab at our backs that she shifted.


I had pushed past the lump in my throat and
asked her, "Do you want me to walk you home, or do you want to stay?"


"Can I stay?" she had asked with
such an open, hopeful look that my heart tumbled right out onto the floor.


I had scooped her up in my arms despite her
giggling protests and kissed her with a possessive fire I hadn't known I had.
Clarity had melted in my arms, and I had moved quickly to get us to the soft
sanctuary of the bedroom.


The second time we had made love was a slow
exploration that stripped me down to bare want. Clarity was everything that I
had ever wanted and more. The taste of her skin intoxicated me, the catches of
her breath were like music, and the connection of our bodies were so deep that
I didn't know where I ended and she began.


My lungs stopped, as if any slight move would
shatter the thought. It circled around and around my brain, but I couldn't let
it form. I shifted farther away from Clarity and felt the loss of her warmth
like something was torn away.


I loved her. It rang inside my head, coursing
through my already convinced body. All I wanted to do was gather her close to
my body and stay in the peace of our shared bed. 


What would she say? Did she feel anything near
the same? 


Clarity was young. She was on the cusp of big
changes, and last night was probably nothing more than a celebration to her. 


I shook my head. Clarity was different. She
didn't do anything casually. My heart turned over. We couldn't have come
together without a balance; that just didn't seem right. The blood pounded in
my head as I hoped. Clarity had to feel the same otherwise she wouldn't have
given herself so openly to me. 


I couldn't breathe. I rolled over to the edge
of the bed and sat up, but that was as far as I could make myself go. I sat and
watched her from the corner of my eye.


It would be better if I disappeared before she
woke up. How could Clarity end up with someone like me? All her optimism and
enthusiasm was wasted on me. I was too old for her, too jaded by far, and, now,
thanks to my latest attempt to regain what I'd lost, I was now jobless. 


A heavy weight clutched at my chest, and I
forced myself to concentrate only on getting a deep breath. Why did it hurt so
much to think about pushing her away?


Clarity deserved more. She deserved someone as
young and buoyant as her. I would only weigh her down.


Unless she pulled me up. 


The thought pushed its way into my head and
then expanded. It took over the way sunlight could fill a room. Clarity had
already given me a spark of inspiration and a chance to recapture some
integrity. Then she had willingly given me the sweet, rapturous feel of her
body.


I hung my head. This was bad. It was awful. I
couldn't be in love with her because the best thing for her was for me to get out
of the way.


I couldn't shield her from Michael Tailor. If
the rich donor decided he wanted to turn the screws harder on Dean Dunkirk,
then Clarity was certainly going to get hurt. After the internship was gone,
Tailor would find another way. 


The frustration pushed me to my feet. Knowing
the way men like Tailor and Barton worked, I could guess that Clarity would
have paperwork problems and any number of bureaucratic nightmares. Or they
wouldn't be so subtle. 


Why would Tailor be above physical intimidation?



I thought of Clarity joking about a road trip,
but the idea seized me with a wild thread of hope. She and I could take off
over winter vacation and not return. Dean Dunkirk would be able to settle the
truth with the college president thanks to our exposé. There was no reason we
needed to be around for the aftermath.


Clarity would complain about missing school,
but there was a whole wide world we could go see. She would be safe and we
would be together.


I shook my head. I wanted to steal her away
from the life she knew, and the gesture was not entirely unselfish. Some hero I
would turn out to be.


I stomped into my small kitchen and fought the
urge to punch a cabinet door. Why hadn't I thought things all the way through?
We put everything into the exposé and left ourselves no small, torrid detail as
leverage. All our cards were on the table, and I didn't even have an ace up my
sleeve.


The kettle barely fit in my sink above the
dirty dishes. We hadn't touched a single thing after dinner. In fact, I didn't
even remember if we finished our food. 


"Maybe she'll run away with me," I
muttered.


I spooned out coffee grounds and hoped the
caffeine would clear my head. The only problem was I knew before Clarity was
even awake that I would be lost as soon as I saw her emerald-bright eyes. She
drew out parts of me that I thought were gone. For the first time I was seeing
a future, but the best I could come up with was an extended road trip far away
from Clarity's home.


There had to be a way I could shield her from
retaliation. Barton was out. I would have assumed he'd come after us too, but
the look on his face during our golf course confrontation showed a sliver of
respect. Our business was over. The mess with Michael Tailor had just started.


Clarity's presence drew me back to the bedroom,
and I stood in the doorway. It was strange to be so still while inside
everything roiled. Her phone started to buzz. If only she could sleep for a few
moments longer, maybe I could come up with something for her.


I snatched up her phone and retreated back
into the kitchen. The number was blocked, and the hairs on the back of my neck
stood up. It could have been anyone, but a cold flicker of certainty made me
answer.


"Clarity Dunkirk?" A heavy male
voice tried to sound cheerful.


"This is her phone," I said.


The man cleared his throat. "I need to
talk with Ms. Dunkirk. She had an appointment with me on campus this morning,
and I have yet to see her at Landsman College."


"Who is this?" I asked. I crushed
the phone in my fingers as I waited for him to respond.


"One of her professors. When is she
planning to come to campus? This isn't something she should avoid."


The sharp edge of his voice cut my last scrap
of peace to shreds. Tailor's men were waiting for her. Most likely for a
harmless conversation that would tie her up in knots that Clarity would never
be able to untangle.


I hung up on him and tossed her phone under
the sofa cushions. 


The scent of coffee permeated the bedroom, and
I heard Clarity stir in the bed. I sat down next to her just as her eyes
opened. She blinked at the unfamiliar pillow, then squinted up at me.


"There you are," she murmured.


Relief made it easier to breathe. There were
no traces of regret or even embarrassment in Clarity's sleepy voice. She didn't
jump up with a horrified gasp and rail at herself for bad choices. Clarity was
happy and relaxed.


Her hand slipped out of the sheets and
squeezed my thigh. "Can't we just sleep in a little longer?" she
asked.


She slipped across the bed, the sheet pulling
aside to give me a glimpse of her pale skin. I leaned down and kissed her,
sinking farther into her lips than the mattress. Then both our phones started
buzzing and reality dragged us back.


"Don't answer it," I said. 


Clarity slipped on a Landsman tee-shirt I had
left thrown over my bedroom door handle. She padded on bare feet to the
kitchen. "Ooh, good, there's coffee," Clarity said. "Have you
checked the websites?"


"No," I admitted. "I've only
been up for a few minutes."


"Good," Clarity smiled at me over
the rim of a coffee mug. "I was beginning to think I didn't tire you out
enough."


I slipped my hands around her waist and leaned
us both against the kitchen counter. "I slept like a rock."


"A very solid, very warm, very
comfortable rock," Clarity purred. Then she peeked over my shoulder
towards my desk.


I let go and stepped aside. "Alright,
fine, go check the websites, but I bet I can predict what you are going to
find," I said. I poured myself a cup of coffee while she settled in front
of my computer.


"You want the good news or the bad
news?" Clarity asked.


"Bad news first. Always," I sighed.


Clarity waved me over to the computer.
"Well, the article is gone from both your department website and the
student newspaper website."


"So there's good news?"


She squeezed the hand I laid on her shoulder.
"There's a social media storm. All the students are in an uproar about
something being removed from the student newspaper website. There's a mounting
protest about corruption and censorship."


I brushed aside her soft, red curls and kissed
the side of her neck. "I'd say that's the best news I've heard all day,
but I think this might be better." I left a trail of warm kisses down to
wear the large tee-shirt collar hung loosely over her shoulder.


"Thank goodness the Landsman students are getting
involved," Clarity said, doing her best to resist my lips. "Maybe
they can take it from here, and we can skip town for a few days."


I melted behind her. In one simple comment,
Clarity had just voiced the hope I hadn't allowed myself. She wanted to spend
more time with me, just me. It wasn't the excitement of the exposé or the
convenience of hiding out at my apartment: Clarity was actually interested in
me.


I knelt on the floor beside the desk chair and
slipped an arm around her waist. "I've been thinking about your road trip
idea—"


A heavy-handed knock on my apartment door
interrupted us. 


"Should we pretend we're not home?"
Clarity whispered. Her eyes took on a mischievous emerald glint. "Or
pretend we didn't hear. We can sneak back to bed and try to be quiet."


Clarity's lips were irresistible, and I drank
in a delicious kiss before the loud rapping sounded again. This time my phone
rang in conjunction with the knocking, and voices in the hallway heard it too.


"Why do you look so worried?"
Clarity caught my face in between both her smooth hands.


I thought about the man on the phone, but
didn't want to panic her. "It's nothing. We expected all of this." I
picked up my phone and showed her the caller ID. “It's the president of the
college, I'd better answer," I said.


Clarity zipped her fingers across her lips and
promised to be quiet, so I put the phone on speaker and answered it.


"Professor Bauer, I'm assuming you know
exactly what this call is about," the president began.


"Seems you have a student uprising on
your hands," I said. "They seem to be upset about proof of
administrative corruption, oh, and this whole censoring the student newspaper
thing."


The president's voice turned icy. "This
is a courtesy call, Bauer. Campus security guards have been sent to pick you
up. I thought it would look better for you and for Landsman if the police
didn't pick you up this morning. The guards will discreetly escort you to the
police station." 


Clarity's mouth dropped open, and she flapped
her hands in panic, but I waved her quiet. "What if discreetly doesn't
work for me?" I asked.


"You need to start making some serious
career choices here, Bauer," the president said. "I'm trying to help
you."


"You should be helping Dean
Dunkirk," I pointed out. 


The president ignored me. "The head of
our campus security assures me they are outside your door at this moment. They
know you are at home. Do yourself a favor and let them take you into the
station. It won't be so quiet if the police need to come."


"I've got nothing to hide," I said.
"In fact, I think you are the one that should reconsider. This makes it
seem like Landsman College has something to hide."


"This has nothing to do with Landsman
College," the president snapped. "You are being charged with libel by
a private citizen."

















 

Chapter Eighteen


Clarity



 

I bit my tongue again, and it hurt. Ford tried
for the third time to explain to the president of Landsman College that our
article was the truth. 


"Libel charges are never going to stick
because there is actual evidence to back up our claims. Did you even read the
article, sir?" Ford asked.


"I am not in the business of reading
every conspiracy theory that comes along," the president said. "I'm
sure you think you are showing your students the essence of some journalistic
ideal, but attacking a donor with unsubstantiated claims is not the lesson they
should learn."


"No," Ford snapped, "the
students are learning how power corrupts and corrupted power uses censorship as
a weapon."


"The truth of this is for the police to decide,"
the president said dryly. "I am merely trying to extend a courtesy to a
former employee."


"Oh, so there it is," Ford gave a
humorless laugh, "your final stance is to ignore the truth, get rid of me,
and sweep everything else under the rug. I suggest you read the article, sir. I
also suggest you listen to your students, or there won't be much of a college
left for you to make look good."


"Again, Mr. Bauer. I am trying to help
you. Security is there to make sure you are not taken away in handcuffs. If
there's nothing else I can do or say—"


"Oh, but there is," Ford snarled.
"How about you send campus security to check for the men harassing Dean
Dunkirk and his daughter."


"What?" I whispered. A cold hand
closed around my heart as I thought about my father. I had sent him a text the
night before and assured him I was safe. It had never occurred to me that he
might be in actual danger.


Ford's stormy eyes flashed an apology at me
before he continued. "Clarity Dunkirk received a threatening phone call
this morning. A man claimed to be a professor, then immediately recanted the
lie. He said he was waiting for Clarity on campus. Doesn't that sound like a
student's safety is being jeopardized? Isn't that a better use of your security
team's time?"


"Someone called and threatened me?"
I whispered. Fear made my voice catch, and it was louder than I intended.


"Mr. Bauer, please tell me you do not
have a student with you at your private residence. You are far outside the
bounds of propriety," the president said.


I snatched the phone from Ford before he could
move. "I'd like to talk to you about propriety, sir," I snapped.
"Suspending an administrator without properly reviewing the accusations
seems to be a very large breach of propriety. As does compromising your students'
rights to free speech by tampering with the student newspaper website."


"Ms. Dunkirk, this is an inappropriate
conversation at this time—"


"You haven't even read the article. You
obviously care more for the public relations look of Landsman College than the
ideals it is trying to promote," I cried. "That is what is
inappropriate."


"My dear girl," the president said
in soothing tones. "I understand how this can all be very confusing for
you."


Ford stood back and held up his hands. The
president of Landsman College was on his own, and I was angry. 


"I refuse to let you condescend to
me," I snapped. "I corroborated the evidence in the plagiarism case,
and that paper was planted. The facts support it. If you were interested in
anything other than your image, you would open an investigation yourself. Or
should I ask my fellow students to do that for you?"


There was a long stretch of silence, then the
president took a deep breath. "It makes sense that Ford Bauer is using
this opportunity to relive the career he ruined. It often happens with
professors that come out of their vocations before they are ready. Perhaps this
is my fault for welcoming him to our campus.


"I am deeply sorry that he used you as
well as Landsman College. Your father's misstep was the catalyst and in the
confusion that I'm sure you felt, Mr. Bauer stepped in and directed your way of
thinking. I wouldn't say 'brainwashed,' but he certainly has narrowed your
scope of information and pointed you in the direction that most aided
him."


I set the phone down on the corner of the desk
and stepped back in disgust. Ford mouthed 'I'm sorry' and reached out a hand to
me. I was too angry to take it and clenched my fingers into a fist.


"I'm sorry to interrupt your practiced
speech, sir," I snarled, "but you should really check your facts
before continuing with this any further. Especially since you are being
recorded."


Both Ford and I heard the president's mouth
snap shut.


"Ford Bauer did not 'brainwash' me. I
researched my father's case and found clear evidence of tampering as well as
obvious attempts at blackmail and bribery. Until you speak directly to those
issues, there is no other conversation we will be having." I jammed my
hands on my hips and leaned closer to the phone to make sure that the president
of Landsman College could hear me. "Except if you would like to explain
your reasons for covering this up so quickly. Could it be that the high-level
donor in question is a friend of yours? If we continued this conversation in
your office, would we see generous gifts with his name attached?"


Ford shook his head wildly and picked up the
phone. He took it off speaker phone and held up a hand to stop me. "Sir, I
think we can all agree this is getting out of hand. I'm sure there is some
official protocol for discussing this situation, and we would be more than
happy to oblige."


"What are you saying? He's in Michael
Tailor's pocket," I whispered.


Ford shook his head again. "Then we will
talk again after the full facts of the case come out." He hung up the phone
and flinched when I stepped forward. "Don't be mad," Ford cried.
"I just wanted the conversation to be over. There wasn't anything
productive there for us."


I threw my hands up in the air. "How can
you tell what is and what isn't productive in the midst of all this
chaos?" 


As if on cue, the security guards hammered on
Ford's front door again. Ford couldn't keep the smile from his face.


"What are you smiling about?" I
cried. "How can you be so calm when they're here to take you to the police
station?"


Ford reached me in two steps and wrapped me in
his arms. I felt his deep, rumbling chuckle before I heard it. "I'm sorry,
Clarity, I know this is crazy, but all of this is good news."


I pushed back and pinned him with a skeptical
look. "Good news? The article's been erased, security is escorting you to
the police, you're going to be sued for libel, and my father is still
suspended. How is any of this good news?"


He grinned down at me. "Why would any of
this be happening unless what we wrote was the truth?"


The full power of what he pointed out swept
over me, and I was glad for his strong arms around my waist. I swayed into him
and then leaned back with a tentative smile. "We never would have gotten
this kind of response unless it was true. Now they're scrambling to cover it
up. That's why the president called; he's looking for the best way to spin
this."


"Let's hope, for his sake, he doesn't go
with the ‘Clarity Dunkirk was brainwashed’ angle. I'm not sure he could survive
another conversation with you," Ford chuckled again.


I hugged him tight and pretended I didn't hear
the insistent knocking on the front door. "So, now what?"


His hands traveled down to the hem of the
loose-fitting Landsman shirt I was wearing. Ford tickled my bare thigh.
"You might want to put some clothes on before I let security in," he
said.


I frowned but headed to the bedroom and
gathered my clothes. It only took a few moments to tug on my jeans, slip on my
bra and shirt, and rake my fingers through my hair. Ford was surprised I pulled
myself together so quickly. 


He held out his hand and threaded his fingers
through mine. "Ready?" he asked. 


I thought I was, but the trembling wave I had
been holding back finally broke loose. Tears overflowed, and I collapsed into
Ford's arms with a ragged sob. "This is all my fault. All of it. This
whole big mess started because my father wanted to help me. How could I let it
turn out this way?"


"You're not in control, Clarity. You
can't take the blame," Ford soothed me. "You're doing the best you
can to help your father, and you are doing more than a lot of people would
dare."


I wrapped my arms around his waist and refused
to let him go. "I'm not letting you answer the door. They can't break it
down."


Ford dropped a kiss on the top of my head.
"Don't be mad at the campus security."


A surge of anger propelled me out of Ford's
arms. I paced around his small living room. The spilled wax from last night's
candles plus our forgotten wine glasses still stood on the coffee table. We had
been so hopeful, so happy.


"I can't believe the bad guy is going to
get away with it," I shrieked. "How can you stand it?"


Ford caught me in his arms again. "We can
only control our own actions and the information we present to others. Michael
Tailor has to live with his own actions, and we can't force him to feel badly
about his choices."


"How about your choices? Our
choices?" I asked. I gestured to the rumpled sofa and the evidence of our
passionate night.


"I don't regret a single thing,"
Ford said. His kiss sealed my lips, and I felt one layer of worry lift.


"Please don't open the door," I
pleaded. 


Ford slipped out of my hold and unlocked the
door. He stood back and welcomed the Landsman College security guards inside.
"Good morning, gentlemen. You'll have to give me a few more minutes to
pull myself together. I understand we're heading to the police station."


The head of security nodded, but none of the
men in the doorway moved. Ford laughed when he realized my razor-sharp glare
was the cause of their hesitation.


"How do we know they're not in the pocket
of rich donors too?" I snapped. "I'm sure more than one of them has
looked the other way when certain students are caught bending the rules."


"I'm not gonna lie," Ford said to
the guards, "she might bite. But there's fresh coffee in the kitchen, and
you are more than welcome to grab a cup. I'll only be a few moments."


Ford saluted them and strolled towards his
bedroom. I stomped after him and fought the urge to slam the bedroom door.
"What are you doing?" I hissed. "Please tell me you're going to
go out the window or something."


"Why would I run when I'm not
guilty?" Ford asked.


"You offered them coffee!"


Ford smiled. "Well, it is pretty early in
the morning." He caught my pained look and relented. "I'm sorry,
Clarity, I know this is upsetting. The men out there are only doing their jobs,
and I can't take out my frustration on them."


I pulled open the bedroom door a crack and
eyed the security guards. They stood in the doorway with their arms crossed,
looking around, but not moving. "What if they're here to plant evidence or
something? I bet Michael Tailor's gotten to at least one of them."


Ford distracted me by stripping off the robe
he'd been wearing. He pulled on a clean pair of black dress pants and a crisp,
blue button-down shirt. "Know thy enemy," Ford said. He nodded
towards the door, "and they are not it."


Ford opened his bedroom door and called to the
security guards. "I suppose I shouldn't wear a belt, right? Any other jail
house fashion recommendations? Shoes without laces?" Ford asked. "I'm
not too sad about skipping the tie. Ties were never really my thing."


One security guard smiled, then looked at his
colleagues and immediately sobered his expression. Ford walked out of the
bedroom and went to his desk. "Hope you don't mind if I send a few emails,
quickly."


"We're not the one the police are waiting
for," the head of security said.


"Exactly," Ford agreed. "And
I'm telling you, I'm no expert barista, but I'm betting my coffee tastes a hell
of a lot better than the coffee at the police station."


The one security officer took a step towards
the kitchen, but the head guard shook his head. "We're ready as soon as
you are, Mr. Bauer."


Ford leaned back in his desk chair and sighed
contentedly. "Now that sounds good. The whole 'professor' title never
really sat well on me."


I left him carrying on his relaxed, one-way
conversation with the security guards while I slipped into the bathroom.
Despite Ford's reassurances, I couldn't follow his easy-going lead. My whole
chest was so contracted, I felt like I couldn't get a full breath. It seemed
like months since I had had a normal day.


Everything was tangled together. Meeting Ford,
feeling that first electric spark, and then having to extinguish it because he
turned out to be a professor had tied me in knots. Then the discovery of the
falsified application forms in my father's office. And, now even when the truth
was supposedly out in the world, my father was still suspended, and Ford was
heading to jail.


I leaned over the sink and gaped at the cold
porcelain. Tears wouldn't come, but the grip of frustration and fear wouldn't
let go. I fought my emotions for a moment, then gave up. I locked the bathroom
door and yanked my phone from my pocket.


"Clarity! I've been worried sick!"
my father cried as soon as he answered.


"Didn't you get my text message? Never mind,
you didn't think to look. I'm so sorry, Dad, I should have called. I'm
fine."


My father took a deep breath. "Where are
you? I just called Lexi and told her to keep you off campus. Please tell me you
are holed up somewhere safe."


"I guess that depends on what you mean by
safe," I muttered.


"What?" my father yelped.


My breath hitched. "I thought we'd all be
safe once the truth was out. We published the exposé article last night, but
the blow-back is insane. I didn't think it all the way through; I didn't know
this would happen. I'm so sorry."


"Stop apologizing, Clarity," my
father said. "You did the right thing, and I'm proud of you. Of course it
caused an uproar. You have no idea. They called me in the middle of the night
to find out what students have access to the student newspaper website. I told
them I couldn't help them."


I smiled. "That must have caused a whole
other uproar."


My father chuckled. "It’s not my fault
they don't keep track of student activities without me. They ended up having to
call and wake up the entire IT staff. Those poor Landsman employees had to jump
online last night and figure out how to take it all down."


"Have you been up to campus?" I
asked. "From the looks of social media, the students are in an
uproar."


"I'm so glad," my father said.
"The student newspaper is built on the right to free speech, and any
tampering with it should cause an outrage."


"I'm just worried not enough people saw
the article," I sighed. 


"Clarity, please, whatever you do, don't
go to campus."


The tone in his voice sent me into a panic.
"What? Why? Is everything all right? Are you all right?"


"I'm fine. It's just a strange car parked
outside our house really early this morning. Two men are just sitting in it,
waiting. Lexi told me she heard that strange men have been asking around campus
after you." My father's voice was strained and tight. "I think they
somehow work for Michael Tailor and are trying to deliver some sort of message or
threat."


I steadied my voice. "Maybe lurking
around is the threat. There's no way Tailor would do anything. He's probably
just trying to intimidate us."


"Well, it's working on me at least,"
my father snapped. "Please don't go on baiting these people. Can you
promise you'll stay put? Where are you?"


"I'm at Ford's apartment. I've been here
all night." I pushed on, hoping my father wouldn't pause to think of what
that admission suggested. "And I'd love to promise that we're staying put,
but campus security is here. The president of Landsman just called to tell Ford
the guards are going to escort him to the police station. He's being charged
with libel."


"Campus security?" my father asked.
"The president can't do that. This is not a college matter. I mean, it's
tangled up with people that work at the college, but he cannot be compromising
the safety of the students by sending the security guards to babysit an unruly
faculty member."


"Oh, don't worry," I joked.
"I'm pretty sure if he hasn't been fired, then Ford has quit."


"Even better," my father returned.
"They're harassing an ex-employee. Listen, I've got an idea. Jackson
Rumsfeld's wife is a defense attorney."


"Alice?" I asked, remembering her
from Thanksgiving.


"Yes, and she's got quite an unshakeable
reputation. I'll give her a call and see if she can advise Ford at all." 


It was relief to hear my father's confidence
return. "What can I do?" I asked him.


"Wait there. Stall the security guards
and don't let Ford leave. I'm on my way, darling. We're all on the way to
help." 


The knock on the bathroom door made me jump a
foot in the air. My phone clattered into the sink, and I fished it out.


"Clarity? I don't think we can stall much
longer. I thought you were ready?" Ford asked.


"Nope, not quite. In fact, I might take a
shower," I said.


Ford rattled the door knob. "Unlock the
door, Clarity. This isn't necessary. I'm ready to take my lumps. It'll be fine;
you'll see. Journalists shouldn't have anything to fear from the authorities. I
know my rights."


I unlocked the door and yanked it open.
"Well, I'm sorry, we didn't quite get to that lesson in class before all
this happened."


Ford smiled and leaned on the door frame.
"I think it's already been established that I'm not the best
professor."


I crossed my arms tight. "What am I
supposed to do while you're being dragged off by security?"


He stood up and took my hand. "First, I
think you should come out here and tell them about your fears. If you are
afraid to set foot on campus, that is more their business than escorting me to
the police station."


I pulled my hand back and refused to leave the
bathroom. "I can't believe it. You're having fun with all of this! Maybe
the president was right; maybe you somehow brainwashed me."


Ford arched a dark eyebrow. Deep in his stormy-gray
eyes was a blue sparkle. "You're mad because I'm happy?"


"Yes! How can you be happy with this
insane mess? I don't want you to be sued for libel. It's not funny," I
snapped.


Ford cornered me against the bathroom sink and
smoothed his hands over my hair. I put my hands on his chest to push him away
but found comfort in the solid warmth of him. He sighed happily as I rubbed my
hands over his chest and brought them up to circle around his neck.


"You want to know why I'm acting this
way?" Ford asked.


"Yes, I think you're entirely too happy
for a man about to be dragged out of his apartment by security," I said.


He leaned down and brushed his lips across
mine. His mouth returned to deepen the kiss, and suddenly the whole world was
far away. "This," he whispered. "This is why I'm happy. The rest
is just incidental. This is the only thing that really matters to me."


Ford punctuated his words with a deeper,
hungry kiss that left me loose and blissful.


A rough, impatient throat-clearing interrupted
us from just outside the bedroom door. Ford chuckled and sighed, but I felt a
flare of bright anger.


I shoved past Ford and marched to the door.
The head of campus security stepped back as I stepped up to him and poked him
in the chest. "You know this is wrong, and you should be disgusted. Since
when is it your job to go off campus to deal with faculty issues?"


"Ms. Dunkirk—"


"No, you listen to me," I snapped.
"It goes completely against your job description to leave the campus at
such a volatile time."


"Volatile?" his voice was gruff.


I brushed past him and went to the computer.
Social media was plastered with photographs and videos of students organizing
to protest. It looked like very few Landsman students were actually in class.
My heart leapt with pride, but I kept my face stony as I showed the head of
security.


"Doesn't it fall to you to make sure
situations like this do not get out of control? Don't you think that's more
important than this little errand for the president?" I asked.


Ford sauntered out of the bedroom and joined
us at the computer desk. "How about we go now and let these nice gentlemen
get back to campus? Maybe you can go with them and help them find out who is
threatening you."


"Someone threatened you?" the head
of security asked.


"Yes," I snapped. "You really
haven't been listening to us at all, have you?"


The poor man rubbed the back of his neck and
considered his options. He was clearly in the wrong place at the wrong time.
The computer loaded new images of a restless student population, and a bead of
sweat broke out on his forehead. 


"Now this looks like a party,"
Jackson called from the doorway.


Ford laughed and went over to shake hands with
his friend. "Please tell me you aren't skipping class. I wouldn't want
your truancy added to my long list of infractions," Ford said.


"Class? It's kind of hard to have class
when all the students are on the lawns getting ready to protest. Seems like
security is... oh, wait, looks like security is right here," Jackson eyed
the guards.


"Actually, they're just leaving."
Alice marched into the middle of the room and, despite her small stature,
captured everyone's attention. 


Jackson wiped the smile from his face, and the
security guards followed suit. They stepped back and gave her the floor… All
but the beleaguered head of security, who rubbed his neck again and scowled at
Alice. "And who's this now?"


Alice had to crane her neck to meet the tall
security guard's gaze, but it didn't diminish her command of the situation one
bit. "I am Ford Bauer's defense attorney. And here is a written agreement
from the judge that will be reviewing this case outside of court. The judge
also kindly reminded the police that they do not have enough to charge Ford, so
they cannot hold him. I am currently working with them to schedule a
deposition. Until then, your presence is not required. In fact, your presence
has very strange implications, don't you agree?"


Ford laughed. "Clarity pointed that out
to them early."


"She's right," Alice snapped. She
marched to the door and held it open. The security guards filed out, and she
slammed it behind them.


Ford slipped an arm around my waist.
"Clarity's more than that," he admitted.

















 

Chapter Nineteen


Ford 



 

I listened carefully the stranger presiding
over the court. He was younger, affecting a sterner face than was necessary,
and he was acutely aware that everyone was watching how he worked. My
attention, however, was caught by Clarity.


She sat in the first row and tapped her foot
impatiently. No signs of any other stress besides boredom showed in her face. I
knew the signs, I'd seen them sometimes in class. Clarity was done with this
and ready to move on. 


Nothing, not even what the judge was about to
say, could make me any happier than that.


"Mr. Bauer, are you listening?"


"Yes, your honor. I am guilty as
charged," I said.


The makeshift court snickered, but the interim
dean of students silenced them with a glance. "We don't normally associate
guilt with good aspects, though I was explaining to the students your
reputation for pursuing the truth no matter the professional or personal
consequences," he said.


Clarity smiled, and I knew the small curve of
her lips was just for me. At that moment, I would have walked through fire for
her, but all I needed to do was face the Honor Council and hear the verdict.


"You say it like he's being all noble,
but he's a few years too late, don't you think?" Libby interrupted the
interim dean of students.


I watched as Clarity's father, the former
dean, whispered in his daughter's ear, and she smiled wider. Everything was
going to be all right. If Clarity could put my mistake in the past, then so
could Landsman College.


"Ms. Blackwell, we've heard quite enough
from you. More than necessary, in fact. I believe I can speak for the entire
Honor Council when I say that your testimony sounded more like bragging to an
audience."


"What does that have to do with
anything?" Libby demanded. "Professor Bauer's the one that
overstepped the rules and had relations with me. Was that stated prudishly
enough for you, judge?"


The interim dean of students looked at Libby
over the top of his glasses and tried to ignore how everyone in the room looked
to Patrick Dunkirk. "Your obvious enjoyment at relating the details of
your 'relations' was more than enough to convince the court that you enjoyed
the situation. Now, your interruptions are not in the spirit of the Honor
Council, and I have to ask you to stop speaking."


Clarity's father leaned back and glanced
around the room. He was in a Polo shirt and khakis on campus for the first
time. The early-retirement look was good on him, especially coupled with a navy-blue
sport coat that still lent him an air of professional wisdom. His replacement
looked at him briefly before addressing the assembled students.


"I would ask that the Honor Council
please remember that it was Ford Bauer himself that brought this infraction to
light. Despite the lapse in time, it was Mr. Bauer that decided to confess to
breaking the rules of propriety and not Ms. Blackwell," the interim dean
said. He wiped his brow with a white handkerchief and shuffled his notes.
"To own up to a past indiscretion is the mark of maturity as is the
willingness to face the consequences."


Clarity gave an audible sigh. Her father
nudged her in the ribs, but had to smother his own smile behind a fake yawn. 


Libby fluctuated between flipping her hair,
giving flirty looks to the male members of the Honor Council, and glaring at
me. She had not managed to mount any kind of case, especially not when she
ranted at the council about how she had pursued me and been rebuffed. She even
quoted my use of the rules as protection against her solicitations.


The Honor Council stood up and adjourned into
the back room. Landsman College allowed up to an hour for deliberation, but no
less than fifteen minutes. In the meantime, everyone shifted, half the students
left, and Clarity looked ready to tear her hair out. It cheered me that Clarity
was so sure of the outcome. 


I still feared the council would assume the
worst and decide I had coerced a student into an unwanted relationship.


…Until I overheard Libby. "He's just
bringing all of this up now because I may have actually found a serious
boyfriend. I mean, I get it. Jealousy makes people do funny things. I guess
Professor Bauer saw me with my new man and decided to go ahead with all of this
as a way to remind me of what we had. He totally wants me back."


I got up to stretch but could not bring myself
to walk over to Clarity and her father. There was a wall between Clarity and I.
Things had settled down since we broke the Landsman donors’ corruption scandal.
I hadn't seen much of her, and it worried me that Libby's self-serving lie was
close to the truth for someone else. 


I did it for Clarity. I wanted her to know
that the truth mattered to me. I wanted to face her free and clear of all my
past mistakes. It felt like we would never be on solid ground if I didn't face
this last indiscretion.


How could I tell her how special she was until
she knew for certain she was the only one for me?


The thought threw me back into my chair. I was
ready to stew for an hour when the back door opened and the Honor Council
returned. The foreman handed a slip of paper to the interim dean of students.
He reviewed it and then cleared his throat.


"The Honor Council has reviewed the evidence,
heard testimony, and decided on how to move forward. In the matter of Professor
Bauer and Libby Blackwell, the Honor Council finds the relationship was
consensual."


A ripple sigh and smattering of applause went
around the room.


The interim dean frowned and continued.
"The relationship should have been declared to administration, but, seeing
as Mr. Bauer has left Landsman College, the Honor Council finds no further
action is necessary."


I stood up lighter than I had felt in years.
Former students waved, and it was easier to look everyone in the eye.
Especially Clarity.


I turned to meet her gaze and felt a bolt of
lightning run through my body. She waited until most of the students had filed
out of the assembly room, but she never once took her eyes off me. Thomas, her
former classmate, tried to get her attention, but she waved him away. Her
father went to talk to his replacement, and the room emptied out.


As soon as the crowd was gone, she moved. I
stood rooted to the ground as she wound her way through the empty folding
chairs. A few feet from me, Clarity broke into a run, and she was flying by the
time she leapt into my arms. 


I caught the enthusiastic hug with a wave of
surprise. "I understand if you're still disgusted by my past with
Libby," I said.


Clarity tossed back her hair and hooked her
hands behind my head. "The past is the past. Who wants to think about
something that won't change? Besides, our future is much more exciting."


I pulled her into the doorway of the back
room. "Our future?" I asked.


Her green eyes darkened as she grinned.
"You know, you didn't need to do any of this. You've already proved
yourself to me in many different ways."


I shrugged, "I just wanted to make sure I
had my bases covered."


"Grand slam," she said and leaned
closer to me.


I set her back, still keenly aware we were on
her college campus. "Clarity, I'm serious. I want to start whatever this
is on the basis of total and complete honesty."


She widened her eyes. "Whatever this is?
You mean this?" She brushed her breasts against my chest. For a moment our
hearts pounded against each other. "Or did you mean this?" Her lips
hovered near mine.


"More," I whispered. "I want
more."


Her cheeks blushed, and she seemed to remember
that people could still see us. "What kind of more?"


I chuckled. "Everything. A whole
relationship. You'll be stuck with me if you let me."


"Oh, then, yes," Clarity said.


I tugged her closer, our bodies flush, and her
lips were inches away. 


Then, Jackson and his wife popped up in the
doorway. "Oh, no, don't do that," Jackson groaned. "Now my wife
will think she really is a matchmaker. None of my friends will come over for
beer anymore because she'll be so busy setting them up on dates."


"Matchmaker?" Clarity asked.


"Sorry," Alice smiled, "but I
couldn't help notice at Thanksgiving. We've known Ford these past few years,
and when I saw him chatting to you, I knew we'd only known a part of him."


"See? This is what I'm talking
about," Jackson said. "Just because we're happy in love, and we
happened to spot another happy couple, does not mean this is all you should
think about. For goodness sake, get a hobby."


"You mean like practicing law?" I
asked.


Jackson chuckled. "Yeah, I suppose she is
pretty amazing at that too."


I let go of Clarity only to shake Alice's hand.
"I can't thank you enough, Alice. You really saved me there."


She shrugged her diminutive shoulders. "I
didn't do much else besides call in a favor. The judge took one look at all the
evidence you compiled and threw out the libel suit. We may not have been able
to make anything stick to Michael Tailor, but at least the truth is out
there."


"Without you, both my father and Ford
would have been mired in courts and paperwork for years," Clarity said.
She snaked an arm through mine.


I hugged her arm close, despite Jackson's wide
grin. He winked at me and snaked his arm around Alice's waist, not to be
outdone.


"In the end, I think all of this was the
best lesson you've ever taught, Professor Bauer," Jackson said. "The
students were outraged over the article being taken down, and they are now set
to defend their freedom of speech in the real world."


"It was all part of my lesson plan,"
I said.


Clarity rolled her eyes and turned to Alice.
"So, Michael Tailor is really going to get away with it after all?"


"I'm pretty sure Junior is looking for
other schools," Jackson said.


"Thanks to your article, I was able to
prove to the judge that Michael Tailor's money gave him influence over campus
activities and processes. He agreed to keep it quiet in order to discourage further
retaliation from Tailor."


"The judge also expunged the charges from
my father's professional record. That was the amazing part. Thank you,"
Clarity let go of me to hug Alice.


Alice's cheeks lit up. "Just doing my
job," she said.


Jackson beamed and kissed his wife on the
head. "She's so modest. Though, really, the students did a lot of the work
for her. They protested, they organized, and they've even come up with a plan
for Landsman College to have more administrative transparency."


Clarity laughed, "Yeah, I hear they have
an expert consultant helping them." Her father joined us, and she nudged
him in the ribs. "Tackling the shadowy world of college administrations,
huh? That's how you decide to start retirement?"


Patrick Dunkirk stepped forward and hugged
Alice. "Thank you so much for everything." Then he turned to me.
"I appreciate that you went the extra mile to atone for past
mistakes."


I felt awkward, my arm brushing intimately
against Clarity's as her father spoke to me. "I needed a fresh start."


Patrick eyed our arms as Clarity, who was
chatting with Alice, slipped her hand into mine. She wasn't watching her
father's face as closely as I was. My heart stopped.


The former dean burst out laughing.
"Ford, if this whole thing has taught me one thing, it's to trust my
daughter. I'm glad she's met her match and that she's already making you a
better man."


"I'll shake hands on that," I said.


The interim dean of students moved past us and
out into the hallway. Patrick was nice enough to offer him a smile and a nod. 


"Was it strange to be at Honor Council
and not presiding?" Clarity asked her father.


"Yes, of course, but satisfying. It was
really great to see that the system I fought to get put in place actually
works. Mighty nice of you to try it out, Ford, though I'm sure we didn't all
really need to know your dirty laundry."


"I'm sorry I wasn't able to get your job
back," I said. "Our article outlined how Tailor intended to coerce
you, and Alice was able to prove to the judge how you were set up, but the
president of the college was firm."


Patrick waved a hand at all our concerned
expressions. "How am I supposed to stand in the same room as the Honor
Council and not own up to my mistakes? I accepted the gifts from Tailor, I
decided to make use of his influence, and I paid for it. I'm just glad that I
was the only one."


Jackson shook his head. "No, I think the
students are paying for it. They miss you. Now that they know how to organize
themselves and create a coherent message of change, I'm sure they'd be willing
to mount a campaign for your return."


"Don't you like my replacement?"
Patrick asked. "Poor man, he certainly got thrown in at the deep end. I
thought he did pretty well today, though, didn't you?"


I chuckled. "Landsman College could still
use your guidance. The students respect you even more now they know you are
human and not infallible. You can't tell me you don't want to be back on
campus."


"Just like you?" Patrick asked.


I frowned. "I think it's obvious that
from the start I was not cut out for academia. I'll just have to find my way
doing something else."


"I like to imagine you're going to become
some sort of scandal vigilante. You'll show up and expose the truth and then
move on to the next den of iniquity," Jackson said.


"Please excuse him," Alice
interrupted, "he's been reading too many short stories from his fantasy
fiction class."


"Maybe I could consult with the students
too," I said. "I have a few ideas about how to get you back into your
old job."


"The only ideas I want from you are recipes
for Christmas dinner. I figure our little table had quite a stretch since
Thanksgiving. We should all get together and celebrate the rest of the
holidays," Patrick said.


"I'm in," Clarity said, "as
long as Ford is helping cook and clean."


"Jackson can help too." Alice
volunteered. "And I know a recipe for a great wine spritzer."


"You're all invited," Patrick said.
"I can't think of a better way to kick off my retirement."


I scratched my head. "So, you're really
going to go through with it?"


"I made my mistakes, and now I have to
pay for them. Though, thanks to Alice, I don't have to have them on my
permanent record. I can retire with my dignity intact."


"Thank goodness, because I used to think you
might die in your desk chair," Clarity joked.


"Nope, see? I've even got a whole new
wardrobe. No more suit or sweater vests for me. It's exciting, and I'm sorry to
say I don't want to turn away from that at this point in my life," Patrick
said.


Clarity grinned. "What he means to say is
there's no way he's trading his newfound plans for anything."


Jackson eyeballed Patrick's outfit.
"You're taking up golf?" he asked.


"I was thinking boating," I joked.


Patrick laughed. "No, but it turns out I
might get a chance to be an artist anyway. My daughter's change of direction inspired
me, and I decided to join one of the Landsman Alumni tours."


"Oh, come on, Dad, you're not fooling
anyone," Clarity said. "Alice is a matchmaker; I'm sure she can guess
what you're doing and why."


Alice grinned. "Let me guess—is there any
chance this tour is led by Polly?"


Patrick narrowed his eyes at Alice but could
not hide his smile. "Yes, it just so happens the tour and course is taught
by Polly, but I have no idea what you think that means."


Jackson clapped him on the shoulder.
"Look out, Alice has spoken. Plus, even I saw you looked at Polly the way
Ford was looking at Clarity. That was some Thanksgiving party you threw."


"Alright, fine, I'll admit it,"
Patrick said. "I'm happy to have a chance to do what I love with someone
that helps me love art even more."


Clarity laughed at the ruddy color of her
father's cheeks. "I hate to say it, but maybe my mother wasn't so crazy
all those years ago."


Patrick nodded. "You have to find what
you love and chase it. Or, in your case, study it. Or, in Ford's case, admit
it."


"What?" I asked. I snapped back to
the conversation to realize that everyone was ringed around and staring at me.
"I thought I already did all the admitting I had to do today."


"All I'm saying, Ford, is that maybe you
should follow my example. Minus the scandal and the forced retirement. Better
yet, why don't you follow Clarity's example? She's found what she loves to do,
and she's pursuing it."


I looked at Clarity and was arrested by
completely different thoughts than her father's meaning. I loved Clarity, and
when I thought about what I really wanted to do, lately all that appeared in my
head was her next to me in my bed. As much as Clarity might appreciate that for
an afternoon or evening or two, she was not going to be impressed with me if I
didn't find another passion. 


"Wait, you said all I had to do was admit
what I love to do,” I said. "Why are you all acting as if you know
something that I don't know?"


Alice and Jackson led the way out of the
assembly room and down the hallway. We all paused before stepping outside the
glass doors. A flurry of snow was skating across the windows, leaving a faint,
white dusting across the college lawns. The last of the leaves had finally
fallen, and despite a week or two of unseasonable warmth, winter was finally on
its way. 


I gazed at the bare trees and the blowing
snow. Maybe I could hibernate all winter, spend my time with Clarity, and
figure out what I wanted to do in the spring. Even imagining it had me itching
with cabin fever. I needed something to do—a job, a purpose—and it annoyed me
that everyone else could see what it was but me.


I stopped Clarity. "Where do you think I
should go from here?" I asked.


She smiled. "How about home to my
father's for a glass of wine? It's not Christmas yet, but there's no reason we
can't all have dinner together."


"Pizza!" Jackson declared. "I
might not be able to defend people in court, but I can throw a good
crust."


"We'll pick up the ingredients and meet
you there," Alice said.


I caught Clarity's hand as the doors opened.
"That's not what I meant," I said.


She looked up at me with a twinkle in her deep
green eyes. "What do you want to do? For a job, I mean," she blushed.


"I can't go back to journalism. No one
will hire me. Sure, the exposé article did a great job, and it got great
attention, but no one is going to hire me without recommendations. And, despite
standing up to Barton, he still holds my credit. No one is going to hire
someone that has been discredited by Wire Communications."


"So you want to go back to teaching here
at Landsman?" Clarity asked.


I grabbed both her hands. "No. Absolutely
not. It wasn't the right fit for me in the first place, but I am not going back
to a job that puts obstacles between you and me."


"You should talk to the president of the
college," Clarity's father added as he zipped up his winter coat.


"It doesn't matter if I declare our
relationship or not," I said. "I want to do more, do something
myself, instead of teach others about it."


Patrick chuckled. "A man of action. How
did I know my Clarity would choose a man of action? Stop, for just a moment,
and listen. You should talk to the president of the college."


"Dad, he just said he's done with
academia," Clarity reiterated.


"I don't think of the students as a dusty
old discipline," Patrick said. "I've been consulting with the student
protestors and advising them on how to approach and change administrations.
Along the way, I may have put it in their heads that it is important to have an
outlet for their message."


"Especially after the student newspaper's
right to free speech was compromised when they took down our article,"
Clarity added.


"So, we put it in the president's head
that Landsman College would benefit from a mirror publication. One intended to
be an off-campus, independent newspaper with the sole mission of holding the
college accountable," Patrick finished with a big smile. "What do you
think about that, Mr. Bauer? Sound too academic for you?"


I rubbed my neck. "It sounds like a great
public relations move on the part of the college president. He can appease a
lot of students by allowing dissenting views to be heard in a public
fashion."


"No," Clarity bumped her hip against
mine. "He means what do you think of it for you?"


"For me?" I asked. I shook my head.
"I don't think I can work for someone else again. The idea of being
censored or forced to write from talking points is too much for me. I'm not
going to be someone's outlet for perfectly spun stories that paint the college
in just the right light."


"That's the beauty of the whole idea,
don't you see?" Patrick asked.


I shook my head again and zipped up my own
parka. "What do you think is going to happen the first time the
independent newspaper has a story that trashes a long-held administrative
privilege?" I asked. "The president will come to visit me personally
and see if I, as the most experienced journalist, can make some diplomatic
edits to the articles. I can't put up with that anymore. That's not the kind of
journalism I want to pursue."


"Aha! So you do still want to pursue
journalism. I was right!" Clarity grinned at her father. She pulled on her
mittens and put a colorful hand on the door. "I knew we'd come up with
something perfect for you."


"We? Who?" I asked. I stood my
ground and crossed my arms. "Don't think I'm going to put up with Dunkirks
ganging up on me."


Patrick clapped me on the shoulder.
"That, you'll have to learn to live with; the other things, though, are
what this position was created to fight."


"What position?"


Clarity let go of the door and put her bright
mittens on my arms. "I agree that you should never have to compromise your
writing again. That's why you are the only person the students requested to
head up the off-campus newspaper."


All my tension melted away, leaving me in a
muddled state of shock. "Head up?"


"Yes!" Clarity laughed. "I
think we proved that neither of us is really cut out for investigative
journalism, but you have an eye for a story, and you can advise students to do
the real work of it. That's why they want you to be the editor-in-chief."

















 

Chapter Twenty


Clarity




 

"Are you listening?" I asked Ford.
"You have that funny look on your face again. Is it really that bad?"


"What? No. I'm just having trouble
concentrating on your writing," he said.


"I know, it's the characters, isn't it?
Everyone knows what they want except for them. I'm too far in their heads. The
whole plot is just getting gummed up." I tossed the pages down on the
coffee table and slumped back.


Ford sat up and retrieved the short story.
"You're overreacting. Besides, I wasn't ignoring you—I was just enjoying
my new couch."


I rolled my eyes. "Yes, you do keep
pointing out how comfortable it is. What if I liked the old one?"


"Sentimental reasons?" Ford asked.


"Yes, that saggy sofa was one of a kind
because it was the location of our first time. I just don't think I can date
you without it," I quipped.


"And here I thought things were going
well," Ford sighed. "Maybe you'll like the new couch more if you
finish nit-picking your perfect story here."


I took the pages he handed me and started to
read again. Within a few lines, Ford's lips pressed to my neck, and I knew he
wasn't listening. I wasn't even listening as the soft yet fiery caress of his
lips trailed down to my shoulder.


The pages dropped out of my hand as I turned
and met his mouth with my own. Ford's stormy-blue eyes flickered open then
burned a deep midnight blue that meant the wave was coming. 


We'd been dating for over a year, and spring
was just around the corner, but I couldn't help miss the heavy snowfalls that
kept us holed up in Ford's apartment most of the winter. Despite all the
excitement of my coming graduation, all my mind could focus on was Ford's
breath as his lips leisurely teased me.


"I should have finished the story this
morning," I murmured against his heated kisses. 


"I seem to recall we both got a little
distracted," Ford said.


Our lips plunged together at the mentioned
memory. Waking up curled against his broad chest made it impossible to get out
of bed most mornings. That particular morning, I discovered a ticklish spot
just below his waistline, and we had spent a long, delicious time exploring to
see if he had any more. 


My fingers slipped under the hem of his shirt,
but Ford caught my hand. "Oh, no you don't. You made me squirm enough this
morning."


"I can't get enough of you," I
confessed.


It was a long time before the clock chimed and
jolted us both out of our languid passion. "Oh goodness, do I have to go to
the office?" Ford groaned.


"If I have to go to class, then you have
to go to work," I said. "Besides, that office is what got you your
splendid new couch."


"Speaking of the couch," Ford hooked
an arm around my waist and swung me back against him. "We really should
think about breaking it in. I bet it would be more comfortable after
that."


I blushed and shook my head. No matter how
many times Ford and I made love, he still managed to make me feel shy and
nervous with fluttering excitement. "I can't be late for class. You know
who my professor is, right?"


Ford let go and flopped back against the couch
cushions. "Yeah, who knew that Jackson would be such a rigorous professor?
I mean, I certainly had no idea or I wouldn't have ever suggested you take on a
creative writing concentration."


I stood up. "I have to make this deadline,
or I don't graduate. Now, help me get the characters right."


"No. No way," Ford shook his head.
"I'm impressed with how you can handle fiction, but it just isn't for
me."


"You figured out the motive behind the
science lab thefts. Why can't you help me figure out my hero's
motivation?" I asked.


"Probably because I can't even figure out
my own," Ford chuckled. "I want you to stay, but I want you to
graduate. See? It doesn't make any sense. The world is much better off if I
stick to non-fiction."


"See?" I cried. "I should be
early to class, not late, because I need Professor Rumsfeld to help me!"


"You really call Jackson that?" Ford
asked.


"Yes. Why?"


Ford sat up and caught my hand. "Because
I remember you slipping up and calling me by my first name all the time. You
don't call him Jackson by accident?"


"He's my professor," I said.


"I was your professor."


I looked down into Ford's midnight eyes and
melted. "You were always different, and you knew it. I should have known
it the first moment we met, but there were all sorts of rules in the way."


"Not like now," Ford said. He tugged
my hand.


I pulled back. "There are still rules,
like not missing class just before graduation."


"Fine, just add dedicated to the
list," Ford fell back in defeat.


"What list?" I shouldn't have turned
around, but he caught my curiosity.


"The list of things I love about
you." He smiled up at me. "You're smart, outspoken, talented, and
dedicated. What on earth are you doing with me?"


"Flattery will get you nowhere," I
said.


He patted the couch cushion next to him.
"There's nowhere I'd rather be than right here."


I gave in to the gravitational pull of him.
The look of delighted shock when I slipped over his lap was worth being late to
class. Ford caught me in a searing kiss, and we rolled onto the couch. It still
surprised me how every time his hands swept across my body, I felt the current
flow between us, just like the first time. 


Except this time was different. Ford slowed
then leaned back and looked deep into my eyes. There was nothing between us
now, no past worries or current scandals, no rules, and no hesitations.


"I love you, Clarity," he said.


And I returned the sentiment with every fiber
of my body and soul.


We'd made hot, passionate love, but I never
said the words. Standing in line at the coffee shop later that morning, it was
all I could think about.


Why didn't I tell Ford that I loved him?


Even though I held my short story covered with
Professor Rumsfeld's comments, all I could do was think about Ford. He loved me,
and I heard him say the words over and over again in my head. Why on earth had
I not said them back?


I
will tonight. As soon as I see him, I promised myself.


The coffee shop was packed, and the
caffeinated buzz was the perfect distraction. As the line moved slowly, I
started to consider Professor Rumsfeld's questions and comments. Ford was
horrified at how much red ink Jackson used on my stories, but I loved it. It
was hard to explain to Ford the mixture of excitement and dread I felt. I loved
the challenge, but was plagued by doubts.


"I don't get it," Ford had said
earlier, "your writing is just about perfect to me."


Ford was biased, and now I knew exactly why.
He loved me. 


"Standing in line, smiling to yourself.
And I thought I was the one with the good news," Lexi said.


I grabbed my friend in a tight hug then
shrieked when I saw Jasmine was with her too. "I feel like I haven't seen
either of you in forever," I said.


"Not a surprise since you don't spend
much time on campus anymore," Jasmine said. "Must be nice to have a
boyfriend with an apartment and a car."


"Your new boy toy has a motorcycle and a
house on the shore. You can't complain," Lexi told Jasmine.


"Tell me all about him. I want to know
all about it. I'm so glad I ran into you!" I almost launched directly into
my story about flubbing up the first 'I love you' with Ford, but Jasmine always
had a new, exciting boyfriend to tell us about.


She talked about his plans to ship the
motorcycle to Italy and drive from the top of the boot down to the heel.
"Of course, we'll have to wait until we get back from Las Vegas to
leave."


"Las Vegas first? Don't you mean
graduation?" I laughed.


"That, too, but since Lexi is getting
married in Las Vegas, that's pretty much number one on my list," Jasmine
grinned.


Lexi slapped her arm. "Thanks a lot for
giving away my good news before I got a chance to share it!"


I took a step back and clutched my short story
to my chest. "You're getting married? Carl proposed?"


Jasmine giggled. "The man hardly talks,
but he made a whole big speech and convinced her."


"Alright, enough," Lexi said.
"It's my turn to brag about my proposal and my wedding."


Jasmine tossed her hair. "It's not my
fault if I tell it better."


"Well, can you do this?" Lexi asked.
She flashed a bright, diamond engagement ring before our eyes.


"Me first, I haven't seen it yet!"
Jasmine shrieked. 


I smiled at Lexi over our friend's drooling
face. "Congratulations, Lexi. I am so happy for you. So, why are you
heading to Vegas?"


"We," Lexi said. "We are
heading to Las Vegas because there is no way I'm getting married without both
of you next to me."


"And Ford," Jasmine said. "Ford
has to come too."


Lexi rolled her eyes. "That's her way of asking
how things are going for you two?"


The barista called me up, and I had a few
seconds to order my coffee and pull myself together. Somehow the subject of
marriage seemed a lot more exciting now that I was dating someone serious.
Before, it was always easy to wave off marriage as something that other people
did. I didn't think I would have to worry about it until I was established in
my career and had a healthy bank account.


Not that I'd done very good at sticking to my
life plan in the last two years. I still felt so young and so unsure about
everything. Was that why I hadn't told Ford I loved him?


"I know we're young, and it's
crazy," Lexi said as she followed me to a table by the window.


"I don't think age has anything to do
with it," I said. "You and Carl are really in love."


Lexi set her cup down on the table and looked
at me. "Why do I get the feeling you have a question for me that's not
about bridesmaid dresses or bachelorette party hats?"


"How do you know when you're really in
love?" I asked.


Jasmine sat down. "That's easy," she
said.


Both Lexi and I snorted with laughter.


"I know," Jasmine said, "I
don't seem like the 'love' type, but I'm not stupid. Love is what you feel when
there isn't anything else. No doubt, no shyness, no restlessness. Why do you
think I haven't settled down yet? I haven't felt like the whole world goes away
when I'm with someone."


"I'm writing that down," Lexi said.
"You're saying that at my wedding."


"But I was planning on doing all sorts of
jokes about your short skirts," Jasmine said.


Lexi shoved our friend, and the two broke into
a fit of giggles. It felt good to laugh and joke, but I was too stunned by what
Jasmine had said. 


It was true. I loved Ford.


"Sorry, ladies, but I have to go," I
said. I stood up and sloshed our coffees.


"Oh, I'm sorry, Clarity. Am I talking
about the wedding too much? I promise we can talk all about your father's new
art retreat." Lexi reached to catch my hand.


Jasmine swatted Lexi's hand away. "Can't
you see the girl's had a major revelation? Bet she's going to see that Mr.
Bauer down at The Mirror. I bet she's going to tell him she loves him."


I took a deep breath and tried to look
dignified. "Maybe. First, I better get him a coffee."


Thomas opened The Mirror office doors for me
when I arrived. The short story was tucked under my arm, and two coffees
balanced precariously in my hand as I reached for the door handle. I didn't
want his help, but it was obvious I needed it.


"Thanks, Thomas. Good to see you. I heard
you got a job working down here," I said.


"I'm surprised we haven't bumped into
each other before," Thomas said.


I felt the slide of unease and wondered if he
had gotten the job just to be near me again. Since leaving journalism, I hadn't
had to deflect Thomas' uncomfortable adoration every day. Ford had pointed it
out to me how my classmate pined for me. He had tried to use it to build up my
confidence, but it just made me feel bad. I didn't love Thomas the way he loved
me.


Then I saw Ford, and I realized I was right
not to lead Thomas on. When it was the real thing, real love, there was no room
for doubt.


Ford was on the phone in his fishbowl office.
Despite the office using the latest technology, his desk was covered in mounds
of paper. Ford waved a notepad around as he discussed something quite loudly
with the person on the phone.


"He's a good boss," Thomas said.
"Much more demanding and on the ball than when he was a professor. But I
guess I don't have to tell you he's a different man nowadays."


"Different? How?" I asked.


Thomas gave a sad smile. "Isn't it
obvious? He's in love. Once he left campus, and you two were able to be
together, he turned into a completely different person. He's driven, he's
ambitious, and I bet he's doing it all for you."


I looked at my lovelorn classmate and caught a
glimpse of a young woman staring at us. She wore the same tirelessly hopeful
expression that Thomas used to turn on me. "Who's that?" I asked.


"Mindy," Thomas said. His whole face
brightened. "I've been thinking about asking her out."


"Then don't hesitate," I said.
"There's no room for doubt when it's love."


Thomas grinned and spun back through the maze
of desks to join Mindy by the copier. Within seconds, they were both laughing
about something, and the look on their faces buoyed my courage. 


I turned back and caught Ford watching me
through the glass walls of his office. His words, his hands, the whole
passionate morning crashed over me, and for a moment, I couldn't move. Then he
gestured for me to join him, and my feet moved so fast I felt like I was
flying.


"Wow, you're in a rush," Ford said
as I burst in his office door and skidded to a stop. "What's the good
news?"


I couldn't get the words to form or my mouth
to work. Instead, I asked, "Is everything alright? That looked like a
pretty heated phone exchange."


Ford chuckled and handed me a slip of paper.
On it was nothing but an astronomical sum. "Barton is trying to buy The
Mirror again."


"That's awful. Why are you smiling?"
I asked.


Ford shrugged and plucked the coffee cups from
my hands. "I take it as a compliment. It's weird, but ever since I
confronted him on the golf course, I feel like he respects me. These offers are
a sign of respect, like he's proud of me."


"Or he's trying to con you like Tailor
did my father," I said.


"Don't worry, I'm a cautious guy,"
Ford said.


"Are you? Because I've been feeling
lately like I'm too cautious, and you're the one that's willing to go out on a
limb." My throat dried up and so did my words.


Ford arched a dark eyebrow at me. I had his
full attention now. "What are you talking about?" he asked.


An intern saved me by standing at the glass
door and waving a stack of proofs. "Sorry to interrupt, Ford, but these
need approval before we can let everything go live."


"Oh goodness, that's right. You're under
deadline. I'm not the only one that's under deadline. Sorry!" I stepped
out of the way.


Ford caught me under the chin as he passed out
the door. "I'll be right back. Then you have to tell me what's on your
mind."


I watched him march up and down the rows of
desks. Ford knew everyone by name, and he insisted they call him by his first
name. The mix of familiarity and authority he gave off set his whole staff at
ease. They worked hard for him. They respected him. They loved him.


Suddenly the words welled up, and I could barely
contain myself. I felt like shouting it out his office door. The thought of
interrupting the newspaper with a headline of my own was tempting but
terrifying. 


Ford saw me shifting from foot to foot in his
office door. He initialed the stack of proofs without taking his eyes off me
and then dropped the papers on the intern's desk. He marched clear across the
floor and swept back into his office.


This time I was ready for the tsunami. "I
love you," I said.


He stopped in the doorway and held on to the
frame for support. Then Ford looked around as if he'd been dazed with something
heavy. When his eyes focused back on me, I said it again.


"I love you, Ford."


This time, he was at a loss for words, but
there was no doubt how he took the news. Ford strode across the office and
swept me up in his arms. We spun three times before he pulled me to him, and in
front of the entire Mirror staff, we kissed as if the world had faded away.


The raucous cheer that met our ears was enough
of a reminder.


"The walls are glass, aren't they?"
Ford asked. His face was still a mix of wonder and relief. "Everyone saw
everything."


"Isn't it great?" I asked. "We
don't have to worry about who sees us or not."


Ford brushed his lips against mine again.
"Because we're just two people in love."


"Yes," I laughed. Then I unhooked my
arms from around his neck. "But you are also the person under deadline
and, trust me, I know how that feels."


Ford spun away with a hundred last-minute
things to do, but he stopped at the door and circled back to me. "You came
all the way to my office just to tell me you love me?"


"Yes. I didn't say it this morning, and I
didn't know why."


He stopped, and his face sobered. "Why
didn't you?"


I reached up and brushed a hand over his
cheek. The caress drew the scent of his aftershave to my senses, and I was
dizzy with happiness. "I've never been in love before," I confessed.


Ford laughed and scooped me back into his
arms. "Then I've never been in love before either because I've never felt
like this before."


"Like what?" I asked with a
challenge in my eyes.


This time, it didn't matter that the walls
were glass. When our lips met it felt like time stood still. Outside, the
office worked at a frantic pace, but for just a moment longer, there was only
Ford and I in the world. 


I thought of Lexi and her engagement ring,
Jasmine and her new romance, and my father finally with his dream artist. The
world slowly came back, but I welcomed each part of it. The people around us
had seen it from the very beginning, and Ford and I had just caught up. It felt
good to finally know what everyone had realized long before us.


"Please wait right here. Jackson didn't
give you any homework, did he?" Ford asked.


"Just a few new comments, but nothing I
have to do this weekend." I waved the short story pages.


Ford frowned at all the red marks. "I
thought he liked it."


I smiled. "Professor Rumsfeld gives great
feedback. And my story was very well received in class."


"So? Is it the one?" Ford asked.


It felt like sunlight spreading across my
chest. Everything felt right. "Yes, I think it's the one."


Ford kissed me again. "I'm so proud of
you, Clarity. You're going to do it, right?"


"Yes, I'm entering the contest. There's
no predicting if the judges will like it but—"


"But if you win, you'll be on your way to
getting published at the same time as you graduate from Landsman College."
Ford grinned and squeezed both my hands. "That's a reason to celebrate if
I ever heard one."


"I've heard one better," I said.


Ford pulled my hands to his lips. "Tell
me again."


"I love you, and you love me. That's the
only reason I want to celebrate." 


An alarm clock sounded on the floor, and all
the newspaper staff members jumped up from their desk. A big monitor on the far
wall flickered to life, and the IT staff fluttered around getting the last-minute
codes in place.


Ford looked from the newspaper floor, poised
to publish, and then back to me.


"Go on; I don't mind waiting," I
said. 


"Put that in the top drawer of my desk.
It locks, and it will still be here when we get back."


"Get back?" I asked.


"Sorry, I have to go take care of
this," Ford slipped onto the floor and took care of the final details
before he could publish the new online edition of The Mirror.


I took a seat at his desk and unlocked the
drawer he suggested. Once my short story was inside, I sat back and took a
moment to breathe. It was impossible to not want everything all at once. Then I
thought about how far we'd come. From strangers at my father's party, to a
student and professor, to journalists fighting against a well-funded enemy. 


"What's that look?" Ford asked when
he returned.


"Life just keeps getting better and
better with you," I said.


Ford sat on the corner of the desk and tapped
the locked drawer. "Listen, Clarity, I understand if you want to spend the
weekend working on your short story. It's a huge deal. When you win the
contest, you'll have the chance to find an agent or a publisher."


I shook my head. "I'm not in it for the
money or the accolades," I said.


"Those things are important," Ford
said.


I leaned back in his office chair and fixed
him with a sharp look. "This coming from the man that is currently missing
his own awards reception at Landsman College."


"It's only for being a good example. They
don't expect me to actually show up to receive it," Ford joked.


I crossed my arms. "I thought we had fun
the last time we were dressed up and on campus."


He smiled at the memory of me in my formal,
black dress. "Well, we could go and do that, but I really had something
else in mind."


"Do I have to remind you again that these
walls are glass?" I joked.


Ford grinned and stood up. He held out both
hands and pulled me to my feet. "Nah, I don't have to hide this from my
staff because they covered for me while I went home and got everything
packed."


His intern lugged two suitcases to the office
door and dropped them off with a jaunty salute. 


I looked from the suitcases to Ford in
surprise. "What's this?"


"This," Ford said, taking my arm and
gathering up the suitcases in his other hand. "Is me taking you away on a
road trip."


We went out the office doors and found his car
waiting at the curb. 


"A road trip?" I asked with tears of
joy. "I hope it has plenty of detours."

















 

EPILOGUE



 

"It's okay to admit if you're lost,"
I said.


Ford scowled and tightened his grip on the
steering wheel. I'd never seen him so tense on a road trip. He pushed the
accelerator down and seemed determined to beat the clouds to the horizon.


"I'm not lost, I'm just trying to find
something special," Ford said between clenched teeth.


"Hey," I joked, "I thought I
was your something special."


Ford's jaw relaxed a little. "You're
something else, that's for sure. I was just hoping to catch a good sunset
before we have to get back to town. Hang on!" He pulled hard on the wheel,
and we skidded into the gravel parking lot of a scenic overlook.


I laughed. "This is the same exact
overlook you brought me to two years ago. Remember? We finally left on our
first road trip, and we stopped here to enjoy the sunset."


Ford leaned back in the driver's seat and
shrugged. "Really? I can't quite remember. That was two years and two
dozen adventures ago."


"Come on, was the book tour really that
bad?" I asked.


"Twelve cities in ten days? No." He
reached over and squeezed my knee. "I loved every minute of it."


"You're just anxious to get back to The
Mirror and dive back into work," I concluded. "I get it. When you
find the work you love, it's hard to be away from it."


"I think people say that about people
more often than work," Ford chuckled.


"So, I'm ambitious. I thought you loved
that about me. Besides, I'm not the one under deadline at the moment. Don't you
have the first fall publication due out at the end of the week?" I asked.


Ford shifted in his car seat and smiled softly
at me. "That's right. It's almost Thanksgiving. It's almost exactly the
day that I first met you."


I grinned. "Remember what we talked
about?"


"I remember you telling me about the
headline game you liked to play. How about this one: Couple Misses Stunning
Sunset, Stuck in Car."


I laughed and reached for my door handle. Ford
jumped out and ran around to open the car door for me. "Here's one for
you: Exhausted Editor Fills Empty Spaces with Headlines."


Ford laughed and pulled me out to the scenic
overlook. The sun was still warm as it nudged against the horizon. Still, there
was chill sent to the air that meant autumn was on its way. It was my favorite
season, especially when Thanksgiving was only a few weeks away.


"Did I tell you that my father and Polly
will be home from Cuba in time for Thanksgiving?" I asked.


"I know. Your father mentioned it when I
talked to him the other day." Ford popped his mouth shut and admired the
sunset with a sudden keen interest.


"Oh, no, what are you and my father
planning now?" I asked. "I can just imagine the headline: Men Plan
Elaborate Feast, Use Every Dish in the Kitchen."


I laughed at my own joke and turned, but Ford
was gone. 


He was down on one knee. The sky streaked with
reds and golds as he reached for my hand. "I have one last headline for
you: Will you marry me?"


I dropped to my knees and kissed Ford a dozen
times over before I took a breath and said, "Yes. And you can quote me on
that."


Click here to continue to my next book.
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BILLIONAIRE IN REHAB PART I



 

Chapter
One


Cassidy



 

“This is our dining area. You should
come out here for all your meals,” Ronald March was saying as he brought the
new guy around the facility. 


I had seen enough tours of our
swanky Aspen drug and alcohol rehabilitation center that I could probably have
given the tour myself if I had to. Mr. March was dressed in a custom-tailored
suit and looked more like a celebrity stylist than the manager of a drug rehab
center. But then again, our drug rehab center wasn’t exactly like the ones you
would see on television. 


My heart flipped as I looked at the
man Mr. March was giving a tour to. My initial thought was that he must be
famous. His deeply-tanned skin was covered with a scruffy beard, and he was
wearing a winter beanie hat that probably cost more than I earned in a week. 


A guy like that showing up at our
treatment center wasn’t all that unusual. We were a high-end facility that cost
a lot of money. But what caught me about this guy was his general level of
casualness. He seemed comfortable in our facility, more like he was on a tour
of a candy factory than a drug and alcohol treatment facility. I had to wonder
if he was even the patient or perhaps instead he was the agent to someone
famous. That wouldn’t be unusual. 


But no, Mr. March had said “you”
when he talked about where to eat, so the man must be a new patient. Secretly,
I was happy to have such a handsome guy around; it was fun to have a little eye
candy when we were busy working such long shifts. 


The whole room paused and watched as
the two men made their way through the dining area. It was an open area with
several tables, each seating two or four people. Most of the patients were
already out of the rooms and waiting for their meals; watching a new patient
get his orientation was something to keep them busy with while they waited. 


People paid thousands of dollars to
hide away at Paradise Peak. Many of our clients were famous actors, musicians,
and children of the rich. So, I wasn’t exactly surprised at my physical
reaction to seeing the man. Hot guys were just as susceptible to addition as
ugly guys were. 


But there was something different
about this one, something in his eyes that seemed genuinely lost. At Paradise
Peak, people had the opportunity to work on mental health issues, drug issues,
and alcohol issues – and many people had them all. Some celebrities even came
to spend a week and just get away from all the people trying to control their
lives. 


“Hi, Brad, are you ready for some
delicious stuffed chicken?” I asked as I brought a tray over to one of my
patients for the day. 


“What’s it stuffed with?” 


“I don’t know.” I laughed. 


“I don’t eat things if I don’t know
what they are stuffed with. Come back when you know what’s in it.”


Brad seemed like he had Asperger’s
syndrome or some form of autism that had never officially been diagnosed.
Although, his behavior could have been from being spoiled all his life just as
easily as it could have been an official disorder. 


“Sure thing; how about I leave the
applesauce and salad for you right now, and I’ll bring the rest back after I
talk to the cook? Will that work?”


“Whatever.”


Brad Hanson was a musician and child
celebrity who had frequented Paradise Peak for as long as I had worked there.
Over the two years I had known him, I witnessed just what addiction could do to
a man, and it made me so sad. Brad was forty-two years old and all alone. In
his prime, he had been in a boy band that had been very popular in the ’90s,
but in recent years, cocaine had taken over his life. He had also been part of
a sitcom that ran for many years after his band broke up. All that happened
before he turned twenty-five. 


Most of the other technicians that
worked on my unit didn’t like to deal with Brad, so inevitably I ended up
caring for him whenever I worked. 


As a technician, my job was to make
the stay more comfortable for our patients. Sometimes I called them clients,
and sometimes Mr. March asked us to call people our guests. But it didn’t
matter what people were called, they were at our facility to deal with their
demons and hopefully get better during their time with us. 


Brad was rude and often mean, but
there was an honesty to him that hit home with me. I didn’t mind his attitude
and found him quite enjoyable when he sobered up and got to the end of his
stays at our facility. 


Nothing much usually bothered me
while I was at work. I didn’t take insults personally, and I was patient with
people and knew that they would eventually become friendlier. 


Drugs and alcohol had a way of
changing how someone dealt with life and the people in it. So, when a patient
arrived who had to go through detox and withdrawals, I felt it was my
responsibility to make that process as comfortable as possible. Trust me, they
were going to go through enough pain and uncomfortable feelings; they didn’t
need me to have an attitude with them, as well. 


“Is Brad giving you a hard time?”
Kaitlin asked as I returned to the back room with the tray of food. “I don’t
know why you even try with that guy. He’s never nice.”


“Oh, you know Brad. I need to go
talk to Chef Alexander and find out what the chicken is stuffed with before
Brad will eat it.”


“Just give it to me. I’ll tell him
what it’s stuffed with,” Kaitlin said as she reached for the tray. 


“It’s fine. I don’t mind going and
finding out. It will make him feel better, and that’s all that matters.”


“You’re way too nice to him. He’s a
drug seeker who’s not interested in getting better. I don’t know why you baby
him like you do. He’s not even nice to you.” 


Brad wasn’t a drug seeker in my
eyes, though. To me, he was just an addict who didn’t know how to cope with
even the simplest of things in his life. He had popped a pill or drank some
alcohol anytime he felt bad for as long as he could remember; it was going to
take some time for him to truly learn new coping skills. 


“I’ll be right back,” I said as I
headed down the hallway. “Can you start handing out the other trays, please?”


“I guess. But if they don’t like it,
that’s just too bad.”


Kaitlin was a nurse at Paradise Peak
and one of my best friends. As a nurse, she was responsible for ensuring
everyone’s medications were correct and administering them throughout her
shift. She liked to pretend like she wasn’t compassionate, but I knew that deep
down, she cared a lot for our patients. Tough love was just as important as
empathy, and Kaitlin’s value was seen just as much as mine by Mr. March. 


“Cassidy,” I heard Mr. March say as
I walked into the kitchen. 


“Yes.”


“This is Erik. He’s going to be
staying in room eight; he’s a vegan,” Mr. March said as he looked at Erik to
confirm. “It’s vegan, right? Not vegetarian.”


“Yeah,” Erik said as he totally
ignored me and looked out the window at the snow-capped mountains. 


His eyes seemed glazed over, and I
suspected he was coming down off of a pretty major drug or alcohol binge.
Whatever landed him in our facility had probably only happened a few hours
before, or he had used before arriving. 


It was very common for people to try
and curb their withdrawal by thinking that one last sip or hit would make them
feel better. I felt bad for the guy; he was about to have a pretty horrible
couple of days as his body got rid of the drugs he had taken and the
withdrawals began. 


“I’ll try to remember, but you might
have to remind me sometimes,” I said as I reached my hand out to shake his. 


I smiled and tenderly looked at him
to offer my support. I always made sure new patients knew they could count on
me to make their stay as comfortable as possible. It was my job, but I also
really enjoyed helping people. 


“Just remember. Let’s not make
excuses for why you can’t do your job,” he said curtly and walked away from the
two of us. 


I opened my eyes large and looked at
Mr. March; he knew that look and just shrugged his shoulders in response. 


This new patient seemed to have a
pretty big chip on his shoulder. I had to wonder what he was there for. My
guess was drugs – he seemed pretty strung out. He looked like a spoiled rich
kid whose father probably sent him to our facility to straighten up before he
was handed the reins of some multi-billion-dollar company. Those guys were the
hardest to take care of because they expected so much and put in so little. 


Rich, spoiled kids were used to
getting exactly what they wanted without having to be polite or work at all.
Even when they became addicted to drugs, they expected that just coming to a
rehab facility would cure them. Actually doing the work and learning about
their addiction wasn’t really what they wanted. Those kids wanted a quick fix
and someone to blame when it didn’t work out. 


“I suppose he’s going to by my
patient?” 


“Cassidy, you’re so good with the
tough cases. We are lucky to have you. You know, I just submitted your name for
employee of the month.”


Nothing Mr. March could say would
make it easier to work with a difficult patient. But normally, I could just put
their words aside and see that they were sick and needed some loving attention.
I already suspected that was going to be more difficult with this man. 


My job was to be nice to the
patients. I didn’t do therapy sessions. I didn’t give them their medications.
My whole purpose for being with the patients was to make their life better
while they were in our care. Sometimes that meant walking with them. Other
times, it might mean getting them a different meal. It didn’t matter to me, as
long as what I was doing would help them. 


“Mr. March, we don’t even have an
employee of the month program. It’s just you typing up a certificate for me,” I
said with a wry smile. 


It was a little joke that Mr. March
had with all the staff when he needed something done that no one wanted to do.
We were a small facility and it wasn’t reasonable to even do an employee of the
month program; everyone worked hard and everyone got recognized for their work
on a pretty consistent basis. But our recognition usually came in letting us
leave early, or Mr. March might buy pizza for the staff; it was a nice gesture
at least. 


“But I would give you employee of
the month if we had a program,” he said as he patted me on the back. 


“Thanks, I think.” I laughed. “Now,
I need to go get Alexander’s recipe for this chicken so I can convince Brad to
eat it.”


“See, that’s the kind of thing that
just goes so far above what others do. And everyone else does a pretty
fantastic job, too.”


“I know, I know, I’m employee of the
month.”


I started to walk away, hoping Mr.
March was done with me. But there was one thing that I knew he was going to
comment on. I cringed as I heard him start to talk to me and hoped he wouldn’t
write me up for my blatant refusal to follow this one rule. 


“Let’s take it out before anyone
else sees it, please, Cassidy.”


“Mr. March, it’s so much work to take
in and out. I really don’t understand why I can’t keep it in. Just because the
patients need their piercings out doesn’t mean I should have to take mine out.”


“No unusual piercings are allowed;
you know the rules. If the patients have to take theirs out, so do you.”


“What unusual piercings do you
have?” the new patient, Erik, asked as he rejoined the conversation and
suddenly seemed very interested in me. 


For the first time, Erik looked me
dead in the eyes. I felt my body warm at his attention. Not because I wanted
him to like me or anything like that. But his deep, brown eyes penetrated me.
They looked so far into my soul that I felt the need to take a step backwards
as I reeled and tried to figure out if I should respond to his question. 


I looked at Erik and then at Mr.
March and didn’t open my mouth to respond. My tongue piercing had been a fun
little excursion when I went to Vegas for my twenty-first birthday. I had been
so drunk that I almost married a complete stranger, and only by vomiting on the
man had I been saved from that horrible mistake. The next morning, I woke up
with my tongue pierced. I could have taken it out and my hole would have
healed, but I liked keeping it as a reminder of my past and all the changes I
had made. 


“Let’s go look at the pool area,”
Mr. March said in an effort to distract the new patient. “We have a spectacular
pool, hot tub, and sauna. All visits need to be with staff for your safety,” he
continued as he guided the man out of the kitchen. 


“Clit, nipples, tongue; which is
it?” Erik boldly asked just before turning the corner and grinning at me while
he waited for my response. 


“What?” I said in total shock. 


“Where’s your piercing?” 


I burst into laughter at his bold
question. Erik was a handsome man with a bit of an attitude, but everyone had
an attitude when they arrived at our facility. His smile would certainly stick
in my mind for the rest of that evening, though. His half wink and brilliant
white teeth mesmerized me and gave me a shot of adrenaline. For a man with such
an attitude, he sure did seem to be flirting with me. 


“Let’s go,” Mr. March said without
giving me time to answer. 


Mr. March put his hand on Erik’s
elbow and guided him out of the room and toward the pool area. Luckily for me,
I didn’t have to answer his question. The tour of our facility was quite
impressive and Mr. March was a pro at it. He showed guests the workout room,
the pool, the spa; he walked new patients around the grounds and looked up at
the mountains. Our treatment center was more like a resort than a hospital and
that was exactly why we got the rich and famous to send their loved ones to us.



“That one looks like trouble,”
Alexander said from behind me. 


“Yeah, I bet he won’t last a week.
Probably one of those rich, spoiled kids.”


“I think he’s that guy from Slap
142, that rock band?”


“I don’t know. But he’s not very
friendly, and he’s a vegetarian. Or wait, was it vegan? Garbage, I don’t
remember.”


“I’ll give him a bacon omelet
tomorrow and we can find out.” Alexander laughed. “Is it horrible that I enjoy
a bacon freak out so much?”


“No, don’t do that,” I begged. “At
least I’m not working tomorrow; I won’t have to deal with that disaster.
Speaking of disasters, Brad would like to know what the chicken’s stuffed with.
He’s not going to eat it unless he knows.”


“Tell him it’s stuffed with my
soul,” Alexander joked. “Or mozzarella, whichever sounds more appropriate.”


Poor Alexander had been stuck
working at Paradise Peak for the last six months. He was an
internationally-acclaimed chef who had run his own restaurant in Paris for two
years before he got caught with drug paraphernalia on a trip to Miami. Luckily,
his lawyer had brokered a plea agreement and found him a position at Paradise
Peak for his year of probation. 


I knew he hated it with us, but he
was the best chef we had ever had, and despite Brad’s pickiness, Alexander
delivered top-tier food. Probably better than any other rehab facility in the
country. 


“I’ll tell him it’s mozzarella,” I
replied. 


After serving Brad his mozzarella-filled
chicken, I finished getting everyone started on their meals before leaning
against the nurses’ counter to talk with Kaitlin. It was our normal afternoon
routine and a short bit of semi-solitude while the patients enjoyed their
meals. 


“That new guy seems like a giant
jerk,” I said. 


“A hot one.”


“Well, I don’t think looks have a
bearing on someone’s jerk rating. Mr. March told me to take my tongue
piercing out again; what is the probability I can get him to forget about that
dang rule?” 


“Cassidy, just take it out. It’s not
like you’re giving blowjobs here and need to impress your boyfriend with it.
Oh, wait, you haven’t had a boyfriend in two years.” She dramatically laughed. 


It was the truth, and I hated when
Kaitlin brought it up. I had purposely been avoiding men since getting sober
myself. I could have dated any number of guys if I wanted to, but I didn’t. I
was single and very happy. But she just drove me nuts when she teased me about
it. 


Most guys my age drank, and it was
impossible to find a guy who didn’t want to go out to the clubs or drink at a
restaurant, and I just didn’t think I could handle that kind of pressure. I
hadn’t even gone out with my friends lately because I wasn’t confident enough
in my own ability to stay sober yet. 


“You’re just jealous because I could
have any man I wanted, down on his knees begging to have me,” I said to try and
get her riled up and then I turned toward the room to go back to work. 


Sure, when I turned around,
there was Mr. March and that new patient Erik standing right there. They
had both heard everything I had just said. Mr. March stood there with a
disastrous grimace on his face. 


“Do I have to get on my knees?” Erik
said and winked at me. 


My eyes got big, my face turned one
hundred shades of red, and I looked to Kaitlin to rescue me, but she just
turned around as she started to laugh. There was no way of avoiding the fact
that both Mr. March and this new patient had just heard me and I stood frozen
as I tried to figure out what the heck to do. 


Erik had a smirk on his face and
looked like he was devouring my body with his eyes. He was obviously one of
those confident guys who could get any woman he wanted, no matter how crude he
was. But that wasn’t going to work around here. He was at Paradise Peak for
treatment, not to get laid. 


But as I looked at him, I felt my
body warming. His tongue darted out and gently licked his lips as his eyes
moved up every inch of my body. He was taking in my curves and mentally saving
the pictures so he could think about me later: I just knew it. The pure
embarrassment of the moment was too much for me, and I finally gathered myself
enough to mumble something and then storm away from the two men.


Dang
him and that sexy-rear smile and winking! Dang that guy! 


















 

Chapter
Two


Erik



 

Maybe coming to a rehab center
wasn’t going to be as bad as I had originally thought it would be. This girl
was hot. It was a shame she had herself hidden away in the
middle-of-nowhere Colorado. I could see making the most out of my stay if I could
get the hot redhead naked and in my bed. Otherwise, the entire trip to Colorado
was shaping up to be a real downer. 


Women were my weakness, there was no
use denying it or even trying to pretend like I could control myself around
them. When a woman pressed up against me and told me she wanted me, that was
all it took to have her naked in my bed. I hadn’t had to chase after a woman
for years because they were happy to throw themselves at me whenever I needed
some company for a few hours. 


I never let women spend the night
unless my level of intoxication was so high that I fell asleep and totally
forgot they were in my bed. Otherwise, I either went home or they did. There
was no need to actually fall asleep with them if our fun was over, after all. 


Doing things that I didn’t want to
do certainly wasn’t in my normal repertoire. So, I had to make this trip out to
be something that I could make useful on some level. If that meant I was
spending time with a hot, young redhead, then that might just be motivation enough
for me. 


I didn’t really know why I let my
business partner, Spencer, talk me into coming to a drug rehab center. I didn’t
feel I had an issue with drugs. I liked to party. What red-blooded man with my
kind of money didn’t like to throw some parties? I might have gotten a little
out of hand at times, but certainly nothing that required a treatment facility.



My only purpose for going to that
Godforsaken place was to get away from the media for a few weeks and clean up
my act so we could invest in a new movie studio. The financial backers had
expressed concerns about my constant partying, and despite me adamantly
refusing that I had a problem, they weren’t interested in letting us in on the
deal unless I was more stable. 


So, after a little research, Spencer
came up with Paradise Peak. It was far enough away from my world in San
Francisco, but at the same time, it was a very well put together facility. The
grounds were immaculate, even though it was the middle of winter. I loved that
I would have access to everything I needed right at my fingertips. 


Sure, I wanted to get better. Or
whatever it was my friends thought I needed. But I didn’t need some
hole-in-the-wall treatment center that didn’t even have a pool. This place had
a pool, fitness center, yoga, and tons of other exercises and activities. 


“It’s more like a resort than a
rehab center, Erik. Trust me, it’s going to be so relaxing. You can sleep all
day, swim in the afternoons, get massages, and just totally relax.”


I could already tell that Spencer
had just tried to fluff up the place and what I would have to do there. Group
sessions, individual therapy sessions, interacting with my peers – it all
sounded horrible and I already wanted to leave. I didn’t blame him, though;
Spencer had always been a good friend to me and only interested in pushing me
toward being a better person. 


I turned my attention to the
beautiful redhead. After catching her in the midst of a risqué conversation
with her friend, I felt like I had the upper hand in our little cat-and-mouse
game. I still wanted to know where that piercing of hers was, although I
suspected it was in her tongue or her boss wouldn’t have mentioned it. But
hell, it was fun to think about all the other locations that she could have
pierced. 


“No, don’t get on your knees,” she
said as her face turned brilliant red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry; I need to
go.” 


“Wait, what was your name again?” I
asked. 


But it was too late; she had already
taken off down the hallway and wasn’t looking back. For a wild child, this girl
seemed to be pretty shy. It was fun, though. I liked how embarrassed she had
gotten from my remark. Her cheeks had flushed red and her pretty, blue eyes had
glazed over as she tried to think of something to say in the situation. I
couldn’t wait until the next time I saw her and could bring up the moment, just
to get her to blush. 


The women that typically hit on me
were full of confidence and didn’t get embarrassed. They would show up at my
parties with the sole purpose of getting into my bed. Certainly, they weren’t
embarrassed then if I made a comment about their bodies, or even joked with
them about sexual things. Those girls wanted to wow me with how open they were
and how much they thought a night with them would make me addicted to them.
Little did they know that every girl before them had pretty much done the same
thing. 


It had been a very long time since I
had been around a woman who had turned red faced and shy. I liked it. I liked
feeling like there was something special and different about this girl –
something that might keep me interested, at least while I was at the treatment
facility. Women bored me easily, at least the ones who I spent time around
normally. 


“Her name is Cassidy,” the nurse
behind the counter said. 


“Thanks.”


“Mr. Levy, let me get you settled
into your room,” Mr. March said as he tried to guide me away from the nurses’
station. 


It wasn’t worth arguing with the
man, so I followed him toward my room. My one suitcase had already been dropped
off there and it looked like someone had gone through my things. There was a
clear bag sitting next to my suitcase and several items from my suitcase had
been placed in there. 


“What’s this?” I asked as I tried to
keep my temper in check. “You just go through people’s things like that?”


It was then that I noticed there was
a security guard standing in the corner; he seemed to have been waiting for us
to arrive. He wasn’t all that big of a man, but he certainly didn’t look like
the kind of guy you wanted to mess with. 


I had often hired men like him to
work at my parties. They looked like normal guys, but had fierce skills in
protecting the people they were hired to keep safe. I assumed he was probably
an ex-police officer or something like that. He had that firm, unemotional look
about him that intimidated me. But of course, I couldn’t let on that I cared
who he was at all. 


“Mr. March, I found about two grams
of cocaine, a small bag of marijuana, cigarettes, and ten shot-sized containers
of alcohol. Also removed the shoelaces, belts, and hoodies strings from all the
clothing.”


“What the heck!” I yelled as I
looked between the two men. 


I wasn’t getting my drugs back and I
knew it. But my desperation took over in the moment. They were taking away my
lifeline. I certainly hadn’t expected to use my drugs very much, just enough to
keep focused and help make it through the first few days. But they were ruining
all my plans. 


“Mr. Levy, you’re here to get help
and so is everyone else. We can’t have these substances in the facility,” Mr.
March explained. 


“What about my dang shoelaces? How
am I supposed to go for a run?”


“Mr. Levy, for the safety of
yourself and all the others on the unit, we can’t have any items that are
dangerous and potentially lethal to a suicidal patient.”


I understood the reasoning; it’s not
like I was a total idiot or anything, I just hated the feeling of being told
what to do. I had never really done well under authority, but I had promised
Spencer I didn’t have a problem. If I threw a fit and left after only an hour,
I surely couldn’t convince anyone that I had control over my behavior. 


It took everything I had inside of
me to keep from turning into a giant jerk though. They didn’t know me well
enough to be stealing all my things. They didn’t know that I would never harm
myself, at least not on purpose. As I took a few deep breaths, I knew that I
couldn’t stay if I didn’t calm down. People who acted like out of control
maniacs weren’t looked at all that kindly. So, I finally breathed out a long
sigh as I gave in to them. 


“Fine.” 


“Mr. Levy, I’ll have one of the
staff get you some elastics for your shoes. They are quite ingenious, actually.
Hold your shoes together and you don’t have to tie them at all.” 


“Whatever. Can I have some time to
myself now?” 


“Sure, Officer Pinter and I will
head out for now. Please let the nurses or your unit technician know if you
need anything. We will do our best to make you as comfortable as possible.” 


“Sure you will.”


There was nothing about this
situation that seemed like it was going to be comfortable. Although I didn’t
have a problem with drugs or alcohol, I had become pretty accustomed to using
both on a daily basis. I had only brought a small supply so I could wean myself
off of the stuff and wouldn’t have to go through difficult withdrawals. 


They didn’t understand how hard it
would be to just stop cold turkey, or they didn’t care. I wasn’t trying to keep
using forever; I simply wanted a tapering off period. After my hospital stay, I
knew I couldn’t go more than a couple days without a little something. But if I
just used a tiny bit over the first few weeks, I knew the withdrawals would be
so much more tolerable. 


“Wait, where is the door to
my room?” I hollered after the two men. 


Everyone in the main area looked at
me. I looked around and noticed only a few of the rooms actually had doors on
them. They couldn’t even offer patients the privacy of having doors on their
rooms. Why was I paying such an enormous amount of money for a
treatment program that couldn’t even afford doors? 


“You can earn a room with a door
once you’ve finished detoxing and attended groups as scheduled. Your therapist
and doctor will recommend the room change when they feel you can be safe.” 


“What the heck!” 


I turned and went back into my room
and threw my suitcase off the bed and onto the floor. That action felt so good
that I continued to grab anything I could and throw it around the room. I threw
the blankets. I threw the pillows. Then, I grabbed the weird, orb-shaped lamp
that didn’t have a cord and threw that. I had expected it to break, but
instead, it bounced off the ground and made a loud thud. 


“Everything all right in here?” the
nurse came and asked as she stood in the doorway. 


“What is that made of?” 


“It’s just a plastic,
battery-powered lamp. It’s not breakable.”


“Well, that’s nasty.”


She laughed and came in to help me
pick up the mess I had made. It was nice of her, so I didn’t yell at her or
continue my little tirade. In fact, I started to feel pretty nasty for
throwing a tantrum at all. This was exactly the person I didn’t want to be. 


“What’s your name?” I asked as we
started to make the bed. 


“Kaitlin.”


“You are friends with the redheaded
nurse?”


“She’s not a nurse. Cassidy is a
technician on the unit.”


“What’s that mean?”


“She helps the nurses, she helps the
patients, and she’s a nice person. Don’t be a jerk to her or I’ll kick your
rear.” 


“Ha, all right then.”


This Kaitlin girl was a woman I
could get along with. I appreciated anyone who didn’t give me trash. My
whole life was filled with people telling me what I wanted to hear and pretty
much sucking up to me all the time. There were very few people that I could
trust to tell me the truth. 


As we finished putting my room back
together, Kaitlin left me alone to contemplate what I had done. The stark walls
and calmness in the building weren’t at all what I was used to being around. It
didn’t make me feel calm at all – in fact, I felt anything but calm. My life
had been mine for way too long to feel comfortable giving up everything to
strangers. 


My anxiety was reeling, and I felt
like I could hardly catch my breath. Why the heck I had decided to check into a
dang treatment center was beyond what I could figure out. I didn’t care that
much about what other people thought of me. I had just sold a
$200-million-dollar tech company; I deserved to party and have some fun. 


It wasn’t like Spencer hadn’t been
partying, too. He had come to a couple of the same events I had, and although
he left earlier than I did, he had been drinking more than me by far. It was
the drugs that had him worried about me. But it wasn’t like I was snorting my
life away. A couple of lines here or there, a couple joints to calm my nerves
and help me sleep, a couple drinks to wash it all down. I wasn’t a druggie…I
was just a young guy celebrating the amazing life I had. 


Two days prior had been the end of
the fun, though. After a full night of partying, I had decided to go for a swim
in my new pool. Well, it wasn’t just a new pool; I had purchased another
mansion in the hills of San Francisco. Spencer was angry that I had spent so
much money and said I wasn’t thinking and was being irresponsible. We fought.
He left. I went swimming. 


It was my money, and if I didn’t
like my first home, I had every right to buy a new one. It was my money. We
split the sale 50/50, and Spencer had done nothing but boring things with his
money, and I was sure that he was just jealous that I had been having fun with
mine. Parties, drinking, women, and drugs had been the bulk of my money, so
really, the idea that I had bought some more real estate should have been a
relief. But Spencer was pissed off, I had been pissed off, and the whole night
got totally out of control. 


The next thing I knew, I woke up in
the hospital with a tube down my throat. Spencer was by my side. He was a good
friend; I couldn’t deny that. He was angry as heck with me, but he still stayed
there with me. 


There weren’t many people in my life
that I could call friends. Even fewer who cared about where I had ended that
night. 


“You’re going to kill yourself,” he
had said to me. 


It wasn’t his words as much as it
was the single tear that fell from his cheek. My family didn’t even care about
me as much as that man did. We had been friends since college and more like
brothers than I was with my own flesh and blood. So, I agreed to the
treatment center. Not for me, but for him. So that I could show him I had
control over myself and what I was doing. 


I promised him sixty days in that
dang facility though. That didn’t at all seem possible to me. Sure, it was a
comfortable place to be. There was a spa, swimming, a workout gym, and it was
in the Colorado mountains. But I already felt like I was going crazy from the
silence and the rules. I really wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make it
very much longer than the first week. 


For the rest of the evening, I lay
in my bed and stared up at the ceiling. I was tired, but I couldn’t sleep. I
was restless, but I didn’t want to leave my room. This place didn’t feel like
home. Not that I really knew what a home felt like. 


“Are you hungry?” Cassidy asked as
she looked in the doorway. 


“Nope.”


“I’m getting ready to go home for
the evening. I’ll see you tomorrow. Try to get up and eat something in the
morning. It will help you feel better. And drink lots of water to combat the
withdrawals.” 


“I’ll be all right. I don’t use that
much. Shouldn’t have too bad of withdrawals. Have a good night.”


Even as I said the words, I didn’t
believe them. The truth was that I had brought the alcohol and drugs with me
because I knew the withdrawals could be bad. After two days in the hospital
from nearly drowning, I had started into full-blown withdrawals. I convinced
them that I was feeling well enough to leave, but the first thing I did while I
was packing to come to rehab was drink and snort a line. Even on the plane
to Aspen, I used; I had to make sure I got one last hit in before I arrived. 


By morning, I would be nauseous, sweating,
and agitated. But I had a plan. I would stick to my room. Sleep as much as
possible. Drink water and just hunker down and make it through the next two to
three days. Everything would be better once I made it through the initial days.



Or at least that was what I
expected. I really didn’t have that much experience because I always went back
to using before I could manage to get off of everything. 


Sure, I had gotten off of the drugs
before – well, the cocaine at least. While my company was in its prime, I was
just smoking marijuana at night to sleep and partying on the weekends. I had a
full week of working and not much time for partying at all. But after the
company sold, I found myself with as much time as I wanted on my hands. I had
so much money, there wasn’t a need to work ever again if I didn’t want to. But
I had nothing to do with myself. 


Spencer seemed to handle the freedom
of our company sale a little better than I did. Right away, he was out looking
for the next thing we could get into. He still came out to party on the
weekends, but all week, he stayed busy with business meetings and his family.
At least he had a family who loved him; I couldn’t say as much. He had a lot
more control over his life than I did, but he wasn’t having nearly as much fun
as I was. 


After losing my mother when I was
younger, I just never felt like I belonged with my father or brother. They ran
the family mortuary business and had planned on me coming in to help them. So,
when I went off to college, they put up with it but didn’t like it. 


Slowly, as the first year went by,
my father seemed to get more and more agitated with me when I would talk to
him. So, I stopped talking to him. Eventually, we had a huge argument over some
unknown thing, and my father said he didn’t know who I was. After that, our
conversations were minimal. 


My father expected I would fail and
come running home to him. But I didn’t fail. I got into California Polytechnic
State University, one of the best and most innovative schools on the West Coast.
I met Spencer, and together we came up with a new smart phone app that made
selling tickets to concerts easier than buying online. When Ticketmaster bought
us out for a cool $400 million, we split the funds and that was that. 


My father hadn’t talked to me in
over two years and my brother had barely managed a phone call on my birthday. I
wasn’t about to tell them about all of my success. If they couldn’t be there
for me when I was a simple, college student, I didn’t need them now that I was
rich. 


But, inevitably, the news had gotten
back to them. Newspaper articles in national papers had been shared by family
and friends. When my brother called me one afternoon, I was actually excited to
see his number pop up, until he started yelling.


“You couldn’t even be bothered to
tell us?”


“Tell you what?” I had played
stupid.


“That you are rich now.”


“I’m not rich.”


“You’re a selfish jerk,” Heath
had yelled into my ear. “You haven’t been home to see Dad in years and now you
have tons of money and no excuses, but you still won’t come. You deserve to
live a lonely and boring life.”


When we hung up, his words had
lingered in my mind, and it was the first time I threw a giant party. 


Spending thousands of dollars on a
party seemed like the right thing to do. I invited my friends from work, told
them they could invite their friends too, and before I knew it, my house party
was so outrageous that it was covered by the entertainment news in the area. 


Then I was famous. At least in San
Francisco. The pretty women started to show up at the parties, and with pretty
ladies came a whole new level of party. I bought more and more liquor. I tried
my first line of cocaine. 


Things got out of control really
quickly and I stopped thinking about or calling my family at all. If they
wanted to disown me with their behavior, I was fine with that. I didn’t need
them. I hadn’t even talked to them more than a half-dozen times in the previous
five years. I was over it; I could do it alone.

















 

Chapter
Three


Cassidy



 

“How was work?” my mom asked when I
got home. 


“The usual.”


“You know, we need help with the ski
rental area. You could always come do that if it’s too depressing out there at
the rehab place.” 


“It’s not depressing, Mom. I like it
there.”


“Honey, with your past, it just
seems like you might want to stay away from people who are like that,” my
father added. 


They meant well. I knew they loved
me and were only worried that I might get mixed up with a bad crowd of people
again. But it wasn’t going to happen. I loved my new, sober lifestyle, and I
had so many dreams for my future that certainly wouldn’t happen if I went back
to drinking. 


By the same token, I wasn’t about to
go work at the ski resort my parents managed. I needed time away from them each
day. Even a loving family could get annoying if you were around them
constantly. 


I liked working at Paradise Peak. It
wasn’t anything like the state-run facility that I had done my treatment in,
but the principles of the place were the same. Get yourself centered and make
your own wellbeing a priority. I tried not to judge the people who came to
Paradise Peak because they were used to having money and nice things. 


Coming to Paradise Peak took a lot
of guts for someone who had the money to buy anything they wanted. And in some respects,
I thought it was probably harder for them to be in rehab than it was for me. I
imagined that having a lot of money might actually complicate someone’s life
more than being poor did. 


I didn’t have newspapers reporting
on my every move. I didn’t have staff that depended on me for their salary and
family’s wellbeing. A celebrity, rock star, or even rich kid all had more
people counting on them than I did, and many times, less people who cared if
they did well. 


In the last two years, I had seen
some pretty skuzzy managers who even leaked the location where their celebrity
client was. They wanted the publicity for them. The managers wanted to keep
their celebrity clients in the news. It wasn’t a good way to live, that was for
sure. 


At least when I went through
treatment, I had my family by my side. They were angry with me for getting
myself into the situation I was in. But they loved me, and I saw that in their
eyes from the moment they visited me. 


Treatment would always be a place
where you had to take care of yourself and not worry about others. But it was a
lot easier to take care of yourself when you knew that people outside of those
walls loved and cared about you. I couldn’t imagine trying to get sober and not
having anyone outside of treatment that was rooting you on. 


“Whatever works for Cassidy is fine,
Bob,” my mother said. 


“Honey, you know I just worry about
you. I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you.” 


“I know, Daddy. But I’m taking care
of myself now. Nothing will happen to me.” 


My father worried about me like
crazy, but I couldn’t fault him for that. I couldn’t fault my mother for being
over protective, either. I had caused them to worry so much in my adult years.
Even though I had gotten my life back together in the last two years, the old
wounds were still very fresh for them. 


Alcohol was a difficult substance
for families to deal with. It was a legal substance that both my parents
partook in on occasional events. It wasn’t something that seemed dangerous to
have around the house. But I soon showed them. An addict can flip a family
upside down and only truly strong families make it to the other side of the
mess. 


“Are you going to your meeting
tonight?” Dad asked.


“Oh, garbage. Is it eight o’clock
already?” 


I jumped up and dashed to my car so
I could make it to my AA meeting at the local church. Alcoholics Anonymous was
one of the key ways I had stayed sober for the last two years. The people at my
meetings were all going through the same things as I had, and we supported each
other along our journeys. 


Alcoholics Anonymous wasn’t
something I had ever thought I would do. Even while I was going through
treatment, I had refused to attend the meetings we had at our facility. But as
soon as I got home, I realized I needed more help than my family was able to
provide. They loved me. They unconditionally loved me, but that didn’t mean
they understood what it was like to be an alcoholic. I had to find people to
talk to, and eventually, that landed me at AA meetings. 


“Nice of you to join us, Cassidy,”
Krysta, the head of our local AA meeting, said as I burst through the door
about ten minutes late. 


“Better late than never,” I said
with a smile. 


“Very true. We are glad you made
it.” 


My Monday night meeting was by far
my favorite. It seemed to have a lot more people in it and we all had gone
through so much together. Many of the people there had been sober for years
longer than I had. But there were new people there, as well. Monday was a
poplar meeting for people who only came to one meeting a week. They could come,
get their plan for the week, and focus on their sobriety. 


I preferred to go to two or three
meetings a week, but I was fairly new at the sobriety thing and really wanted
to make sure I was on the right path. I couldn’t afford to fall off the wagon.
I had a great job, my family was supportive, and I was applying to colleges. I
wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, but I knew I wanted to go to college
and get my degree. 


When it was my turn to talk, I was
about to pass, but then decided I wanted some feedback from the group. I didn’t
always speak up in my meetings. People weren’t my favorite, especially people
outside of my small group of friends and family. But over the previous months,
I had become more comfortable in my AA group and I had made more and more of an
effort to connect with the members in there. I was searching for more sober
friends. 


Kaitlin was a great person and she
never drank around me. But she still liked to drink and didn’t have an
addiction like I did. We struggled to find things to do because she always
wanted to go out dancing at a bar, and I couldn’t stand the idea of entering a
bar. We were working on it, though. She would come with me to do boring things,
like read books at the local bookstore, and I would go with her to horrible hot
yoga. 


“Hi. I’m Cassidy, and I’m an
alcoholic,” I said as I stood up.


“Hi, Cassidy,” the group replied. 


“I’ve applied to a couple colleges,
and I’m deadly afraid that I’ll get accepted. How on earth am I going to stay
sober on a college campus? They are filled with parties all the time.”


“You’ll find your support network,”
one younger man said. “When I started at the University of Colorado, the very
first thing I did was find all the local AA meetings. I also got myself an
individual counselor at the school. It was free of charge.”


“I also went to a counselor while I
was in college,” another woman said. 


“I’ve never been fond of the whole
talking about your problems thing,” I said. 


“Well, you need to get over that. If
you’re serious about your sobriety, you’ll suck it up and do whatever it
takes.”


“Thanks, guys,” I said as I sat back
down.


That was exactly why I loved coming
to my AA meetings. They were becoming friends who always had the best advice
for staying on the right path. Kaitlin couldn’t give me the advice I needed
sometimes because she hadn’t struggled with addiction like I had. She meant
well and I know she tried, but someone who hadn’t truly struggled with an
addiction had a hard time understanding how totally consuming it could be.


After my meeting, I always felt even
more committed to my sobriety and energized for the next few days. I was so
glad I had the support I did in my life. It was one of the things that helped
me be so compassionate towards the people at Paradise Peak. Having a good
support system was one of the most important things for anyone to stay sober. I
firmly believed that. 


Just as I had made it to my car and
was about to head home, my cell phone rang. I contemplated not answering it
when I saw that it was work. Tomorrow was supposed to be my day off, but the
only reason work would be calling me was because someone had called in sick. 


It was amazing to me how many sick
days some of my coworkers took. What was more amazing was that they still had
jobs, but then again, there weren’t all that many regulars that lived in Aspen
and weren’t working on the ski slopes or in the stores during the winter; Mr.
March probably couldn’t fire people because he needed the staff so much. 


“Hello,” I said as I winced in
anticipation of what Mr. March was going to say. 


“Can you work tomorrow?” Mr. March
asked without any preamble to his request. 


“Nope, I’m relaxing tomorrow. I’ve
worked the last seven days. Remember?”


“Cassidy, there’s no one else.”


“Why can’t Adam work?”


“His grandmother died.”


“His grandmother died six months
ago. He’s using that excuse again?” I exclaimed. 


I was just giving Mr. March a hard
time. I was going to work. Overtime pay was time and a half and it was almost
Christmas, so I liked to get a little extra cash for buying my friends and
family presents. 


Buying things had become my new
addiction. There was always something that replaced the old one. Some people
got into working out all the time. Some people started hobbies. Others had
affairs or got wrapped up in whole sex thing. I figured my little shopping
addiction was pretty safe. 


“I don’t know. Maybe this is another
grandmother.”


“It’s fine, I’ll work. Is Kaitlin on
my unit tomorrow?” 


“No, she’s needed on the secure
unit.”


Ugh. I hated working with the other
nurses, but I knew Kaitlin had to work the secure unit more than mine. The
secure unit was where patients who were suicidal normally stayed. Although we
had suicidal precautions throughout the facility, the secure unit had patients
who had so many mental health issues that they couldn’t be trusted to keep
themselves safe as they went through detox and treatment. 


We contracted with the state for
patients on that unit and sometimes took patients who had insurance, as well.
It was almost always full and most of our seasoned staff worked over there. I
personally didn’t work over there much because I didn’t have a license as a
therapist or a nurse, so only when we had a lot of patients did they have room
for me.


“Fine, but I’m not coming in before
eight.”


“That’s perfect. Thanks, Cassidy.” 


I groaned as I hung up the phone. My
plans for sleeping in and relaxing had totally been ruined. But at least I’d
get to earn some extra cash. I liked my work, and I mostly liked the people I
worked with. My co-workers were my friends and the only people besides Kaitlin
and my parents that I usually spent time with. 


Well, and the patients at Paradise
Peak. Some of them had become my friends, too. It was unusual for a doctor,
therapist, or nurse to become friends with patients. And they probably had a
lot of rules around their relationships, but I was assigned to talk to the
patients. My job was to spend time with them and let them talk to me and work
through their issues. I had to play board games, help them with their daily
tasks – I was their friend in the facility and often kept in touch with them
after they left. 


It was kind of cool to have people I
knew that were celebrities or singers, and wealthy. Most of our friendships
died off over the months after they left, but there were still a few people who
I kept in touch with over social media. 


Then I remembered that the new guy
would be there. The utter embarrassment I had when he overheard my conversation
with Kaitlin wasn’t anything I wanted to relive. He was a cocky jerk who seemed
a little too full of himself and not at all humbled by being admitted to our
facility. It wasn’t my ideal patient, but I could make it work out. 


But then again, he probably wouldn’t
last long and I would only have to deal with him for a few days. Guys like him
tended to give up when things got hard. And getting sober was harder than I had
ever imagined it would be. They came to our facility thinking that it would be
easy to give up all their drugs and alcohol. But nothing in life is easy. 


If you are used to drinking or using
when your emotions flare up, then when you take those substances away, your
emotions have to be dealt with. This was where the true treatment started.
Learning how to deal with all your feelings when you didn’t have a substance to
dull them was the hardest part about being sober. 


Certainly, I could put up with the
guy for a few days until he decided to give up and go back to his old life. I
remembered the first few days of my treatment. I had actually tried to leave
the hospital on several occasions, but luckily, a sweet nurse had talked me
into staying. 


Of course, I didn’t want the poor
guy to fail. I was just speaking from experience and the dozens who had come
before him and given up the second they had to actually do some work. 


When my family came to visit me that
first weekend, I had even tried to get them to let me come home. But luckily my
parents were tough and told me I wouldn’t be able to stay with them if I left
treatment. I didn’t appreciate their tough love at all in that moment, but by
the time I finished the treatment program, I was able to see just how much I
was loved. If I hadn’t been loved so darn much by them, it was highly likely I
wouldn’t even be alive. 


My drinking and partying had taken
over my life. I was depressed and didn’t give a garbage about anything that was
going on with myself or my family. My own father had had a heart attack and I
didn’t even go see him in the hospital. 


When I looked back at how badly I
behaved, it made me sick to my stomach. That girl wasn’t who I wanted to be.
That wild girl who hated everyone wasn’t at all the way I wanted to live my
life. I was so grateful that my family had stuck by me through my horrible
attitude and behavior. 


That was probably another reason I
tried to be so understanding with the patients in our facility. If they didn’t
have family or other people to support them, there was no way they would ever
be successful. I knew from firsthand experience that while going through
treatment, an addict was going to push away anyone who showed any sort of
caring toward them. 


Love, caring, and support were scary
to an addict. We feel like there’s an expectation that comes with those sorts
of feelings and we don’t want to be part of it. But I knew better now. 


I knew that there didn’t have to be
an expectation when you cared for someone or when you let someone else care for
you. You could just accept their kindness. It had taken me thirty days of
treatment and countless AA meetings to finally get the hang of accepting help;
I couldn’t expect new patients to understand when they first arrived at the
facility. 


When I finally made it back home, I
showered quickly and headed to my bedroom to crash. I was always exhausted, but
the excitement of having a new patient at work made me want to ensure I was
going to be in a good mood at work the next day. 


I had already been embarrassed in
front of the guy, I couldn’t go into the next day without a full level of
self-control and compassion. Erik was going to get to be a much bigger jerk
before he calmed down – if he ever calmed down. It was likely that the other
techs weren’t going to agree to work with him if he was rude to them, or they
would work with him and not be as supportive as I could be. But I was going to
need some sleep if I was going to be able to put up with his attitude the next
day. 


Sleep had always been such a healing
property for me, and I encouraged patients to sleep, as well. Unfortunately,
sometimes my encouragement meant they thought it was all right to sleep all the
time and not participate at all. But that wasn’t what I meant; I just wanted
them to sleep when they could. While I had been in treatment, sleeping had
revitalized me and given me the focus I needed to pay attention in groups and
participate. 


Participating in the group meetings
was a huge key to learning more about myself and understanding my addiction. It
was also an essential element to the patients getting a room with a door, too.
The rich who attended Paradise Peak weren’t use to having rules in their lives
and living in a room without a door irritated them; being forced to participate
in order to get a better room often irritated them even more. 


As I closed my eyes, I kept seeing
Erik and that smile of his as he had asked me where my piercing was. It
was unnerving how clear that memory still was in my head. I certainly didn’t
like the guy; he was a jerk and didn’t seem to at all care who he was rude to.
I tried desperately to get him off of my mind as I finally fell asleep.

















 

Chapter
Four


Erik



 

“Mr. Levy, it’s time for morning
group,” the technician called as I tried to open my eyes. 


“Morning what? It’s still dark
outside.”


“It’s winter in the mountains; the
sun doesn’t come up until after eight.”


“I don’t get up until after eight,
either. Now leave me alone.”


The technician did leave me and went
on her way gathering up the other suckers around the unit and getting them to
whatever morning group was. I couldn’t imagine that it was a very
enjoyable situation since it was only seven o’clock. Certainly, they would have
better luck if they waited until the sun actually came up. 


I closed my eyes and tried my best
to get back to sleep, but the commotion going on in the day room area was too
much for me. It seemed that they had convinced everyone else on the unit to get
up and they were all talking and joking like it was a normal occurrence to
climb out of bed even before the sun managed to climb out of its own nightly
hibernation. 


All I wanted to do was shut a door
and block out the noise so I could get some rest. Was it really that important
that I had a room without any privacy? It seemed like I was paying an awful lot
of money each day for a program that couldn’t even provide me with a door. 


Slowly, I climbed out of bed and
used the restroom. I decided to take a warm shower in the hopes that I would be
able to relax a little and get back to sleep. After sleeping only three hours,
I was exhausted. My body wasn’t use to having to fall asleep without a
substance to induce relaxation, so I had spent most of the evening staring up
at the ceiling and hoping my body would eventually get tired enough. 


I turned the water on and let it run
until it got warm. It certainly wasn’t hot, but at least it was warm and I
could appreciate that for a short time period. After throwing my clothes onto
the ground, I climbed into the shower and reached for the curtain to pull it
across. 


“Bloody heck!” I screamed as I
realized there wasn’t even a curtain in the bathroom. “I can’t even have a tiny
bit of privacy to shower?” I grumbled. 


This place was quickly getting on my
last nerve. I was paying more for this treatment facility than a five-star
hotel. How on earth did they think no shower curtain and no door was a good
idea? Sure, with the wall to the bathroom no one could technically see me, but
all they had to do was take a few steps into my room and they would have a
sausage show. 


“Is everything all right in there,
Mr. Levy?” I heard the technician ask from outside of the doorway. 


There really was only about two feet
of wall separating my naked body from her eyes. It seemed like a pretty bad
idea to have a co-ed unit with no doors and no shower curtains. Anyone could
just step into my room and get a peek at my Johnson. I couldn’t believe I was
at this place, and my agitation was growing by the minute. 


“I’m fine. Just suffering through
the realization that I don’t have even a tiny bid of privacy.” 


“Okay, I’ll be leaving soon, but
I’ll have the day shift come check on you in a bit. Come out to the tables for
breakfast at eight o’clock or you won’t get any.”


“Thanks, that’s nice.”


The sarcasm in my voice must not
have been apparent because her chipper voice responded with, “You’re welcome.”


So, not only was I paying an
exorbitant amount of money, but I had to wake up before the sun rose and would
be refused food if I didn’t get up on time? This sounded more like a prison
than a plush treatment facility. 


For about five minutes, the water
seemed warm. I washed my hair and body and then stood under the beating water
as I tried to relax. But as my body became used to the water, it felt colder
and colder and I had no choice but to climb out and try and get back to sleep.
Not even my own shower would cooperate with me that morning. 


There was one, small towel in my
bathroom, and I assumed the size of the thing was also because they were trying
to keep us all safe. It was soaked with water by the time I finished drying
off. I certainly wasn’t dry enough to climb into my jeans and t-shirt yet, so I
just stood there for a bit to air dry. There was no way to get to my dresser
without fully exposing my rear to anyone who might be walking by, so I was lucky
they were all engrossed in their morning meeting as I walked out of my bathroom
and to my dresser. 


The idea that I would actually spend
fifty-nine more nights in the clutches of that facility was too much for me to
even imagine. It felt like torture to be there, and I wasn’t the kind of guy
who got off on being tortured. One week, that was all I could reasonably commit
to. Spencer would just have to be all right with that, and so would the new
movie studio. 


I was actually looking forward to
the idea of being part of a movie studio. I knew they just needed Spencer and
me for the financing aspect that we could bring to it, but I really loved
movies and couldn’t wait to be part of something in a field that I didn’t know
much about. 


Learning had always been something I
enjoyed, whether it was in a classroom or while I was building my company. I
suspected I’d have a lot of learning to do with such a huge change in
occupations, but that was just fine with me. 


My love of movies was deep and long.
I could still remember the first movie I saw in the theaters. Star Wars. It had been a weekend date
with my first girlfriend. I had saved up for weeks working at the mortuary for
my father so I could have enough money to take her out. She let me hold her
hand and I even got to kiss her goodnight when I walked her home. 


Those were the days. Back then,
people actually went on first dates. We actually didn’t expect anything more
than a kiss when the date was over. And we didn’t worry if there wasn’t a text
message or phone call from the person the very next day. 


Things had changed a lot over the
last ten years. It wasn’t just men who weren’t into the dating scene anymore,
either. Most of the women I met wanted to keep things “casual,” they would tell
me. That was their way of saying they weren’t interested in anything more than
a fun night. 


Of course, I was fine with that. I
didn’t want to be tied down to a woman any more than they wanted to be tied
down to me. But it was a lonely existence. Woman after woman each night of the
week. None of them caring about me and me not caring about them. But it was
what it was and there was no changing that. 


I finally felt myself getting tired
and drifting off to sleep. Thank goodness I’d be able to get a few more hours before
I would have to drag myself out of bed and interact with all the drug addicts
and alcoholics on the unit; I wasn’t looking forward to it at all. 


“Breakfast time,” I heard a soft
voice say from my doorway. 


“No thanks.” 


“Are you sure? We have strawberry
crepes today, and I’m in charge of the whipped cream.”


I opened my eyes and saw the
stunning Cassidy standing in my doorway. Her brilliant, red hair and blue eyes were
something that fantasies were made of. She didn’t carry herself like a girl who
knew how beautiful she was, though; instead, she looked down at the ground the
second I made eye contact with her. 


Her black scrubs hugged her curves
perfectly and she had a delicious body underneath them, I could tell. Her smile
was mesmerizing and I got lost in it for a moment as she stood there looking
down at me. My body even got a little hard at the quick flash of imagination
that filled me when I thought of her climbing on top of my hardness. 


“Bring that whipped cream in here
later, and we can talk about breakfast while you lick it off of me.”


I laughed at my own comment. It was
a little overboard, even for me. But it had already left my lips so there was
no taking it back now. Women loved it when I flirted with them. They couldn’t
get enough, and I was happy to give them anything they wanted. 


She looked sternly at me, though,
and didn’t seem to find the humor in my offer. I felt like garbage when she looked
at me and regretted making the comment almost instantly. Instead of laughing
like girls did at my parties, she looked at me like I was a child who had just
acted out and needed to be slapped. 


“So, you refused to go to group and
you’re refusing breakfast. Sounds like you’re ready to get clean and sober for
sure.”


Her sarcasm took a moment to hit me,
and she had left my doorway before I could come up with a witty comeback. I
wasn’t used to sarcastic women. Most of the ladies I hung around with were
always trying to make me happy, either in the bedroom or in the office. They
didn’t dare make comments toward me that were sarcastic. 


I did want to find out where her
piercing was; maybe I would have to get up and go eat some breakfast so I could
talk to her some more. I couldn’t help but wonder what the rules were around
this place about sleeping with the staff members because I sure planned
on getting that woman naked sooner or later. 


“Mr. Levy isn’t eating today,” I
heard Cassidy say as she walked away. “Subtract two points from his chart.”


Points?
Incredible, was I on some sort of childish point system? This wasn’t going to turn out well
for me at all. When I was a child, my mother had a chore chart that we earned
points for doing the chores we had assigned. We could also earn additional
points if we did extra chores around the house. My brother, Heath, always did
his chores and typically did mine, as well. He was such a people pleaser that I
knew I didn’t need to do my chores and they would get done by him. 


The problem with the chore chart my
mother had was that there was no consequence for not doing my chores. If I
didn’t earn any points from chores, I simply didn’t get to pick out a treat
from the store. I learned to live without those treats and without doing a
single chore for much of my childhood years. I suspected I was going to have to
participate in their little points system if I was ever going to get a room
with a door. 


Even if I was only going to stay
there for a week, I wanted a blasted room with a door. It was a normal, adult
requirement to live in some sort of privacy. How did they expect anyone to get
better if they couldn’t even retreat to their room to contemplate their own
sobriety? 


“Come put some of the whipped cream
on my breakfast,” I demanded as I came out of my room and sat down at one of
the tables. 


Cassidy smiled. She seemed pretty
proud of herself for getting me to come out of my room. But I hadn’t done it
for her. I simply wanted a blasted door on my room and I didn’t want points taken
away from me – whatever their points were for. 


When she brought me my breakfast,
there was a crepe with strawberries on it and whipped cream already on top.
There was also an omelet with bacon and cheese. I desperately wanted to eat the
omelet. 


After living out in San Francisco
for the last few years, being a vegan was totally in style; but I wasn’t really
a vegan. I didn’t have that deep down desire to protect animals and not eat
their food products. I just wanted to be healthy and being a vegan seemed like
an easy way to go about it, at least while in California.


But as I sat there staring at my
animal product breakfast, I tried to decide how I could justify eating the
omelet. Maybe they would forget that I said I was a vegan. If I just started
eating meat again, who would really care? 


There was something about getting
sober that made me want to eat junk food, meat, and anything else I could get
my hands on. I suspected I was going to fatten up a bit if I managed to stay at
this torturous facility for the whole sixty days. 


“Oh, yes, you’re a vegan, I’m
sorry,” Cassidy said as she took away my whole tray and brought me a different
one with a bunch of vegetables, a plain crepe, some strawberries, and that was
it.


“No whipped cream?” I asked as I
gently touched her hand. 


The touch of my fingers on her hand
sent and instantaneous shock to my system. She was warmer than I had expected
and the look in her eyes even seemed warm as she looked down at me. 


“Vegans don’t eat whipped cream, do
they?” she asked with a smile. 


“It’s your tongue!” I exclaimed as I
saw a shiny ball in her mouth. “You’ve got your tongue pierced.” 


“Shhh,” she said.


“Oh, I bet you give insane blow
jobs.” 


“Mr. Levy, that’s not really
appropriate conversation. Would you like me to bring you the whipped cream?”


“Nah, I’m good. But you should think
about licking my cock with that tongue of yours. I don’t exactly have a room
with privacy, but I’m sure you can find us a place to take care of business.”


Her blue eyes looked at me and she
smiled as she leaned down to whisper something in my ear. I prepared myself to
remember where she wanted to meet up. I hadn’t gotten laid in at least a week
and needed a little excitement to hold me over while I went through the
Godforsaken treatment facility. 


Cassidy looked like a bit of a wild
child and I couldn’t help but think she would be a heck of a lot of fun in the
bedroom. Although it wasn’t likely I’d get the opportunity to have her in a
bedroom. But I’d settle for a back room or storage room somewhere around the
facility. 


“You know what,” she whispered
seductively in my ear. “I’m going to say no. Not just no, but heck no,” she
continued. 


“Come on, now. You don’t even know
what I’m working with here,” I said as I pointed to my pants. 


I had gotten hard the second I
touched her and she needed to know that. The girls I was used to hanging around
seemed to really enjoy it when I let them know how excited I was for them. 


I wasn’t a shy guy when it came to
women. It hadn’t always been that way, but lately, the ladies were throwing
themselves at me and I had really gotten used to it. There wasn’t much a guy
had to do if he was rich. Women just wanted to sleep with me. They wanted to be
in my bed and surprise me. They tried to shock me with all the sexual things
they wanted to do with me; and I was perfectly fine with it all. 


“I should slap you. If you grab me
again, or put any of your body parts near me, I’ll have you transferred to the
secured unit. And trust me, you won’t like it there.” 


Her voice was firm, yet sexy as
hell. I wanted to protest her refusal but decided it wasn’t worth risking it. I
certainly couldn’t deal with a unit that was even more restrictive than the one
I was already on. 


Even though all of her words told me
she didn’t want to have her hand on my throbbing member, there was a smile
beneath it all. And I swore I felt her rub up and down briefly before she
pulled her hand away. 


This girl was hot. Not just because
she had the obvious physical attractiveness, but she was even hotter because of
her attitude. I hadn’t been around a woman who would refuse me since I was in
my first years of college. Cassidy intrigued me. 


“I’ll have you wet for me before you
know it,” I whispered back to her. 


“I doubt it. I don’t go for the
arrogant jerks. I prefer good guys who actually want to make their life
better.”


“How do you know I’m not a good
guy?” 


“I don’t. But so far, you’re not
really giving off the good guy vibe.” 


After she removed her hand from my
cock and stood up, we both looked up and noticed a large, black man walking
toward me. He was huge, well over six feet tall and at least 300 pounds. His
eyes focused on me and all I could think about was that he was pissed that I
was flirting with Cassidy. 


“Mr. Levy, can you come with me?”
the man asked. 


“No, thank you, I’m eating.”


“I’d suggest you go with him,”
Cassidy said with a quirky smile across her face. 


“Mr. Levy, I’m Jarrod, your
therapist. We will be meeting every day at 8:30 a.m. If you refuse to meet with
me, there is a one-point deduction charged to you.” 


“Oh, for goodness sake with these
points. Fine. Let’s go talk,” I reluctantly agreed. “I’ll talk to you when I
get back,” I said as I stood up and looked Cassidy in the eyes. 


“Enjoy your counseling session.
Group sessions will start at ten.” 


“You’re committed to torturing me
while I’m here, aren’t you?” I asked as a joke. 


“Yep,” she replied with a
mischievous smile. 


I couldn’t wait to talk to her
again. She was a hard rear and certainly nothing like any other girl I had met
in recent years. I liked the challenge she represented for me. Maybe this
treatment program was going to be a little more fun that I had expected. 


If I could get through all the
meetings and rules, I was interested to get more information on this girl. 


“You shouldn’t bother flirting with
her. She doesn’t date guys from treatment,” a man next to me in group said.


“What?”


“Cassidy, you were flirting with
her. She’s tough. Don’t waste your time.”


“It’s not a waste. I’ll bet you that
I can land her in my room before I leave.”


“I’m Brad, and I’ll take that bet,”
the man said as we shook hands.

















 

Chapter
Five


Cassidy



 

I tried to avoid Erik for the next
few days that I worked. I even asked to work on the secure unit if there was
enough staff to supervise me. He made me uneasy, nervous, and distracted, and I
wasn’t really sure I liked any of those feelings. I had to just stay away from
the guy, or at least try to stay away. 


Men in general made me uncomfortable
now that I was sober. I didn’t know how to interact with them and certainly
wasn’t sure if I had the energy to be anything more than friends. Most men
wanted sex or some sort of relationship, and I could barely manage myself at
the moment; I wasn’t going to get into any sexual relationships with a guy.


My girlfriends and friends at AA
were enough for me. Being sober was exhausting as I constantly felt the urge to
drink. That instant relief of my anxiety was something that was difficult for
anyone to understand; well, anyone who wasn’t an alcoholic. 


But inevitably, Mr. March had me
assigned to work on Erik’s unit, and I couldn’t convince anyone to trade with
me. It wasn’t surprising that when I wanted to trade, everyone else was
miraculously busy; yet when they wanted me to work for them, everyone expected
me to be fine with it. That was pretty much the story of my life at Paradise
Peak, but I dealt with it and didn’t complain. It was nice to be sober, have a
good-paying job, and get to hang out with people and talk as my job for most of
the day. 


I reluctantly sauntered into work at
eight in the morning and made my way to the nurses’ desk without looking around
at all. I couldn’t risk making eye contact with him. I couldn’t risk an
accidental meeting. No, I would interact with him on my terms. With enough time
to prepare and focus myself so I wasn’t so distracted by him and his
charms. 


Luckily, as I went about handing out
morning breakfast trays, Erik was nowhere to be seen. If I could make it
through breakfast, I was in the clear for at least a few hours because I had
volunteered to go with the recreation therapist and a few patients on a hike
that morning before lunch. I didn’t necessarily enjoy hiking, but I was excited
to get away from Erik. He wasn’t going to be in a good mood as he continued to
come down, and I was a little afraid of how much harder to handle he was going
to be.


Melanie was our recreation therapist,
and she was also a personal trainer. Sometimes our clients wanted to use their
time in treatment to get back into shape and we provided her services free of
charge to them. It seemed to me like patients who put their own health ahead of
relaxation were better able to stick with their sobriety, but I didn’t really
have scientific evidence of that. I just had more people coming back for a
second and third round of treatment who had been relaxing during their first
stint at our facility. 


“Can you go get Mr. Levy up? He
needs to come eat; he’s been sleeping through breakfast the last few days,” the
nurse for the day said. 


“Let him sleep and be hungry; maybe
he’ll learn his lesson,” I snapped in a totally uncharacteristic way for me. 


Susan, the nurse on the unit that
day, looked at me in total shock. She was one of the kindest people I knew.
Susan was a grandmother and babied the clients even more than I did. She knew
it wasn’t in my nature to act so crude toward a patient and the look on her
face flashed total disappointment in how I had behaved. 


“I’m sorry, it’s been a rough
morning,” I said in quick reply to her disappointed eyes. “I’ll go right in.”


Reluctantly, I made my way to Erik’s
room to get his rear up and out of bed. On his first morning, he had come out
and made an effort to eat, so it was disappointing that he had reverted to the
idea that sleeping his stay away was a good idea. No one ever made it through
treatment without actually getting up and participating. 


Mentally, I focused myself. I was
going to be stern, firm, and give real guidelines for him. I was going to treat
him just like any other patient, and I wasn’t going to get distracted by his
smile, or his winking at me, or anything else. Focus was all I was going to do.



“Mr. Levy, it’s time for breakfast,”
I said as I stood in his doorway. “Oh, shoot, really?”


Erik was standing in front of his
mirror in the bathroom totally naked. My eyes instantly focused on his
astonishing muscular build and I couldn’t help but let them linger on his
divine rear. It had been over two years since I had seen a naked man and none of
them had been nearly as beautiful as this one. 


His skin was tanned and every curve
of muscle was visible. He certainly looked like he was in good shape for a guy
who was an addict. Typically, addicts weren’t hanging out at the gym and
working on their body; they were too busy drinking and drugging. 


“Sorry,” he said as he turned around
exposing his very ample-sized member to me. 


“Seriously?” I said as he stood
there naked. 


“I can cover up, sorry.” He reached
for the incredibly small towel and held it up over his beefy whistle as he
walked toward me. “I don’t have a door, you know. Sorry for the exposure.”


“Um. It’s…well, it’s breakfast
time.” 


I was flustered. As much as I tried
not to be, I was. I couldn’t help it. In front of me was a tanned, toned,
perfect specimen of a man. Sure, he was a bit of an arrogant jerk, but I
would bet my life that he was dang good with the ladies. Erik had probably
never had a woman tell him no in his life. 


My experience with men certainly
didn’t include a guy like him. While I had been drinking, I dated other,
similarly drunk losers, and before that, I had dated dorky guys from high
school. The idea of a guy like Erik hadn’t even crossed my mind before his
naked body crossed my eyes. 


“I know, I was just getting ready to
come eat,” he said as his eyes wandered down my body and focused on my hips and
center. 


He licked his lips and then let his
eyes move back up toward my eyes. He had no shame at all. Erik Levy was in his
first days of drug treatment, yet he was clearly more focused on embarrassing
me than he was on his recovery. 


As much as I enjoyed looking at his
divine body, he wasn’t the type of guy I would give the time of day. I didn’t have
energy for his games or the random flirting he seemed to do in hopes of getting
me to flirt back with him. I had been single for two years because I was
working on myself and wanted to be a better person; it would take a pretty dang
good guy to break my dry streak. 


“Well then, get out there and stop
all this nonsense. I work here; I’m not going to sleep with you.”


“Who said I wanted to sleep with
you?” he responded incredulously. 


He pretended like all that flirting
and talking he was doing didn’t mean he wanted to sleep with me. It was insane.
The first day, he had asked me to lick whipped cream off his erect penis. He
was driving me crazy with his games, and I didn’t want to play anymore. 


“You did. I’m not going to have it.
I’m a professional, and you’re here to get better. So, knock it off.”


He turned toward his bed and let the
small towel drop as he started to get dressed. I turned around to leave. There
was no reason for me to stand there and watch him as he put his clothes on. 


“I wasn’t trying to sleep with you.
Maybe you’re projecting your own desires onto me. Perhaps you should
concentrate on your work more and less on peeping in on patients when they are
naked.”


 “Oh, I never,” I started to say. 


“Hmm, you didn’t strike me as the
prudish type. I thought of you more as—”


I stormed away before I had to be
subjected to another word from him. How dare he turn that situation around on
me. I hadn’t been peeping in on him. I was doing my job and getting him for
breakfast. If he had been out at the breakfast tables like he was supposed to
be, then I wouldn’t have had to come to his room. The nerve of that guy amazed
me. 


As I stormed back to the nurses’
station, Susan saw my anger and just laughed as I sat down and crossed my arms.
Who did he think he was? I wasn’t some sort of pervert; he was! And I certainly
wasn’t a prude. He didn’t know anything about me, how dare he make such
insinuations. 


“I see you’ve met Mr. Levy.” Susan
laughed. “He has been quiet the handful the last couple of days.” 


“He’s a jerk. Who does he think he
is, anyways?”


“It doesn’t really matter. He’s
paying in cash, and Mr. March wants us to keep him happy. So, that’s exactly
what we need to do.”


“He’s not even trying at his
treatment. It’s ridiculous.”


“He’s been going through some pretty
horrible withdrawals. I think he’s been rather kind from what I’ve seen.
Yesterday, I’m pretty sure he vomited up everything he ate, but he was nice to
the tech that was on and had to clean it.”


I just rolled my eyes at Susan. The
last thing I wanted to hear was that Erik the jerk was going through a hard
time. I wasn’t in the mood at all. There was something about him that just got
under my skin and I couldn’t deal with it. It was hard to be nice to
him when he flipped things around on me like he had. 


“I’m not cleaning up that jerk’s
vomit. No way.”


“It’s kind of your job, Cassidy.”
Susan laughed. 


“At least I’m going on the hike for
the rest of the morning instead of sitting around here. I’ll get some time away
from the guy.” 


“Well…” Susan said as she shrugged
her shoulders and gave me a funny look. 


“What? Oh, don’t tell me that he
signed up for the hike?”


“I suggested some fresh air might do
him good after yesterday. Yeah, he’s going. But there’s others going, too. You
can just stay away from each other. I’m sure it will be fine.” 


My stomach was in knots at the idea
of having to spend a couple hours hiking with the man who had just called me a
pervert. It wasn’t going to be fun, that was for sure. Plus, he was obviously
in great physical condition, while I doubted I was going to be able to make it
up the mountain alive. I was no longer looking forward to my hike at all. 


When Melanie came and gathered
everyone up for the trip, she was so peppy and excited that I instantly
regretted saying I wanted to come along. My effort to stay away from Erik had
just landed me on a two-hour hike that was bound to leave me exhausted and
sweaty. Working out wasn’t really my favorite thing to do, and I certainly
didn’t want to be huffing and puffing in front of all the patients, especially
that jerk Erik. 


Erik, Brad the ex-boy band guy, Stan
the middle-aged drummer, and Kimber the rich girl all followed Melanie as I
brought up the rear of our pack. Only non-threatening patients could go on
trips off of the campus, so that meant no one from the secure unit. Typically,
they also had to have earned enough points to have a room with a door, but I
was sure they were going to let Erik do whatever he wanted. It wasn’t
like anyone was going to try and escape; they weren’t being held against their
will.


The patients on my unit did have a
lot to lose if they left treatment early, though. Sometimes a new gig required
the treatment, or a loved one, or even an insurance company that was insuring
them for a tour. There were a variety of reasons to motivate people to finish
treatment, beyond whatever their internal motivation was. 


It became very apparent to me that I
was out of shape as everyone in our group inched closer and closer to Melanie
and farther and farther away from me. It started with me being about ten steps
behind Kimber, then twenty steps, and soon I wasn’t even with the group any
longer. Melanie continued to glance back to make sure I was still huffing
along, but they continued up the mountain without hesitation. 


I didn’t specifically want them to
stop and wait for me, but I also hated being left behind. I was younger than
most of the people on our walk, yet I couldn’t even make it up the gentle slope
of the mountain. Sure, I had cleaned up my act from partying and alcohol, but I
certainly didn’t feel like I was healthy yet. 


My own willpower was fading as I saw
the group sneak up over a small hill. As soon as they couldn’t see me any
longer, I stopped and sat down on a large rock. My breathing was labored, I was
sweating, and I had decided that continuing up the mountain wasn’t the best
option for me. I’d just wait there for them to get back down. Sooner or later,
they’d have to turn around and make their way back toward the rehab center. 


“You’re just going to give up?” I
heard a man’s voice say from behind me. 


“I can’t do it.”


“Well, that’s not the way to think
your way through something. Get your rear up and let’s go,” Erik said as he
reached his hand out for me. “I’m not going to kill myself on this
mountain alone. You’re coming with me.”


I had to laugh. He didn’t look like
he was any better shape than I was. He was pale, almost gray in color, his
shirt was drenched in sweat, and his hand shook as he reached for mine. For a
man who looked like he was at his peak of health, I could only assume his
addiction and withdrawal from substances was starting to wear on him. 


“Maybe you should quit with me and
rest; you look like trash,” I said and then we both laughed. 


“This is supposed to clean my system
out. I think,” he said, unsure of himself. “And who tells a patient they look
like trash? You’re the worst person.” He laughed as we continued up the hill.


“Who told you that it would clean
your system?” 


“The nurse.”


“She probably just wanted to get rid
of you.” I laughed. 


“Probably.”


I shook my head in response. Hiking
certainly would help him sweat through his withdrawals, but it wasn’t going to
clean anything out. Erik was going to have to suffer through the rest of the
day with cramped muscles and probably vomiting from overexerting himself. 


“You should have eaten breakfast,” I
joked. 


“Incredible, I’m dying here. You either
need to carry me back down this mountain or let’s finish this thing so I can
have some bacon.” 


“I thought you were a vegan?”


“I was a fair-weather vegan. Right
now, I want some meat. So, let’s get going and show those old folks how
this is done.”


The determination in his voice hit
home for me. That was exactly how I had felt when I was going through
treatment. I had to just keep pushing forward or I would have totally given up.
Every day at the treatment center, I felt like I wanted to quit. I actually
even said it to my nurses on several occasions. I felt a little guilty that I
had told Erik I wanted to quit, that wasn’t at all a good example for a patient
at our hospital. 


I refocused and started moving
faster to pick up our pace. I didn’t think we were going to catch up to the
group, but maybe they would have stopped to rest and we could catch up to them
that way. 


“Let’s do it then,” I said as I
grabbed for his hand and pulled him behind me. “Melanie just let you come back
here?”


“I think she thought you had died or
something.” He laughed. 


“Yeah, I guess working out isn’t
really my thing.”


“What is your thing?” he ventured to
ask.


It was a simple enough question, but
I didn’t have an answer for him. I really didn’t know what my thing was. I had
spent the last few years worrying about my sobriety and nothing else. I was
looking at going back to college to be a nurse, but I wasn’t even that sure
about that. For so long my life had been a minute by minute game that I hadn’t
bothered to plan for my future very well. 


“I don’t know.”


“Me either.”


“Well, at least you have a family
who loves you and money to take care of you. That’s something, right?” I said. 


“I don’t have a family who loves me.
I don’t have anyone.”


His response hit me hard, but I
continued to walk up the mountain. How could someone with money like his not
have a family who loved him? I supposed his family could just support him and
not really offer emotional support. I felt bad for implying what I had, and we
continued up the mountain in silence. 


Both of us huffed and puffed our way
up to where the rest of the group was resting near the top of the mountain. It
felt like a pretty big accomplishment that I hadn’t quit and instead had
continued hiking. The old me would have certainly quit; I liked the new me much
better. Climbing and hiking were never going to be something I loved to do, but
I really did like it on that day. 


“Nice of you two to join us,”
Melanie said. “Here’s some water. Rest and catch your breath. We are going to
the top.”


Erik and I both looked at each other
as our eyes enlarged and we looked at the 100-foot hike that would lead us
right to the peak. It wasn’t all that far of a hike, but the incline was very
steep and it would require climbing up and over rocks. I didn’t feel comfortable
at all that I could manage the climb without causing myself or someone else
some major injuries. 


“It’s okay, I’ll wait for you guys
here,” Erik said as if he had totally taken the words right out of my mouth. 


“No,” Melanie said.


“Um, I’ll wait with him. That’s
pretty steep and I’m exhausted.”


“No,” she said again. 


I looked at her and was about to
unload a whole lot of attitude when Brad came over and sat next to me and Erik.
He didn’t look nearly as exhausted as the two of us did. For an ex-boy band
member, he was in surprisingly good shape. Probably all that touring and
dancing he use to do, or running around after his young girlfriends. 


“I’ll stay back also,” Brad said. 


“Me, too,” Kimber added. 


That was when I started to feel bad.
I looked at Melanie and I saw the total disappointment in her eyes. By saying I
didn’t want to climb to the top, I had basically given everyone else permission
to quit. That wasn’t at all the message Melanie, or I, wanted to teach people
who were going through treatment. 


“Actually, I think I will do it,” I
said as I gathered up some superhuman energy. “I’d really like to see this
thing through. I mean, I got my butt up this far.” 


“It’s a pretty amazing view up
there. I’m glad you’re seeing it through to the end.”


Melanie was younger than me, but she
looked at me with a proud mother’s eyes as I gingerly followed her and Stan
toward the rocky climb that would finish up our hike. I did let Melanie and
Stan go first, purely because I knew it was going to take me a while to actually
navigate the rocks and pull my butt up to the top. 


“Are you going or do I need to grab
your rear and push you up there?” Erik asked from behind me.


“Don’t you dare touch my rear,” I
replied and shot him a stern look, and then a smile. 


I was happy that he had decided to
join the final hike to the top, and sure enough, both Brad and Kimber stood up
behind him. Peer pressure could do both good and bad things, and in that
moment, it had pushed everyone not to give up and to finish our hike to the top
of the mountain. 


There wasn’t any more talking as we
all navigated the rocks and concentrated on getting up to the top. Even though
there were others around us supporting us, the work had to be done alone. It
wasn’t a dangerous climb, but the rocks were steep and I had to go slowly or I
would have slipped. 


Suddenly, the metaphor that Melanie
had used was totally in focus for me. This hike was truly like what treatment
was like. We could have a great support system around us, but in the end, it
was our own actions that would bring us to the top of the mountain. And as I
pushed myself up that final step and stood at the top of the mountain looking
out at the amazing views, I was a total mess. Tears flowed down my face and I
used my parka to wipe them away, hoping that no one else had seen my
blubbering. 


“It’s pretty powerful, isn’t it,”
Melanie said as she gave me a hug. 


“Yeah, thanks for pushing us.” 


“You’re a leader to these patients,
Cassidy. Always remember that your actions can guide others.”


Wow, Melanie was profound in her words.
I hadn’t known her all that much since she had started working at Paradise
Peak, but she knew about my past. We had talked on a couple of occasions and I
remembered thinking she could never really understand addicts, since she hadn’t
been one herself. But as we stood there, looking out over the city of Aspen and
relishing our accomplishment, I realized she probably had a much better
understanding than even I had. 


I didn’t feel like a leader, though.
I could barely maintain my own sobriety, so feeling responsible for helping
others get sober seemed a tad bit overwhelming for me. But I would deal with
it. I would deal with anything I had to in order to keep my life moving forward
and on a good path.


Two years before, I could have
easily killed myself with all the stupid life decisions I was making. It felt
good to be finally making some decisions that were better for me. I even
considered going on another hike with Melanie some time – but perhaps when
the snow had melted and the weather was better. 


Our bodies were sweating from the
amount of work we were doing, but the sweat was making us cold because of the
weather. It was certainly time to get back down to the treatment facility, and
maybe even have some hot chocolate. 


“Now can we go back down? My balls
are falling off,” Brad said through his shivering teeth. 


We all laughed and together started
our trek back to the facility. It was much easier to get back down than it had
been to get up there, and I enjoyed that part of the trip the best. I could hike down mountains all day long,
I thought to myself. 
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Chapter
Six


Erik



 

“I’m not bringing your breakfast in
there, so if you want to eat, you’re going to have to crawl out here,” Cassidy
said from the doorway. 


“Come here.”


“No, you’re probably naked or
something. I’ll be out here. If you want to talk to me, you’ll need to come out
here.”


“Ugh, you’re killing me.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s the drugs
leaving your system. Don’t blame that on me,” she replied as she got farther
and farther away from my room. 


It was the truth, though. I had
thought the withdrawals from my first few days were the worst, but add in
dehydration and cramping, and I was absolutely miserable. I could hardly manage
to move my muscles and when I did, I pretty much moaned in pain. Our little
walk had been enlightening and fun, but it left my body totally destroyed. 


I really wasn’t trying to trick her
into coming into my room, but I could see how she might have thought I was. My
stomach hurt, my head hurt, even the muscles in my legs hurt and because I was
in treatment, they couldn’t give me anything stronger than a Tylenol without
taking me to the doctor. There was no way I was going to get poked and prodded
by some random doctor, so I just suffered through it. 


As much as I wanted to see Cassidy
and talk to her, I couldn’t bear to get up out of bed and instead drifted back
to sleep. While sleeping, I had the joy of reliving the last few months before
I had arrived at the treatment center. My dreams were often filled with random
women, drugs, and parties. I couldn’t even keep them all straight and the
reality and dream life of my past seemed to mix together. It was a lonely life
I had lived, even I had to admit that. 


With friends and acquaintances
filling my home for party after party, none of them cared about me. They came
for the free booze and parties. They came so they could say they knew someone
rich. I was an idol to them, but not because I had invented a technologically
savvy way to buy tickets online; I was an idol purely because I had money. 


I was wrapped up in it and couldn’t
see it at all during that time of my life. When I would revisit those moments
in my dreams, it always felt like I was on the outside looking in and watching
my own self destruction. There had only been one person in my life who reached
out for me and tried to hold onto me and prevent me from slipping off the
cliff. 


Spencer had reached out over and
over; and I had kicked him off the cliff. He shouldn’t have stuck with me.
There was nothing about the way I had been behaving that would have endeared me
to him, yet my friend continued to be there for me. I had treated him horribly.



My dreams were vivid and often, but
I always woke up feeling like I was drowning and couldn’t breathe. I hadn’t
remembered falling into that pool in a drunken stupor, but I did remember
waking up with a tube down my throat and my friend sitting next to me. 


I imagined while I was drunk and in
the pool, I had probably fought to breathe, but my drunkenness had prevented my
efforts. Even though I didn’t have a conscious memory of those moments, my body
still had them. 


Water gave me anxiety, which sucked
because I loved to swim. I really did want to get in the pool here. But I
hadn’t worked myself up to that yet. Nightmares and fears were still too
powerful for me. 


When I was in the hospital, my
father and brother had been called but didn’t bother to show up for me. Not
even when they knew I had almost died. No one else came. If it hadn’t been for
Spencer, I would have surely died that night, yet my own family wouldn’t be
bothered enough to come sit with me. It left a hole in my gut that was hard to
fill. 


We hadn’t been close and I
understood that, but if either of them had almost died, I certainly would have
been there for them. That’s what families did. Even if you were angry with each
other, you still showed up when it mattered. 


Well, at least that was what I
thought families should do. Apparently that wasn’t the case in my family.


My mother would have been there. If
my mother hadn’t died, she would have been there the second she had found out.
But then again, if my mother had been alive, I probably wouldn’t have been so
desperately holding on to reality. A boy needed his mother. Especially me; I
needed her. 


Laura Levy had been one of the
strongest women I knew. When she had been diagnosed with breast cancer, it was
like a wicked joke that I thought couldn’t possibly be true. Despite losing her
hair and going through treatments for months, I never actually thought I would
lose her. I knew she was going to beat it. Every fiber of my being knew she was
going to be all right. That made the day she died one of the most shocking in
my entire life. 


I could still remember my father’s
screams as he woke up to her lifeless body next to him one morning. He cried
out with such pain that I thought he had been hurt at first. Heath and I were
only teenagers when we stood in the doorway to our parents’ room and saw our
father holding our stiff mother in his arms and wailing with tears. There was
nothing that could be done. It was clear she had been dead for hours. 


The shock of the moment prevented me
from crying. Instead, I took charge. I called 911 to have the police and
paramedics come to the house even though I clearly saw that she was dead. 


It wasn’t until the day of her
funeral that I finally cried. When I saw my sweet mother lying in the casket
and unable to hug me any longer. Unable to offer me advice about girls, or
tease me about my grades. It wasn’t until that moment that the loneliness set
in.


I didn’t intend to alienate my
father or brother. I truly loved them. But as I managed to graduate from high school,
all I could think about was getting as far away from our East Coast home. I
applied to every college on the West Coast and managed to land a few
interviews. Cal Poly drew my attention very quickly, though, and I accepted
entrance there without talking it over with my family at all. 


My father had assumed I would work
with him; his anger toward me when I told him about college had probably been
fear of being left alone. I was leaving him. I wasn’t going to be there to run
things after he got old. Everything he had worked so hard to build was going to
go to waste because I was leaving and Heath had long said he wanted to be a
lawyer. 


It baffled me why my father hadn’t
been angry at Heath for not wanting to be in the family business, yet had been
irate when I “went behind his back” and enrolled in college. 


If I had been a better man, I
wouldn’t have taken his words to heart. I would have known he was just a
broken-hearted man who was losing someone close to him. But I hadn’t been a
good man at all. I said things I would long regret. I said things that drove a
wedge between us and prevented me from reaching out to him and him from
reaching out to me. 


Before coming to the treatment
facility, I did call Heath, just to let him know where I was. I wasn’t looking
for his sympathy, I was just relaying information. 


“I’m heading to rehab,” I said in
our phone call. 


“Okay.”


“I’ll be away for a few months at
Paradise Peak in Aspen.”


“What do you want me to do about
it?” my brother had said. 


“Nothing. I was just letting you
know.”


“Fine. Enjoy your cushy resort. I’ll
just stay here taking care of everything while you mess up your entire life.” 


He was angry. Heath had been angry
with me since I left for college. Because I had left, he gave up his dream of
being a lawyer to stay home and work in the mortuary business with our father.
He had felt obligated not to leave Dad alone. Every chance he got, Heath tried
to make me feel guilty for my decision. 


But Heath could have gone to
college, too. He could have followed his own dreams and I hadn’t forced him to
stay home. Although I didn’t blame Heath for being angry, either; it was a
messed up situation and neither of us seemed to get the happily ever after that
we had been searching for. 


When I dreamed, the past was so
clear, but then I’d start to wake up and start gasping for breath and feel like
I wasn’t able to breathe. It was like my body could still remember what it had
been like to be underwater and almost drown. 


“No!” I screamed as I woke up
sweating and holding my chest. 


I couldn’t breathe. I hadn’t been breathing.
As I woke up, my breath was labored and I felt dizzy from the lack of oxygen.
My dream had been so real that I had actually been holding my breath. It had
been happening frequently to me since I didn’t have drugs or alcohol to knock
me out for sleeping. 


My body was in a fight, and I felt
like I was losing. My hands clenched my chest as I desperately tried to breathe
but never felt like I was able to get much more than a tiny breath in. It was
like torture. I was going to die, I just knew it, and no one would be there for
me. I bet even if I actually died, my own father and brother wouldn’t bother to
show up. 


Before I knew it, my therapist,
Jarrod, was sitting at the end of my bed trying to comfort me. I knew I was
actually breathing and my breaths were labored, but I still felt the
overwhelming feeling of not being able to breathe. The room was spinning. My
hands shook. And Jarrod, with his calming voice, was all I had to focus on. 


Therapists had never seemed that
useful to me in my life. Even in the few days that I had been at the facility,
I wasn’t all that sure I needed one. It seemed like they basically made me do
all the work, but I had to pay them for it. But in that moment, as panic rushed
through my body, I was happy Jarrod was there with me. 


“You’re having a panic attack, Erik.
Try to take a few deep breaths. Look at me,” his deep voice said.


“I…I…can’t breathe,” I managed to
say. 


“You can breathe, Erik. Look at me,
take in a deep breath like I am,” Jarrod said as he inflated his lungs and
looked me in the eyes. “Slowly, let your lungs fill up. Don’t worry about
anything, don’t think about anything. Just follow me.”


His calming voice had so much faith
in my ability to breathe that I even believed it. Soon I found myself pulling
in a deep breath and letting it out again. We continued to sit there on my bed
just breathing. Jarrod kept me focused as I took in breath after breath and let
it out again. I felt my heart rate slow, my sweating stopped, and the shaking
in my hands let up. 


“Thanks,” I managed to say as I felt
my body coming back to me. 


“Have you had panic attacks before?”



“Not like that. I really felt like I
couldn’t breathe. I was in a dream, and then before I knew what was going on, I
woke up and felt like someone was choking me.”


“Your body is going through a lot
right now, Erik. You’ve got to listen to it. Have you had breakfast yet?”


“No. I was too sore. I decided to
sleep instead.”


Just then Cassidy came into the room
with a breakfast tray. She set it down next to me and looked on with pity in
her eyes. I didn’t want her to feel pity for me. I didn’t want to look weak to
her or anyone else, but in that moment, there wasn’t anything I could do about
it. I was weak and there was no denying it. 


It was funny to me that I was so
afraid of looking weak to people, yet for months I had been getting so drunk
that my friends had literally carried me up the stairs to my room. One night, a
girl had been waiting in my room fully naked and I couldn’t even remember if I
managed to get myself together enough to screw her. She had disappeared by
morning, and it wasn’t like I knew her name, so that was a mystery I would
likely never know the answer to. 


“Go ahead and rest up today, then
tomorrow, I want to see you out more. Deal?” Jarrod asked. “And you have to eat
something and drink some Gatorade.”


“Yeah, I’ll do my best.”


“That’s all any of us can do.”


Jarrod left and Cassidy followed
him. I liked her, but as time went by, I started to like her for real reasons,
not just because she drove my body crazy. She was obviously a bit of a misfit,
with her bright red hair and tongue piercing, yet she seemed to fit in with
everyone. That ability made me jealous. I was a regular guy with brown hair and
brown eyes – nothing about my physical appearance stood out, yet I always felt
like an outcast. 


Never had I been in a room of people
and felt like I truly belonged; well, not since my mother had died. She was the
last person who I had truly felt like myself with. With her death had come the
death of my own personality and happiness. 


It didn’t happen because I wanted to
be misunderstood, like many other teenagers did. I actually wanted friends; I
wanted people to care about me. I searched out that feeling of love by giving
people things. I threw parties so people would surround me with their version
of caring, yet none of it ever filled me up. 


As I lay in bed, still drenched in
sweat, I hated the person I had become and the emptiness that filled me up.
None of these people could understand what it was like to be happy on the
outside and devastatingly lonely on the inside. The other people at Paradise
Peak were rich and had people in their lives. They knew more about love than I
could even imagine, and I didn’t want to let them see how uneducated I was on
the topic. 


I closed my eyes again, but not to
sleep. I just wanted to lay there and take in the calmness of the moment. For
months, even years, I had been constantly running around trying to prove I was
worth being loved. It had been exhausting, and look where it had landed me. 


I didn’t know the answer to get out
of my own despair, but for the first time in a very long time, I was all right
with not knowing. Whether Jarrod knew what a good therapist he was or not, I
wasn’t sure, but I appreciated his focus on me in those moments. I had felt
worthy of it, and appreciated it. 


“Do you want my pancakes?” Brad asked
as he carried a stack of hot pancakes in his hands toward me. 


“Um, I have some, but thanks,” I
said as I sat up and pointed to the tray Cassidy had brought into my room. 


“You’re not supposed to eat in your
room.”


“I know. I think it’s all right this
time, though.”


“What’s your name? I’m sorry, I
forgot. I forget things a lot nowadays.”


“I’m Erik. You’re Brad, right?” 


“Yeah.”


“How long you been here?” I asked
him as I tried to be a little social with the guy. 


“I can’t remember.”


I laughed at first because I thought
he was joking. How could someone be in a treatment facility and not remember
how long they had been there? But as I looked at the serious expression on his
face, I realized he was telling the truth. 


“Sorry.”


“It’s all right. I fried my brain
over the years. It’s my addiction. I can’t stop,” he said nonchalantly. 


“Well, you’re here, right? You’re
trying to stop. You look like you’re doing better than me, if that helps at
all.”


“Yeah, a little,” he said as he
cracked a smile. 


Brad and I continued talking for a
little while. He certainly had lost a few brain cells over the years, but he
was a down to earth guy. It was funny to me how normal he seemed while talking
to me. I had heard him throw a fit about almost every single meal he had been
fed since I had been there, yet while sitting with me he seemed like a meek and
mild-mannered guy. 


“Brad, it’s time for group,” Cassidy
said as she stood in the doorway. “Erik, you should give it a try today. I hear
Melanie is going to talk about our hike yesterday.”


“How many groups do we have around
here?” I grumbled as I climbed out of bed. 


“A lot,” Brad answered while he
walked out of the room. 


“Hey, now. What else are you guys
going to do with your days? Sit around and have a pity party?” 


“Thanks for the breakfast. I’m sorry
I didn’t feel like eating much.”


“You scared the trash out of me, you
know. I couldn’t wake you up. I had to get Jarrod,” she said as her eyes watched
me walk toward her. 


The realization that Cassidy had
seen me so vulnerable didn’t make me feel great at all. I was eroding away my
cool exterior faster and faster. She wasn’t going to fall for a guy like me.
She had probably been hit on by dozens of guys like me over the years. I felt a
little foolish for the way I had behaved when I first arrived. Of course, I
wasn’t about to apologize, but I did feel bad about it. 


“You saw all that?” I asked.


“I’m just glad you’re all right.”


“Thanks, doll,” I said and strolled
past her. 


Thanks,
doll?! Oh my goodness, what had I just said? Cassidy
was being genuinely nice and instead of just being normal, I turned into some
sort of seventies player. Close, personal interactions certainly weren’t my
thing. 


To be honest, any emotional
connection with someone wasn’t something I could do. I had no experience in it
and that sort of relationship scared the heck out of me. A woman who thought
she could have a real relationship with me quickly realized it would only cause
her a broken heart. I didn’t have relationships. I had sex, and that was all it
was. One-night stands that were fun in the bed and didn’t bother me afterwards
– those were what I wanted. 


“Look who decided to show up,” a
woman’s voice said and was followed by clapping as I walked into the group
session. 


It was Kimber, and her clapping
echoed throughout the room. It was sarcastic in nature, but some of the other
patients followed suit and clapped, as well. Before I knew it, they were all
clapping in appreciation for my attendance to group. There was an odd enjoyment
in the moment. Even though it had started from sarcasm, the others had joined
in to support my attending. 


I playfully took a little bow and
sat down in one of the chairs. Even though I felt awful, I was going to put on
a good face and give the group thing a chance. If I didn’t like it, I wouldn’t
go again; it seemed simple enough to me. 


“Now that everyone’s here, I think
we should use today’s session to talk about why we love ourselves,” Melanie said.



“Oh, I love myself every night under
the covers,” I joked. 


The room was quiet and I realized my
joke had not landed well at all. Instead of laughing, people looked at me with
pity. Dang, I hated that look in their eyes. Didn’t they understand I was joking?
I grumbled a bit under my breath, but then sat quietly as Melanie continued the
session.


“Let’s continue,” Melanie said
without addressing my comment. 


My sense of humor was just how I
coped with things. I didn’t mean anything by it. I used my jokes to lighten the
mood. Admittedly, it didn’t always work. But being uncomfortable didn’t work
for me at all. I hated the idea of talking to the group about who I was or how
I loved myself. I didn’t know. I didn’t even know if I could feel love anymore,
but if I could, it probably wouldn’t be toward myself. 


I didn’t think about things like
that on a normal basis. Are we supposed
to love ourselves? Really, was that what happy people do? I wondered. I had
always thought people were just naturally happy or they weren’t. There was
nothing I could think of that would constitute loving myself – except the
playing I did under the sheets at night. I truly had no idea what she wanted us
to say.


I sat quietly as the group talked
and interacted. Partly because I was afraid of saying something stupid and
partly because I didn’t have anything to add. There wasn’t anything good about
me. Sure, I could pretend really well, but as I sat in the group of people who I
didn’t know, I couldn’t even muster up the energy to pretend that I knew how to
love myself. 


“Erik, would you like to share with
the group?” Melanie asked. 


“No, thank you.”


I expected some sort of backlash for
refusing to participate in the group session. Surely, it was supposed to be
part of the treatment and I was being a giant jerk for not offering another
word to the group session. Or maybe they would threaten to take away more
points, or prevent me from getting a room with a door. I didn’t know what to
expect as my punishment, but I was just going to have to take it because I
didn’t have an answer.


“Okay,” Melanie responded before
moving on to the next person in the circle. 


As well as being our recreation
therapist, Melanie was a licensed mental health therapist. The two things that
wouldn’t seem to work well together, but to me, they were perfect. As our group
wrapped up, she put the chairs in an obstacle course and said the first person
to finish could decide what we did for recreation therapy later in the day. 


I had been dying to swim, and I set
my eyes on winning our little therapy session, but I was too sore to make a go
at it. Instead, I snuck out the back of the room as they all started to
vibrantly race for the control that we all yearned for since we had been in
treatment. I wasn’t ready to get into a pool yet. There were too many fears
that I had built up and I wasn’t going to expose those fears to all the
strangers I was in treatment with. 


I had done enough for the day. I
showed up to group. I was sick and I showed up to group. It didn’t seem
that useful for me to have gone, but at least I didn’t lose any dang points
that day.

















 

Chapter
Seven


Cassidy



 

“It’s been a week since he attended
a group. I’m surprised he hasn’t just up and left. He’s not doing anything but
sleeping in his room,” Kaitlin said as I put Erik’s breakfast tray back on the
cart. 


“What happened? I mean, I thought he
was making an effort.”


“Not sure, but the last few days I
haven’t seen him at all. I tried telling him he was never going to get a room
with a door on it if he didn’t go to groups, but he didn’t seem to care.”


“Is he doing anything?” I asked as
concern for Erik pushed through in my voice. 


“He’s been meeting with Jarrod.
That’s something, I guess.”


“Well, I’m here today. So, I’ll get
him to go to group,” I said confidently. 


Surely, everyone else must just
really suck at motivating people. Erik and I had talked a few times and
certainly he wasn’t the easiest of patients, but he wasn’t the worst, either.
He had come for a hike and even went to group with Melanie the last time I had
worked. I was positive I would be able to motivate him and get him back into
his treatment.


“I’ll take that bet,” Kaitlin joked.



“It wasn’t exactly a bet. I’m just
saying I have a way with people and I can get him to go to group.”


“So, what you’re saying is that
everyone else who has worked this week isn’t nearly as good as you. And now
that you’re here, you will be able to magically motivate the man into getting
up out of bed and stopping his self-pity party to attend group sessions?”


She seemed pretty annoyed at my
insinuation that I could motivate patients better than others. I didn’t mean
for it to sound like I was putting Kaitlin or anyone else down, but I did feel
like I had a way with patients. Maybe it was because I had also gone through
treatment, or perhaps it was because I was honest with them. But for whatever
reason, patients listened to me more often than not. 


“I’ll go wake him up again. I didn’t
know he had been sleeping in all morning or I would have been tougher on him.”


“So, what’s the bet?” Kaitlin said
with a grin. 


“What do you want it to be?” 


“If he refuses to go to group, you’ll
come out to the jazz club with me this weekend. If you can get him up, I’ll go
out with you to the jazz club.” She laughed. 


“That seems like a lose-lose
situation for me.”


“No, it’s a win-win situation. In
both options, I win.”


Kaitlin laughed loudly and everyone
in the dining area turned to look at her. It didn’t faze her, though, as she
continued to laugh. 


“How about you give me a hundred
dollars if I get him out of his room and to group?” I asked. 


“Well, then you have to give me a
hundred dollars if he doesn’t go to group.”


“Deal,” I said with a victorious
smile. “You better get your money ready.”


Kaitlin didn’t seem very scared at
all as I walked toward Erik’s room. I had been there once already that morning
when I had tried to get him up for breakfast. But when he said he wasn’t
hungry, I didn’t argue and instead just returned to the nurses’ station. 


Anytime I had been away from work
for a few days, I had to get reoriented to the patients and what was going on.
I didn’t want to push Erik if he was still having panic attacks like he had had
the last time I was there. But if he wasn’t having panic attacks and he was
just hiding out in his room hoping that treatment would magically fix him, then
he had another thing coming to him. 


I might not have looked like I was
all that tough, but I could be if I wanted to. I had been through treatment;
these patients couldn’t pull anything over on me. I knew what it was like to be
depressed. I knew what it was like to not want to get out of bed or even what
it was like to feel like treatment was useless. The thing about it was, I also
knew that if you just stuck it out, treatment really did work. 


Treatment took a lot of hard work. I
knew that firsthand and it really annoyed me when people thought they could
just sleep through a couple months at a treatment facilities and they would be
all better when it was done. Sure, they would be over their physical
withdrawals, but addiction was about so much more than physical addiction to a
substance. The mental process of addiction was where the true treatment came
in. 


“Let’s go; it’s time to get up,” I
said as I marched into Erik’s room. 


“I’m sleeping.”


He turned toward the wall in an
effort to ignore me. But I wasn’t going to lose a bet because he wanted to be
lazy. Sometimes, I had to act more like a drill sergeant than their friend and
that was just fine by me. Whatever I needed to do to make Erik get moving, I
was going to do it. 


“Let’s go,” I said as I reached for
his comforter. 


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He
laughed and flipped onto his back. 


“You aren’t me,” I responded and
pulled his blanket off. “I’ll pull this blanket off and you won’t be
comfortable and then maybe you’ll get up and go to your groups. Now let’s…” I
stopped dead in my tracks as the comforter left his bed.


“Told you so.” He laughed as his
raging hard-on pressed his boxer shorts up into the air. 


“Oh, come on! Let’s go; I don’t care
what you’ve got going on under there. You’ve been here more than a week. You
know the rules. You’re a big boy. Get up.”


I expected him to make some sort of
comment about his penis in relation to the big boy comment I had just said. So,
I was surprised when he simply grabbed the comforter, pulled it back up over
him, and rolled toward the wall again. 


“I’m sleeping,” he said. 


“So, you are seriously fine with
spending thousands of dollars a day for a treatment facility just so you can
sleep? Wow, you must have a pretty privileged life to waste that much money on
sleeping.”


“I don’t have a privileged life,” he
said.


“You know, when I went to treatment,
it was in a disgusting state facility with rapists, meth addicts, and
prostitutes. I didn’t have my own private room with a shower, and I certainly
didn’t have nice nurses and techs who worried about me like you have.”


I felt myself getting angry, and as
much as I knew it wasn’t professional, Erik was really starting to piss me off.
Did he understand how good he had it? I would have died to have the opportunity
to do treatment in a swanky place like Paradise Peak. Everyone was nice, even
the people who weren’t as nice as I was were one hundred times nicer than what
I had put up with at the state hospital. 


“Go away,” Erik said without giving
me the satisfaction of feeding into my angry spew. 


“Fine, but I was going to lead group
today. So, you’re going to miss out. But hey, just wallow in your own
self-pity. I’m sure you will magically start to feel better sooner or later.”


I stormed out of the room and back
to the nurses’ station. It killed me that he didn’t listen to me. It bugged me
that he hadn’t participated in my little word fight with him. Something was
different with Erik than when he had arrived. There had been a small glimpse of
his boyish charm when I had pulled the covers off of him, but it quickly
disappeared as he rolled back over. 


“I told you he wouldn’t move,”
Kaitlin said. “I think he needs to be kicked out of this place. There’s dozens
of people waiting for a bed, and he’s just wasting it.”


To hear her speak poorly of Erik had
my defenses on alert. I didn’t think he was a bad guy. I didn’t know what was
going on with him, though, and it was obvious he wasn’t getting much out of his
stay with us. But I would never condone kicking someone out unless they were
putting others in danger. And even then, I would recommend sending them to the
state hospital where they had quiet rooms and better security for dangerous
patients. I just wasn’t the type of person who gave up on people. 


“He’s going to group,” I said, not
even believing my own words as they came out of my mouth. 


I took a couple deep breaths and
walked back to Erik’s door. I had to take a different approach. There had to be
a way to earn his trust and get him out of his room and working on his
recovery. Part of what I had said was true, there was no way he would ever get
better if he just stayed lying in his bed the whole time he was with us. 


“I’m sorry for yelling,” I said as I
stood in the doorway. “Is there anything I can do for you? Is there something
you need so you can feel better? What do you need to be successful?”


There was no answer. 


I waited another moment before I
started to talk again. 


“Come to group this morning. I’m
going to help Jarrod with some activities. It’s not going to be fun, at all.
It’s going to make you uncomfortable. You’ll probably hate it here even more
than you do now. But come anyways.” 


“That’s the worst sales pitch I’ve
ever heard,” Erik said as I heard him moving in his bed. 


“So, is that a yes?” 


“Heck, no. I’m not coming, but
thanks for the effort.”


“Fine. Just fine. You want to rot
away in this room all alone, then go ahead and do it. I don’t care!” I yelled
as I left and went back to the nurses’ station again. 


But I couldn’t stand to look at
Kaitlin and the smug look on her face, so I went into the back room and hid for
a moment. Why did this man drive me so
crazy? Plenty of other patients had refused to go to group before and I had
never raised my voice to a single one of them. 


Brad constantly argued with me about
his food and what was in it, yet I didn’t yell at him. Kimber could hardly walk
half the time because she was so drugged up on psych meds and refused to let
the doctor lower them, but I didn’t yell at her, either. In fact, I couldn’t
remember the last time I had yelled at anyone in our facility. But there I was,
yelling and berating Erik like it was going to help motivate him. 


I knew better! I wasn’t a counselor
and I wasn’t a nurse, but I had been a patient before and I knew that yelling
at someone wasn’t going to motivate them. I knew that trying to make them feel
bad about their decision was the worst thing I could have done. It put a divide
between us and assured that Erik would stick his heels in deeper, just to avoid
looking like I had forced him into doing something he didn’t want to do. 


I knew all of those things, yet I
had still yelled at a patient to try and get them to a group session. I felt like
the worst mental health technician in the world. How was I ever going to be a
nurse if I couldn’t even handle my own frustrations when all I had to do was
get people to groups and feed them?


My stomach was in knots as I sat in
the back room and tried to pull myself back together. It wasn’t like me to act
like I had been and I really needed to knock it off. This place wasn’t about me
or my feelings – it was about people getting better. I took a couple deep
breaths and decided to still go and help Jarrod with group for the day. 


Showing up late to a group session
was worse than not going at all, at least as a patient it had been. So, as I
walked into the group room, I kept my head down and went right to the empty
seat in the back of the room by the supplies we were going to be using for the
project that day. 


No one even seemed to notice I had
arrived, which was a relief. It was sometimes a hard transition for me from
patient to staff member. I was probably the youngest person at Paradise Peak
who had a history of addiction. Plus, my addiction and treatment weren’t all
that long ago, so everything felt fresh for me still.


“Erik, it’s nice to have you with us
again today. Why don’t you start by telling us what you hope to get out of this
exercise?” 


My ears perked up as I heard his
name and I couldn’t help but smile that he had actually showed up. Although, it
didn’t feel as much like a victory as I thought it would. 


Whatever he decided to do with
himself after he left the facility was all his business, but while he was in
our care, I really wanted to push him to make the most of it. There was no
reason for a patient to spend thousands of dollars if they weren’t going to
participate in the program. It was a waste. 


“I’m going to make a collage of
things my mother loved. Thinking of her makes me happy and sad, so I’m not sure
what all I’ll put on there.”


“Great, I look forward to seeing
it.”


“Kimber, what will your collage be
about?”


“My boyfriend, Rob, and our
relationship. My parents don’t like him. They think he’s just using me for my
money. But I know our love is pure.”


“Why do your parents think he’s
using you?” Jarrod asked. 


“Because he’s unemployed and old.
They don’t understand what I see in him. But I see love. He loves me. It
wouldn’t matter if I was poor, I know he loves me.”


Even Kimber didn’t sound convinced
by her own words. I know I wasn’t convinced the guy was a stand up, decent
fella. He sounded like a douchebag to me. What kind of middle aged guy didn’t
have a job and was still able to land a rich twenty-one-year-old woman? I
imagined he must have been pretty easy on the eyes, at least. 


“Okay, I look forward to seeing it,”
Jarrod said. 


I could see that Jarrod was visibly
trying to hold back his own opinion on Kimber’s relationship. Jarrod was a blasted
good counselor. He didn’t tell people what to do, instead he guided them to
finding their own solutions to the questions they had in their minds. Sometimes
watching Jarrod work made me think that I wanted to be a counselor instead of a
nurse, but Kaitlin always talked me out of that option because of the pay
difference.


Nurses made close to thirty dollars
per hour, while the therapists made much less. I certainly wasn’t interested in
the job because of the salary alone, but both nurses and therapists were
positions I wanted to explore. 


“Let’s head back to the tables over
there. You’ll find lots of magazines, scissors, and glue for you to make your
collage with.” 


I stood up as everyone made their
way to the table. I expected that Erik would have sat as far away from me as
possible, but instead he sat across from me as he started his project. He
didn’t seem to be angry at me at all, which was very surprising to me considering
how I had just acted toward him in his room. 


“So, this is you helping teach the
group?” he said with that grin I had seen before. 


“Hey, it’s better than nothing. I’m
helping with the fun part.”


“I’m not sure it is,” he joked and
then went back to work. 


I didn’t distract him, or anyone
else. Instead, I went around the table and looked at the collages of their
life. It was a fun little exercise and filled with meaning. 


If I had made a collage, it would
have certainly been my parents all over it. They were the greatest people on
earth. I had been such an annoying teenager and then just pure trouble when I
became an adult. I was grateful they had stuck it out with me and hadn’t given
up home all together. 


Sobriety was dang hard for me. I
couldn’t imagine how hard it would be if I didn’t have my parents to help me.
After I got out of treatment, I didn’t have a job, or money, and I could barely
keep my body moving forward each day. My mom would make me breakfast and my dad
would talk to me about my day. It was those little things that really helped me
day in and day out. 


I continued to look around at
everyone’s projects. There were enlightening and showed so much about who each
person was. It was very interesting to see who they chose to do their collages
on and the pictures they assigned to their loved ones. 


Kimber had pictures of men all over
her collage, as well as expensive shoes and jewelry. It was clear that she
valued material things and men a lot. I couldn’t help but think that would have
been my collage back when I went through treatment. 


As I walked around the table, I
learned so much about each of the patients. 


Stan had a beautiful display of
everything music on his collage. He had drums, violins, singers, and concert
venues. He had been a drummer for so many years; his happiness was tied to it.
But his drumming career was over and he was left to try and make some sort of
meaningful life and that had been when he started to struggle. 


When I walked behind Erik, I took a
look at his collage and felt like I was peeking into his soul. Colorful,
vibrant pictures of mothers with their children were all over. He had
playgrounds, pizza parlors, family dinners, and people laughing. 


I couldn’t help but smile as I
looked at his collage. It was clear that he had a mother who loved him, but it
also seemed clear that she was no longer alive. I saw angels and clouds across
the top of his page. I felt for him and the loss he must feel. I couldn’t
imagine living without my mother; she was truly one of my best friends. 


As we wrapped up the session,
everyone took their collages with them back to their rooms. They also brought
pictures and glue sticks, just in case they had anything else to add before the
next day when they would share their collage with the group; no scissors were
allowed back in the rooms, though. 


“I just need to cut out a few more
pictures,” Erik said as everyone was leaving. “I’d like to fill up this empty
section, if you don’t mind. I know I won’t work on it later and I like to
finish things once I start them.”


I felt like the last comment was
totally aimed at me and the yelling fit I had had with him earlier. I still
felt horrible for the way I had talked to him. Not just because he seemed like
an okay guy, but really because he was a patient and it had been entirely
unprofessional of me. The way I had talked to him was much more about me and my
own issues than it was about him and his issues. I really didn’t know him well
enough to know what his issues were. 


“Cassidy, stay with him and put
everything back in the cabinet when he’s done, please,” Jarrod said.


“Sure.”


As everyone left the room, the
comfort level between Erik and I seemed to go with them. Being left alone with
him wasn’t anything I had planned. I sat there quietly as he cut pictures and
casually looked up at me. I thought about apologizing to him for the way I had
talked before, but that didn’t seem necessary. He clearly wasn’t angry with me,
so I decided to just drop it and move forward. 


Sometimes he smiled; sometimes he just
looked at me and went back to work. I didn’t want to talk first. I really
didn’t have anything to say. I had acted like a total jerk to him earlier, and
if I managed to say a single word, it should have been to apologize to him. 


“I’m sorry,” Erik said as he put the
scissors down and reached across the table and touched my hand. 


My whole body froze as I looked at
him. Why was his hand touching mine? Why was he apologizing? He hadn’t done
anything wrong; it had been me who screamed like some sort of crazy person. It
took me a moment to figure out what was going on. I had been thinking about
apologizing to him for so long that I thought maybe I had imagined him saying
something to me. But there he was with his hand on mine, and as he looked at
me, I realized he definitely had just apologized to me. 


“Okay,” I managed to mutter. “But
what are you apologizing for?”


His hand on my skin was sending a
nervous feeling throughout my body. I felt warm and shaky as I looked at him. Is he flirting with me, or just being nice?
I couldn’t tell. Do I want him to flirt
with me? 


No.
What am I even thinking?
This guy was a patient. He was off limits. He was also a bit of a jerk. He was
going through withdrawal really badly and was literally reaching out for help
though, so I couldn’t exactly just leave him hanging. 


“Seriously, I’m sorry for being such
a jerk. I had planned to leave after the first week and then decided to stay.
But then I was going to leave again. I just couldn’t make up my mind. You were
right. Thanks.”


His voice was calm and even as he
spoke to me. I searched his eyes for some sign that he was being sarcastic. How was I right? I couldn’t even
remember what I had said to him. The only thing I remembered was yelling at the
poor guy and making him feel bad enough that he had climbed out of bed and come
to group.


“What was I right about?” I managed
to say with a bit of a grin. 


It wasn’t often that anyone told me
I was right about something. Typically, I was the one making mistakes and not
following the rules, both at work and at home. 


“About me not getting better if I
didn’t get out of bed. Well, I’m not sure what better is for me yet. But lying
around in bed isn’t me. That’s not who I am, and I needed some tough love to
show me that.”


“Love?” I said with a raised eyebrow
as I held back a laugh. 


“Oh, you know what I mean.” He laughed
and gave me a tap on my hand as he pulled his hand back toward his side of the
table. “I needed someone to be straight with me and that was exactly what you
did. I appreciate it, and I wanted you to know.”


I missed the warmth of his touch
instantly and longed to feel his skin on mine again. There was one thing for
sure: Erik’s touch had instantly made me feel comfortable with him. There was
no longer awkwardness between us, and instead I felt like I was sitting across
the table from a very close friend. 


Weirdly enough, I didn’t know much
about Erik at all. All I knew so far was that he didn’t have family that he
thought cared about him and his mother appeared to have died. My initial
impression of him was that he was some sort of rich brat who had been given the
family money, but I was starting to rethink that version of who he was. 


“Did your mom pass away?” I asked in
an effort to get to know him a little more. 


“Yeah, it was a long time ago, when
I was a teenager, but I still miss her like it happened yesterday.” 


“It must be hard not to have family
there for you. I live with my mom and dad, and they are my rocks. I couldn’t
imagine life without them.”


“Let’s change the subject,” Erik
said without continuing down the path I was trying to take him. 


“I don’t want to sound like a jerk,
really I don’t. But why come to treatment if you don’t want to get better?”


“I don’t really have a drug or
drinking problem. I’m just here so my business partner can get a deal closed
for a new project we are working on.”


“It sounds like you must have had a
problem if they wanted you to come here, though, right?” 


“Nah; you know those California
types.”


I had to laugh. No, I didn’t know
those California types at all. I didn’t know them except for the addicts and
alcoholics that had come through our doors. So, if I compared Erik to those
California types, he sounded exactly like all the others who had been through
the treatment center. I probably shouldn’t have compared him to others, but the
way he was talking was very familiar to patients who just weren’t ready for
treatment. 


“I’ll hold my opinion on this whole
conversation for right now. Are you done with your project?”


He placed his scissors back in the
bin and I gathered everything up and opened the locked cabinet to put them
away. We had just made up from my previous yelling at the poor guy; I wasn’t
about to tell him that everyone seemed to think they didn’t have a problem with
drugs or alcohol when they showed up. 


“You are one of the most beautiful
women I’ve ever seen,” Erik said as he stood behind me near the cabinet. 


My breath caught in my chest as I
realized his body was closer than I had expected. Normally, I would have pushed
him away. Normally, I wouldn’t have let a patient get as close as he was. But
there was something different about Erik. There was something different about
how I was around him. I didn’t feel like I had control at all when he was
around. 

















 

Chapter
Eight


Erik



 

The words had come out of my mouth
before I could sensor them. I had been thinking she was the most beautiful
woman I had seen in a very long time, but as she stood there, my mouth spoke
before I could stop myself. I really wasn’t the type of guy who gave out
compliments to women. It even caught me off guard. 


At first, I wasn’t sure if I had
actually said the words out loud or not. She turned to look at me and then back
toward the cabinet. I expected her to say something; I wasn’t sure what I
thought she would say, but surely she would have some sort of response to the
compliment I had just given her. 


I had an overwhelming urge to kiss
her. To be honest, I had felt that way since I had first laid eyes on her, but
now I felt like I couldn’t hold back. I shouldn’t have gotten so close to her
because the second I walked over to the cabinet to hand her the stack of papers
that were left on the table, I was close enough to smell her. Close enough that
my senses had taken over and the words had escaped me before I could hold my
control over them. 


A light, flowery scent combined with
what I thought was cinnamon made Cassidy smell good enough to eat. Oh, how I
would have loved to nibble on every inch of her body. Seriously, I didn’t know
what had come over me. I didn’t nibble on random girls. I screwed them. I
wasn’t a flowery kind of guy. I wasn’t a crafting kind of guy, yet there I was,
crafting and thinking about the flowery scent of this girl. 


“Here are the papers,” I said as I
handed the stack of collage paper to her and tried to totally ignore that fact
that she hadn’t responded to me telling her she was beautiful. 


“Thanks.”


She turned around to face me and
then quickly back to the inside of the cabinet and stayed there for much longer
than she needed to. My hand reached out to touch her shoulder, but then I
decided not to. I wasn’t thinking straight. She was only being nice to me
because she worked there, nothing more and nothing less. I had to be imagining
the chemistry going on between us because I had been away from women for so
long. 


Cassidy was still close to me. She
didn’t push me away. She didn’t seem to mind my close proximity to her. There
was a primal urge that had me wanting to press her up against that storage
closet and bang her. My body was hard with even the slightest possibility of
feeling her wetness around me. My brain could only think about sex in that
moment. All reason was long gone, and somehow, I felt like the possibility of
having this girl was real. 


“We should get you back to your
unit,” she said as she expertly closed the cabinet and stepped away from me at
the same time. 


She didn’t look at me as we walked
back to the unit, and I tried not to look at her. But it was impossible not to
watch her as she walked in front of me. Her rear was insanely perfect in a pair
of tight, black scrub pants. I physically had to hold onto my own hands to
prevent myself from reaching out and grabbing her rear cheeks. 


It wasn’t like me to have to control
of myself. Normally, I was the center of attention. The girls would throw
themselves at me; they wanted to land me just as badly as I wanted to land them.
Girls literally showed up naked in my bedroom, just wanting to screw and take a
selfie of us together in bed. 


I wasn’t complaining. Most guys my
ages wouldn’t complain about the number of women I had. But it got old. The
same lines all the time. The same women, even. Well, not literally the same
women, but they all tended to blend together. The women at my parties laughed
at my jokes, dressed in tiny outfits, did drugs with me, and any sexual thing I
asked of them. When I would get bored, I would come up with random things to do
in the bedroom, just to see if they would do it. 


“Pour that shampoo all over yourself
and roll around on the tiles,” I had said to one girl when I was drunk. 


She didn’t even hesitate. Before I
knew it, she was slipping all over the ground. 


It wasn’t real, though. That was the
problem. The girls who showed up in my bedroom weren’t there because they had
gotten to know me and thought I was a great guy. They were in my bedroom to say
they had slept with Erik Levy, the Silicon Valley tech millionaire. 


I didn’t blame them. I was much more
at fault than they were. I could have said no. I should have said no on many
occasions. But I was caught up in the drugs, booze, and girls at the time.
There were plenty of guys in the Silicon Valley who were millionaires and
didn’t act like total jerks. They had a normal life with friends and family,
but I was on a totally different road. 


Now, as I watched Cassidy walk, my
primal instincts flooded back to me, but my clear head also brought a bit of
sense. I knew I couldn’t have this girl. I knew that it didn’t matter if she
was beautiful and intelligent; she was out of reach for me. It was an entirely
new feeling for me. I didn’t normally feel like a girl was off limits, but
Cassidy had to be. 


A girl like Cassidy wasn’t going to
fall for a guy that was in treatment, anyways, and definitely not a guy who was
barely participating in treatment. If I ever wanted to land any sort of
stability in my life, I really had to take more control of my decisions. 


Certainly, I felt like people
exaggerated my drug and alcohol use. I still felt like I could control myself.
But maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to hang out at Paradise Peak through the end of
the program. The staff was nice, even the other patients seemed pretty
enjoyable. Suddenly, the idea of making the most of my time at the rehab center
seemed like the best possible option. 


I wouldn’t have to be alone at
Christmas or feel bad for not going home to visit my father. The idea of
staying at treatment was much more appealing than I had imagined it would be.
It gave me the excuse I needed not to deal with my family. 


Not only did I feel a little more
motivated to explore what Paradise Peak had to offer me, I was also going to
avoid the uncomfortable holiday season back at my big house all alone. It was
perfect and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t realized it earlier. 


“All right, there you go,” Cassidy
said as she walked me onto the unit and then turned to leave. 


“Wait,” I said and reached out and
grabbed her hand. “I’m sorry for being inappropriate. The words just came out
before I could stop them.”


“It happens all the time.” She laughed
and then looked down at my hand on hers. 


“I bet it does,” I said and pulled
my hand away. 


“I’m joking, Erik. It’s never happened
before,” she said as she took another step away from me. “I’m not really the
kind of girl who people call beautiful.”


Surely, she was joking. Did Cassidy
actually not realize how truly pretty she was? Her clear skin looked like milk;
it was perfectly smooth without even the slightest sign of aging. Then there
was her red hair. It wasn’t a dull or brownish color; no, instead her hair lit
up a room as the lights reflected off of the shiny deep red tones. 


“That can’t be true,” I managed to
say. “You are beautiful.”


I was one hundred percent sincere. I
wasn’t trying to trash her and I wasn’t trying to get anything in return, I
just really hated the idea that she didn’t think she was beautiful. Cassidy was
both beautiful outside and inside; she was the ideal of what men looked for in
a woman. It baffled me that such a beauty really couldn’t see what she brought
into the world simply by being herself. 


“You better get back to your room,”
she said as she pulled the door shut. 


She didn’t look like she believed me
at all, but there was a small smile on her face as she left me on the unit. I
was glad to be right where I was. For whatever reason, I was at the treatment
center and I finally felt like it was good for me. Even if I just used the time
to relax and better myself, that would be at least worth the time and money I
was putting into it. 


There was a new sense of purpose as
I went back to my room and crashed on the bed. Somehow, my embarrassing
incident with Cassidy had just motivated me to make a little effort and
participate. What was the worst that could happen if I made an effort and
participated during my treatment at the facility? I didn’t really see a down
side, except maybe lack of sleep from getting up so early.


Lunch in the dining room, afternoon
group therapy, evening individual therapy – I went to it all. I didn’t always
participate, but I made more of an effort than I had since arriving. Even my
conversations with Jarrod during my individual therapy were much deeper than
they had been before. There was still a wall up around me, but I felt like I
was in letting people see a little bit of me. 


“Erik, we are doing an AA meeting
tonight; why don’t you join us?” Jarrod asked as he gathered up a few of the
patients. 


“I’m not really into that.”


“You’re not into what?” Jarrod
asked. 


He wasn’t asking sarcastically; he
genuinely seemed to want to hear what I had to say about AA meetings. The truth
was, I didn’t know all that much about them. What I thought I knew was that
everyone stood up and admitted to being alcoholics and then prayed to heaven to
forgive them. I didn’t have anything against people who went to AA meetings,
they obviously had helped a lot of people, but it wasn’t really my thing.


Religion had never been my thing.
Well, before my mother passed away, we had gone to church, but very
infrequently. When Mom was sick, we went almost every Sunday. I prayed for her
to get better; my brother and father prayed for her to get better. But God
clearly wasn’t listening to our prayers because she died. 


After my mother’s death, religion no
longer had a place in my life. I didn’t have time to pray to a God who wouldn’t
listen to me. I didn’t have the energy to think that someone was going to make
things better for me. Instead, I took on the mentality that only I could make
life better for myself. I couldn’t count on God, I couldn’t count on my family;
the only person I could count on was myself. 


“You know, all that religious
stuff,” I replied. 


“Hey man, I understand. I’m not all
that religious either. Why not give it a try and if you don’t like it, you
don’t have to come back next time. We only meet a couple times during the week.
It’s not a required meeting, so you won’t lose points or gain points based on
attendance.”


Normally, I would have said no.
Hell, even if he had asked me earlier that morning I probably would have said
no. But I had spent the whole day participating in groups and meetings and I
just figured what could one more meeting hurt? I was on a roll and decided to
give it a try. 


“All right, I’ll come, but I’m just
going to chill, if that’s all right.”


“You can participate as much as you
want.”


Jarrod seemed pretty proud of
himself for luring me into coming to his AA meeting. I wanted to tell him not
to get so excited; I wouldn’t be going to any others, but I decided to
just sit quietly and see what happened. He was a good guy who clearly wanted to
help me.


“Hey, everyone, I hope your night is
going well,” Stan said as he got up and started the meeting. 


It was a bit of a shocker to see
Jarrod sitting in the seats and Stan up front leading, but I just went with the
flow. I didn’t know what to expect at one of these meetings. 


“I’m Stan. I’m and alcoholic, it’s
been twenty-eight days since I had a drink,” Stan continued on. 


“Hi, Stan,” the group said in
unison. 


“Tonight, I wanted to talk about a
phone call I had with my daughter. It went really poorly. That’s putting it
lightly. Actually, she cried and screamed and told me I was a horrible father
to her during her entire life.” 


Stan looked down for a moment to
compose himself. I hadn’t seen much emotion at all from the man since I had
been on the unit with him. He normally kept pretty much to himself and didn’t
interact much more than the usual pleasantries. I felt bad that his daughter
would say such horrible things to her own father. 


“You know the part about the call
that hurt me the most though?” Stan asked as he looked back up at the group.
“She was right. Every single word she said was exactly right. When she was
young, I was on tour. I barely stopped back at home. My wife, well my ex-wife,
finally got sick of it and left me. 


“But she was dang good to me.
Anytime I was in town, my ex offered to let me have Rosie. She would even bring
Rosie to my tour bus when I was close to town. But I couldn’t be bothered by a
little girl. I was rotten.”


“You’re a good man, Stan,” Kimber
yelled out. “We know you mean well.”


“Thanks, Kimber, but is meaning well
and doing well actually the same thing? I’ve been off the road for five years
now. I drink more than I eat. I never go to my daughter’s house and visit with
her. I’m a grandfather, you know. But I wouldn’t trust myself around little
children. I’m useless, and I don’t want to be like that. 


“I want to be the kind of grandpa
that the kids beg to come see. I want to offer to watch her children for a
weekend and let her and her husband have some time together. I’m not here just
for me this time. I’m going to get sober because I want to be remembered for
doing something better than playing the drums.” Stan was starting to tear
up. “Well, I guess that’s all I had to say. Thanks for listening.”


“Thanks for sharing, Stan,” Jarrod
said as he stood up and patted Stan on the back. 


I was moved by Stan’s story. He
seemed to really care about his daughter now, and I couldn’t help but hope they
would work things out. I had noticed that everyone was really supportive in all
of my group sessions. It was a new thing for me, and I wasn’t sure how I felt
about it just yet, but I could see how that support was helping others. 


“Does anyone else have anything to
share?” Jarrod asked the group. 


“My last boyfriend hit me. I don’t
care that my current boyfriend doesn’t have a job and is old. I feel safe with
him,” Kimber said as she stood up. 


Everyone froze and looked at her in
shock as they waited for her to elaborate or ask a question. But she didn’t say
anything else and just sat back down. 


“Thanks for sharing, Kimber.”


I saw Jarrod look toward me, and I
avoided his gaze almost instantly. I didn’t have a thing to share at all. I
wasn’t going to spill my personal business there in a group with a bunch of
addicts. Sure, I had attended the other groups throughout the day, but they had
asked questions about sobriety, support systems, and making plans for the
future. We hadn’t shared our fears or hopes and certainly nothing as personal
as what Stan and Kimber had shared. 


A few other people shared their
stories as I sat quietly and listened. It was brave of them to reach out to
others, but I didn’t need that in my life. I was simply at the rehab facility
so I could relax and refocus before going into the movie business. I didn’t
need all the sharing and mumbo jumbo. I knew myself and I knew how to move
forward. 


Drugs and alcohol had been fun, but
I could give them up. Heck, I had even gone through some bad withdrawals when I
arrived, so surely I wasn’t going to start back up with that stuff when I got
home. I was pretty positive that I wasn’t going to have any trouble staying
sober when I finally left the facility. 


As the meeting ended, I snuck out
the back and tried to make it back to my room before Jarrod saw me. I knew he
was going to want to ask me how I liked the meeting and I didn’t want to have
to lie to him. It was uncomfortable. The truth about the AA meeting was that
everything in there made me uncomfortable. 


I didn’t like the way everyone answered
things in unison; it felt like some sort of cult. I didn’t like what I felt was
over-sharing when people stood up and talked about their personal life. AA
meetings seemed even more intimate than regular group sessions. 


The only thing I could say that I
liked about the AA meeting was that there was a lot less God and preaching in
it than I had expected. The other observation I had was that the meetings
seemed to be helpful to others.


“You look like you’ve had a good
day,” Kaitlin said from the nurses’ station as she buzzed me back onto the
unit. 


“It was better than I expected.”


“A couple more days of this and
you’ll be in a room with a door,” she said dramatically. 


“I can’t wait.”


“Yeah, it’s always nice to have a
little privacy. If you want some snacks, there’s fruit out there. Otherwise,
nothing much going on this evening. I’ll just be over here trying to stay
awake.” 


“Yeah, why are you working so late
tonight?” I asked as I tried to hold a normal conversation. 


It was surprisingly hard for me to
have a decent conversation while at Paradise Peak. I was out of my element, and
everything I said seemed to sound ridiculously nerdy to me. There certainly
wasn’t a way to act cool when you were in a rehab center. It was also hard for
me to talk to people I didn’t know without alcohol in my system, that was
something I had to get used to again.


“Susan’s brother died,” Kaitlin
said. “Really sad. I guess it was sudden and unexpected.”


“That is sad. I’m sorry.”


“We all die eventually. Make sure
you’re keeping in touch with your loved ones. Sooner or later, they will be
gone. You don’t want to have any remorse about that.” 


“Very true,” I said and quickly made
my way back to my room. 


Her words had hit me when I was
vulnerable. I had just spent the entire day in and out of groups and therapy.
My emotions were raw. I couldn’t help but think about what I would feel if I
lost my brother or my father. We fought and were angry with each other, but I
would be sad if they died. I would be crushed if I never had the opportunity to
see them again. I wasn’t sure they would feel as bad if I died, but I knew in
that moment that I was going to have to reach out to them, even if it was only
for my own personal wellbeing.

















 

Chapter Nine


Cassidy



 

I did everything in my power to
avoid Erik for the rest of the day after our incident in the craft closet. His
touch had felt like velvet on my skin. My hips had thrust toward him in an
instinctual urge to have him pull me closer. It had been a very long time since
I had felt such physical attraction, and I certainly couldn’t remember a man
coming straight out and telling me I was beautiful. 


But it was all for nothing. I wasn’t
going to let things go any further than they already had. I was happy he wasn’t
angry with me and really proud that he was up and participating in programming
again, but that was it. Nothing more. 


Nothing about the moment was right,
at least it wasn’t right for a treatment facility. I wasn’t even sure I liked
the guy as a human being yet; he was really a jerk at times. But there was no
denying that the sexual chemistry between the two of us was off the charts.
Simply having his hand on me literally made my knees go weak. 


I could fantasize a little about
him, no harm could come from that. But nothing more than fantasies would ever
happen between us. I would make sure of that. Or at least, I would try my
hardest. But as I left work and headed home, my mind was swirling with the idea
of what kind of lover he was. I imagined his lips against mine and how that
would make me feel. I couldn’t stop thinking about him.


By the time I got home, all I could
think about was Erik. I thought about his smile, the way he had called me
beautiful, and I tried to analyze everything he said and did to see what it was
he was trying to get from me. 


That’s what addicts did: they used
their charms to get what they wanted. I knew addicts well. I had been one,
after all. I wanted to believe Erik was playing some sort of game with me, but
I couldn’t come up with anything I could offer the man that would be reason
enough for him to give me such a compliment. 


I wasn’t in charge of anything at
the treatment facility. In fact, I was lower on the totem pole than even the
janitor was; at least the janitor had keys to every room. I had to get buzzed
on and off the secured unit. To be honest, Erik probably had a better chance of
getting what he wanted without even talking to me. He was paying cash for his
stay, which was a valuable commodity in our industry. 


Could
it be possible that he actually thinks I am beautiful? I wondered. I didn’t see how a guy
like him would even see beauty in a girl like me. I was rough around the edges,
nothing polished or fake on me. My boobs were decent sized, but not fake and
large like the women in California. I had a slim waist, but my rear was
voluptuous, there was no denying it, and I couldn’t hide, especially because I
loathed working out so much. I stood in front of my mirror and looked at
myself. I wasn’t hideous, but I wasn’t a model, either. I suspected a guy like
Erik was used to dating models and celebrities. 


“Cassidy, dinner is ready,” my
mother hollered from the stairs. 


I liked living at home. I knew to
some people it seemed like I had failed because I was back at home with my
parents, but for me, it was right. I needed their love around me as I recovered
and got myself back on track. I certainly hadn’t expected to stay at home for
as long as I had, but until something better came up, I was perfectly happy
right where I was. 


My parents were good to me, and I
couldn’t imagine that I would be leaving their house anytime soon. Probably not
until I found a college to go to – if a college actually took me into one of
their programs. 


“There’s my girl,” my father said as
I sat down at the table. “How was your work at that place today? Are you ready
to throw in the towel and come work the slopes? Christmas season sure is a busy
one this year.” 


“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you
guys, I hiked up the ridge with some patients the other day. It was so
beautiful up there. That path sure did look good, Dad. I know you worked really
hard on it.”


“You hiked?” my mother asked. 


The look on her face made it seem
like I never did anything physical at all. Sure, I only liked to walk on the
treadmill at the gym – and I hardly ever actually got to the gym. But I wasn’t
disabled; I did have the ability to walk. She didn’t have to look at me like I
had suddenly turned green or something. 


“Yes, Mom. I actually moved my legs
and walked,” I teased her. 


“Thanks for telling me, honey. I
wasn’t sure anyone was going to use the trail in the winter. But I decided to
scoop the snow out of the way anyways, just in case.”


“It was perfect, Dad. The path was
all clear and because we had a few warm days, even the residual snow had melted
off the trail. It was a beautiful hike.”


“Are you going to turn into one of
those fitness junkies who eat kale and works out all the time?” Mom asked. 


“I don’t think so, but would that be
all that horrible? At least I’d be healthy for a change.”


I knew my mother and father were
just worried about me. I had spent so many years lying to them about where I
was going and what I was doing that it was hard for them to transition into
actually trusting me. I didn’t blame them, though. I had set up our
relationship with a lack of trust and it was my responsibility to earn it back.



“So, what’s new at work, dear?” my
mom asked as we ate. 


“There’s a patient who I think I
helped today,” I said.


“Well, that’s good. Tell me about
it.”


I loved that my parents seemed
genuinely interested in what I did with my day. My father certainly didn’t want
me to keep working at the rehab facility, but even he could put on a supportive
face while we had dinner together as a family. 


Sometimes, it really baffled me as
to why I had thought my life was so horrible when I started drinking and
partying all the time. I could still remember telling friends that my parents
were the equivalent to Nazi guards. The memory made me cringe as it passed
through my head. My parents had only been worried about me and wanted the best
for me. They had put a curfew on me if I was to stay in their home and I had
called them Nazis. It wasn’t the proudest moment in my life, that was for sure.



“He wasn’t coming to groups or doing
pretty much anything at all. I think he was depressed. But today I got him to
come to a group and he even made a collage for his mother who passed away. I
think it was a lot of progress for him.”


“You are such a sweet girl, honey,”
my mother said. 


“I hope those people appreciate all
that you do for them,” my father replied grumpily. 


“Dad, I get paid to work there;
isn’t that enough?”


“People should show appreciation for
others, though. They better be nice to you or they’ll have your angry papa bear
hunting them down.”


My father had a dry sense of humor,
but my mother and I appreciated it. Sometimes, other people thought he was
being serious, though, and that was embarrassing. I hated when he would make a
joke and someone would just stare blankly at him, but my mother seemed to be
used to it and didn’t even tell people when he was joking.


I decided not to mention the part of
my story where I yelled at the patient and berated him before he decided to
show up to group. Or the part where I lied to him and said I was leading the
group when I was really just sitting at a table in the back. 


I also left out the part of the
story where the incredibly handsome patient told me I was beautiful and leaned
in so close to me that I thought he was actually going to kiss me. My parents
didn’t need to know those parts of the story. 


When I finally got to bed that
night, it felt like I had only just closed my eyes when my alarm went off. I
had to work early that morning because the other tech was going to a doctor’s
appointment, or dentist, or something; I wasn’t sure and I couldn’t keep all of
his stories straight. 


“Good morning,” I said to Kaitlin
when I arrived. 


I had totally forgotten that she was
working the overnight shift. It was always more fun to get the shift notes from
Kaitlin than any of the other nurses. She told me the truth about how people
were doing and didn’t sugarcoat it like Susan did. 


“I’m so tired. I think I might just
fall asleep right...” Her head fell into her hands and she dramatically snored
like she was sleeping. 


“Did you have a good night? Other
than the being exhausted part?”


“Yeah, it’s actually much more fun
to work overnight. Everyone is sleeping. I could deal with so many more people
if they would just stay sleeping while I worked,”


“Me, too!”


“Okay, well, we have new girl in
room two. She’s puking all over the place. I finally just brought her a bucket
because I was tired of cleaning up the floor when she couldn’t make it to her
room. I have the doctor coming to see her in an hour because she really didn’t
look well. She’ll need a little loving and attention today. Her husband dropped
her off and said he would leave her if she didn’t complete the program. She’s
been alternating between tears and vomit all night long.”


“Drug of choice?”


“Alcohol,” Kaitlin said, and we both
dramatically made a face. 


There were a lot of harsh drugs that
people came into our facility addicted to, but alcohol was one of the scariest.
It embedded itself into the cells of the user and the withdrawal could actually
kill a person. Luckily, we hadn’t had anyone who had gone through such bad
withdrawals that they had died, but we had needed to send people to the
emergency room before. 


“I’ll keep my eye on her,” I
promised. 


The nurse for the morning walked in
and Kaitlin went to give her report on the patients. I stood at the nursing
station and looked out over the unit. It certainly was calmer in the early
morning hours. Maybe I should give overnights a try sometime. 


As the sun finally started to come
up, the unit got busier and busier. I ended up in Brianna’s room for most of
the morning. She was sick, really sick. I felt so bad for her as she continued
to vomit time and time again. The doctor ended up running late and said he
wouldn’t be there until around noon.


I gathered cool compresses, helped
her take a shower, even sat with her curled up in bed and read to her in an
effort to get her mind off of things. Alcohol withdrawals could be really bad,
and I had a hard time watching others go through them.


“Tell me about your family,” I said
as we sat on her bed. 


“My husband, Greg, is so kind. I
know it doesn’t seem like it because he left me here. But he loves me. We met
in high school and had our three babies one after another. His father owns one
of the ski resorts in town,” she said as she paused to sip her Gatorade. 


“Oh, my parents manage a resort in
town,” I added as we talked. 


She didn’t really have the energy to
respond to my input, but she did continue to tell me about her kids. Brianna
wasn’t looking good at all, and as soon as I got her to fall asleep again, I
was going to page Mr. March so he could put some pressure on the doctor. I
really thought the doctor needed to come see her. 


“Aubrey is my oldest; she’s five
years old and loves to dance. Adrian is my middle child and horses are her
favorite. Anna is my two-year-old and she’s really into princess…”


Suddenly, Brianna started to shake
and her muscles tightened. She was having a seizure. I had been trained to
handle these, and luckily, I remembered exactly what to do and I started to get
her secured while I yelled for help.


“Help!” I screamed as I gently
helped her down to the ground and rolled her onto her side. “Help!”


Erik was the first one into the
room, and he grabbed her toothbrush and put it between her teeth as she
continued to seize. I knew not to get in her way, but only make sure she was
safe and wouldn’t hit any furniture, so I kept my hands in front of the bedpost
and sat near her until her body stopped convulsing. 


“How do I call an ambulance?” Erik
asked. “Do I have to dial a number to get out?” 


“There’s a blue button under the
nurses’ station. Push it; the operator will ask what’s going on. They’ll send
the doctor and call 911 for you. Where’s the nurse at?” 


Just then Margaret came running into
the room. I didn’t get to work with her very often, and I was already very
unimpressed at how long it had taken her to get to our emergency. 


“I was giving meds. How long has she
been seizing?”


“Maybe 30 seconds or so.” I really
didn’t know. Time seemed to be standing still. 


“Her chart said she was drinking a
fifth of vodka daily. I bet she lied about that. Go wait at the back door for
the ambulance. They’re going to need to get in here quickly.” 


Officer Pinter was running onto the
unit as I went to the back door to wait. He was a police officer and had first
aid skills much better than mine, so I felt a little relieved to have the nurse
and him in the room with Brianna. 


“Get the defibrillator, she doesn’t
have a pulse,” I heard Margaret yell as Mr. March came running onto the unit.


Mr. March didn’t hesitate at all and
ran behind the nurses’ station to grab the black, soft-sided box mounted on the
wall. Erik moved out of the way but stayed standing behind the counter as Mr.
March rushed passed. He had probably just reached the 911 operator by then; it
was going to be at least five minutes before an ambulance would arrive. 


My hands started to shake, and I
leaned against the wall as I tried to listen to what was going on and watch out
the window for the ambulance all at the same time. She had to be okay. She had
a husband and a family. There were so many people in her life who loved her. I
started to cry. If they were using the defibrillator, things were more serious
than any patient we had ever had on our unit. 


“She’ll be okay,” I heard Erik say
as he came and stood next to me and watched out the window for the ambulance as
I slumped down to the ground and put my hands over my eyes. “They know what
they’re doing. She will be okay,” he continued as he tried to reassure me.


Erik was talking quietly, and I
wasn’t sure if he was reassuring himself or me. Brianna’s room was filled with
people and I couldn’t hear what was happening over all of their voices. I was
scared. Terrified, really. She was my age. Sure, she had a much different life
than me; she was married with three kids, but Brianna was only twenty-four
years old. She couldn’t die. She just couldn’t. 


Erik grabbed one of the nurses to
open the door and then held it as the ambulance pulled right up to the
building. They had all their gear ready and looked serious as they rushed
inside. 


“Room two,” he said as he pointed to
Brianna’s room.


The other medic pulled the stretcher
out of the vehicle and brought it into the hallway. I was terrified. Brianna
wasn’t someone I knew well and I obviously didn’t know her enough to love her.
But there were people who loved her; there were three little girls who would
forever grow up without a mother if Brianna died. I couldn’t take the thought
of it. 


Within a couple of minutes, the
stretcher was being wheeled out and one medic was delivering chest compressions
while the other and Officer Pinter pushed the gurney out to the ambulance. Her
skin was pale and grayish in color. I feared she was gone and slid back down to
the ground in tears. I had never seen a dead person before.


My emotions were so raw at the
possibility that I had done something wrong. If I had called the doctor sooner,
maybe she would have been all right. The guilt was eating me alive. 


For nearly a half of an hour after
Brianna was taken away, the unit was quiet. Everyone sat in the day area or in
their rooms. Anytime the phone rang, we anxiously thought it was news about
her. Even Mr. March sat with us as we contemplated what had just happened. 


This young, vibrant mother of three
had been brought to our facility in a last ditch effort to get help. Her
husband had feared for his wife’s wellbeing and threatened to leave her if she
didn’t get help. So, she had reluctantly agreed to be admitted. But had it been
too late? Had the lies she told about her usage amount caused her to risk her
life even more than she had been?


Many people didn’t understand how
dangerous withdrawals from alcohol really were. On admission, our staff always
tried to get honest answers from people, but alcoholics and drug addicts
weren’t the most honest of people. If a potential patient reported drinking too
much alcohol, we required them to detox at the local hospital; it was the
safest place to be if something bad happened. But there was no way to know for
sure if someone was lying about how much they drank. 


“You were great this morning,” I
said to Erik as I went and sat at his table with him and Brad. 


“He was a rock star,” Brad
added. “Seriously, dude, if I was ever dying, I’d totally want it to be around
you.” 


“I think that was a compliment,”
Erik said as he looked at me and we both laughed.


Brad was a funny fellow. One minute
he was joking, the next he was telling you how horrible something was. I always
had to take a minute and process what he was saying just to make sure he wasn’t
actually saying something horrible to me. I tried not to take offense though,
even when he was a bit horrible; it was just his personality. 


“Yeah, I think so.”


“That was scary, though. I
really hope she’s all right,” Erik added. 


“I know. She’s got a husband and
three little girls. I could tell she loved them so much. I hope someone called
them.” 


“Yeah, I heard Mr. March call her
husband,” Brad added. 


“Life is so short. I mean,
seriously. Any one of us could be killed in an accident. It’s stupid all the
rubbish we do to risk our lives even more than natural selection does,” I said. 


No one responded to my statement,
but I could tell both of the guys were thinking about it. Addiction was a
terrible disease. So many people in the world thought it was a choice, but I
knew better. Not only from my own life, but by watching what had just happened
with Brianna. There was no way she wanted to leave her precious children and
die. She didn’t drink because she wanted to. There was an addiction that had a
hold of her so deeply that it was taking away everything that she held dear to
her heart. I closed my eyes and held my hands together as I said a little
prayer for Brianna to make it through the day. 


When I opened my eyes, I saw Erik
praying, as well as Brad. It was all we could do. There was nothing else we
could offer Brianna as she fought as hard as she could to live through her
addiction. 

















 

Chapter
Ten


Erik



 

I hadn’t prayed since the day before
my mother had been taken from me. But in that moment, as I watched Cassidy say
a prayer for the new girl who had basically died in her room that morning, I
had to pray. 


Something inside me said it would
help. I couldn’t explain it. I didn’t even know if I believed God was out
there. But there was a drive deep inside of me that called me to do everything
possible for this poor woman.  


I didn’t know what it was like to be
married. I didn’t know what it was like to be a parent. But I did know what it
was like to regret. I prayed for Brianna and that if there was a God, He would
keep her safe. I prayed that God would give her a chance to make things right
and be the mother she knew she could be to her children. 


My own mother had believed so
powerfully in prayer that the moment made me feel closer to her. Even if I
didn’t believe anything good would come out of that prayer, at least I had the
joy of feeling close to my mother for the tiniest of minutes. 


“All right, everyone, I know we are
all worried about Brianna, but we need to keep going with our day. Cassidy, can
you start handing out lunch, please?” Mr. March interrupted. 


“Yep,” she replied with a fake smile
plastered across her face. 


It was hard to imagine that we were
supposed to continue on with our day like nothing had happened. Something very
bad had happened and I wasn’t really in the mood for sitting in boring group
meetings while I talked about my plan for the future. 


We were all oddly silent as lunch
came around. Brad didn’t even bother to complain or ask what his meal was made
of. Every one of us was thinking that what happened to Brianna could have
easily happened to any of us. Heck, it had pretty much happened to me, although
I only remembered the hospital and not the paramedics rescuing me. 


“I don’t feel like groups today,” I
said as Jarrod came around to gather us all up for afternoon group.


“You’re coming,” he said.


The firm expression on his face made
it clear that I was attending group whether I liked it or not. Reluctantly, I
went to afternoon group. He could strong arm me into attending, but he
certainly couldn’t force me to participate. 


Everyone from my unit was in group
that day. I assumed that Jarrod had strong armed them like he had done to me.
None of us looked like we wanted to be there, though. I know I kept thinking
about the night I had fallen into the pool and how it could have been my last
day. I imagined everyone else was thinking about the incidents that happened to
them which could have been their last days. 


“So, let’s talk about it,” Jarrod
said. “We just saw a woman die and be brought back to life by a shock from a
couple of paddles. What’s that feel like?”


He let the silence linger in the
room as he waited for someone to answer. He waited, and waited; it was clear
that Jarrod wasn’t going to move on until someone answered the question he
posed to the group. He was a stubborn man and usually got his way with us.
Eventually, someone always broke down and started to talk. 


“It feels like trash,” I said to
appease the silence.


“Why?” 


For goodness sake, now I was going to
have to keep talking. I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth. Nothing about the
group session that day appealed to me. I had no urge to dredge up my emotions
and I knew that thinking about Brianna’s incident was bound to stir something
up inside of me. 


“Because she had her whole life
ahead of her,” I added. 


“Has! She has her whole life ahead
of her,” Kimber screamed at me. “She was alive when they left. She could make
it.”


“I hope she does.”


“Okay, Kimber, you seem pretty
emotional. Tell us how you are feeling,” Jarrod asked. 


I was grateful for the attention
being taken off of me. There wasn’t much that I felt I could add to the
conversation. My brain was all twisted up with memories of my own past, and I
could hardly keep myself together. I bet other people said that I had my whole
life ahead of me and why would I have done what I did. 


There was a lot of truth in the idea
that I could see what was going on for other people better than myself. But
really, I did have my whole life ahead of me. I was young, had money, a couple
good friends, and if I could get a handle on the addiction I was realizing I
had, I might even have a good life in my future. 


“I’m pissed. Okay. Is that what you
want to hear?” Kimber screamed. “She was a young, beautiful mother, and God is
a jerk for doing this to her.”


“God did this to her?” Jarrod asked.



“She did it to herself,” I said
almost under my breath.


“Don’t be a jerk,” Kimber yelled
toward me. 


Kimber was pissed off. She was angry
at Jarrod, at me, at God. I could see the hate spewing out through her eyes.
There would be no talking any sense into her that day. It was the first time
any of us had seen her get really emotional. Even though Kimber didn’t know the
new girl at all, there was obviously a little of herself in Brianna and that
scared her to death. 


“I’m not trying to be a jerk. We
control our own actions. The night I got so drunk that I drowned myself in my
swimming pool, I can’t blame that on God. He didn’t force feed me those drinks
all night long.”


“Okay, let’s not get into the whole
God thing,” Stan added. “The fact of the matter is that we all need to take
responsibility for our actions. Not just what we do to ourselves, but what we
do to the people around us.”


“Did you talk to your daughter?”
Jarrod asked Stan.


“Yeah, we talked. She yelled, and I
apologized. She yelled some more, and I told her I was sorry some more. When it
was all said and done, she invited me to come visit her when I get out of here.
She said she has a spare bedroom and that my grandkids are excited to see me.”


“That’s great, Stan,” Jarrod
replied. 


We were all just filling the time.
Jarrod was a good therapist to try and get us to talk, but we really wanted to
know how Brianna was doing. It was weird to me that I cared so much for someone
who I didn’t even know. I really couldn’t remember a time when I had met
someone and actually liked them at first, so feeling so bad for Brianna was a
huge emotional step for me. 


Group session dragged on for the
whole hour as Jarrod tried to fill out time and take our minds off of what we
had witnessed. As the hours of the day went by slower and slower, we still
hadn’t heard an update about Brianna. My blood was boiling at the lack of
information. Someone had to know what was going on with her. If she was alive,
they just needed to tell us. If she was dead, they could do the common courtesy
of telling us that, as well. 


“Hey, guys, who wants to go
swimming?” Melanie asked. 


Everyone said yes. Not that we all
actually wanted to go, but any sort of physical activity was likely to keep our
minds occupied more than sitting in a group sharing our stories. I had waited
for over a week to try out the hot tub; it was going to be fantastic. 


I was nervous to go swimming. I
couldn’t deny it, but I knew I had to just do it. If I started avoiding pools
because of what happened to me, there would be no possibility that I would move
on. 


When we walked outside, Cassidy was
sitting on the edge of the pool like she was about to get in. She had on a
hideous, red, one-piece swimsuit that clashed with the red in her hair. I had
to assume that the suit was standard issue at Paradise Peak because Melanie
also wore the same one. 


Although the style and color of the
suit was clearly horrible, Cassidy wore it like a model. Her curves hugged the
edges in all the right places. If I had to guess, I would say that the red suit
was probably two sizes too small for her, but Cassidy had probably done that on
purpose in an effort to try and look somewhat cute in the large piece of
fabric. 


“Everyone needs to read the rules
and abide by them. If anyone is horsing around, they will not be allowed back
in the pool area for a week,” Melanie called out. 


We all diligently read the rules as
we walked past and put our things on lounge chairs. I could tell a few of the
other patients had been to the pool before as they walked straight over to a
stack of towels and took one for when they got out. There were a few people who
went right into the big pool without even touching the water to see how warm it
was. 


With the frigid air around us, I
knew the pool had to be heated, but I still had a need to dip my toes in the
water before I just jumped in. It reminded me so much of home and the new big
mansion I had that looked over San Francisco. It had been a bit of a lavish
purchase, but it was still my home and I couldn’t wait to get back to it. The
only thing I really hated about my house was that it was empty. The entire
place was extremely lonely when I was the only one there and there were no
parties going on. 


When I had purchased the home, it
was for the sole purpose of throwing some kick booty parties. And boy oh boy, had
there been some amazing parties. But now that I was getting clean and sober, I
was making other plans for my future and I couldn’t help but think how
impressed a potential girlfriend would be if I invited her over to my house. It
made me smile at the thought of a nice, cute girl walking around and taking in
all the views from my pool deck. 


“You’re smiling,” I heard Cassidy
say as she slid over next to me on the pool ledge. “I don’t think I’ve seen you
smile much at all this last week.”


“I smile when you’re around.”


“I would call it more of a flirting
smile, though. This smile seems to be more genuine.”


“Hey, my flirting smile is very
genuine. I genuinely like to flirt.” 


I chuckled at my own description of
my flirting style. It was a bit awkward getting called out by Cassidy for
flirting with her. But she wasn’t making me feel all that bad. It felt like we
were having a normal conversation. Not a forced or awkward exchange, which was
refreshingly nice to have. 


Cassidy
was a cool chick. That
was what went through my head when I was near her. Of course, I also had much
more indecent thoughts that ran through my head when she was near. Like I
wondered how she would moan when I licked her delicious wetness. I wondered
what her red hair would look like as she lay on my bed while I thrust inside of
her. But most of all, I wondered what her pierced tongue would feel like when
she licked up and down my erect shaft. The thoughts burst through my head
before I had the chance to calm them, and before I knew it, my body was fully
erect. 


Quickly, I jumped into the pool to
hide the evidence of my desire for Cassidy. I had started to feel a bit
panicked as I thought about the pool and remembered the incident that had
landed me in the hospital. I had to distract myself to keep from getting
wrapped up in those memories. I reached up and gently pulled her into the water
with me. 


“Come in,” I said as I held onto her
ankles. 


“I was coming; you didn’t have to
pull me,” she grumpily replied. 


“You were coming?” 


It was a childish play on words, but
I couldn’t help myself. Cassidy laughed, but then turned away at the comment.
She made her way toward the other end of the pool where there weren’t as many
people. 


I felt like a teenager who was at a
resort with his friends. I could certainly see why the treatment facility had a
heated swimming pool. Even though I had a pretty rough experience in my own
pool, swimming generally brought about very good feelings for me. 


“So, is this how you act with women
outside of this place?” She turned to confront me when we were far enough away
from everyone else. 


“No. Outside of here, the women
throw themselves at me so I don’t have to work as hard.”


She didn’t hide the surprised look
on her face. But it was the truth. I didn’t have to chase them: they came to
me. But that meant I didn’t get to pick the caliber of the women I slept with
either. If they showed up for me, I banged them; there was no picking and
choosing which ones I wanted. I had them all. 


“Oh, wow, this is you working hard?
It seems more like a teenager trying to show off for his high school crush.”


“Ouch. Are you always this mean to
men? Or is this just for me?”


“I’m always this mean.” She laughed.



I got a quick glimpse of her tongue
ring and it sent shivers through my body. I had to feel that thing on my
shaft, and soon. Or at the very least, I wanted to slip my tongue into her
mouth and feel the weight of the silver as it moved and touched me. 


“When did you get the piercing?” I
asked as I looked at her mouth.


“A couple of years ago. It was one
of the worst nights of my life.”


“Then why did you keep it?”


“Because it reminds me of how far
I’ve come.”


“I’m sorry, but I just can’t imagine
you drinking like a wild woman. You seem so nice and so sweet.”


“It’s an illusion,” she said and
playfully pushed me away from her. “I’m not this sweet outside of here.”


For the briefest of moments, her
hands had been right on my chest. I saw a flash of something cross her face as
she pulled her hands back into her own personal space. Instead of staying away
from her, I moved back toward her. She wanted me near her; I felt it. I felt
the desire she had building for me. There was no denying she was flirting with
me, too. Her flirting wasn’t nearly as overt as mine was, but Cassidy was
looking at me like she wanted to drag me into her bed and play with me all
night long. 


She was playing coy and I understood
that. We probably shouldn’t have even been talking. But the more I talked with
her, the more I felt like she was someone who I’d like to get to know. 


Of course, I wanted to get to know
her naked in my bed. But that wasn’t the only reason I wanted to talk to her.
Cassidy was interesting and fun, and I really needed that kind of conversation
at the moment. 


“I don’t think it’s an illusion. I
think you really are a nice girl and maybe the wild girl wasn’t you, but I
still wish I would have known the wild version of Cassidy.” I laughed. 


“No, you wouldn’t have wanted to
know me back then. I was horrible. I was mean and jerky and didn’t have a moral
compass at all.”


“So, like I am right now?” 


We both laughed and leaned against
the side of the pool as we continued to talk. Cassidy looked over at Melanie,
so I moved a little farther away, just to make things seem a little more
professional between us. 


“Yeah, you were a giant rear when you
got here.”


“I didn’t want to be here at all.”


“Then why did you come?” 


“Well, I want to have a career and I
want to invest in this movie studio. So, I guess technically, I wanted to be
here because I wanted those things. But it was my best friend Spencer who
really wanted me here. I had almost drowned in my swimming pool and he rescued
me. Thought I had a bit of a problem and didn’t want me to die, so I came
here.”


“Do you have a problem?”


It seemed like a trick question that
one of the therapists might ask me. But my answer to the question changed on a
daily basis. I could see how Cassidy had viewed me when I said I didn’t have a
problem before, and I was starting to see her point. I did have a problem; I
just wasn’t fully ready to admit it yet. 


“I didn’t think I had a problem. I
thought I could control it. But I’m starting to see that maybe I couldn’t
control it. So, yeah, I did have a problem, but I’m in control now.”


“Oh, that’s funny,” she scoffed.


“What?”


“A little over a week here and
you’re totally in control? Sounds like a pile of trash to me.”


“Hey, I’m not out of control like
Brianna. I’m honest about my use and I know I had a problem. But it’s all
better now.”


“You really are dense if you think
ten days at a treatment facility is going to fix all your emotional issues.”


“What are you talking about? I don’t
have emotional issues. I was just talking about my drug and alcohol use.”


Cassidy was annoyed with me. She had
moved toward the middle of the pool and she stood straight up while she talked
to me. It was clear we were no longer flirting with each other. 


“So, you drank yourself into a pool
and drowned, but you did it for the fun of it? You don’t have any emotional
issues that you need to work through? You’re ridiculous.”


She didn’t give me a chance to
answer her questions and instead stormed off to a lounge chair on the other
side of the pool by Melanie. It was clear that our little flirting session was
officially over. 


No, I didn’t have mental issues. How
dare she try and put that garbage on me. I wasn’t crazy. I just liked to party and
it got out of hand sometimes. Maybe she wasn’t use to people getting better as
quickly as I was, but I didn’t have all that trash to deal with like other
people did. I didn’t need the emotional lovey-dovey stuff that others needed. I
had been alone for years and I liked it that way. 


Actually, I had even been thinking
about reaching out to my brother and my father to try to find some sort of
peace with them, just because of what Stan had said in group. I didn’t like the
tension in my family and wanted to just make one last effort to heal things
between us. If my efforts didn’t work, that was fine, but at least I could say
that I tried to mend our relationship. 


So, how could Cassidy say I had
emotional issues? She didn’t know me at all. She didn’t know I was humble and
could reach out to my family. And she obviously didn’t know my family hadn’t
even bothered to worry about me when I had been pulled out of a pool almost
dead. She needed to keep her opinions to herself if she didn’t know what she
was talking about. 


I climbed out of the pool and
wrapped the towel around me as I made my way back inside. One of the
technicians from the locked unit helped me back onto my unit and I went
straight to the telephones. Cassidy didn’t have a clue who I was. I would prove
it by calling my brother right at that moment. 


“Hello,” a man’s voice answered when
I called Heath.


“Heath?”


“No, it’s Robert.”


My stomach churned as my Dad answered
the phone. I wanted to talk to Heath; I wasn’t sure I was ready to actually
talk to my father. Heath was always the one I talked to when I called back
home. But I remembered that Heath got a new house and the number I had was for
my Dad’s house. 


“Hey, Dad, it’s Erik.”


“How you doin’?” he asked.


“I’m good. I’m at a treatment center
in Aspen for a few weeks. I’ll be here through Christmas time.”


“That’s good.”


“Are you and Heath doing anything
for Christmas?”


“Same as last year.”


Guilt flashed through me as I
remembered how I had canceled coming home to visit them last year. Instead, I
threw a party at my house and drank myself into passing out in my bed with two
young ladies whose names I didn’t even know. It certainly hadn’t been the best
Christmas ever. 


“Okay, well, I just wanted to check
in. Tell Heath I called,” I said in an effort to get off of the phone. The
uncomfortable feeling I had was overwhelming and I felt like it was getting
harder and harder to breath. 


“What is the name of the place you
are at again?” 


“Paradise Peak. It’s in Aspen,
Colorado. You guys could come visit if you wanted,” I added before I could stop
myself. 


“Well, how would we afford something
like that? Are you just trying to rub it in that you have money and we don’t?”
he asked angrily. 


I could feel his blood pressure
rising through the phone and I knew I needed to get off the call. Out of all
the conversations my father and I had had over the last few years, this one was
one of the best. I felt it driving off course, though, so I ended it.


“It’s okay, I’ll see you when I get
out. I’ll talk to you later, Dad. Tell Heath I called,” I said and then quickly
hung up. 


My chest hurt horribly and I went
back to my room and tried to take a few deep breaths. My vision blurred as I
steadied myself against the wall and tried to calm myself down. It shouldn’t
have to be so hard to talk to your own family. I hated it. I hated that I
couldn’t say “I love you” when I talked to my own father. 


“Are you all right?” Cassidy asked as
she stood in the doorway with a towel wrapped around her. “I’m sorry if I was
rude to you. That was more about me than it was you.” 


My adrenaline was up. I felt my
blood throbbing through my system and as I looked at Cassidy’s erect nipples, I
had to touch them. I had to get some sort of relief from the tension that had
built up in my body. 


I grabbed her by the hand and pulled
her into my bathroom and around the corner so no one could see us. I felt
energized as I held onto her. My mind focused on what I wanted and how I was
going to get it. 


“It wasn’t you. I’m a jerk. I
thought we had established this already,” I said as I leaned in close to her
neck and smelled her delicious scent. 


“I’m a recovering alcoholic;
sometimes I get judgy of others. I shouldn’t have acted like that. I’m sorry,”
she said as she licked her lips. 


Idiot, her lips were so sweet and plump.
My body was hard with desire, but I kept myself a few inches away from her.
Instead, I gently let my lips fall to her neck as I kissed her softly from her
clavicle up to her ear. 


She liked it. I heard a soft moan
and felt her body relax as she let me kiss her neck. I couldn’t stop myself. I
needed a release. I needed something to take the edge off of the anxiety that
rushed through my body after talking to my father. Cassidy was like a drug that
I needed a hit of and she had just given me the tiniest of tastes. Enough that
I already craved more. 


My lips moved across to the other
side of her neck and again I started at the clavicle and moved up toward her
ear. She leaned back against the wall and pressed her chin up to allow me to
navigate her delicate neck. I felt electrified as the release of tension in my
body happened. She was exactly what I needed. 


When I pulled away, I saw a dreamy
look in her eyes and suddenly wished I had a blasted room with a door on it. There
wasn’t much we could do in this room, but at least I could feel her lips on
mine.


My eyes focused on her lips and I
moved toward them with the promise of a bigger release than her neck had given
me. My aching need was building up and I had to find a release that would
satisfy me. My hand moved to her nipple and I barely touched her before I was
stopped.


“No,” Cassidy said as she pressed
her hand against my chest and pushed me away from her. “I can’t.”


She quickly slid out of the bathroom
and down the hall toward the nurses’ station. And just like, that she was gone
and I was left in a state of absolute frustration. Not just sexual frustration,
but a total body anxiety that I needed some way of releasing. There were no
drugs around, no alcohol, nothing that I could reach for to give me the relief
I desperately needed.

















 

Chapter
Eleven


Cassidy



 

I
let him kiss me! How could I do such a thing? My mind and body had been total mush in his arms. Every bit
of self-control that I thought I had was totally non-existent when his lips
touched my neck. I was a horrible at self-control. I should have known better
than to go into a room alone with him. 


“I’d like to start training on the
secure unit,” I said as I walked straight up to Mr. March. 


“Is this because of what happened
with Brianna? I just heard from the hospital that she’s in stable condition.
Your skills and care really helped her, you know.”


“I’m so glad to hear that she’s
going to be all right. But that’s not why I want to train over there. I’m
thinking of going to school to be a nurse and I’d like to help out over there
more often, not only when it’s an emergency and we don’t have staff.”


“That sounds like a good idea,
Cassidy. I’ll get the paperwork started. I’m sure we could have Kaitlin work
with you on a couple of overnights and walk through the training for you. But
since you’re not licensed as a therapist or nurse, the same rules that apply to
you right now will apply over there. You’ll have to be supervised by a nurse at
all times.”


“Sure, that sounds great. Whatever
you need me to do.”


“I think Kaitlin is working tomorrow
night. I’ll get someone to cover your shift over here and you can work the
overnight on the secure unit.”


“Perfect. Thanks, Mr. March.”


I didn’t really care about working
on the secure unit. I only cared about getting away from Erik and onto a
different unit. I liked my job and I didn’t want to do anything that would get
me fired. Normally getting fired wasn’t on my radar at all, but with Erik
around, I felt like I was getting closer and closer to doing something that
could cost me my job. 


It was ridiculous that I couldn’t
control my own behavior around Erik. He wasn’t a Greek god or anything like
that. He was a normal guy. And, he was an addict. Erik Levy wasn’t at all the
kind of guy I should be falling for. I knew better, but I couldn’t seem to tell
my body that when he was around. 


After waiting two years to consider
a relationship with anyone, I knew I shouldn’t be having thoughts for an
addict. Erik had to work on his own recovery and I was still working on mine.
Getting involved in any way would only make both of our recoveries that much
harder. 


No, I had to just avoid him. Maybe
when he was done with treatment I’d look him up sometime down the road. I would
be nice to him when I had to work on his unit; I wasn’t going to be rude or
anything like that. But I wouldn’t go into his room and I definitely wouldn’t
be alone with him. If I just set those basic guidelines then I was sure I could
tough out the next few weeks with him. 


Plus, it was almost Christmas and he
would get a pass to go home for a few days. I’d make sure and pick up all of
the holiday hours so that when he got back to the rehab facility, I would have
my days off. It was going to work out perfectly. Well, as long as nothing
unexpected happened. 


My plan worked out fairly well over
the next week or so. I worked with Kaitlin on the secure unit and did some
training over there. It was much easier to work the overnight hours, although
it did make my life outside of work much harder. Sleeping while the sun was
still out had been more difficult than I had originally expected. 


“So, are we going to keep working
this overnight thing?” Kaitlin asked a couple nights before Christmas. 


“I’m not sure. I like the work, but
I swear I haven’t slept more than four hours on any day. I just can’t seem to
get my body to sleep during the daytime.”


“Yeah, I’m not a big fan of the
overnights, either. I thought I’d love not having to work and basically just
sitting around all night. But it’s boring. I’d rather have the patients
awake so I have something to do all day.”


“Maybe after the New Year we can
switch back to days?”


“Why after the New Year?” Kaitlin
asked. “Let’s switch back now. That way we can go out this weekend.”


She obviously didn’t know that I was
purposely avoiding working on the regular unit, but I couldn’t exactly come out
and admit that I had a thing with a patient. A thing? Was that what it was? I wasn’t even sure. All I knew was
it couldn’t be an approved activity on the unit and I loved my job. I loved it
so much that I wasn’t going to risk losing it. 


I kept thinking about Erik, though.
I would close my eyes and remember what it felt like to have him next to me. My
body wanted to feel his hands on me. I fantasized about his lips moving down my
body and tasting every inch of me. My thoughts were out of control. So, I
certainly didn’t want to tell Kaitlin anything about what happened between Erik
and me. 


“It’s three days before Christmas.
Do you seriously want to go out?” I asked. 


“Yes, Cassidy, I want to go out. You
have been putting it off for months. Let’s go out on Saturday and just dance
and have some fun. I’ll drink club sodas with you, and the two of us can just
enjoy blowing off some steam.”


It was a nice offer and Kaitlin was
a great friend to offer not to drink alcohol while we were out. But I just
wasn’t sure if I was ready to actually go anywhere that had alcohol. It scared
me. Even though I was scared, I wanted Kaitlin and I to start having more fun.
Maybe the reason I was falling for a patient was because I never got out and
socialized with other people. 


“I guess we could give it a try.”


“Oh, you sound so excited.”


“Sorry, I am. I think it will be
great. Swing by my house and get me Saturday night. I’ll even put a dress on
and some makeup.” I laughed. 


“Well, now you are talkin’!”


I considered telling her about what
had happened between Erik and I. But I didn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to admit
what I had let happen. Kaitlin wouldn’t have thought badly of me for letting
Erik kiss my neck, but she would have teased me about it relentlessly, so I
kept it to myself. 


In order to go out on Saturday, both
Kaitlin and I had to work the day shift on the regular unit. It would be the
first time I had to see Erik since taking hours on the secure unit. I told
myself that things didn’t need to be weird, though. I would just put on a happy
face and talk about the upcoming Christmas vacation. 


On Sunday, most of the patients
would be taking three-day leaves with their family to enjoy the holiday. There
were about a half of a dozen patients who would remain at the hospital
typically. The people who remained were the ones whose families had given up on
them, or they were too sick to be out for three whole days. 


“Brianna,” I said as I saw her
sitting in the day area. 


She looked tired and frail, but so
much better than the last time I had seen her. She was alive and that made me
so happy. 


“Hi,” she said softly. 


“Brianna doesn’t remember any of
us,” Erik said as he brought a tray of food to her and sat down with us. 


I wanted to avoid Erik, but I wanted
to catch up with Brianna so much more. I had cried all night the evening she
had been taken to the hospital. I cried for her, for her husband, for her
children. It had been the first time such a thing had happened while I was
working and I would absolutely never forget it. 


“I’m sorry, he’s right. I don’t even
remember being here,” her soft voice said as she pushed the food around on her
plate. 


“It’s okay,” I replied in the most
upbeat voice I could manage. “I’m Cassidy. I sat with you when you first got
here. You told me about your three daughters.”


She smiled at me and then started to
sob. I looked at Erik to see what I had said wrong, but he just shrugged his
shoulders like he didn’t know either. One of the worst feelings in the world
was when a patient was crying and I didn’t know how to help them. It was my job
to help people and feeling helpless wasn’t something I did very well. 


“I’m such a horrible person,” she
wailed. 


“No, you’re not horrible. None of us
are horrible. We are just doing the best we can,” Erik said and gently touched
Brianna’s hand. 


He was so kind to her, nothing like
he had been the first day I had met him. Everything about Erik seemed more
genuine as he sat there consoling this young mother. I watched as he talked
with Brianna and did his best to help her feel better. She really listened to
him and after a few minutes, seemed to be feeling a little better. 


“I’ll check in with you guys later,”
I said as I excused myself. 


“Good job, you made her cry again,”
Kaitlin said as I stood at the nurses’ station with my back to the group. 


“I just said that she told me about
her daughters that first day she was here.”


“It’s okay, she’s been crying all
night long. I got a report on her when I arrived and it seems like she didn’t
sleep much. But her husband rode with her in the ambulance over here and he was
really sweet and encouraging. I don’t know, but I really hope she can get a
hold of her issues.”


“What do you mean?”


“Apparently, she had been stealing
from a local liquor store, has some legal charges and stuff. A lot of really
embarrassing things for her and her husband. But he’s sticking by her. That’s a
pretty good guy.”


“Yeah, maybe I shouldn’t talk to her
today. I don’t want to make her cry again.”


“Hell no, you are assigned to her,
Erik, and Brad today. Brad is going home tomorrow and he’s a mess, too. Erik’s
going to be easy, though. He just moved into a room with a door, so he’s pretty
happy about that.”


“Wow, I’m off the unit for a couple
of days and everything changes. Who is staying for the holiday? I promised Mr.
March I would send him a list so he knows how to staff for the next couple of
days.”


“Well, on this unit, I think it’s
just Brianna and Erik.”


It always made me sad that anyone
had to stay at our facility during the holiday. It wasn’t a happy place at all
when all the other patients were gone and only one or two staff members were
around. But it was the reality of many people’s lives. 


 “Yeah, Brianna definitely isn’t well enough,
but that’s sad that she won’t get to be with her daughters. But why is Erik
staying?”


“I’m not sure,” Kaitlin said as she
went back to work. “I think he told Susan that he doesn’t have a family.” 


My heart sank. Erik hadn’t really
been open about his home life, but I thought he had some people who cared about
him. Erik had almost finished a whole month of treatment, getting out for a few
days would have given him some motivation to get through the second half of his
inpatient recovery. 


As I sat down at the computer to
type the message to Mr. March, I looked up and saw Erik with his arm gently
around Brianna’s back. He was consoling her still, like a brother or friend
would do. She really needed that, and I couldn’t help but be even more endeared
to Erik. 


As I started to type, I decided to
go talk with Erik first and just confirm that he wasn’t going to be leaving.
Certainly, he had to have a friend or someone else in his life that he wanted
to spend the holiday with. I didn’t want to tell Mr. March that Erik would be
staying if there was someone in his life who could take him in. That was the
same way for any other patient who was there who had finished as much treatment
as Erik had. Spending time with loved ones was necessary if they could manage
it. 


“When you get a minute, I need to
talk to you about the holiday,” I said softly as I stood next to him at the
table. 


“It’s okay. I’m going to go lie
down,” Brianna excused herself and then quickly went to her room. 


It was as if she had been waiting
for an excuse to leave the day area and go hide away. There would be a lot of
excitement going on today on the unit so it was probably best that she rested
and gathered her energy. At least she was safe and through her detox, but even
though her body was safe, the recovery process had just started. 


“Kaitlin says that you don’t plan on
going home with your family for the holiday?” 


“Nope, going to hang out here with
the cool people.”


“Oh, but don’t you have anyone?”


Erik looked up toward the ceiling
like he was thinking really hard about it. I couldn’t help but notice that he
had shaved. He looked younger without the scruff from his beard on his face. He
looked more like a movie star than a tech businessman. I could imagine him in a
tuxedo walking down a red carpet, probably holding onto a sexy model at his
side. 


“Nope, I’m going to chill here. It’s
fine, I’m excited to have some peace, and Kaitlin promised me I’d get to swim
as much as I wanted.”


He tried to put on a happy face, but
underneath it, I saw so much pain. How could he have no one to spend the
holiday with? I couldn’t imagine a life like that at all. Even when my parents
had forced me into treatment, I always knew that they would be there for me.
Sure, they might be really angry with me, but they would always love me. 


“Your mom has passed away, but what
about the rest of your family? Your father, maybe?”


“I’m staying here. That’s the end of
it, okay, Cassidy?” he said firmly. 


“It’s just that normally only the
new people stay. All the programming will be the groups that you’ve already
done, and we only do half of those. You’re going to get really bored.”


Erik looked extremely annoyed at me
for continuing with the topic, but I couldn’t let him sit at Paradise Peak for
the whole holiday if there was anywhere else that he could go. Even though I
had signed up to work, it was starting to look like even I wasn’t going to be
needed. If there were really only six patients, there would be no need for a
technician to work with the nurses; they would likely just have two nurses on
staff. 


“I’m staying. Tell who you need to
tell and let’s drop it.”


“What about your business partner?
What was his name again?”


“Spencer, and no. I’m not going to
intrude on him. I’m fine, Cassidy. I really am. I’ve got a couple of new books
to read, I’m going to work out and swim, it’s going to be like a little
vacation for me. I’m perfectly fine. Now if you don’t drop it, I’m going to
start crying like Brianna did,” he said with a half of a grin. 


“I can tell Mr. March that you’re a
maybe, that way if you make some plans, it won’t matter to the scheduling.”


Erik looked at me with a stern look,
stood up, and walked directly to his new room, with a door. He didn’t say
another word to me all morning long. He wasn’t the type of guy who liked a good
argument, I could tell that right away. I imagined at his business, people
didn’t question him much when he made decisions and probably just followed all
the orders he gave. 


Leaving for the holiday wasn’t just
about seeing family, though. A couple of days outside of the walls of the
treatment center gave patients the ability to test drive their new coping
skills. When there weren’t holidays scheduled, patients could still get a leave
to go home with their family for a night or a weekend. It really was the
perfect opportunity for patients to see what was working for them and what they
still struggled with. 


“Aren’t you on a roll today?” Kaitlin
laughed as both Erik and Brianna seemed to be ignoring me. “What happened to
the girl everyone loved?”


“I have no idea. I just asked Erik
if there was anyone who he could spend the holiday with. I can’t fathom that he
doesn’t have at least one person in his life that he would want to see in
Christmas.”


“Cassidy, not everyone has loving
families. You know this, I know you do.”


“It’s just weird.”


“You know what’s weird?” she asked as
she leaned in. “It’s weird how your eyes light up when you’re talking to him.”


“What? No they don’t,” I protested. 


“Um, I watched you talking to him.
You definitely light up.”


“No, I don’t!”


“I just call it like I see it,” she
said smugly as she leaned back in her chair. 


“I don’t even know what you’re
talking about. Maybe I shouldn’t go dancing with you tonight. You’re just going
to say I’m in love with every guy I have a conversation with.”


“You’re in love with Erik?” Kaitlin
teased. 


“Yeah, that’s exactly it, I’m in
love with Erik,” I said sarcastically. 


The look on Kaitlin’s face told me
he was behind me long before I turned around and actually saw him. My heart
sank at the idea that he had just heard what I had said. No, I didn’t love him.
Obviously, I didn’t love the guy – I hardly knew him. But the pure fact that
the words had left my mouth and he had heard them…it was mortifying.


“I love you, too,” he said and
winked at me. “Kaitlin, can I get some towels?” he asked as he turned his
attention to her. 


Kaitlin rushed away from the counter
as quickly as she could. The awkwardness that was about to happen was nothing
that she wanted to be part of, and I couldn’t blame her at all. Being awkward
around men was kind of my thing. No matter how hard I tried to act like a
normal person, my words inevitably got twisted and I sounded like some sort of
weird woman. 


“I don’t love you. I said a joke and
Kaitlin said something. Then, well, I don’t know how it came to that. But I’m
not some sort of weirdo. I don’t love you.”


He chuckled at my awkwardness and
smiled. He certainly no longer seemed to care that I had hounded him about
going home for Christmas. I liked it when he smiled. His teeth were amazingly
white and the creases in his face made him look distinguished as his face lit
up. He really should smile more often. 


“You guys are going dancing?” he asked
as he expertly changed the subject. 


“Yeah, I don’t know why I agreed.
I’m a horrible dancer.”


His eyes lingered as he followed the
curves of my body and looked over every inch of me. He took his time and then
let his eyes focus on mine before he responded. I felt hot as he looked at me.
My actual temperature was rising the longer his eyes stayed on my body. There
weren’t too many times in my past that I remembered a man looking at me with
that level of affection. It was nice, I felt desired, and that gave me a little
confidence – which I was certainly going to need if I was going dancing with
Kaitlin. 


Dancing wasn’t my thing at all.
While drunk, I had had fun with it, but while sober, I could only imagine how
horrible the night would be. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to go out to
impress anyone. I was simply going to go dancing so I could spend time with my
friend. 


“I doubt you’re bad at anything that
involves using your body.”


My breathing stopped as I processed
what he had just said. Is he saying he
thought I was good at sex? Or dancing? I couldn’t think straight and stood
there staring at him like I physically couldn’t speak. 


“We are going dancing,” I managed to
mumble.


“Yeah, I know.” He laughed. 


“Here you go,” Kaitlin said as she
looked at me and then back at Erik. “What’s wrong with her?”


“I think she’s excited that you guys
are going dancing,” he said jokingly. “Have fun tonight, ladies.”


“Oh, we will!” Kaitlin hollered
after him as he went back toward his room. 


She waited until he closed his door
before she looked at me in search of some sort of answer as to why my face was
bright red. I felt like she had to know there was something going on between
Erik and I, but she didn’t seem to care. Kaitlin was a good friend and someone
I could count on no matter what stupid stuff I did in my life.


“Don’t ask.” I laughed. 


“You only get that embarrassed by a
man if you like him,” she said smugly. “And tonight, we’re going to talk all
about it.”


I rolled my eyes and went back to
work. I knew what she was saying was exactly the truth. Kaitlin wasn’t going to
let me off the hook without drilling me all about what Erik had said and why my
face had been totally red. 

















 

Chapter
Twelve


Erik



 

“Phone call for you, Erik,” Susan
said while she held the phone at the nurses’ station. 


It was Christmas Eve, and I hadn’t
expected anyone to call me. Pretty much I didn’t expect anyone to call me on
any day that I had been there, but on a couple occasions my friends from back
in San Francisco had called to chat. And of course Spencer had called a few
times, as well. 


“Hello,” I said with hesitation. 


“Hey,” the voice said. 


Instantly, I knew it was my brother
Heath. Then all I could think about was that something must have happened to
our father. Heath wouldn’t have willingly called me if he didn’t have horrible
news. I took a deep breath and prepared myself. 


“What’s up?” I asked. 


“Nothing much. Dad said you called
the other day.”


Yeah, I had called like a week
earlier, was what I wanted to say. But that was the old me; instead, I tried to
be thankful that he was calling now. I loved my brother; I loved my father.
They were both important people in my life and I had made the decision to try
and mend our broken relationship. I couldn’t do that if I revered back to my
old ways. 


Although it had taken me a few weeks
to get into the hand of group sessions and therapy, I actually felt like I was
growing and becoming a better person. The coping skills that Jarrod was
teaching me had really helped when I started to feel panicked and I felt more
in control of my emotions than I could ever remember feeling. 


“Yeah, I just wanted to check in
with you guys and let you know how I’m doing.”


“So, you’re still there?”


Again, I had so many sarcastic
comments that I wanted to respond with. Of course I was still there; he had
just called me and I answered the phone. But I kept my comments to myself and
continued to try and have a decent conversation. 


“I can send you guys some plane
tickets if you’d like to come visit,” I started to say. 


“We can’t. It’s busy here.”


“Oh, okay.”


“I’m glad you’re doing better,”
Heath said, and I genuinely believed him. “So is Dad. He’s been talking about
you a lot since you called.”


“How’s he doing?”


“He’s old, Erik. I wish he could
just retire, but he won’t. Keeps saying we’re too busy for him to quit. I tried
to explain that I could hire someone to help, but you know how he is.”


I did know how my father was. He was
a workaholic. Ever since our mother passed away, work was how our father dealt
with his emotions. Instead of talking to anyone or working through his grief,
he just worked. And working at a funeral home probably wasn’t the best job to
have if you were trying to work through the grief of losing the love of your
life. 


“Yep, I know.”


“Are you staying there until the New
Year?” 


“Yep, I’ll be here probably until
the end of January.”


“Do you think it will work on you?” 


The question was an awkward one,
like what I was doing at treatment would magically fix me. But my brother
didn’t know about addiction and I certainly couldn’t blame him for wondering if
I would be able to stay sober. If you didn’t struggle with addition, it was a
mystifying disease. 


“I don’t know, but I’m going to do
everything I can to get better and stay better.”


“Group time,” Susan hollered about
two inches away from me. 


“I just wanted to call and tell you
we were thinking of you and hope it works. Maybe when you’re all done, you can
stop out here for a visit.”


“Sure, I think I can make that
happen. You take care of yourself and take care of Dad, too.”


“Later,” Heath said as he hung up. 


Talking to Heath wasn’t nearly as
uncomfortable as talking to my father. It had been a pretty dang good
conversation, and I felt good about the possibility that we would be able to
mend our broken family, at least a little bit. 


I wasn’t delusional. I knew that we
would never be the kind of family that sat down for Sunday dinners every week,
but I wanted to be closer to them. I wanted them to understand the choices I
had made weren’t about them at all. Every decision I had made was a selfish one
and totally about myself and what I wanted. 


Maybe it was wrong of me, but I
couldn’t take it back. I couldn’t change the last ten years and they couldn’t
change it, either. But maybe, if we worked at it, we could have a phone
conversation with each other and not feel like we were talking to total
strangers. I was starting to see that perhaps I had placed all the blame on my
family and hadn’t appreciated my own role in the problems we were having.


“Get going to group, mister,” I
heard Cassidy’s voice say from behind me. 


“I thought you weren’t working?”


“I’m just here for a couple of
hours. Get to group. You can’t be late if there are only six of you.”


As much as I wanted to stay there
and talk with Cassidy, I knew she was right. I was dying to tell Jarrod and the
others about my conversation with my brother. We had just been talking about
our support systems the day before and I had said I didn’t have one at all. But
in one single phone call, I saw the promise of a growing support system in the
future. 


It was weird how just a couple of
weeks at the rehab center had already turned my mind around. I could see the
good in things so much easier than I had been before I arrived. Maybe it was
because I was sober, or maybe because I had actually been going to groups and
meeting with my therapist, but I felt great. 


Feeling good was something so
foreign to me that I found myself second guessing my own mood constantly. Even
as I talked with Cassidy and then went to my group session, there was energy
about my walk that I hadn’t noticed before. 


Being clear headed and energized was
a great feeling and brought me back to my college days. I had been so focused
on engineering new technology, I had endless energy and almost always was in a
positive mood. 


I couldn’t exactly remember when my
typical college drinking turned dark, but I knew it got totally out of control
after the business was sold. Without a purpose, I quickly slipped into an
underground world of sex, drugs, and alcohol. 


It had been so funny the previous
day when I had caught Cassidy talking about me. I had certainly been thinking
about her, so it felt good to know she was thinking about me. But the more I
thought about her, the more I knew I had to stay away from her. Not for my
sake, if it was just my life then I would have gone after her for sure. But it
wouldn’t look good for her to be messing around with a patient, so for the time
being I would behave myself. Or at least I would try to behave myself. 


“I’m having a great day,” I
exclaimed as I walked into group and found a seat. 


“Let’s keep the bad language out of
this,” Jarrod replied. “Why is your day so good?”


“I talked to my brother and it went
pretty decent. I’m moved into my room with a door, and there is finally a
little peace around here.”


“Great, so what’s next?” Jarrod
asked.


“What do you mean? Nothing is next.
Things are good. I’m good. Let’s not push for more. I’m happy.”


“That’s not how people stay happy,
though. You’ve got to continue to move forward. Make goals. Practice your
coping skills. You’re always working.”


“That’s just depressing. Can’t we
just be happy and relax?”


“I don’t mean that you shouldn’t
enjoy the moment. But in sobriety, you will have moments where you feel like
everything is going great. But then you’ll stop going to meetings, you’ll stop
seeing your therapist, and then bam, you’ve relapsed.”


“Wow, you’re a real Debbie Downer,”
Brianna said.


“I get it. I understand,” I said. 


“So, why aren’t you leaving for
Christmas break?” Jarrod asked. 


He blindsided me with the question.
I thought the issue had been settled when Cassidy and I had been talking. I
wasn’t ready to answer it again. Even though my brother and I had just had a
decent conversation, nowhere during that conversation had I considered leaving
and going to spend Christmas with them. That seemed odd to me. 


“I don’t know,” I replied with my
first real honest answer about why I wasn’t leaving. 


“You’re afraid of failing,” Kimber
said. 


“Maybe. I guess. I don’t know.”


“My family wanted me home. I
couldn’t stand the idea of them constantly asking me how things were going. Or
what I was going to do when I got out. It was too much pressure.”


Her words resonated with me very
much. If I had called Spencer, I was one hundred percent sure he would have
asked me to come with him to his family’s house. Heck, my own brother and
father might have even asked me to come home if they had known I had a break.
But it seemed so stressful to consider letting outsiders into my
treatment. 


I didn’t want to disappoint them.
Kimber was right – I didn’t want to be a failure. I wanted to finish my
treatment and go back home in total control of myself. I wanted to be that guy
they all looked up to and talked about what a great example I was. But even I
wasn’t convinced I could really be that guy. My sobriety skills were so new
that I didn’t have confidence in myself at all. 


We finished our group session pretty
quickly since there were only a few of us. I was excited to go swimming after.
I hadn’t gotten the chance since the last time when Melanie and Cassidy had
supervised us. 


Swimming had always been a love of
mine, and I had been so worried that I would fear water after what had happened
before I arrived at treatment. But I was lucky that I didn’t remember much of
that night and most of my fears were compartmentalized to my dreams. It
probably helped that when we swam at Paradise Peak, there was always a staff
member around and I didn’t have to worry about drowning. Although, simply being
sober while I was in the pool probably was the easiest way I could avoid
drowning. 


“Hey, Kaitlin, I was told I’d be
able to swim a little. How is that going to work?”


“Cassidy will take you out. Let her
finish rounding with the other patients and you guys can head out there in
fifteen minutes or so.”


A smile flashed across my face. I
was going to be alone with Cassidy in the heated swimming pool. My bad behavior
genes rushed through me as I thought about all the naughty things the two of us
could do together if we were alone. 


Then my practical side took over,
and I remembered that I was trying to behave myself so she wouldn’t get in
trouble at work. It was funny how much I had grown even in the female
department. When I was back at home, I couldn’t remember ever thinking about
the consequences of having sex with a woman. 


I used a condom and that was all I
cared about. When a girl had a broken heart or got angry when I asked her to
leave, I really didn’t have any emotion about it at all. It was just how I was,
and I cringed as I remembered my old ways. I had been an absolute jerk and
there was no way around it. I couldn’t defend my past behavior whatsoever.
Nothing about how I treated women was how a respectable man should act. 


Respect seemed to be a new theme in
my conscious thought. I wanted my family to respect me. I wanted my business
partner to respect me. Heck, I even wanted Cassidy to respect me. I felt like
an actual adult as I worked to rebuild all the relationships from my past and
possibly the ones of my future. 


Fifteen minutes went by, then
thirty. I had started to think that Cassidy didn’t want to be alone with me in
a pool. 


“How did you manage this one?” she asked
as she stood in my open doorway with her plain, red swimsuit on and a towel
wrapped around her. 


“Hey, I’m innocent here. I just
wanted to go for a swim.”


“All right, let’s get this over
with,” she teased as she motioned for me to follow her. “The torture of my job
is real.” 


“You did have a woman almost die in
your arms the other day. I think you deserve a fun day of swimming to make up
for it. How long do we have?”


“As long as we want, I guess.
Nothing really going on until the night shift arrives at dinner time.”


“Oh, as long as we want,” I said and
winked at her. 


I couldn’t help it. When she was
near me, my body was in sexual overdrive and all I could think about was her
body. I seriously didn’t want to flirt with her like I was, but I couldn’t stop
myself. I wanted to leave her alone and let her do her job, but she had my
whole body feeling energized and I reverted back to my old flirting ways…at
least a little bit back to those ways. 


“No funny business, mister.”


“I’ll be super serious then.” I
laughed. 


The truth was I was going to swim in
the pool and enjoy the water. No matter what crazy urges I had, I couldn’t
follow them. If she was in the shallow end, I’d go to the deep end. If Cassidy
got into the hot tub, I’d get out of the hot tub. Distance was my friend. I
planned to keep as much of it between the two of us as possible. 


“So, you still didn’t decide to go
home for the holiday?” she asked jokingly. 


“I was thinking of calling my friend
Spencer, but it’s too late now. I think I was just afraid I’d mess up while I
was outside of this place. It’s weird, I’m starting to feel very comfortable
here.”


“It’s normal. Treatment is like a
second home. You know there’s no drugs or alcohol, so it’s easy to stay sober.
Trust me, though, it’s hard to stay sober outside of here. I went
dancing with Kaitlin last night and almost cried I wanted to drink so badly.”


“Incredible, that is so discouraging.”


“I don’t say it to scare you. It’s
just the truth. And try dancing while you’re sober.” Her eyes got big and
dramatic. “I’m the worst dancer I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t believe I had
actually danced in front of people while drunk before.”


“What are you doing for Christmas?”
I ventured to ask as I slid into the pool and walked away from her. 


“Just home with my mom and dad. It
will be pretty quiet. Christmas movies, hot cocoa, one present opened tonight
and the rest tomorrow. My parents still go a little overboard with the
presents. Sometimes I think they forget I’m an adult now.”


It sounded perfect. I could picture
her and her parents sitting around a warm fire, drinking their chocolaty drink
and watching movies. I hadn’t had a good Christmas since my mother was alive. 


My heart sank at the idea that I
would never get that sort of Christmas again. Someday, I hoped to have my own
family and my own Christmas traditions, but until that time came, I would just
have to deal with the loneliness of the season.


“Sounds like postcard perfection.”


“Do you want to come?” she asked as
she walked across the pool toward me. 


“What?” I asked, actually wondering
if I had heard her right. 


Did
Cassidy just ask me to go to her family’s house for Christmas? I couldn’t have heard that
correctly. Or maybe she was joking. I wanted to go. It sounded like the perfect
way to spend Christmas, but I didn’t want to intrude on her family time. I
didn’t want to be that awkward stray guy who she brought home who made her
family get angry with her. 


“I asked if you wanted to come? I’ve
brought random people home with me before. I’m a sucker for someone who doesn’t
have a place to stay on Christmas. It’s one of my favorite times. I’ll just
tell them you’re a sober friend from my AA meeting and you didn’t have a place
to go. It will be fine.”


I was actually considering her
offer. More than just considering it, I wanted to say yes. And strangely
enough, it wasn’t because I wanted to sleep with her. Throughout my time at
treatment, I had really started to miss my own mother. I missed the happiness
she brought into my life and I longed to find that again somehow. 


The way Cassidy had described her
Christmas drew me in, and before I knew it, I had replied. 


“Yes, I’ll go with you.”


Even Cassidy seemed a little shocked
that I had replied yes to her. She had probably just made the offer as a
gesture of kindness and hadn’t really expected that I would be game for it. 


“I’ll email Mr. March and let him
know you found someone to hang out with and won’t be here.”


“He’s going to be okay with me going
home with you?” I asked a little surprised. 


“Oh no, I’m not telling him that
part.”


“I don’t want you to get into
trouble. I just said yes because I’d love to see what a real Christmas is like
again. I haven’t had it in so long.”


“It will be fine. You can take a cab
to my place and no one needs to know. Plus, there’s no alcohol in my house, so
it’s a safe place to stay and it will give you a fresh perspective on your
treatment.”


“So, just to clarify, you are in
love with me,” I jokingly exclaimed. 


“No!” She laughed and started to
chase after me in the pool. “You came in the middle of the conversation. I was
making a sarcastic remark.”


“About loving me?” I teased as I
swam faster. 


“Oh my gosh. I don’t love you. I
don’t even know if I like you.” 


I stopped dead in my tracks as she
came up behind me and tried to push me under the water. Her hands pressed on my
shoulders as she pushed her own body out of the water and tried to get me to go
under. But her tiny little frame was no match for me, and in one swift motion,
I grabbed her around the waist and thrust her under the water. 


Quickly, I pulled her back up
though, and held my arms around her as she wiped the water from her face.
Messing around with her in the pool was fun. It felt like we were old friends
just having a blast and hanging out. 


“I’m the pool wrestling king back
home.” I laughed. 


“Oh, you’re going to pay for that.” 


Her tone was serious, and as I
looked at the expression on her face, I got a little worried that she was mad
at me. But then she wrapped her legs around my waist and grabbed my head and
successfully pulled me under the water. 


Cassidy’s legs were wrapped around
me still, and I pulled her under the water with me. Our bodies touched in so
many places that I wasn’t sure where mine started and hers ended. My hands
grabbed for her rear and I let my fingertips lightly move up and down the seam
of her swimsuit. Oh, how I wanted to slide them under that fabric and feel her
wet center. It took every bit of my self-control not to touch her longer,
deeper, and in more places. 


We both thrust our bodies back up
and out of the water. My hands stayed wrapped around her rear and her legs held
onto my torso. Our eyes locked onto one another and for a long minute, we
didn’t move. 


Cassidy saw me. She saw through the
jerk that I was when I first arrived. She saw through my trash, and even
though she didn’t know all that much about me, I still felt like she knew me.
It was indescribable how I felt so close to a woman who I hardly knew. 


Cassidy leaned in close to my
earlobe and I thought she was going to kiss my neck like I had kissed hers. I
didn’t pull away. If she was going to make a move, I wouldn’t deny her. I
wanted her, and I was only holding back because I didn’t want to cause her
trouble. If she wanted me, heck, I was totally game. 


Her breath was on my skin, and I
prepared myself to feel the touch of her lips on me. She could do absolutely
anything she wanted to do to me and I’d be fine with it. I hadn’t had a woman
in weeks, and my body felt like it was going to explode. Her lips were so close
to me that I felt myself urging them to move closer and closer. I wanted her. I
wanted this to happen.


“You should probably let go of my rear,”
she whispered as her thighs loosened and she pulled herself away from me. 


Reluctantly, I released her from my
grip. Nothing about it had been what I wanted to do. If it had been up to me,
we would have been making love on one of the pool chairs by that point. 


“Your rear was in my hands. I
couldn’t help it.”


“So, you’re coming to my house to
meet my family. But you’re sleeping on the couch and there will be no funny
business. Do you understand?” she asked firmly as she took two steps away from
me. 


“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a fun salute.



“I’m serious. My father is a great
guy, but if he thinks we are messing around, he’ll shoot you.”


My eyes widened as I lost about
three shades of pigment in my skin. I didn’t want to get shot, and I clearly
wasn’t able to control myself around Cassidy. Maybe I shouldn’t be going over to her family’s house. Angry
fathers weren’t really something I was good at dealing with. Now mothers, on
the other hand, I was really good at dealing with. Mothers loved me.


I had not had the chance to meet
many girls’ families over the years, not since high school at least. One-night
stands weren’t really conducive to meeting the parents. Suddenly, I worried
that I would say or do something wrong if I did meet them. Certainly, she was
joking about getting shot, but what else might he do if he didn’t like me?


“Um….” 


“I’m kidding. He’s a pushover. Don’t
worry. His bark is worse than his bite.”


“He barks and bites?” I asked
jokingly. 


“You’ll be fine. Bring a present for
them, it will help. I always buy them horrible things. It’s sort of a running
joke between us that I’m the worst Christmas shopper ever.”


“You buy your parents bad gifts on
purpose?”


“Yeah, you know, like ugly sweaters
and stuff like that. The funny thing is it all started with me buying them
matching jogging suits that I actually thought they would like.”


“What do your parents do for work?”
I asked as we both took a seat on the stairs and stayed a few feet away from
one another. “I’m sorry if you told me before, but I don’t remember.”


“They run a ski resort in town
here.”


“That’s pretty cool.”


“Yeah, growing up I always had free
skiing. But they want me to work with them, and I’ve never really been that
into skiing. I always just wipe out and hurt myself.”


“I understand.”


Being part of the family business
was certainly something that I understood. It wasn’t for Cassidy and it wasn’t
for me. We were free thinkers who had our own paths to follow. 


“Should we try out the hot tub?”


“Sure,” I replied with zero
self-control to deny her.
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Chapter
Thirteen


Cassidy



 

I had given up on avoiding Erik.
There was no use. I couldn’t avoid him, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to anymore.
As we climbed into the hot tub, it felt more like we were on a date than he was
in a treatment center. 


He sat on the other side of the hot
tub from me, and I appreciated him giving me the space. When I invited him to
come home with me for Christmas, it was out of pity. He had a sad look on his
face when I told him about my family, and I had always been a sucker for puppy
dog eyes. 


My family enjoyed Christmas, and I
was happy to bring anyone home with me if they could have an enjoyable day with
us. Over the years, I had brought home some shady characters; my family really
was used to dealing with my invites and the randomness of who would walk through
the doors. 


But I still wasn’t planning on
letting my family find out that Erik was really a patient at the Paradise Peak.
It was wrong, and I knew it. Well, to be exact, I hadn’t specifically heard
that we weren’t allowed to bring patients home for Christmas. So, technically,
I could claim ignorance if it was ever brought up at work. 


“It’s quiet around here, though, I
like it,” Erik said as he closed his eyes and looked up at the stars. 


“I know. It’s weird how peaceful it
seems here, yet just over that hill there are thousands of people squeezing in
a family skiing vacation with their holiday.”


“You and your family have lived here
your whole life?”


“Well, my family has. I tried living
other places while I was drinking. I always ended up back at home when some
random alcoholic boyfriend would leave me stranded someplace.”


“I know you are being honest with
your past and drinking, but I have to say, I just don’t see you as a drunk.
Every time I look at you, I see you as working as a daycare worker or something
else sweet like that.”


I burst into laughter at the idea I
could ever work with children. Erik obviously didn’t know me all that well. I
didn’t have patience for children; there was no way I could ever work with
them. And, I certainly didn’t plan on having any of my own anytime soon. I had
a hard enough time taking care of myself. 


“It’s the tongue piercing, isn’t it?
All those daycare workers have tongue piercings,” I joked. 


“That piercing is really hot,” he
said as he lifted his head and looked over at me. 


I had just narrowly escaped his grip
while we were in the pool, and I suspected I was going to have to fend him off
again really soon. My defenses were weakening, though. His touch felt good. His
skin against mine felt almost like we were meant for each other. 


When he grabbed my rear, I didn’t
pull away right away because it honestly didn’t bother me. Which was weird.
Throughout my history as a dating woman, I never remembered feeling all that
comfortable with men. 


Sure, I enjoyed a good roll in the
hay like anyone else. But I always felt like my body wasn’t good enough. I had
an underlying narrative that told me they weren’t interested in me and didn’t
like my body. Men never specifically said those things to me, yet I said them
and felt them when I was with a guy. 


Things were different with Erik. I
felt different. When his hands had been on me, I didn’t think about myself
consciousness at all. I only thought about how much I wanted to kiss him. 


Kissing Erik was quickly occupying
my thoughts, and before I realized what was going on, he had slid across the
hot tub and landed himself right next to me. My heart quickened with
anticipation as I tried to contain my excitement. I wanted to feel his hand
touch my leg. I practically willed it to happen as I looked over at him and
then quickly away. 


Erik Levy was dang hot. 


I couldn’t help but adore his new,
clean-shaven look. As I looked over again toward him, I saw that he was
admiring me, as well. Although he kept a reasonable distance away from me, I
felt the sexual power between us. 


The grinding electricity of our two
bodies in the warm chlorinated water filled the space between us. We wanted to
touch. Both of us stopped the urge and controlled our own desires, but we
wanted to touch each other. 


I wanted to let my hand slide down
into the water and feel the soft skin of his hard body. My imagination had my
hand sliding into his swim shorts and pulling him out so I could play with him
a little. Oh, how he would be so shocked
if I just slid under the water and took his hardness in my mouth. Would he be
able to keep from moaning out with pleasure? I didn’t think so. 


Erik had been at the treatment
facility for almost a month. Surely, his body was near explosion simply from
the desire that had built up for the days he was celibate. I could be the first
woman he was with as a sober man. He’d remember me always. Having sober sex
after struggling with addiction was an erotic experience, and I wanted to be
the one to share it with Erik. 


There had been one man, right after
my treatment, but he wasn’t a good lover at all. When my friends told me about
their first sober sex experiences, I was greatly disappointed that mine had not
been as fulfilling. I even broke up with the guy over it. Although,
technically, I shouldn’t have been dating so close to getting out of treatment.



“Let me see your tongue piercing,”
Erik said as he turned toward me. 


Dutifully, I opened my mouth and
stuck my tongue out at him. He examined it from where he was and then let his
fingers gently touch the metal ball that I had attached to a rod going through
the middle of my tongue.


“Yes, it hurt when I got it.” I
laughed as I tried to talk with my tongue out. 


“That’s not what I was thinking
about.”


“What then?” 


“Did you get it because some guy
wanted you to have it while you gave him head?”


It was the first time anyone had
asked me that specific question. Typically, people avoided the sexual reference
to the tongue piercing and just concentrated on the pain it must have caused
me. But Erik wasn’t just asking if I could give good head with the piercing –
he asked if a man had made me do it. 


“No, I don’t think a man made me do
it. I think I just got it on my own in a drunken stupor. But I really don’t
remember.”


“It seems very erotic.” 


“I think we should stop this
conversation right here,” I said as I moved away from him a little. 


The desire I had for him to touch me
rushed through my body totally uncontrolled. My chest heaved as I pulled in a
deep breath and tried not to think about Erik or what his hands could do to my
body. 


“You’re trying to behave, aren’t
you?” he asked mischievously. 


“I have no idea what you’re talking
about,” I said with a totally fake tone in my voice. 


Obviously, I was trying to behave.
Every time we were alone together, the sexual tension was huge. I wanted Erik
to come home with me to my family’s house. I wanted him to get a break and have
a real Christmas, but I didn’t want those things just because I found him
incredibly attractive. 


And,
man oh man, did I find him attractive. My thoughts were stuck on him, especially since he had
become nicer and friendlier in recent days. He seemed like a genuinely good guy
now and that was even sexier than before. I certainly wasn’t into the whole bad
boy thing, at all. 


“You do what you need to do, boo.”
He laughed and put his arms up on the back of the hot tub. 


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“I understand if you have to pretend
like you don’t like me. I get it. It’s cool.”


Now he was just becoming
infuriating. I wasn’t pretending. Okay, maybe I was. But who was he to call me
out on it? Erik was the issue here. Him and his romantic touching and seductive
eyes. If he would just stay away from me with all of that, then there wouldn’t
be any issues, at all. 


“Oh, don’t you start with me.”


“I get it. You’re not into
good-looking rich guys. It’s cool. Not all girls like the same things. I’m sure
I’ll find a girl who’s into me sooner or later.”


He was hamming it up, and as much as
I tried not to laugh, I felt myself slipping into a hidden giggle. Then, I
started to play along, just for the fun of it. Our conversations flowed so
casually that I almost felt like I could do or say anything I wanted. He was
funny and easy to get along with and definitely someone I wanted to get to know
more.


“Yeah, I’m not really into guys with
money and looks. I prefer men who live at home and don’t necessarily have all
of their teeth. I’m sorry, it’s just my thing.”


“Totally understand. You’re not
really my cup of tea, either. If I’m being totally honest.”


“What? Shut up,” I said as I stood
up. 


“No, I’m serious. You’re freakishly
beautiful. I could never date a woman like you. Man, I’d be freaked out all the
time that people were looking at you and then wondering why you stooped so low
to date a wretch like me. I couldn’t handle it.”


“You’re seriously crazy.” I laughed.



“Actually, I’m pretty sure they
cleared me of being crazy.”


He was funny. I loved that. I had my
own sarcastic wit that was sometimes hard for people to understand, so it felt
good that he got it. I hated when I was being sarcastic and someone just looked
at me with a blank stare like I had just said the most horrible thing ever.
Sarcasm was definitely an acquired taste. 


“I’m going to get dried off and
finish up my charting here. You need to get dried off and pack. I’ll leave my
address on a piece of paper in your room later.”


“This is so clandestine. I feel like
you’d make a good CIA agent. Wait, maybe you already are an agent and this is
all some ploy to get me over to your house so you can have your way with me.”


“Why would a CIA agent want you?” I
laughed. 


“Hey, they might. I’m really good
with technology.”


“For now, I don’t want you. Let’s
just have a good holiday. Okay?”


I really did want him. I knew he
knew that. But I wasn’t ready to go for it. There were dang morals still in my
way. Maybe it was perfectly okay to date a patient, or maybe it wasn’t. But I
knew as a recovering alcoholic that having any sort of relationship with
someone wasn’t recommended when you were first in recovery. All your time
needed to be spent on yourself and that was it. I would be a hypocrite if I
tried to get Erik to pay attention to me. 


As we walked through the frigid air
and back into the building, our little date night was over and we were flush
with reality again. Guilt was the driving emotion as we walked back onto the
unit. I saw how Kaitlin looked at me and I wanted to tell her what was going
on, but certainly couldn’t do that after our night out on the town. 


Kaitlin had tried to fix me up with
a guy, and I had refused her. We went around and around over Erik, also. I told
her it was because I wasn’t ready. I went on and on how my sobriety was a
priority in my life and I wasn’t going to mess that up. I had made such a big
scene of the issue that she would certainly have been pissed if I came out an
admitted to actually liking him. 


I gathered my things, finished my
work, changed, and dropped off my address in Erik’s room as he ate out in the
main area with the other patients. I had to get home and explain my made up
story for why Erik would be coming over to the house for Christmas and why he’d
need to spend the night. 


Most of the people in my AA group
were local, so surely they wouldn’t need to stay the night with me. I hadn’t
exactly figured that part of the lie out yet. I hoped it would come to me as I
went home. 


I tried to seem nonchalant about
what I was about to ask my parents. Lying to them had never been my thing. I
actually hated to have to lie to them, but I knew if I told them the truth, my
father would totally freak out. He didn’t like that I was an addict, and he
would be very disappointed if I brought a boy home who was also an addict. 


It was only because he loved me and
wanted the best for me, I knew that. My mother wouldn’t be happy, either, but
at least she would try to be happy if she knew it was important to me. My
father, on the other hand, was stubborn and wouldn’t bend very easily to the
idea. 


“Mom, I’ve got a friend coming over
from AA tonight. He didn’t have a place to go.”


“Where’s he from?”


The dreaded question that I knew was
coming up. She was such a smart woman. There really was no getting things past
her at all.


“He’s been living in New York and
his cousin is vacationing here. He didn’t want to intrude in their small hotel
room for the holiday.”


“And he’s your friend?” 


Dang,
my mother and her logic.
Surely, I could have friends from other parts of the country, it was the
twenty-first century. But I had to think of a reasonable expectation of how we
could be friends. 


“Yes, Mom. People meet online and
know each other now. It’s weird, I know,” I said as I dramatically rolled my
eyes. “He had posted in a forum I’m in and said he was going to be in town and
needed the AA times. When he showed up a couple of days ago, we got to know
each other.”


“Okay, honey, he can come over.
He’ll have to sleep on the couch, though. Your father started painting the
spare bedroom.”


“All right. Thanks, Mom.”


I breathed a sigh of relief as my
mother bought into the story. If she liked Erik, then it would be all over. She
wouldn’t ask another question about how we met and we would be in the clear.
But if she didn’t like him, if my mother thought something strange was going
on, then she would grill Erik throughout our meal until he eventually caved in
and admitted who he was. My relief would only last as long as dinner that
evening. 


Once my mom was well enough
informed, I hustled to my room to take a shower and get ready before Erik
arrived. I didn’t want to be wearing my scrubs and looking like a hot mess when
he showed up at the house. I actually wanted to look pretty. 


Working at the rehab center, I had
never really cared what I looked like. I often kept my hair in a ponytail and
didn’t do my makeup. The required scrubs kept me from worrying too much about
what I wore and I liked it like that. 


Actually, the fact that Erik was
flirting with me at all was pretty remarkable considering I didn’t have any of
the usual ways a woman impressed her man. No makeup, no cute clothes, and he
was still flirting with me. I knew that should have given me a little more
confidence, but it actually made me wonder more about him. Why was he flirting with me? 


For a second, I let my mind think
the worst. Maybe he was just flirting with me as a way of passing the time. He
might not have any intention of actually getting to know me or anything like
that when he was out of the facility. The thought sickened me. 


He didn’t seem like that kind of
guy. Erik certainly didn’t seem like a guy who would just want sex and then
move on, especially now that he was sober. Maybe he had been like that in the
past, but he wasn’t like that now. 


The two of us had talked and gotten
to know each other a little, but there were still a lot of things about Erik
that I wanted to know more about. I wanted to know about his business and what
it was and how he made money. It was clear to me that he hadn’t inherited his
money like I had originally thought, but what else was there to the story? 


The doorbell rang just as I was
pulling on my dress. I had labored over which one to choose for nearly twenty
minutes before finally sliding into a little, emerald green dress. My hair was
pulled up and I had put on a touch of makeup to cover my dark circles from
going dancing with Kaitlin the night before. 


I slowly descended the stairs just
as Erik was welcomed into our house by my mother and father. I hoped he hadn’t
been standing there too long, alone with them. I hadn’t agonized over my outfit
as much as I wanted to, but it had been a difficult decision to pick something
that I wouldn’t feel totally useless in. 


As his eyes looked up at me, I felt
like I had made the right decision. He smiled and gazed at me like I was the
last woman on earth. It made me feel amazing.

















 

Chapter
Fourteen


Erik



 

Every cliché about meeting a girl’s
parents ran through my head as I got in the taxi to head to Cassidy’s house. I
even imagined her father with a shotgun sitting on the front porch. So, when I
arrived and there was no shotgun and Cassidy’s mother greeted me with a
friendly smile, I was very much relieved. 


“Hello, I’m Erik. Cassidy invited me
over.” 


“It’s nice to meet you. Bob!” she
hollered into the other room. “Cassidy’s friend is here.”


“Does he look like a jerk?” the
man asked loudly from the other room. 


“Bob, he’s in the house. He can hear
you.”


I had to laugh at the way the two of
them interacted. Before that moment, I had never really thought about what it
would be like to grow old with someone. I hadn’t had an example of that sort of
relationship in my house, so it had been difficult to imagine. 


Sure, I had seen cute old couples at
the mall or out at restaurants, but I never imagined that I might have
something like that one day. But Cassidy fired those feelings up inside of me.
We were obviously just friends, but she was an all-around great girl who I
could see getting to know more. Even if I didn’t end up with Cassidy, I did
have the feeling I’d settle down someday, which hadn’t really crossed my mind
much before I had gone to treatment.


“Hello, young man. Are you a drunk,
too?” Cassidy’s father asked boldly. 


“I’m not currently,” I said as I
reached my hand out to shake his. 


He seemed to value the honesty in my
statement and shook my hand firmly before going to the stairs to holler up. But
before he had the chance to yell up the stairs, Cassidy had started to descend
from the top floor. 


It took me a moment to fully realize
it was her, though. Cassidy had curled her hair and put some makeup on.
Although she clearly didn’t need to do such things because she was beautiful
without them – that was the truth. 


Cassidy also had on a short, green dress
that could be best described as a “idiot me” dress, or so my friends and I use
to call them. It was a short dress, with enough movement to slide it up over a
girl’s hips while you bent them over and had your way with them. Many of the
women who threw themselves at me liked to wear dresses like that. 


Of course, Cassidy didn’t look like
that was the thoughts she wanted to evoke. The dress she had on wasn’t a
body-hugging dress; it was loose around her body and skimmed her curves. But I
could only think about how easy it would be to get that dress off of her.
I stared up at her and watched every inch of her body as she moved slowly down
the stairs. 


“Oh, you look nice, honey,” her
mother said. 


“Yes, very festive,” I added as I tried
not to sound like a total pervert. 


“Are we eating?” Cassidy’s father
asked flatly. 


“Not yet, Bob.”


“Mom, Dad, this is my friend Erik
from AA,” Cassidy said as she started to introduce the group. “Erik, this is my
mother Katherine and my father Bob.”


“It’s good to meet you,” I said. 


Meeting parents had never really
been my thing, especially fathers, not that I had met that many. But in high
school, my girlfriend had brought me home to meet her parents and I fumbled the
whole thing. I tried to tell jokes, which weren’t received well. Then I tried
to sit quietly, but when her father asked me a question, I basically yelled at
him. It was fair to say that fathers and I didn’t mix very well.


 “Let’s go out back for a little bit and sit on
the covered porch; it’s fun to watch the skiers wipe out.” Cassidy laughed. 


To get away from the anxiety of
worrying about everything I said to her parents, I would have done just about
anything. I followed her out back to regroup for a little bit before dinner. It
was exhausting meeting someone’s parents. I felt ready to take a nap and would
have if I had been given a room to sleep in. 


“Thanks, I felt like I was failing
out there.”


“They aren’t an audience. You don’t
have to worry if they like you or not. You’re only visiting for the night.”


“About that…” I started to say and
then couldn’t keep my laugh in as Cassidy looked at me with a serious face. 


“What did you do?” she replied. 


Cassidy was really cute when she was
angry. She wrinkled her nose up and had her hands on her hips like she was
about to scold me. She wasn’t actually angry with me; I could tell that much.
It was hard not to laugh at her as she tried to be stern with me and get me to
answer the question about what I did.


“I sort of told them that I was
going to be gone for two nights.”


“Two nights!” she exclaimed. “I only
told my parents you’d be here for one night.”


“Sorry, I got flustered. You can
just send me back when you’re done with me,” I teased her. 


“It’s all right. We’ll figure it
out. By the way, I told them you were in town visiting a cousin and you were
from New York.”


“Why didn’t you just say I was from
San Francisco?”


“I don’t know. I got flustered.” She
laughed. “I’m not all that great at lying. 


The funny thing was that Cassidy
didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who could lie very well. Maybe she had
done it well while she was drinking, but now I saw every emotion on her face.
She couldn’t even hide the desire she felt for me, and I knew she was trying
really hard to do that. Not that lying was a particularly good skill to have –
I was much happier that she sucked at telling lies. 


It had been a long time since I had
actually felt an interest in a girl like I felt toward Cassidy. I wasn’t even
sure what it was that I was feeling. All I knew was that I wanted something
more than to just sleep with her, and that was totally new territory for me. I
wanted to have her in my life long after treatment was done and if that was
going to happen, I really needed to behave myself. 


Relationships didn’t last in my
world, but I might be able to make a friendship last. Especially since Cassidy
would know what I was going through after treatment. I really liked that she
had been in treatment before and that she was clean and sober. It dawned on me
that when I returned home, I wouldn’t know a single person who was openly clean
and sober. Maybe there were people in my life who didn’t do drugs or drink, but
I didn’t know who they were. 


It was a sad realization that all of
my friends and acquaintances were drinkers and drug takers. Even my friend
Spencer enjoyed a few too many drinks sometimes. But the difference between
Spencer and I was that he had never almost killed himself because of his
alcohol use. I had rationalized that all my friends drank alcohol so it was
okay if I did, but it had taken me this long at treatment to realize they
weren’t me. My friends might all drink, but none of them had consequences like
I had. 


Jarrod had helped me also realize
that I couldn’t control other people in my life. I couldn’t control how Cassidy
viewed me. I couldn’t control how my family wanted to treat me. The only thing
in life I could control was myself, and even that was going to take a lot of
work to get it right. 


“Thank you for inviting me. I really
hope you won’t get in trouble for this.”


“I don’t think I will. Mr. March
loves me. The worst that will happen will be that he tells me not to do it
again. Anyways, I’m not planning on working there much longer. I applied to
nursing schools.”


“Oh goodness. You’re going to be a nurse?”
I said as I tried to hide the wide grin that made its way across my face. 


“Why does it sound like you’re
already thinking of something dirty?”


“Because you in a tight, little
white nurse’s dress sounds amazing.”


“Since when have you ever seen a real
nurse in a tight, white dress?” She laughed at me. “The nurses at Paradise Peak
wear baggy and comfortable scrubs.”


“Cassidy, just give a guy his
fantasies, please,” I said. 


“I’m sure you have plenty of
fantasies already and don’t really need me to add to them.”


It was probably time that we changed
the subject, since I felt my body as it started to get hard thinking about
Cassidy in a nurse’s uniform. I didn’t care if the nurses now didn’t wear those
outfits anymore; I was going to keep the fantasy in my head and come back to it
later that evening when I was alone in my bed. 


“Dinner time, kids,” Cassidy’s
mother said as she opened the sliding door. 


“What was your mom’s name again?” I
asked. 


“Katherine, and my dad goes by Bob,
but it’s really Robert.”


“Okay, I’ll try to remember,” I
murmured as we walked into the house. 


It smelled delicious, and I was
hungrier than I could remember being in a long time. I had always eaten well in
my life, but there wasn’t anything greater than a home-cooked meal. Especially
a mother’s home-cooked meal. 


Katherine at pulled a beautiful
turkey out of the oven, and she already had about six side dishes on the table.
There was no way the four of us would come close to eating all the food that
she had prepared, but I sure was going to give it a try. 


“Katherine, this dinner smells
amazing. Is there anything I can help with?” 


“You can cut the turkey if you’d
like. Bob hates doing it, but I make him do it every year.”


I didn’t know how to cut a turkey,
but I certainly didn’t want to look like a rich, spoiled kid in front of
Cassidy. Every grown man should at least
know how to cut a turkey, or so I thought to myself as I grabbed the giant
knife that Katherine handed me. 


Cassidy stayed with me in the
kitchen while her mother made her way to the other room to wait for us to serve
the cut up turkey. Slowly, I let the knife saw into the side of the turkey and
it returned me a large chunk of white meat. This didn’t seem all that hard
after all. I just needed to saw down each side of the cooked bird and put the
pieces of turkey onto the platter that was set out. 


Cassidy seemed amused as she watched
me cut through the first few pieces of meat. Her smile was brilliantly white
and her giggles just as distracting to me as I tried to look professional in my
turkey-cutting skills. 


Even though I was technically a
vegan, I didn’t have moral obligations that kept me from eating meat, or
cutting it up for that matter. I really just couldn’t do it because I hadn’t
ever seen someone cut a turkey before, and I had no frame of reference for
where to start with the process. 


“You have no idea what you’re doing,
do you?” she finally asked me. 


“I know what I’m doing. Just slice
the meat off of the bone.”


“There’s a little more to it than
that. You’ve got to make the pieces small enough that people can actually eat
them. If you leave just large pieces, we will likely need to turn into
barbarians and eat that meat with our hands.”


“I’m good with my hands.” I laughed
as I held up a disproportionally sized slice of turkey. 


“You can show me sometime,” she
teased me. 


I really couldn’t tell if she was
serious or totally joking, but I was hard at just the possibility. Somewhere
down the road could be after I got out of treatment. That would work great and
made the most sense. But I suspected after treatment, Cassidy wouldn’t want to
have anything to do with me. She probably had guys hitting on her every round
of patients that came through the doors. 


By the time I reached the middle of
the bird, I was basically just pulling off pieces of the meat and putting it on
the place. So, basically there were giant, thick slices of turkey and shredded
pieces of turkey. Neither of them looked all that appealing. There was
certainly a skill to cutting a turkey that I hadn’t perfected yet. 


As dinner got started, each of us
sat on one side of the table. Cassidy was directly across from me, Katherine to
my right, and Bob to my left. The night seemed to be shaping up to be really
amazing. I felt like they actually liked me and couldn’t wait to learn more
about them. 


“So, young man, what are your
intentions with my daughter?” Bob asked me before we had even said grace. 


“Bob, give the man a break. He’s
just a friend,” Katherine spoke up. 


“Daddy, he’s really just a friend.”


“Okay, okay, but there will be no
hanky-panky going on in my house. Are you two clear on that?” 


Bob looked directly at me as he
asked the question, but Cassidy was the one who actually ended up answering
him. It was a good thing she was prepared to answer him because I could hardly
move. I tried to think of something appropriate to respond with, and all that
kept running through my head were sarcastic remarks. 


“Dad, we aren’t friends in that
way!” Cassidy said with enthusiasm. 


“Bob, let’s just have a nice
Christmas dinner, please,” Katherine added. 


So far, I was pretty sure that
Katherine liked me and Bob hated my guts. One of two didn’t seem like that bad
of a job considering I was new at the whole meeting the parents thing. 


We made it through grace and I took
to eating and letting the family talk. I really enjoyed just sitting and
listening to their conversation. It was like being a member of their family,
without actually being a member. 


I didn’t want to refuse the meal
that had taken so much time and effort, so for that one night I gave up my
vegan eating ways and just enjoyed dinner with Cassidy and her family. It
wasn’t going to kill me to have a little meat.


Cassidy was respectful and funny with
her parents. She was at ease around them, and that was weird for me to see. I
couldn’t remember feeling at ease around my own father. Yet, I very clearly
remembered how comfortable my mother had made me. Perhaps since Cassidy had
both her mother and her father, things were just better between everyone. 


The more I watched and listened,
though, the more I started to feel like Bob was just a nicer version of my own
father. He was still really cranky and wanted to do things his own way, but he
listened to his wife and daughter, who always seemed to have something to tell
him. He was a rough man, but gentle with the women in his life. I imagine my
father would have been a lot like Bob if my mother had lived. 


From what I remembered of my mother
and father’s relationship, my mother had guided most of the decisions in the
house. Even up until the day she died, my mother had been in charge. 


It was my mother who taught us boys
how to be nice, although we seemed to have forgotten that lesson after she
passed away. It was my mother who had shown me leniency when I was a naughty
child; she had given me love when I didn’t think I needed it. My mother had
been the one true thing in my life, and as I sat there watching Cassidy’s
family interact, I felt myself getting misty eyed. 


If my mother hadn’t died, I could
have had a family Christmas similar to the one I was at. If my mother hadn’t
died, I wouldn’t have run to drugs and alcohol to numb my life away. 


“Where’s the restroom?” I asked as I
pushed my chair out and stood up quickly. 


“Don’t the hall, first door on the
right,” Katherine said. 


I couldn’t even reply with a thank
you, as I hurried off and out of the room before they all saw the tears in my
eyes. Crying wasn’t my thing. I didn’t like to cry. Most of my life, I hadn’t
really understood the reason so many people cried. But as I slammed the
bathroom door behind me, I felt tears as they rolled down my face. I was
definitely crying. 


My hand grabbed onto my chest as it
tightened and I tried to pull in a deep breath. I wanted a deep breath. My body
needed to calm down, and Jarrod wasn’t anywhere to be seen. My whole life, I
had longed to have a loving family like Cassidy had, and there I was, sitting
right in the middle of the most perfect Christmas dinner ever. 


The tricky thing about anxiety is
that the more you want a panic attack to stop, the more it will tighten in your
chest. I had just recently started to have panic attacks and barely knew what
they were, let alone how to stop them. I desperately wished Jarrod was there so
he could calm me down. 


But this was part of being on leave.
I looked at myself in the mirror and watched my lungs expand as I took a deep
breath. The mirror was actually very helpful because it counteracted my brain
that was telling me I couldn’t breathe. As I watched my body take in a deep
breath and let it out again, I felt myself calming. 


Again and again, I took in as much
air as I could in an effort to push past the panic that was in my mind and
prove that my body really had control. 


“You know what to do,” I told myself
in the mirror. “Deep breaths. Don’t think about anything else. Just breathe.”


I replayed the words that Jarrod had
said to me as he calmed me down. I knew what to do. I hadn’t done it on my own
before, but I really did know what to do. As I finally regained control over my
breathing, I looked at myself and felt pride in what I had accomplished. I had
actually taken back control over my fears, and even in the midst of a very
emotional moment, I was all right. 


There was a knock on the door. 


“Everything okay?” I heard Cassidy
whisper at the door. 


“I’m okay. Just give me a minute.”


“Did you have a panic attack?” 


I flung the door opened and pulled
her into the bathroom. She couldn’t have just guessed that I had a panic
attack. How did she know?


“Was I loud? Did your family hear?”


“No, I just remembered you had one
at work. Is there anything I can get you?” 


“Just give me a minute, and I’ll
come back out. I’m really sorry for ruining the night. I was just so
overwhelmed by your perfect family.”


Cassidy started to laugh. Goodness, I
loved to watch her laugh. Her whole face lit up with joy and I honestly felt
like the room got brighter when the joy exploded from her like that. I knew her
family wasn’t perfect; no family really is perfect. But her family was much
better than mine and seemed perfect enough to me.


“Perfect? My father just left the
table to go watch sports and my mom is grumbling under her breath while she
does the dishes. No one’s family is perfect, Erik.”


“Thanks,” I said as I gave her a
hug. 


She hugged me back and then slipped
out of the bathroom to give me a few moments to pull myself back together. It
was funny how I had hugged her and hadn’t actually thought about anything else
except what a nice person she was. 


Cassidy was a nice person, and I had
taken advantage of that by flirting with her and kissing her. She didn’t
deserve to have some patient all up on her like that. I felt badly for how I
had behaved; it was my addict personality. I always wanted more. If someone
gave me one minute of their time, I wanted five. If I had one piece of candy, I
wanted ten. If a beautiful woman who worked at my treatment facility was nice
to me, I wanted to sleep with her. It was a rotten way of thinking and
something I had to work on. 
















Chapter
Fifteen


Cassidy



 

“Are you ready for Miracle on 34th Street?” I
asked Erik when he finally joined us in the living room. “This is one of my
all-time favorite movies.”


“I’ve never heard of it.”


“What?” my mother asked as she
turned and looked at Erik like he was from a different planet. “What do you
mean?”


Erik looked embarrassed, and my
mother certainly wasn’t making things any easier. I didn’t know all that much
about his childhood, but it hadn’t sounded like it was the best. I did my best
to rescue him from my mother’s sympathetic clutches, but she was one of the
biggest fans of Christmas and every holiday movie out there. It was going to be
really hard for her to wrap her brain around the fact that Erik hadn’t even
heard of the movie before. 


“Mom, it’s okay. We’re watching it
right now. After tonight, he will have seen it.”


My parents sat on the couch with one
of them on either end of it. So, that only left the love seat for Erik and I to
sit on. It was a cozy couch without a bunch of extra room, but it would
certainly be hard to sit next to Erik and keep my hands to myself. He had just
proven that he was tough and sensitive and that really got me. 


When Kaitlin and I talked about the
perfect guy, I always said I wanted a guy who was sensitive. I didn’t mean that
he had to cry all the time and act like a baby. All I meant was that he could
see something emotional and actually shed a tear. Or, that he would feel some
sort of emotion when things called for it. Too many guys felt like they had to
hide their emotions with a stern look. The guy I was looking for in my life
would be able to actually show his emotions when the time called for it. 


As the movie played, I totally
forgot that Erik was sitting next to me because I was so engrossed. But as the
ending scene started, I looked over at him to see what sort of emotion he had
on his face. It was a scene that even made my father cry when everyone helps
out Kris Kringle. But as I turned and looked for the expression on Erik’s face,
I quickly realized that he wasn’t even awake. 


His head was propped up on his hand,
and he was fast asleep. I had no idea how long he had been sleeping, but
certainly it was long enough that he was totally out of it. There went all my
ideas that he might actually be a sensitive guy. It baffled me that he hadn’t
seen the movie before, yet he still fell asleep in the middle of it. How was that even possible? 


I tried my best not to react, but
the more I thought about, it the angrier I got. He was in my home on Christmas
Eve and our thing was to watch a movie together. He couldn’t even respect us
enough to stay awake. My blood pressure continued to rise as the movie finished
and he still didn’t wake up.


“Looks like he was worn out by the
day,” my mother said kindly. 


“Yep.”


“I’ll get some sheets and blankets
for the couch. I’m really sorry the bedroom is such a mess. Your father started
painting it and just hasn’t finished it yet.” 


“I didn’t know we were having
company,” my father responded loudly enough that Erik finally woke up. 


He looked around the room to see if
anyone had noticed he was asleep and noticed we were all staring at him. A very
uncomfortable silence fell, and I just let it stay there for a little bit. If
it had been up to me, I wouldn’t have talked to Erik at all and would have just
left him to wonder where we had all gone when we got up and left the room. But
it wasn’t up to me, and my mother soon started mothering him, since that was
what she did best. 


“Hi there. You look like you haven’t
been sleeping well. Are you hungry for a snack at all before bed?”


“No, ma’am. I’m all right.”


“I’ll go grab you some sheets. You
can sleep on this couch. Santa usually comes a little after midnight, so you’ll
be able to get a good glimpse at him.”


My hands flung up to my face to
cover my laughter as my mother went on and on about Santa Claus like he was
real and he did visit our home. She had always been such a firm believer in
Santa, and I had to admit I still liked the idea of him. My mother had made my
childhood very wonderful around the holidays. 


When my mom finally left the living
room with my father behind her, I couldn’t hold the laughter in any longer and
burst out. It was so fun to have Erik there with me. Growing up as an only
child I often didn’t realize what my family did differently than others around
Christmas. I could still remember very clearly the year I had questioned my
mother when she talked about Santa Claus. I soon learned that Santa was real
because if he wasn’t, that meant I didn’t get presents. 


“You better believe in Santa or
you’re going to be in trouble.” I giggled. 


“I’m sorry I fell asleep during the
movie. I think that panic attack totally wiped me out. I’m exhausted.”


He
apologized. Now how am I supposed to stay mad at him? I couldn’t; I had to let it go. I
had experienced a few panic attacks when I was going through treatment and even
for a few months afterward. They were exhausting. My body would get all tensed
up, and then when I finally calmed down, all I wanted to do was sleep. 


A lot of people ended up taking
anti-anxiety medication to deal with their panic attacks, but I always believed
it would be best for me to learn how to calm myself down. I didn’t want to rely
on medication to get my body back in control. I had already spent so long using
alcohol as my own personal anti-anxiety liquid. As much as possible, I avoided
all medications. I didn’t even take Tylenol unless I really couldn’t stand my
headache. 


“It’s okay. I’m sure you’ll sleep
well.”


“Cassidy, I really did have a great
time tonight. It might not have seemed like it, but this is as close to a family
Christmas I’ve had in a very long time. It was great.”


“Here you go, some blankets and
sheets for you,” my mother said as she handed a very large stack of items to
Erik. “Hopefully, you won’t get too cold.”


“I know; the weather here is
freezing compared to San Francisco. I can’t wait to get home and jump in my
nice warm pool.”


My eyes got larger than I thought
physically possible as Erik spoke and totally blew his cover. He hadn’t
remembered the story I told my mother, at all. He wasn’t supposed to be from
California; he was supposed to be from New York. He certainly wasn’t supposed
to have enough money for a home and a pool, otherwise why would he need a bed
to sleep on for the night?


It took my mother a moment to
register what was going on, and I saw the flash of recognition as it hit her.
She held herself together very nicely and simply requested that I come and talk
with her in five minutes. 


I hated when she did that. Five
minutes was her rule because she wanted to calm down and talk to my father
before she yelled at me. Even though I was clearly an adult, I still felt like
a naughty teenage now that I was caught in a lie. 


“I’m sorry,” Erik winced.


“You had one lie to keep straight.
Come on, man. I know you’ve had to tell worse lies to the ladies you slept with
when you were smashed.”


My voice was judgmental and rude,
but I couldn’t stop myself. He wasn’t thinking at all. Erik hadn’t even tried
to keep the story straight. It was my life he was messing up now, and I didn’t
like that he seemed so nonchalant about my life. I had taken him in as a favor
so he wouldn’t have to spend the holiday alone. I couldn’t believe he had
forgotten the one story he was supposed to remember. 


“I said I was sorry.”


“Really, is this what you’re like
all the time? Don’t put any effort in at all and then apologize? Why not
actually put an effort out there?”


“What are you talking about? It was
an accident. I said I was sorry.”


“And at treatment? You didn’t even
start going to groups regularly until a couple of days ago. Before that when
you could be bothered to go to group, you sat quietly and hardly participated.”


“How do you know how much I went to
group? You got scared and hid from me on the other unit. Plus, you’re not in my
groups, so what do you know?”


“I need to go deal with my mother.
This was clearly a bad idea. I’ll have my parents take you back tomorrow,” I
said and stormed away. 


About halfway down the hall, I
started to cry. I didn’t mean to be so horrible to him. I had expected his
visit to go so well, and instead, it was a disaster. My mother and father were
going to be crazy angry with me. Erik probably thought I was a psycho girl. And
now, I felt like I was about to have a panic attack. 


I hated when things didn’t go as I
planned. It was like I put every bit of effort into something and in one swift
motion, it was all wiped out. Even before I had a drinking problem, I always
had a problem with being in control. 


Hiding it was what I normally did. I
could mask my controlling personality by being excessively nice to patients.
There was something about being at work that I could adjust better to. But when
things got out of control, like they did on the night Brianna had her seizure,
then I felt like I couldn’t contain myself. 


Slowly, I opened the door to my
parents’ bedroom and faced the inevitable. My parents were good people. They
had put up with a lot over the years, and they did handle things very well. My
biggest issue was that I just hated to disappoint them. The look in my father’s
eyes was the worst when I did something that he thought was wrong. 


“Cassidy, is that boy a patient from
your work?” my father asked me. 


There was no way I could lie to him.
For some reason, lying about the story originally seemed perfectly okay, but
lying when I had been found out was not all right. I had to just tell him the
truth – there was no other option. 


“Yes.”


“Cassidy!” my mother exclaimed.


“Mom, he doesn’t have any family and
only one friend back home. I felt bad for him. He’s been in the hospital for a
while and no one has visited him.”


“Where is home? California, in a
fancy house? Those are the only people who can afford to be at your work. I
can’t believe you lied to us. You lied right to my face, Cassidy.”


“I know, Mom. I really didn’t want
him to have to spend Christmas alone.”


It was the truth. I hated when
anyone had to spend their Christmas at our facility. The dark gloomy holiday
wasn’t good for the spirit when you were locked up in a hospital. 


“Are you sleeping with this boy?” my
mother asked, and my father covered his ears and turned around. 


“No! I’m not sleeping with him. He’s
a friend. His mother died a long time ago; he needed someplace to go for Christmas.
That was it.”


“Cassidy Conrad, you better be
telling me the truth,” my father said, even though he still had his hands over
his ears.


“Yes, Daddy, it’s the truth. He
didn’t have anywhere to go. If it makes you feel better, he told me this was
the best Christmas he’s had in years.”


The statement made both my mother
and father calm down. Our evening had been incredibly boring. We had simply
eaten dinner and watched a movie – which Erik had fallen asleep during.


“He really must not get out much.” My
father laughed. 


“I don’t have a present for him,” my
mother replied. 


That was my mother: Even though she
was angry with me about lying, she still wanted to make sure she had a present
for the strange man who I had brought home to eat our food and sleep on our
couch. She was such a good person, and at moments like that, I had to hope that
I would someday be as good of a woman as she was. 


“He doesn’t need a present, Mom,” I
said as I breathed a sigh of relief that the worst of the conversation was
over. 


“You could give him that sweatshirt
you bought for cousin Henry. We aren’t seeing him until next weekend, we can
get him something else by then,” my father added. 


“Perfect idea, Bob.”


It wasn’t very often that my father
came up with a good idea, and it was even more infrequent that my mother
acknowledged the idea. She loved him dearly, but he often wasn’t paying
attention enough to contribute to any sort of idea generating. 


“So, can I go back out there?” I asked
as I inched closer to the door. 


“Yeah, but you keep an eye on him. I
don’t want anything bad happening and you’re to blame.”


“Like what, Mom? What bad could
happen while he’s sleeping on the couch?” 


Both my father and I laughed at how
ridiculous my mother was at times. She was bossy and domineering, and even when
there was nothing to worry about, she found something to worry about. Sometimes
I had to wonder how my father put up with her all these years, but then in the
very next moment I would wonder how my mother put up with him for the same
number of years. 


“Oh, just go,” she said in
exasperation and waved me out the door. 


I didn’t wait another second and
quickly left their room and went back out to the living room where
unsurprisingly, Erik was asleep. He looked like a large, teenage boy as he
slept all curled up on the couch with every single blanket my mother had given
him. Even though he was thoroughly covered up, he still looked like he was
freezing. 


He and I would have a lot to talk
about in the morning. Or at the very least, I would have to apologize for
behaving so badly toward him. I felt horrible for how I had talked to him, and
even though it would be Christmas in the morning, I had to find the time to set
things straight. 


If Erik was going to get to know me,
he was going to have to learn that I didn’t always think logically. Sometimes I
was a bit wild and disrespectful. Maybe I would grow out of it as I grew older,
or maybe that was all just part of my personality – I really didn’t know for
sure. All I knew was that I felt horrible and I didn’t like feeling like that. 


When I woke up, it was already light
outside and I heard my mother and father in the living room talking with Erik.
I pressed my ear to the door to see if I could hear what they were saying, but
I couldn’t. It didn’t seem like the best of ideas to leave Erik out there with
my parents, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to go out there
and listen to them grilling him with questions. 


Hopefully, he knew that he could be
honest with them now and just talk to my parents like he would talk to anyone
else. My parents wouldn’t really care that I had brought him home from work, as
long as Erik didn’t make it sound like we were sleeping together. If he made
any of those types of comments, I would surely be mortified and my father would
be crazy angry. 


“Thanks for having me,” I heard Erik
say as I walked down the hallway. “This sweatshirt is beautiful; I really
appreciate it.”


“What’s going on?” I asked, confused
at why Erik was standing by the door and looked like he was leaving. 


No matter what had happened between
us, I wanted him to stay for Christmas Day. He didn’t need to leave. I knew I
had made him feel bad, but he didn’t need to leave. If I could just get him alone
for a minute and we could talk, I was sure we could work things out. He had to
be leaving because of me, and now I felt horrible about it. 


“Erik’s going to head back to
Paradise Peak,” Mom replied. “He’s tired and just wants to rest.”


“I’m glad you’re up. Thank you so
much for having me here with your family. I really appreciate it. Spending time
with you all has given me a clearer vision for my goals, and I really can’t
thank you enough.” 


“You should stay. We have presents
to open and cookies to eat. It will be a great day.” 


“No, I better get going. I have a
lot of things I need to work on, and I don’t want to be lazy about my
treatment.”


My heart sank. He was throwing my
own words back at me. I hadn’t meant them, though. I was just agitated and angry
that my parents had caught me in a lie. Sometimes, I felt like I was the
biggest jerk. Nothing I had said to Erik meant that I truly wanted him to
leave, because I didn’t want that. 


Actually, despite our argument, I
had been looking forward to spending Christmas with him. I had planned that we
could make sugar cookies and decorate them. It was going to be a great time and
would give us some more time to talk. But it was looking more like I would have
to make those cookies alone. 


“Don’t go,” I said as I moved closer
to him. “It’s Christmas, you don’t need to go.”


Desperately, I wanted to make him
stay. He had come so he would have a good Christmas for a change, and now it
was all getting ruined. Not only was he leaving my house after we had fought,
but he was going straight back to treatment. 


The only good thing about it all was
that Erik hadn’t relapsed. Hopefully, he had gotten a tiny taste of what it was
like to be outside of treatment and have to deal with your emotions and other
issues that would come up. 


“I have to; my taxi is here.” He smiled.
“Thanks again.”


And just like that, he was gone and
I felt like the biggest jerk in the world. What had been a beautiful Christmas
Eve had actually ruined Erik’s Christmas Day. I could hardly stand still as my
guilt started to spread across my body. 


Even if Erik and I were only
friends, I should have been nicer to him. Actually, because we were friends, I
should have been more understanding and talked to him like a friend would and
not like an angry girlfriend. As I watched his taxi drive away, I hoped that he
would have a decent Christmas and that I hadn’t totally ruined it.

















 

Chapter
Sixteen


Erik



 

“Susan, can I sign up for the hike
today or is it too late?” I asked as everyone started to get checked back into
the treatment center. 


The holiday had been good for some
people and not so good for others. Both Brad and Stan had returned for a
refresher after using since they were out. It was hard to imagine that after
being at the facility for so long that they could actually not stay sober. It
was eye opening to me for sure. As was the conversation I had had with Cassidy
at her parents’ house. 


Being seen as lazy wasn’t something
I was used to people telling me. In fact, when I had been building my business,
I was working so much that my staff had told me to take a vacation before I had
a heart attack. It became very apparent to me after my conversation with
Cassidy that I lived in extremes. Either I was doing everything, or nothing.
Either I was an over achiever, or achieving nothing. And if that was my
personality – and I knew it was – then I’d rather be doing everything and be an
over achiever. 


There were plenty of activities I
could have been doing while at the treatment center, but I hadn’t signed up for
them. Instead, I had opted to spend as much time in bed sleeping and avoiding
everyone else on the unit. 


But that time was over. Instead of
being lazy, I was going back to my active self. I could only imagine how much
easier being active would be if I wasn’t drunk or high on some substance.


“Sure, I’ll get you on the list. The
weather is pretty bad, though, so you’ll have to bundle up. I think Melinda had
a list around here somewhere.” 


“Thanks. And isn’t there a yoga
class sometime? I’d like to give that a try also.”


“Yes, they do yoga every morning at
six,” she said with a smile. 


Both Susan and I knew that I never
woke up early. Mornings were like my kryptonite, but I wanted to try something
new. 


There was a new drive in me to
actually make myself proud. Sure, it had started with Cassidy’s comments to me,
and at first I had been incredibly offended. But there was some truth in what
she said. I was comfortable being the lazy computer nerd type of guy. Although
my body was naturally in decent shape and I still liked to lift weights at my
office to blow off steam, I certainly wasn’t all that physically healthy. 


Not only was I going to start
participating in more of the physical things that were offered at Paradise
Peak, I was also going to put some real hard effort into group sessions. I had
been holding back in those for a variety of reasons, but I knew everyone in my
group sessions now. There was no longer a reason to stay quiet. It was time for
me to push through and see what all I could get out of my time at the center. 


“Sign me up,” I said
enthusiastically. 


“Okay,” the nurse said skeptically
as she added my name to a list. “Now, this is the kind of enthusiasm I like to
see.”


Her comment warmed my heart. That
was the type of feeling I wanted more often. Being noticed for doing something
good was one of my favorite feelings and I hadn’t even realized it. 


While I was building my tech
company, I used to love when people looked shockingly at me and didn’t believe
I was old enough to run a business. Their dismay and shock was uplifting to me.
That element of surprise was a way I often boosted my ego. 


The more I thought about my past,
the more I realized that I often put on fake, shocking events in the hopes of
people thinking I was better than I really was. Once, I had hired a famous musician
and his band to play at my party, then went around telling everyone that he was
there as a friend and we were really close. It was a stupid lie and only
impressed people who I didn’t know. The band had cost over $100,000 and only
played for 90 minutes. 


I
was kind of a douchebag,
I concluded as I started adding up the lies and stories I had told over the
years. And that was only when I thought about my professional life and my
friends; if I dared to think about how I treated the women I slept with, those
memories almost made me sick to my stomach. 


One time, a girl came pounding on my
front door. She yelled at me for a good five minutes about not having morals
and not caring who I hurt. When she was finally done yelling, I apologized for
sleeping with her and hurting her feelings in a hope she would leave. But I
hadn’t slept with her; the woman had been yelling at me for what I had done to
her best friend and for breaking the best friend’s heart. I hadn’t even known
if I had slept with the woman who was yelling at me. 


My love life was non-existent.
Instead of a love life, it was a sex life. There hadn’t been emotions or love
involved. There was no moral compass, at all.


I wasn’t sure if I had a clearer
moral compass now, but I did know that I wanted to do better in my personal
life. Business would always work itself out, but my personal life was where the
joy had to come from. If I ever wanted to be an old married man with a wife who
loved me, I had to make some changes. 


“Where you going?” Cassidy asked as
I layered my clothes and readied for the hike. 


“I’m hiking. I’ll catch you later.”


“Okay, but I’d like to talk to you
about what happened at my house.”


“I had a great time,” I said as I
leaned in to her. “But you shouldn’t be talking about that here or you’ll get
in trouble.”


“We can talk later,” she said.


She seemed unsure of herself and
what she wanted to talk about, but I knew she wanted to talk about me leaving
early. It really wasn’t meant to be rude or anything like that. I just didn’t
need another day in her house to realize I still had a lot of work to do. 


“Where’s everyone at?” I asked as I
waited with Melanie to leave for the hike. 


“It’s very cold out today. I think
people are changing their mind about hiking.”


“I’m still game if you are.”


“I’m going, I’m going,” Stan said as
he ran up to us. 


He didn’t look like he was in good
enough shape to be pounding away on another winter hike. The weather was much
worse than when we had gone before. The warm, winter days full of sun had left
the mountains and we were in the midst of cold, snowy days again. 


“We aren’t going too far. Just out
two miles and back,” Melanie said as she opened the back door. 


The trail was still plowed, but
there were a couple inches of snow covering the path. It wasn’t enough to worry
about, and the boots I had worked just fine to keep my feet warm. Melanie took
the lead and then me and Stan was right being us. We didn’t talk. There was no
therapy going on, just three people moving through the winter trail and
contemplating their own existence. 


My mind filled with all the
potential my future seemed to hold now that I was sober. There was no end to
the possibilities. Maybe Spencer and I would invest in this new movie studio
and it would be successful. We could be those Hollywood-type guys who went to
movie premieres and met famous people on a daily basis. 


I thought about what it would be
like to buy a home in that area, maybe even down by the beach. San Francisco
wasn’t all that warm by the beach, so I had bought my home there up on the
hill. But the beach sounded much more like it would be a place to relax. 


Then, I let my thoughts go back to
my father and brother. My father had disowned me when I left. He had been so
hateful and angry. But in recent days, I had started to feel bad for him. His
age and his health weren’t getting any better, and I had left him with my
younger brother to run things. 


My anger had clouded my ability to
see that my family was hurting. My father had a broken heart from losing my
mother and instead of being there and trying to work things out, I stayed away.



But as I walked through the cold,
mountain air, there was one thing that weighed heavier on my mind than anything
else: money. 


I had never sent my father and
brother a single dime of money to help them out. Even after I sold my business
and clearly had more money than I knew what to do with, it had never dawned on
me to give back to them. I hadn’t offered to pay for the salary of a manager for
the funeral home so they could take a break. I had given my own flesh and blood
absolutely nothing. 


The thought of my own selfishness
was almost too much to handle. Never had I thought of myself as a heartless
person. I had always played the victim of a father who didn’t love me and
disowned me when I went to college. My own version of the story had clouded
what my father had been going through at the time. And my own anger had
prevented me from going to him and trying to make amends. 


I would make amends, though. It was
time that I gave back and built my own family up. Cassidy’s family had so much
love between them. They weren’t perfect – they argued, they probably said
things they had regretted over the years – but they loved each other and didn’t
let anything take that love away. 


It was up to me to bring an end to
the feud in my family and I knew the perfect way to do that. Of course, money
couldn’t buy happiness and I didn’t expect to buy their love with it. But I had
an idea for how I could lessen the burden for my brother and father and give
them a little peace of mind for the future. 


As my mind spun away, I realized
that Stan had moved ahead of me and we had already turned around and were
heading home. 


“Wow, I must have been zoned out,” I
said under my breath. 


“Or you’re just so out of shape that
an elderly man is kicking your rear.” Stan laughed. 


“Probably both.”


It was nearing dinnertime when we
arrived back, and I saw Cassidy handing everyone’s meals out to them. I knew
she wanted to talk, but I had to make some phone calls. My energy was ramped up
for the things I wanted to do for my family and I couldn’t stop for anything. 


“Heath, I need you to do something
for me, and you can’t tell Dad,” I said when I got a hold of him. 


“I’m not going to keep secrets from
Pop,” he said with trepidation. 


“Just listen to me first and then
you can tell me if you can do it. Okay?”


Heath did not sound thrilled to
listen to what I had to say. He didn’t even seem interested in talking to me on
the phone, but I wasn’t doing this to make them love me or be nice to me again.
I was doing this because I truly wanted their lives to be better. Even if they
continued to push me away, I was going to continue to move toward them. I was
going to show that I loved them and would help care for both of them as much as
I could. 


“Fine, what’s up?”


“I’ve got to set up some business
legal stuff. Can you send me the name of the funeral home’s mortgage company?
I’d like to see if they can finance a project I’m doing. Oh, and I need the
name of that local bank down the street from Dad’s house, if you have that.”


“Sure, I’ll email it to you. Do you
have access to that?” my brother said with as little enthusiasm as possible. 


“I’m sure I can manage it. Thanks,
Heath.”


“Sure, talk to you later,” he said
in an effort to get off the phone as quickly as possible. 


“Wait, how are you doing?” I managed
to squeeze in before he hung up.


“What?”


“How are you?”


My question seemed to surprise him,
and it made me feel horrible. He wasn’t used to me asking about his life. I
typically just complained about mine or we had some sort of other awkward
conversation or argument, and then we hung up. A few months down the road, we
might speak again. 


“I’m good, I guess.”


“Any ladies in the picture?”


Heath laughed the question off, but
then as I sat silently, he decided to answer. Heath was a handsome guy with
blond hair and a muscular build. There really was no reason that the women
weren’t throwing themselves at him. 


“Pretty hard to get a woman when I
still live with Dad. I tried buying my own place, but it will probably get
repossessed soon. With the mortgage and second mortgage Dad has on the funeral
home and his house, there’s not enough money for me to move out.”


His words cut me hard and it hurt
that I hadn’t noticed their struggles before. I really had been too wrapped up
in my own world to even see what they were struggling with. Money was something
I could easily give my brother and father, yet I hadn’t even tried to help them
out.


“That sounds very difficult.”


“I better get going. We have a lot
to do this week. I’m glad you’re doing better,” Heath said and then quickly got
off the phone. 


I stood at the nursing station for a
few minutes, sort of staring off into space as I processed everything. It was
eye opening to realize that I might have been just as wrong in my relationship
with my family as they had been. For years, I had blamed them and taking on
some of the blame myself was an entirely new emotion for me. 


“Everything all right?” Cassidy
asked as she stood next to me. 


I wasn’t sure if she was talking
about my phone call or what was going on between the two of us, but the answer
was the same. 


“Yeah, I think so.”


“I saw you signed up for yoga
tomorrow morning. That’s brave. I don’t even wake up that early. I couldn’t
imagine trying to do those crazy poses.”


“Just going to give it a try.
Thought I’d see how it suits me.”


“Good for you.”


“I better get going, lots to do.
Have a good day working,” I said as I went to my room. 


Having a room with a door on it
wasn’t all that special to me anymore. Although it had been the only thing I
could concentrate on when I first arrived, I had started to just leave my door
open most of the time.


Instead of hiding away from
everyone, I liked being open to visitors. We had new people arriving after New
Year’s, and Jarrod and I talked about how I was now an example to them of what
could work well for their treatment if they worked hard. 


It baffled me that I could be an
example for anyone, but it further fueled my new mindset that I was going to
take advantage of my time in Aspen and really move forward. 


As I sat in my bed, I furiously
penned some new ideas for business, movies, and helping others. My mind felt so
clear and focused. It hadn’t been like that since I left home and went off to
college. That time in my life was filled with focus for a future that I wanted
so desperately I was willing to give up everything that I knew. 


Would I be willing to give up the
past I had known for the last few years? I hoped so. I hoped that I would be
able to put my new skills to work and finally be able to stay sober. What I had
thought was just me messing around was a full-blown addiction and I now took
responsibility for that. 


I still wasn’t all that sure I knew
how to control my urges. I wasn’t sure I would be able to stay sober with the
skills I was learning at Paradise Peak, but I sure wanted to try and be
the man I knew I had inside of me.

















 

Chapter
Seventeen


Cassidy



 

For a week, Erik had pretty much
been ignoring me. He would say hi in the halls as he walked past to some sort
of group he had signed up for. I didn’t think he was angry with me, but I
really had no idea. We hadn’t had more than 30 seconds of time alone in any one
sitting since he had returned from Christmas at my house. 


He was doing what he was supposed to
be doing. If he and I had truly just been patient and employee, I wouldn’t have
thought anything at all about how he was acting. Erik was working his program
and seemed extremely zoned in on his treatment plan and what would happen after
he left the facility. 


The girl in me felt left out,
though. I saw him running around with a smile on his face and focus in his eyes,
and I wished I was more of a part of whatever was making him happy. But the
adult in me knew this was exactly what Erik needed. He needed to focus on
himself without whatever it was that he and I had been doing before. If
anything, his new focus on his treatment made him even sexier to me. 


He wasn’t stopping to flirt with me;
he wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. His number one focus was
himself, as it should be when you were in treatment. 


It was funny that I was internally
complaining about him not flirting with me, when only a few weeks before I had
been complaining that he was flirting too much. Apparently, I hadn’t found my
happy median yet.


When New Year’s Eve came, I
volunteered to be on shift because I was one of the few people who didn’t want
to go out. Being sober and the New Year’s holiday didn’t mix well for me. I
found it incredibly hard to go out and have a good time now that I didn’t
drink. Not to say that I didn’t think eventually I would be able to do it, just
at the moment, I wasn’t able to find my groove. 


The overnight shift wasn’t going to
be boring on New Year’s. Everyone was hyped up and excited to watch the big
Ball Drop event in New York City. Even though it was two hours ahead of
Colorado time, it was the best event to watch on television. There were going to
be some of the biggest names in music and movies on the show. I was actually
excited to be at work with the patients instead of at home with my family – at
least it seemed a little less boring. 


Susan was the only nurse on staff
for the night, and she had to stay on the secure unit with one of the
technicians. I was left alone on my unit unless there was a medication issue
that I had to call her for. It didn’t happen very often that we staffed
ourselves so short, but I wasn’t concerned about it, at all. Everyone would be
asleep after the ball dropped in New York, and then the rest of the night was
just making sure everyone slept and there were no medical issues. 


“All right, everyone, I’ve got
snacks for the big night,” I said as I wheeled a cart full of all the snacks I
could find in the back room. 


There was a collective cheer in the
room, and Brianna got up to help me hand out some cups with juice in them.
Brianna had been a bit lost since she had returned from the hospital. She was
used to caring for three small children all the time, so being in treatment and
only having herself to worry about was difficult for her. 


Snacks while in a drug treatment
facility were like getting a letter from home. Patients got so tired of the
healthy food that was being served and would become desperate for candy and
soda if they could get their hands a hold of it. 


“Erik, chocolate or sour candy?” I
asked as I held up two boxes of candy. 


“Chocolate, of course.” He laughed. 


I handed out a box of candy for each
patient and left the rest of the snacks for people to pillage through
throughout the night. We had pulled all the couches to one side of the unit and
in front of the big television so we could watch the show in comfort that
evening. 


“Here,” Erik said quietly as he put
his hand on the empty cushion and motioned me to sit with him. 


I couldn’t help but smile. I felt
better about things just getting to sit near him. I had relegated myself to
being his friend. I knew we both could use a nice solid and sober friend
outside of the walls of Paradise Peak. 


“My mom says hi,” I whispered as we
watched the show. 


No one else was paying attention to
the two of us as we sat at the back of the group; they were all enthralled with
the show on the television. My mom had continued to ask me questions about Erik
every day since Christmas. She had even decided that it was perfectly fine if I
wanted to date him because I wasn’t his therapist or doctor; I just worked in
the same building. My father stayed pretty quiet about the whole thing, but he
didn’t specifically object to my mother’s logic. 


I had to admit, I had run that same
logic through my mind, too. I had even taken the time to look through my
employee manual and didn’t find anything that would actually prevent me from
dating Erik after he left. Although, my logical side continued to say it was
probably a bad idea. 


Would
it really be all that bad if two consenting adults, like Erik and I, decided to
have some sort of relationship? Certainly it had to have happened at some point before in
the facility’s history. 


“Tell your mom I said hi back.
You’re really lucky to have her. Since my mom passed away, there hasn’t been a
day that has gone by that I don’t miss her terribly.”


“I’m sorry your mom is gone. I can’t
even imagine it. My mom is like my best friend.” 


“You know, people always say that to
me and I never really thought anything about it until I met your mother. That
night at your house made me miss my own mother horribly.”


“Is that why you left?”


“No, I just had an overwhelming urge
to move forward. I can’t really describe it. Maybe it was our argument, or the
emotions of the night. I’m not sure. I hope you don’t think it was because of
you.”


“Oh, yeah, I totally thought it was
because of me.”


“Really? Incredible, I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right. I’ve seen you so
happy this week and I figured it was probably for the best. Maybe we could be
friends when you get out. I always need more friends in my life.”


Erik was quiet as we both watched
the New Year’s Eve show for a little bit. He seemed like he had something he
wanted to say, but then whenever he started to talk, he would close his mouth
again and stop. 


For a good thirty minutes, I watched
him out of the corner of my eye as he would turn toward me like he was going to
say something and then he would turn away. He never decided to actually say
whatever it was that he had been holding onto, though. 


“Watching the New York ball drop was
always one of my favorite things to do as a child. I loved how thousands of
people got to stand right in the middle of the city and celebrate a fresh start
to a new year of their lives. I also really liked to watch the cameras as they
would pan around the crowd after midnight and show all the couples kissing. It
seemed so romantic to me,” I said. 


“It does seem pretty romantic.”


“Except that it’s so cold there this
year. I don’t know if I could stand outside for four hours waiting for that
ball to drop. I’d probably rather just get one of those fancy hotel rooms and
sit in there naked and watch it.”


“Cassidy!” one of the patients said
as he made a dramatic shocked face. 


“What? You can’t tell me you’d want
to be all dressed up if you were in one of those fancy hotel rooms,” I joked. 


“I know I’d be going all natural,”
Erik added. 


“Thank you. At least someone’s on my
side.”


“Oh, it’s getting ready to start.
Can I call my husband, please?” Brianna asked. 


“Of course.”


Brianna darted over to the nurses’
station and dialed her home phone number as she pulled the phone as close as she
could toward the television. She missed her husband and children terribly; I
saw it on her face every day. Brianna had also tried to call her family almost
nightly as her husband worked hard to take care of their three daughters.


“It’s starting, honey; I wanted to
at least be together on the phone when the new year happens.”


Technically, the New Year for us
wouldn’t start for another two hours, but it was a symbolic time, so none of us
really cared that we were ahead. 


“Ten, nine, eight,” we all counted down
in unison with the celebrity hosts of the show. “Seven, six, five, four, three,
two, one! Happy New Year!” we yelled as we hit our plastic cups filled with
apple juice together.


“Happy New Year, darling,” Brianna
said to her husband. 


“Happy New Year,” I said as I walked
past Brianna. “Happy New Year,” I continued to say to each person as I made my
way around the room and did a little toast with every patient.


As soon as our celebration was over,
the patients trickled to their rooms to get some rest. No one was used to
staying up so late and certainly didn’t feel like staying up the extra two
hours for the actual New Years in Aspen. 


Being in treatment was exhausting; I
remembered that feeling very clearly. Not only were you getting up early and
going to groups, but you were constantly thinking and analyzing everything in
your life. The emotional exhaustion of being in treatment far outweighed the
physical exhaustion and led to patients needing more and more sleep as their
treatment progressed. 


Even though patients started to feel
physically better from withdrawals and their body learning to eat normal meals,
sleep, and exercise, the mental exhaustion could really do a number on some. I
remembered having a patient who literally slept from right after dinner until
breakfast every day. She had participated in all her programming, but was just
so exhausted at the end of the day, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. 


When everyone else had gone off to
bed, I sat with Erik on the couch as we watched the New Year’s party out of
Denver. It certainly wasn’t anything even close to New York’s. But it was
something to keep on in the background and gave us an excuse to sit and talk
some more. 


“I applied to nursing school,” I
said to Erik as we sat there. “I’m not sure it’s really what I want to do. But
I figure I won’t know that for sure until I give it a try. So, anyways, I
decided to give it a try.”


I felt like I was babbling a bit,
but I felt a little uncomfortable with Erik and I being alone.


He tried to look excited for me, but
there was something holding him back. I knew the feeling. I had wanted to move
forward and nursing seemed like a good option. I’d get paid well and could stay
in my same profession, but I wasn’t sure my heart was into being a nurse. I
figured that’s what school was for, though, to check things out and see if I
liked them. 


“Good for you,” he replied without
going any further. 


Our conversation seemed more
strained without other people around. The sexual tension between us grew, and I
felt like I was being pulled from one side of the couch toward him. My
breathing increased. My lips felt dry. I couldn’t stop looking at his
muscular arms and wishing they were around me. 


When midnight finally hit for us, it
was like an alarm when off and I knew I couldn’t keep myself to my side of the
couch. There was music playing on the television, and I looked at Erik just at
the same time he looked at me. Our eyes were focused on each other and no one
else. 


“Happy New Year,” I said as I moved
over with every intention to give him a hug. 


But Erik had different intentions.
As I leaned in to hug him, he gently grabbed my face, looked around the unit,
and whispered, “Happy New Year,” before he pulled my lips to his.


The touch of his lips on mine was
more than I could have hoped for. My body moved up next to him and I wrapped my
arms around his neck. I let his mouth press into me and separate my lips as his
tongue entered me. A feverish need to take off his shirt hit me, and I reached
for it like we were in a private apartment or something. 


“Not here,” he grunted. “Come with
me.”


Erik grabbed my hand and led me to
his room. The door had barely shut behind us and I was grappling with his
t-shirt and pulling it over his head. My hands pressed up against his bare skin
like it was a medicine I desperately needed. I couldn’t get enough of him. I
wanted more. So much more of him. 


His hands quickly pulled my scrub
top off and unhooked my bra. The release of my breasts made him pause as he
looked at them in admiration before he brought his lips to meet my nipple and
pulled it into his mouth. Yes, I wanted his lips on my nipples. I wanted his
lips all over my body. 


I didn’t care that we were in his
small room on the unit. In that moment, all I could think about was how much
pleasure I felt as his body and mine touched. 


I let out a primal groan at the
pleasure his mouth was giving me. My hands wrapped into his hair as I closed my
eyes in utter enjoyment of the moment. He moved to the other breast, and I felt
his hands as they pulled on the strings to my scrubs and started to press them
down toward my knees. 


Yes.
Yes. Yes. 


I wanted this. Everything in my body
wanted Erik, and there were no other thoughts in my head. I had to feel him. I
had to feel how hard he was for me, so I reached to his pants and pulled them
down. 


My need for him grew and I found
myself falling to my knees and pulling his erect body into my mouth. Its size
was pleasant, and I heard him moaning with each stroke of my lips. 


Of course, I had some amazing tricks
available with the tongue piercing, but I didn’t need to use them. He was
already overflowing with excitement, and I just wanted to enjoy every second of
it. 


Within seconds, his body had
released precum, telling me he was ready to explode. It had been over a month
since he’d had a woman, much longer since I’d been with a man. His body needed
a quick release, and I could only think about giving it to him. 


My lips wrapped firmly around him
and I thrust deep over his body. My hands braced on his hips as I moved and
took him in deeper and deeper. I wanted him to get the release. I needed to
feel that pleasure as he gave in, but I held my tongue at a gentle angle so my
silver piercing didn’t glide against him just yet. I knew if it touched the tip
of his hardness, Erik would be undone within moments. 


“Cassidy, stop…I’m going…” he
started to say through breathless words. 


But I wasn’t stopping. I continued
until he pressed his hands against the door and let out a deep throaty groan of
desire as his body released the weeks of tension that was built up. That was
what I had been waiting for. I wanted to see him finally give in to his
release.


In one swift motion, Erik grabbed
me, pulled me up off the ground, and pressed me onto his bed. He was like a
wild animal as his eyes looked at me and devoured my naked body as I laid there
waiting for him to take me. I was dripping with desire for him as he pressed my
thighs apart and climbed over me. 


His warm skin pressed against me as
I let my hands move up and down his muscular frame. I felt myself relax as I
guided his body into me. His hips moved slowly, and his lips moved to my neck
as he started to thrust with my motions. Our bodies felt perfect together as we
pulsed and thrust in a rhythmic motion. 


For the longest time, I had
convinced myself I didn’t miss having a man in my bed, but as Erik moved on top
of me, I knew I had been lying to myself. I missed it very much. 


My body filled with excitement and I
felt my muscles tensing around him as his thrusts drew harder and harder. I
willed my orgasm to stop as I tilted my hips down. I wanted more of him. I
wanted longer with his body pressed against mine. Whatever I had to do, I would
not let myself give in to the pleasure quickly building in my body; I needed
just a little bit longer.


Thoughts raced through my head as I
tried not to let my body give in to my desires just yet. I wondered if someone
would catch us, and my eyes darted to the door. The idea that I was doing this
with a patient hadn’t really sunk in yet because my need for Erik was so
intense. 


His lips moved vigorously from one
side of my neck to the other before he pressed them against my mouth as his
thrusts continued. His hands grabbed a hold of my hips and forced them up
toward him and with that movement, I started to become undone. His hands held
my hips so close to him that I had no choice but to submit to the rush that
started to come over me.


Harder and harder he moved, and I
met the movements with my desire. Soon, I felt my body tensing up, and I
latched my arms around his back, urging him to thrust even harder. I wanted him
– all of him – inside of me. There was no holding myself back any longer. I had
to let him finish me off. 


When my body finally released, it
was an intense orgasm that I couldn’t control. My moans were only muffled by
his mouth around mine as I thrust my hips against his and felt my whole body
giving in to his. The release was like nothing I had felt in years, and I
didn’t want it to stop. I could have let the rumbling go on for hours because
it felt so absolutely perfect. 


“Cassidy,” a voice called from the
other side of the door. “Cassidy?” the voice said again as it moved down the
hall. 


“Incredible,” I said as I jumped up and
pulled my scrubs on quickly. “I’m screwed.”


I didn’t know who was out there. It
could have been Susan, or just one of the other patients, but I knew I needed to
be out at the nurses’ station and I wasn’t supposed to be in a patient’s room.
I really wasn’t supposed to have been having sex with a patient in their room,
either. 


“Literally.” Erik laughed as he got
dressed. 


“It’s not funny,” I scolded him. 


“I know,” he said as he grabbed me
and kissed me one last time before pulling the door open and releasing me into
the day area. 


“Hey, Brianna,” I said as I saw her
walking down the hall. “Sorry, I was just getting Erik some water.”


Brianna didn’t look like she believed
a single word that I was saying to her. She stood there with a sheepish smile
on her face as she looked at me and then his room. I felt like she knew what
was going on. She looked like a woman who was smart enough to figure out why I
had been in Erik’s room and why my hair looked all tussled and my face was
flushed with excitement. 


But luckily, she didn’t press the
subject and continued on to ask what she needed from me. I’m sure I would have
tried to make a story up to say what was going on, but I was a horrible liar,
so I was very grateful she didn’t need my explanation. 


“Could I call my husband again? I
know the phones are supposed to be off limits this late, but I just need to
talk to him.”


“Sure,” I said with a bit of relief.
“When I’m working, you don’t have to ask. I think you guys should get to talk
to your family whenever you’d like. Just as long as your family is all right
with you calling at this hour.”


“Yeah, I’m just calling my husband’s
cell phone. If he’s asleep, he won’t hear it. I just wanted to talk to him one
last time, and I couldn’t get to sleep.”


“Yep, go ahead and give him a call,”
I said as I walked away. 


I certainly couldn’t deny her
request. I moved behind the counter and noticed I had my scrub shirt on inside
out. I tried to play it off until Brianna finished her call and went back to
her room, then I snuck into the back room and switched it. 


As I stood looking at myself in the
mirror, it was beyond obvious that something else had been going on in Erik’s
room. My hair had half fallen out of the ponytail it was in. My shirt had been
inside out, and my cheeks were flushed from the excitement. I was grateful that
Brianna hadn’t decided to question me more about what had happened. I would
have certainly been fired if I had been caught.


Erik peeked his head out of his room
and looked around before shrugging his shoulders as if asking who had been out
there calling for me. I shooed him back into his room. As he closed the door,
he pressed two fingers up to his lips like he was kissing them and then blew it
my way. It was not what I had expected from him, but I smiled and waved for him
to shut the door.
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Chapter
Eighteen


Erik



 

For the first time in as very long
time, I had made love to a woman who I actually had feelings for. 


I liked it. I wanted her again. For
a moment, I wanted to just check myself out of the facility, run over to her
house, and make love to her constantly for the next week. But I couldn’t do
that. Cassidy wouldn’t have been excited to see me if I left treatment, she
would be pissed. 


It was exciting to have something
with a girl who also wanted to be sober. I seriously doubted I would find many
girls like that on the West Coast in the party atmosphere I lived in. I didn’t
sleep much that night, although I did eventually fall asleep from total
exhaustion. 


I was actually a little relieved
when Cassidy didn’t work the next day. As much as I wanted to see her, I wanted
to finish up my plan for my father and brother, and I had to call my old
partner Spencer to have some help with the logistics of everything.


“Hey, Spencer,” I said when he
answered his phone. 


“Well, well, well, if it isn’t my
kick booty, sober friend,” he said with enthusiasm. “How the heck are things
going?” 


“Really good. I’m getting healthy,
making plans for the future. I think this is probably the best thing I’ve ever
done for myself.”


“I’m really glad, Erik. This isn’t
just about work, you know. You’re my best friend. I can’t have you keeling over
and leaving me with all these hot single girls alone,” he joked. 


“So, tell me more about this movie
studio deal,” I asked as we talked some more. 


Spencer went on and on about all the
benefits of getting into business with the new studio. Even though he had given
me details before, I hadn’t really listened to him much. This time, I was clear
headed and felt ready to really analyze the situation. 


It was a wonder that I had ever been
able to make decisions while I was drinking and using drugs. But most of my use
had escalated after I sold my company. In my early days of business, weekend
drinking was my only main issue. 


I gave Spencer all the details of
what I wanted done with my family, and he promised to make it happen. There
weren’t many people in the world who I would have trusted with access to my
money, but he was one of them. Spencer was more fiscally responsible with his
money than I could ever imagine being. 


After my phone call, I went to
groups, did the homework Jarrod had assigned, and in general felt like I was
kicking rear at this whole treatment thing. It had started to feel like my
normal routine and I was getting comfortable. 


Groups no longer stressed me out. I
knew what I wanted to get out of them, and for the first time, I had started to
really think about attending AA meetings when I got home. Even though I wasn’t
a religious man, I had started to rely on the input and support of others and
could really see how that would help me as I remained sober. 


It was a great day, and I liked that
Cassidy wasn’t around, although I couldn’t wait to see her again. What we had
started was unusual and taboo, but I didn’t care. There was something powerful
between us, and for whatever reason, we had been brought together. 


I was more focused than I had been
even in the previous week. Now, I was only a few short weeks away from going
home and I had to work as much as I could to take advantage of my time there.
Some of my work came from working out in the gym, though, and not just sitting
in groups. 


The weights and treadmill were a
great way of blowing off steam, and I started to see how people became addicted
to working out. There was a definite high that came with getting your heart
rate up. It was like the effect of a drug, but with no down side. Instead of
causing harm to your body, working out was actually making me stronger and
healthier. I loved every second of it. 


When Cassidy showed up for work the
following day, I felt like a teenager. She smiled at me, and I couldn’t help
but smile back. We kept our distance and didn’t stop to talk much during the
first half of the day. I knew she had work to do; she knew I had work of my own
to do. But just seeing her and how she looked at me had me thinking back to
that night in my bed.


I wish it had lasted longer. I
wished we would have been able to spend the entire night making love. But
having her for the time I did was good enough for the moment. 


“Come here,” I whispered as I walked
back toward my room from group and she came out of the back storage room. 


I reached for her and pulled her
into a small doorway of the hallway. My hand pressed against her hip as I
pulled her close to me. Instantly, my whole body was aroused and wanting her
naked in bed again. I couldn’t help myself as I leaned in and let my lips touch
hers quickly before I released her to go about her work. 


“That’s it?” she teased. 


“For now,” I replied. 


It was true, it was only a taste of
all I wanted to do with her again and again. But after our moment together, I
felt renewed and like I had been given a jolt of adrenaline that would get me
through the rest of the day. 


She hurried off back to work, and I
went on to my room. My thoughts were filled with her and only her. If there was
ever a woman who could match me in wit and sarcasm, it certainly was Cassidy.
Not to mention she was dang beautiful, too. 


The way her red hair had draped down
onto the bed as I climbed on top of her – oh, I would never forget that sight
as long as I lived. Her porcelain clear skin, the curve of her breasts, even the
scent of her naked body below me was etched into my memory like a dream.


Later that day, as Cassidy got ready
to leave, I thought about grabbing her to pull her into my room. It was too
daring, though, and I couldn’t risk getting her in trouble. Instead, I watched
as she walked away and turned for a brief moment to look at me. That was it;
right there in that moment, I knew I was head over heels for this woman. 


“Be careful,” Brianna said quietly
as she came up behind me. 


“What?” 


“Be careful with your addictions.”


“What do you mean?” I really had no
idea what she was talking about. 


I was being careful with my
addictions. I had been working the program really hard, and if Brianna couldn’t
see that by all the groups I was going to, I didn’t know what to tell her. I
had things under control. 


Brianna walked with me to a couple
of chairs off from the main room. She sat down, and I could tell she had
something she wanted to share with me. She was a nice girl and had certainly
been through a lot, so I humored her and sat with her for a minute. Part of my
treatment wasn’t just working on myself, it was learning to be kinder to others
and helping them, too. 


“About two years ago, I stopped
drinking while I was pregnant. I always stopped when I was pregnant, but this
time I was much further into my addiction and I had a rough time. Of course, I
couldn’t admit that to anyone, so I had to find something to busy myself with.
I started going to the gym every morning. They had free daycare.” She laughed.
“Free daycare to a stay-at-home mom is really all I needed.”


“Sounds like a good gym.”


“Yes, it was. But I started going
for longer and longer. Soon, I was there for three hours a day. I was running,
using the elliptical, pretty much every cardio machine possible. But as my time
got longer and longer, I started lifting weights. There was this cute guy who
made my heart skip a beat every time he was there.”


I wasn’t really sure what this story
had to do with me. I wasn’t a young, married mother. I had really just gotten into
working out. Nothing about this story seemed to resonate with me.


“Soon, we were coordinating when to
work out together. I gave him my number. We talked outside of the gym.”


“Uh oh,” I replied. 


I was starting to see where her
story was going, but how did it really have anything to do with me? 


“Yeah, I had an affair with him. I
got wrapped up in the adrenaline I felt when I was at the gym. But when that
wasn’t enough, I moved on to him. When that wasn’t enough, I went back to
drinking.” 


“That sucks.”


“I saw you two the other night. I
get it. She’s a beautiful woman and really nice. You are both adults. So, don’t
worry, I’m not going to say a word. But don’t lose yourself in this. And don’t
cause any trouble for her. I know you don’t see it yet, but she’s a high to you
and you’ll keep searching out that high and losing yourself until you get a
hold of all your treatment skills.”


Brianna was wiser than I thought she
would be for someone just getting started in her treatment. But I got it. I
heard what she was saying, and I took it all in. I did love the feeling I got
when I was around Cassidy, and yes, it was a high. I knew it. 


But I wasn’t going to give up my
treatment, it was exactly the opposite. I felt like if I did well in my
treatment, it was the best way to move forward with Cassidy. 


“I appreciate your advice,” I said
to Brianna and gave her a hug. 


“Keep a clear head. This battle is
just getting started.”


“Thanks, I will.” 


She was right on a real and true
level. I had to keep a clear head. I had to keep focused for my future and not
just that moment. As much as I intended to keep things going with Cassidy, I
wouldn’t let her get in trouble or myself get lost in the process. 


As I made my way back to my room and
shut the door behind me, I vividly remembered Cassidy as she slid down to the
ground and took me in her mouth. There was no way I was going to give up
whatever it was I had going with her. Just thinking about her again had me hard
and that didn’t happen with other women in my life. 


But I knew I wouldn’t forget about
Cassidy like I did other women I had slept with. Even if nothing ever developed
between us, I was sure that she would always be a vivid memory in my mind. 
















Chapter
Nineteen


Cassidy




 

My palms were drenched in sweat by
the time I arrived at work the next day. I was nervous to see Erik again. My
nervousness came because I was afraid he would pull me aside again and I would
get caught. 


He was a great guy and I couldn’t
wait to see him outside of the treatment center, but I had to stay away from
him there. The problem I had was I literally felt drawn to him. I was happy
when I was around him. He made me smile and brightened up my day. Even while we
had avoided each other on the unit, I still felt so excited every time I looked
at him. 


When he pulled me into the doorway
and kissed me, I wanted it so badly. I wanted to stay there and kiss him all
day long. After I arrived back home, I laid on my bed for hours thinking about
what life might be like between us when he got out. He could stick around Aspen
for a while; we could go on dates and get to know each other. 


I’d love to learn more about his
company and his friend. I knew he didn’t have other family who cared for him,
but I still wanted to know more about him and how he had become estranged from
the rest of his family. It really felt like we were a good match.


As I walked onto the unit, there was
a visible disturbance going on in the corner. Most of the patients were looking
that way, and I saw Susan trying standing like she was ready to pounce on
whoever was fighting. 


We didn’t often get fights on our
units, or at least not fights that actually required any physical involvement.
We often had verbal arguments that got a little out of hand and required a
staff member to intervene and calm the patients down. So, I hurried over to the
area to see what was going on and if I was needed. 


“What’s going on?” I asked Brianna
as I made my way closer. 


“Erik got into a fight with his Dad,
I think, and now his brother.”


Since Erik hadn’t really talked
about his family at all, I wasn’t sure who exactly he was fighting with. It was
my understanding he didn’t have anyone who cared about him. I hurried over to
get a closer look and found one man posturing like he was getting ready to
punch Erik. I moved forward to stop the argument, but Susan grabbed a hold of
me and stopped me. 


“He’s not going to punch him,” she
said. “Just wait.”


I was hesitant to wait. The last
thing Erik needed was a wild family member trying to attack him. But I followed
orders and waited for a minute to see if things calmed down. 


“You can’t just buy your way back
into this family,” the visitor to the unit yelled. “You think you can just buy
what you want. You can’t buy me.”


“Heath, I was trying to do something
good for you and Dad. That’s all,” Erik said calmly as he stayed away from the
other man. 


“Dad doesn’t take charity. I don’t
take charity. Whatever this is, it won’t make things better.”


It was his brother, but I couldn’t
figure out what had happened and why it was nearly a fist fight. Erik didn’t
strike me as the kind of man who would fight with his family, but then again, I
barely knew anything about them and only a little more about Erik. He had been
so closed about his story. I was listening to the argument and trying to figure
out what the heck was going on. 


“Heath, it’s not charity if it’s
family. I just wanted to make life easier for you two. I don’t own the company.
I don’t own your house. I don’t own Dad’s house. I just sent them the money so
you don’t have to pay anymore.”


“No, I saw the paper. It says Erik
Levy.”


Erik seemed exasperated as he tried
to explain what was going on. He grabbed a piece of paper off of the table and
slowly walked over to his brother who still had his fists up. Erik was calm and
looked his brother right in the eyes as he started to talk.


“Heath, this is just a receipt of
payment. That’s all. You will get the deed in the mail in a few weeks. Look,
see right here, it says ‘the deed will arrive in two to three weeks,’” Erik
said. 


“It doesn’t say the deed with be in
our names. The only name on that paper is yours.”


“Heath, I didn’t buy your house.
What would I do with your house? You’re such a baby.”


“I am not.”


“You are, too,” Erik said as the two
men sounded exactly like two brothers in an argument. “Now, go get Dad from
outside and let’s figure this out.”


“Anything I can help with here?”
Jarrod asked as he walked in on the scene.


“Yes!” Erik exclaimed. “I paid off my
father’s business and both of their homes. But they both seem to be angry at me
and think that I actually bought their homes.”


“Erik has never done a single nice
thing for us. It’s not weird that we would think he tried to buy the business,”
Heath defended his opinion. 


“How about we get everyone together
and head to my office? I’m sure we can work things out,” Jarrod said calmly. 


Jarrod was bigger than both the men
and stood between them as he made his suggestion, clearly more of an actual
direction for them to do as he said. He had an intimidating presence, although
he was really one of the best counselors I knew. He was much better than the
therapists I had dealt with at my treatment center. In fact, most of the
therapists I had spent our sessions talking about their own sobriety and hardly
working with me at all. It was a wonder I was ever able to make it out of
treatment and succeed at all. 


I have learned that treatment is as
much about your state of mind as it is about the people you surround yourself
with. Sure, I might not have had the best treatment center in the world, but I
didn’t use that as an excuse. When I returned home, I knew I had to build a
support network of people who I could really count on, and I did it. 


My heart actually grew as I heard
what had happened with Erik and his family. They didn’t get along, and Erik
still paid off their debts. I knew there must have been more to the story, but
I had to commend the guy for making an effort at rebuilding those old
relationships. If his family decided not to forgive him or not to have him in
their life, that would be their decision, but it was clear that Erik was making
an effort. 


The rest of the morning went off
pretty uneventfully as I continued to work and anxiously waited for Erik to return
to the unit. He had been gone for hours, and I seriously couldn’t imagine any
family meeting taking that long. There was no way Jarrod had the time in his
schedule to sit with them and work out every problem the group of three men
had, but since Erik wasn’t returning to the unit, I had to wonder if Jarrod was
making time for them after all. 


It was well after lunch when Erik,
his father, and his brother all walked onto the unit. They looked happy with
smiles that spread across their faces. His brother even reached out and patted
Erik on the back as they stood near the exit and seemed to be saying their
goodbyes. Whatever Jarrod had done seemed to have worked wonders because the
men had made up and even hugged each other just before they walked out the door.



Every bone in my body wanted to walk
over to Erik and meet his family before they left. I hardly knew anything about
his past, except what he had told me, and that was very little. He was a
private guy and I understood that, but the more I got to know him the more I
wanted to learn about him. I wanted to know what made him tick. Why he had
started drinking and partying as much as he had. Heck, I wanted to know
everything – although I would have settled for just a little more.


“So, that was my brother and
father,” Erik said with a huge grin as he walked straight down the hallway
toward me. 


His walk had changed since he had
arrived at the treatment center. What had once been a cocky walk that had him
looking anywhere but at the person in front of him now had him looking me
directly in the eyes as he stood only inches away from me. 


He was too close, though. I looked
around to see if anyone was paying attention to us, and my gaze caught the eye
of Brianna. She just smiled big and turned away, but it was enough to get me to
take a step away from Erik. 


“It looks like things went well.”


“Yes. Once Jarrod agreed with me and
explained that I was actually trying to do something nice for no reason at all,
they both started to calm down. I swear the hardest thing was admitting that I
had been terrible to them the last few years so they had a right to be
suspicious of my intentions.”


“You guys hugged it out, though. So,
you’re good?”


“I think so. Only time will really
tell, but I’m optimistic,” he said as he took a step toward me again. “Come to
my room.”


“No,” I said in shock. “It’s the
middle of the day.”


“That’s the perfect time. No one
will notice you’re missing.”


“Erik!” 


“All right, all right, I was just
all juiced up from my meeting going well. I think that was probably a bad
choice to have asked you to my room.”


I laughed at his analysis of
himself. He was right, though. He had probably just been excited, and I knew
how that adrenaline could make you do crazy things when you were first sober. 


“How about we wait until you’re done
to do any more naked time,” I said as I winked at him. 


As much as I truly did want to be
naked with Erik, I had started to feel very guilty about what we had done. Not
guilty enough to stay away from him because I truly enjoyed talking to him, but
I didn’t want to make another mistake by sleeping with him. 


“I can dig that,” he joked. “Are you
allowed to come on a hike with us again? I convinced a few of the guys and
Brianna to go out tomorrow and Melanie is taking us back up to the peak. It’s
supposed to be a nice day.”


“So, you think I’d volunteer to hike
back up that mountain again?” I asked with a dramatic look on my face.


“I think you’ll do it for me.”


His smile was irresistible, and I
couldn’t help but say yes to the man. I was even a little excited to have a
second go at the mountain. My mind hadn’t been totally in it the first time and
now I knew how darn good it felt to be on top and look out over everything, so
I wanted to do it again. 


“Yeah, I’ll come. But not if you’re
going super early.”


“How’s ten o’clock work for you,
sleeping beauty?” 


“Perfect.”


We walked over to the main dining
area and both grabbed a seat as we continued our conversation. Part of my job
was to interact with the patients, so it wasn’t unusual for me to hold
conversations with them. Plus, I had felt Brianna’s eyes on us the whole time,
which made me extremely nervous considering what had happened the night I had
slept with Erik. 


“So, tell me more about your
family.”


Erik didn’t look like he was all that
interested in talking about them, but he humored me a little. I appreciated
that. 


“The story I used to tell was that
my father disowned me when I went off to college,” he said. 


“That’s horrible!”


“But that was my skewed version of
the story. The truth is my mother passed away and left my father alone to care
for two teenage boys and run the family funeral home. He was overwhelmed and
ill equipped for the job. He loved us, but he couldn’t handle it. So, when I
decided to leave and go to college on the West Coast, he was devastated.”


“He was angry that you wanted to go
to college?” 


“He had planned on my helping to run
the family business. He was exhausted and desperate for a break. I think he was
hurt that I left, but it came out in anger.”


“What about your brother?” 


“My brother had never planned to
stay in town. He had his own dreams, and when I left, he watched our father
struggle and he gave up his dreams to stay there with him.”


“Wow, that’s big.”


“I know. The nasty thing is I never
visited them. I never called. I kept playing this narrative in my mind that
they were wrong and I was right. I was so angry that I never gave our family a
chance to heal back together.”


“And now?”


“I think we are on the right track.
I genuinely think that I can look at the situation and appreciate the
sacrifices they both made which enabled me to be where I am. I told them both
that when Jarrod met with us. And they told me a whole heap of stuff I wasn’t
ready to hear, but I’m going to work on.”


I had to laugh at the idea Erik
really had no idea what his brother and father were going to say he had to work
on. Even I knew the areas I had short comings. I knew I was a mouthy brat
sometimes and complained about things I had no reason to complain about – it
was something I had been working on since my own treatment. 


“Don’t laugh. It was serious,” Erik
said as he dramatically dropped his head into his hands. 


“So, you’ve got a couple weeks left
here; what are you going to do with yourself?”


“I’m going to the spa,” he announced
a little too loudly as everyone in the room turned around to look at him. 


“Shhh.” 


“Sorry, I’ve been thinking about a
massage since the day I checked in and I’ve been too busy to get there. So,
this afternoon, I’m actually going to get a massage.”


“Good for you. Maybe you should get
a manicure and a pedicure, too, while you’re at it.” I laughed. 


“Maybe I will,” he said with a huge
smile on his face.


It was clear that Erik’s life was
coming together, and I was happy for him. But there was a twinge of worry that
he would finish treatment and move back home without ever seeing or talking to
me again. That would be a nightmare. I wanted Erik in my life, even if it was
as a friend. I needed someone who had my sense of humor and quirkiness to guide
me through a little fun and excitement every now and then.

















 

Chapter
Twenty


Erik



 

“Come on, slow poke,” I yelled at
Cassidy as she climbed up the rocks to the peak with me. 


We had gotten to the top before
everyone else. Mostly because I kept pushing her to keep going harder and
harder, but it never would have happened if she hadn’t been so willing. Cassidy
didn’t stop once and had a new determination in her eyes that I hadn’t seen
ever before. 


“My tiny little arms don’t help me
as much as your buff ones do.”


“You mean these guns?” I joked as I
flexed my muscles.


I jumped down to where she struggled
to climb up and grabbed her rear to push her up the rocks. And boy, did I enjoy
having my hands on her plump, round bottom. 


“Erik, what are you doing?” Melanie
said from behind me. 


“Um, helping this beautiful woman up
the mountain,” I replied without turning around. 


“It’s okay, I’m almost there,”
Cassidy said through laughter as she climbed up.


I quickly jumped up with her so we
could both have a few minutes alone on top of the mountain before everyone else
finished their climb. 


Our hike that day had been as close
to perfect as I could have imagined. A whole two hours of time with just the
two of us to hang out. Everyone was well outside of ear shot, so we flirted and
joked and got along like we were on a little hiking date, with only the
occasional glance behind us to see who was there. 


Spending time with Cassidy was a
great joy, and I certainly would miss it when I had to go home. I wanted to
invite her out to see me and maybe take her on a date, but I wasn’t sure that
would be interesting to her. She had her own plans for the future and they
certainly didn’t involve moving to California.


It was entirely possible that the
two of us would just end up long-distance friends and nothing more. Although I
could also see a possibility where we ended up as much more than friends.
Sometimes, I even imagined she was on my arm as I went to a movie premiere with
my new studio deal. Cassidy was certainly beautiful enough to walk a red carpet,
and everyone would think she was an actress. 


“Are you getting excited to leave?”
Her question interrupted my thoughts. 


“I am, but then I’m not. It’s overwhelming
to think about going back to my old life, but being sober while I do it. I
don’t even know what I’ll do on my weekends. I use to have a party almost every
single one.”


“What about working out? How about
using that to fill the time?”


“I can do that, but then what? I
don’t exactly have hobbies.”


“Trust me – it’s going to be tough.
At least back at home, you’ll have dozens of options for meetings. Test a few
out until you find one you like. You can get a good core group of friends who
will be there to help support you.”


“The closer I get, the more afraid I
get.”


“Totally normal.”


“What would you say to the
possibility of coming out to California and letting me take you on a date?”


She paused as she looked around to
see if anyone was there or within ear shot of us. I knew it was a normal
precaution, but it still made me worry she would say no to my offer. I had to
see her outside treatment, but I understood if it wasn’t something she would be
interested in.


“Can I think about it?”


“Sure,” I replied as I tried to hide
my utter devastation.


She couldn’t even admit to wanting
to go on a real date with me. It overwhelmed my soul. I knew she had her life
in Aspen and I had my life in San Francisco, but somehow, I had thought she
would have jumped at the idea and said yes right away. I thought it was just
somatic to even ask her, but I had sorely been mistaken. 


“All this talk about me leaving is a
big downer. How about we race to the bottom?” I asked Cassidy. 


“Sure, go!” she yelled without
giving me a chance.


Cassidy slid down the rocks quickly
and right past Melanie. She was moving too fast to hear Melanie call after her,
but I was right there when she yelled. 


“Slow down, you’re going to hurt
yourself,” Melanie yelled.


“Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on
her. The worst that could happen is she’ll turn into a snowball.” I laughed as
I started to run after Cassidy.


Her red hair was easy to spot in the
white snow covering the mountains. She was moving quickly, and I felt a little
uncomfortable running as fast as I was running on the snowy trail. But if
Cassidy could do it, certainly I could do it, as well. 


I let myself go as I ran faster and
faster down the hill. My feet weren’t in control and I certainly didn’t feel
like the rest of my body had control over the situation, at all. It felt like I
was running a million miles a minute, but I didn’t stop. The faster I moved,
the less space was between Cassidy and me. 


“I’m coming for you,” I teased as I
got closer to her. 


“Don’t you dare tackle me,” she
yelled back toward me as we ran faster. 


“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.
Thanks for the idea!” I said as I literally jumped up into the air and tackled
Cassidy into the snow bank on the edge of the trail. 


“I said not to do it.” She laughed. 


“I’m a rebel, you know that by now.”


I stayed there on top of her and
looked into her beautiful eyes. Soon, I would have to go home and she would be
here – it didn’t seem fair that I would meet a girl who I actually liked and
she would live so far away. 


“Yes.” She laughed. 


“Yes, what?”


“I’ll come visit you sometime.” 


“Really? Don’t lie to me. You know
that’s not good.”


“I’ll come visit you sometime. I
promise. But you know you could always come back out here and visit. The
summers are beautiful.”


“I’ll do that.”


“Really?” she questioned me.


“Yes. I promise.” I laughed as we
remained in the snow. 


It felt good to be there with her.
She felt so comfortable to me. Not just her physical comfort, but talking to
her, getting to know her. It wasn’t like any other woman from my past and I
liked it. I liked whatever it was that we had going on between the two of us. 


Maybe we wouldn’t be able to
maintain what we had. It was highly likely we would lose touch after I went
home for one reason or another. It probably wouldn’t be either one of our faults
specifically, but that was just how life worked out sometimes. 


Without thinking, I pulled her to me
and kissed her right there in the snow. I didn’t care who saw me. I didn’t care
at all. I wanted to kiss her, so I did. Luckily, no one was nearly close enough
to see what was going on. 


“Come to my room tonight,” I whispered
as I pulled her up from the snow bank. 


Melanie was close behind us now, and
we had to pretend like everything was perfectly fine. I stood a couple feet
away from Cassidy and waited for her answer. She had to say yes, I needed to
have her. 


“I’ll think about it.”


“Kaitlin is working tonight; it will
be fine. You’re not even working. Just come to me,” I practically begged. 


It wasn’t like me to beg a woman to
come to my bed, but I was a new man. I wasn’t above a little begging if it
would get me what I wanted. Ideally, we could have waited until I got out and
found ourselves a cozy little hotel to hold up in for a weekend. But Spencer
would be coming for me in the morning and I couldn’t let him down. I had to go
with him to the contract signing with the new movie studio. 


“I said I’d think about it.” She
smiled as we both looked up at Melanie. 


“Looks like you two took a spill,”
she said as she kept walking past us. 


“It’s all my fault,” Cassidy said.
“I’m a total klutz.”


Melanie continued to walk down the
hill and we followed. It was my last, big hike. My last few hours at the
treatment facility. I had so many goodbyes to give people and so much to pack
up to go home. 


I was actually excited to head home.
Not necessarily to be in my big house alone, but I was excited to be moving
forward. Spencer and I worked really well together, and this new business
venture would give me something to concentrate on. 


There were plenty of AA meetings in
my area, and I had agreed to go to them. It would be a good way to keep my
focus on my sobriety, and Spencer had even offered to stop drinking with me. He
was a pretty dang good friend. 


His friendship was better than I had
even imagined. He kept my house up while I was in treatment and even worked out
a plan to come stay with me if I needed him to when I got home. 


There was clearly no way I would
ever be able to truly repay the man, but if I stayed sober, it was a much
better option than letting myself go back to drinking. I seriously doubted that
he would stick around with me if I couldn’t keep sober once I returned. It was
motivation for me to do the work I needed to do. 


“Come see me tonight,” I said again
as Cassidy and I walked down the rest of the trail back to the building. 


“If you say another word, I’m going
to say no,” she said with a serious expression on her face.


Does
that mean that she is coming if I don’t say another word? I smiled from ear to ear at the
possibility of getting to have the night with her before I returned home. It
would only be one night, but that was enough for the moment. 


And as much as I wanted to make love
to her all night long, I would do anything she wanted. I would sit and play
board games if that was what she wanted to do. I just wanted us to have time
alone without any interruptions. Without her parents, or staff, or anything
that could keep us from getting to know each other more. 


We had to go our separate ways for
the rest of the afternoon, and Cassidy didn’t even say goodnight when she left
after her shift. It gave me hope that she was planning to come in. 


When Kaitlin arrived at ten o’clock
that night, I felt my heart flopping around like crazy. I waited until the
other staff member was busy helping people with their nighttime rituals, and I
went to talk to her to see if she knew what the plan was. 


“I don’t approve of this at all,”
Kaitlin said as soon as I was in front of her. 


“So, she’s not coming?”


“She’s coming. I’m just putting it
out there that I don’t approve. You could just wait until tomorrow. That would
be much better. Wait until you’re done with your program.”


“I can’t. My business partner is
flying up first thing in the morning to get me.”


“Do you even understand how much she
is risking by coming here to see you?” Kaitlin asked. 


She wasn’t happy with me at all and
it was clear she didn’t like my plan of spending alone time with Cassidy. But
nothing was going to go wrong. 


After midnight, Kaitlin would be the
only staff member on this unit. She obviously wouldn’t care that Cassidy and I
were alone in the room together. We would be able to spend at least four hours
doing whatever we pleased before Cassidy had to sneak out in the morning. 


I had already planned it all out. If
Cassidy snuck out around four o’clock in the morning, everyone would be sound
asleep and she would be able to leave and get some sleep before she had to be
back at eight o’clock for her shift. 


“I understand and that’s why you’re
going to make sure and help us. Right?” I said with a boyish smile. 


“I’ll do what I can, but I can’t
promise you I’ll be able to keep this from going bad. Things happen, mistakes
are made, and I’m not going to be held responsible for any of this. Do you
understand?” she said firmly.


“Yep. I know it will be on me if
something goes wrong.”


“Now get in your room and stay
there. I’ll send her in when she gets here.”


I followed her orders and went to my
room. In there, I sat on the bed, and then walked over to open the door and
looked into the day area. I still had a good hour to wait and the suspense was
killing me. 


Shower. I could take a shower before she
got there. 


I jumped in and let the warm water
wash over my body as I tried to relax my nerves. Nerves? Was I actually feeling nervous about being with a woman? It
was crazy, I couldn’t remember the last time I had actually been nervous about
such a thing. It had probably been way back in high school. 


The water was actually hot and
stayed hot for a long time, so I soaked it up. With everyone else asleep, it
was nice to take a shower and not have to get out quickly because the water
turned cold. 


Thirty minutes passed and I dried
off and threw some comfortable clothes on. I crawled into my bed and made sure
everything was perfect before I grabbed a book and started to read. I certainly
wasn’t going to let her see how nervous I was. Cassidy had to think I was just
relaxing and didn’t have a care in the world. 


“Scoot over,” I heard a soft voice
say in my ear. 


I did as I was told and moved over
as I was half asleep, but as Cassidy climbed into bed with me, my eyes darted
open and I pulled her close to me. She was there. I couldn’t believe it. And I
had fallen asleep waiting for her. 


Well, if my goal had been to show
her I was just chilling out and waiting, then I had certainly done that. But I
really hadn’t meant to fall asleep. 


“You’re here,” I said as my hands
instantly started to slide up her shirt and explore her body.


“Nope, it’s a dream. I’m not really
here,” she teased me. 


“Kaitlin didn’t seem very happy
about all of this.”


“Oh, she’s not. But she loves me, so
she’s going with it. I hadn’t told her anything before tonight, though. You
should have seen the look of disapproval on her face.”


I had expected Kaitlin wouldn’t have
been a cheerleader for Cassidy to break the rules. But soon it wouldn’t matter
– I was literally only there for one last night and then I wouldn’t be a
patient anymore and Cassidy could play with me any time she wanted to. 


My hand moved up her shirt and I let
my fingertips trace the line under her bra. We had all night and I wasn’t about
to rush things. There was a need in me to savor everything about Cassidy. I
wasn’t sure she would ever actually come see me in California, and if this was
going to be our last night together, I was going to make sure I remembered
every last moment of it. 


“I’m glad you came,” I said softly
in her ear. 


She turned toward me, and I stopped
moving immediately. She was radiant. Her red hair reflected the moonlight that
shone through the window. She looked up at me with longing and desire like I
had never seen in a woman before. It was perfection and I took a mental picture
before I continued to take off her lace bra. 


“Don’t lose it,” she teased me. 


I threw it across the room and then
grabbed her t-shirt. Slowly, I pulled it up and over her head as her arms
thrust up above her. She looked so ready for me in that moment that I decided
to leave her exposed like that while I climbed over her and let my lips explore
her taste. 


My imagination had tasted every inch
of her body, but in reality, I hadn’t had nearly enough of her. My lips went
straight for her nipple, and I drew it roughly into my mouth as I heard her
moan out. A smile thrust across my face at my ability to get her to moan. I
really wished we were in a hotel so I could test out my skills further. 


As much as I wanted to spend the
whole night slowly making love to her, there was one thing I was desperate to
taste. 


My lips traced down her body as my
hands pulled her pants from her hips. With one swift motion, I had her totally
naked and exposed to me. She was mine – all mine. I saw it in her eyes that she
wanted to be mine. I felt it in her touch that she was mine. It was an amazing
feeling. 


Making love to Cassidy wasn’t at all
like having sex with the random girls who had shown up at my house. Those women
had never evoked feelings in me like I had for Cassidy. They also hadn’t looked
at me with the love and admiration that she was looking at me with at that very
moment. 


The touch of her delicate skin on my
tongue was enough to set my throbbing body into overdrive. For a moment, I felt
the urge to start thrusting inside of her purely so I could feel the explosion
sooner. But I didn’t want it to end quickly. I wanted more and more. 


Slowly, my tongue moved to explore
her. Cassidy thrust her hips in motion with my tongue and soon we had a
glorious rhythm going between the two of us. Faster and slower we moved as her
body let itself feel what I was giving her. Up, down, left, and right, I moved
my tongue as I pressed hard on her various folds. She was coming undone and I wanted
to see it. I wanted to see her lose that control she valued so much. 


Gently, I slipped a finger inside of
her and started to work her as I licked and sucked on her body. She thrust even
harder against me and then grabbed a piece of the blanket and bit down on it as
she tried not to scream and wake up all of the patients. 


More: I knew I wanted more. She
hadn’t given in to her desires yet. Cassidy was holding back and preventing
herself from releasing a total orgasm. I wasn’t going to allow that, at all.
She was going to have the full banging orgasm if I had anything to do with it. 


I slid a second finger inside of her
as her hips thrust upward and she moaned a deep sexy groan. Faster and harder,
she thrust against my hand, and I met her enthusiasm with my tongue moving
harder against her clit. 


She was building up and I felt it. I
felt her hips tightening. Her moans quieting. Her hand in my hair as she guided
my head to exactly the spot she wanted me. 


Just as I felt like she was about to
release herself, Cassidy stopped. 


Her hips didn’t move, she just
stopped moving and looked down at me. Without her hips moving, I had to look
and see what was going on. She had a smile on her face and clearly was trying
to catch her breath. 


“Let me finish you,” I demanded. 


“No.”


“Yes,” I said as I tried to start
playing with her again. 


“No, I want on top,” she replied
with a girlish smile as she pressed me back onto the bed. 


I wasn’t about to argue with her.
She was clearly very determined to get what she wanted. I laid back and closed
my eyes as I felt her hands pulling my clothing off. It was perfection. I
didn’t care where we were. I was having the time of my life with this girl. 


“I’m going to do a trick,” she said
as her mouth sat just above my throbbing member. 


“What?” I asked, not really knowing
what she was planning. 


But then it happened. I felt the
cold metal of her tongue ring as it moved up and down me, and I almost exploded
right away. The feeling was new and different and nothing like she had done
before. I didn’t know what she was doing differently, but I really loved that
dang tongue piercing she had. 


She didn’t stay long. Just long
enough that I realized how hot it was to have a girl with a tongue piercing.
Then her body moved slowly up mine and she climbed on top of me. I actually
really loved having her there. I could see her amazing figure, watch her
breasts bounce up and down, and hold onto her hips to help control her
movement. 


“I’m going to cum in like two
seconds once you start moving,” I warned her. 


There was no use playing it cool.
This girl had me so hard I was going to explode the second she thrust those
hips on top of me. I couldn’t wait. 


She started to move her hips slowly,
probably hoping that the slow speed she was taking would prevent me from giving
in too quickly. But it didn’t matter, I was too far gone and I quickly decided
I was going to make her cum with me. 


My hands held on tight to her hips
as I thrust upward to meet her. She leaned over on top of me and let her mouth
rest on my neck as she kissed me and moved her hips in time with my thrusting. 


“I’m going to cum,” she said through
her quickened breaths. 


“Do it then, baby,” I told her.
“Come for me.”


Normally, I wasn’t much of a dirty
talker, but the moment seemed to call for it. I thrust as hard as I could in
the hopes I would get her to release before my whole body exploded. And, it
worked. 


She held on tight and her thighs
tightened around me as her pelvis pressed against mine. She dug her nails into
my shoulders and held on as hard as she could as her body started to shiver
with explosion. All I could do was hold onto her as my own body released its
explosion. 


Shivers and ecstasy combined, and
soon our bodies had finished and I pulled her under the covers with me to wrap
my arms around her. I had so much I wanted to say to her, but the moment was
too perfect to ruin. Instead, I just wanted to stay wrapped up with her for the
rest of the evening. 


“What if I never see you again?”
Cassidy asked quietly. 


“That won’t happen.”


“It happens to people, Erik. They
have every intention on seeing each other again, but life gets in the way and
they don’t do it. Then sooner or later, it’s too late and both people have
moved on with their life.” 


“You can come out with me tomorrow
if you want to. I’m ready to take you on a date right now.”


She laughed at the idea. I had
probably exaggerated just a little bit. I wasn’t ready to do the date just yet.
But I would have made it happen if she had said yes. 


“I think we should wait six months,
at least. You need time to adjust and figure out your life and your treatment.
I don’t want to be in the way of that.”


“Six months is too long. I’m not
okay with that,” I said firmly. 


Just then, there was a knock at the
door and it quickly swung open. It was Kaitlin, and right behind her was
Officer Pinter.

















 

Chapter
Twenty-One


Cassidy



 

“I’ll wait out here, but you’re
going to have to come with me,” Officer Pinter said. 


I was devastated. I knew what was
going to happen. I was about to get fired. Tears started to well up, but then I
blocked them. I didn’t want that to be the last memory that Erik had of me. I
was going to be all right. No matter what happened with this job, I was sober
and happy and loved by many people. I would be just fine. 


“I’m so sorry, Cassidy. I’ll tell
them it was my fault,” Erik said as we both got dressed. 


“It wasn’t your fault, though. It
was my choice, Erik, and I’m okay with it. I wouldn’t be able to live with
myself if I tried to make up some crazy lie. I will live with the consequences
of my actions.”


“Come see me as soon as you can,” he
said as he wrote down his home address, phone number, and even his e-mail
address for me. 


“I’m sure we will find time to see
each other. I’m not too worried about it. But I want you to take time and take
care of yourself. You call me any time you are having a rough night or you just
need a friend,” I said as I wrote down my information for him. 


It felt like we were saying goodbye
forever. Nothing about the moment felt like I was going to see this guy again.
But that was still all right with me. I didn’t regret any of it. I grew because
I knew Erik, and I hoped by meeting me that Erik felt like he was a better
person, as well. 


“Let’s go, Cassidy,” Officer Pinter
said from the other side of the door. 


“I’ll talk to you later,” I said to
Erik as I leaned down and kissed him. “Take care of yourself. No matter what
else is going on in your life, always take care of yourself.”


We kissed one last time before I
walked off the unit with Officer Pinter. I didn’t look back at Erik’s room, but
I felt like he watched me as I left the unit. I wasn’t sure what was going to
happen to me, but I could only guess that I was being fired. 


Officer Pinter walked me to the
front of the building and held his hand out for my badge. 


“I don’t have it,” I said.


But then I thought they would get
angry with Kaitlin so I had to make up a story. There was no way I was going to
let Kaitlin get in trouble for letting me onto the unit.


“I lost it last week. If I find it,
I’ll mail it back to you guys.”


“Fine, but if you don’t find it,
make sure and call me so I can get the codes changed. I don’t want some random
stranger having access to our units.”


“Because people are trying to break
into our treatment center all the time?” I laughed. 


“Oh, you know what I mean.”


“So, I’m fired?” I questioned, just
to make sure I knew what was happening. 


“Technically, I can’t fire you. But
Mr. March will call you in the morning and do it or he might ask you to come
in. You know if you fight it and say you two were just talking, he’ll take your
word and let you off with a warning.”


Officer Pinter was a nice guy, and I
appreciated him giving me an out if I wanted to keep my job. But there was no
way I was going to stay if I had to lie and there was no way Mr. March could
keep me on staff if he knew what I had done with Erik. This was my final moment
in the treatment center. There was no way around it. 


“Thanks, and I’m sorry for giving
you so much trouble tonight.”


“It’s okay. Take care of yourself,
Cassidy. Let us know where you land when the dust settles.”


“Will do,” I said as I turned to
leave. 


I had no idea what I was going to do
or how I would explain things to my family, but I didn’t feel all that badly
about losing my job. Maybe this was exactly what I needed to push myself into finally
going to college. 


Life happened in mysterious ways,
and I was just going with the flow until I could figure out what was next for
me. 


After I walked into my house, I went
straight to bed. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. But I felt a
little relief that I was going to get to sleep in for once in my life. My
parents weren’t going to be happy about it, but I was pretty dang excited about
not having to run off to work in the morning. 


I had planned to sleep all morning
long, but my mother woke me up when she realized I had missed the start of my
shift. 


“I don’t work there anymore,” I said
through a yawn. 


“Why not?”


“I got fired for sleeping with
Erik,” I said without hesitation. 


I was over lying to people and
trying to trick people. The truth was the truth, and I’m sure my parents
weren’t going to like it, but at least they could respect me and the fact that
I wasn’t going to lie right to their faces. 


“What?” she yelled. 


Her loud scream brought my father to
the doorway of my room, and they both stood there staring at me. 


“I slept with Erik at work. He’s
leaving today for California. It was my decision and my mistake. I know it’s
not anything you two would approve of, and I’m sorry. Now can we please talk
about this later? Because I want to sleep all day long.” 


“We will talk about this later,” my
father promised me as he stormed off down the hallway. 


He was a man of his word, and later
that evening, we spent a good hour discussing my poor decisions. I understood
where he was coming from. If I looked at the situation from his point of view,
I had made a really bad decision. But I could only look at things from my point
of view, and it was done with and over. I actually didn’t care all that much
that I got fired.


Luckily, I lived at home with my
family and knew I wouldn’t starve to death. Plus, leaving my job really did
force me to move on. I might never have actually gone to college and now I
really had a reason. 


The days and weeks traipsed by and I
expected Erik to call at least once to check in with me. But then again, I had
told him to take six months to get his recovery going. I thought about picking
up the phone to call him but didn’t want to be one of those girls who latched
onto a guy after a fun fling.


If all we had was a fling, I was all
right with that. It didn’t cheapen the events of those weeks for me, at all. I
still thought Erik was great and I still thought that someday we would connect
again and reminisce about how we met. 


My life went back to normal,
although I felt there was a bit of a hole in is as I moved on. I started to
work out regularly at the gym – it was a great way to blow off steam and the
empowerment I felt was hard not to love. First, I could run for five minutes at
a time and then ten. Soon, I was on the treadmill running for up to an hour at
a time, with an incline. 


I started making plans to try my
hand at a half marathon in the summer. Aspen was a great outdoor recreation
location during the spring and summer, and a local running group had a pretty
popular race that happened in June. With the race on my mind, I put together a
training program and stuck with it. 


Eating healthy, exercising every
day, and working at my parents’ ski resort filled the remained of the winter
months and well into spring. 


I hadn’t forgotten about Erik. I
still thought about him often and even picked up the phone to call him every
now and then. But I couldn’t do it. The farther away his days at Paradise Peak
got, the more I started to convince myself that I just wanted to be the type of
girl a man like him wanted. 


Then one evening my parents and I
were sitting around the television and turned on the entertainment news shows.
They were talking about a new movie studio that was growing quickly, and my
ears instantly perked up. Erik was attending a movie premiere to bolster his
new studio. They had partnered with a veteran studio and it was all over the
news. 


I leaned forward and watched their
coverage in hopes of seeing Erik somewhere. I just wanted to see if he was
doing well. To see how he was handling things once he got home. If I could see
him on the television, it would relieve a lot of worry I had running through my
head. 


“There he is!” my father pointed to
the screen. 


“Wow, he looks really handsome all
dressed up,” my mother added. 


I couldn’t take my eyes off of him.
Erik was walking the red carpet with a man who I had to assume was his friend
Spencer. Both men were dressed in tuxedos with clean-shaven faces and lips pressed
widely into a smile. He looked so happy I felt like I was going to
explode. 


Even if nothing ever came of us, I
was happy for him. I wanted all the best for him and he really looked like life
was going so great. I didn’t need to call and bother him. I didn’t need to know
anything else. I felt better and even had a little closure to our situation. 


“Have you talked to him lately?” my
father asked me. 


His question surprised me. He hadn’t
been all that happy with me when he heard what I had done. I really didn’t
think he liked Erik, but by the way he was watching the television, maybe I had
been wrong.


“No, I haven’t talked to him.”


“Why not? Didn’t he give you his
number?” 


“Yes, Dad.” I laughed. “But it’s not
that simple. I’m not just going to call him and be some silly girl. He also has
my number, and he never called me.”


“Well, look at him, he’s really
busy. You should just call him,” my father urged.


I laughed at how eager he was for me
to connect with Erik. I certainly hadn’t expected that. 


“It’s been months, Dad. I can’t just
call him up now.”


“Why not?” my mother added. 


“Because it’s been months. Don’t you
think it would be a little weird if I suddenly called him out of the blue now?”


My parents were old – they didn’t
understand the rules of dating now and how weird it would be if I called him
after months of not calling him. 


It would have been different if I
had called right away after he left. Even if I had called a month later. But
now we were going on six months since he had left Aspen. He hadn’t called me
and I hadn’t called him. There was no way I could be the person to break down
and call the guy now. 


“I still think it would be nice of
you to call and congratulate him on his success. You two are friends now,
right?” my mother said. 


“Sure, we are friends. But I
wouldn’t know what to say. I can’t call.”


“Where’s his number? I’ll call,” my
father offered. 


“Dad! You can’t call him; that would
be even weirder than me calling.”


My father seemed to think it was
funny how I was so worried about him calling. He jumped up from the couch and
went to my room. He quickly found the number I had pinned on the bulletin board
and started to dial it. 


“I’m just going to give him a quick
call and tell him he’s invited over for the Fourth of July picnic,” my dad
teased me. 


“Dad, he’s not going to come help
with your ski resort summer picnic. Put the phone down.”


I knew he was bluffing. Ever since I
had first started to date in high school, my father had always made sure to try
and embarrass me as much as humanly possible with the boys I dated. He did it
out of love, and I knew it. I was lucky to have a father who cared so much
about me and took an interest in the boys I had in my life. But he certainly
wasn’t going to call Erik and invite him to our resort Fourth of July event.
That would be totally crazy.


“Hello,” my father said into the
phone as someone appeared to answer.


“Hang up!” I yelled at him. 


“This is Bob Conrad, you spent
Christmas at my house,” my father said into the phone. 


I was mortified. Did my father really just call Erik? Did
Erik answered? Oh, how I wanted to just shrivel up and hide in the corner
somewhere. There was no getting out of this if Erik was on the phone. 


“Yeah, yeah,” my father replied to
whoever he was on the phone with. “I wanted to invite you to our big Aspen
Fourth of July picnic. There’s going to be fireworks and music… Oh, yeah, I
understand. I just wanted to make sure you got invited.”


There was another pause, and I fell
onto my bed and pulled the covers up over my head. Erik must have been talking
to my father as my father was quiet and listening on the phone. I opened my
eyes to see what was going on. 


“Sure, here she is,” my father said
as he handed me the phone. 


“No,” I whispered and refused to
take it.


“Well, he knows you’re here now. You
can’t say no.”


My father put the phone into my hand
and then walked out of the room. I held it up to my ear but didn’t say anything
at first. I desperately hoped my father had been playing some sort of cruel
joke on me. 


“Cassidy?” the voice said.


Dang
it! It
is Erik; what am I going to do now? I couldn’t exactly just sit
there and not talk. I took a deep breath and tried to figure out what I wanted
to say. 


“Hi,” was all that came out.


“How have you been?” 


“Good.”


Words weren’t forming. I couldn’t
think. I couldn’t even make a full sentence. I felt like a schoolgirl who had
her crush dial her number by accident. I had thought about this moment for
months, but in my head I hadn’t been nearly as nervous as I was at that moment.



“Did you find a new job?” he asked. 


“Yeah, I’m working with my parents
for now.”


“That’s good.” 


“How are you?” I ventured to ask
him, although by the looks of the television clip he was doing very well. 


“I’m getting along. It’s tough, but
things are good. I told your Dad I wouldn’t be able to come to his party. I’m
really sorry.”


“It’s all right. I know you’re busy
with your life out there in the movie biz.”


I didn’t know what to say to him. It
felt so weird to finally have him on the phone, but I didn’t want to let him go
yet. I wanted the conversation to feel like it did when we had been together. I
desperately wanted him to just burst out and say how much he missed me or that
he wanted me to come see him. It felt like torture to try and have a
conversation with him, though, and nothing seemed to be going the way it should
have been. 


“Actually, I had already promised my
father and brother I was going home to visit them again for the holiday weekend.
It should be good.”


“So, you guys have officially made
up?” I asked as I tried to find more to talk about.


“Yep, things are good between us. I
think we might turn out all right after all. I also moved down to Los Angeles;
it was necessary for the movie studio thing. So, that’s good.”


Silence filled our conversation. We
felt more like strangers than two people who had once had feelings for each
other. I blamed myself for the distance. I should have just called him after he
left. It had been too long and there was no bringing back the spark that had
been between us. And, we certainly couldn’t bring it back if we were on a
telephone and not in person. 


“Well, I better go. Thanks for
talking to my dad,” I said.


“Sure, let’s talk again soon.”


“Sounds good. Later, Erik. Keep
taking it day by day.”


And just like that, the phone call
was over and I felt even worse than I had felt before. He didn’t even apologize
for not calling me the entire time. For all I knew, he had totally forgotten
about me and was just happy to be so far away and not have to deal with me. 


Tears started to fall down my cheek.
I didn’t know why. Erik had been away for a long time already; I had moved past
the emotions of him – or at least I thought I had. But the emptiness and
awkwardness of our conversation was too raw for me. Whatever it was that we had
was definitely not there anymore. 


The problem was I felt so much for
Erik. I had only sat and waited for his call because I didn’t want to ruin
things between us. I had hoped he was working on his treatment program and his
new business and was just busy, but clearly he hadn’t thought of me. He
probably even thought I was crazy for calling him – or rather my father was
crazy. 


It was officially over. I was going
to have to move on whether I wanted to or not.

















 

Chapter
Twenty-Two


Erik



 

She called me. I hadn’t expected her
to call. Well, actually, it was her father who had called. But either way, I
was excited to hear from her. Her voice had been so sweet on the phone that it
instantly sent me back to when I was with her in Paradise Peak. I even
visualized what she looked like and felt how badly I missed her. 


After leaving the treatment
facility, I had told Spencer what happened between Cassidy and I. I talked
about all the plans I had been making in my mind and even about how Cassidy said
I should spend six months or so alone and working on my own treatment. 


“That’s a smart girl,” he had said.
“You need to work on you right now. Don’t call her; don’t deal with all of
that. You’ve got to keep yourself on track.”


“Maybe I’ll just call and check in
with her,” I had told him. 


“No. Call in six months when you’ve
got your life together and then see how things are. You’re always rushing
things in your life and not everything should be rushed.”


It seemed logical when Spencer and I
had talked, but as I talked with Cassidy, I felt more and more like a jerk
for not calling. The connection between us was still strong; I felt the
physical chemistry even through the phone. But she didn’t sound like herself.
She sounded sad, and I absolutely hated that. I was angry that I might have had
any part of making her feel like that. 


Life was going well for me. I had
taken the last six months to work on myself and my business. I was going to AA
meetings and participating in programming. I had a personal trainer and was
eating healthier than I had been before…although I did eat meat again. 


Spencer and I had made our deal to
produce movies, and it was exhilarating to be part of it all. Movies were such
a great way to transform people. In one movie, you could make people feel
happy, sad, and excited. 


Nothing in my life had ever come
without hard work, though, and the movie studio was no different. But this time
instead of letting myself get lost in the high level of work, I made it a point
to schedule time for myself. 


I had a new personal assistant who
was fabulous at getting me out of my office everyday by a quarter to six so I
could make my AA meeting on time. I was open and honest with the people in my
life, and that seemed to be working really well for me. 


Even my family and I were getting
along better than I could ever remember. They had finally gotten over the shock
of me paying off their debts and were finally able to relax and hire a full-time
funeral home director to take some of the pressure off of them. 


My brother even had a girlfriend now
who I was beyond excited to meet when I flew back for the Fourth of July. Heath
sounded pretty excited about this girl, and she sounded like a really nice
woman. 


When I had answered the phone call
from Cassidy’s phone, I really thought it was her. I had put her phone number
into my phone the day I left the treatment facility. I had pulled her number up
a couple of times, but then hung up when I couldn’t think of what I wanted to
say to her. 


If I hadn’t already made plans to go
to my family’s house for the holiday, I would have definitely have gone to
Bob’s event. I hoped that he didn’t think I had just denied it because I was
too busy working. I wanted to see Cassidy. I needed to see her. 


From the time I talked with Cassidy
on the phone until the moment my plane landed at home and I greeted my brother,
I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She had consumed my mind. Not just because
we had finally got to talk, but also because I felt like I had done her wrong.
She had to know I still cared about her. Even though I was busy with my life, I
thought about her all the time. 


My thoughts must have shown through
as my brother picked me up from the executive airport and drove me back to his
house. 


“Well, you are either in love or
you’ve got pneumonia,” he joked. “You look like trash.”


“There’s a girl. She asked me to
come to Aspen to a big party at her parents’ resort, and I said no because I
was coming here. I think she thought I just didn’t want to come.”


“Then call her and tell her you want
to come,” Heath said without hesitating. 


He said it like there was no other
option. In his mind, the whole thing seemed so simple, but in my mind, I had
made it as complex as it could possibly be. I was terrified of rejection. I
couldn’t stand the thought of showing Cassidy how I felt and having her turn me
down. I really didn’t know how I would deal with something like that. 


“But I told you and Dad I’d be
here.”


Heath just started to laugh. I loved
his laugh; it seemed like it had been years since he had been happy. He had met
the woman of his dreams – a big part of why he was so happy lately – and
now he was encouraging me to go after the woman of my dreams. 


“Come meet my woman, have some
lunch, give Dad a hug, and then take your fancy jet to Aspen and see this girl.
You should know better than anyone that life is too short to miss opportunities
to show people you care.”


“Dang, when did you get to be so
smart?” I laughed. 


“Man, I’ll tell you what, love has
changed me. I can’t imagine living without this girl. I’m going to marry her. I
already know it. I would be a stupid fool to let her go.”


“Good for you, man!” I said as we
climbed out of his car and walked into the house. 


I could tell they were meant to be
together the second I saw Heath standing next to his girlfriend, Kelly. She
loved him. There was no doubt in my mind, and he obviously loved her. It was a
perfect moment, and I was grateful to have him back in my life. 


“Dad, Erik’s just going to visit for
a minute. There’s a girl in Aspen he needs to go see.”


“A girl,” my father said. “I like
the sounds of this. Both my boys are going to finally settle down and be happy.
You know, your mother always wanted to be a grandmother. I’ll have to be a
kick booty grandpa to make up for her being gone.” 


We all laughed, and I stayed and
visited for a little bit before heading to Aspen. I didn’t know what I was
going to say or what I was going to do when I got there. All I knew was that I
had feelings for Cassidy and she needed to hear it from me. 


If she denied me, at least I would
know that I put everything I had into it. I had messed up with her and I knew
it. But I hoped that she was the kind of girl who could forget about my
shortcomings and still accept me when I came to her. 


I didn’t need her to commit to a
happily-ever-after ending – all I needed was Cassidy to give me a chance. I
needed her to give us a chance and see if what we had while I was at Paradise
Peak would translate into the real world. It was entirely possible it wouldn’t
be the same between us, but I really thought it would. Maybe things would even
be better than either of us could have imagined. 


“Mr. Conrad, please,” I said as I
dialed the main number to the resort. 


“Who may I ask is calling?” the
young man asked. 


“Mr. Levy.”


The young man took forever to get
Bob onto the phone, and when he finally did, I went over my tentative plan for
surprising Cassidy. Quite honestly, I wasn’t sure he was going to like the
idea, but I hoped he would at least allow me to give it a go. 


My nerves were getting the best of
me. I even considered forgetting about it all. But one thing I had learned in
my treatment was that I had to finish. I would never get the results I wanted
in my life if I didn’t follow through. So, this was me, following through. 


“Erik?” Bob said as he came on the
phone.


“Yes, sir. I’m glad I got a hold of
you. I’ve had a change of plans and I’m flying your way right now. Do you think
you’ll have room for me at your party?”


“Dang straight, we will have room.
I’ll tell Cassidy you’re coming; she’ll be so excited.”


I loved how excited her father was
to help me. It eased my nerves a little bit, and I was able to focus better on
what I needed to do. But I didn’t want him to tell Cassidy anything. I wanted
to surprise her and that meant that Bob couldn’t go talking about my plans with
her. He had to stay quiet, and I wasn’t sure he could do that. 


“Actually, I was thinking of
surprising her. Do you think you could help me with that?”


“She’s not a big fan of surprises,
but I think since it’s you she’ll be all right. What do you need me to do?”


I went over the details of my plan.
He even threw in some of his own ideas to make sure I had the perfect
opportunity to surprise Cassidy. I really liked Cassidy’s dad; he was a nice
man who genuinely seemed to care about his daughter and her happiness. 


When I arrived in Aspen, I had a car
waiting for me and I drove to Bob and Katherine’s resort. Bob had given me
directions on how to get to the where the fireworks were going to be shot up,
but in order to get there without being seen, I had to hike up the mountain. 


It seemed pretty fitting that in
order to surprise Cassidy I had to hike up the same mountain she and I had
before. As I started my trek, it was much easier than I remembered it being.
Maybe all my working out had paid off, or maybe it was because the weather was
nice and there wasn’t any snow on the ground. But for whatever reason, I
crushed it up the mountain and was waiting in the lodge a good twenty minutes
before everyone else was set to arrive. 


Bob was going to send Cassidy up on
one of the chair lifts and tell her she needed to make sure everything was
ready for the big night of events. So, I just waited. The anticipation was
difficult for me, and I even started to have a panic attack as I thought about
what might happen if Cassidy said no to me. 


She might not want to see me, at
all. There was a real possibility that Cassidy had moved on from what we had
together and wouldn’t be interested in seeing me and really wouldn’t be
interested in coming out to Los Angeles with me. But I used my coping skills
and pushed my anxiety away as I tried to regain my composure for when Cassidy
arrived. 


It didn’t matter if she said yes or
no. I was there to show her how I felt and tell her in person. She deserved
that much, at the very least. Sure, it was entirely possible I was going to get
my heart trampled on, but I just had to be all right with that. 


Nothing big ever came to a person
who wasn’t willing to risk something. I was risking it all as I waited there
for her. It was either going to be a yes and Cassidy and I could start our
relationship out in Los Angeles, or it was going to be a no and I would go home
alone and have to figure out a way to move forward. 


I stood looking out over the
mountain like I had done months before on that first day I had arrived at
Paradise Peak. It was even prettier there in the summertime. My nerves were
going wild as I heard footsteps by the front of the building and it took
everything in my power not to turn around yet. 


I had come so far in the last year
of my life. Nothing had turned out at all like I had planned, yet my life was
better than I could have imagined. 


In that moment as I waited for
Cassidy, what I was sure of was that I wasn’t going to just quit. I had climbed
the mountain and I was going to climb the last few proverbial feet so I could
see the view of the rest of my life ahead of me. 


Cassidy had to be there. I took a
couple deep breaths as I waited for her to walk through the rest of the
building and find me there, waiting for her. I didn’t know if this surprise was
going to go over well or not, but I hoped she would like what I had to say. 


“Erik?” her voice questioned from
the other side of the room. 


Slowly, I turned around at looked at
her. She was insanely beautiful in her red summer dress with her hair pulled up
in a ponytail. To be honest, I hadn’t remembered her being this beautiful. She
seemed to be even more radiant than the memories I had of her. 


“Sometimes on the phone, I’m not as
good at saying things as I am in person,” I said as I walked toward her from
across the room. 


“What did you want to say to me?”
she asked with a smile. 


“First of all, you’re the most
beautiful woman I know,” I said as I reached for her hand and held onto it.
“Secondly, I should have called you.”


She smiled and her face looked
relieved to hear what I had to say to her. I was excited, so excited that I
felt myself sweating through the t-shirt I had under my button up shirt. 


“Why didn’t you call?”


“Because I’m a man and we do stupid
incredible.” I laughed. “I wanted to have my life together and whisk you out to Los
Angeles to visit me. I didn’t want to get wrapped up in what we had going until
I felt like I really had something I could offer you.”


“And now you do?”


Her question was a fair one. I
didn’t really have anything to offer her. I had moved to Los Angeles with
Spencer and didn’t even own my own house at the time. Most of my money was tied
up in the new movie studio that was also tying up most of my time. 


But I was done waiting. She needed
to know that I didn’t expect her to wait forever and I wanted to take her on a
dang date. 


“I’m not perfect. I’ll be honest
with you there. I work way too hard. I have no experience at being a good
boyfriend. But I’d like you to come out to Los Angeles with me. If you can?” 


“What would I do there?”


“Whatever you want to do. I’m not
saying that you need to tie yourself to me or anything like that. You can live
with me or I’ll pay for an apartment if you don’t want to. I’m actually staying
with Spencer right now. But after our phone call, it felt like you didn’t know
how I felt about you and I couldn’t stand the thought of that. I cherished out
time together and I’d really like to take you on that date I promised you.” 


“Are you going to your meetings?”
she asked.


“Yep, three times a week at six
o’clock.”


“Are you sober?”


“One hundred percent.”


“How did you know I’d be up here?”
She started to get suspicious of the insider information I had to have received
to know she was there. 


“Your dad told me,” I smiled. 


She moved closer to me and didn’t let
go of my hand. A smile flashed across her face as she looked out over the
mountain and didn’t talk for a little bit. I waited. I was in no hurry. I had
all the time in the world for Cassidy. 


“Well, if my dad already likes you…”
she started to say. 


I swept her into my arms and kissed
her all in one, swift motion. She felt so good in my arms, like I had been
missing a piece of me for months. We didn’t know what the future was going to
bring for us, but we didn’t care. In that moment, all that mattered was that we
were together and we were going to make plans together.


“Are you saying yes, you’ll come to
Los Angeles with me?” I asked as I pulled apart from here briefly. 


“Are you still a vegan?” She
laughed.


“Nope, I like my meat now. Do you
still have your tongue pierced?”


She stuck her tongue out at me and
let me see the new, heart-shaped rod she had going through the middle of it. It
was no longer a boring, silver color, and instead a brilliant red that matched
her hair. 


“Yep, I do, and yes, I’ll go with
you.”


I pulled her even closer as our lips
pressed together and she thrust her tongue with mine. We were going to have one
heck of a time together. It didn’t matter what else happened in my life, I felt
like if I had Cassidy by my side, everything was going to turn out just the way
it was supposed to.

















 

Epilogue



 

“Are you even putting clothes on at
all in there?” I yelled from the hallway as I waited for Cassidy to come out.


“It’s a movie premiere, Erik. It
takes longer to get dressed for this kind of thing. Stop worrying; we still
have an hour before it starts.”


“I kind of need to be there on time,
you know. I’m sure you look fabulous. Can we please just get going?” I begged
her. 


We had been waiting in the living
room for over an hour for Cassidy to get ready. My father and brother didn’t
seem to mind, but I was going crazy with anxiety that we were going to be late.



This was the first film that our
movie studio had made all by ourselves. We had contributed to several films
over the first year of our business, but this one was all us. So, if it did
well, then we were going to be getting a ton of new jobs, but if it did
horribly, we might lose all the money we had put into it. 


“You really need to learn to relax,”
my father said as he sat casually on the couch. “Women work faster if they
aren’t under so much stress from you yelling at them.”


My dad was dressed in a black tuxedo
that matched both my brother’s and my outfits. The three of us looked pretty
darn sharp, if I did say so myself. Heath and I had already decided we were
going to find a hot movie star and fix her up with our father. He deserved to
have some fun in his old age, we joked. 


“Heath, can you talk to Kelly and
see if she can hurry Cassidy up?”


“Oh, hell no. Don’t bring my wife
into this. I’m not getting on her bad side,” he joked as we all laughed. 


Heath and Kelly had gotten married
only a few short months after they started to date, and Kelly had just given
birth to their son. It was amazing how fast life moved when all the stars
aligned and you found the right one. 


Kelly and Heath were perfect for
each other: There was no denying it. And their son looked just like me. I made
sure to tell them that all the time, and I was going to do everything possible
to ensure I was the best dang uncle that ever lived. Although I was scared to
death at the prospect of ever having my own child, having a nephew who I could
send home at the end of the day seemed like a great idea. 


Another fifteen minutes went by
before Kelly and the baby emerged from the room. Finally, I thought that
Cassidy would be on her way out. With Los Angeles traffic, we were going to be
lucky if we made it there on time. 


“Is she coming?” I asked as I tried
not to sound frantic. 


“I’m all ready,” Cassidy said as she
strolled out of our bedroom and walked down the hallway. 


I am sure that my mouth literally
dropped open as I watched my beautiful girlfriend walk elegantly toward me. She
had on a floor-length black gown that hugged all her curves perfectly. Her hair
was styled in amazing waves that were reminiscent of the 1940s, which was
exactly the time period our new film took place in. 


“Wow,” my dad said as he stood up
and came over to stand next to me. “I’m pretty sure she’s going to steal all
your thunder tonight,” he joked. 


“Seriously, Cassidy, you look
amazing,” Heath added. 


I wanted to talk. There were so many
compliments in my head and I wanted to share every single one of them with her,
but all I could do was stand there and stare. This was my woman. This amazingly
beautiful creature had decided to follow me out to Los Angeles and stay with
me, encouraging me along my journey to become a film producer and studio owner.



I couldn’t get the words to come out
of me I was so floored by how beautiful she looked. 


“Do I look all right?” she teased as
she did a 360-degree turn in front of me and showed off the ultra-low back of
the dress. 


“Dang, yes, baby, you look like
perfection,” I finally managed to say. 


“Well, stop standing there. We
better get going. You don’t want to be late for your own movie premier,” she
said as she grabbed her purse and hustled to the door. 


Heath kissed Kelly and his son as we
all rushed behind Cassidy and out to the limo that was waiting. We had thirty
minutes to get three miles, which under normal circumstances seemed like it
would be easy, but you never knew if the traffic would go your way or not in
Los Angeles. 


“You know, Cassidy looks like a
movie star,” my dad said as we drove toward the big event. 


“I do not. Come on now; you’re just
trying to make me blush.”


“I think he’s right. Maybe you
should give the actress thing a try. I happen to know a movie producer,” I
joked. 


“Well, since I dropped out of
nursing school, I might just take you up on that offer. I just don’t know what
I was meant to do.”


“I’m going to check around. After
tonight, you and that dress? Man, I bet directors are going to be begging to
work with you.” 


Cassidy just laughed at me, but I
was being serious. She had a special look to her. Unusual, yet down to earth at
the same time. Not to mention that she was a sweetheart to be around. I
suspected she might have just fallen right into what she was meant to do with
herself. 


When we pulled up to the red carpet,
it was pretty quiet. Most everyone had already gone inside and the
photographers looked like they were packing things up. But at least we were
there and we could run in and grab a seat to watch the show. 


It didn’t matter all that much if we
were late. It was our studio, so we could see the movie whenever we wanted and
the main thing I was interested in was how the film was going to be reviewed,
which wouldn’t happen until after the release. 


Our door opened and I got out first
and helped Cassidy as we started our way down the red carpet. As a movie studio
head, many photographers didn’t really know who I was, so I wasn’t expecting
too many to be interested in taking our photos. We would just sneak by and get
our butts into the theater. 


“Erik, who’s that with you?” one of
the camera men yelled out.


“My girlfriend, Cassidy Conrad,” I
said as I wrapped my arm around her and we posed for his photograph. 


“Wait right there,” another man said
as he pulled his equipment back out of his bag. 


“Yeah, don’t move,” a third said.


Before we knew it, all of the
photographers and entertainment news stations had their cameras out and were
snapping away. They barked orders for us to turn one way and then the next.
They even asked for pictures of Cassidy alone, which she refused to do. 


Entertainment
News on NBC pulled us aside and wanted
to do a live interview, which I really hadn’t expected at all. 


“Mr. Levy, tell us about your career
change from technology to film,” the young reporter asked. 


“The two fields aren’t that
different. I’m using my technology background to help develop an expressive
alternative to film batteries so our shoots can last longer without costing
more money.” 


“And, who is this young lady? Have
you already found your Los Angeles starlet?” 


“Actually, this beautiful woman is
my girlfriend, Cassidy Conrad.”


“Cassidy, what’s it like to date one
of the most eligible bachelors in Los Angeles?” the reporter asked. 


I couldn’t help but laugh at the
idea that I was one of the most eligible bachelors. It wasn’t a title that I
ever knew I had. Cassidy did great and kept a straight face through her
interview. 


“Erik and I started our relationship
as all great ones start: as friends. I’m lucky to have such an amazing man in
my life.”


“Are you in the film industry, too?”



I could tell that Cassidy was about
to say no, and I didn’t want her to throw this opportunity away. 


“She is going to be in one of our
upcoming movies. We couldn’t let this kind of talent go to waste. We better
keep going. I’m sure they’ve started the film without us by now.”


I pulled her away, and we caught up
to my father and Heath. Spencer had also just finished an interview and we all
made our way in together. In that moment, I realized that it didn’t matter what
everyone thought of the film. I was happy. Cassidy was happy. My father and my
brother were with me and that moment was one of the best I could have ever
dreamt of. 


I was in business with my best
friend and if this movie sucked, we would fix what we did wrong and move
forward with the next thing. Nothing was going to hold me back from having the
life I always wanted. 


As my brother, father, and Spencer
went into the theater, I held onto Cassidy’s hand for a minute. I was overcome
with emotion and there was something I needed to say to her. 


“I love you. I hope you know that I
love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”


“I know.” She laughed. 


“Will you marry me? I don’t have a
ring right now. But I’ll get you any ring you want. Just say that you’ll make
me the happiest man alive and become my wife.”


She seemed pretty shocked that I had
slid down on one knee as was asking her to be my wife. But it hadn’t happened
overnight, and I knew she was the right one. I knew long before that moment and
I wanted her to know it to. 


“Yes,” she said with a sultry smile.
“I’ll be your Mrs. Levy.”


“Yes!” I screamed as I grabbed her
into my arms and hugged her. 
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Chapter One


Eryn



 

The tension in the air was
almost tangible. Everyone's nerves were on edge, everyone's breath was held,
and my team was collectively hanging in the balance. After four hard-fought
rounds, it had come down to this one play. The games were tied up at two apiece, and we
stood at the ready to defend our one-point lead. At 14 to 13, this could be the
deciding play. If we took this point, we'd take the game and the match. 


Our opponent, however, had
the serve. I was positioned at the net on
the left: my favorite position. I watched
the serve come in, waited for it to be
received – which it successfully was – and then sent back over the net. 


Over the net…and right in the direction of their two best
players, Kelly and Tammy. They always
worked as a pair, and I could see the setup for a spike coming from a mile
away. I dashed in fast and low, correctly
anticipating the spike, and managed to block it with a low dive. In the process, I
set it up for a perfect counter-spike, which my best friend Leena smashed with
almost poetic perfection. 


The ball zipped between two
players and bounced just inside the line. We had the point. 


My team let out a cheer of
victory, and we all rushed in to hug each other. I gripped Leena tightly,
smiling and basking in the joy of our victory. 


“That was a perfect block!”
she exclaimed. “How did you see that spike coming?”


I shrugged as I detached myself
from our embrace. “K and T weren't exactly 
subtle with their movements. I saw it coming.”


“Really? ‘Cause, I didn't.”


I glanced across and saw the
pair of them glaring daggers at me. They were clearly not happy about the fact
that I'd ruined what they had thought was a perfect
setup maneuver. I couldn't understand why they were so mad, though. It was just practice, wasn't
it? 


The harsh blast of a whistle jolted me from my thoughts.


“All right, ladies, gather
round! Before y’all hit the showers, I
just want to tell you about this coach situation.”


My practice team, the second
string, mingled with the team of starters
we had been playing against and gathered around Coach Hatting. Coach Hatting
had temporarily come out of retirement to coach us over the past few weeks
while the powers that be searched for a new coach. His small, blue eyes swept
across the crowd of young women in front of him while he chewed gum, causing
his square, stubble-covered jaw to move back and forth like a bull's and
crinkle the heavy wrinkles around his eyes.


“Now, as y’all know, today was my last practice with you ladies. I'm too old for this, gosh darn it.
And as much as I love the game, I've got a beach house that needs fixing and a
fishing boat that ain't seeing nearly enough use. I only came out of retirement
because of the incident involving your
previous coach, but we ain't gonna speak about that now. Water under the
bridge. 


“You all did well today –
and some of you did exceptionally well.” A rush of nerves washed over me as his
eyes met mine.


“Miss Barnett,” he said to
me, “only heaven knows why you haven't been on
the starting lineup the last two years, but if I had been the coach during your
time here, you'd have been a starter for every single game.”


I couldn't help but blush
and feel a gush of pride – and sadness at the same time. Coach Hatting was
right. For three preseasons, I'd worked my butt off, but had never been picked
for the starting lineup. The team all had theories as to why that was, but of
course, we couldn't say anything – not until the allegations against our former
coach had been proven. 


“Anyways, Miss Barnett, I'll
be speaking to the new coach about you and giving him a strong recommendation
that you be included in the lineup. And you as well, Miss Sykes,” he said,
looking now at Leena. 


“As for the rest of you,
some of those who have been consistently placed on the starting line…well, I
have to be honest. If it were up to me, some of you would be warming benches.
I'll be speaking to the new coach about that, too, mark my words.”


Leena and I both discreetly
glanced across at Tammy and Kelly. Their faces reddened with what I was certain
to be both embarrassment and rage. Both had been starters since our freshman
year, regardless of their performance. Now for the first time, the certainty
that they would simply make the starting
lineup without putting in any effort wasn’t as secure as they might have
thought, and the looks on their faces said they didn't like it – not one bit. 


“Before I say my farewells,”
Coach Hatting continued, “let me tell you a bit about the new coach. First up,
he's a lot younger than I am – and I'd say a sight better looking, too, so you
young ladies better keep your eyes on the ball and not the piece of eye candy
that's coming in!”


We all laughed, and Coach
Hatting chuckled at his own joke. Despite his often harsh attitude on the
court, he had a soft heart underneath it all. 


“The new coach’s name hasn’t
been announced to the press yet. The board wanted you ladies to hear it first.
But, it will be public knowledge later this evening. His name is Wade Vinson.
I'm sure most of you have heard of him.”


A ripple of hushed whispers
rolled through the gathered volleyball players, and I knew exactly why. 


Wade Vinson was something of
a celebrity, not only in the volleyball world,
but in the gossip magazines and tabloids, as well. He'd recently split from a two-year relationship with Hollywood A-list
actress Georgia Jackson amidst a storm of controversy and rumors. It had been
all over the press and social media a few months back. 


“As y’all know, Mr. Vinson is an ex-pro and won Olympic gold,
so he knows his stuff. And, y’all know how he helped coach the UCLA men's team
to a top spot two years in a row, so we're really hoping he can do the same for
you. 


“Also, he happens to be a graduate of this very
university, though I’m sure some of you know that, too. He and his teammates
put Florida State University on the map in the
volleyball world. I should know, I coached him back in the day when he
was a rising star here. And I can tell you, the man has skills on the
volleyball court! 


“Anyways, he'll be here on
Monday to start practices. I wish you young
ladies all the best. There's some fantastic potential, some amazing
talent right here in front of me, and I sure do hope that Mr. Vinson puts his all into developing it as
best he can. As for me – that's all for now, folks. It's been a good – if
tiring – few weeks.”


“Thank you, Coach Hatting!”
many of us shouted together. 


He smiled, and I almost
thought I caught sight of tears sparkling in his eyes as he waved goodbye to
us. Then, he turned around and shuffled off. The
girls started to disperse, picking up water bottles, towels, and gym bags, and heading to the locker room to hit the
showers. 


Leena and I gathered our
things and talked on the way to the showers. 


“I'm actually kinda sad to
see Coach Hatting go,” I confided. “He's been so good, and I’ve learned a few things from him. Not to mention, he’s
so fair.”


“Yeah, he's really great,”
replied Leena, “but how cool is it that Wade freakin' Vinson is coming to coach
us! Like, oh my Goodness! Not only is he a gold medalist and former pro, but he's super hot, too.”


She giggled, and I leaned
into her shoulder with mine playfully. 


“Come on, Leena, don't be
ridiculous.”


“What? You don't think he's
just gorgeous?”


I rolled my eyes. “All
right, he's pretty dang good looking. But
from what I hear, he's a bit of a douchebag, and you know with all this
Hollywood gossip stuff and him being involved in those kind of circles, the
odds are those rumors are likely true. And jeez, what are we even doing talking
about him like that! I mean, he's like 30-something. Seriously. I'm 21, you're 20.
He's old!”


“Hey, 32 isn't that much
older than us, Eryn,” countered Leena. “Heck, I'd do him.”


I gasped with mock shock.
“Noooo, Leena! You hussy!” I joked, and we both laughed. 


“Yep, that’s me. Leena the
hussy. But in all seriousness,” she said, “I think it'll be a good thing. I
mean, you heard what Coach Hatting just said. He's gonna recommend us as
starters to Vinson when he talks to him! We've both been dreaming of this and
working our rears off for it for so long now. Especially you, with all
the extra practices and workouts you put in.”


I nodded. “It's definitely
been a long time coming. But you know what they say about hard work – it does
pay off in the end. And hopefully, it's about to pay off for us in a big way.”


“Yeah, now that we no longer
have a coach who chooses who's in the starting lineup based on how big a bribe
her parents paid him.”


I shook my head. It still
pissed me off to think about it. “Do you really think those rumors about Coach
Edwards are true?” 


“Are you kidding?” she
replied. “They have to be. Why else would you have been a benchwarmer the last
two seasons when you're clearly one of the best players – if not the
best player – on the team?”


I blushed, a bit embarrassed
by Leena's praise. “C'mon, I'm not the best player on the team.”


“Like perdition you're not! Quit being so modest. I mean
seriously, you are here on a volleyball scholarship. That makes it even more
criminal that you haven't been part of the starting lineup!”


“It does look like that
might change now, though,” I replied with
a smile. 


“Yes, it does! Things seem to be
changing for sure.”


I was about to respond when
I heard my phone ringing in my gym bag. “Hold that thought, Lee, let me see who
this is.”


I reached into my bag and
grabbed my phone. When I looked at the screen, I shook my head as a flood of
emotions rushed through me, none of them good. 


When Leena saw my expression
change, she glanced down at the screen and quickly snatched the phone away from
me before I could answer it; she rejected the call, sending it straight to
voicemail. 


“Tim is a grade-A asshat,”
she said, shaking her head. “I can't believe that cheating douche is still
trying to call you.”


“I wasn't gonna talk him,” I
replied. 


“Good. He doesn't deserve a
single second of your time. He already wasted two semesters of it with his lies
and cheating. Why is he trying to call you and message you all the time,
anyway? I mean, it only started up around a week ago, right?”


“He broke up with Ma-”


“'The Whore,' Eryn, 'The Whore,'” Leena interrupted
me. “I thought we'd agreed on calling her by her correct name, ‘cause that's
what she is.”


“Well, whatever you wanna
call her, they broke up. She dumped him-”


“Oh, and now he thinks he can just waltz right back into your life, huh?
Hell, no. HELL to the no.”


“Don't worry, Lee. Like I
said, I'm not gonna talk to him. It's over, and it's been over for a long
time.”


“I hope so, Eryn. You know
how much of a jerk he is. Even if you did love him, don’t forget how he had you
fooled for so long. And, don't let your heart deceive
your head – it was lies, not love, even if you really want to believe
otherwise.”


“I know, I know.” We walked
in silence until we reached the showers. 


“All right, let's get
cleaned up. Then how about grabbing a bite to eat afterward?” Leena asked.


“Not tonight, Lee,” I
replied. “I'm going to stay at my mom's place for the night and make her dinner
and then breakfast in the morning. That jerk store manager has her working
double shifts this week.”


“Ugh, that's terrible. She really should be taking things a little
easier at her age.”


“I know, Lee, believe me, I
know – but it's tough for her being on her own. Times are hard, and there are bills to pay. My sister
helps out when she can, but she's all the way across the country now and has a
family of her own to provide for. Mom made a lot of sacrifices for my sister and me, and I gotta do what I can to
help her out.”


“I understand. Well, maybe we can get coffee tomorrow morning
if you've got a gap between lectures?”


“I do. We can do that. C'mon
now, let's get showered up and then we'll make plans for tomorrow.”



 

*****



 

I got out of the taxi and
looked up at the front of the familiar
building — the one I'd grown up in. It had never been a particularly attractive building, but these days, it was
looking shabbier than ever. The plaster was cracked and stained around the corners, but the graffiti on the ground level
at least attempted to mask it a bit. 


My senses rose to full alert
the moment I stepped out of the taxi; this had never been a great neighborhood,
and it had gotten worse over the years. My first priority when I graduated
college and started making a salary was going to be to get my mother out of
this area.


I darted up
to the entrance of the building and buzzed myself in, then bounded up the
familiar flight of stairs until I reached my mom's door. Beyond it was the
small, two-bedroom home where my sister and I had grown up, raised by a single
mom after our dad walked out on us. I didn’t remember much about him; I'd been
a toddler when he left. 


I slid my key in the lock,
opened the door, and walked in to the
sound of the TV blaring. I saw my mom in front of it on the sofa, still dressed
in her work uniform from the supermarket.


“Hi, Ma,” I called out.
There was no reply. “Ma, did you hear me?” I moved a little closer and saw that her eyes were closed; her
thin chest was rising up and down in a slow, gentle rhythm. 


I sighed, feeling a stab of
pain tear through my chest. “You really are killing yourself. I promise you
that it's not always gonna be like this. Somehow, I'm gonna get you out of this
cycle. You've spent too long now working yourself to the bone just to scrape by.
I don't know how yet, but somehow I'm going to get you out of this situation,”
I whispered and leaned down, pulling a blanket up over her sleeping form before
gently placing a kiss on her forehead. 


I tiptoed away, so as not to
wake her from a nap she no doubt needed after a 12-hour
shift, and headed into the kitchen to quietly prepare dinner.


Life was going to change for
us. It had to. I had to make sure of that.


Chapter Two


Wade



 

I sipped slowly on my beer,
relishing every mouthful of the crisp, amber liquid. In the background, over
the buzz of conversation and laughter in the bar, the Beach Boys’ “Kokomo” was playing. I let out a soft
chuckle as the chorus echoed through the
bar. It was appropriate, wasn't it? A perfect tune for my first night back in
Florida. 


My miserable, lonely, first
night back in Florida. 


I'd moved across the entire
country to get away from the mess my life had become in Los Angeles. And boy,
what a mess it was. 


It almost seemed like some
strange dream I was only beginning to wake up from. How had all of that stuff
happened? How had I gone from winning Olympic gold and having a promising
career ahead of me – heck, my whole life ahead of me – to becoming involved in…well, a shame spiral of bad decisions and worse relationships. 


It had almost destroyed me. 


Almost.


But I'd realized what was
happening in time to save myself. Call it an epiphany, if you would. And, it
had taken ending my relationship with Georgia Jackson for it to happen. 


I'd lost myself, I'd lost
everything about myself that was truly me. All for the sake of her — a woman
every man on the planet would likely give his left nut to be with for just one
night. But fantasizing about a Hollywood A-list actress and actually dating one
were two different things entirely, and I’d found that out the hard way. Life
was not all glitz and glamour, and those
people were, believe it or not, just normal
people like everyone else beneath all of the hype. 


They had their flaws, too,
as much as we can't or don't want to believe it. I mean, heck, for the longest
time, I didn't want to believe it, either. And that forced ignorance on my part
had not only blinded me to the type of person Georgia really was, but it had also almost killed me. 


“Would you like another
beer, sir?” a gentle, female voice asked from behind me.


I turned around and saw the
young waitress who had brought me a beer earlier waiting with an expectant look
on her face.


“Yeah, I’ll take another Bud
Light, please.” 


She smiled, nodded, and
hurried off behind the bar to grab another bottle. 


I smiled, too. I could only assume the tabloids and press weren't as
active, or at least as widely read, over on the East Coast as they were on the
West. So far, nobody in Tallahassee had recognized me. If they had, they hadn't
said anything to my face, at least. 


I was counting that as a
win. I had no desire to talk about all the rumors, all the gossip, and all the
controversy and allegations surrounding this and that. 


That was my old life, the
trap I'd been pulled into, and it was a trap I'd managed to escape. 


Well, I hope I had escaped it. I mean, heck, I packed up
everything – my whole dang life to be precise
– and left to come here with the hope of starting fresh and living a normal life dedicated to my passion:
volleyball. 


It was weird being back in
Tallahassee. I hadn't been back since graduation. I'd left immediately and gone
straight to the West Coast to play
professionally. Most of my friends from my college days had moved elsewhere as
well except one: John Robinson. He was why I was even at the bar; I was waiting for him, and he was supposed to have
arrived half an hour ago.


I chuckled when I thought about
that; he hadn't changed much in that regard. As the waitress arrived with my second beer, I saw John hurry through the door, looking flustered.


“Sorry to send you running
again, but can you bring me another beer for my friend there?” I asked before she left.


“Sure thing,” she replied
with a smile. 


I watched
John make his way toward me. He'd put on a
bit of weight since our college days, but
was still looking fairly youthful for a 32-year-old. He saw me almost
instantly, and a big grin appeared on his face as he rushed over. I stood to
greet him and we gave each other a big
hug and then chuckled as we sat down together.


“Goodness H. Goodness!” he
exclaimed. “You look fantastic, Wade. Just great, man! You been working out?”


“Working out like crazy,
man. I don't think I've missed a day at the gym over the last six months. It's
one of the only things that's kept me sane.”


“I don't think I've set foot
in a gym once in the last six months!” he countered, letting out a loud belly
laugh which I couldn't help laughing along with. He patted his stomach and grinned. “And my lack of effort
shows, doesn't it?”


I chuckled. “I'm gonna make
it my personal mission to get you back in shape, Johnny boy. You're gonna have
a six pack in a few months, just like back in our college days. I’ll be your
personal coach.”


“I'd rather have a six pack
of this,” he said, taking the beer from the waitress as she came back. 


“All right, all right,” I
laughed. 


“Speaking of coaching, isn’t
your first day tomorrow?” he asked.


“Yep.”


“How are you feelin' about
that?”


“Well, I mean, it's what I
do best, but I can't help being a little nervous about meeting a new team.
Especially when I've got a professional reputation to uphold and a personal one
to live down. Then, you throw in the pressure from all the expectations Florida
State has of me. They're really expecting me to take this team to the top.”


“You will, Wade. C'mon,
you're a great coach. One of the best in the country. There ain't nothing to be
nervous about.” 


“Yeah, I know. But enough
about me; how are you? How's the university's IT department?”


“As exciting as it sounds,”
he replied. “But hey, it's a great job,
and computers have always been my thing.”


“You were a great volleyball
player, too, you know,” I reminded him.


“I had a few skills, I
guess, but I never had the passion for it like you did. That's why you went pro,
and me? Well, I kinda gave it up.”


“You ever regret that? I
mean, not trying to go pro.”


“No, I just wasn't good
enough. And, I really do feel fulfilled working with computers. I love what I
do.”


“I’m glad you do. C'mon,
drink up, buddy! To you loving your job and to my, well, not-quite-so
triumphant return to FSU!” 


We both grinned, clinked our
bottles together, downed our beers, and spent the rest of the evening
reminiscing about our younger days. 



 

*****



 

I stared into the mirror on
the wall of my new office. Staring back at me was the reflection of a man who
was both broken and repaired at the same time. 


Physically, I looked good,
better than I had in years. Like I'd told John the night before, I'd been
hitting the gym regularly and hard. I'd
inherited good genes from my parents, as well – a strong jawline and thick,
dark hair from my dad, and my mom's piercing green eyes and smooth, youthful
skin. I’ve always known how lucky I was to have been gifted with good looks,
but also cursed, in a way. 


The part-time modeling I'd
done after being noticed in the Olympics was what had gotten me into those
Hollywood parties and that circle of people. It was the beginning of my
downward spiral and had gotten me into more trouble than it was worth. If I'd
been a more average-looking guy, I don’t think any of that would have happened.
I'd probably still be coaching at UCLA in blissful obscurity, living a quiet
and relaxing life. Maybe I'd even be married with two kids and a dog, a house
with a white picket fence, and all of that.


However, that wasn't how
things had turned out. 


At least I now had the
opportunity to have a fresh start. And this time, I wasn't going to let any
woman close enough to get my life into a gigantic mess again. No sir, no way –
going forward, I was doing things for me, and me only. 


I ran my fingers through my
hair to settle it into place and then hung my old whistle around my neck – my
lucky whistle, the one I'd used when
coaching my first team and taking them to the top of the league. I was ready. 


I checked my watch. Twenty minutes until practice was set to
start. I ran over the notes again given to me by Coach Hatting. For a moment, I
thought about the days he’d coached me when I'd been on the Florida State
University team. He was a great coach and knew the game better than any coach
I’d ever had, even the coaches of the Olympic team. 


I double-checked the names
of the players Coach Hatting noted I needed to be paying attention to. Some
names were underlined in green, some in red, some in blue. The red ones were
bad apples – players who either had bad attitudes or were lazy. The green ones
were players who, under the old coach, had been unfairly overlooked despite
having real talent. 


The blue ones were different
altogether. They were connected with the scandal in which the former coach had
been involved. The school had managed to keep it pretty hush-hush, but Coach
Hatting had informed me that the former coach had taken bribes from these
players’ parents to put them in the
starting lineup. Now it was up to me to evaluate them and see if they actually
had any talent, or if they were starters simply because their parents had paid
for the position.


I took a deep breath. It was
such a mess to clean up. Coach Hatting had tried, but he was only there for a
few short weeks. It was up to me to sort everything out. I folded the list and
put it in my pocket before heading over to the indoor court where the practice
was to be held. 


As I arrived, the girls were
all busy warming up, chatting and laughing as they did, but when they saw me, a
hush quickly fell over the court. I tried to tamp down the uneasiness as a few
of them checked me out. As flattering as it was, it got in the way of being
professional, and the last thing I wanted to deal with starting with a new team
was a bunch of flirty college kids. I just wanted to do my job as
professionally as possible.


I moved my eyes over the crowd and wondered how long it would take to
learn all of their names. There were 22 players on the roster. That may not
seem like an overwhelming number of names to learn, but when you’re already
terrible with names to begin with, it was. 


I studied the team for a
moment, watching how they interacted and how they moved as they warmed up. They all looked to be in good shape, and most seemed to just be going through
the motions. Not that you would expect anything more from a warm-up team. 


Then, my eyes reached a
player at the edge of the court. Her back was to me, but she stood out. Her
form was flawless and her hustle was clearly more intense than the rest of the team. She
reminded me of myself. All in, all the time. One hundred percent. 


When she
turned around, I had to catch my breath. She
was stunning. I didn't know if it was her
honey-colored eyes or wavy, chestnut hair. But when she smiled at her teammate,
she took my breath away all over again. 


I'd gotten used to the
bleached, fake, surgically-enhanced, and plastic-pumped “beauty” in Los Angeles, but hers was a natural beauty, classic almost. This girl had your old-fashioned,
girl-next-door kind of a look to her – a look I hadn't seen in years. 


I jolted myself out of my
little trance. Stop it, Wade. I
should not have been staring at her, especially since I was the coach and she
was a student who was at least a decade, or more,
younger than me. I had to remind myself that I was here to do a job, not get
caught up in admiring the view. 


I cleared my throat as I
took a few steps closer to the court and prepared to speak.


“Good afternoon, everyone.”
I waited until they had all turned to face me. “As you may have guessed, I'm
your new coach, Wade Vinson. You can call me Coach Vinson or Mr. Vinson. I won’t be asking for anything
outrageous from you ladies. I’ve been where you are, so I know what should be
expected. 


“What I will ask for is total commitment out there on the
court. If I'm going to take this team to the top, I'm going to need each of you
to do everything I tell you, to the absolute letter, without complaining or
whining or asking questions. Do you all understand?”


“Yes, Coach Vinson,” came
the reply spoke in unison. There were a
few giggles, but mostly the girls seemed as serious about this as I was. That
was good. 


“All right, since today is
my first day and I don't know any of you, I just want you each to introduce
yourselves to me. Let’s all go over to the bleachers,
and you can each take a turn to stand up, tell me your name and where you're
from, and what you're majoring in here at Florida State. After that, we'll play a few games so I can see you
in action and see who's really got what it takes to be in the starting lineup. So go on, get a move on.”


The girls did as I said and
sat in two neat rows on the bottom
bleachers. I guessed Coach Hatting had whipped them into shape over the past
few weeks; I was grateful he had at least taken care of one issue for me. 


I quickly took out the list
of names and scanned over it, making sure I wouldn't miss the players Coach
Hatting pointed out – for both good and bad reasons. 


The first girl who stood up
was a blonde knockout, one who would totally look at home in any L.A. A-list
party, and therefore, one I felt a little repelled by. I didn't want to be
reminded too much of those times. She was even wearing a rubbish-ton of makeup…for a volleyball practice.
Really? Come on. 


“Hi, Coach,” she said,
smiling flirtatiously and batting her eyes. 


Oh, this was just great.
Already someone trying to win me over with what she
surely thought was her feminine charm. 


“I'm Tammy McRae.” 


Ahhh. I remembered that name
from the list. She was one of the players whose parents had been slipping the
coach a little something on the side. Well, bribing the coach, to be more
accurate. 


“I'm 21 years old, and I'm
from Los Angeles. I'm majoring in acting and drama. And, I must say, I feel so,
so privileged to be coached by a volleyball legend like you,” she added, giving
me a lustful gaze. 


Great, just great – a wannabe
starlet. I didn’t need any more of those
in my life. 


I listened to the several of
the girls as they introduced themselves. More than a few of them had cushy
majors and gave me that flirty smile I was
hoping to avoid. I could only hope they could be professional and take
their position on the team seriously. 


Finally, though, the girl
who had caught my eye – and taken my breath away – stood up and introduced
herself. 


“Hi, Coach Vinson,” she said
in a soft, but confident tone. “My name is Eryn Barnett. I'm 21 years old, and
I'm majoring in computer programming.”


Interesting. It
seemed that this girl had brains as well as beauty. And, I immediately
recognized her name as the one on Coach
Hatting’s watch list. 


However, her attitude was nothing like the majority of
the others who had gone before her. The way she looked at me came across as if she didn't want to talk to me, at all. Still, I
couldn't help but stare at her as she spoke. I caught myself doing so and immediately blushed, hoping she or none
of the other girls had noticed.


She smiled a tight-lipped
smile and sat down abruptly. 


If she was one Hatting said
had talent, there was only one way to find out about that: get her out there on
the court and play. I made a few notes on my chart as the remaining players
made their introductions.


“All right, girls,” I said,
“let's get you into two teams, and then you can show me what you've got.” 


I arranged them into two
teams and let them go at it while I watched carefully and took notes. Hatting was right: there were a few stellar players who seemed to have been
unfairly excluded from the previous starting lineup,
most likely because they hadn't paid off the coach. 


And chief among these was Eryn Barnett. My goodness, she could play – she had incredible talent. 


I knew I had to speak to her
after practice. It was rare that I came across anyone with such natural talent
for the sport. I sent the team to hit the showers, but as they were leaving, I hurried over to Eryn as she was
picking up her gym bag. 


“Hold on there, Miss
Barnett,” I said, hoping that she wouldn't notice the raw attraction gleaming
in my eyes. “Can I have a quick word with you…in private?”

















 

Chapter Three


Eryn



 

I couldn't help the sudden
rush of nervousness that invaded when Coach Vinson asked me to stay behind
after practice. We’d had one practice.
What did he need to talk to me about? And why me, but no other players on the
team? To be perfectly honest, it made me a little nervous – for more
reasons than one.


Even though I’d played it
down with Leena, seeing him in person, I couldn't deny that the man was
absolutely gorgeous. He was hands-down
one of the best looking men I'd ever laid
eyes on. 


But then again, so was my
ex. Tim was a model, and so I knew exactly how these male model types worked.
Tim lied brilliantly and had me fooled for so long before I finally caught him
in the act of one of his multiple affairs. Even then, he'd manipulated me so
well that, for a while, I had doubted
whether it had even happened, even though I'd seen it with my own eyes. 


And this guy, the infamous
Wade Vinson, well… I'd heard all the stories about him. Thanks to the tabloids,
everyone knew all about the sordid details of his relationship with Georgia
Jackson. If you asked me, he was a guy exactly like Tim: arrogant,
self-centered, and manipulative. A guy
who’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and who always got whatever
he wanted due to his good looks. 


Well, I'd been played once by a guy exactly like that. I had
no use for another one in my life. Even if he was just my coach. And because he was my coach, there wasn’t a chance anything was going to happen.
Even if the man hadn’t been 11 years older,
I wouldn't allow it. 


I walked up to him as the
other girls left the court. When he beamed a crooked smile at me, I could swear
I saw the glint of something flirty in his eyes, but I kept my own expression cool and polite. 


“What did you want to talk
about, Coach Vinson?” I asked.


“Call me Wade, please,” he replied in a sweet tone.


“I'd prefer to call you
'Coach Vinson,'. Coach Vinson,” I replied somewhat coldly. I was not going to
give him any room to try any games with me.


He nodded. “Fair enough. Well,
Eryn, I just wanted to say that you really impressed me out there on the court.
Your positioning, anticipation of opponents' moves, and your own athleticism
and skill at handling the ball are all seriously impressive.”


I couldn't help looking down
and blushing. I wasn't used to receiving such sincere and heartfelt
compliments.


“Thanks, Coach,” I mumbled in reply, caught off guard.


“There's more, though. I had a long and detailed
conversation with Coach Hatting about the team
earlier today. He explained everything about, umm, how can I put
it…the…irregularities involved with the former coach of this team. Anyway,
since the issue hasn't been legally resolved in full, I'm not allowed to go
into too much detail about it with you girls yet, but let's just say there was
some serious injustice going on regarding
selection for the starting lineup. 


“I'm aware that, despite you
being one of the best players on the team and the fact that you're here on a
volleyball scholarship, you haven't been part of the starting lineup. I feel you should know there’s a good
chance that's going to change. I judge people on hard work and talent alone.
Keep working hard, and I can definitely see you being a starter this season. 


“We've got some big games
coming up at the start of the season, and
because of the…irregularities, we're
starting out low on the ladder. We're going to have to work hard to get back to
a top spot in the rankings, but I think we can do it.”


I stood in stunned silence
for a moment, not sure how to respond. I looked into his eyes and caught myself
getting lost in them for a second. Dang,
the man was beautiful. I snapped out
of it, reminding myself that, despite his
pretensions to the contrary, I knew what kind of person he really was: a
player, just like my ex. Still, player or not, he had just told me that I was
likely to make the starting lineup, and
that was the best news I'd had in a long time.


“I… I don't know what to say, Coach Vinson. Thank
you. You can bet I'll be working my butt off to get into that starting lineup.” 


“You do that. You've got
real talent, Eryn, and that could take you far.
I mean that.”


“Thank you.”


“That's all; go on and hit
the showers. I'll see you tomorrow at
practice.”


“See you then, Wa-, um, Coach Vinson.”


I cursed myself for that
little slip of my tongue as I hurried toward the locker room. As I did, I’d have sworn I could feel his eyes piercing into me
while I walked away. 



 

*****



 

I was leaving the computer
lab when my professor, Dr. Adams, stopped
me. 


“Eryn, the secretary at the
student finance office asked if I could
pass on a message to you.”


“And what might that be, Dr. Adams?”


“She simply asked if you
stop by there as soon as possible.”


“Okay, I'll do that. Thanks
for passing on the message.”


He smiled at me. “No
problem, Eryn. Keep up the good work, by
the way; your grades are looking great this semester!” 


“Thanks, Dr. Adams,” I said,
and then I turned and left.


It was always comforting to
know that I was doing well, even though I didn't really have much interest in
the subject I’d chosen as my major. 


I'd chosen computer
programming because I knew there would be
excellent work opportunities after I
graduated and that was important to me. Seeing my mom suffer through her low pay
and long hours just to take care of my sister and me made me focus more on
making sure I could land a good job after college, rather than what I’d wanted
to study. 


Make no mistake, my mind was
fully committed to my studies, but deep down, I'd
wanted to major in art. Painting was my passion and I was good at it – really good. But realistically, I knew it wouldn't be
a field in which I could make a solid living – and I wanted to be certain of a
steady income, not only for my sake, but for my mom's. She had suffered
long enough, and anything I could do to help her out – well, I'd do it. 


As I approached the finance
office, I wondered why they wanted to talk to me. I couldn't help but feel a
tingle of nerves brewing in my gut. I couldn't afford to lose my scholarship,
not now. There was no way either my mom or I could afford to pay full tuition. 


Sometimes, I regretted the
decision I'd made. I'd been offered a full scholarship to Duke University, but
I'd turned it down and taken the partial one offered
by Florida State just because I'd wanted to stay here for my mom's sake. With
my sister all the way across the country, I was the only person Mom had. She
tried to make me take it, make me go to Duke, but without me here, she'd be
alone and I couldn’t stand the thought of that at the time. 


Even though it was sometimes hard to accept, I knew deep down that I'd
made the right decision at that point in my life. In some ways, I realized now
that it was more for me than her. I wasn’t quite ready to be so far from home
then.


Feeling more than a little
anxious, I stepped into the finance office. The secretary looked up at me as I
walked in.


“Can I help you?”


“I'm Eryn Barnett. I was
told I needed to come here.”


She ruffled through a stack
of papers on her desk, and then she smiled as she found my file. “Ah, here's
yours.”


She skimmed through it, and
the smile on her face rapidly changed to a frown. “Close the door, sweetie, and
have a seat,” she directed. 


I complied and slumped down
into the seat in front of her desk, not liking the look on her plump, rosy
cheeks.


“Hmmm,” she mumbled to
herself. “You're here on a volleyball scholarship, aren't you?”


“I am, yes,” I replied, the
nervousness inside me growing exponentially.


“Yes. Well, you see, the
finance director just completed an audit of all scholarships and found that you
haven't actually been playing much. With the
amount of scholarship money you are receiving, the director feels you should
not only be playing, but starting.”


My cheeks felt hot with both
embarrassment and frustration. 


“That's true, but, aren't
you guys aware of the controversy with the former coach? He-”


“We know of the allegations,
but unfortunately, since he hasn't been convicted yet, we can't take those into
account.”


“What are you trying to
say?”


“I'm sorry, Miss Barnett,
but if you aren't playing and benefiting the athletic program this season, the
school will have no choice but to revoke your scholarship. Funding is tight
this year, and the university has instructed us to trim the budget wherever
possible. I'm sorry to bring you this news, Miss Barnett, but you must
understand that we simply can't afford to
fund students who don't perform at the level expected of them.”


I breathed in a long, slow
breath, fighting the tears that threatened to pour out. “I understand,” I
replied slowly. “Is that all? Can I go now?”


“You can go,” she said.


I walked out sluggishly, my
steps heavy. If I lost this scholarship…no,
I couldn't even begin to consider that. That wasn’t an option. I had to make
that starting lineup, whatever it took. 


I was supposed to meet Leena
for coffee, but now I knew that I couldn't. I needed to get to the gym and
train, instead. I took out my phone, sent her an apologetic message, and then
gritted my teeth and headed off to the locker room. 



 

*****



 

I limped into the kitchen,
aching and weary from the extra workout time I'd put in earlier. All I wanted
was to eat a quick, healthy snack, climb into the bathtub and soak for a while,
and then crawl into bed. The last thing I wanted to think about was what I'd
been told at the finance office earlier. 


Heck, I was struggling
enough with everything else, including covering my half of the rent on the
apartment I shared with Leena. If I didn't make the starting lineup…well, I
didn't even want to consider the consequences. 


Just as I began rifling
through the contents of the fridge, my
phone rang. Annoyed, I took it out. Couldn't
I have just a moment of peace?


My annoyance faded though
when I saw who it was: my mom. “Hi, Mom,” I said.


“Hey, sweetie. How did the practice go with the new coach today?
What's his name again?”


“Wade Vinson.”


“Ah, yeah, Wade Vinson, that
celebrity from out west. Is he as much of a hunk in real life as he looks like
in all the pictures?”


“Mom!” 


“Come on, I’m old. Not dead.
I just wanna know!”


I chuckled. As tired as she
often was, my mom always found ways to make me smile and laugh. “He's very good looking, all right? Not that it
matters. The point is, it seems like he’s going to be a really good coach.”


“I sure hope he comes to his
senses and puts you in as a starter. It's
long overdue.”


“I hope so, too, Mom. I do
have a good feeling about this season,
though. I really think it'll be my year.”


I hoped that the
cheerfulness of my tone was adequately hiding the anxiety in my voice. I
definitely didn't want her to know anything about what the finance office had
told me earlier. She had too much on her plate already. 


“I'm praying for you, my
dear. You've worked so hard for this; you really deserve your shot at the big
time.”


“Thanks, Mom. Say, do you want me to come over and make you dinner
again tomorrow night?”


“You don't have to do that,
sweetie.”


“Come on, Mom, just let me help out. I know you've got
another twelve-hour shift tomorrow.
Really, it's no problem.” 


“Well…if it's not a hassle,
I always love to see my girl.”


“I'll see you around seven.
Goodnight, love you.”


“Love you, too, sweetie.
Have a good night.”


“Night, Mom.”


I put my phone back in my
pocket and sighed. Things had to turn around this year. They just had to. Otherwise, I had no idea what I would do. No
idea whatsoever. 


Feeling weary, I managed to
whip up a simple salad from some greens and veggies we had sitting in the fridge and ate it almost mechanically at
the kitchen table while watching some mindless reality show. 


Then, all of a sudden, the
image of Coach Vinson popped into my head – a vision that had nothing to do
with volleyball. I tried to shake it loose. I didn't want to think about him. Why was my mind suddenly wandering in this direction?



I forced the thoughts of him
out of my head, finished off my salad, and trudged off to the bathroom for a
nice, hot, relaxing bath. Tomorrow was another day, and all I could do was the
same thing I'd been doing up to this point: face it with my head held high and
work my rear off. 



 


 

Chapter Four


Wade



 

I felt like the first
practice had gone pretty well. I'd gotten a feel for how good the team was as a
whole and was beginning to get a feel for how talented the individual players
were. 


Chief among these was Eryn
Barnett. The woman was as perplexing as she was beautiful. But with that aside,
I couldn't believe she had been excluded from the starting lineup for so long.
Then again, I couldn’t believe a lot of how things had been run on this team
before. 


But all of that was about to
change. There wouldn't be any unfairness or taking bribes on my watch. I was
here to set everything straight and make sure everything went by the book. 


I walked out onto the court
and blasted a short, shrill note through my whistle, putting an end to the
girls' warm-up and beckoning them all over to me. 


“All right, ladies,” I shouted, “practice officially begins now!
Gather round. Today, we're going to start off with some exercises, so put the
balls away for the moment. These are not for the
faint of heart. 


“Most are
going to focus on getting your core as strong as it can be because if you're
driving that ball from your core – and I mean really driving it from your core
– you're going to have the power you need to blast it like a missile when the
time comes to spike it. And, of course, having a
strong core is also needed for moving around, changing direction fast, diving,
and blocking. So, pretty much every aspect of this game. 


“I hope you're all properly
warmed up – and ready for some pain! Because you know what they say? No pain…”


“No gain!” they all replied
in unison. 


Good. They seemed well-trained enough, and that was
all most likely thanks to the previous weeks they'd had with Coach Hatting. 


We began working through the
various core exercises I'd planned for the afternoon, and while many of them
started off strong, a lot began to falter as time went by. They were fit, but
not fit enough to win a championship – not yet, anyway. 


One or two of them, however,
powered through the strenuous workouts without a word of complaint. And one of
these was Eryn. She seemed to have a seriously intense level of fitness, and
whatever I threw at her, she did while barely breaking a sweat. While the other
girls were collapsing with exhaustion and pain all around her, she just kept on
going. 


If I hadn’t already been
impressed by her, I was now. And even though I didn’t want it, the more I
learned about her, the more attracted I
found myself to her. 


No, no, no. I
could not think about stuff like this. I was the coach; she was one of my players! I'd gone off the rails
enough in California. I'd come here with the aim of getting back on the
straight and narrow path and playing strictly by the rules, which was how I'd
always done things.


Before California, at least… 


But I didn't want to think
about that now, and I certainly didn't want to think about the gorgeous girl in
front of me in any capacity other than professionally. Especially since the
more I stared at her, the more my
thoughts began to wander into, well, inappropriate places. 


Eventually, we were done with the core strengthening routine, and
groans and sighs of relief sounded from all around. I sorted the girls into two
teams and finished up the practice with a game, a game in which Eryn, once
again, managed to amaze me. 


I took some notes as I
watched the game progress, recording the
various players' strengths and weaknesses and writing up possible combinations of players for the final team. The first
inter-varsity match of the season was coming up, and I wanted to make sure we
started off with a bang. 


The scrimmage game came to a
close and I checked my watch; it was close enough to the end of practice for
the day.


“All right, ladies, well
done! You all put in some very solid effort today, and I appreciate that! I
know that this fitness stuff I'm hitting you with is pretty hardcore, but trust
me, you'll thank me later when this team is kicking some serious rear! 


“All right, get yourselves
off the court and into the showers. It's Friday, and I'm sure you've all got
hot dates later. You don't wanna be smelling like you currently do to impress
those boys, right?”


They all laughed. 


“Go on, go on, get out of
here,” I said with a grin. “Have a great weekend, and I'll see you girls on
Monday.”


I walked on down to my
office where I could put my notes together over a mug of coffee, draw up some
potential strategies on my whiteboard, and then take off. It had been quite a
week, and I was looking forward to a cold beer with John later. I mean, I'd
come here to live a quiet life and leave all the craziness of the West Coast
behind, but that didn't mean I couldn't have a little fun on the side.


After around half an hour,
as I was just wrapping things up, I heard a knock on my door. “Come in, it's
not locked,” I said.


The door opened slowly, and
in stepped Tammy, the Hollywood wannabe from the team. “Ah, Tammy,” I said,
“what can I do for you?”


I was immediately
suspicious. I had my reservations about why she
was here the moment I saw her. She was
dressed in a tiny miniskirt that barely covered her
crotch and a tight, flimsy, white T-shirt with nothing underneath – which was
very obvious. Very, very obvious. 


I did my best to keep my
eyes away from her chest and her pert, round breasts with their very noticeable, kinda happy nipples. No, no, no! I did not want to look there! 


“Hi, Wade,” she purred
slowly, grinning cheekily. 


I knew why she was here, and
I wasn't going to let this go any further. “I prefer Coach Vinson, Tammy,” I
replied, keeping my tone as cool and
professional as I could. “Is there something I can help you with? I'm just
packing up, and I'm actually in a real
hurry to get going.”


“Oh, are you?” she asked,
batting her eyelids and looking sad. “I was really hoping we could have a talk.
A quiet talk, just you and me. Maybe I could close the door? Then we'd have
some…privacy in here.”


“No, no,” I said hastily,
“let's keep the door open. Seriously, I have to get out of here. I have an, er,
appointment that I'm already late for.”


“Aw, Wade… I just wanted to
talk to you.”


Okay, this was starting to get annoying now. Yes, she was attractive
in a generic, West-Coast-bimbo kind of way, and yes, I was a red-blooded man
with desires and appetites and a very high sex drive – but not for her. I'd had
enough of girls like her, and moreover, she was a player on my team. I was the
coach, and there was no way I was going to cross that boundary.
I was here on the straight and narrow path, and that was that. There would be
no two ways about it.


“It’s Coach Vinson. And, I'm sorry, Tammy,” I said curtly, standing up
and hooking my gym bag over my shoulder, “but if this isn't something extremely
urgent and important, I'm going to have to ask you to leave.”


“I, uh-”


Clearly, she hadn't counted
on me resisting her sexual advances, and now she didn't know what to do. I
pressed home my advantage, not giving her an inch of room in which to maneuver.



“So it's not an emergency?
All right, well, have a good evening, and
I'll see you on Monday,” I said as I pushed past her and stepped out into the
hallway.


She stood, half in and half
out of my office for a few moments, and then looked at me with a wounded
expression before she turned and stormed off. I shook my head. Drama like this
really was the last thing I wanted or needed here. 


I reached into my pocket for
my car keys, and with a stab of panic realized that they weren't there. “Incredible,”
I cursed under my breath. 


I hurried back into my
office and looked all around my desk, but there was no sign of them. This
really was the last thing I needed. They had to be around here somewhere. I
remembered having them in my hands on the
volleyball court, so, thinking I may have left them there, I hurried that way. 


When I stepped inside the gym, I was surprised to hear the
sound of a volleyball pinging against the practice wall. I walked in slowly and
then stopped in my tracks as I saw Eryn practicing her serves over and over
again. I couldn't believe it; I'd put them through one heck of a grueling
practice, yet here she was, training after hours. 


I walked up to the stands,
where I saw the glint of metal shining out from under a bench, and there, sure
enough, were my car keys. I put them in my pocket and walked over to Eryn. 


“Hey, Eryn,” I said as I
reached the edge of the court. “You're really pushing yourself, huh?”


“Hi, Coach,” she replied,
her tone cool and distant. “Yeah, I am. To get to the top, you have to work
harder than anyone else, and that's what I'm doing. Now, if you don't mind, I
still have a hundred serves to go.”


She turned away from me and
served the ball, and then dashed across the court to grab another ball to serve. I really wanted to stay and talk to her,
but it seemed pretty obvious that she didn't want to be disturbed. 


“That's a good attitude,
Eryn,” I said, my tone one of genuine admiration, “and I think you're going to
get to the top. I really do. Keep up the hard work, and I'll see you on
Monday.”


“See you then,” she replied
quickly as she continued racing across the court. 


I turned and walked off
slowly, feeling strangely conflicted. A hot, 21-year-old blonde had practically
thrown herself at me, almost begging for sex, and I'd easily been able to turn her down. Yet now, with this girl who obviously
wanted nothing to do with me beyond a cold, professional relationship, I
couldn't take my eyes off of her. I wondered what was going on in my head.


I turned and took one last
look at her, marveling at how gracefully she moved and how sexy she looked,
even as I was trying to force such thoughts from my mind. Then I headed out,
doing my best to keep her from wandering back into my head, uninvited. 



 

*****



 

I walked into the bar and
quickly found John perched on a stool with a grin on his face. One thing hadn’t
changed: when John was happy, everyone around him was happy, too. He had one of
those infectiously cheery personalities.


“Hey, buddy!” I said as I pulled up a stool next to him at the bar.
“How's the week been?”


“Great man, just great!” he
replied. “I just finished a major project, one that I've been working on for
like, seven weeks, and the client is super happy with it. I'm celebrating tonight! Celebrating! Let's get some shots.”


“Whoa, now hold up there, cowboy. We're not 21 anymore; we gotta
pace ourselves.”


John rolled his eyes. “Come
on, bro, don't be an old man. Let's cut loose! It's your first weekend back,
and I'm celebrating the completion of this gigantic project. A few shots ain't
gonna kill us.”


“All right, all right,” I
said. “Let's do this.”


John ordered us two shots of
tequila each, which we slammed in quick succession. It didn’t take long for me
to feel it. It had been quite a while since I'd had shots, and already, it was
bringing back bad memories from my West Coast life. I forced the thoughts out
of my head and concentrated on the present. I was here now, this was my fresh start,
my new life – and I wasn't going to let the past mar that. 


“Okay, okay, we've done
shots, you happy now?” I asked with a grin. 


“For now, but I can't
promise that there won't be more shots later!” John laughed loudly and
boisterously, and I couldn't help joining in. 


“Now for beers,” he said.
“Come on, let's hit 'em!”


He ordered us some beers,
and we moved off to a table to drink. 


“I think, Mr. Vinson, that another order of the night is
to get you laid,” he announced. “Seriously, bro, it's your first weekend back.
You need to sample some of the local talent.”


“Whoa, now, let's not get
ahead of ourselves,” I said. “I just want a few drinks and a nice, quiet night.
No craziness.”


“Come on, man, look at you!
You could pick up any girl in this bar if you wanted to. Women have always
fallen at your feet, Wade – and you might as well take advantage of that while
you're still young. Sheesh, man, don't throw a gift like that away! A guy who
looks like me would kill to look like
you, just for one night!” 


I shook my head and smiled.
“It's not all it's cracked up to be, pal. And I appreciate you, uh, looking out
for my needs, but it's just not what I'm after at the moment. I'm keeping my
life as simple and complication-free as possible.”


“And, what's simpler than picking up a chick from the bar
here? Wham, bam, thank you, ma'am. You
have some fun tonight, she's gone in the morning,
and that's that!” 


“Ah, man, it's never as
simple as that.”


The truth was, I couldn't
get thoughts of Eryn out of my head. It felt so wrong…like
I was crossing a boundary just by being
attracted to her. But I couldn't help it – I just couldn’t get her out
of my mind. 


“Well, we'll see what
happens, old buddy,” I said with a smile, fully knowing that nothing at all
would happen. “We'll see what happens. Come on now, drink up!”
















Chapter Five


Eryn



 

A little bead of sweat
trickled down the back of my neck. I wanted to wipe it away. It itched, but I was not going to let myself get
distracted, not by anything. 


I was positioned opposite
Tammy on the court, and man, she had it out for me. I mean, she’d always
disliked me, and I never knew why. Leena had said she thought it was because
she was jealous, which I’d thought was ridiculous. Tammy looked like some sort
of, I didn’t know, model or actress or something – the type of girl that every
college guy fantasizes about. Me? People always said I was pretty but I thought
they were just being nice. 


No, I thought it had more to
do with the fact that I was simply better than her at volleyball, despite her
making the starting lineup every season and me…well, not. 


Today, she was really going
out of her way to get me, though. She had actually thrown the ball at me, hitting me in
the back of the head when I was turned around and talking to Leena after we'd
just won a point. Then she'd smiled her super jerky smile and told me that it
was an “accident” and she was “just trying to pass the ball nicely to me.”


Yeah, whatever. The
back of my head was still stinging from how hard that moron had hit me with it.



She had also spiked the ball
directly at me not once, not twice, but three times this game – going
right for my face. Thanks to my quick reflexes, I'd been able to block it all
three times, but only just barely.


I wasn't going to let her
push my buttons or get away with it. I'd had
enough because it wasn't like this was the first time. There were always
the jerky comments, the jokes in which I was the object of her so-called
humor, and that time someone replaced the towel in my locker with one that had
been soaked in witch hazel because I was allergic to it. It took my skin a week
to recover. 


I'd never been able to prove
that Tammy was behind it, but I was absolutely certain
that she had done it. After all, who else would have had any reason to? I got
along great with everyone else on the team. Everyone except for Tammy and her
equally jerky friend, Kelly.


And now? Now I was at the
point where I'd simply had enough, and I was just waiting for the perfect
moment to strike. It soon presented itself.


Out of the corner of my eye,
I saw Tammy moving closer to the net, preparing for a counterattack setup as their team sent the ball over the net.
Leena popped the ball up to me, expecting me to spike it into the open spot at
the back of the court, which would have been an
easy point. 


Except, I wasn't after an easy point. 


I was after something else.
I was after a little payback.


I spiked the ball with as
much force as I could muster – right into
Tammy's face. She was just across the net from me. She had no time to react. 


The ball popped her right in
the nose, and she fell down with a shriek of pain. 


“Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry,
Tammy,” I said. 


She glared up at me with absolute wrath burning in her eyes, and I
couldn't help but feel a little shiver of satisfaction rush through me as I saw
a little trickle of blood running out of
her left nostril. The other players on her side of the net gathered around her,
offering words of sympathy, but the girls on my team remained tight-lipped. I
even saw a few smiles of satisfaction cracking on their faces; they knew she
deserved it. 


Still, despite the sudden
rush of satisfaction I'd experienced, I felt a twinge of regret starting to
seep in. As jerky as she was, and as many times as she'd tried to hurt me, I
felt pretty bad for having done that to
her. For one, I felt as if I'd degraded myself by stooping to her level, and
for another, it just felt bad to hurt another person, even if she was horrible.



Just then, however, Coach
Vinson stormed onto the court, and everyone could see that he was pissed.


“Tammy, Eryn, off the court.
You two are out for the rest of the game, and we'll be having a word about this
after practice.” 


“But, Wade,” whined Tammy. 


“For the last time – it’s
Coach. And no buts!” he snapped. “Off the court, now!”


He turned to me, and his
tone softened immediately; it seemed almost like he was feeling guilty about
taking me off the court. Nonetheless, he did it.


“You, too, Eryn,” he muttered. 


Tammy and I slunk toward the
bleachers and sat at opposite ends of the bench next to the court. Now I felt dreadful. I couldn't believe that I'd let
myself get drawn into her childishness. She and I didn't say anything to each
other, and I didn't even look in her direction, but I could feel her anger
burning brightly next to me. 


Eventually, the game was over
and with it, practice. Coach Vinson sent
all the other players off to the showers and then he came over to talk to us.
Once again, as he stood in front of the both of us, I couldn't help but notice
he had such intense, beautiful eyes – eyes that one could get lost in for
days…if they were into that kind of thing.


But I'd been played by a guy
exactly like him before. Great looking, charming, cool, athletic – and he'd been a total narcissist and a
manipulative, game-playing liar. And Wade Vinson, from what I'd read in gossip
mags, wasn't exactly a model citizen. No. It would just not do to look at him that
way. 


But those eyes, that dark,
thick hair, swept so stylishly back, those hard muscles that showed so clearly
through his golf shirt…


Stop!


He looked at me first, and
then Tammy. “Would you girls like to tell me just what is going
on?” he asked. “Seriously. What was that about on the court there?”


“She started it!” snapped
Tammy immediately.


I was about to object, but
Wade stepped in before I could.


“Do you think I'm blind,
Tammy? Or maybe just that I'm stupid? I saw you throwing the ball at Eryn or
trying to spike it at her face multiple times before she did it to you.
Don't try to say that she was the one who
started it.”


He then turned to me. “And
don't think it means you're off the hook, Eryn. She may have provoked you, but
that didn't give you the right to do what you did. When you're out on that
court, I expect you to act like professionals, and professionals do not fight on the court. Ever.” 


I slumped my shoulders and
bowed my head. “I'm sorry, Coach Vinson,” I murmured. 


“And, what about you,
Tammy?” he asked her. “What do you have to say?”


“I'm sorry,” she whispered,
the words crawled out of her mouth like creeping cockroaches. 


“Now, whatever is
going on between you two sort it out like adults, do you understand? This isn't
high school. Don't ever bring these petty squabbles onto my court again. Ever.
Do you both understand me?”


“Yes, Coach Vinson,” I
replied.


“Understood,” Tammy uttered.


“Good. Now get out of here,
and you both better come back to the next practice with a much better attitude
than the one you've got now.” 


We stood and walked off,
keeping a good distance from each other.
I looked across at Tammy briefly, and she caught my gaze, responding with a
venomous glare. She mouthed the word “jerk” at me. I just shook my head and
sighed. I didn't want to descend to her level again.


After I'd showered and
cleaned myself up, Leena and I walked to our cars together, chatting along the
way. “That was kinda crazy what happened on the court today, huh?” she asked. 


“It was,” I replied, “and
I'm ashamed that I stooped to Tammy's level and did what I did.”


“She had it coming, though. She was antagonizing you the
whole time, and she tried to do the exact same thing to you three times before
you finally gave it back to her.” 


“Still, it wasn't the right
thing to do.”


“I think it was. You have to
stand up for yourself, Eryn. You can't let people bully you. I think a lot of
us got a great deal of vicarious satisfaction from seeing you give her a bloody
nose. She's been a jerk to plenty of the rest of us.”


I sighed. “I just wonder
what she has against me. I've never done
anything to her.”


“Eryn, you're prettier than
she is and you're a better volleyball player. That right there is enough
for that petty jerk to hate your guts.”


“Seriously, Lee? I'm not
prettier than her. She looks like she could be on the cover of Playboy or
something. I don't.” 


“She just looks like a
slutty bimbo. You, on the other hand?
You've got that classic beauty thing going for you. She has to cake on makeup
every day to look good, but you don't even have to try!”


I blushed, but still didn't feel like Leena was telling the truth. 


“Come on, I don't need empty
flattery to make me feel better.” 


“It's not, Eryn. It's the
truth.”


“Well thanks, Lee; you're a hottie yourself, you
know.”


She giggled. “I do
know, actually!”


We both laughed as we
reached our cars. “Call me while you’re on the road to your parent’s house, if
you get bored,” I called out to Leena.


“I would, but my phone died
and I forgot my charger. But, I’ll text you when I get there.” We said our
goodbyes, climbing into our separate vehicles. 


My car was an old Ford
Taurus that I'd bought with waitressing money. It had run okay for a long time,
but the past few weeks, it had been getting rougher. I knew I needed to get it
to a mechanic, but getting the money together for that was yet another thing I wasn't sure I was able to do, not with things
the way they were at the moment anyway. 


I turned the key in the
ignition and gave it some gas. It struggled and wheezed, and after about a
minute of trying, the motor finally exploded to life. As I pulled out of the
parking lot, though, something about it started to feel real strange. It seemed as if
it was gradually losing power.


This wasn't good – this
really wasn't good. My apartment was five miles away, and it was almost dark. I
really didn't want to walk home in the dark…alone. There had been a few
incidents around the university area
recently with students often being targeted by muggers.


I gave it as much gas as I
could, revving the motor hard, but it just wouldn't go. After a minute, I could
feel that it was on the verge of dying, so I pulled over to the side of the
road.


This was just great. I
had the scholarship matter hanging over my head, my mom to worry about, the
thing with Tammy, and now this. Part of me wanted to scream, part of me wanted
to cry.


I looked up and down the
street. There were a few shady-looking dudes staring intently at me from a few
hundred feet away. I didn't like the look of them – or how they were looking at me. 


What am I gonna do? I
didn't want to get out and walk, not with those guys staring at me. But neither
could I just sit in the car and wait for them to go away; they might be there
all night. 


A car horn sounded behind
me, startling me. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a new, flashy SUV
parked behind me. 


When the driver's door
opened, Wade Vinson got out. It was all I could do to stop myself from jumping
out of the car and leaping into his arms. 


His strong, manly arms… 


No! No more of those thoughts! I shook my head to clear it.


He walked up to my window
and bent down to look inside, and I saw his eyes widen with surprise as he saw
that it was me. 


“Eryn! It's you! Are you all
right? I was just driving a few car lengths behind you and saw your car struggling.
I figured something was wrong.”


“Oh my goodness, I'm so glad you
stopped,” I blurted out, unable to control myself. “Yeah, Coach, my car has
just broken down.”


“I can see that. You wanna
pop the hood for me?”


“You can fix it?”


“I worked on cars a lot as a
teenager. My old man was big into fixing up and restoring classics, so I know a
lot about older motors. This is an early ‘90s model, right?”


“Yeah, '94.” 


“Well, go on, pop the hood, and I'll check it out.” 


I popped the hood for him
while he went and retrieved something from the back of his SUV. He came back
around to the front of my car, rolled up his sleeves, turned on a flashlight,
and began examining the engine. I just watched him, marveling at how quickly
and efficiently he worked; he really seemed to know what he was doing. I
figured he used these skills as ammo for getting women to fall for him. 


After a few minutes, he
popped his head up. 


“All right, I've got it.
Your air filter is totally clogged. You have to get a new one. Almost no air is
getting through, so your car isn't gonna be going anywhere.”


“Oh no. Where can I get one
now?”


“You likely can't. I think
all the auto parts stores are closed. But I can give you a ride to your place.”


“I don't really want to
leave my car here, though.”


He scratched his chin as he
thought about this. “You're right, this isn't the best area. Okay, how far is your place?”


“It's about three miles from
here.”


“You can drive it without
the air filter just for that short distance.”


“It'll work?”


“It will, it's just not good
for the motor. But it's only three miles, just take it slow. I'll follow behind
you and make sure you get back safely.”


“Oh, thank you so much, Coach Vinson.”


“Call me Wade. Seriously.”


I blushed and saw a glimmer of something spark in his eyes as I did.


“All right…Wade. Thank you
so much.”


He smiled warmly. “No
problem! Just looking out for one of my star players.” 


I got into the car and
cranked the starter, and the motor fired right up. I couldn't help but smile;
at least this problem was sorted out – almost. All thanks to Wade. Handsome, talented, white knight Wade.


Dang. I needed
to stop thinking like that. I cleared my mind and focused on driving. The car
felt entirely different now, and I had no problem getting back. When I pulled
off the road as I reached my place, Wade pulled up next to me and motioned for
me to roll down the window.


“Glad you got back safe!” he
called. 


“Thank you so much,” I replied.


“Are you free tomorrow morning?”


His question caught me off
guard and I didn’t know what to think or say. “Um, yeah, I am.” 


“I'll pick up an air filter
and come by and install it for you. I'll see you at 10, that all right?”


“Oh my, you really don't
have to. I-”


“I want to,” he said,
cutting my sentence short. “So I'll see you at 10?”


“All right,” I replied. 


He smiled and drove off – and I couldn't help smiling, too.

















 

Chapter Six


Wade



 

“Ah, these old Fords just
keep on rollin', if you take good care of 'em. But I see out front you drove
here in a new Beemer?” the mechanic said as he handed me the air filter for
Eryn's Ford.


“The Ford isn't mine. I'm
just helping a friend out.”


“Ah, yeah. Well, hey, at
least your friend's car is a lot cheaper to fix if something goes wrong than that
German monster you're driving!”


I chuckled. “That's true,
that's true.”


“Say, haven't I seen you
somewhere before?” the man asked. “You got a real familiar face.” I felt my
heart sink a little; I really, really hoped this guy hadn't recognized me from some
celebrity gossip mag or something. 


“Nah, I'm nobody,” I
mumbled. “Just a sports coach at Florida State.”


“No, no… I've seen you
somewhere. I know I have.”


Here we go… 


“Ah!” his eyes lit up. “You
go to that bar, Coconut Grove, don't you?”


A wave of relief washed over
me, and I smiled as I answered. “Yes! My buddy John and I are often there for
beers.”


The mechanic grinned. “Me, too, pal, me, too. Good joint! Great
music.”


“It is, it is.”


“And, they got some hot,
young waitresses,” he added with a lascivious grin.


I chuckled. “There are some pretty girls there, yes.” I didn't want to get
drawn into a conversation with this guy who seemed to have the ability to talk
for hours on end. 


“All right, man, I'm in a
rush, so can I just pay for this filter and then maybe I'll catch you at
Coconut Grove sometime?”


“Sure thing, pal. That'll be
$28.99.”


I left in a hurry, eager to
get over to Eryn's place. She'd been on my mind the whole morning, even though
I'd been doing my best to keep my thoughts about her strictly volleyball
related. If I were to be perfectly honest, I was not sure that I'd succeeded
with that. 


I pulled up outside her
apartment building just as she came out the front. She smiled and waved when
she saw me, but there was definitely something in the way she looked – a bit of
unease or worry that she was trying to hide. I wondered if I should ask about
it, but decided against it. Not at this time, anyway.


“Hi, Coach Vinson,” she said
as I stepped out of the BMW.


“It's Wade, remember?” I replied with a grin.


She laughed. “Right…Wade.” 


There was a smile on her
face, but she was definitely holding back, keeping a distance from me. She
seemed on edge, almost wary of me, but she was hiding it with a thin veil of
cheerfulness that didn't appear to be entirely genuine. 


“How are you feeling this
morning?” I asked. 


“I'm all right. You?”


“Yeah, all good. Here's the filter,” I said, holding it
up. “Now, let's get this into your motor, and that old Ford will be running
like new again in no time. Well, perhaps not totally like new, but close
enough, huh?”


“Thank you so much,” she
said. “Really, I appreciate this.”


I got my tools, went around
to the front of her car, and she popped the hood for me. Eryn came over to
watch me as I worked. Above the gasoline and oil smell of the engine, I could
smell the scent of her perfume, and it was immensely arousing. I found it hard
to concentrate on the task with her so close to me, looking over my shoulder,
her long, chestnut hair unbound and brushing against my arm. 


Still, it was an easy enough
job, and I was done pretty quickly. 


“All right, it's in. Let's
crank that motor and see how she runs.
Also, do you mind if I take it around the block a few times? That way I can
check if there's anything else here that needs fixing.”


“You'd do that?” 


“Sure.”


“All right, let's go,” she
said, climbing into the passenger seat as she handed me the keys. 


I started the car, and the motor fired right up. That was a
good sign. 


“Hey, you've got a USB music
player in here,” I said as I saw the car's stereo. “A little bit of modern
technology in this thing, huh?” 


“It was a birthday gift,”
she replied. “Turn it on if you want.”


“All right,” I replied,
turning it on as I pulled out onto the road. 


I was very surprised when a
Nirvana song started playing. 


“Nirvana? No way, you listen
to this?”


“I like a lot of classic
rock.” 


I couldn't help but chuckle.
“This is 'classic rock,' huh?” 


“Well, it is like 25 years old, right?”


I nodded and sighed. “Yeah, true. I remember hearing this on the radio when
it came out back when I was in elementary
school and thinking it was about the coolest music I'd ever heard. Man, that
makes me feel a bit old, to be honest.”


“You're only, uh, 32, though, right?”


“Yeah, 33 later this year.”


“You totally don't
look it,” she blurted out abruptly. “I
mean, if I were to guess, not knowing your age, I wouldn't put you a day older
than 25.” 


Suddenly, she blushed; I
didn't think she had meant to be as open with her compliment. Still, I couldn't
help but flash her a smile in response. 


“Thank you, Eryn. I may not play pro anymore, but I
still train hard every day and eat clean. I’m guessing you do, as well, right?”


“Yes,” she replied, somewhat
uneasily. It appeared she regretted complimenting me, and was now feeling a bit
uncomfortable about it. I decided to switch the conversation topic back to
music.


“So, do you like any other
'classic rock' from the ‘90s?” I asked. “Man, I sure do miss those days, being
a kid in the ‘90s.” 


“I wish I had grown up then.
Things changed after the ‘90s, growing up with Facebook,
social media, and YouTube really isn’t
all it’s been made out to be. But yeah, I like plenty of classic stuff from the
‘90s. I mean, rock was just so… I dunno, fresh and passionate then, right?
Smashing Pumpkins, Radiohead, The Pixies, Soundgarden, Green Day…”


I couldn't help but flash
her a massive grin. “Dang, Eryn, you know all that stuff?!” 


She returned the smile,
seeming happier to chat about this than compliments. 


“Yeah, totally! It's one
advantage of living in this age – I can just go on YouTube and find music from pretty much any era, and I also get more
recommendations and discover other great stuff from Spotify.”


“Yeah, I guess I would have
loved to have had access to stuff like that when I was growing up. For me, it
was the radio and MTV. Back in the days when MTV, ya know, played more music
than reality shows and other garbage like that.”


“Ah, that must have been
nice.”


“It was! I feel like music
videos were a lot more creative then – in addition to the music being more
diverse and interesting, too. I mean, no
offense to the kids today, but the stuff that's out there…sheesh, it just seems
like they're not really trying very hard.” 


“I totally agree. I'm kinda
ashamed of the sort of stuff that my generation is putting out. It's all really
just shallow and materialistic.”


I was about to comment on
how I knew all about shallow and materialistic garbage from my days in Los Angeles, but didn't really want to bring that up,
so I held my tongue. By now, though, we'd
come back to Eryn's apartment block, so I pulled the car over and switched the
motor off. 


“Well, this old girl seems
to be all right overall,” I said, patting the dashboard, “but when I was
looking at the motor earlier, I did notice a few things that probably don't
have too much life left in them. If you want, I can pick you up a few more
parts and install them for you.”


Eryn looked kind of
embarrassed when I said this, and a blush reddened her cheeks. “Well, that's
very generous of you, but I don't think I can, um, really afford to do much
more maintenance now. I’m sure you remember that college students are usually
broke,” she laughed. 


“It's fine! I'll buy the
stuff.”


She looked shocked. “But
it's just not right; I can't ask you to do that. Not for free. I mean, it’s a
big drain on your time, even aside from the money question.”


“I told you, I have an
interest in fixing cars. I enjoy tinkering with motors. And besides, I wouldn't
want one of my players to miss a game because her car broke down somewhere.”


She blushed again, and I
couldn't deny she was cursed cute when she was embarrassed. 


“Well, I mean, if it really,
really isn't any trouble,” she said hesitantly.


“Trust me, it's not.” 


“All right. Thank you so
much for your help this morning, Wade,” she said. “I honestly don't know what I
would do without this little car. It may not be much, but it makes my life a
lot easier.”


“No problem,” I assured her.



I didn't want to press the
issue of the further maintenance or appear overeager to see her – even though I
was – so I simply said a quick farewell,
got into my SUV, and drove off. It felt good to have been able to help her –
and to be able to get to know her a bit more. I had been pleasantly surprised
to discover that she was way more than just a pretty face and a talented
volleyball player. And, I was genuinely pleased to know she and I shared a
taste in music. It felt like the age gap wasn’t so great. 


It was there, though. There was well over a decade between us, and it
was foolish of me to be thinking like this. I found her incredibly attractive,
that much was true. And now that I was learning more about her, the attraction
was growing far more intense than it had been over just her looks. 


But the fact remained that
not only was there this age difference, but I was her coach, as well. Two
fences stood between us, not just one, and it would not be good to continue to
think like this. As hard as it was, I needed to try
to get her off my mind. 


It was still early in the day and I figured it might be good to get out
of town for a while just to clear my head. I took out my phone and gave John a
call.


“Hey, buddy,” I said when he
picked up. “You wanna take a drive down to St. George Island, chill on that
white sand beach for the afternoon?” 


“Sounds like a plan!” he
replied enthusiastically. 


“You wanna leave in say, 40
minutes or so?” 


“I'll be ready, man. See you
then.”


I drove over to a coffee
shop and got myself a coffee and a sandwich while I waited for John to get
ready. After that, I picked him up, and
we drove for around two hours, laughing and reminiscing about our college days
and listening to lots of good tunes. 


We got to the beach around
one in the afternoon. It was just what I needed to get my mind off things. We
set up our chairs and beach umbrella on
the sand and prepared to relax. 


After a while, some college-aged
kids arrived and set up a volleyball net some distance down the beach. From the
looks of it, most of them were girls and
were dressed in skimpy bikinis. 


“Well, well, well,” John
said, “have a look at what just arrived! What do you say we go down there and
show 'em a thing or two about volleyball, huh? I mean, I'm not a pro like you,
but I can still throw down.” 


“Nah, man, let 'em have
their game. I'm in the mood to just relax.”


“I don't just wanna go there
for the game, Wade,” John grinned. “I
can't see ‘em too close, but it looks like there are some serious hotties
there!”


“Yeah, man, and they're like
12 years younger than you. Let's just
chill here.”


John looked disappointed, but agreed. We sat and sipped our
drinks and chatted for a while, but then the wind started picking up. One of
the volleyball girls served far too hard, and the ball sailed over their heads
and started bounding along the beach, the
wind carrying it toward us. Another of the girls sprinted after it, but because
of the wind, it just kept on going, seeming to accelerate faster and faster. 


If I didn't stop it, it
would probably be blown off into the ocean. Reluctantly, I got up and ran out
to intercept the ball. As I saw the girl running towards me, I couldn't help
but stare. She was wearing the tiniest, skimpiest bikini I'd ever seen – it
only covered a few square inches of skin, leaving almost nothing to the
imagination, and she had one seriously killer body. As she came closer, I
looked up and saw her face, and my eyes widened with surprise as I recognized
her. 


“Hi, Wade!” she exclaimed.
“What a cool surprise, running into you
out here! And, I hope you don't mind me saying so, but goodness, you look hot
without your shirt on.”


“Uh…hi, Tammy.”

















 

Chapter Seven


Eryn



 

I stared at the car keys
lying on my dresser. 


I still couldn't quite believe it. After all this time
struggling with my car, Coach Vinson — I mean, Wade — had fixed it with pretty
much just one part! And yeah, he had told me that it was going to need a bit
more work to get it running perfectly,
but he didn’t know how stressed I’d been about the car for months. I couldn't
help feeling an overwhelming sense of relief. 


Not to
mention, that one act of kindness
changed the way I saw Wade Vinson. I mean, yes, I still had my suspicions about
him. How could I not, considering his
reputation and my past experiences with guys like him? After all, good-looking
men — especially when they had power, status, and fame — so often acted like
total dogs. 


Take my ex, Tim, for
example. Now it wasn't as if Tim had had power, status, or fame on his side,
but he sure wished he did. What he did have going for him was a really great
set of genes, and he had used his good looks to charm the pants off…well, God
knows how many women. 


The whole thing was not only
sad, but a little disappointing, not only
because I'd been cheated on, but also because it was proof that women, as a
whole, were just as shallow as we always accused guys of being. They fell for Tim solely because of his looks. Just
like they swooned over Wade Vinson. 


And now, I guessed I was
feeling a bit guilty about painting Wade
with the same brush. It was tough to shake some
of the suspicions I had about the type of guy Wade really was, but I couldn't
honestly say whether or not it was my gut telling me that or if it was merely
the trauma of my old scars. The heart has a way of protecting itself to keep
from getting broken again.


I did, however, need to try to be a bit more rational in my jumping to
conclusions. Wade had helped me out of the kindness of his heart, seemingly
without any expectations of getting anything in return. While I'd felt some tension between us — the good kind — and a little something in the way
he looked at me, he certainly hadn't tried to make any moves or suggest
spending any time together outside of volleyball practice. 


I had to
admit, he really had been doing a great job as coach
so far. He was focused and professional.
It was a heck of a lot more than I could say for our former coach. 


I checked the time. Almost noon.
I had 15 minutes to get my rear dressed and to
Nino's Restaurant where I waitressed part-time. I
quickly shimmied into my uniform and said a quick goodbye to Leena, who was
chilling and watching Netflix. I imagined she'd be doing just that all day, as
she didn't need a part-time job. She got a pretty decent monthly allowance from
her parents.


It was only a 10-minute drive from our place. When I arrived,
however, I was surprised to find the parking lot empty and the place closed.
What was going on here? I got my phone out and called my manager, Phil.


“Hello?” he answered in his
annoying, nasal voice.


“Hi Phil, it's Eryn.”


“Uh, yeah? What's up?”


“Um, I arrived for my shift
and the place is closed. What’s going on?”


“Oh no, you didn't get my
text?”


“Nope. Everything okay?” I
asked.


“Last night there was an
electrical short in the kitchen. There was a fire and most of the kitchen
burned down! The place is gonna be closed for at least a week, maybe more while
they clean up and get someone to repair and install new kitchen equipment. I'm real sorry. I could've sworn I'd messaged
everyone this morning.” 


“Oh, man, okay. Well, at
least nobody got hurt in the fire. Let me know when the place is gonna open up again, okay?”


“I will. Absolutely. Have a
good weekend, kiddo.”


“Thanks, Phil. Bye.”


I hung up the call and
immediately felt my stress headache trying to creep in. Just when I'd thought
things were going better, another problem popped up. So I now had the
scholarship issue hanging over my head and I was going to be out of work for at
least a week, possibly longer. I really needed this job to pay the bills. 


I knew that in a situation
like this, Leena could cover my half of the rent – her parents were loaded and
handed out cash to her like it was nothing – but I really didn't want to do
that. I didn't like being in debt to anyone, and I preferred to stand on my own
two feet without having to ask others for help.


Still, what choice did I
have? It wasn't as if there was anything I could do to make the restaurant
reopen any faster. 


I sat in my car for a while,
drumming my fingers on the steering wheel as I thought about everything. Well, I may as well make use of this free
Saturday, I thought – it wasn't
exactly as if I got many of these. I took out my phone and called up Leena.



“Hey, Eryn, what's up?”


“Hey, Lee. Guess what. Nino's is closed.”


“What? Why?”


“It seems the kitchen burned
down last night. Electrical short or something like that.”


“Oh no! That's crazy!”


“Yeah. Anyway, it means that
I don't have to work today.” 


“All right.”


“So do you wanna get out of
the house, go do something fun? And, obviously,
when I say fun, I mean cheap fun, ya know. Outdoorsy stuff. Nothing that's
gonna cost me anything because I am
temporarily unemployed.”


“Yeah, sorry about that.
Hmm, well it's a beautiful sunny day. How about we go work on our tans
somewhere?”


“That sounds like a great idea. Got anywhere in mind?”


“The beach would be
fantastic, don’t ya think?”


“Good thinking, Lee. Which
one?”


“St. George Island is so
chill and gorgeous, and that white sand
is really calling out to me at the
moment. What do you think? I know it's a bit of a drive, but we'll take my car,
and I'll pay for gas.”


“Ahhh, Lee, come on, you
gotta at least let me chip in for gas if you're driving.”


“No way. Seriously, Eryn,
you know my dad gives me like a full tank of gas every week. I've hardly driven
anywhere this month. It's his company's money, anyhow, so look at this way – if
we don't go, I'm throwing all that free gas away!”


I chuckled. “All right, all
right. I'll be back there in five. Get your bikini and some sunblock ready!”


“Are you kidding me? I’m
already changing.”


I cut off the call and
smiled. Despite the worry about the temporary loss of work, I was going to
enjoy my day off. I didn’t get too many days to just chill out and hang with my
friends. I put the car into gear and drove off, thinking about the white sand
and gentle blue waves of St. George Island.



 

*****



 

A few hours later, we
arrived at the main beach on St. George Island. The drive itself had been fun,
with lots of laughing and joking and plenty of good music. Granted, we had to
agree to an equal split because our
tastes in music were pretty different. While I liked the older stuff,
especially music from the ‘90s, she was all about the latest, chart-topping
hits. We both liked a bit of each other's
music, though, so it worked out.


The beach itself was as
beautiful and tranquil as I’d remembered. There was a group of people our age
playing beach volleyball, and some other people sitting and chilling, with a
few swimming in the water. 


“Do you think we should go
join the people playing volleyball?” Leena asked.


I loved volleyball, but I
trained so hard and practiced so much
that I needed a break from it.


“Nah, not right now,” I
replied. “Let's just relax for a while. Besides, maybe they don't want any extra players.”


“Yeah, I guess you're right.
Well, come on, let's pick a spot and set
our towels down.”


We found an open area to claim. I stared out at the
waves rolling in. It was a calm day, perfect for swimming.


“You know what? I think I'm
gonna take a dip,” I announced. “You wanna join me?”


“Not right now,” Leena
replied. “I think I'll just soak up some sun for a while.”


“Okay.”


“Watch out for sharks,” she
joked as I started toward the water.


I turned back over my
shoulder and smiled. “I’ll do my best.”


I was already plotting my
swim path down toward the small pier about a half a mile away when I noticed
the people in the water — two guys and two girls. As I started getting closer to them, I noticed
that the features of the two girls were pretty familiar. Actually, they were really
familiar. 


When I was close enough to
make out who it was, I couldn't help but let out a gasp of surprise. It was
Tammy, Kelly, and…Wade?


I was fairly certain they hadn’t seen me, so I simply turned
around and walked stiffly back to Leena, a clamor of emotions churning through
my head. 


What was going on here? Why were Tammy and Kelly
with Wade…here…swimming together? I sat down next to Leena, who had already settled down
on her towel. 


“Gee, that was quick,” she
remarked. “And you didn't even get in the water. Why'd you change your mind?
You saw a shark, didn’t you?”


“Umm. I suppose that’s one
way to look at it.”


She popped her head up and
glared at me over the top of her sunglasses. “Lee, I want you to take a very
careful look at who is in the water right now,” I said.


She peered at the figures,
but couldn't quite make out who it was. “Someone we know?”


“Uh, yeah. Totally
someone we know.”


She studied the figures for
a few more moments. “You know I’m half blind. Are you gonna tell me, or just
keep me guessing here? C'mon.”


“It's Tammy and Kelly.”


“Seriously? Those two! Way
to ruin a great day.”


“Ohhh, that's not all. Wade
is out there, too.”


“Wade?”


“Coach Vinson!”


Her eyes widened with
surprise. “Oh my goodness, are you serious?” she sat more upright on her elbows. 


“I promise you, it's him.
There's no doubt about it, it's totally him.”


“And, they're swimming together?”


“You can see that they are,
Lee, come on.”


“Yeah, yeah. I know. Jeez,
that's crazy! Do you think that...that something is going on with them?”


“I don't know! But it's
crazy, right?”


“We've established that,
Eryn.”


It was weird. My heart was
pounding fast, and my face felt hot. If
anyone had asked what was going through my head, I wouldn’t have been able to tell them. I had no idea how to describe what I was
feeling. Anger? Resentment?
Jealousy? Betrayal? But...why? 


“Incredible. They're getting out of the water,” Lee
announced.


I snapped out of my trance.
“All right, all right, don't panic. Quick, take out the magazines. We can hide
our faces and just watch what happens.”


We snatched out the
magazines we had brought along from the bag between us and used them to cover
our faces as we pretended to read. I peered out over the top of my magazine and
watched as the scene unfolded. 


“Oh my goodness, Lee, look at
that bikini!” I half whispered. “I mean, can you even call it a bikini? It
looks like three postage stamps joined by a few pieces of dental floss! It's
ridiculous! Is that even legal?”


I was staring, yes, but I
had really only glanced at how ridiculous Tammy's bikini was. For the moment,
all I could see was Wade's gloriously toned and muscular body. Despite
everything about the current circumstances, it was hard not to get lost in how
gorgeous he was. Like, Greek god gorgeous. I shook my head to snap myself out
of my ogling. 


Gorgeous or not, he was hanging out with Tammy and Kelly.
Already. Maybe my first assessment of Wade Vinson had been spot on. Maybe he
was just a shallow narcissist chasing after girls just to add notches to his
bedpost…much like my ex. 


“Yeah, her bikini is pretty
ridiculous,” I repeated, masking what I had really
been looking at. Studying, even. 


“She's naked. Seriously,
she's pretty much naked,” Leena commented.



I watched them, feeling a
strange sense of jealousy. Kelly and Tammy waved a quick goodbye to Wade and
the guy with him before they parted ways. At least they hadn't hugged or kissed
or anything; that would have made me feel even more awkward about the
situation.


“Wade and that dude are
coming this way!” Leena exclaimed in a hushed tone. 


I glanced to our left and
saw some towels a few yards away from us. It must have been their stuff.


“Garbage. I think they're going to be right next to us,” I said. 


“Put your magazine up! Cover
your face!” she commanded.


I did as Leena instructed,
not knowing what else to do. I felt trapped,
almost like a small animal watching a hunter slowly moving in. 


Moments later, Wade and his
friend were close enough for us to hear their conversation. I tried to position
my head at just the right angle to hear them,
but hide my face. I felt like I should be in an episode of I Love Lucy. 


“Goodness, bro, those are
two smoking hot chicks! Dang, Florida State volleyball girls seem to have
gotten so much hotter since our days
there!” the other guy chimed.


I waited with bated breath
to hear what Wade's response would be, certain he was going to confirm his
status as the douchebag I had made him out to be in my mind.


“Yeah. They're good-looking,” he agreed. I was about to begin my
internal condemnation when he continued, “But, ya know, John, I've had
more than my fill of girls like that.”


That was certainly not what
I'd expected him to say.


“Are you serious, man? You
wouldn't bang those two, like right now? ‘Cause I sure would! At the
same time, if that’s what they wanted.”


I shook my head and glared
over at Leena, making sure she was hearing what I was hearing. This John guy
wasn’t scoring any morality points at the moment.


“No, man, actually I
wouldn't,” Wade heard him respond.


“What are you grinning at?”
Leena whispered, peering over her magazine.


“I’m not grinning,” I denied
the accusation until I realized she was right. She just gave me a knowing look.
I made a face at her and focused back in on the conversation going on next to
us.


“I went for a swim with them
because they're on my team and I just wanted to be polite. But seriously, J,
they're not the kind of women I want to be around anymore. And besides – I'm their coach! There are professional
boundaries I have to think about. But even without that, like I said, they're
not my type,” Wade added.


“They sure are my type, though, dude!”


“Yeah, well…if she has a
pulse, she’s your type,” Wade joked.


As much as I didn’t want to
admit it, a strange sense of relief washed over me. Wade Vinson did have some
morals, after all. 


But it seemed those morals
extended to every member of our volleyball team. He was making it quite clear
that he would not have anything to do with any of his players outside of the
volleyball court, and I was as much a part of that group as Tammy and Kelly
were. It was weird. Maybe I would have felt better if he had just said he didn’t
want anything to do with Kelly and Tammy. 


Not that I had a right to
feel any way about it. Wade was, above everything, my coach, and volleyball was
the top priority in my life. It had to be. Without that scholarship, I'd be out
of college. 


Wade and John settled into
their spot next to us, and I flipped a
page on my magazine to really sell the
façade that I was reading it. 


“Hey,” I heard John say to
Wade in a quieter tone, “looks like we've got some new neighbors.”


“It appears we do,” Wade
replied before turning his attention to us. “Good afternoon, ladies. I hope
you're having as good an afternoon as we
are.”


Leena and I both dropped the
magazines to our towels and turned to look in their direction. I watched Wade's
eyes grow wide with surprise.


“Oh, hi, Wade,” I said with
as much false surprise as I could manage.

















 

Chapter Eight


Wade



 

I couldn't believe it. Two
chance meetings in one afternoon! This one, however, I was a lot more pleased
about than the previous one. 


Kelly and Tammy had made me
pretty uncomfortable with their blatant flirting. And seeing them in those
micro-bikinis, or whatever you called what they were wearing, was even more
uncomfortable. I couldn't deny that part of me found it tempting. But they
really had left almost nothing to the imagination. I think the average
washcloth had more material than the total
of both of their bikinis combined. 


Of course, John couldn't
keep his eyes from popping out of his skull, and I guessed I couldn't blame the
guy. Two practically naked college girls
flirting outrageously with a couple of guys our age…hell, it was like a fantasy
becoming a reality for John. 


But I'd lived in Los
Angeles. I'd had experience with girls like that. Both of them had fake boobs,
for sure – I'd seen enough of those in L.A. to be able to tell. And really, I
just wasn't into such blatant advances, such self-obsessed displays. 


Still, I'd let John have
some fun and had agreed to at least go for a swim. But, I was glad it was over.
However, just when I'd thought we could kick back, relax, and chat up the cute
women on the towels next to us, I realized that wasn’t in the cards. Two more members of my team. What were the
odds? 


This time was entirely
different for me, though. While John was
obviously having the time of his life, having enjoyed not one, but two pairs of
bikini-clad young women to ogle at, this
time I was the one fighting a stirring of attraction welling up. 


I could hardly take my eyes
off Eryn, and I was thankful that I was wearing sunglasses so she couldn't see
just how hard I was staring. 


She and Leena were dressed
in far more modest bikinis than Tammy and Kelly's. But that in itself was part
of what attracted me. She wasn’t trying to show off everything she had. Make no
mistake, I'd found her tremendously attractive since I'd first laid eyes on
her, but seeing her in a bikini set off a fire inside me that I needed
desperately to tamp down.


Her body was toned, obviously from all the extra workouts she put
in, and she had a beautiful, even tan. Her long legs and strongly-defined
muscles were even more obvious than during
practice, again a result of her hard work
on the volleyball court. 


Her stomach was smooth and
flat, and her breasts – Goodness, I could hardly keep my eyes off them. They were clearly not fake. Pert and medium-sized;
just the right size for a handful...or mouthful. Her curves were so different
from the exaggerated, plastic-enhanced
bodies of Tammy and Kelly. She was natural and beyond beautiful.


Dang. I was
getting hotter than the temperature intended,
and I knew that I shouldn't be thinking about my star player in such a way. It
was just so, so hard not to stare at her.



“Hi, ladies,” John said in
response to their greeting before I could talk. “I'm
guessing you're also members of the Florida State volleyball team?”


“We are, yes,” Eryn replied.


“And, Eryn here is one of
the star players,” I added quickly – not sure why I'd felt the need to add
this. But then she smiled and I was glad I had. I couldn't help but smile back
at her. 


“I'm not that great,” she
said, “but thanks for the compliment, Wade.”


“Except you are that good,
Eryn,” Leena interjected. “C'mon, you work your rear off! It's okay to take a
little credit for your hard work now and then. Right, Coach?” 


I laughed at the way Leena
had delivered her pat on the back. “That’s exactly right, Leena. Exactly
right.” 


“So are you planning on
introducing me to these lovely ladies at any stage, Wade?” John asked with a
grin.


“Ah yeah, Eryn and Leena,
this is John. He’s one of my best friends. I've known him since our college
days.”


“Yeah, Wade and I were both
on the Florida State men's volleyball
team together,” added John. “Believe it or not, despite how I look now, I was
once as fit, strong, and ripped as this
specimen next to me.”


The girls both giggled, and
I could have sworn that I caught Eryn staring at my chest, only to look away
quickly when I glanced at her. 


“Wade was the star of the
team, of course,” John continued. 


“But you were good, too,” I
added. “You had a mean spike on you; you could really blast that ball like a
cruise missile.” 


“I'm not the one who ended
up going pro, though, and then winning
Olympic gold,” replied John. “You ladies do know about that, right? That your
coach is an Olympian with a gold medal?”


“We do,” Leena spouted, “and
we're extremely happy to have him as our
coach.”


“We really are,” Eryn added. “I feel like I am going to learn a lot
under his watch.”


“I'm glad you feel that
way,” I said.


“And, of course, you're both
gonna improve leaps and bounds with this crazy guy as your coach,” John added. 


“Oh? He's crazy, is he?”
Eryn asked with a grin, and I could have sworn that there was a hint of
flirtatiousness in her tone. 


“Believe me, I could tell
you some stories, I really could!” John exclaimed with a big smile.


“I’m going to want to hear
some of those stories,” Eryn chimed.


“Agreed,” Leena piped in.
“Might need some leverage sometime when
he wants to make us run suicide sprints.”


I didn't
want to get too much into the stories John could tell. Yes, I'd done some crazy
things in my college days that were fun to laugh about now, but I didn't want
that to evolve into any kind of stories from my L.A. days, which were a lot
more recent and a bit more shameful. I
decided to change the topic before anything like that could pop up. 


“So, what made you ladies decide to come out to the beach for the day?” I
asked. 


“Eryn's restaurant burned
down,” Leena replied nonchalantly.


“Whoa, hold up – first, you
have a restaurant, Eryn? And second, it burned down?” John asked with a truly convinced
look.


Eryn laughed, and I found that I really, really liked the sound of her
laughter. It was almost musical. 


“No, no,” she replied, still
chuckling. “I just work as a waitress at Nino's, that Italian place downtown.” 


“Ah, I see,” John said. 


“And what about the burning
down part?” I asked.


“There was some sort of
electrical short last night, and a lot of the kitchen burned. Nobody was hurt, though, and the damages weren't too bad,
from what the owner said. I was supposed to work there today, but found out about this fire at the last minute. So, with a
free day, Lee and I decided to drive out here.”


I smiled. “Good plan.” 


Neither of us had mentioned
the fact that we'd seen each other just hours earlier
when I'd fixed her car. It felt kinda like a little secret between us. She
didn't seem to have told Leena about it, and I hadn't mentioned anything about
it to John. There was an unspoken understanding between us that we'd just keep
it quiet. 


“So what are your plans for
the afternoon?” I asked. 


“We were just going to relax
and catch some sun,” Eryn replied. 


“John and I were talking
earlier about going snorkeling. We have another old friend from college who has
a little dive shop and a boat here. I think he can take us out for a very
discounted price, if you're interested.”


Eryn and Leena looked at
each other, and there was an obvious
enthusiasm in their eyes. “That sounds amazing,” Leena said. “Last time I went
snorkeling, I managed to see not one, but two sea turtles.”


“Awesome!” I commented.
“What about you, Eryn?”


Her cheeks went red as she
blushed. “I've never actually been snorkeling before,” she replied. 


“Well, now is about as good
a time as any to start,” I said. “So would you two like to come with us?” 


“It's not gonna be too
expensive, is it?” Eryn questioned. 


I immediately understood why
she was worried about the cost. She hadn't told me everything about her
situation, but from what I gathered when I'd fixed her car, I knew she wasn’t
one of the silver-spoon college kids whose parents could pay off the coach for
a starting spot on the lineup. And, she
had a part-time job. 


Frankly, I really didn’t
know when she had time to do her schoolwork and sleep. I knew firsthand how
much time being on the team took up.


“You know, come to think of
it, ol’ Trevor owes me big time from way back. I think I might be able to twist
his arm and get us a trip free of charge. So don't even worry about that, all
right?”


That was a bit of a lie –
Trevor didn't owe me anything, but I'd gladly pay for Eryn. I just knew if I
put it like that, she wouldn't accept, and then Leena and John would probably
both be a bit suspicious about my intentions. 


Eryn's eyes immediately lit
up. “All right. Well, if it's really no trouble, then we'd love to come, right,
Lee?” Leena nodded as well.


“All right girls, come on,
let's head over to Trevor's. It's about a 15-minute
walk from here.”


We all gathered our things
and began to walk at a leisurely pace along the beach. When we reached Trevor's
dive shop, I made sure that I went in first, leaving John to chat with Eryn and
Leena outside. I wanted to be certain
that Trevor understood there was a “little favor” between us.


When he saw me walk in, his
eyes lit up. “Holy smokes! Is that you, Wade Vinson?”


I grinned as I looked at
him. He still looked like he had in college – lean,
tan, and full of energy, but his hairline was a touch further back than I remembered and he had a few crinkles around his
eyes. I was reminded of my own age and
the gap between myself and Eryn, but I tried not to think too hard about it.
After all, there was nothing to think about. She was a player on my team.


“Hey, Trevor. Good to see
you!”


“Dang, bro, it's great to
see you! How long you been back out here?”


“I just got back a couple of
weeks ago. How's life out here?”


“Oh, it's chilled out, man, relaxed, just how I like it. What brings
you back?”


“I just got tired of L.A.,
bro, real tired of it. I missed this place a lot, and I kinda needed to reboot
my life a little – so, here I am.”


“Awesome, man. Well, I hope
to see you out here on St. George Island a lot more often then. No better place
to reboot.” 


“I'd like that, too. Say, Trev, I'm here with some friends, and we
were wondering if you could take us out in the boat for a little snorkeling.
Now, I'm not gonna ask for any discounts – I want to support your business as a
friend. So just let me know what you'd usually charge for four people, and I'll
pay right now, and then we won't mention the cost again at all. If anyone
asks…you owed me a favor. Deal?”


He nodded with a grin.
“Sounds good, man. Thanks, I appreciate that. Usually when friends drop by,
they want the whole half price thing or whatever. And, I'm happy to do that, of
course, but it does cost me money to take the boat out.”


“Like I said, I'm supporting
you as a friend. Just charge my card full price and then we'll forget about the
whole money thing.”


I handed him my card and he
made the transaction. I smiled, then went out and brought the others in so that
they could pick out masks, flippers, and
snorkels that fit properly. Another 15 minutes later, when we were all suited
up and ready to go, Trevor led us a short distance to where his boat was
waiting. 


It did something to me to
see how excited Eryn was about the trip. She had this huge, beautiful grin
plastered across her face the whole time. 


“All right everyone, you all
ready for a great afternoon?” Trevor asked as he started the boat's motor up.


“Hell yeah!” we all replied.



“I'm gonna take y'all out to the best spot I know where I can
almost guarantee you'll see tons of fish and turtles. Maybe some dolphins will
even swim by if we're real lucky.”


“Let's go, Trev!” shouted
John, punching his fist in the air. “I wanna see me some turtles!”


We all laughed at his
enthusiasm. I could, however, see the quiet excitement radiating from Eryn's
beautiful face, and that alone made all the money I'd spent on the afternoon
worth it. 


Trevor drove us out about a
mile offshore before he dropped the
anchor. He gave us all a few basic tips and helped Eryn a little more than the
rest of us since it was her first time. Then, he proceeded to tell us about our
location.


“This spot is where plenty
of fish congregate since the boats don't usually come out this way. For that
reason, the water is nice and still, and the visibility is generally excellent. I'll let you guys explore
on your own. Just don't drift too far from the boat. But if you do, don't
worry, I'm keeping an eye on everyone. 


“By the way, it'll probably
be better if you go off in pairs. That way if one person spots something cool,
at least there'll be one other person to see it, too. And, you can keep up with
one another.”


“I'll go with Eryn since
she’s the least experienced, and you and Leena can go together,” I said to John
before anyone else could make any suggestions. 


“Sounds good to me, man,” he
replied. “Ladies, you cool with that?”


“We are,” they both said. 


I took Eryn's hand in mine
and immediately felt an intense energy surging between us. I couldn't help but
wonder if she felt it, too. I glanced up and our eyes met. We held each other's
gaze for a few moments, a few moments
that felt as if they went on far longer than they actually did. 


“Ready?” I managed to force
through a tightened throat.


She nodded.


“Let's jump in,” I
suggested, our eyes still locked. 


“I’d like that,” she
responded with a smile that melted everything in me.


We put on our masks and
placed our snorkels in our mouths, and then jumped into the clear water. We
swam alongside each other, shooting glances and smiles in each other's
direction probably far more often than we should have. 


It was amazing. There were
brightly-colored fish swimming everywhere, and I could see that Eryn's eyes
were alive with wonder. She kept excitedly grabbing my hand and pointing out
every new type of fish she saw. 


After about half an hour, I
saw two, large shapes drifting toward us. I grabbed Eryn's hand and pointed through the clear blue water as the sea turtles
approached. She moved closer to me, grabbing hold of my arm until she realized
the large shapes weren’t a threat. We both watched in silent awe as they lazily
drifted past us, these two, big, peaceful reptiles. It was a moment I knew I'd
never forget.  


Eventually, we all returned to the boat and stripped our gear off.
Everyone was still excited and talking non-stop about the various things they'd
spotted underwater. As we talked, Trevor drove us back to the dock. We hung
out, had a few snacks and a drink at his place, and watched the sun set. 


I found myself stealing
glances at the woman sitting next to me. Her laugh was infectious and seeing
her joking and laughing with Leena was a side I knew I’d have never seen in
practice. Every time she smiled, I wanted nothing more than to pull her close
to me. 


Knowing it wasn’t a
possibility was hell. For the first time in my life, I felt like I had met
someone who was real. Someone down to earth. Someone genuine. And, she was
beyond my reach. To put it in laymen’s terms — it sucked. 


When the sun had set and the
dark began to settle, we said our goodbyes as John and I parted ways with Eryn
and Leena. As we were walking away, I turned and shot one more glance over my
shoulder and found Eryn doing the same. We gave each other one final smile and
a wave, and that was that.

















 

Chapter Nine


Eryn



 

 Leena set up the ball for me in a perfect
assist, bouncing it right up to the sweet spot where I'd be able to jump and
spike it hard. I knew Tammy saw it coming, so I grunted with effort as I jumped and cocked my arm as though I planned to
deliver a full power spike, only to give it a half power off speed hit, putting
plenty of spin on it. 


She'd been expecting the
full spike and had set up a block accordingly, but the spin I'd put on the ball
and the much slower pace caught her totally off guard.
The ball glanced off her palm and shot off to the side, bouncing out of bounds.


“That's it!” Wade shouted
from the sideline. “Game goes to Red Team! Congratulations, ladies! Blue Team,
you girls need to put in a lot more
work.”


My teammates gathered around and hugged me. It had been a great game,
and we'd all been working together in perfect unity, playing with the smooth
efficiency of a well-oiled machine. To put it in childish terms, we totally
creamed Tammy's team. Though, they’d played almost as if they'd all been
wearing blindfolds. It hadn’t been much of a challenge.


I glanced across at them as
they slunk off the court. Tammy mouthed the word “jerk” at me while Kelly
flipped me the bird. I wasn't about to stoop to their level, though, so I just shook my head and turned away. 


“All right everyone, gather
round,” Wade shouted. 


I tried not to stare at him,
but he looked even better than usual and I couldn't help but think about the
time we'd spent together on Saturday. It had been one of the best days of my
life – and it had all happened because Nino's kitchen had burned down. I
couldn't help but chuckle about that. 


But when I looked at Wade,
humor was the last thing on my mind. I remembered the moment on the boat when
he'd taken my hand just before we'd jumped in. I thought about how it had sent
butterflies fluttering through my belly. 


I knew I shouldn’t think it,
about him…but I couldn't help it. He was charming and full of surprises. I tried to remind myself that Tim had also
seemed so kind and generous and honest when we'd first met – but we all knew
how that turned out. 


Still, even with my guard up
and my suspicions on full alert, it was hard not to be charmed by Wade. Not
just his looks, but his kindness and openness and his love of adventure. Plus,
I'd seen Tammy and Kelly with their fake boobs in their slutty micro-bikinis pretty much throwing themselves at him, and
he'd turned them down. That had to count for something.


“All right, ladies, gather
round, gather round. Practice is over, but there's one last thing before you
all hit the showers. Now, as you know, our first game of the season is coming
up this Saturday and it's an important one. The University of Miami is no joke.



“With that in mind, I've
been observing closely over the past weeks, making notes, and of course
comparing my notes to those of Coach Hatting, and I've made a list of who's on the starting lineup.”


My heart instantly began to
hammer faster and faster in my chest. My extremities began to tingle with nerves. The inside of my mouth felt suddenly
dry, and nausea began to creep up the back of my throat. My fate was about to
be decided and I was the only one aware of what hung in the balance. If I
didn't make this lineup, the university would revoke my scholarship...and my
life as I knew it would be over.


Wade began to read out the
names, and with every name he read that
wasn't mine, my anxiety grew by leaps and
bounds. I felt like I was going to throw up, right there on the court. A little
voice inside my head was screaming for me to move, to jump up and run straight
to the bathroom – but I didn't. I stayed put.


And then I heard it: the
last name on his list. 


My name.


Me! 


I wanted to jump up and
down, scream to the top of my lungs, dance like a lunatic. Of course, then
everyone would think I was a lunatic.
So, that was out. But suddenly, every trace of fear and anxiety evaporated
instantly replaced by euphoria and joy. I couldn't believe it. After all this
time, after all my effort, my hard work
and dedication had finally paid off. It was an indescribable feeling. 


I glanced across at Leena
and saw the same joy mirrored in her eyes. She had made the starting lineup,
too, and, like me, it was her first time. I knew we were going to have to
celebrate. 


Across from us, however, a completely different set of emotions were
churning and boiling. Tammy and Kelly,
who had always been starters, had not made it; they were absolutely furious.
Their rich parents couldn't get them
starting positions by greasing palms any longer, not with Wade Vinson in charge
of things!


I wanted, more than
anything, to run up and jump into his muscular arms to hug him so tightly he
couldn’t breathe. But, of course, that wasn’t an option. 


“That's it,” he said.
“Congratulations to those of you who made it! I've noticed who works hard,
believe me, and hard work is rewarded. For those of you who didn't make the
lineup, don't be too disappointed. Work hard and things may change. 


“And that goes for those of
you who are in the lineup, as well! Don't
think your positions are secure! If you start slacking off, you'll be dropped
like a bad habit. 


“All right, hit the showers!
And check your emails tomorrow about arrangements for the game. It's a home game, so we don't need to worry about
transport and accommodations and all that stuff. But you all do need to be here
on time – and drum up some support from your friends and family and all that;
we want to have a good crowd to cheer us on when we kick those Miami girls'
butts!”


“Right on, Coach Vinson!”
shouted one of the girls, and we all shouted in response.


Wade grinned. It was the
most perfect, crooked grin I’d ever seen.


“That's what I like to
hear,” he said. “All right, y'all can go
hit the showers now. Remember what I said! Check your emails, and get a big
crowd out to this game. We want to hit Miami with everything we've got. My
mission with this team is two-fold: first, division champs. Second, national champs!” 


We all cheered in support,
our enthusiasm catalyzed by Wade's
determination and drive. “Thanks, Coach
Vinson,” we all shouted, and he smiled in response.


“All right all right, go on,
shower time! Go!” he said, laughing. 



 

*****



 

Leena and I felt like we
were walking on air all the way out of the locker room. We had given each other
so many hugs that I'd lost count. 


“I still can't believe it,”
I chimed once more, and I saw that the smile on her face was as broad as the
one on mine. 


“Right?!” she exclaimed. “We
made it! We really made it!”


“But we can't simply rest on
our laurels now, can we? This is just one rung on the ladder, and we still have
a long way to climb, right?” I preached.


“Totally right. Like Wade
said, this is a very important game
coming up,” she said. “If we can get off to a good start with a strong win
against Miami, I think it'll set a good tone for the rest of the season.”


“And, of course, we want to
show Wade that he made the right choice by including us in the starting
lineup,” I added. “So that means we totally have to put in like…110 percent
effort.”


“Exactly,” she agreed. 


We gave each other one more
hug as we reached our cars. “We're going to have to do something to celebrate later when we both get back to the apartment,”
I said. “This is big, it really is.”


“Agreed. I'll pick up a
bottle of champagne, and we can pop it in
celebration.”


I grinned. “That sounds just
perfect.”


“All right, it's on then!
See you later tonight.”


I said goodbye to Leena and
got in my car, still feeling overjoyed at
the good news. I was headed to my mom's place. I had to tell her the good news in person – a phone call just
wouldn't do. I knew how happy she would be, and I wanted to see that happiness
in person. 


As I was driving, a Nirvana
track started to play, and I couldn't help but think of Wade. It was all thanks
to him that I had made the starting lineup. Well, not entirely due to him. I
mean, I sure had put in a ton of hard work to get this far – but it
really was awesome to finally have a coach who made fair decisions and choices based solely on our playing abilities
and not...other factors. 


I couldn't help but think of
how we’d had such a good time together over the weekend. Snorkeling had been such
an amazing experience. It had been like traveling to another planet – and he had been right by my side, for the whole
thing. Sharing an experience like that with him was more than I had imagined it
would be. 


Naturally, there was an
unspoken understanding between us that things could not go past a certain
point. He was my coach. I couldn't
jeopardize my spot on the team – and indeed, my whole university career – for,
well, for whatever it was that was stirring between us.


I decided not to think about
it too much or overanalyze it. All I wanted right now was to enjoy this moment.
I reached my mom's place, parked the car in a safe spot, and hurried inside.
The anticipation of telling her the news was just overwhelming. 


I used my key to open the
door and immediately knew that something was off; there was a burning smell
coming from the kitchen.


“Mom!?” I shouted.
“Something burning? What's going on, are you here?”


There was no reply, only
silence. Worry began to creep through me. I rushed into the kitchen and found a
pot of pasta on the stove, smoke rising from the pot; all the water had long
been boiled away, and the pasta was turning into a black, charred mess at the
bottom. I pulled it off the stove and turned it off before it got any worse.


“Mom! What's going on?” I
shouted, my anxiety rising by the second. 


I rushed to the bathroom,
but there was nobody there. Then I ran into her
bedroom and almost screamed. She was
lying face down on the floor, motionless. My heart started to race as I ran
over and knelt next to her. 


I almost had a panic attack
as I assumed the worst until I saw that she was still breathing. Shallowly,
yes, but still breathing. She was out cold,
though, and her nose was bloody from where it had hit the ground. All I could
gather was that she must have fainted. 


“Mom, wake up, wake up!” I
said frantically, shaking her body. 


She wasn’t responsive. I
knew I had to get her to the hospital,
and I tried to pick her up, but she was just too heavy. Panic was overtaking me
fast. I knew from past experience that if I called an ambulance, it would take
them 30 minutes to arrive, if not longer. So I grabbed my phone with shaking
hands and dialed the first person I could think of who might be able to help
me.


“Hi, Eryn!” he said, the
sound of his voice bringing me a little comfort. 


“Wade,” I said breathlessly,
“this is an emergency, and I desperately need your help. Please, can you come
now?”


“Tell me where you are, and I'll be there immediately.”


I told him the address and
then crouched down next to my unconscious mother and started sobbing softly.

















 

Chapter Ten


Wade



 

I was about a block away
from my house when my phone rang. It had been a long day, and I was exhausted.
I considered ignoring it and phoning whoever it was back once I'd got inside and chilled out for a few. But
then I looked down to see who was calling and I
immediately answered.


“Hi, Eryn!” I said as I picked it up. 


A tone of fear and panic laced her voice, and her words rushed
through the speaker of my phone at high speed. I knew something was wrong the
moment she said my name. When she said there was an emergency, I got the
address from her and slammed my BMW into gear and floored it, spinning tires as
I took off. 


I drove it fast and hard –
faster than I probably should have – but the panic in her voice had me worried.
I arrived at her mom's place in less than
five minutes, jumped out of the car leaving the motor running, and ran straight
up into the building she'd told me she was in. 


I saw her standing at the
top of the stairs, her face twisted with worry, her eyes teary. 


“Where is she?” I asked
right away. 


“Follow me. Thanks so much
for coming. I didn’t know who else to call.”


I hurried after her into the
apartment, and she led me straight to her mom's bedroom, where I saw a
middle-aged version of Eryn laying motionless on the floor. “All right, let's
get her out of here,” I said. 


I squatted down, and Eryn helped me get her mom into my
arms. I was able to pick her up and carry her down the stairs. 


“Open the back door of the
car,” I said to Eryn as we approached my car. 


She did as I said, and we
both eased her mom onto the back seat so
that she would be safe, comfortable, and stable enough that her body wouldn't
be able to move around. Eryn climbed in next to her mom. I jumped into the
driver's seat and drove as fast as I could to the nearest hospital. 


I waited in the car at the
emergency room entrance while Eryn ran in to get some nurses, who came out with
a gurney. They loaded her mom onto it and then took her into the ER. 


“You go with your mom,” I
said. “I'll find a parking spot, then I'll come in and find you.”


She nodded, tears running
down her cheeks. She quickly reached over and squeezed my hand tightly. “Thank
you so much, Wade. Thank you...”


I squeezed her hand back.
“It's not a problem. I'm just doing what any decent human being would do. Now
you go, I'll come and find you.”


I drove the car out to the
parking lot and then jogged back to the
ER. A man in scrubs was speaking to Eryn, who looked like she was refusing to
leave her mother’s side, so I hurried over to them to see what had happened. 


“We are going to have to run
some tests before the doctor can give you any kind of diagnosis,” he said.
“Your mother likely got knocked unconscious when she hit her head on the floor,
but there’s always a chance she went unconscious first. There’s just no way to
know for sure.”


Eryn simply nodded; it
seemed as if she wasn't capable of speaking right now. I decided to step in and
take over. 


“Excuse me, Doctor, but how
long do you think all of this is going to take?”


“Are you her son?”


“No. I'm, uh, I'm a family
friend.” 


“I see. Well, she'll at least have to stay overnight while we
run the tests. And, it's essential that she's
under observation since she’s been unconscious as long as she has. As I said to
Eryn, we’ll do some preliminary tests before we decide what we might need to do
further. Don't worry, though, she's in
good hands here.”


“I'm sure she is. Is she
going to wake up any time soon?” I asked,
Eryn still listening, but not saying a word, just looking down at her mother.


“She should, yes. You can
stay around until she does. Once we know a little more, we will try to get her
in a room. Then you can see her.”


“I understand, Doc. Thank you.”


“Of course,” the doctor
replied. “I'll contact you as soon as I have something more for you.”


With that, the doctor hurried off, and Eryn leaned over and grabbed her
mother’s hand. The nurses were tucking her into the hospital bed with a
blanket.


“I'm so sorry, Eryn. I know
this isn’t easy.”


She simply nodded and slipped her free hand into mine. I squeezed her
hand reassuringly. We stood in silence for a few moments, and then Eryn's mom's
eyes slowly opened. 


“Wh- where am I?” she
croaked. “Wh- what happened?”


Eryn managed to find her
voice. 


“Hi, Mom,” she sniffled.
“You're in the hospital. You passed out
at home and hit your head.”


“Oh...I-”


“Shh,” Eryn said as she
stroked her mom's forehead gently. “Just rest. The doctors and nurses are going
to take care of you.”


“Who's this man, dear?” she
asked, looking at me.


“He's my volleyball coach,
Mom. Wade Vinson. He helped get you here.”


She smiled, despite the pain she was obviously in. “Thank you, Mr. Vinson. She's
so talented, isn't she?” she smiled like
the proud mother I could see she was.


I smiled in return. “She
really is, Mrs. Barnett. And she's got
some good news about volleyball that I'm sure she'd like to tell you.”


“Really? What's that dear?”
she asked, turning to Eryn.


Eryn beamed a wide smile at her mom, despite her teary eyes.
“I made the starting lineup! I'm playing in the game against Miami this
Saturday. So that means you have to cooperate with the doctors so they don’t
keep you in here because you didn’t listen.”


I couldn't help but smile.
It was obvious how happy the news made
Eryn’s mother and how big of a deal this was to her. Of course, Eryn had
totally earned it. She really was one of the most talented and hardworking
players I'd come across in my years of coaching.


“That's just wonderful,
dear, so wonderful! I know how hard
you've worked for this, and I'm so proud of you...so very proud!”


The doctor came back and
interrupted the conversation. “Ah, Mrs.
Barnett, I see you've woken up. Good. As for your daughter and friend, I'm
afraid they're going to have to leave now. We need to take you upstairs to do
some tests. Don't worry, though,
everything is taken care of, and we'll
make sure you're out of here as soon as possible. You will have to stay overnight, though.”


“All right,” she said to the
doctor then turned back to Eryn. “Honey, you go. There’s nothing you can
accomplish sitting in some waiting room. I’ll call you when they put me in a
room for the night, and I'll see you tomorrow, dear.”


“I want to stay here, Mom,”
Eryn protested.


“Nonsense,” she retorted.
“It’s already late, and I know how long these things can take. It will be well
after midnight before they are finished with me. I’m sure of it. Now go. I’ll
call you in a bit. And thank you for your help, Mr.
Vinson, I do appreciate it tremendously. Take care of my girl.”


“Yes, ma’am. I will. And I
hope you feel better soon, Mrs. Barnett,”
I replied. 


I took Eryn's hand. “Come on, Eryn, we need to go now. Your mom will be fine.”


She leaned over and kissed
her mom and whispered a goodbye, and then allowed me to lead her out. Once we
were out in the parking lot, I stopped to speak to her. 


“Are you all right?” I
asked. “I mean, obviously you're not, but I mean, under the circumstances, are
you okay?”


“I'll be okay,” she replied. “Thank you, Wade. So much.”


“It's fine, really, it is.
Is there anyone else you need to call? Any siblings? Your father?”


As I said “father,” I her
expression change momentarily. There was obviously something there, so I knew
not to push that issue. 


“I have an older sister in San
Diego; I'll call her later. I don’t want to worry her for any longer than
necessary.”


“All right. And anything
else you need? Have you eaten dinner?”


“No, I was gonna eat with my
mom. I need to go back there to turn off the lights and the TV and everything.”


“All right, well let's pick
up some takeout, and we can eat it there.
You can make sure everything is turned off and safe, and then I'll drop you at
your place. Sound good?”


She nodded.


“Cool, come on,” I said, and
we walked over to the car. “Any ideas on where to go?” I asked. “It's kinda
late, so I'm not sure what's available around here.”


“I know it's not the kind of
stuff athletes should be eating, but I know that there's a 24-hour burger drive-thru about three blocks
away.”


I grinned, happy to be able
to lighten the mood somewhat. “We can eat crappy food once in a while,” I said.
“Burgers, fries, and milkshakes it is.”


Twenty minutes later, we
were walking back into Eryn’s mother’s apartment. “Let's eat first,” Eryn
suggested. “I'll call my sister later. I've got some other stuff I want to talk
to her about, too.”


“All right,” I agreed as we
sat down at the kitchen table to eat. “So how long has your mom lived here?” I
asked, trying to make conversation. 


“Since I was a little kid,
actually,” she replied. “This is where I grew up. That room over there,” she
said, pointing at a door across from the table, “that was the room my sister
and I shared when we were kids.”


“How much older is your
sister?”


“She's five years older than
me, but she and I have been super close since we were kids; more like best
friends than sisters.”


“What does she do out in San
Diego?”


“Oh, she was offered a really good job with a tech startup there a few
years ago. The company has grown a lot, and she's worked her way up the ladder.
She's doing really well for herself, but
she's married and has twins to take care of. She got married right out of
college.” 


“Wow. She must be busy.”


“She is. We still talk
weekly, but I miss her. Especially at
times like this.”


“I'm sure you do, Eryn.”


“What about you?” she asked.
“Where did you grow up? You have any brothers or sisters?”


“I'm Florida born and
raised, not from here, though. I grew up in Jacksonville. Well, not in
Jacksonville itself, but close enough. Lived out in a pretty rural area. The
boonies, actually. I grew up riding dirt bikes and camping out and all that.
Old school – no video games, nothing, just outdoors stuff.”


“And, siblings?” she asked
again as she munched on a French fry.


“I have two brothers, one
older and one younger.”


“So how did you get into
volleyball if you grew up in the boonies? I don't think too many guys out in
the boonies are into volleyball,” she joked.


I chuckled. “No, they're
not. I actually only picked up a volleyball for the first time when I was 16. I
was on a vacation with my family, and some kids were playing on the beach. My
brothers and I asked if we could play. They explained the rules, let us join,
and from that moment, I was hooked.”


“Did your school have a
team?”


“No. I transferred to a high
school in Miami near my grandparents because they had a good volleyball coach,
and after that, right here to Florida State University. The rest is history, I
guess.”


She smiled and sucked on the
straw of her milkshake. I was happy to share anything about my life, but I also
I wanted to find out more about hers. I just
didn't want to pry. I decided to keep the questions light and simple and not get into too much personal
stuff.


“What about you? When did
you start playing volleyball?”


“Oh, at a much younger age
than you. It was in elementary school. The gym teacher introduced us to the
sport in class one day. Like you, I had a natural ability for it from the
beginning.”


I smiled. “Yeah, it's pretty
obvious to see. And I have to say, I'm very
happy to be able to do what I can to bring out your full potential. I
really do think you can go very far, Eryn. Seriously. 


“I see in you what I had
when I was in college – that same drive, that same determination, the same raw talent, and fire. You have to keep working hard
at this. I honestly think you have the potential to get to the very top.”


I didn't want to get her
hopes too high, but I was being
completely honest. The next Olympic Games were in two years, and if I could see
Eryn playing volleyball for Team USA in the Games...well, I thought that would
be one of the greatest moments of my life. And, I really did think she had the potential to get that far.


“You really think that I
have that much potential?” she questioned me.


“I don't think it,” I said, “I know it.”


She smiled shyly and sipped
on her milkshake as I finished off my burger. “I'm glad we have you as our coach,” she said. “I wasn’t just saying
that the other day. I do feel like you're bringing out the best in me. And,
knowing that you’re going to be fair motivates me to work even harder.”


“Then I'm doing my job
properly,” I said with a smile, trying not to stare at her. Even with her eyes
a little swollen from crying, she was still the most beautiful thing I’d ever
laid eyes on. 


We finished off the rest of
our meal in silence. When we were done, Eryn went around the apartment to make
sure everything was turned off and locked up before we headed out. 


“Thank you again for your
help tonight,” she said to me as we got to the parking lot. “I really don't
know what I would have done without you.”


“Like I said, I was just
doing what any decent human being would do.” I walked her over to her car. “I
really hope your mom is going to be okay,” I said.


“Thanks. Me, too. Besides my
sister, she's the only family I've got. I'm very close to her.”


“I can see that. But try not
to worry too much; she's in really good hands. I'm sure she'll be fine. Remember, we have a very big game on Saturday, and you need to get
enough rest and be in a good state of mind to
perform at your peak. I know that’s easy for me to say, as I'm not in your
shoes right now, but just try to relax and not stress too much.”


“Thanks, Wade. Now it’s my turn to tell you not to worry; I'll do
what I can to keep my mind focused,” she offered me a wide smile. The first I’d
seen since I’d arrived at her mother’s apartment several hours before.


“Thanks again,” she said as
she opened her car door. “You really are a life-saver.”


“I don’t know about all of
that, but I did take CPR a few months back,” I joked. “So if you ever need
mouth to mouth-” I stopped myself, but it was too late. I had already inserted
my foot in my own mouth. No amount of CPR was going to help.


She cocked her head to the
side a little and a half-grin turned up one side of her perfect lips. “Is that
so?” she held back her amusement.


“Not exactly how I intended
that to come out, but… I suppose,” I tried to play it off as best as I could. 


But the way she was looking
at me, there was no denying the pull between us. The stare held for a while.
The tension was almost palpable. There was more emotion in her gaze than I
could deny, and it wasn't going anywhere. But we both also understood it was
something that couldn't happen. 

















 

Chapter Eleven


Eryn



 

I was incredibly excited to
be playing my first game as a starter for Florida State, but it was
overshadowed with a bit of sadness and disappointment, too. The people I'd
wanted most to be at this game to cheer me on weren't going to make it. Not
through any fault of their own, of course, but the fact remained that their
absence was noticeable. 


My sister, with her family
and demanding job, couldn't just fly across the country to come watch me play,
and my mom had only just come out of the hospital
and had to stay at home to recover. 


The game was set to kick off
in just under an hour, and I was warming up courtside when I heard my phone
ringing in my gym bag. I went over to see who was calling, wanting to make sure
Mom was fine and didn’t need anything. 


It was my sister Anne, and I
couldn't help but smile. “Hi, sis!” I
said as I picked up the phone.


“Hey, Peanut!” she replied with her nickname for me.


“How are you?”


“I'm great, but more
importantly, how are you?! Are you nervous?”


I couldn't help but smile;
she sounded so happy and excited for me. “Umm. Yeah. A little,” I replied. “But
more than anything, I'm stoked. I just wish that you and Mom were here to watch.”


“I know,” she replied. “I
wish I was there, too. I just spoke to Mom, she said you'd been there earlier
helping out. The timing sucks, and I'm really, really sorry I'm not there to help out
with Mom. It's just with juggling the job, and the two little ones, and keeping
up with the mortgage on the house, and all the bills-”


“I know, Annie, I know; you
don't have to apologize.”


“But it shouldn't be all on
your shoulders. I've been talking to my boss about getting a couple of days off
soon. I told him about Mom, and he understands. Once I've finished up
this major project we're working on, I'll be able to fly out there for a few
days. Hopefully within a week or two.”


My face lit up. “That's
great! I can't wait to see you! Just wish it could have been today.”


“Sorry to interrupt, Eryn.”


 I spun around at the sound of Wade's voice and
found him standing behind me. I hadn’t even heard him walk up.


“Is that your sister you're
talking to?” he asked. “Don't worry, I wasn't eavesdropping or anything. I was
just walking past and happened to hear part of your conversation.” 


“Yeah, she just called to
wish me luck,” I replied. 


“I don't mean to intrude,
but there is a way she can watch the game if she’d like.” 


“There is?” I questioned.


“Does she have Skype?”


“Yeah, we talk on it all the time. But my laptop isn’t
anywhere near good enough to capture the game in good enough quality for her to watch.”


Wade grinned. “Mine is, though. One of the perks of taking this job
was a brand-new MacBook. We can stream
the game to her in HD if she's near a computer.”


A huge smile took over my
face. “Seriously?”


“Sure! Ask her.”


I turned my attention back
to Anne. “Annie, are you near a computer now?”


“I am, yeah, why?”


“Turns out, you can watch
the game on Skype! My coach said he'll set up his MacBook, and we can stream
the game to you.”


“Oh my goodness! Yes! Yes! I'll
get hubby and the kids; we'll all watch.
And, I’ll try to get Mom linked in, too. Let me chat with your coach, and I'll
give him my Skype details.”


I was super excited that my
sister, and hopefully even Mom, would be able to watch my game. “Thanks, Wade; thank you so much!” I beamed as I
instinctively wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him. I very quickly
realized what I’d done, immediately released my grip, and took a few steps back
awkwardly.


“No problem,” he replied
with a smile as our eyes locked briefly before I looked away.


Staring
at the phone, I handed it to him. “She’s
going to give you her Skype info.”


Ten minutes later, he had
his computer set up to stream the whole game live. That’s when the nervousness
started kicking in; there were definitely a few butterflies in my stomach. I
glanced over at Leena and saw the same
anxiety on her face. 


“Hey,” I said to her, “let's
go for a jog around the court, try to clear our heads.” 


“Sounds good,” she replied.
We set off at a steady pace, breathing slowly and rhythmically. 


“You nervous?” I asked. 


“Uh…yeah,” she replied. “I didn't think there'd be such a
big turnout.” 


I glanced around at the
stands, which were already pretty full. The crowd was bigger than I'd expected, too. I had thought only a handful of
people would show up, but it looked like at least a couple hundred people,
maybe more. I immediately wondered if our celebrity coach was part of the
reason.


“Well, let's not worry about
it too much,” I encouraged Leena, “and besides, most of them are here to cheer
for us. With all this support, we're sure to do well.” 


“I sure hope so. We need to
win this game, we really do.”


“I know. Believe me, I
know.” 


Leena looked across the
court at the girls by the bench, the ones
who hadn't made the starting lineup. Tammy and Kelly looked especially upset.
“Those two are definitely hoping we'll screw up,” she said, nodding her head
subtly toward them. 


“Well, let's not give them
that satisfaction,” I replied. 


“I don't intend to.”


We reached our side of the
court, and the referee blew his whistle for the five-minute
warning. The game was about to begin. Leena had been chosen to represent our
team, and she walked across to the net to meet the Miami team member and the
ref to flip a coin to see who would serve first. We lost the coin toss, so
Miami elected to serve first.


My heart was hammering in my chest, and my mouth suddenly felt as
though I could drink a gallon of water and it wouldn’t even quench my thirst. I
couldn't believe how nervous I felt. I breathed in slowly and deeply as their server soared the ball across the net. 


It was a good serve and could have been an ace if it weren’t
for a pretty spectacular dive from Leena, who just scooped the ball up inches
from the ground. The ball was passed across to me, and I jumped to attack it,
sending it right to the back of their court. 


Their captain dove for the save, but the player who received it
fumbled, and it bounced out of the court.
We scored! A surge of excitement rushed through
me, and the cheers echoing around the hall from the crowd sent swells of exhilaration
roaring through my veins. 


Our players all high-fived each other, and the traces of nervousness seeped away. All it took was
getting that first play out of the way. I was in the zone now.


We played hard and kept our
intensity up throughout the first game, which we took very convincingly at 30
points to their 13. We took a quick break after the first game to have a
breather and rehydrate. Leena got us in a huddle. 


“We're kicking rear, girls;
we're kicking rear,” she announced, and a murmur of agreement rippled around the
circle. “Their defense is obviously their weak point. They lose points and are
unable to defend every time we launch a strong attack. They're much better on offense, though, so we can't afford to let them
get anything set up because, as good as
our defense is, when they get a setup,
they smash right through us. We have to keep the pressure on, and keep
attacking.” 


We all agreed, so for the
next game, we arranged our positions in
an attack formation. We'd weakened our defense, yes, and probably would lose a
few points, but we'd win points far more quickly. 


I was positioned on the net, and anything that came my way was
spiked with merciless force right back over onto their side of the court. The
roar of the crowd and the knowledge that
my mom and sister were watching me and cheering was electricity in my veins. 


Every time I would glance
across at Wade to see that encouraging smile on his face, it added a whole new
dimension. I could feel his eyes on me; feel his support and reassurance
filling me with a new strength. 


We took the second game by
an even bigger margin. Our strategy was working. 


Wade ran over to us as we
dabbed at our sweat with towels and sipped on Gatorade. 


“Girls, you are absolutely
demolishing them! Yes! Heck, yes! Keep those attacks strong. You're breaking them under
the pressure. You just need to take this game, and we'll all be able to
go home early!”


I grinned; I couldn't
remember when I'd last felt so charged, so exhilarated.
We got back onto the court for the third game,
and I had a strong feeling it would be the last one. I wanted to make this a totally decisive victory. 


Again, we attacked with
everything we had offensively, but I put just as much effort into defense. I
dove and saved at least two strong shots
from them, turning them into points for us. They were fighting back hard, though, and we lost a lot more points
this time around. Eventually, it came to
a match point; we were on 29, they were on 28. 


They sent a strong serve
over. Leena blocked it, and another team
member set up an assist, bouncing the ball over to me for a spike. 


I sprang into the air and made it seem like I was about to smash
it with comet-like force across the net, which had their defense diving in
anticipation…except I didn't. Instead, I merely brushed the ball with my left
hand so that it just cleared the net and dropped softly to the floor. It was a
perfect ruse – and it had just won us the
game and the match.


“Game and match to Florida
State University!” shouted the ref as she
blew her whistle. The crowd went wild, and my team congregated into a big, excited group hug. 


Wade ran over too,
high-fiving all of us, with a huge smile beaming from his face. “You girls did
it! You did it! Well done, well done, I'm so proud right now, so proud!” 


I was proud, too – of my
teammates, of my best friend, and, of course, of myself. It was an amazing moment, one that I knew I'd remember
always. 


“Girls, I'm taking you all
out to lunch, right now, to celebrate. Go get showered and then we're going to
get pizza!” 



 

*****



 

I said goodbye to Leena and
the rest of my teammates, and then walked over to my car, which happened to be
parked next to Wade's. I was still on a high from winning the game. I got in,
turned the key, and after a few seconds of what
sounded like the motor whining at me, a series of clicks tapped over and over.
I tried it again. Same result.


Still, I refused to let this
put me in a bad mood. Not after the awesome day
I’d had. Just as I was about to try it again, Wade came walking along to his
car after having said his goodbyes to some other members of the team. 


“Hey, Eryn, is something
wrong?”


“Well, I think it’s dead,” I
replied jokingly. 


“Hmm, try it again. Let me
take a listen.” I pushed forward on the key once more only to me met with
another series of clicks.


“Yeah. Sounds like your
battery died. We'll have to get a new one; without it, this car isn't going anywhere.” 


“Well, garbage,” I replied. “Is
it too late to get one now?” 


“I’m sure we can.” He
glanced at his watch. “The auto parts place should still be open. Come on,
we'll drive over and see.” 


Thirty minutes later, we
were pulling back into the parking lot of the pizza joint with a new battery in
tow. “You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you missed your calling as a
mechanic,” I told him teasingly.


“Actually, I’ve been
thinking about changing careers if this coaching thing doesn’t work out,” he
retorted.


“Don’t you dare!” I
exclaimed and bumped my shoulder into his as he tightened something around the
new battery he’d just installed under the hood of my car.


“Thanks, by the way,” I
said. “I really appreciate you coming to my rescue once again. I really wish
there was some way I could repay you.” 


I glanced over at him as he turned to look at me with the heart-stopping gaze
that I kept getting caught up in. Our eyes locked with an intensity that
coursed through every nerve of my being. 


“A kiss would go a long
way,” he said in a soft, velvety voice.
“That’s how it’s done in the movies, right? Hero gets a kiss?”


He said it as a joke –
except that it wasn't…and both of us knew
it. 


“I like the sound of that,”
I whispered. 


I felt his fingers wrapping
themselves around my hand as he pulled me closer to him. My pulse quickened,
and heat began spreading through my body.
On some level, I knew this shouldn't be happening. I knew that he knew it, as
well, but somehow, that didn’t stop the pull
toward each other. It couldn't stop
it. 


His hand tangled itself in
the hair at the base of my neck, and he
pulled me to him. Seconds later, our lips were
pressed together, and his tongue began to explore my mouth, slowly and gently
at first, and then I felt fire and heat rushing through me as I wrapped my arms
around his shoulders as the kiss grew heavy and passionate. I ran my fingers
through his hair and felt his strong arms pulling me tight against him. 


I felt his hands run down my
back as we kissed with more and more
intensity. Waves of pleasure whistled through my body as I pressed myself up
against his hard, muscled torso. 


His hands moved further down to wrap around my waist, pulling my lower
body against his and making me very aware of his member starting to throb as it
hardened, pressing against my belly. 


We parted from the
passionate kiss, both panting softly. I didn’t know who stepped back first, but
suddenly, we were standing apart. 


“Wow,” he gasped. “That
was...just wow. That was pretty dang amazing.”


“Yeah,” I replied, also
trying to catch my breath. “It really, really was.”


“I’m sorry, Eryn,” he said,
“I know I shouldn’t have done that. I was out of line.”


His words said one thing,
but the way he was looking at me screamed that he wanted to do it again. And, I
wanted him to. But I couldn’t say that. Could
I?


“Yeah. Ummm…probably not a
great idea. Was it?”


We both stood in silence for
a while. 


“I need to go see my mom,” I
said suddenly, a nasty awkwardness creeping through me. “I'll talk to you
later, okay? Thanks again for the ride to the store.” With that, I got into my
car as quickly as I could and drove off, a huge
storm of conflicting thoughts and emotions raging within me.

















 

Chapter Twelve


Wade



 

I was still trying to catch
my breath as I watched Eryn drive away and trying to tame the fireworks going
off in my mind – cliché, I knew, but there was no other way to describe how it
felt when we had kissed. 


I didn’t even know what
prompted me to suggest the kiss. Of course,
it had been the first thing that had popped into my head when she'd asked if
there was any way she could repay me for my help, but I didn't intend for the
words to actually come out of my mouth! I really didn’t expect her to encourage
it.


But now, dang… I was really glad they had. Wrong or not,
that kiss had confirmed what I had secretly been feeling for her, she
had also secretly been feeling for me. 


But now what?
That was the big question. There was, of course, the massive elephant in the
room that I knew neither of us wanted to confront, even though we ultimately
were going to have to: the fact that I was her coach and she was my player. 


Not to mention the age difference.



But it was just so easy to
talk with her. The conversation always
flowed quickly and smoothly between us. It really wasn't as if there was any
difference at all in years between us. 


But the coach-player
thing...there was no way that that wouldn't be a problem. A huge
problem, in fact. 


I supposed I needed to do
some research, and that would mean chatting to a few people who had been
working here a lot longer than I had. Different schools had different policies
on things like this, and I needed to find out exactly what ours was. There was
only one person I trusted to ask about a subject so delicate. Someone who had
worked at Florida State for a long time; someone I knew pretty well, since he'd
been my coach once upon a time: Coach Hatting.


The fact that we'd just won
our first game by a very convincing margin would be a good reason to go speak
to him and would make for an easy lead into the conversation. I took out
my phone and called him up. 


“Vinson!” he said in his
rough, gravelly voice as he answered the phone. “What can I do ya for?”


“Hi, Coach Hatting,” I
replied, “you in the mood for a beer or two?”


“It's 'Cal;' you can drop the 'Coach Hatting' thing,
Vinson! I ain't your coach no more! But heck yeah, I could do with a Bud, sure!
I'm guessing you wanna talk about the
girls' first game, huh? How did that go?”


“We won!”


“Excellent. Well, then I definitely wanna hear about it.
Let's have a beer over at Captain Dorego's. You can buy me a shrimp burger,
too; how does that sound?”


“See you there in half an
hour?” I replied with a chuckle. 


“Perfect.”


I cut off the call and
breathed out a slow sigh. A touch of nerves set in. I wasn’t sure I wanted the
answer to the questions I was going to ask him. Heck, I didn’t even know if
Eryn would be open to trying that kiss again. 


Nonetheless, I needed to
know. No woman had ever stirred me up like Eryn. And I wasn’t about to pretend
I wasn’t feeling anything. 


Forcing down the anxiety, I
got in my car and began the drive. 



 

*****



 

Half an hour later, a waiter
in a pirate costume greeted me at the door of Captain Dorego’s, and I couldn't
help but chuckle under my breath at how unenthusiastic he seemed in his role. 


“Arr matey, be you dining
alone or with company?” he asked in what
had to be the worst pirate impression I'd ever heard. 


“A friend of mine is on his
way. Table for two please.” 


“Follow me then, ye'll be
seated in Davey Jones' locker.”


I followed the teenage boy
over to the table, marveling at how cheesy the whole pirate theme was and
wondering why Coach Hatting had chosen this place. Perhaps, despite the
silliness, the food was actually decent. 


“A tankard of ale or a mug
a' rum for ye, matey?” asked the teenager. 


“How about two Buds?”


“Arr, two Budweisers it tis
then,” he replied, and then hurried off. 


I smiled as I saw Coach
Hatting shuffling in as the pirate left. He walked over to me and we shook hands. 


“Tell me all about it!” he
said, getting right to the point as he sat down. “What was the final score?”


“It was a total whitewash,”
I said with a grin. “We absolutely creamed them.”


“The score, dang it, the
score!”


“We took it straight – three
games. First game was 30 to 13, the next
they only managed 9, but the last game Miami did fight back hard, and managed
to get 28. It was too little, too late for them,
though.”


Coach Hatting was overjoyed.
“I knew it! I just dang well knew it! Gosh darn it, you've done a stellar job,
Vinson. I knew that team just needed a real coach to take 'em to the top. 


“That bozo who was there
before, with his bribe-taking and general sloppiness, he did enough damage that
they finished second to last in the league last season. If I ever see that moron, I swear to heaven, I'm gonna clock him,
right in the jaw! But man, you're turning it all around, Vinson, you're
turning it all around!”


“Don't forget that you're
also responsible for this success, Coach — I mean, Cal. You coached them before I showed up, so it's just
as much your victory as it is mine.”


“So tell me, Vinson, who
were the star players?”


“Leena Kenton; I made her
captain because she's a real extrovert and great at drumming up team spirit.
She played well. Jacky Shay, she was great on defense. And Lois Bruin, she played
her rear off. But I gotta tell you, Cal, there’s one who really played like an absolute pro-”


“Wait, let me guess...Eryn
Barnett?” 


“Yes!”


“It's a blasted crime that
she’s been on the bench for so long. It really is. She has the most potential
I've seen in a player since...since...well,
since I coached you all those years ago.”


“I know. She really does, and she really did us proud
today.”


“Like you, Vinson, I think
she could get to the top. I'm talking Olympics, Vinson, Olympics! Then the pro
circuit. Just like you!”


“That's what I'm hoping for,
too, Cal. I really am.”


We paused the conversation
for a bit to sip on our beers. I wondered how I could steer the topic away from
volleyball and more toward student-teacher
relationships at the university without making anything too obvious. 


“Cal, tell me about your
coaching days. I mean...what was life like on the campus back when you first
started there? You know, when you were a young man.”


“Hmm, well, I suppose it
wasn't much different to how it is now. Of course,
there weren't all them fancy gadgets and
phones and computers and stuff, and I seem to remember kids spending a lot more
time in the libraries back then instead of on computers. 


“But that was back in the
late ’70s and early ’80s, and I mean, the whole country was different back
then. You know, we had just come out of Vietnam, where I served, you know, and...”


I listened to him go on and
on, recounting stories about his early days at the University, and his time in Vietnam. It wasn't that I wasn't interested
— he was telling me some pretty fascinating stuff — but I really was anxious to
find out about the student-teacher
relationship thing. I let him continue with his stories, but when there was a
break in the conversation, I jumped in.


“Sounds like you had a real interesting time over those years there. I was wondering,
though, what about the gossip side of things? You must have had some juicy
stories to tell, right? I mean, did any professors, you know, get it on with
their students and get caught?”


I asked about professors specifically
because I knew if I mentioned coaches and players, he might figure that
something was up with me. 


He chuckled. “Ha ha! Well
sure, it happened a few times. In fact,
one guy I knew, he was a history professor. He ended up dating one of his graduate students.”


“Really, huh? And what
happened with that?”


“Oh well, they had to keep
things secret, real quiet. But they're married now, and have been for about 20
years! So I guess it was the right thing for them to do. Ya know, true love and
all that.”


“And, he's still at Florida
State?”


“Oh, hell no. When they discovered that he was dating his student,
the university offered the pair of them the following choices: they could end
their relationship immediately, or if they refused, either he had to resign
from his post or she had to quit her degree.”


My heart sank. “So the
policy was definitely against them.”


“Oh yeah. I mean, that's how
it is in pretty much any university. It's
a darn stupid thing to do, to get involved with one of the students. 


“I mean, I get it. Heck, I'm a red-blooded male, I see all that ripe, young flesh struttin' around in skimpy
outfits, I had plenty a'…how shall we say, impure thoughts about some a'
them young women, but I never crossed the line, never. Not once. 


“There's a big difference
between fantasy and acting on it. And them's
the rules! And you stick by 'em because
that's how it is.”


“So, uh, what happened with
this history professor and his student?”


“Oh, that guy? Well, he resigned. Got lucky and found a post at
Florida West University, so it all worked
out. She finished up at Florida State, they got engaged, and it ended happily
ever after. But it was very lucky that he managed to find that other post.”


“Yeah, I guess it was,” I
replied. “I guess it was.”


We talked for another hour
about this and that, Cal told me a few more stories, but all the while, I
couldn’t stop thinking about Eryn and that kiss.


I drove home from the
restaurant feeling dejected. It seemed the policy was, for sure, absolutely no
romantic relationships allowed between students and staff members, whether they
were coaches, professors, or anything else. 


I didn't know what was going
to happen between Eryn and me. In fact, I didn't even know how to begin to talk
about it. I hadn't heard from her, and I didn't really know what to say to her
even if I had. 


I knew that, technically,
what we had done had constituted crossing a very strictly-drawn line and, in
terms of that, yes, it was wrong. But at the same time, I couldn't help feeling that it had been so, so right.



I had felt it; she had felt
it. The unspoken words that had passed between us as we'd kissed had proven
that it was something we had both wanted. And I had no clue how we could
continue to deny the attraction, the pull, the feelings. 


I guess that since I didn't
really know what to do – and, apparently, neither did she, as I hadn't heard anything from her – I needed to
at least think of something. Pacing my bedroom wasn’t getting me anywhere. I
got out my phone and began composing a message. 


Hi, Eryn. I just wanted to check on you after what happened
in the parking lot. I was going to call, but if you’re with your mom, I don’t
want to interrupt. 


But here’s the thing… I don't know what to say. I want
you to know that it wasn't planned, it just happened. I don't know why. But it
felt right. Still, despite this, I know it probably wasn't what we should have
done. Let's, for the moment, just continue as if it hadn't happened. 


I admit, I care about you very, very much, but your
volleyball career is my primary concern. You are one of the best players I've
ever come across, and I don't want you to get in trouble with the university.
And, I'm sure you can appreciate that I don't want to get in trouble, either.
So, for both our sakes, let's just pretend it didn't happen…for now. 


And remember, I'm here for you, if you need anything,
anything at all. Including car repair. :)


I read the message again and
realized that I didn't even know what I was trying to say – but I was really
stuck. It was kind of the best I could come up with. Not that it was saying
much. I sighed and sent it.


I waited with bated breath
for a few minutes, and then my heart began to pound as the phone screen lit up
with her reply. With anxious, fumbling fingers I opened the message.


Thanks, Wade. I agree. I can't afford to lose my spot on the
team and my scholarship. I really can't. And as you said, I need to put my
volleyball career first. So it's probably best
that we pretend it didn't happen. 


And furthermore, we need to make sure that it never, ever
happens again. I'm sorry, but I don't want to cross this line between us again.
I don't even want to get close to that line again. Ever. 


I appreciate all the help you've given me, especially
with my mom, but I think it's best that outside of the volleyball court, we
keep a good distance from each other. I
know you understand.


I couldn't help but sigh and
shake my head. What she was saying made sense, of course, and it was the
reasonable and rational way to approach this. It sounded, though, like she really,
really regretted that kiss. Had I read
too much into it? Had it not meant to her what it had meant to me? 


I didn't know what she was actually feeling, but I was confused…and
maybe a little hurt. 


I typed out a simple
response.


Thanks for the reply. I agree – your volleyball career
comes ahead of everything else, and I am sorry for stepping over the line. It
won't happen again. Have a great weekend.


I sent it and put the phone in my pocket, then flopped down on my bed
and simply stared at the ceiling.

















 

Chapter Thirteen


Eryn



 

I didn't know what I was
feeling in the car as I drove away. It all felt surreal; I couldn't believe
that what had just happened had actually happened. 


Had I really just been making out with Wade? Had that
been real? It felt so much like a dream now
that I was beginning to doubt my own sanity. This was crazy, it really was. I
knew I'd need time to think about all of this – and someone to talk to. 


But who? 


As much as Leena was my best
friend, there was no way I could talk to
her about this. I mean, she'd had no idea I'd even been attracted to Wade, or
he to me. So, jumping straight into an “I just kissed Coach Vinson”
conversation would most likely blow her circuits. Besides, it would just be
easier to talk to someone who was totally outside the situation. 


My sister. She and I had
always been super close, and I knew that I could count on her to keep a secret
– and to give me good, honest advice. Plus, she understood where I was coming
from, as she knew the secret about my volleyball scholarship, and of course our
family's financial situation and mom's current health woes. She knew all about
each of these little disasters, so I thought she'd be able to give some good
advice about how to deal with this latest situation and all the complexity it
introduced into everything else. 


I didn't want to call her
from home, as Leena would be there and would no doubt hear what I was talking
about, so I just carried on driving as I reached my building, and went straight
past and headed to the park down the road. It was a big park which spanned the
area of a few blocks, so if I went for a walk into the middle, I'd find a space where I'd
be able to talk to Anne without having anyone too
near who could hear our conversation. 


I parked the
car and started walking along the bike path. When I got near the little lake at
the center of the park, I veered off the path and headed over to an open area
of grass where there weren't many people around, only a few people riding
bicycles on the bike path, some kids throwing frisbees around, and some couples
picnicking here and there. For the
most part, they were pretty spread out,
so I felt it was private enough. 


I got my phone out and
dialed Anne. “Hey, Peanut,” she said as she answered. 


“Hey, Annie,” I replied.


“Congrats on winning the
game!” she exclaimed. “I know, I know…I've already sent you a million messages,
but it's good to be able to say it to
you. You seriously kicked rear out there. Your coach was so awesome to set that
up on Skype for us! It was so cool to watch you play, Eryn, you were amazing!”


“Thanks, Annie,” I replied, still not sure of how to get onto the
topic of Wade.


“How's Mom?” she asked. “She
doing better?”


“I haven't seen her today
yet. I called her after the game and talked to her, but she did sound better.
I'm on my way to see her now.”


“Ah, good. I can't imagine
how you must have felt when you found her
like that. I wish I could be there to help out with everything; it's really not
fair that you have to shoulder it all
and-”


“No, Annie,” I interrupted
her, “you shouldn't think like that. Anyway, you're coming out soon, and I think flying across the country to come help is
more than enough. I've been able to handle things okay on my own so far.”


“Aw, you're the best, Eryn,
really.”


“You're pretty awesome, too, Annie. You've always been my favorite big
sister.”


Anne laughed. “Thanks, kiddo. I appreciate that.”


“Anytime. Look, that's why I
need to ask your advice about something kinda serious.”


I had no doubt she could
tell by the tone of my voice what I was about to say was serious. “Oh,
this is something else? Not about Mom?”


“Uh huh.”


“All right, Eryn, go on. You
know I'm always willing to help if I can.”


“Thanks. Ah, I really don't know how to say this...”


“Oh my goodness, you're not
pregnant, are you?” 


I couldn't help but laugh at
how seriously worried she sounded, which helped
lighten the mood a little, and made it easier to speak. “God no. Come on, you
should know better than that,” I replied with a chuckle.


“Well, what is it then? Come on,
don't keep me waiting in suspense like this!”


I breathed in deeply. There
was no way to ease into this; I'd simply
have to jump straight in.


“I kissed my coach.”


There was a pause on the
other end of the line.


“You...wait. What? You
kissed him? You kissed him how? Like a peck on the cheek?”


“I think you know what I
mean, Anne.”


“Tongue?”


“Oh yeah.”


“Oh my goodness! You made out
with him? I can’t believe you made out with him?!”


“Yeah.”


“Wow. I'm, uh, I'm sorry,
it's just that…well, that was the last
thing I expected! But I can hear it in
your voice – you're worried about it, so don't mistake my tone for me laughing
about it or anything, you know, it's just that I'm, well, very surprised, to
say the least.” 


“I'm sure you are – I was,
too.”


“So you guys haven't been
like...dating or anything.”


“Not at all. Well, we have
been spending time together. Not in a 'dating' kinda way, though. He happened to be in the same place as me when my car
broke down, and he offered to help me fix it.”


“He's a mechanic, too?”


“He said he's always been
into messing around with cars and stuff. But anyways, that's beside the point.
He helped with the car twice and didn't
ask for anything in return. And the night I found Mom – I called him to help
out, and he did, and he was supportive and helpful. 


“And...I dunno, I guess I sensed that there was
something there, that he felt something for me. And, I'd be lying if I said
that I didn't feel something for him,
especially after he kinda proved that I
was wrong about what sort of guy I assumed he was.”


“And, what sorta guy was
that?”


“You know – a guy like Tim.
A selfish narcissist who uses his good looks to get women into bed, and then
tosses them aside like old gum that's lost its flavor as soon as he gets bored
with them. I mean, that's what you'd think about him, right, judging from what
all that Hollywood gossip said, and the fact that he dated that trashy actress.



“But it turned out he's not
that guy at all. At least, that's what it seems like now. He helped me without
any expectation, without asking anything from me. And, he certainly didn't drop
any hints about having ulterior motives.”


“All right, all right, I get
it. But how did this kiss happen then?”


“Well, the last time he
helped me with the car, which was actually just a short while ago, I asked if
there was anything I could do to repay him for his help. He said something like
'a kiss would be good,' and even though it seemed like a joke – it also wasn't
a joke. And both of us could see it, there was just this...this attraction
between us, this real connection, you know?”


“Yeah, I know what you're
talking about.”


“So I just did it. I kissed him. I'm not sure what came over me, but I kissed him. And, I won’t lie, Annie, it was freaking amazing. It
felt so, so right. Like all this silent, unspoken tension that had been
building up between us all this time, it just exploded.”


“So, you don't regret it?
You don't think it was a mistake?”


“Well, those are two different questions. I don't regret it. But now
I am thinking that maybe it was a mistake...if
that makes sense.”


“I hear you. I mean, there's
a serious conflict of interests going on here, isn't there? Because, you know,
you've got your volleyball scholarship to think about, not to mention your spot
on the team, and then there’s your future possible volleyball career, too. A
relationship with your coach is just suicide. 


“Look, Eryn, there's no other
way it's going to be seen but as a scandal. I am just going to say this
straight up because I love you, and I want the best for you. You and he might have these feelings for each other,
and there’s no way I can say anything about how real or intense those feelings
may or may not be, but the fact is, letting this go any further than that kiss
is the worst thing you could do. 


“There's
our family situation to think about, and your volleyball career and finishing
your degree. Not to mention how it would impact his life.”


I sighed heavily, the weight
of her words and my situation pressing down hard on my shoulders as Anne spoke.
She was right, and I knew it. I just didn’t want to know it. I wanted to live
in ignorance and kiss him again and again.


“I know, Anne, I know,” I
replied softly.


“Sis, you gotta think
rationally and clearly here. You really do. If you take any further steps with
Wade, you could get in serious trouble. 


“First, he's out of the
limelight now, but you know what kind of a scandal the press could make of it
if they find out he's dating one of his players. Second, you know the university will not tolerate it –
not a chance. Your scholarship will be gone, and probably his job, as well. 


“And, you know without that scholarship you can't afford to finish
your degree. Especially now that Mom is in this situation. Also, we have all of
her upcoming medical bills to think of. I mean, that right there, that's three
strikes you've just been given. You're out, kiddo; you're out.”


I didn't know what to say. She'd just laid it out for me, clear as day. No matter how much I might have wanted it, there was
no way I could get around the fact that a relationship between Wade and I could
not progress past a simple coach and player relationship. I was just going to
have to forget about how good that kiss had felt, how right it had felt, and
how intense our connection to one another was. 


“I know, Anne, I know,” I
repeated. “Everything you've just told me makes perfect sense, and it's been
swimming around my head, as well. I guess I just needed someone to spell it out
for me.”


“I'm sorry I made it sound
so harsh and cold, Peanut, but you have to understand that your whole future is
at stake here. I'm not going to stand by and let my little sister throw the
amazing life she has worked so hard for away for the sake of a fling with her
coach. You need good, cold, hard advice right now. Not that I’ve ever been one
to sugarcoat things. 


“You have to nip this in the
bud, Eryn, you just have to. You should cut it off right now, and never let it
happen again. Seriously, that's the only way to do this. Do you understand? You
cannot risk your future. You just can't.”


“Yes, I understand, Annie.
Thanks for putting it to me so bluntly.”


“I love you, Peanut. I really do. And I just want the
best for you,” she assured me.


“I know you do.”


“All right, well, keep your
chin up, and I'll see you soon. I'll let
you know as soon as I've bought my plane ticket.”


“Thanks again, Annie. Love
you.”


“Love you, too, Eryn. Talk
to you soon.”


“Bye.”


I put my phone in my bag and
strolled slowly through the park, trying to make sense of everything. It had
been a total whirlwind of a day. But Anne was ultimately right. I couldn't
afford to throw away my future – no matter how
right that kiss had felt. 


Just then, I heard my phone
buzz in my bag. I took it out, and my heart immediately began beating faster as
I saw that it was a message from Wade. I read it with eager eyes. 


He said that he was confused
about what had happened, but like me, he didn't
deny that it had felt right. But like Anne, he was very concerned about
the implications that it might have for my
volleyball career. His solution was to simply pretend like it hadn't happened.


I admit it. It stung a
little...it did. But at the same time, I knew why he was saying that. He wanted to protect me, and he wanted to do
the right thing for us both – and that meant keeping his job safe and my
volleyball career safe. 


I typed out a quick reply,
agreeing with what he'd said and emphasizing that we couldn't cross that line
again. Ever. I felt my throat tightening up and tears stinging at the corners
of my eyes as I typed it. When my thumb hovered over the send button, I almost felt like I was gonna need to
sit down. It was a little unsettling how pushing this man away was affecting
me. 


But this was the reality of
our situation, and there was no way I could pretend otherwise. I simply had to
accept how things were. He was my coach, and that's all he could be, as much as
each of us might have wanted more. Anne was right. I had my career to think
about, and my degree, and my mom – and his job was on the line. We both
understood what was at risk, and we couldn't
throw it away. 


I hit send. 


Then I sat down on the
grass, feeling too weak and a little sick to my stomach to do anything else.
Not exactly the most logical reaction. I lay back and stared up at the sky,
watching the clouds drift by overhead, wishing I could forget the way being
close to him had made me feel. 


My phone buzzed, and I read
the reply from Wade with tears in my eyes. Not that I’d expected otherwise, but
he’d agreed with all that I’d said and that would be the end of things
between us. I didn't know how to reply or what to say – so I didn't say anything
at all. I just slipped my phone back into my bag
and continued to stare up at the clouds in silence. 

















 

Chapter Fourteen


Wade



 

I didn't hear from Eryn for
the rest of the weekend, which was probably a good thing. As much as that kiss
had been occupying my thoughts, I understood that it wasn't meant to be. At
least, most of me did. The logical part, anyway. 


I couldn't be selfish here.
This wasn’t about me. I reminded myself that if Eryn were to be with me, not only would she put her entire future at
risk, but I'd be putting my own future at risk, as well…not to mention my job. 


Florida was
meant to be a fresh start for me, a chance to get over the mess my life had
become on the West Coast. If I were to start a relationship with my star
player, it would just throw me right back into a life of scandal and
controversy –
and that was the last thing I wanted. 


Still, even though I knew
all of this, it was almost impossible to get my mind off Eryn. After being
drawn to her from the moment I saw her, that kiss had sealed the deal. It had
been powerful, intense, and in that one moment, all of my repressed feelings for her – and it seemed her
feelings for me – were released and then resolved themselves gloriously. I
couldn't remember ever feeling so comfortable with a woman, so right. 


Life sure could be cruel
sometimes. 


Despite that we both
understood we couldn’t pursue this thing, in the back of my mind, I was still
praying that there would be some way things could work out between us. Not that
there was a chance of that happening. 


The best thing I could do
would be to simply concentrate on my job – and even though that meant seeing
what I wanted so badly on an almost daily basis,
getting lost in coaching and the game was definitely something that would help
distract me from this misery.



 

*****



 

Monday afternoon, I walked
into practice with my head held high, my mind as focused on the game and
training as it could be, and got to work. 


The girls were all waiting
as I stepped onto the court, warmed up and ready to go. Eryn was there, of
course, but she and I both avoided eye contact. Neither of us wanted to make
this any more awkward than it was already. 


“Girls!” I said sharply.
“Before we get started, I just want to say that you all rocked it on Saturday!
That game was a killer start to the season. And for that reason, there's no way
in hell I'm letting anyone slack off. 


“We are going to work even
harder than before. You're good, yes, but if you let that go to your heads,
you'll get complacent, you'll get
overconfident, and you won't be hungry anymore.
And do you understand what that will lead to?”


“Losing!” they all replied
in unison.


“Exactly. So, I hope you are
all ready...ready to get broken down, and then rebuilt into pure, volleyball machines! Are you ready?!” I shouted.


“Yes, Coach!” they all
replied.


“I can't hear you. Are you
ready for this?!”


“YES, COACH!” they shouted
in response.


“That's what I like to hear.
All right, we're gonna start out with three laps around the whole area here!
And I'm gonna make it interesting! The
three girls that come in last get to do 20
push-ups! Got it?”


“YES, COACH!”


“The start is over by the
door. And don't worry ladies, I'm not gonna sit here like a lazy jerk on the
sidelines and watch you work; I'm gonna get right in there and run with you!” 


I jogged over to the start
area, and the girls all followed me. “All right, three, two, one, go!” I
counted down.


I took off at a steady run and heard the footsteps of the girls
pounding the floor close behind me. I started off pretty good; my mind was off
Eryn. Well, it kind of was. After all, she was just a few paces behind me, and
her presence was almost impossible to ignore. 


But I was focused on the
run, focused on my breathing and the way my muscles were working, and I was focused on the rhythm of the pace. It was hard
to have scrambled thoughts when you were working out with intensity. I started
pushing myself harder as the sound of one girl grew closer, getting right up
behind me as if she was preparing to pass
me. I felt a pleasant burn in my muscles as I pushed myself harder – but then,
I wondered if the girl who had pushed until she was behind me was Eryn.


Dang it! Why was this so hard to shove to the back of
my mind? 


I pushed myself harder,
surging forward and breathing hard as I began to out-pace whatever member of my
team had caught up to me. I managed to get into a solid rhythm and began
surging on ahead. Thoughts of Eryn were starting to fade from my mind as I
focused on my rhythm and pacing and how my muscles and lungs were working in
tandem. 


I grinned to myself as I
passed the door once more to mark the first lap down, and began to think that
perhaps I should've made this run longer. It was a bit of a relief to be so
intensely focused on the run that my mind was clear. I didn't want it to stop. 


It did, though – and far more quickly and abruptly than I had imagined
it would. 


A loud thud sounded followed
by shouts from behind me. Several of the girls were calling out, but Leena was
the loudest, calling out my name. “Wade! Wade, come quickly!” 


I slowed down and turned
around, and saw that all the girls had gathered around someone on the floor.
That was never a good sign. 


“Coach, hurry up!” Leena
shouted again. 


I jogged quickly over to
where they were. The circle of players parted to make a path to the player on
the floor. The last person I’d wanted to see was revealed: it had been Eryn who
had taken a fall. 


“Oh shoot,” I muttered under
my breath. 


I quickly moved the other girls out of the way. Eryn was lying on the
ground, gripping her right ankle, her face was twisted with pain. 


“What happened
here?” I asked. 


“I...I tripped,” she
stammered, looking around. Something about it seemed like she wasn't telling me
something. 


“Are you all right?” I
questioned her, trying to examine the ankle she was holding.


“I’m going to have to go
with not really. My ankle hurts like mad.”


I glanced up and, out of the
corner of my eye, I saw Tammy and Kelly
stifling amusement. Something definitely
wasn't right here. 


“Leena, lead the rest of the
girls around the court to finish up those laps, and then do some serving
drills. I'm gonna get Eryn over to the nurse's station to get this ankle
checked out. I'll be back in 20 minutes or so.” 


Leena nodded to me and gave
a reassuring look to Eryn. “Come on, girls,” Leena called to the rest of the
team, “you heard the coach. We have to keep running.” 


They murmured words of
sympathy and encouragement to Eryn before they all carried on running. I looked
down at her and sighed, my face wearing an expression of worry.


“Can you walk?” I asked. 


“I can try.”


“Here, let me help you up.”


I reached down and
positioned one arm around her as she wrapped one arm over my shoulder for support.
I couldn't deny that it felt amazing to touch her again, even though it was
under these circumstances. 


She tried to walk on the foot and was able to get along by limping, but
she was relying heavily on the support she was getting from me. The last thing
I wanted was to take a chance she might injure her ankle further, so I insisted
on carrying her, instead. 


She didn’t seem to be too
keen on the idea, but she didn’t put up too much of a fight, either. She did
make me wait until we got into the hallway, though, so none of the team would
get the wrong idea, as she put it.


My heart raced a little
having her in my arms and close to me. I wanted to kiss her again and tell her
it was going to be okay. Instead, I fought the urge and focused on the
situation from a coach’s point of view. “All right,” I said as we headed down
the hallway, “now you can tell me what really
happened back there.” 


“Not so sure I want to say,”
she admitted. 


“Why’s that?”


“We’re a team. I don’t want
to come across as stirring up more friction.”


“Look, Eryn, if anyone on my
team is causing friction, I’m fairly certain you aren’t the culprit. And, if
something’s going on, I need to know. I can’t coach effectively if I don’t.
Now, tell me what happened, and be honest. That’s all I’m asking.” 


“Fine. Someone tripped me
from behind,” she said. 


“What? Like, on purpose?”


“I felt a foot kick my
ankles together as I was running. It was hard and sharp, and definitely not an
accident.” 


I nodded. “Any idea who it
was?”


“I went straight down and
tumbled. All I could see around me were legs.” 


“But you have an idea of who
might have done it?”


Up to that point, she’d been
making a serious effort to look straight down the hall as we walked. I was
certain it was because our faces would have been inches apart had she turned. 


However, she paused for a
moment, then swiveled her head to look at me, and I could see that she knew.
The look on her face told me she didn’t want to rat anyone out, even if they
had purposely caused her harm. 


That look also set off an intense, protective instinct inside me.
Seeing her suffer was not something I ever wanted to see again, and I
desperately wished that there was some way I could take the pain for her. 


“I think I have an idea of
who it may have been,” she murmured reluctantly. 


“And? Are you gonna tell
me?”


She bit her lower lip and
looked down. It made me want to kiss her even more.


“Tammy? You think it was
Tammy, am I right?” I questioned. 


“Yeah,” she replied
uneasily. 


“I figured so,” I replied.
“Do you think anyone else saw it?”


“I don't know, but even if
they did, they might be too scared to say anything about it. Tammy can
be...vindictive, to say the least.” 


“I see.”


We reached the nurse's
office, and I knocked on the door. The nurse, an older, plump woman named
Millie, came out and gave Eryn a motherly
smile.


“Oh no, have you hurt
yourself dear?” she asked softly. 


Eryn nodded. 


“See what's wrong, and let
me know as soon as you can please, Millie,” I said to her as I placed Eryn on
one of the exam tables in Millie’s office.


“I'll do that. I will take
very good care of her,” she replied. 


Eryn and I shared one last
look before I left her in Millie’s capable hands – a look in which many things
went unsaid. I closed the office door behind me and hurried back to the court,
a storm of emotions beginning to rage inside me. I was going to get to the
bottom of this – and if Tammy had indeed deliberately hurt Eryn, there was
going to be terrible to pay. 


 I went back to the court, trying to focus on
the practice, but at the back of my mind trying to think of a way to find out
what had happened. Close to the end of the practice, I had an idea. I called
Leena aside while the girls had divided themselves into two teams and were
playing a practice match.


“What's going on, Coach? Have you found out how bad Eryn's injury
is?” she asked. 


“No, not yet – but I do want
to find out exactly how it happened.
Because it seems it wasn't an accident.”


Her face registered a bit of
surprise at this announcement. “It wasn't? Are you sure?” Leena asked.


“She says she was tripped.
She seemed sure of it. Did you see anything?”


“No, I was right out front,
just behind you. So, everything happened behind me.”


“That was you, huh?” I gave
her a half smile. “All right, well tell me this: where are Kelly and Tammy's
lockers in the changing room?”


She looked a bit perplexed
by my question but answered me anyway.
“They're both together, right at the back of the locker room, by the showers.
Why?”


“Probably best for team
cohesion if you don’t know. But, I have a hunch that they had something to do with this
and I need to find out.”


She nodded as she considered
this. “If this was deliberate, that wouldn’t surprise me even a little. So,
what are you going to do?”


I grinned. “I have a little
plan that I think might work perfectly.” 


“What is it?” she asked,
curiosity glowing in her eyes. “Can I help?”


“I’m not going to put you in
that position. Again, best if you don’t know. But don't say anything; don't act
like you suspect them or anything like
that. Got it?”


She nodded.


“All right, get back on the
court.” She did as I said and hurried back to the team. 


“Girls, I'm going to take a
quick bathroom break! Keep scrimmaging, I'll be right back!”


“All right, Coach!” several
of them replied.


I hurried out, then ran to
my office and got my gym bag. I took my phone out, opened the audio recorder
app, started recording, and put it in my gym bag. I then took the gym bag, with
the phone recording audio in it, out to the hallway where the cleaning lady
Elma was mopping the floor. 


I exchanged a greeting with
Elma to see how her day was and then asked her for the favor I needed. “Elma,”
I said, “this bag belongs to one of the girls from my team, she's gonna be
leaving early today. Could you just put it on top of the lockers closest to the
showers for me? It'll be safe for her there since nobody can see it unless
they're looking for it. I’d do it, but, I uh, can't go into the girls' locker room myself, obviously.”


Elma smiled at me and
chuckled as she put her mop down. “Sure, I'll do that for you. Have a good
afternoon, Coach,” she said as she took the bag from me.


“Great. Thanks, Elma; you have a good one, too. I gotta
run back to practice. Bye!”


I jogged back to the court,
where the game was still underway. I called Leena over again and spoke to her while the others were busy playing. 


“Leena, there's a red Adidas
gym bag that's been placed in the girls' changing room, on top of the lockers
nearest the showers, where you said Tammy and Kelly would be. Do me a favor and
hang around until everyone has left, and then go back into the locker room, get
that bag for me, and bring it to my office, all right?”


“I can do that,” she
promised. 


“Thanks. Get back on the
court.”


The girls finished up their
game, and then I sent them off to the showers just as Eryn came back into the
gym, hobbling along with the aid of a pair of crutches. It wasn’t a sight I was
happy about. 


“What's the diagnosis?” I
asked as she made her way toward me. I walked to meet her to keep her from
having to go too far. 


“It's a sprain,” she said
with a sigh. 


“How bad is it?” I asked,
looking down and meeting her gaze. Immediately, the spark between us shot
through me. She looked down at her ankle to break the connection.


“The nurse said I'd have to
take a week off. She wants me to go get an X-ray just to be sure, but said she
didn’t think it was too serious, luckily.”


“All right, I'm glad to hear
that. Well, you'd better take her advice and take it easy. Are you good to
drive home with your ankle like that?” 


“Since it’s my left ankle, I
should be good. I don't have to press on any pedals, so I'll be okay.”


I smiled what I hoped was a
reassuring smile. “Please rest, Eryn. Trying to do any kind of anything on that
ankle before it's healed is just gonna make it worse and prolong the recovery
period. I want you better.”


“I know,” she replied with a
sigh, her head hanging low.


More than anything, I wanted
to pull her to me, hug her tight, and tell her that it was all going to be
okay, but I knew I couldn't. 


“Chin up, Eryn. You'll be fine in a week or so. Just go home now and get
some rest.”


She smiled up at me, our
eyes meeting once more for a brief moment before she looked away again. “All right, Wade. Have a good evening.”


“You, too.” She was moving
slowly on the crutches, and for some reason, it crossed my mind she might need
help with her gym bag, so I called to her,


“Hey, Eryn! Do you need help
getting your stuff to the car?”


She stopped and looked back
over her shoulder. “No, but thanks. Leena is going to get it for me. I
appreciate it though. I’ll see ya later, Coach.” She never looked directly at
me.


“See ya later, Eryn. Take
care of yourself.”


I watched her crutch off the court and felt more determined than
ever to find out who was behind her fall. Then, I went to my office to wait for
Leena to bring my gym bag by from where it had been stashed in the locker room.
Hopefully, my secret audio recording would reveal who the guilty party was. 


It was gonna be an interesting evening, that much I knew for
sure.

















 

Chapter Fifteen


Eryn



 

Sitting in my car after
practice with the crutches on the passenger seat next to me and my ankle
bandaged and aching, I couldn't help but feel depressed. 


I mean, this past weekend
had been such a great game for me, and it
had seemed as if things were starting to truly go right in my life. I'd finally
made the starting lineup, and I'd played one of the best volleyball games of my
life. And, of course, there had been the amazing kiss with Wade. 


But first, I'd had to let
Wade go and try to remove any thoughts of
him from my mind. And now this: an injury that would keep me off the court for
at least a week. 


At least there wasn't a game
this weekend, so it wasn't like I would be missing something important. But for
the game the following weekend, it would mean that I wouldn't be in
top form. I'd lose fitness because of this forced week of rest, and my skills
would deteriorate. Not by any kind of huge margin or anything, but they would,
and that thought made me discouraged.


Another thought, though,
made me angry: the fact that I had been tripped up. The fact that this injury had been a deliberate act of
maliciousness. 


And, I was almost certain I
knew who had been behind it. 


Tammy had been in a foul
mood ever since she had been taken off the starting lineup, and her little
sidekick, Kelly, had been in a similar mindset. And, of course, since I was the
one who had replaced Tammy in the lineup, I'd had more than a few death stares and muttered insults from her. 


For some reason I had never
understood, she had never liked me, not from the moment we had first laid eyes
on each other. I had to say, the feeling was mutual. I didn't know why she had
such a dislike for me, or what I had ever done to her to warrant these
feelings, but I couldn't deny that they were there. 


I'd been content with simply keeping a distance between us. That's
what normal people did, right? If there's someone you don't get along with for
whatever reason, you just ignore them. Keep away from them. Not Tammy. She
would do everything she could to try to get in my face or make me look bad. 


There had been plenty of
snide comments and muttered insults, and of
course, the time I’d found the word “jerk” written on my locker in lipstick
— her color, nonetheless – but this? This was the first time her aggression had
turned physical. 


Of course, like the lipstick
graffiti, I had no proof that it had been her, but it seemed unlikely that
anyone else on the team would have gone to so much trouble. I got along really
well with all the other players. It was only Tammy and Kelly who seemed to have
a problem with me.


The question now was what
was I going to do about it?


Of course, at the moment, with pain throbbing through my leg starting
at my ankle and the frustration and anger I felt at being forced to rest for at
least a week, I couldn't deny feeling like I wanted a little revenge. 


I knew it would pass. I
wasn't one for vengeance, and certainly hadn't taken any for the lipstick
incident. I was quick to forgive, even if I didn't forget. This time, however, she had crossed a line, and if I didn't stand
up for myself, who knew what she would do
next.


Not that I had any idea
exactly what I could do. I mean, I could always take the guy route, and when I
was all healed up, I could just go up to her and kick her rear in the locker
rooms. But that wasn’t my style. Of course, I admit, punching her square in the
eye wouldn’t have hurt my feelings any. I knew my best bet was to talk to Leena
and see what she thought. 


 I took a detour through a drive-thru on my way
home because there was no way I was standing in the kitchen to fix myself
something to eat, and leaving myself at the mercy of Leena’s cooking was always
hit and miss. Still, I couldn't help but smile as I saw Leena waiting for me at
the entrance to our building. Gourmet chef or not, she was a great friend. 


“Hey, Lee,” I said as I got
out of the car, situating myself on the crutches.


“Hey, Eryn, how's your ankle
feeling?”


I sighed and shook my head.
“Not great.”


“Figured as much. That’s why
I waited for you, to help you get up the stairs. I thought it might be tough
for you, with your ankle and carrying your gym bag and books and stuff...”


“Aw, thanks. You're the
bestest friend ever,” I told her.


“I know,” she chirped as she
helped me with my bags and books. Thanks to her, we got upstairs without too
much trouble. After I'd put my stuff away, we sat down on the sofa, and Leena
brought me the food I’d picked up for us, along with a bottle of water. 


“So you think you were
tripped up, huh?” she asked.


I glared at her hard. “How
did you know that?”


“Coach pulled me aside and
asked if I’d seen anything.”


I acknowledged and
continued. “Well, I don't think it – I
know it. Someone kicked my ankles together hard from behind. It was a
deliberate blow, I'm sure of it. It wasn't just someone running too close to
me. There was a solid force behind that kick.”


She nodded. “Yeah, I
suspected as much. And, I think I have a pretty good idea of who it might have
been.”


“Let me guess,” I said.
“Starts with a 'T' and ends with a 'Y.'”


“You got it,” she agreed.


I sighed and shook my head.
“I think everyone knows it was her. The problem is, there's no way for me to
prove it. So, without proof, what can I do about it?”


“Well, here's the thing,
Eryn – I think there might actually be proof.”


She caught me a little off
guard. “What? How?”


“Wade. He was determined to
get to the bottom of what happened, so he put his phone on audio record and had
the cleaning lady hide it in the locker room where Tammy and Kelly's lockers
are. So, if they said anything to each other about tripping you up, he'll have it as proof.”


A surge of something rushed
through me. I didn’t know what to say or how to feel. I couldn't believe he'd
done that. It made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. 


“Wow!” was all I could say.
I was a little taken back. “Well, I hope he catches them, I really do...because
I don't know what else to do.”


I was about to ask Leena
what she thought I should do if Wade’s phone hadn’t picked up anything concrete
when my own phone buzzed. Leena handed me my purse from the table and I rifled
through it to see who had messaged me. It was from Wade. 


Hi, Eryn. Hope your ankle’s doing okay. I have some
information about who tripped you in practice. I was hoping I could come over
and talk to you and Leena about it this evening?


I looked up at Leena. “He's
found out something. Said he has some information.”


“Oh my goodness! He didn’t say
what it is?” 


“No, but he wants to come
over here to talk to us about it.”


“Well, I want to know what
is going on. Tell him to come right now!” she said.


I typed out a quick reply. 


Hey, Wade. Ankle is the same. I’m curious about the
information. You can come over now, if that's all right. Leena will meet you
downstairs.


I got a reply a few seconds
later.


Sounds good; see you in about 20.


When he arrived, Leena met
him outside and led him up to our apartment. It felt a little awkward having
him in my home. Even if we wanted to pretend nothing had happened, it had and
we both knew it. The tense glances back and forth were proof that it had
definitely not been forgotten. And sitting there with Leena being totally
clueless about the invisible tension crackling in the air made the situation
all the more uneasy. 


He said a friendly hello to
me as he followed Leena into the living room. 


“Hi, Wade,” I replied and
tried to keep the heat I was feeling from showing in my cheeks. “Have a seat,”
I added hastily, pointing at the easy
chair opposite the sofa.


“Leena told me on the way up
she explained to you about me hiding my phone in the locker room, right?”


“She did, yeah.”


“Okay. Well, this is what I picked up. I've cut the
audio file down to just the conversation that matters. I'll play it for you.
Just a warning: you're not going to like what you hear. Are you okay with
that?”


“I don’t like the fact that
I’m laid up with a sprained ankle – can it get worse than that? Whatever it is,
I need to hear it.”


“Yes, I think you do,” he
agreed.


He took his phone out and
tapped the screen a few times, and then two, familiar female voices, soft and
muffled — but definitely recognizable — started coming from the speaker: Tammy
and Kelly. 


First was Kelly’s voice.
“Did you see that jerk go down like a sack of potatoes!” Kelly
laughed. 


“Right? It wasg
hilarious,” Tammy replied.


“Did anyone see you do it,
Tams?” 


“I think Eva might have seen
me trip the hussy up, but that stupid, fat jerk knows I'll break herg
nose if she says anything about it.”


They both giggled. I felt my
blood boiling with anger, and I could see that Leena was furious, too. 


“Shhh,” Tammy said, “Here
comes Leena. Don't say anything else about it. You know how close that dumb
skank is to Eryn.”


“Yeah, what a pair of-”


Wade cut the recording off
there and cleared his throat, obviously
feeling a bit of awkwardness at the way the recorded conversation was going. “I,
uh, I don't think the rest of it is necessary,” he said. 


“No,” I replied, “what we
heard was more than enough,” I assured him.


Leena drew in a deep breath.
“If it wasn’t stooping to their level, I’d punch them both right in the mouth,”
she huffed. We all sat in silence for a while, ruminating on what we'd just
heard.


“So, what do we do now?” I
asked eventually. “I mean, the evidence is right there. What happens next?”


“It is,” Wade replied. “And,
they are definitely going to face the consequences. I’ll be removing them both
from the team. I just wanted you two to hear the evidence first. I wanted you
to know I wasn’t taking this lightly.” His gaze fixed on mine and rush of
warmth spread through me. 


“Thank you, Wade,” I said softly. “I really, really appreciate you making an effort to do something about this.”


“Yeah, Wade,” Leena added.
“I'm glad you thought ahead and made a plan to catch those two-” She stopped
herself before she said something ugly. “It's just so...so low, what they did
to Eryn. All because they are jealous. Jerks,” she mumbled the last word and
I couldn’t help the small smile that crept over my lips.


“It's malicious and
inexcusable,” he agreed, his face grim with anger. “Nobody attacks my star
player and gets away with it. Nobody.”


I was impressed at how
intensely he wanted to defend me. His eyes caught mine again, and I couldn't
ignore the sheer intensity that ripped through me at the look that passed
between us. More than ever, I wanted him – and I knew that he wanted me, too.
That made it even more painful, the fact that we both understood that we
couldn't be together. 


“Thanks again,” I said to
him, trying to diffuse the electricity of the moment between us. “I really do
appreciate this.”


He smiled his heart-stopping
smile. “I just want to make sure they get punished for this. And that nothing
like it happens again. Anyways, that's all, I guess. I'll deal with those two
delinquents tomorrow. We’ll let ‘em get comfortable and think they got away
with it. I better get going. I hope you ladies enjoy the rest of your night.”


“Would you like a drink,
Wade?” Leena asked. 


He got up and shook his
head. “I appreciate the offer, Leena, but I'm afraid I can't. I have some, uh,
business to attend to that just can't wait. I'll see you girls tomorrow on the court, though.”


“Uh,” I grinned and began
pointing at my bandaged ankle.


“Oh, uh, yeah, that's right,”
he said. “I guess I won't be seeing you on the court, Eryn. You just take it
easy and let that ankle heal up. I’ll check on you later. I will see you, though, Leena. All right,
ladies, I’m going to get going. Have a good evening.”


“Bye, Wade,” I said. 


“Have a good night, Wade,”
added Leena as she walked him to the door.


“Bye, ladies,” he said, and
with that, Leena closed the door behind him.


















 

Chapter Sixteen


Wade



 

I left Eryn's place the
night before feeling weird. For more reasons than one.


On the one hand, of course, I'd been happy about the fact that
my plan had worked and I'd managed to find out that Tammy and Kelly were behind
her injury. I was still having a hard time wrapping my mind around the fact
that Tammy had deliberately tripped Eryn. It was just petty and childish. But,
justice would be served. I had every intention of making sure that nothing like
that ever happened again on my team.


On the other hand, it had
been a little strange to be in Eryn's
apartment like that: her home, her personal space, the place where she slept,
ate, and went about her life. 


I'd felt that familiar
tension simmering between us the moment I walked in — that raw, burning desire
that we were both trying so hard to suppress. It hadn't gone away on my end, and
I felt like it hadn't gone away on hers, either. 


There was nothing we could
do about it, though. It was frustrating,
exceedingly so. I couldn't help wondering if, and hoping, the feelings would resolve themselves over time, wondering if they'd go away. At the moment, it seemed as if
they weren’t going anywhere. 


All I could do was try not
to think about it. I had needed a distraction. When I got home, I’d called the
university’s athletic director and discussed the situation with him to make
sure I was going about removing Tammy and Kelly from the team in a way that was
in line with the school’s protocol. 


Once we finished our
discussion, I put on a movie and kicked back on my sofa, trying to keep myself
distracted. But my mind didn’t stay on the movie. It was on Eryn and the
interesting day I knew I had to look forward to. Eventually, I drifted off to
sleep.


The first thing I did when I
woke up was send Tammy and Kelly a message letting them know I needed to speak
with them in my office that morning and coordinated a time they could both meet
there. We were scheduled for ten o’clock. 


They showed up a few minutes
after ten and by the time they did, I had stewed over the situation all
morning. I was already teetering on the edge of losing it when I saw them,
especially Tammy, who showed up with a
flirty, smug grin on her face.


All I could think about was
that I was about to wipe that grin right off her overpainted lips. Just the
thought of what she had done to Eryn had my blood boiling.


“Sit down,” I said, my eyes
cold and my lips tight. 


They each took a seat across
from me. Dan, one of my assistant coaches, slipped into the back of my office,
just as I had asked him to earlier that morning. I needed a witness to the
meeting as suggested by the school’s athletic director. Dan stood quietly in
the back.


“So, what's going on, Wade?”
Tammy asked, glancing over her shoulder at Dan with a confused look on her
face. “I hope you’ve called us in here to tell us you're going to be putting us
back on the starting lineup.”


I chuckled, truly amused she
would even think that was a possibility. “Um, no. That's not what this meeting
is about, not at all. In fact, I'm gonna let you two do the talking,” I
informed them.


“What?” Tammy asked.


“I don’t understand,” Kelly
added. “What do you want us to talk about?”


I put my phone on the desk
and played the audio recording for them. I watched coldly as their smug expressions quickly turned to expressions of horror, shock, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d have said even a little
guilt. 


“Do you two have anything to
say for yourselves?” I asked.


Silence. 


I continued. “Tammy, you
deliberately tripped Eryn, which caused her to get injured. Kelly, you knew
about it, encouraged it, and laughed
about it. So, I’ll ask again: do you two have anything to say?”


They both sat silent for a
moment; neither dared to make eye contact with me. Suddenly, though, Tammy looked up at me with defiant anger in her
gaze. 


“All right, Wade, so you
think you caught us. Well, why don't you
tell me, what are you gonna do about this?”


“You’re both being expelled
from the team. That’s what I’m doing. Don't bother coming to practice this
afternoon. You're out. Pick a new sport, or pick
a new university.”


Kelly immediately started crying,
but I had no sympathy for her. Tammy, however, remained resilient and defiant.
“Ya know, I thought you were cool, Wade. I really did. But now I realize that
you're nothing. You're just a washed-up has-been who's old and lame and long
past his prime.”


I chuckled dryly. “I feel
terribly hurt by your words, Tammy,” I retorted, my tone dripping with sarcasm.
“Now leave. And don't come back.”


“I sure hope you’ve saved up
plenty of money from your pro career, Wade, because you're going to need it,”
Tammy threatened. 


“Oh really? And why is
that?” I asked, glancing back at Dan who was shaking his head at her behavior.


She grinned maliciously. “My
dad is the most powerful lawyer in this
county. And when I tell him about what's happened, your rear is gonna be sued
for all its worth – and more. You'll be
living on the street by the time he’s finished chewing you up.” 


I tapped my phone slowly
with my forefinger. “I don't care how good a lawyer he is. He's gonna have a
real hard time defending this evidence in front of any judge. The school’s
athletic director and the athletic board will be receiving copies of the
recording. I am following their protocols. So, good luck.” 


“Forget you, Wade,” she spat
as she got up. She kicked her chair over and then yanked Kelly out of hers.
“Stop crying, you stupid little trash,” she hissed at her. “Let's get the heck
out of this pile of trash of an office!”


“Have a nice day, girls,” I
said flatly to them. 


Tammy stormed out, dragging
Kelly behind her. She huffed at the assistant coach as she pushed past him and
slammed the door shut with violent force. After she was gone, I let out a long,
slow sigh. 


“That went well,” Dan joked
from his position by the door.


“Yeah, about as well I
expected, I suppose.” 


“Could have been worse. She
could have really showed herself,” he chuckled.


I laughed. “I can only
imagine. Thanks for sitting in, Dan. I appreciate it.”


“No problem. I’m gonna get
back to my office. Call me if you need me,” he said before stepping out into
the hall and closing the door behind him. 


The meeting had been pretty
intense, but I was glad I had been able to deal with it, and that it was over.
Next, I had to write up an official report about the incident and submit it
along with the recording to the athletic board. 


When I was finished, I saved
my copy to the school’s cloud server in my folder, printed a copy, and headed
out to the university's administration block, a 10-minute walk away, to turn in
the report and let them copy the recording for the file. 


As I left the sports
building, I had the strange feeling someone was watching me. I couldn't quite
explain it, but my senses were on edge. I looked around, but didn’t see anyone.
Of course, the area between the sports building where the coaching offices were
located and the next campus building was fairly secluded, so there wasn’t a lot
of foot traffic during the morning hours, aside from a jogger here and there
using the paths circling the entire campus.


I was making my way along
the path through an area of greenery surrounded by a section of trees when I
heard a jogger coming up behind me. Without looking back, I stepped aside to
make room for him or her pass. 


Then, out of nowhere, a
blinding flash of light exploded inside my head with concussive force. My knees
buckled beneath me as my senses began to reel. I dropped down as the world swam
around me, but somehow, through my shock and confusion, I was aware that I was
being attacked. 


Another pounding impact
smashed into the side of my head, and I saw a young, powerfully-built guy step
out in front of me, cocking his fist for another punch. I couldn't see his face
because he was wearing a sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his head and a
bandanna wrapped like a mask around his face, covering everything below his
eyes.


Even though I was dazed, I
managed to duck his wild swing and
counter with a sharp right cross that caught him in his right eye. 


He howled in pain and jumped
back, but the damage his two punches had done to me was significant, and I
couldn't maintain my balance any longer. I crashed to the ground, and the last
thing I saw was his foot rocketing toward my face. Next, there was a blinding
flash of light behind my eyes, and then...nothing.


 I didn’t know how long I was out, but when I
woke up, there were a few students around
me.


“He's waking up!” called a
concerned-looking young guy with glasses and shoulder-length, brown hair. 


“Just hang in there, Coach
Vinson,” said a pretty girl with dreadlocks. “The nurse is on her way.”


“Wh-what happened?”
I asked, mumbling and confused.


The girl with dreads spoke.
“You got mugged or something,” she said. “I was sitting by that tree over there
and I saw the whole thing. Some guy in a white hoodie came running up behind
you and sucker punched you from the back. He smacked you right in the side of
the jaw, and then he hit you again on the side of your head. 


“I saw that you tried to
fight back, but I think that first sucker punch must’ve hit you hard. You went
down pretty quick, and then he kicked you in the head and took your phone and
wallet. 


“My friends tried to chase
him down, but he was too fast, and he got away. And we couldn't see who he was
‘cause he had this bandanna around his face. He was a young, white guy, though, real
jacked, about six foot or so. His hood came off as he was sprinting away and we
saw that he had short, blond hair, real stylish. 


“I dunno if it'll help
identify him, but we're willing to testify if the guy gets caught somehow,” the
chatty girl finally finished.


“Thanks, I appreciate that,”
I said as I got up slowly. 


My head ached, and I was feeling groggy from being
knocked out. The nurse arrived shortly after, and she asked me some questions
and checked my eyes, looking for dilation of the pupils. Luckily, it seemed I
didn't have a concussion or anything serious. 


“You just give me a call if
you need me, Coach. Got it?” she insisted.


“Yes, ma’am,” I replied. I
thanked her for her help and continued on
my way to the administration building.

















 

Chapter Seventeen


Eryn



 

It was weird having the
afternoon off and being out in the
shopping mall with the sun still out. I was so used to being on the indoor
volleyball court every afternoon, and
only getting out when the sun was going down. This injured ankle had thrown everything out of whack. 


I'd only had three classes
to attend for the day and had gotten all of my reading and assignments done by
lunchtime, so it was either sit in the apartment all afternoon waiting for
Leena to come back, or get out and get some fresh air.


I'd decided to go down to
the mall to get an ice cream. After all, I was injured and feeling kinda
miserable, so I needed a little treat to pick me up a bit. 


I ordered a double cone —
dark chocolate and caramel. I figured if I was gonna do this, I may as well go
all out and seriously treat myself. 


I sat down at one of the
tables directly in the warmth of the sun shining down from the glass ceiling
and waited for the girl who took my order to bring it over to me. She had been
kind enough to offer since she noticed the crutches. 


Just as I sat down, my phone
rang. Perfect timing. I took it out of my bag
and saw that it was my mom. I wondered if I should tell her about my injured
ankle, but quickly decided against it. I didn't want her to worry, as she
already had enough things on her plate to worry herself about. 


“Hey, Mom,” I answered as
cheerfully as I could manage.


“Hello, my sweet girl! How
are you?” she asked.


“I'm good, I'm good. How are
you feeling?”


“I'm definitely on the up
and up. Feeling like I'm getting better. I really am feeling a lot better than
I was.”


“That's great to hear, Mom.
So, what's up?”


“Oh, I was just wondering if
you wanted to come over for dinner tonight?”


I wanted to, really, I did.
But if I went over there, she'd see the
crutches and the bandaged ankle and make a big fuss over me when she needed to
be concentrating on getting better, and of course, I didn't want that.


“Uh, sorry, Mom, I can't. Not
for the rest of the week, in fact. It's just a super heavy week for
assignments. I have so many due this week, and so much to do, I just have to
buckle down and get them done.” I hated not being honest with her, but it was
for a good reason…at least, that’s what I told myself.


“All right, dear, I
understand. I’m so proud of you for being so studious,” she crooned.


“Thanks, Mom. We’ll have dinner this weekend, for sure, all right?
We'll get together and make your favorite meal.”


“I'd like that.”


“Me, too,” I told her. We
talked for a few more minutes about Annie and a few other things before Mom got
another call and we had to hang up.


I cut the call off and
sighed. This whole ankle thing was messing with my life. I was just about to
get all mopey when the ice cream arrived, and the sight of it immediately made
me feel better. 


I dug the spoon in and
savored the cold, sweet creaminess of it in my mouth. It immediately made me
forget the sulky mood I was fighting. For someone who was very strict with her
diet, it felt dang good to “cheat” once in a while. 


While I was enjoying the delectable ice cream, I did a little people
watching. The top level of the mall was the perfect perch for it. I could see
down to both levels below me. 


Three spoons’ full of ice
cream in, I noticed a very familiar figure walking toward the courtyard of a
coffee shop just below me. A commanding,
masculine figure, dressed in a tight T-shirt that revealed his perfectly sculpted muscles, while his equally
perfect hair gleamed in the light above his handsome face – a face that seemed
to have been temporarily marred by a swollen black eye. 


Tim, my ex. 


And there, waiting for him
at a table, was a young woman dressed in an excessively revealing outfit – a
young woman whom I recognized instantly
despite the large sunglasses she was wearing to hide her face. She got up and
not only hugged Tim, but also gave him a
long, passionate kiss as he placed his hands firmly on her rear and squeezed.


Tammy. 

















 

Chapter Eighteen


Wade



 

I couldn’t believe that I'd
just been mugged, right here on campus. It wasn't that I was feeling bad about the fact that my phone and wallet
were gone. They were replaceable, as annoying as it would be to get all the
cards replaced and having to get a new phone, but rather how brazenly this
attack had taken place, just out in the open like this. 


It took a little longer than
planned, but I made it to my destination and sat down with the athletic
director, Jack Strauss, and explained what had happened with Tammy and Kelly during the meeting.


Jack looked over my report
and nodded. “All right, well, let's just have that audio recording, and we'll
begin proceedings against these two students.”


Then it hit me: my phone was
gone. “Dangit,” I murmured.


“What's the problem, Wade?”


I explained what had just
happened to me with the attack. “Hmm,” he said. “Well, that's awful. You okay?”


I nodded. “Good, glad to
hear it. But, as much as I hate to say it, without that evidence, we don't have
a case. Did you make a backup of the recording?”


I shook my head. “No. Didn’t
really cross my mind that I needed to. I guess that's the only copy – the one
that was on my phone.”


He sighed and shook his
head. “Without that recording, we have no case, and there’s no way we can take
action without it.”


“Seriously? There's nothing
you can do?” I asked.


“I wish there were. Kinda
ticks me off that they’d do something like that and be able to get by with it.
But, there is the consideration we have to take about Tammy's father. He is a
prominent lawyer, and without a watertight case, he could make life very...difficult for you and this whole
department. He could drag us into a legal battle that would last not only
months, but potentially years. And
we both know the university wouldn’t allow that.” Jack’s expression
showed remorse.


I put my head in my hands.
“So, there really is nothing we can
do?”


“Not without that
recording.”


I stood up, feeling a
horrible mixture of anger, disappointment, and helplessness. “Well, I guess
we're done then,” I said, my voice dripping with disappointment.


“I am truly sorry, Wade, but
this is a battle we cannot afford to get into without something to back it up.”



“I understand, Jack. Thanks
for your help.”


“Let me know if you get your
phone back,” he said as I left his office. I nodded an acknowledgement. 


Once I was out of the
building, I sat down on a bench under a tree to think. I knew I'd need to call
Eryn to tell her about what had happened and out of instinct, I reached into my
pocket and then cussed violently as I remembered that I no longer had my phone.



I got up, walked slowly back
to my office, and sent her an email from my computer, asking if she could come
in and see me. It was late that afternoon before I got a reply from her. She’d
sent it during practice, which, thankfully, Kelly and Tammy had not come to.
She explained that she'd come in right after practice, so I sat and waited for
her in the office. Soon enough, there was a knock on the door. 


“Come in; it's open,” I
called. 


The door was pushed open and
Eryn came in, walking with the aid of the crutches. I immediately jumped up to
help her, a stab of guilt shooting through me at the sight of her injured like
that, knowing how close we'd come to justice – and how it had now escaped us.


“Hey, Wade,” she said as I
made it to her side to help her take a seat. 


“Sorry. I should have gotten
the door for you,” I apologized.


“No big deal,” she smiled
back that breathtaking smile that made my heart hitch a little. “Have a seat,
there's something we need to talk about,” I told her.


“All right.”


She settled into the chair,
and I couldn't help but stare for a moment at how stunning she looked with her
long hair down around her shoulders. I was so used to seeing it in a ponytail.
She didn’t even have to try to look beautiful; she just did it totally without
effort. 


I shook the thought from my
mind. I couldn't allow myself to be distracted. I needed to deliver the bad
news to Eryn, not daydream about pulling her to me. I decided to cut straight
to the chase.


“Eryn, there's a problem
with the whole Tammy and Kelly incident.”


“There is? What's wrong?”


I sighed and explained what had happened earlier in the day with the
attack. “Oh my goodness, are you all right? Are you injured?” she immediately began.


“No, no, I'm fine,” I
assured her.


“Wade, concussions don’t
always show up in an obvious manner. You should know that. We need to get you
to a hospital to get checked out by a proper physician. You could have injuries
you don’t know about if you were knocked out. I don't know if the nurse was
nearly thorough enough in her
examination.”


She didn’t say a word about
the fact that our case against Tammy and Kelly was lost. Her concern was solely
on me and my health. It was flattering and, frankly, made me feel a little warm
inside. 


“You don't need to worry
about that, Eryn. I'm fine, I really am.”


“You might think you are
now, Wade, but seriously, head injuries can be dangerous if not checked out
properly.”


“All right, all right. I'll
go to the hospital right after this and get it checked out properly if it will
make you feel better. But aren't you at all worried about the fact that we now
don't have a solid case against Tammy and Kelly?”


“I just care about you,”
she blurted out and then immediately looked like she shouldn't have said it.


 I tried hard not to grin from ear to ear.
“I...I appreciate that, Eryn, I do. And, that's how I felt when I saw you get
hurt. That's why I wanted to get Tammy and Kelly so badly.” 


“What's important is that
you're okay,” she said softly. 


“And, what's important to me
is that you're okay.”


We both sat in silence for a
while, just staring at each other, the heat between us simmering quietly.
Suddenly, I watched her expression change and she tilted her head.


“Did you get a look at the
guy who attacked you?” she asked.


“Not much of a look. He was wearing a hoodie and a bandanna to cover
his face.”


“What color hoodie?”


“White,” I replied.


Her eyebrows went up. “And
let me guess: black jeans and red sneakers?”


“Yeah...yeah!” I said,
remembering.


“You didn't happen to see
what color his hair was, did you?” Eryn asked me.


“I didn't, but a witness
said it was short and blond. Stylish,
was how she described it,” I told her.


“And, did you manage to hit
him during the attack?”


“I got in one good shot, popped
him near his eye. Why?”


She bit her lower lip. “I
think I know who did this, Wade. In fact, I'm almost certain about it.”

















 

Chapter Nineteen


Eryn



 

As soon as Wade began
describing his attacker, my mind flashed right back to an hour before at the
mall when I'd seen my ex Tim meeting up with Tammy at the coffee shop. The fact
that Tim was sporting a freshly swollen black eye had seemed like a total
mystery to me at the time, but after hearing that Wade was attacked by someone
who was wearing the exact same outfit that I'd seen Tim in – minus the bandanna,
of course – it all made sense. 


I had no doubt, once the
shock of my ex dating that skank Tammy
wore off, that Tim had mugged Wade for the sole reason of getting his phone so his new girlfriend could have the
evidence against her. The pieces just fit together way too perfectly according
to the circumstances for it to be a mere coincidence. 


“How on Earth do you know
who mugged me?” Wade asked, uncertainty painted over his face.


“I think it was my ex-boyfriend, a guy named Tim Miller.”


“Why would your ex attack me?”


“Did you talk to Kelly and
Tammy about the recording on your phone?”


“Yeah, earlier today. About
an hour or so before I was attacked, I think.”


“And what did you tell them?
What did Tammy say?” I asked him.


“Well, when I expelled them
from the team permanently, Kelly just cried, but Tammy got angry. She said her
father, the lawyer, was going to make me wish this and that.” 


I nodded. “Yeah, everyone
knows that her dad is some big-shot lawyer around here. But with that
recording, he wouldn’t have even had a leg to stand on against you, I'm sure.
That was hard, irrefutable evidence right there, and I think she knew it.”


“So how does your ex come into all of this?”


“I was at the mall having an
ice cream earlier, and I saw him meet up with Tammy at a coffee shop. He handed
her a package and kissed her. I guess they're dating now or something. 


“But the thing is…he had a
black eye and was wearing the exact same outfit your attacker was wearing. He's
built, jacked on heaven knows what, and has
short, blond hair that he spends, like, an hour styling every morning. So, he
totally fits the description of your attacker.”


A light of realization began
to shine in Wade's eyes. 


“Oh, man. It totally makes
sense now. Tammy tried to bluff that her dad would be able to take care of
this, but no lawyer in the world would go against a university in a situation
with verbal proof of wrongdoing. It makes sense that someone as spiteful as her
would try to shut this down by making the evidence disappear before it got into
official hands. She got her boyfriend to jump me and steal my phone.” He stared
straight ahead in disbelief.


“I'm so sorry, Wade.”


He shook his head, anger
reddening his face. “No, you don't need to be sorry for anything, Eryn. I just
can't believe I was so stupid that I didn't make a backup of that file. Dang it!
There has to be something we can do.” 


We both sat in silence for a
while, thinking about what options we might have now that the evidence was gone
and Tammy held the upper hand. Then an idea dawned on me, and a smile started
to spread across my face.


“You know, Wade, Leena's
older brother Pete is an amateur actor. He does a lot of plays, and he's really good.”


Wade raised an eyebrow,
looking somewhat confused. “Um, okay, but I’m not following. What does that
have to do with our situation?”


“We need to find a costume
store where we could rent a really authentic-looking police uniform.”


Wade realized what I was getting
at and smiled. “There was a great place
downtown where my buddies and I always used to go for Halloween costumes,” he
said with a grin. “I think it's still there. You give Leena's brother a call,
find out if he's up for this and what size clothes he wears, and I'll drive
down there if he is.” 


“Tammy thinks she can bluff
us? Well, we're about to bluff her. I can
only hope that this works,” I said, and pulled my phone from my pocket to give
Pete a call.



 

*****


 


“I always knew this GoPro
camera would come in handy one day,” Wade said as he mounted the camera on
Pete's shoulder. “Good thing cops are required to wear body cameras these days, too, so Tammy and Tim won't
question why this is on you.” 


Pete, who was tall,
broad-shouldered, and had a naturally stern-looking face, suited the role of a
cop perfectly – even though by nature he was very gentle and reserved. Still,
he was one heck of an actor, and he could
turn on his bad cop performance in an instant and be absolutely convincing
about it. And, the uniform we'd rented was nearly
identical to the uniforms the local police department wore. I was a
little surprised it was even legal to rent them out.


“So, you know exactly what
to say?” Wade asked Pete.


“I've got this, man; don't
you guys worry. Those two troublemakers won't know what hit 'em. I'll make sure
their confession is recorded perfectly.
And, you two can watch the live feed from the car across the road if you have
it set up.” 


“All right; well, this is
Tammy's address according to university records,” Wade said, looking at the
large sorority house across the road from us. 


“And, that's Tim's car
parked out front,” I said, pointing at a red Mustang. 


“One more thing, Pete. Just
make sure you never introduce yourself as a police officer. We don’t want you
getting in trouble for impersonating one. I called and asked a friend of mine
to make sure we weren’t putting you in a situation you might get in trouble
for. Understand?” Wade said to Pete.


“Got it,” he replied.


“Okay then. Go break a leg,
Pete,” Wade said, patting him encouragingly on the shoulder. 


Pete breathed in deeply, and
after he had exhaled, it was almost as if
his face itself had changed; he was now in character. He put on his reflective
aviator shades and looked the part.


“Let me out of the
car!” he barked in a booming, authoritative voice. 


He got out and strode over
to the front door of the sorority house. We watched the events unfold via the
live feed from the GoPro. He knocked on the door, and one of the new sorority
pledges opened it. 


“Oh um, hi, Officer,” she
said. “What can I do for you?” 


“I'm looking for Tammy McRae
and Tim Miller. Are they here?”


“Yeah, hang on, I'll get
them,” the girl said.


Wade and I slid down in the
back seat of the car so that we weren't visible. After a minute or so, Tim and
Tammy came down the stairs, both wearing worried expressions on their faces. I
couldn't help but snicker. 


“Uh, good evening, Officer;
is there a problem?” Tim asked.


“You bet there is, son,”
Peter stated. “I’m going to need you and Miss McRae here to answer some
questions regarding an assault and robbery.” 


“I, uh, I don't know what
you're talking about, man!” Tim snapped, but there was fear written
all over his face. 


“I believe you do, son. Security cameras on the university campus
captured everything. Using advanced bio-recognition technology, our digital
imaging experts managed to zoom in and a witness positively identified you as
the man who assaulted and robbed Wade Vinson earlier today. Remember those
digital photos that were taken when you were a student at Florida State? Well, they keep those biometric records forever,
son. You're screwed. 


“And you, missy, the same
technology was used to identify you from mall security cameras, where
you were seen taking possession of the stolen goods from Mr. Carson here.
You're both in some very big trouble.”


“I, uh, it can't be, no…
This can't be happening, this can't be happening,”
Tammy mumbled, in a state of shock. 


Tim's face was also white
with shock. 


“You're looking at a minimum
of four years in the slammer for assault and robbery, son, and you, missy,
you're looking at two. However, if you cooperate and hand over the evidence
now, things will be a lot easier. 


“Give me the stolen wallet
and phone, and I’ll personally testify that you cooperated and returned the
stolen property. That should get you both leniency and possibly be let off with
fines and community service.”


“We didn't do anything,”
Tammy stated. “We didn't-”


“I don’t want to go to
jail!” Tim snapped. “They've got biometric evidence! Just go get the phone
and the wallet and give it to them! Heck, I’m getting it.” He hurried away
before Tammy could stop him. She looked like a deer in headlights. She wasn’t
sure what to say or do. She turned to Pete with tears
welling up in her mascara-laden eyes. 


“Listen, Officer, I'm so, so sorry. I don't know what came over
us. Please, please, isn't there some way we could make this go away? I...I've
always had a thing for a man in uniform, you know. Goodness, you're looking really hot in that uniform. It really turns me
on.”


I grimaced with disgust.
“Jeez, she really will do just about anyone, won't she?” I murmured. 


“Ma’am, now you’re just
adding bribery to your list,” Pete stated. He was playing his part perfectly
and hadn’t once slipped up and identified himself as any type of law
enforcement.


Tim came back and handed
Wade's wallet and phone to Pete. Pete held out a large ziploc bag for them. “Evidence goes in here,” he instructed. 


Tim dropped the phone and
wallet into the bag. “Good. I appreciate your cooperation. I’m sure someone
from the police station will be in touch with you both soon. Keep a look out
for it.” 


Tammy just stared at him,
still shocked. Tim was still trying to throw Tammy under the bus to save his
own rear.


“It wasn’t my idea, sir. I’m
truly sorry. I… I just got caught up in-”


“Just a little advice for
you, son. The wrong woman can ruin your life. Keep that in mind,” he said as he
glanced down at Tammy. “You two have a good evening.”


Wade and I high-fived each
other as Peter turned and walked away. He got back into the car and drove away,
Wade and me still crouched down in the back seat. 


“Oh my goodness! That was awesome. Well done, Pete!” I said from
the back. “You're such a great actor!” 


 Once we were a few blocks away, he pulled over. “Here you go,” he said,
handing Wade the “evidence” bag. “I enjoyed that!” he remarked. “I'll have to try to look for more police officer parts in
the future.” 


“Thanks so much, man,” Wade
said, shaking his hand. “You've saved our rears right here.”


“It was a pleasure to help.
I've known Eryn here since she and Leena were little girls, and what that nasty
jerk Tammy did to her just makes my blood boil. I'm happy I got to help you
guys sort it out,” Pete added.


“All right, so now we just
need to get this to Jack,” Wade stated. He turned to Pete. “Thanks again, man.
Can you drop Eryn and me at Toucan Café? My car is parked there, and I think coffee is in
order to celebrate this little victory.”


“Sure thing, guys,” Pete
replied. “Do I get donuts, too?” 



 

*****



 

I was feeling ever so
slightly buzzed – it turned out that Toucan Café didn't only have regular
coffee on offer, but also Irish coffee. I was 21 and not driving, so I figured
why not. After all, we were there to celebrate. I had a double shot of whiskey in my Irish coffee, and now I was
really beginning to feel it. I wasn’t one to drink much and had never been much of a fan of partying, so my tolerance
for alcohol was practically nonexistent.


But I was celebrating and
feeling so relaxed and happy about how well our plan had gone that I had
totally forgotten about my agreement with Wade. It was pretty obvious he had,
too. After all the stress and pressure
and everything that had gone wrong, we were feeling the high of something
finally going right. 


And, of course, with a
little bit of alcohol relaxing us, both of our guards were down, and I'd caught
Wade staring intently at me on more than a few occasions. When our eyes had
met, we had smiled and laughed, for we both knew what the other was feeling. I
couldn't deny the raw, almost hungry attraction I felt for him any longer, and
from the way he was looking at me, I
don't think he could either. 


When Pete cut out early,
that left the two of us alone with no buffer to help us ignore what was
silently brewing between us.


“Maybe we should go out and
get some fresh air,” I suggested. 


“Yeah,” he agreed. “Come on.
I'll take care of the bill.”


I got my crutches and limped
outside while Wade paid the tab. It was a beautiful evening; the moon was full
and bright as it rose from the horizon. Soon, Wade was outside, and we headed
over to his car. 


“Where should we go?” I
asked. 


“How about the park on the
hill?” he asked. “There's a great spot where we can watch the moon rise over
the city.”


“That sounds great,” I
agreed. He helped me into his car and we
headed over to the park. When we got there, the small parking lot was deserted,
so we pulled into a secluded spot that looked over the city.


“Let's sit in the backseat
so I can prop my foot up,” I suggested. “It’s feeling a little sore.” 


“All right,” he said with a
smile. 


I think we both knew why
we'd come here and what was about to happen. We knew it shouldn’t happen, but
neither of us wanted to stop it, not now that we were caught up in the moment. We cuddled up next to each
other in the back seat. 


“It's beautiful, isn't it?” I said, looking at the
rising moon.


“That it is,” he commented.
But he wasn’t looking at the moon – he was looking at me. 


That was all it took. His lips were on mine, and mine on his. Soon, we were hungrily exploring each
other's mouths. It was just as intense as the first kiss we'd shared – perhaps
even more so, with all the frustration of having to hold it in being released. 


Soon his hands were all over
me, and mine all over him. I don't think that either of us had imagined we’d be
making out in the back of his car in a parking lot like a couple of teenagers.
At least it was a high-tier BMW model, which meant the back seat was comfy and
roomy. Also, the tinted windows provided some privacy from anyone outside who
might happen to peer in. 


I put my hands on his chest
as he ran his fingers enticingly down my back. His muscles were hard and
chiseled, and I wanted to see what my hands were exploring. I began unbuttoning
his shirt as my hunger grew and our kisses became more passionate. 


He began to run his fingers
through my hair and detached from the
kiss so that his lips could make their way down my neck then back up to nibble
on my earlobes, sending shivers of delightful pleasure rippling through me. His shirt was fully unbuttoned now,
and I began to trace my fingertips over his smooth, tanned skin, marveling at
his perfectly defined six pack as he continued to nip and bite at my
earlobes and the side of my neck. 


His hands moved along the
sides of my waist, caressing lightly and playfully as he slipped them down onto
my hips. Then, with a smooth touch, he
hooked his fingers under my T-shirt and lifted it up and over my head. 


We looked into each other's
eyes again, sharing an intense gaze before he moved his head down to my chest,
softly kissing the exposed area of my breasts as he reached behind me to undo
my bra, which he did with expert precision.


My breasts burst free as the
bra came off. My nipples were already standing
at attention, fully aroused and stiff. He cupped my left breast with his hand
and started massaging my erect nipple with his forefinger and thumb; on my
right breast, he started gently kissing and sucking briefly on my right nipple,
which sent wave after wave of pleasure rippling through my body. 


As he continued, I moved my
hand down over his hard, washboard stomach to his crotch, where I felt his
manhood pressing with an almost painful
urgency against the inside of his pants. I ran my fingers gently over it,
silently marveling at its length and substantial girth. 


I started moaning and
gasping, and my body began to buck and shudder from the bliss coursing through
me. I was getting intensely wet while he
continued to amaze me with his mouth. He slipped one hand slowly over my
stomach, lingering for a moment to playfully caress my belly button, before
sliding it down into my jeans, seeking the center of the intense heat and
wetness down there. 


With eager hands, I
unbuttoned my jeans and unzipped them to give him easier access. He slipped his
finger down between my legs, and as soon as his fingertips found the hot, wet
opening of my slit, a jolt of intense pleasure rippled through me. 


He gently started moving his
fingertips around, probing inside and
caressing outside, spreading the warmth and intensifying my arousal. I felt the
pleasure from this exploration combining with the pleasure from the stimulation
of his mouth on my breasts, and together, they were unleashing the first waves
of an orgasm. 


He began rubbing with soft,
rhythmic pressure on my clit, which got me shuddering and gasping. I began to
breathe faster and harder, and soon I was bucking and grinding myself against
the motion of his fingers, losing control as the orgasm built its force inside
me. 


Then, finally, it was loosed,
and pulses of bliss tore through my body as I came. I gasped and cried out,
gripping a fistful of his hair in one hand and digging the nails of my other
into his back. Eventually, after the explosive joy of it had passed, I relaxed,
panting on the seat. I moved to open his zipper, but just as I did, a police
car rolled into the parking lot. 


“I think you’d better get
dressed,” Wade murmured with a grin, even though from his heavy breathing and
the very visible bulge pressing against his pants, I could tell stopping was
the absolute last thing he wanted to do. 


“Yeah...might be a good
idea,” I managed to gasp. 


I pulled my jeans back up
and slipped my top back on, shoving my bra behind my back. I’d managed to get
myself dressed just as a police officer came and tapped on the window. 


Wade rolled the window down.
“Yes, Officer?” he said.


“What's going on here?”
asked the cop.


“We just came out here to
watch the moon rise,” Wade informed him.


“I see. Well, I wouldn't advise hanging around here.
There have been a number of robberies in
this park recently, all at night. Just letting you know.”


“Thank you, Officer. We won't hang around too much longer,” Wade
assured him.


“All right. Have yourselves
a good evening, then,” the policeman said.


“You, too, Officer,” Wade
replied.


The cop walked away, and
Wade rolled the window back up. Then he looked at me. “Well...that was fun,” he
said.


I smiled shyly and blushed.
“That it was,” I replied.


“I guess,” he continued,
“we'd better talk about this then?” A sheepish smile pushed up one corner of
his beautiful mouth.


“Yeah, I guess we should.”

















 

Chapter Twenty


Wade



 

This was hard – as was a
certain part of my body, but I couldn't do anything about that now, as much as
I wanted to. Eryn looked even more beautiful, which I hadn't thought could even
be possible, but with her skin glowing and a satisfied, shy smile on her face,
I couldn't deny being absolutely
captivated by this woman. 


Still, we had crossed a line
here – a line that we had both previously agreed we wouldn't cross. But once
things had been set in motion, it had been impossible to stop.


I decided that the best
thing to do would be to not beat around the bush, and just cut right to the
chase. “Look, Eryn,” I began, “I think you know how I feel about you.”


“I'm pretty sure I do,” she
replied. “And, I guess that you realize
that I feel the same about you.”


“Yeah. But what the big
issue is, as we both know, is that I'm your coach.”


“And, I'm on your volleyball
team.”


“And, if anyone finds out,
we'll both be screwed. And not in a good way,” I tried to lighten the topic a
little. She giggled and I wanted to kiss her all over again…everywhere. But, I
got back on point. “The thing is, I could lose my job; you could lose your spot
on the team, which would mean your scholarship. And, of course, the vultures in
the media will have a field day with the gossip. They always do.”


“I know. There's a lot at
stake here.”


“I know. But what I also
have to say is that, to me, this is not just a fling. It's not simply lust.
It's...it feels so real. I mean, I can't remember ever feeling like this
about anyone. When I'm with you, I feel totally alive. I feel like I can do
anything. And when we talk, it's like I could talk to you forever. Like we
could seriously talk all night without getting tired. It's just so easy and
natural with you.”


She smiled at me, reached
over, and tangled her fingers with mine.


“I feel exactly the same,
Wade. I have to confess that I had a lot of misconceptions about the kind of
guy you were when we first met.
Obviously, I'm sure you know a lot of that comes from the gossip magazines, and
your reputation, and the fact that you were dating this really famous actress-”


“I don't blame you for
that,” I stopped her before she could start comparing herself to anything in my
previous life. They didn’t hold a candle to her. “But you know, that person
wasn't me – at least, he wasn't the real me. 


“I got caught up in all that
stuff for a time, but really, I hated it.
All the partying I did and the craziness, it was just to cover up how deeply
unhappy I felt out there. That's why I came back to Florida. I needed a fresh
start, I needed to not have all that garbage in my life any more. I needed to live a life true to myself – and I couldn't
do that there. 


“But you – you represent
everything good about who I am and who I really want to be. You're just this
naturally beautiful, unpretentious, kind, generous woman. You work so hard, and
you're so focused and selfless. In fact,
you're everything that the girls who were after me on the West Coast are not.
And that makes me even more madly attracted to you.”


She nodded, still smiling.
“Wow...thank you for all the compliments, Wade. They do mean a lot to me. And,
you've been so kind and so generous, helping me out not only with all the car stuff, but with my mom and her health issues,
as well. Not to mention, of course, the fact that you're a great coach, who has
not only inspired me, but everyone else
on the team, to work super hard and be the best players we could be. 


“But what really changed my mind
and amplified my attraction to you was your generosity and selfless kindness.”


I was touched by her honesty
and her compliments. “I'm glad you saw past the surface noise and gave me a
chance to prove I wasn’t that guy.” 


“So am I. But, I’m not so
sure it was just the surface noise that made me think that way. I think part of
it was me,” she said.


“How so?” I asked.


“Well, to explain that, I
think that I have to tell you a little about my relationship with Tim,” she
said. “Just to give you some context, really.”


“All right, you can go ahead
and tell me if you want.”


“I loved him, I did. But he
totally played me, badly. I guess I fell for him for all the wrong reasons. He
swept me off my feet when we first met. I mean, he was such a charmer. As a
narcissist, he's perfected that act, I can tell you that. 


“So, he used his good looks
and charm to manipulate me. I was having
thoughts of he and I spending the rest of our lives together, but he was
sleeping with every other girl on campus.”


“Oh, man, I'm really sorry
to hear that. He sounds like a real dirt
bag.”


“Oh, he was…is, trust me. I have no illusions about that now – I
just feel ashamed that he had me fooled for so long.”


“It's nothing to be ashamed
of, Eryn. Guys like him are experts at keeping women in the dark. They've got
it down to a fine art,” I tried to reassure her.


“I still feel like I should
have known better.”


“You can't blame yourself, though. You really can't.”


“I know that, but it took…
Well, it’s still taking time to accept
that. And, to get myself to the point where I can fully trust a guy again. It
isn't easy you know, especially when, uh, when he’s a drop dead gorgeous
guy…good looking, just like Tim.”


“But I'm not like him, at
all. I guarantee you that.”


“I can see that now,” she
said. “But you have to understand that once a person's trust has been totally crushed like that, it takes a little time to allow oneself to trust
fully again.”


“I understand. And I'm not
saying we should jump into anything – but I am saying that these feelings I
have for you are real. And, they are intense. I don't think I can deny them or
keep them bottled up for much longer. I meant it when I said I haven't felt
this way about a woman before.”


“And, I haven't felt this
way about a guy for a very long time, either.”


We both sat in silence for a
while, each thinking on the other's words. “So,” I said eventually, “what are
we gonna do about this?”


“I don't want it to end,”
she said, and I could tell from the tone of her voice that she was serious about that. “I really don't want it to
end. It feels so wonderful. It’s the most
honest feeling I’ve ever had with a man.”


“I totally agree. But
there's the whole...you know, coach and player thing.”


“I know. So, I guess what we
have to do is, well, keep this secret,” she sighed. “I really don't like
keeping secrets.”


“We don't have any other choice, though,” I said. “It's either keep this
secret – or not have it at all. And the last thing I am going to do is put you
in a position that could be harmful to you in any way. I’m not going to try to
talk you into that. I care too much about you.”


We both sat quietly. “I care
about you, too,” she said. “And, I'm willing to give it a try if you are.”


A surge of what I could only
describe as pure joy rushed through my heart. “I'm absolutely one hundred
percent willing to give it a try and to
keep it a total secret. I want this – you
and I – more than anything. I haven’t
been able to stop thinking about you since long before that first kiss.”


She smiled and squeezed my
hand tighter. “I do, too, Wade. I do, too.”


“All right then. It's agreed
– we'll keep it a secret.” 


“Remember, when we say 'secret,' it means a total, one hundred percent
secret,” I said. “I can’t have you getting in trouble.”


“Right. We can't tell anyone.
Not family, not best friends, not anyone at all,” she added. “The consequences
of anyone finding out about this could be-”


“Totally disastrous.”


“Believe me, Wade, I know just how much is at stake
here.”


“All right. Well, you know I
trust you – and you can trust me completely.”


“Yeah. Well, this evening has been amazing. I guess
it's time to call it a night, though,
before another cop shows up and we end up in a gossip column because we were
arrested for indecent exposure or something,” she laughed.


“I guess it is,” I replied, disappointed that the night had to be over. Still, we didn't want things to get too crazy too quickly. It was
better to take it slow.


“Can you drive me home now?”


“I can, not that I really
want to see you go,” I replied.


We chatted on the way back
to her place. Like I had told her before, it was just so easy to talk to her;
it really felt like the most natural thing in the world. The conversation
flowed so smoothly and easily between us,
and once again, it was hard to believe that there were ten years between us. It
was as if I was talking to someone older and more mature, and I had to say that
I appreciated her emotional maturity.


Finally, we reached her
place. “Well, here we are,” I said. 


“Yep, here we are.”


“Before you go, there's
something I have to say,” I expressed, looking into her eyes. “But words alone
aren't enough to say it.”


“I think I know what it is,”
she replied, and we both moved at once, pressing our lips together in a
passionate and intense kiss. We both grew sweltering
and excited, but knew that we shouldn't
do more at this point, so we reluctantly broke it off. I went around and opened
her door, helping her out of the car.


“Bye, Wade,” she said with a
smile. 


“Bye, Eryn,” I replied, and
watched her until she made it safely inside her apartment. I drove off feeling
happier than I had in years.


Chapter Twenty-One


Eryn



 

After a couple of weeks of
light participation in practice — which meant no actual practicing — I’d
finally been released by the doctor to get back to full speed. I had to remind
myself daily that pushing it too hard too soon would prolong my injury, and as
annoying as it had been for a fitness junkie like me, I'd listened to my doctor
and coach and stayed off my feet and rested. 


Now, however, I was back on
the court at last. I realized after spiking my first successful attack over the
net, not just how much I loved this game, but how much I needed it. If
there ever was a place I felt fully and truly at home, it was here on the
volleyball court. I'd been born to do this – of that much I was certain. 


The ball came back over the
net in a well-placed attack. I dove to the ground and saved it, sending it back
up to Leena, who set up a perfect attack. We scored again. Leena high-fived me
as I steadied myself back on my feet.


“That ankle doing all right,
Eryn?” she asked.


“It's holding up well,
yeah,” I replied.


“You're sure you're okay
playing on it?” 


I nodded. “Definitely. It
feels like it wasn't ever hurt, actually.”


She smiled. “Awesome! You
have no idea how happy I am to have you back in action!”


“You and me both. I'm ready
to kick some rear; seriously, I am. Especially after doing nothing much but
sitting on the sofa and binge-watching Netflix. It was like I could feel my
muscles shriveling up and dying. It was terrible!”


What I wasn't saying,
however, was that a lot of that time spent on the sofa, while Leena had been
out, had been with Wade – and we hadn't just been watching shows, I could tell
you that. 


In fact, just the thought of
what we'd gotten up to in that time started getting things pretty warm between
my thighs. I blushed, even though nobody knew what was happening down there
except me. Practice was definitely not
the place for thinking about such things. With a guy like Wade, however, it was
hard to keep my mind off him. Especially at practice, considering that tiny,
little detail of him being my volleyball coach.


Yeah, not so tiny, really. 


My volleyball scholarship
was still hanging by a thread, even though I'd finally made the starting
lineup. I knew the university was looking to cut costs, and if anyone found out
anything about what was going on between Wade and me, I'd be dropped faster
than third-period French class.


And with Mom's medical bills
an issue now, if anything happened to my scholarship, there would be no way I
could stay in school. I'd have to get a job – although what I could do with no
experience and no college degree certainly limited my options. It was a scary
thought that was hard not to worry about. 


Somehow, I managed to get my
head back in the game. I was focused, my
performance was pretty well on par, and although my fitness level had
deteriorated a bit, I was satisfied with my ability to keep up. 


We finished up practice by
winning the fourth game and not having to drag it out to a fifth. 


“Well done, ladies!” Wade
called as he strode out onto the court. I couldn't keep my eyes off him; I
watched his muscles shift beneath his golf shirt and pictured how they looked
underneath. What that led to was me picturing
other parts of his body, as well. Other hard,
large parts.


“Are you paying attention,
Eryn?” he snapped angrily. “Looks like your head is in the clouds or
something – and that's the sort of stuff that makes us lose games!” 


I knew it was an act, and
that his anger was simply put on and not
real, so I reacted appropriately, putting on an act of shame. “I'm sorry, Coach
Vinson,” I replied sheepishly. “Don't worry, I'm paying attention now.”


“You better be.” He looked
over all of us as we stood in front of him. 


“All right, ladies, as you
all know, this weekend's game is against
Rollins College. I'm sure you are all aware of their reputation. This isn't
gonna be a cakewalk like our game against Miami. Rollins has some of the best
players in the division, and from what I've heard, they've been working very
hard on upping their game. 


“Make no mistake, ladies,
this is going to be one heck of a hard game.
As such, we need absolute focus and absolute
dedication. I'm not even talking about 110 percent. I'm talking 200 percent!
Can you do that?!”


“Yes, Coach!” we all replied
in unison.


“I didn't hear you. I said,
CAN YOU DO THAT?!”


“YES, COACH!” we roared in
response. The team was pretty fired up, that was for sure. 


“All right, good. I'll send
out the starting lineup list tomorrow, so check your emails and prepare
accordingly. That's all for now, ladies. Go hit those showers!”


The hot shower felt amazing
after practice. I considered lingering a bit to try to talk with Wade for a few
minutes, but decided against it. As I left the locker room, my phone rang so I fished it out of my bag. It was Anne.



“Hey, sis,” I said as I answered
the call. “What's going on?”


“I've bought a plane
ticket,” she said. “I'll be coming out on Friday and staying until Wednesday.”


“Oh my goodness, that's wonderful
news! I can't wait to see you! And, I know Mom will be super excited, too!” 


“That makes three of us
then! I can't wait to see you guys. And I'll be able to watch your game this
weekend in person! It is a home game, right?”


“Yeah, it's here! Oh, man,
I'm so excited! Seriously! It's gonna be great having you here,” I repeated.


“I can't wait, either. All
right, I'll chat with you on Thursday to
finalize all the arrangements and stuff.”


“Yeah. I'll get the spare
room at Mom's ready for you.”


“Awesome. Well, I should get
back to work. Just wanted to let you know. I’ll chat with ya soon, though. Love
you.”


“Love you, too, Annie. Bye!”



I put my phone back in my
bag with a smile on my face. It had only been a few months since I'd last seen
my sister, but honestly, it felt longer than that. It was going to be great to
have her here in person to support me in the game against Rollins. 


I walked out to the parking
lot on cloud nine. For once, everything seemed to be going right. 


Part of me couldn't help but
wonder if that meant something was about to go horribly wrong. I tried to push
such thoughts out of my head. That was no way to be thinking.


I caught sight of Wade
walking out of the building and heading
toward his car. My first impulse was to rush over to him and throw my arms
around him, but just as our eyes met, a group of girls from the team walked out
of the building. Disappointed, I just waved at him; he waved back, and we got
into our separate cars and drove off. 


I got a text message just a
few seconds after I pulled out of the parking lot.


Hey, missing you already. Can't wait until we have some
alone time together.


I typed out a quick response
as I waited at a red light. 


I can't wait to see you either. Miss you, too.


As the light turned green, I
realized I was going to have to be extra careful while Anne was around. She had
told me in no uncertain terms that I was to have nothing to do with Wade beyond
a professional relationship – but here I
was, going against everything she'd advised. 


I pulled up to my building
and parked my car, then recorded a voice note and sent it to Wade explaining
how we were going to have to be very cautious
about keeping things between ourselves, especially while Anne was visiting. As
much as I didn’t like it, we'd probably have to refrain from contact during her
visit.


He replied immediately. Of course, he was
understanding about the whole thing, he was practically perfect. I kept expecting him to turn into a complete rear. No
guy was ever as considerate and kind as Wade. 


Sure not Tim. I
still didn’t know how or why I’d put up with him for so long. The thought of
him being with Tammy made my skin crawl, but not out of jealousy, out of dread for anyone who had to be around
them. They were a perfect pair, those two – they really deserved each other. 


I couldn't help worrying
when I thought about them, though. The
little stunt with Peter acting as a cop seemed to have silenced the pair for
now, but I was sure Tammy wouldn't take being kicked off the volleyball squad
lightly. 


She was vengeful, and I had
no doubt she was probably plotting something in retaliation. I mean, she'd
resorted to physical violence just to get the evidence out of Wade's hands –
she was capable of almost anything, and that was a pretty scary thought. 


Still, there wasn't much I
could do about it. I knew she'd have her eyes on me, looking for some opportunity to
get me somehow. I just had to watch my back. 



 

*****



 

I was breathing hard, and
every muscle and every joint in my body was
on fire. I was reaching into my last reserves of strength. This had been one of
the hardest games of volleyball I'd ever played, and I'd had to pull out every
ounce of strength and endurance I possessed. 


We'd won two, lost two. And
to tell the truth, Rollins was outplaying us. The games we'd won had been too
close. They'd gotten 22 points and 23, respectively, in those games; and in the
two they'd won, we'd only managed 17 and 20 points. 


Being a home game, a big crowd had shown up – bigger than the crowd we’d seen at our season opener. The roar
of their cheers echoed in my ears and spurred fresh energy into me, but the
biggest boost came from two pairs of eyes watching me intently: Wade's and
Anne's. And, of course, two very different kinds of strength came from each of them. 


This game could go either
way now; it was a dead draw at 22 points each. The tension was almost
unbearable. 


They had serve, and the serve they sent over the net was
almost an ace, but Leena managed to save it with a spectacular dive. 


I got a great setup and used the same trick I often had
against Tammy – setting up for a major slam, and then feathering the ball
instead so that it just dropped over the net. 


It worked, and we got the
point. The crowd roared; 23 points. Only two
more needed, but if they scored, we'd be in real trouble. 


Leena served the ball, and
it was a great serve. It wasn't good enough for an ace, though, and Rollins returned it with a vengeance, attacking
hard. We blocked, and sent it right back
over the net just as hard. There was a series of volleys, and they tried a
spike, which Leena dived for and saved, setting up an attack. I spiked it and managed to score. 


The crowd roared again. We
were at match point, and we had service.
Leena called us into a huddle. I could
see something was wrong from the expression on her face. 


“Guys,” she said, breathing
hard, “that last save hurt my wrist bad.
I can't serve.” 


“Dang,” Kerry swore. “What
do we do? Leena's our best server, and this is match point!” 


As much as I knew my best
position was at the net, I also knew I was the best server next to Leena. I
didn’t want to leave my perch at the net, but we didn’t have a lot of choice. 


“I'll serve,” I said. 


“Are you sure?” Leena eyed
me. 


I breathed in deeply and
nodded. “I can do this. I can.”


She nodded and handed me the
ball. “Make it count,” she said. “This is the biggest serve of the game.”


“Yeah, no pressure,” I
joked. “Thanks.”


She smiled and winked at me
as I took the ball, and we swapped
positions. I pulled in a breath slowly and deeply, doing my best to hone my
focus. This was everything, right here. The roar of the crowd faded out, and my
vision narrowed, coming to a crisp focus on the spot I wanted the ball to land.
The sound of the referee blowing her whistle seemed to echo through a tunnel. 


I served, putting everything
I had left into it. 


I closed my eyes as the ball
went through the air. I didn't need to see it. I knew. I knew already.


The whistle blew again – it
was an ace. A game-winning ace. A match-winning ace.



The crowd went wild, and my teammates grabbed me, picking me up among the
cheers, but when I opened my eyes, all I could see was Wade — his striking
eyes, his proud smile, and the pure joy written across his face. It was amazing. 


It was also heartbreaking.
All I wanted to do was run across the court, jump into his arms and feel his
lips press hungrily against mine, but I couldn't. All I could do was, like the other players, politely shake his
hand. 


Still, a smoldering look of desire passed between us as
we shook each other's hands. We didn't allow it to linger. Instead, I walked quickly over to Anne and jumped into her
arms, hugging her tightly. 


“You were on fire out
there!” she exclaimed. “Seriously, I've never seen you play like that. You've
always been great, but today, you were just...just phenomenal!” 


“Thanks so much, Annie! I
think having you here to support me added that extra oomph I needed for that
second wind.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-Two


Wade



 

I watched with bated breath
as Eryn took the ball to serve the match point. While Eryn was easily the best
player on the team, serving wasn't her
strongest point. It wasn’t that she couldn't do it, but it just wasn't
something she focused on. 


Still, if Leena had injured
her wrist, Eryn was definitely the next best choice. I held my breath as she
served – and then let it out in a roar of triumph as I watched the ace bounce on the floor in the corner of the
opposing court. 


All I wanted was to rush
onto the court and sweep her up in my arms – but of course, I couldn't do that.
We had to make do with a polite handshake, and then another polite wave in the parking lot later.


Since her sister was in
town, there would be no meeting up later to celebrate. Eryn had previously told
Anne about the kiss she and I shared, and Anne had warned her in no uncertain
terms to stay away from me outside of volleyball. 


It was, of course, perfectly understandable. We both knew how much
trouble would come from anyone finding out about our relationship, so we had to
simply keep it on the shadows.


It was hard, though, especially seeing as we'd managed
to spend a lot of time together over the last week
when Eryn had been recovering from her ankle injury. Now, as desperately as we
longed to be together, that wasn’t an option.


I was pulling into my
driveway when my phone rang. I took it out and answered the call just as I put
the car in park. I didn't recognize the number.


“Hello, Wade Vinson here,
what can I do for you?”


“Hello, Mr. Vinson, my name is Charlie Jefferson. I was
at the volleyball game earlier.”


“All right,” I replied,
already curious as to what the call was about and how this man had my number.
“And how can I help you, Mr. Jefferson?”


“Please, call me Charlie.
I'd like to speak to you about some of your players, actually. I'm a talent
scout, you see.”


“Really? Well, sure, we can
do that.”


“Are you able to meet up
with me shortly for a late lunch? I have another game to get to this evening, and it's a two-hour drive away.”


“Sure thing. We can meet up
at Captain Dorego's if you like? They
have great seafood,” I suggested.


“Sounds good. See you there
in say, 40 minutes?”


“See you there. Uh, how will
I recognize you?”


“I'm wearing a brown sports
coat, black pants, red T-shirt. Short brown hair, goatee,” he said.


“Got it. I'll see you soon.”


I cut the call off,
wondering what this guy wanted to say. I knew, of course, that if he was interested in some of my players, Eryn
would no doubt be top of the list – and the fact both worried and excited me. 


There was only one way to
find out what he was offering, so with that in mind,
I headed inside to relax for a few minutes before heading out again.



 

*****



 

Charlie wasn't hard to spot
– he was a pretty distinctive-looking guy. Not quite handsome, but definitely
different looking. He grinned broadly as I walked in, and he offered me his
hand. I shook it, and he almost crushed my hand with his bear grip. 


“Sit down, Mr. Vinson, sit down!” he said with a smile.


“Thanks. Nice to meet you, Charlie. And please, call me
Wade.”


“Sure thing, Wade. Now, as I
said, I don't have much time. So, let me cut right to the chase. I know it's
early in the season, but I've been sent on a mission to find the best female
volleyball players in the country. I'm starting out here on the East Coast, and
heading all the way across the country. I have a lot of stops to make, so I'm
only looking for the very top players from every college. And so far, two of
your players have caught my eye.”


“Let me guess,” I said.
“Eryn and Leena?”


He smiled. “Those very two,
yep. They really do have amazing talent.”


“That they do.”


“And, I imagine you probably
don't want to let 'em go. Without 'em, your team is likely to drop a few places
in the league, and this winning streak you're on is likely to end.”


“That's true. So, what are
you offering in exchange for these players?”


“I'm from Stanford, and we
want to put together the best female team in the country. For the players,
we're offering full scholarships. I'm talking no fees, accommodations taken
care of, everything, the works. Those girls won't pay a cent as long as they
play at the level they're currently operating at. We'll take care of
transferring academic credits from Florida State, too. Everything will be
sorted out. 


“In return, we'll compensate
FSU to the tune of...well, I can't say yet, as we'll have to negotiate the
amount, but let's just say a handsome sum. And you, as coach, will get some of it as commission.”


I nodded. I wasn’t really
sure about the logistics of it, but if it was on the up and up, it was great
news for Leena and Eryn – fantastic news,
in fact. 


But for me, not so much. In
fact, it was terrible news. Not only would I lose my two star players, but I'd lose the girl of my dreams. And she'd not
only be moving across the country, she'd
be going right to the state I'd just done everything to escape from.


Still, it was selfish of me
to be thinking about myself. This was a
golden opportunity for both of them, and it wasn't up to me to decide whether
or not they should take it. 


“That sounds like a very
generous offer, Charlie,” I said, my words careful and measured as I tried to
disguise the disappointment and concern in my voice. “Is this just a courtesy
meeting, then? Can’t say I’ve ever been in this situation before.”


“Well, as their coach, I'd like you to talk to the girls about this
offer first. If they're interested, you can put them in touch with me, and I'll make sure everything happens as it
should.”


I nodded. “All right, I can
do that.”


He smiled and handed me his
card. “Here you go – you can call me on this number anytime, day or night, or just email me if you want. But please,
don't delay too long, all right? My boss has made this a priority, and if they
don't show interest in the offer soon, I'm sure I'll find plenty of other girls
who will; you get what I'm saying?”


“I understand. I'll let them know as soon as possible,” I assured him.


“I hope you do. They really are immensely talented players. And
you know, they could really go all the
way, if you know what I mean. The next
Summer Olympics are less than two years away, and Team USA could really use
some fresh talent. I know your reputation, Wade, so I know you won Olympic gold
a few years ago. I'm sure you'd want the same honor for your players, wouldn't
you?”


I nodded. “I sure as hell
would.”


“Good. I know you have their
best interests at heart. Just please tell them about this offer as soon as you
can.”


“I will.”



 

*****



 

Once our lunch was over, I
made a few phone calls to check on the legitimacy
of Charlie’s offer. Once I was satisfied, I drove home still in a daze. 


Of course, I wanted the best
for Eryn. I wanted, more than anything, for her to realize her full potential
and for her dreams to come true. She had what it took to make it to the very
top, and this was the opportunity of a lifetime. 


But it would take her across
the country, which meant away from me. And as much as I cared for her, I’d try
to make it work. She’d probably do the same
and we’d imagine that the distance thing wouldn't be a factor.


Except...it would. 


It wasn't just a matter of
money – I had more than enough of that.
But flying across the country every week or two would be tough. It wasn't just
a matter of getting on the plane; it was going through airports, security,
waiting for planes, taking taxis, and that was when we could fit it into our
busy schedules. It all added up, and neither of us could afford to be
chronically exhausted from excessive traveling. 


I pulled into my driveway
and parked, sitting there for a moment deep in thought. When I got out, I
walked slowly into my house. I had a lot to think about, even though I knew
what I would do –the only honest and
decent thing to do. 


Not telling Eryn about the
offer certainly meant she'd stay here, our secret relationship would continue,
and I could take this team to the top of the division. I'd win praise and
admiration, as would Eryn. After another year, she'd graduate, and then we
could finally go public with our relationship and no longer have to meet in
secret. 


But she'd miss out on the
chance to go to one of the top universities in the country, fully funded, and
play with the very best, hand-picked players from across the country. 


Right now, she'd told me
about some situation with her scholarship here at FSU. While she hadn't given
me all of the details, it seemed that there were a few problems and that if things didn't go perfectly, they'd withdraw the scholarship. 


I didn't know the full
details of her financial situation, but it was obvious
enough. With her mom's medical troubles,
if Eryn lost that scholarship, I knew that she'd have to drop out of college. 


I knew the right thing was
for her to take this opportunity. There was no way around it. If she and I
could somehow make things work with being on different coasts, well...I guessed
I could only dream of that.


But that concern was
secondary. Eryn's future was at stake, and I needed to tell her about this
soon. 


With a heavy heart, I picked
up my phone and dialed her number. “Hi, Coach Vinson,” she said as she
answered. 


I guessed from her tone of
voice and the fact that she was calling me Coach Vinson that she was with her
sister. But that didn't matter; I was, after all, talking about “official
business” here. 


“Look, Eryn, I've got some
real big news. About volleyball. And, I think that your mom and sister will
want to hear it, too. Is it all right if I come over to your place?”


“Um, all right. Do you know
how to get here?”


I chuckled as she said that;
I knew she was only saying that to get her sister off her case. 


“I think I remember,” I
replied. “When can I come over?”


“Well, my mom and sister are
here now, so whenever is good,” she stated.


“Perfect. I'll see you in a
few minutes.”


I cut off the call and
sighed. Just as things were starting to feel right between us, it was going to
end. I should have known it had been too good to be true, too much of a
fairytale for it to last forever. Still, I could at least take pride in knowing
that I was doing the right thing. 


I locked up my house, got
into my car, and began the drive to Eryn’s apartment, knowing that neither of
our lives would be the same after I'd finished telling her about the offer. 



 

*****



 

I waited for some kind of
response, but everyone was silent, and they remained silent for longer than I
was comfortable with. I was focused on Eryn.
There were tears forming in her beautiful eyes – tears of joy and of
sadness at once. She understood immediately what the opportunity meant for her
future, but also what it meant for us. 


Her sister was the first to
break the silence.


“Wow. Stanford. Oh my goodness,
Eryn, Stanford!” She said in stages like
it was just starting to sink in. “Stanford! They're going to give you a full
scholarship! And, you'll be playing with the best players from all over the
country!”


I could see she wanted to resist, though, as tempting as the offer was.


“But...I'll be away from
Mom. Who's gonna look after her if I'm
not here?”


“I can look after myself, young lady,” her mother said. “I may be a little under the weather
now, but I'm getting better! Eryn, this is one of the greatest opportunities of
your life! You'll never get another chance like this. I'd be the worst mother
in the world if I allowed you stay here and give up a dream like that. Come
on...there's no way you can turn this down. Don't worry about me. For once, put
yourself first.”


Eryn looked across at me,
her eyes pleading with me to give her a reason to stay. I wanted to, but I
simply couldn't. I wasn't going to be selfish and throw her future away for my own sake. 


“Eryn, I agree totally with your sister and your mother,” I
said. “This is the biggest opportunity of your life. You absolutely have to
grab it with both hands, right now. The scout told me that if you waste time,
they may withdraw the offer and give it to someone else instead. You have to
take it – you really do.” 


I looked away, unable to
look her in her eyes. There was too much sadness in my own eyes, and I didn't
want her to see that.


Everyone in the room fell
silent. After a few moments, Eryn spoke in a quiet but determined tone of
voice. “All right,” she said. “It seems like there is only once choice here,
really: I guess I'm going to Stanford.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Eryn



 

I still couldn't believe it.
It was going to take some time to sink in – but it was real. It was beyond a
dream, yet it was happening to me. I couldn't believe how things had changed so
radically in such a short space of time; just a few weeks ago, it looked like
my volleyball scholarship from FSU was going to be revoked, which would mean I
would have to drop out of college. 


And now, I was on the verge
of accepting a full scholarship from one of the most prestigious universities
in the country, to play volleyball with some of the best players in the
country.


But then, I'd have to move
to the opposite side of the country and
be thousands of miles away from my mom…and Wade. 


I wasn’t sure I could say I
loved him; we’d only been together for a short time, but I had never connected with a man on the level I
had connected with him. We had grown close so quickly and effortlessly that it
was like what I imagined a modern-day fairytale was like. 


Of course, I wanted to have
it all: Stanford and Wade. 


As soon as he had told me
the news of the offer, my mind had gone into overdrive, desperately scrambling
for some way I could both accept the offer and continue to be with him.
However, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it just wasn't a
realistic possibility. 


He sure wasn’t about
to give up the job he'd just taken at FSU to move all the way back to
California. He hadn't told me all the details, but he had told me he'd wanted to get as far away from
that place as possible. We didn’t have enough history to ask something like
that of him.


I knew he'd suggest that we try to maintain a long-distance relationship.
If he didn't suggest it, I would. But I thought that both of us knew it wasn't
a viable possibility. I knew he could afford to travel easily enough, but I couldn't; I didn't think it was fair to ask
him to do the majority of the flying, or
ask him to buy me plane tickets to visit him. 


No, the long-distance thing
might sound like a possibility in theory, but in reality, it just wouldn’t work.



“Have you called the
Stanford guy yet?” My sister's voice jolted me from my thoughts. 


“Not yet,” I mumbled in
reply. 


“What? Come on, sis; what
the heck are you doing? Pick up the phone and call the guy! Tell him you're
gonna grab onto that scholarship with both hands!” 


“All right, all right, I'll
do it.”


She looked at me with a
raised eyebrow. “What's gotten into you anyway? You're acting real weird about
this whole thing. This is your dream, Eryn! It's what you've wanted for so
long! It's like winning the lottery, seriously! I can't understand why you're
not bouncing off the walls and doing cartwheels and somersaults.”


“I'm just tired, that's all.
The game earlier really took it out of me. I had to use every ounce of strength
in my body. I just need some rest, okay?”


She didn't seem to believe
me, but she gave me some space. “All right, all right, I don't mean to argue
about it.”


“Thanks. I'm sorry I'm in a
weird mood. Like I said, I'm real tired from the game earlier, and this, this
is just some really crazy news to deal with. It's all a bit overwhelming.”


“I understand. So, I'm
guessing you don't really want to come out with May, Sara, and I for drinks
tonight?”


“They're your best friends,
Anne, not mine. I mean, I like them, I don't mean to suggest otherwise – but
like I said, they're your friends. I was never close to them. It's fine; you go
out and have fun with them. I'm just gonna rest.”


“Okay, sis. I'm going in
about half an hour. I'll probably be back late.”


“All right. I think I'm
gonna have a bath now and then head back to my place, so I guess I'll see you
tomorrow.”


“Sure thing. Have a good
restful evening, sis.”


“You, too, Anne. Love you!”


“Love you, too!” She gave me
a warm, tight hug, and then went to the spare room to start putting on her
makeup and getting ready.


I sat on the sofa, where Mom
was dozing after we'd all watched a movie together. I was worried about her, as
well. With both myself and my sister living across the country – and with my
sister expecting yet another child, which would make finances for our family
even tighter — what was gonna happen with Mom? She'd be by herself here, with
nobody to come in an emergency. The thought of that almost made me sick. 


Yes, she'd told me that she
wanted me to take this opportunity. And, I knew how stubborn she could be. If I
tried to refuse, and stay here with her, she'd get on my case and make me feel
guilty about it, even though I was doing it for her. 


That didn't stop me from
worrying, though. 


Just then, she started to
stir and her eyes flickered open. “Ah, Eryn,” she murmured. “You're still here.
I thought you'd be going out with Anne and her friends to have a drink to
celebrate this wonderful news.”


“No, Mom, I think I'm just
gonna stay in tonight. I'm real tired from the game. I'm just gonna have a bath
here and then go back to my place, maybe watch some television, then get an
early night.”


“Did you call the man from
Stanford yet?”


Oh no, now she was getting on my case about that, as
well. 


“Not yet, Mom. And before
you say anything, don't worry, I will call him. I'm just real tired, all
right?”


“All right, don't worry; I
wasn't going to nag you. But really, my dear, don't leave it too long. You
heard what your coach said – it's a time-sensitive issue. He's such a nice man,
that coach of yours, Mr. Vinson. Good Lord, he's a handsome one, too, isn't
he!”


I couldn't help but chuckle.
Oh, Mom, what would you say if you knew
the truth about the two of us! 


“He's a great-looking guy,
yeah. And probably the best coach I've ever had.” 


“I'm sure whatever coach you
get at Stanford will be just as good. After all, it is one of the most
prestigious colleges in the country.”


“I know, Mom, and I'm sure
that whoever is coaching the team there will be amazing.”


“I think they will be. All
right, well I'm feeling pretty bushed myself, dear. I think I need to get into
bed.”


“Have you taken your meds,
Mom?”


She smiled. “I have, yes.
Such a caring daughter. I'm happy you and your sister are both here together.
It's just like the old days. I'm such a lucky mother.”


I gave her a hug and
squeezed her tightly. “Get some rest, Mom. I love you.”


“I love you, too, Eryn.
Goodnight. Make sure you lock the front door on your way out, all right? Mrs.
Haxton's apartment got robbed last week, you know. She left the door unlocked,
and they just walked right in and took her TV and stereo while she was cooking.
Terrible, really terrible.”


“Don't worry, Mom, I'll make
double sure that I lock up. You get some rest now.”


“Goodnight, dear.”


“Night, Mom.”


I helped her up off the sofa
and then watched her as she shuffled off to her bedroom. As I did, tears began
to sting the corners of my eyes. I stifled a sob and then hurried off to my
place. 



 

*****



 

I walked in just as Leena
was about to leave. “Hey, I didn't think you'd be back so early,” she said. 


“Early? It's almost eight.”


“You know what I mean. I
thought you'd be going out for drinks with your sister.”


“Nah, I'm just too tired.” 


“But, Eryn, aren't you like
totally excited about the scholarships we've been offered?! I'm still in
shock!”


I gave her a hug. “Of
course, I am! Jeez, it's like the best news ever! But I just need a quiet,
restful night. We'll celebrate tomorrow night, okay?”


“Sounds good. I'm off to
dance the night away with Simon,” Leena said as she grabbed a few things.


“Oh, Simon, huh?” I said
with a grin and a wink. “So things are getting serious between you two?”


“I'm gonna be staying over
at his place tonight after clubbing, so I guess you could say that,” she
replied with a smile.


“Well, you two have
yourselves a good time, and I'll see you tomorrow,” I replied. 


We hugged each other one
more time, and then Leena went on her way, leaving me alone in the apartment. I
knew at once what I needed to do. I got out my phone and called Wade. 


“Hey,” he answered, and his
voice was full of uncertainty and worry.


“Hey, yourself,” I replied.
“Look, I'm all alone at home, and Leena is gone for the night. Do you want to
come over...and stay over?”


“Really? You have to ask?
Yes. Yes, definitely. I'll be there in ten minutes.” 


“It’s a 20-minute drive,” I
laughed. “Hurry, but don’t die getting here.”


I cut the call off and could
already feel my blood heating up. All of this tension, all of this worry, and
all of this uncertainty – I was going to put them all aside and just live in
the moment. And, I knew that Wade would do the same. 


It felt like forever, those 20
minutes between me calling and him arriving, but when he did, no words were
spoken between us. He kissed me passionately as soon as he stepped inside the
door, and our hands were immediately all over each other's bodies. I could feel
all of the tension, anxiety, and worry being exorcised through the connection
shared between us. 


Wade took off my T-shirt,
lifting it quickly over my head as we took a break between kisses, and then I
did the same for him, running my fingers over his gloriously sculpted abdomen.
He reached around behind me with his powerful arms to snap my bra undone, and
then stopped and looked at me for a moment. 


“Goodness, you are beautiful,” he
said as he cupped his hand around the back of my neck and kissed me intensely. 


He trailed kisses down my
neck until his warm mouth was caressing my nipple, making it fully stiff. The
swirling motion of his tongue sent swells of pleasure out from my chest and all
across my body. As he was licking and sucking on my breast, he started moving
his hands downward, brushing over my ribs and hips with soft, feather-light
touches, each of which sent shivers of pleasant vibrations traveling up my
skin.


He then unbuttoned my jeans,
his mouth still sending wave after wave of pleasure rushing through me. After
they were unbuttoned, he slid them off me slowly, moving his head down my body
and placing soft kisses all over my stomach, ribs, and hips as he did. I ran my
fingers through his hair, stroking it softly as I did, and watched as he moved
his handsome face toward the warmth between my legs. 


With a softly probing
tongue, he licked gently at the opening of my slit and began placing gentle
kisses and sucking softly all around my most sensitive areas. 


“Mmm,” he whispered, “you're
so wet; so wet.”


I gripped his hair tightly
as he started lapping gently at my clit, which was now becoming engorged and
swollen. Each of his firm, steady licks boosted waves of pleasure through me. 


“Oh goodness, that feels good,”
I moaned, “so good.”


As he was flicking his
strong tongue over my clit, he slipped two fingers inside me, feeding them in
gently, inch by inch, and I shuddered and gasped as he started to move them in
and out, in and out. The rhythm of his fingers in motion complemented the lapping
of his tongue so perfectly that I couldn't help wondering if he was a drummer
with such brilliant coordination. 


He started to increase the
pace and intensity of the motion of his fingers, and I could feel an orgasm
building within me. 


“Yeah, keep going, keep
going,” I managed to moan through the bliss as I bucked my hips and ground
against him, hardly able to retain control over what my body was doing any
longer. 


He kept the lapping and
penetration up, and the pleasure increased and increased with massive force
until, finally, the orgasm exploded through me with a rushing power, like a
tsunami smashing ashore. 


I cried out and pulled his
head away from my crotch, too sensitive for that to continue. I shuddered and
gasped as the orgasm continued to tear through me as he continued to thrust his
fingers inside me. He slowed his rhythm to a halt as my shudders eased and I
lay there trying to catch my breath.


I was determined that it was
Wade's turn. Still panting and shivering from the intensity of how hard he'd
brought me to orgasm, I dropped to my knees and unzipped his jeans, stroking
the firm bulge that was pressing against the inside of his jeans as I did. 


His cock sprang out as I
pulled them down, pointing skyward with the rigidity of his erection. I took it
into my mouth immediately, staring up into his eyes as I swirled my tongue
around its head and watched lovingly as he gasped and shivered with pleasure. 


He slipped his fingers
through my hair and grabbed two handfuls of it. 


“Oh goodness, yeah, dang that's
good,” he moaned through clenched teeth. 


His muscles contracted under
my touch with the intensity of the pleasure, and I began to move my head back
and forth, taking in as much of his substantial size as I was able to. 


“Oh dang, dang, dang, dang,”
he whispered through clenched teeth. 


I moaned, the sound muffled
by the fullness of his cock inside my mouth. It felt so good to be giving him
such pleasure. 


But then, he pulled my head
away from him. 


“No,” he whispered, “not
yet. I'm not going to finish without making you cum again.”


We stumbled over to the
kitchen counter, kissing passionately as we did, and with one sweep of his
powerfully-muscled arm, he swept everything off the counter, and lifted me
effortlessly up onto it. I was in a seated position with my legs spread open
while he was standing before me, our bodies perfectly aligned. 


He kissed me again and began
rubbing on my clit, which was ready for whatever he wanted to give me – but his
finger wasn’t what I wanted.


“I want you inside me,” I
whispered in his ear as I teased his earlobe gently with my teeth. Instantly,
his body stiffened and he let out a growl. 


My words had spurred
something in him and he immediately positioned himself to begin feeding his
girthy length into me, inch by inch. With every inch that he slipped inside of
me, I stretched and couldn't help but gasp and shudder in absolute pleasure. 


Finally, he buried himself
in fully, and I cried out and hugged him close.


“Holy hell,” I moaned in his
ear. “Goodness, you feel so good!”


He kissed me deeply and
picked me up from the counter, carrying me to my bedroom as he moved me ever so
slightly up and down on his hard cock. I wanted more. 


He sat down on the bed,
still inside of me, me in his lap, his tongue penetrating my mouth with the
same force that his manhood was penetrating me. With one, smooth motion, he
rolled me onto my back and began to move in and out, slowly at first, almost
teasing me with the fullness of him, all while rubbing rhythmically on my clit.



Soon, as I moaned, cried
out, and gasped, he started moving faster and faster, his strokes becoming more
intense and forceful until they were blasting surge after surge of utter bliss
through me. The force of another orgasm was building, and I knew this one would
be much more intense than the previous one. 


“Yes, Wade, harder. Please
don’t stop; it's so good, so good...” I was nearly unaware of what I was
saying, so caught up in the feeling.


He grunted as he began
jackhammering, and with every frantic, deep, pounding thrust I could feel
greater and more intense pleasure charging through me until the orgasm finally
erupted. I cried out as waves of ecstasy tore through my body, screaming out
again and again as he continued to drive into me. Moments later, I felt him
pulsating inside me, and he cried out and shuddered madly as his own orgasm
came on. 


As the waves of bliss
finally began to subside, he collapsed onto me, and we both lay shivering and
breathing heavily in joyful silence for a few, long moments. He stayed inside
me until finally he began to soften, at which point he pulled out. 


“That...was amazing,” I
gasped. 


“It was,” he agreed, gasping
and panting. “It really was.”


We lay there for a while,
tangled up in one another, enjoying the bliss of the afterglow. I’d never felt
closer to anyone than I did Wade at that moment. 


Finally, he broke the
silence. “You know...we have to talk about this Stanford thing sometime. We
really do.”


“I know,” I replied, a
sadness coming over me as the illusion was shattered. “I know. So, let's talk.”


“All right,” he replied.
“Let's talk.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-Four


Wade



 

“You're going to take the
scholarship,” I said to Eryn. “You have to.”


She looked away from me and
bit her lip. “I know. And yes, I'm going to take it.”


I sighed. “You'll be all the
way across the country. Thousands of miles away...from me.”


I could see tears starting
to trickle down her cheeks. “Yeah,” she said, choking on the word as it crept
from between her lips. 


I leaned in to hug her
tightly and felt her body shivering with sobs as she cried. She wrapped her
arms around me and squeezed me ever so tightly. 


To tell the truth, I felt
like crying, as well. I felt so close to her at this moment – almost closer
than I'd ever felt to anyone in my life. I couldn't believe that after
everything, after we'd grown so close, we were about to be torn apart, that
this amazing bond between us was about to be tested. 


I knew I had to be strong
here, though. If I broke down now, it would be a disaster. I swallowed my own
grief and did my best to steel my will. 


“Chin up, Eryn,” I said,
feigning strength. “We don't know what the future might hold, all right, so
let's not get too hung up on it. I know it seems like everything is going to
change, and yes, a lot of things are going to change – but it doesn't
mean that you and I will...you know....”


I trailed off, not knowing
how to continue or where I was trying to go with it. All I knew was that I had
to be strong for the both of us in this moment. 


“You know what?” I said,
suddenly invigorated with a new strength.


“What?” she asked softly,
looking up at me with teary eyes. 


“It's Saturday night, for
God's sake! We're two young people, and we're sitting here feeling sorry for
ourselves while we should be out celebrating life, and all the good things that
have happened to us – and all the amazing things we've both achieved with our
dedication, hard work, and pure blood, sweat, and tears.”


She couldn't help but smile
through her tears at my over-the-top, animated pep talk. “You're right,” she
said, looking up at me with muted joy in her eyes. “We shouldn't be sitting
here feeling miserable like this.”


“No, we shouldn't. Let's
live in the present, for the moment, and just celebrate,” I suggested.


She kissed me, and we drew
it out, making it long and passionate. I started feeling very aroused again,
but didn't want to just spend the night having sex – as fun as that would be.
No, I wanted to give Eryn a real night out.


“But, what about our
secret?” she asked suddenly. “If we go out together, and someone we know sees
us....”


The thought hit me hard. She
was right; she hadn't left FSU yet, and if people saw us out together, there
could be a lot of trouble. 


“You're right,” I said. “We
can't take that risk. That's why we're going to Miami.”


“Miami? When?”


“Right now. I'll call the
airport and book tickets on the next flight. I think the last flight out is in
an hour, so if we really hurry, we can make it. Go pack some things in an
overnight bag!”


“Really? But-”


“Hurry up, Eryn, I'm
dialing,” I said, cutting her off as I started looking up the airline number on
my phone. 


She laughed, the tears
disappearing from her eyes and the sadness fading away as a smile took its
place. “All right! I don't think we're gonna get seats, but I'll go start
packing just in case we do.”


“You do that! Go on!” 


She hurried off to her
bedroom, and I called the airline at Tallahassee International Airport. “Hi,” I
said as a woman answered, “I know this is seriously last minute, but do you
have any seats available on the next flight to Miami?” 


“Hold on, sir, let me
check,” she said. 


I heard the frantic typing
of computer keys, and then she got back to me immediately.


“You're in luck, sir. There
are three seats left on that flight. Are you able to get here in under 45
minutes to board the flight?” 


“If I drive fast, yes. I'll
take two of those tickets.”


“Okay, sir, may I have your
credit card information please?” the lady asked.


I gave her the card info,
which she entered and informed me, “Thank you, sir; you and your companion are
now booked on flight 753 to Miami, departing at 10 p.m. You have 40 minutes to
get to check-in; please hurry!” 


“I will. Bye!”


I cut the call off and
scrambled to put my clothes on as I shouted out to Eryn.


“Eryn, is that bag packed
yet? We have to go! Do your makeup in the airplane bathroom because we've got 40
minutes to get there and check in. Let's go, let's go!”


A minute later she hurried
out of her room, clutching an overnight bag. 


“What are you gonna do about
clothes?”


“I'll wear these ones! Jeans
and a T-shirt work for just about anything, and I'll just buy some new clothes
tomorrow morning to change into. You ready? We have to hustle!” 


“I'm ready; let's go! I
can't believe we're actually doing this!” she exclaimed. 


“I can't, either,” I said
with a grin. “Let's go!”



 

*****



 

We walked along the street,
holding hands and smiling. Even though it was midnight, there were still a lot
of people around, and there was a big line outside the nightclub we were going
to. It was awesome to be out in public, unafraid that someone we knew might see
us. It was so refreshing to not have to hide, and I found myself wishing that
it would always be like this. 


Except... it wouldn't. She'd be all the way across the
country, and I'd be here, and-


No. It wasn't
the right time to be thinking like this. We had come here to live in the
moment, to enjoy the present, and thoughts of the future and being apart would
ruin that. I had to put them out of my mind and simply enjoy this moment. 


“It's so much livelier out
here at night than Tallahassee,” Eryn remarked. 


She was wearing a
figure-hugging, white cocktail dress, and with her makeup and styled hair – all
done in the airplane bathroom while we were flying – she looked absolutely
smoking hot. I couldn't take my eyes off her and couldn't help but feel totally
underdressed next to her in my jeans and polo shirt. 


We joined the line for the
nightclub, and I felt even more underdressed; everyone here was dressed to the
nines except me. I started to wonder if the bouncer would even let me in.
Still, Eryn was smiling and happy and full of joy and life, and that's what
counted. 


Eventually, we got to the
front of the line, and the bouncer looked me up and down with a raised eyebrow.



“You think this is some
corner café, man? Why you dressed like that?” he asked. 


“It was a, uh, last minute
decision to come out here,” I replied. 


“Please, let us in!” Eryn
begged, giving the bouncer her best puppy dog eyes as she pleaded. 


He stared intently at my
face, his eyes narrowing. “Hey!” he exclaimed abruptly, “I know you! You're
that famous volleyball player, ain't you? The one who was dating-”


“Yeah, that's me,” I replied
quickly, not wanting Eryn to be reminded of my Hollywood past. “Wade Vinson.”


The bouncer gripped my hand
in his and gave it a firm, enthusiastic shaking, which with his gigantic
strength felt as if he might crush every bone in my hand. 


“Man, you won Olympic gold
for this country!” he exclaimed, beaming a huge, gold-toothed grin at me. “Go
on, get your rears into the club! And, go straight to VIP, and tell 'em Curtis
said you could.”


I smiled. “Thank you, my
good man!” I said as he parted the velvet rope to allow me and Eryn to pass. We
stepped in, and the noise was immediately deafening. 


“Wow, it's loud in here!” I
exclaimed. 


“It really is! But so fun!
C'mon, let's get some drinks!” she shouted over the music.


“All right; let's do that!”


As the bouncer had said, we
headed straight over to the VIP bar, which was a lot less crowded than the
regular bar. The barman, a Cuban guy wearing a shiny, purple shirt, looked us
up and down suspiciously. 


“You ain't dressed like no
VIP, man,” he said to me. 


“Curtis told me to come
straight here,” I said. “I’m Wade Vinson.” I stuck my hand out to shake his.
“Nice to meet you.” 


His expression changed
instantly; now he was beaming a big smile at me. 


“Seriously man? The
volleyball player? C'mon, free shots on the house. What would you and your lady
like?”


I didn't like boasting about
my achievements, but it seemed that I had to in this place to get anywhere. 


“Two tequilas!” Eryn
interjected.


I'd never seen this side of
her; she was fun and exciting. Not that she wasn't otherwise, but she was
typically so focused, driven, and passionate about volleyball that I almost
hadn't imagined that she had a side that could let loose like this. She was,
after all, a college junior, so I guess I shouldn't have been too surprised
about it. 


“Two tequilas coming right
up!” the barman said. 


We slammed the shots, and
both laughed at each other's expressions as we downed the harsh-tasting liquid.



“What's next, guys?” asked
the barman. 


“I'll take a Bud, and for
you Eryn?”


“I think I'll have a
margarita,” she replied with a smile. “Sugar on the rim, not salt.”


The barman got us our orders
and we headed over to a sofa where we drank them, trying to shout at each other
and hold a conversation over the pounding music. We downed our drinks quickly,
and I started feeling a buzz coming on from the booze. 


“You want another?” I asked.



“What?”


“I said, do you want another
drink?”


She chuckled and kissed me
playfully. “Look at us here, having to shout at each other to communicate,” she
said close to my ear. 


“I know! So, another drink?”
I asked.


“Yeah! But let's just make
it a shot, and then go and dance, all right?”


“Sounds good!”


We went back to the VIP bar,
where the same barman greeted us with a smile. “Two more tequila shots!” I
said.


“Ah, you guys are getting
into party mode now!” he said with a laugh, and then went off to pour our
shots. 


Eryn leaned over quickly and
kissed me deeply and passionately as we waited. I squeezed her hand tightly in
mine and stared into her beautiful eyes. 


 “I'm a lucky guy,” I remarked, “a really,
really lucky guy.”


“And, I'm a lucky girl,” she
replied. 


The barman arrived with our
shots, and we knocked them back. Now that the alcohol was doing its work in
each of us, the tequila didn't taste nearly as intense as it had the first
time. 


No sooner than we’d put the
shot glasses back on the bar, Eryn took my hands and began to lead me to the
dance floor. “I think it's time to dance,” she said with a suggestive smile. 


“I think that's a great
idea,” I replied. 


We found a spot on the
crowded floor, and then a Latin-infused bit of pounding electronica came on.
Eryn began winding her body and dancing with fluid, sexy moves. I'd had no idea
she’d be such a talented dancer, and God, it was turning me on to see her
moving with such sexual, erotic grace. 


I moved in closer to her,
feeling the beat pulsing through my body and moving myself against her. She
swayed her hips and raised her arms above her head, closing her eyes as she got
into the music and began slowly, tantalizingly crushing herself against my
crotch. 


I put my hands on her hips,
softly and suggestively, and started grinding against her as well. I was
getting hard, ridiculously hard, and I knew she could feel my hard-on pressing
through my jeans against her. 


“Goodness, you're hot,” I
whispered in her ear as she snaked and writhed sexily with the energy of the
music and the dance. 


“I think we should go get a
hotel room soon,” she whispered back. “Just a bit more dancing, but I want
you...I want you bad.” 


“I do, too,” I whispered,
the fullness of my erection pressing almost painfully against her body.
“Believe me, I do, too...”

















 

Chapter Twenty-Five


Eryn



 

By the time we got onto the
floor our hotel suite was on, we were already ripping each other's clothes off.
We were both drunk – not smashed, but definitely beyond tipsy – and we were
absolutely ravenous with desire for each other. We were making out with an
almost frantic passion and pawing each other like crazy. 


I ripped Wade's shirt up
over his head, exposing his sculpted, powerful torso, which was slick with
sweat from dancing. In turn, he reached behind me and unzipped my cocktail
dress. I stepped out of it, leaving myself clad in nothing but a pair of red, lacy
panties because I'd had to go braless for this dress to really work. 


We hadn't even reached our
room yet, and I was already almost naked – if anyone stepped out of their
rooms, they'd catch a full glimpse of me showing pretty much everything. 


Not that anyone was likely
to, as it was almost three in the morning, but getting it on in public like
this, while frightening, gave me a pretty intense thrill; maybe it was some
sort of repressed exhibitionism, or maybe just the scare of potentially getting
caught, but I was massively turned on by being pretty much naked in public. 


Not wanting to be the only
one in this situation, I unzipped Wade's jeans and ripped them open then pushed
his boxer briefs down, allowing his sizeable member, already fully erect, to spring
right out. 


I curled my fingers around
it and grinned, rubbing it provocatively as we continued making out and
stumbled toward our door. 


“Dang, look at us,” Wade
said as our lips detached themselves from the hungry kiss. “We're almost doing
it in public!”


I laughed. “It's quite the
thrill, isn't it?”


“Still, I think we should go
inside,” he replied with a chuckle. “It's fun, but I wouldn't want this night
to end with both of us sitting in a police station on charges of public God
knows what.” 


“All right, all right,” I
sighed, squeezing his manhood playfully and pressing my naked breasts against
his chest. 


He fumbled with the key card
as I kept him distracted by stroking his cock softly. I could hear his rate of
breathing quickening as I slowly and tantalizingly increased my pressure and
speed. 


Still, he managed to get the
door open, and we both stumbled in. 


He slammed it shut behind us
before he immediately yanked my panties down, dropped to his knees, pushed my
legs apart, and dove straight in with his tongue, devouring me with a ravenous
and enthusiastic relish. His hungry eagerness immediately sent gushes of
pleasure through me and I gasped and moaned and gripped fistfuls of his hair,
forcing his face deeper into me. 


“Mmm,” he groaned, his voice
muffled. 


He continued working his
tongue with a vigorous, but steady rhythm. I drove my hips with a greedy force
into him, bucking and grinding against the motion of his licking, greedy for an
intense orgasm; having sex while drunk removed all inhibitions and restraint. I
felt almost like a wild animal, liberated of all my human constraints. 


He was gripping and
squeezing my rear firmly as he ate me out, and he grabbed both cheeks hard and
pulled me almost forcefully into his face. His rhythm was so intense and the
pressure so great that the sensation was almost unbearable, and I thought that
if I'd been sober, it would have been more than I could take. 


But, of course, I wasn't, so
I felt the orgasm coming on quickly. 


It exploded through my body
with a gushing force. I cried out loudly and almost tore fistfuls of his hair
out of his head as it hit, my body shivering and shuddering as wave after wave
tore through every nerve ending. 


But Wade didn't give me even
a moment to recover; immediately, he stood up, his mouth and chin literally
dripping wet, and he spun me around, slapping my rear hard as he did. I stumbled
and almost fell, he spun me so forcefully, but I managed to get my hands on the
edge of a table. I used it to support my weight as I leaned forward and spread
my legs apart, exposing myself fully to him. 


He stepped in behind me and
began to feed his exquisite length and thickness into me, and I panted and
shivered with pleasure at every inch that he pushed inside, stretching me out.
As soon as he was all the way in, I almost collapsed forward onto the table,
the pleasure of feeling so full was so intense. 


He slipped his hands around
me and grabbed a breast in each one, squeezing and fondling my stiff nipples as
he began to move his hips, thrusting back and forth slowly and tantalizingly.
He wasn't only doing a simple in and out motion, though; he was also moving it
from side to side in an almost circular motion that accompanied his thrusts. It
drove me totally wild – I'd never been penetrated like that before, and it felt
absolutely amazing. 


Soon, he was thrusting with
even more force and power, and he was so hard that it felt as if I was going to
be split in two; it was almost painful accommodating his size, but in an
exquisitely pleasurable way. 


He kept his hand on my left
breast, squeezing and massaging and fondling my nipple, but with his right, he
slipped down to my clit, which he began rubbing as he kept on thrusting
powerfully in and out of me with his circular motion. 


I could feel yet another
amazing orgasm coming on, and I began to moan and cry out as my breathing
became ever more rapid. Sweat was dripping off me, and I could hear the wetness
of his sweat-drenched hips slapping against my rear with every forceful thrust.
The pleasure became greater and greater, and I knew that the orgasm that was approaching
was going to be massive.


“Keep going, keep going,
Wade,” I gasped, my voice raw with lust. 


He was now thrusting with an
almost manic force, drilling away with frantic speed. I could feel my orgasm
was about to be unleashed, and I began panting with a furious force – and then,
finally, it happened: the orgasm exploded from deep within my core, sending
shards of blissful shrapnel tearing through me, pulses of colorful lights and
joyful explosions blasting behind my eyes and setting every nerve ending aflame
with pure, unadulterated gratification. 


I screamed out, yelling with
pleasure until my throat felt raw. As I bucked and shuddered madly, I felt him
deliver one final, extra deep and powerful thrust, and then he groaned loudly
as he, too, unleashed his own orgasm. I felt the delightful sensation of him
pulsating almost violently inside me with a force of pure pleasure. 


We both stumbled toward the
bed and collapsed into each other's arms in one tangled, sweaty mess, both
panting and gasping and shivering from the craziness of the pleasure. 


Then he whispered into my
ear.


“I love you, Eryn. I really
do. You're everything to me.”


I didn't hesitate with my
reply for even a second. I already knew it was true.


“I love you, too, Wade. More
than you could ever know.”


He hugged me tight, and I
wrapped my arms around him and squeezed as hard as I could, never wanting to
let him go. 



 

*****



 

After breakfast in bed – and
an altogether different kind of “breakfast in bed,” which left us both
breathless and drenched with sweat, Wade and I showered and went out to buy
some clothes. We walked hand in hand through the Miami streets, feeling great
to be out in the open as a couple and not having to hide our relationship. We
both knew, of course, that it was a fairytale, almost, and the thought that
we'd have to go back to reality at the end of the day when we flew back to
Tallahassee lingered constantly at the back of my mind. 


Still, there was an
agreement between us that we wouldn't speak about it, at least not until we
were back. On this day, we were determined to live in the present. 


We picked out a fresh outfit
for Wade, which looked smoking hot on him, and which he changed into right
away. He also picked up some swimming trunks. After having a light brunch, we headed
out to one of the beaches and spent some time chatting and sunbathing on the
white sand and swimming in the beautiful, blue water. 


We finished at the beach in
the middle of the afternoon and did some more strolling around before having a
late, but very filling lunch at a Cajun restaurant. Our flight back to
Tallahassee was in the early evening, so we did a little more sightseeing
before heading to the airport. 


All in all, it was a
fantastic day, and we made the most of it. I couldn't speak for Wade, but for
myself at least, I managed to keep the saddening thoughts of the future out of
my head. 


On the flight back, though,
it was hard to keep up the illusion. Wade sat next to me on the airplane,
holding my hand, but we didn't talk much. Behind his smile, I could see a deep
sadness growing, a sadness that mirrored my own. 


He dropped me off at my
place and we had a long, lingering kiss before we said a quiet goodbye to each
other. I got out of the car and watched him drive off, tears rolling down my
cheeks. 


It was time. I took out my
phone and the card Wade had given me and dialed the number. A man with a gruff
voice answered. 


“Hello, Charlie Jefferson
here,” he said.


“Hi Charlie, it's Eryn
Barnett. From the Florida State University women's volleyball team. My coach
spoke to me about your offer from Stanford.”


His tone changed immediately
when he realized it was me. “Ah, Miss Barnett! I've been hoping to hear from
you! You played one heck of a game. You've got real talent, kid, serious
talent. And, Stanford will help you to develop that talent and take it as far
as it can possibly go. You ready to hear our offer?”


“I am,” I replied. 


He explained the benefits to
me, and as everyone had told me, I knew it was an offer I'd be stupid to
refuse. I just had one question to ask him.


“When would you like me to
make the move to Stanford?”


“How soon can you? I can
arrange everything in a couple of days. I know it's sudden, Miss Barnett, but
Stanford is really trying to put together a killer team this season. We've lost
two games and our current crop of players just isn't cutting it. We need fresh
talent right now.”


I was taken aback at how
soon that was. “That soon? How long can I wait? I'm not sure if I can do it
that soon.”


“Uh, well I'm afraid we
can't hold this place open for too long, even for someone as talented as
yourself. Like I said, just give me the go-ahead and I can make everything
happen within a week. If that's fine, please, tell me, and I'll make the
arrangements. 


“I'm sorry, but like I said,
this is urgent. I know it's a big decision to make, and I'm not giving you much
time to make it.”


“Can I call you back
tomorrow?” I asked.


“Sure.”


“All right, then. Have a
good night, Mr. Jefferson.”


“You, too, Miss Barnett. It
was a pleasure talking with you.”


I cut the call off and
stared up at the night sky. It was all so overwhelming – but I also knew that
drawing it out would only make it more painful. I took a deep breath, and then
dialed his number again. 


“Miss Barnett?” he said,
sounding surprised as he answered the call. 


“I'll take it,” I said. “I
can leave in a week, if you can help me with that.”


It was almost as if I could
hear him smile through the phone. “That's exactly what I was hoping to hear,
Miss Barnett. Don't worry; I'll take care of everything.”


“Thanks. Have a good night.”


“You, too. I'll call you
when everything has been arranged.”


I cut the call off, sat down
on the curb, and started to cry. 



 

*****



 

I'd called Wade soon after
I'd called Mr. Jefferson that Sunday night. We'd spoken, we'd cried, but we'd
both agreed not to see each other again – it would just make things too
painful. We would always have the memory of that beautiful weekend in Miami,
and that's how we wanted to remember each other. 


Of course, that hadn't
helped with the pain and sadness – even more so because I'd had to keep it
concealed from my best friend, my sister, and my mom. And, of course, there was
the grief I felt at leaving my mom behind, as well. 


I was, of course, also feeling
excited. How could I not be? This was going to be one of the greatest
experiences and opportunities of my life. Still, at the moment, I was feeling
more sadness than anything else. 


But it was here; the moment
had almost arrived. My flight was in two hours, and I'd packed. Some things I
was leaving at my mom's place in storage, others I was taking with me. My bags
were bursting, and Leena and I had moved out of our apartment. 


Luckily, her dad, who was
fairly wealthy, had agreed to cover the loss of the deposit from our landlord
on account of our moving out so quickly and unexpectedly. I was going to meet
her at the airport shortly, as we'd be flying together. At least I wasn't going
there all alone; having my best friend make this journey with me was a small
consolation. 


“I can't believe you're
about to leave,” my mom said with tears in her eyes. “But I'm so happy for you
and so proud of you. This is going to be a real, life-changing opportunity for
you. My little girl, off to one of the best colleges in the country! You've
made me the proudest mom in the world. 


“And since you'll be in
California, you'll be able to see Anne so much more often. And your nephew and
niece – and the new one who's on the way!”


“I know, Mom,” I replied,
“and I'm looking forward to seeing the kids. But I'm gonna miss you so much. I
really am. Are you sure you'll be all right out here by yourself? I really
think you should consider moving out there, too.”


“I will be fine. I raised
you two all on my own, remember? Now, I just have myself to take care of – it's
much easier! I'll miss you so much, though, my beautiful, talented daughter.” 


“I'll miss you, too, Mom. I
love you so much.”


“I love you, too.”


A horn sounded outside in
the street. “The taxi's here,” Mom said, her voice cracking a little. “Come on,
don't keep him waiting.” 


I hugged her tightly one
last time and then, with tears in my eyes, I got my luggage and walked out. I
gave my mom a last, teary look and waved goodbye, and then shut the door behind
me, feeling as if my heart had been torn in two. 


I made my way out to the
taxi, took one last look at my home – the place where I'd grown up – and then
climbed in. 


“Airport, right?” the driver
said as he loaded my luggage into the trunk.


“Yes, please.”


“Let's go then,” he said as
he climbed into the driver's seat. 


“Yes, let's go,” I sighed –
and that was it. As he took off, I left my old life behind. 


My phone buzzed in my bag. I
took it out and saw that it was a message from Wade. My heart immediately began
beating faster as I opened it. 


Good luck at Stanford, beautiful. I know you've made the
right choice. No matter what happens, you'll always be in my heart. I love you.
Wade.


I'll never forget you either, Wade, I said in my reply. Never.
I couldn’t bring myself to type out the word goodbye…even though I knew that’s exactly what that text was.


I put the phone back in my
bag and quietly wept in the back seat. 

















 

Chapter Twenty-Six


Wade



 

I awoke with a pounding
headache and an excessively dry mouth that felt as if it had been stuffed with
cotton wool. I groaned as I rolled over in my bed and checked the clock on my
bedside table. That woke me up pretty quick – I needed to be on campus
in half an hour. 


“Incredible, incredible, incredible,” I
growled under my breath as I scrambled to get out of bed. 


Something heavy shifted as I
flung the covers off my body, and a second later, the tinkle and crunch of
glass smashing to the floor echoed through my room. 


I looked down at the broken
bottle at my feet – the whiskey bottle from last night. Great. Now there was broken glass all over my bedroom floor. 


Nausea swished and sloshed
its discomfort around my belly. I did my best to tiptoe around the glass
shards, making sure I didn't cut my feet open, and then ran into the bathroom
to get showered and cleaned up as quickly as I could.


I'd have to skip breakfast,
obviously. As it was, just jumping in and out of the shower and trying to brush
my teeth at the same time, I didn't know if I'd make it to work on time. 


And, of course, beyond the
physical pain and sickness from the hangover, a deeper feeling of pain stabbed
constantly at my insides with a million jagged blades: the pain of loss. 


It was constantly, acutely gnawing
at me with a relentless force. This pain, this sense of longing and aching –
aching for Eryn. 


I should have known it was
too good to be true. Whenever anything seemed that perfect, life came along and
took it away. We had been so good together, and I had never felt so strongly
for anyone. I should have realized that it wouldn't last. It couldn't, it
simply couldn't. Nobody got that lucky. They just didn't. 


All I could do now was try
to get her out of my thoughts, out of my head, out of my heart…somehow. I
wasn't sure how, but it was the only thing I could do.


I'd tried drinking her away
last night. It had helped numb the pain somewhat, but it hadn't done much in
terms of getting her out of my mind. In fact, it had only made me think of her
more. And, make me angry.


Of course, I wasn't angry
with her or myself – how could I be? It was her future that had been at stake,
and I certainly wasn’t about to be the person to ask her to give it up. Not in
a million years. She'd done the right thing by taking the scholarship – and we
both knew that. Only, now we would both have to deal with the emotional
consequences of it.


The jets of hot water from
the shower spurred fresh energy into my veins, and even though I was still
feeling like death, to put it bluntly, I felt as if maybe – just maybe – I
could make it through the day. After giving myself a quick scrub, I hurried off
to work. It looked like I might just make it on time if I drove fast enough and
the traffic didn't hold me up. I locked my house up and ran out to my garage.
It was gonna be a rough day. 



 

*****



 

A sharp knocking on my
office door roused me from the semi-nap I'd fallen into at my desk. I awoke
with a start, a blast of pain shooting through my forehead as the migraine
returned with a vengeance. I let out a low groan as I massaged my temples.


“It's open,” I said, my
voice laced with pain, “come on in.” 


The door opened and Jack
walked in. Usually, I was the one walking into his office, and for the first
time I noticed that, despite his advanced years, he still carried himself with
a ramrod straight posture and an ease of movement that suggested latent power
in his muscles, still taut and firm from a strict regimen of rigorous exercise.
Not bad for a man in his late 60s.


“Wade,” he said, nodding stiffly
as he went to take a seat across the desk from me. 


“Good afternoon, Jack,” I
said, doing my best to pretend I wasn't hungover. “What can I do for
you?”


He looked decidedly uneasy,
and I couldn't help wondering what exactly was wrong. “Listen, there's a bit of
an, umm, a sticky matter we need to talk about.”


Suddenly, panic rippled
through my veins – had someone discovered the secret of Eryn and me? That would
seriously be the cherry on top of my heartache – after all this pain, to have
yet more lumped on and possibly be fired. I grimaced as I waited for him to
explain what the situation was.


“So, you kicked those two
girls off the team, what were their names again? Tammy and Kelly?” 


I nodded. “Yes, well…you
removed them from the volleyball team a few weeks ago.”


“Yes, and you and the
department were formally informed about the incident and reviewed the evidence
I presented,” I added. 


I couldn't help feeling a
sensation of immense relief; at least this wasn't about Eryn. “Yes, yes...um,
yes, the case against them was very strong.”


He seemed to be beating
around the bush. I didn’t like it. I wondered what was going on. 


“As far as I was concerned,
it was an open and shut case. They deliberately injured another player and one
of them conspired to commit a criminal act to get your phone,” he paused. 


“I gave you hard evidence of
them pretty much confessing their crime, and appropriate action was taken
against them...so what's the problem now, Jack?”


He didn't seem to want to
look me in the eye. Something was definitely up. He sighed heavily. “You have
to put them back on the team, Wade.”


I couldn't believe what I
was hearing. My eyes grew wide. “Wait. What? Did I just hear you right? But,
they were guilty! There was hard evidence! How can you tell me now that I have
to put them back on the team?”


“Things aren't as simple as
that, Wade. I wish they could be, but...they're not. Look, the one girl's
father-”


I rolled my eyes and shook
my head as I interrupted him. “Yeah, he's a big-shot lawyer. I know. But come
on, no dang lawyer in the world could make a case against evidence like that!
They're guilty, straight up!”


“He draws a lot of water in
this town. And, he's made a lot of financial contributions to the university.
He hasn't threatened to make trouble...yet. But he has suggested that perhaps
he may not be so generous with his contributions in future. And as you know, on
the financial side, the university is a little tight and...”


He trailed off. I knew that
he was a proud man, an upstanding man, and that he didn't like bowing to
pressure like this any more than I did. But he wasn’t the one calling the shots
and his department needed those financial contributions. He realized that it
might not be worth fighting this battle in terms of what he could lose. 


“So, what you’re telling me
is even though they're guilty, and hell, even though I don't think they're even
good enough to be on the starting lineup-” I started.


“I'm not asking you to put
them on the starting lineup, Wade. That would be crossing a line. But I am
asking you to allow them to at least come back to practices and have the
opportunity to improve their game so they can have a chance at making the
starting lineup.”


I breathed in a deep breath,
and let it out slowly. “This is trash,” I said softly. “But I don’t have
much choice here, do I? Fine, whatever. Send them back. It's pointless for me
to fight this battle anyway, isn’t it, Jack?”


“Thank you for
understanding,” he said. “I'll be off now.”


“Have a great afternoon,” I
said coldly and flatly. 


He still couldn't look me in
the eye. He got up, smiled weakly, and hurried out of my office. 


After he shut the door,
though, I exploded. I grabbed the nearest thing to me – a thick encyclopedia of
sports medicine – and flung it with furious force across the room. Then I
slammed my fist down on the desk and cussed as loud as I could. I sat down and
fumed with anger and frustration for a good few minutes. Why was everything going so badly right now? 


Despite the hangover, I felt
like I needed another drink to deal with all of this. I got out my phone and
typed a quick message to John.


Hey, buddy, how's the day going? Feel like a beer or five
after work?


The response was almost
instant. I could always count on John being up for a drink. 


Wade! Definitely down for a drink later. How big you
wanna go? How bad is it? There's a bar downtown with a special on pitchers
tonight.


I typed a quick response.


Pitchers sound like just what I need right now. I’ll call
you after work.



 

*****


 


“So I say to her, 'but you
haven't even seen it yet! C'mon, don't knock it until you try it!’”


“And then what happened?” I
chuckled stupidly, my head swimming from the alcohol. 


“Then she just snatched up
her handbag and walked out of my place, still in her bra and G-string!”


We both laughed loudly, and
John called the waitress over. “Hey, sweetie, one more pitcher, please.”


“Whoa, hold up, hold up,” I
said as the waitress turned to go get our order. “I'm not sure if I can handle
one more, John. Incredible, man, I still need to work tomorrow.”


“Yeah, I guess I do, too.
All right, all right, just bring us the bill then, would ya?”


The waitress nodded and
hurried off to fetch the bill. 


“Thanks for a good evening,
man,” I said to John. “I needed the distraction.”


He smiled at me. “No
problem, bro! But, man, I can tell something is up with you. And it's not that
stuff about those two, fake-tittied little vixens you had to let back on your
volleyball team. Come on, I know when something serious is up with you.”


I wanted to tell him all
about Eryn and myself, but I just couldn't. Not yet. It wasn't for fear that
the secret would get out and I'd lose my job. I knew I could trust John with
pretty much anything. 


No, it was because it was
just still too painful to talk about. I mean, after all, I'd come out to the
bar and drank so much because I wanted to forget, to try to numb the pain.
Dredging it up would just make things worse. 


“Nah, it's really nothing,
man. It's just stress from the job.”


“You sure, Wade?” 


He didn't seem convinced,
and of course, I was lying – but I couldn't talk about it yet.


“Yeah, man, I'm sure,” I
replied.


“All right. But remember,
I'm here if you ever need to talk about stuff.”


“I know, Johnny. And, I
appreciate that. I really do.”


We paid the bill, said our
goodbyes, and each hailed a taxi. After I got back home, I went to take a long
shower, hoping to lessen the heavy buzz I was nursing. Luckily, it wasn’t so
much that it felt as if the room was spinning or anything, but buzzed enough. 


 When I got out of the shower, my phone was
ringing. It was really late, and I was surprised that anyone would be calling
me at such an hour. My first thought, hope, was that maybe for some reason it
was Eryn. But it was wishful thinking.


My eyes grew wide with
surprise when I saw the name lit up on the screen: Georgia, my actress ex. I'd
been ignoring her messages for months and avoiding any gossip websites or
tabloids or anything of the sort where I'd see mention of her. 


But, since she was a
celebrity, it was kinda hard to totally block out any mention of her at all,
and I'd noticed that she'd been dating some musician recently. Not that I
cared. It wasn't that I missed her that I avoided such things – it was that I
really did want to get over that part of my life and not be reminded of it. 


Still, as I was feeling
buzzed, the curiosity of why she was calling got the better of me, and poor
judgment won out. 


I picked up the call. 


“Georgia.”


“Wade, it's so good to hear
your voice again.” Her tone was a purr, soft and seductive. It was a tone I
knew only too well. 


“Um, yeah. What's up?” I
asked.


“I miss you, Wade. I really
do.”


I breathed in a deep breath,
and let it out as a long, slow sigh. “We agreed that this was for the best,
Georgia. We weren't working out, and we both knew that. Look-”


“I know what we agreed,” she
interrupted, “but I can't stop myself from missing you. Your hard muscles, your
gorgeous eyes, your sculpted body, and that long, thick-”


“Hold up, hold up, come on,
you can't do this, Georgia.” 


“I'm not asking you to get
back together with me. I just... I just want one night with you. One night so
that we can say goodbye to each other properly. Do you understand? Just one
last night of passion that we can both remember. Then we'll move on. Please, Wade...I
just want a little closure. And, I know you miss this body. You used to worship
it, and it's so hungry for you. So desperately hungry.”


I couldn't deny that, in my
state of alcohol-induced vulnerability, her words were heating up the blood in
my veins. 


“Well, you're all the way
across the country, and I'm here. So…” I thought that would put an end to her
suggestion.


“I'll fly you out with my
private jet. One final night with you is all I want, Wade. Please. Don't make
me beg.”


I don't know if it was the
sadness inside me, or the alcohol in my veins, or a combination of both – but
my resistance crumbled. 


“All right,” I said softly.
“I'll come out to see you.” 

















 

Chapter Twenty-Seven


Eryn



 

I could hardly believe it. I
was in Wade's arms again, and he was holding me close. I felt our love washing
over me like warm, comforting water. Our lips met, and the same surge of energy
and bliss flowed through me that I’d felt the first time we had kissed.


Everything felt right with
the world. All the sadness and longing that had been weighing me down for the
past two months was gone — it had all disappeared. Everything was perfect when
I was in Wade's arms. 


His hands moved across my
body, touching me lightly, touching me as if he was handling a rare and
precious treasure. In turn, I traced the grooves of his stomach, brushing my
fingertips over the contours of his sculpted muscles. 


And then he moved to kiss me
again, but as I moved forward to press my lips against his, a sudden screaming
blared in my ear — a shrill and jarring sound that seemed to rattle my brain
inside my skull. 


My alarm.


I groaned and leaned over to
slam my hand on the button to shut it up, cursing it silently for yanking me
out of such a wonderful dream. I stumbled
out of bed, feeling the familiar sadness and longing returning. I hoped that a
hot shower would wash it all away, but when I stepped out of my room, I heard
that the shower was already being used – I guessed Leena had gotten up before
me.


I headed over to the kitchen
to make myself a mug of coffee. I needed to be alert today and full of energy –
we had a game against UCLA, and my position in the Stanford starting lineup was
dependent on me having a really great game. 


The last couple of matches
I'd played for Stanford, I'd been off form. And the pressure on me to do better
as I was here on this volleyball scholarship made things even worse. Usually, I
thrived under pressure – but the thing was, it wasn't only this pressure in the
mix. 


There was the heartbreak,
too, which just made things that much worse.


I'd known, of course, that
getting over Wade would be difficult. I just hadn't realized just how difficult
it would be. 


I had dreams about him, like
the one I'd just had. He popped into my thoughts all the time, no matter what I
was doing – whether I was in class, or playing and training for volleyball, or
walking in the park, working out, cooking, whatever. He would just show up in
my head unannounced and uninvited and getting rid of him was no easy task.


I sighed. I wondered if I
would ever get over him. I mean, here I was, supposedly living my dream, having
been given this exclusive scholarship to one of the best universities in the
country, playing volleyball with some of the best athletes of my age in the
whole of the United States…yet, I wasn't happy. 


The more I tried, the harder
it became to convince myself that I could be happy without Wade. And, that just
drove me even crazier because I knew that being with him was simply not a
possibility. 


At least sipping on the
coffee brought a sense of fresh clarity to my mind. I felt a bit more awake and
less stuck in a dream world after imbibing some of the hot, bitter liquid. 


After a few minutes, Leena
walked into the kitchen, a towel wrapped around her and her hair still wet from
the shower. “Good morning, my bestest friend,” she said with a smile. “You
ready for the big game today? I hear the UCLA lineup is killer. We're gonna
have our hands full, for sure.” 


“I know. And, I'm really
hoping I play a little better today than I have the last couple of games.”


“Awww, don't be so hard on
yourself, Eryn. You've been playing well enough.”


I shook my head. “No, I
haven't. There's no need to sugarcoat it, Lee. You've been killing it, but I
think we both know that I haven't been on top of my game recently.”


That was the truth. Leena
had taken to Stanford like a fish to water. She'd been playing better than she
ever had and had been getting fantastic grades in her courses, as well. Me, on
the other hand – well, I'd been passing my courses, but not spectacularly by
any means. And like I said, I'd been feeling pretty off on the volleyball
court, too. 


I knew that it had a lot to
do with Wade, but who could I talk to about that? And how could I get over it? 


Leena, in line with all of
her other successful adjustments over the past two months, had also adjusted
just as well in the love department. She'd broken up with her boyfriend in
Florida the day before coming out to Stanford, and had met a new guy, Callum,
just two weeks after being here. She seemed perfectly happy with him. No signs
of sorrow or heartbreak from her previous relationship. 


I wished I could just get
over things that easily. Specifically, Wade.


Still, all I could do now
was to somehow try to force the memories out of my head. I had to be on for
this game today. I really did. The coach had taken me aside the last practice
and told me that my place on the starting lineup was in jeopardy, and that it
very much depended on how well I did today.


I got up, downed the rest of
my coffee, and walked past Leena.


“I'm gonna shower,” I said
flatly. “See you in a few minutes.”



 

*****



 

A bead of sweat trickled its
way down the back of my neck, tracing a maddening itch along the surface of my
skin. No. I would ignore it; it was
just another distraction trying to pull my focus away from the game. I stared
intently at the ball as the UCLA server tossed it up in the air to serve. 


I was in the zone, at last.
It had taken a long time to get back here, but finally, I had arrived. I don't
know what it was, but I'd finally snapped out of the funk I'd been in, and had
been playing like I was on fire. 


The serve was good, but
Leena defended it perfectly and set up an attack for me – a perfect attack. I
sprang high into the air and smashed the ball earthwards in a perfect,
missile-strike spike. It blasted through a gap between two UCLA players and
bounced hard off the court. 


That was another point for
us. The home crowd went wild, but I didn't even hear their roars and cheers –
it was all just a vague, fuzzy background sound in my mind. All I could really
hear was the steady beating of my heart and the slow, measured breaths that
entered into my lungs and then were pushed out. 


It was match point, and we
had the serve. Leena served a great one, but a UCLA player managed to defend it
with a pretty spectacular dive. They sent the ball back over the net into our
court with a savage attack, but I jumped dramatically through the air and
defended it, setting up an attack for my team as I did. Again, UCLA defended,
and I'd only just gotten to my feet again when the ball came zipping right at
me as they tried for a spike. 


I dove hard and saved the
ball just inches from the ground, setting up yet another attack. Leena smashed
the ball over the net, and I scrambled to my feet, breathing hard. This time, I
knew what I was going to do – something I hadn't done for a while.


The sneaky, little trick I'd
used to fool Tammy so many times. 


Everything was set up
perfectly. The ball came over the net as they attacked, and I made as if to
smash it back at them with all the force I could muster – but, instead, I
slowed my arm at the last possible moment, and simply brushed the ball gently
over the net, where it dropped and hit the ground to give us the point that won
us the match. 


I dropped to my knees,
panting from the efforts of the last volley, and heard the crowd going mad in
the background. I felt my teammates hugging me and clapping their hands on my
shoulders and back, but it all seemed like it was happening to someone else,
like I was watching it on a movie screen or something. 


I heard my coach's voice in
my ear as she clapped her own hand on my shoulder.


“Well done, Eryn, well done!
You're the star of the game! Forget everything I said before – you're on top!”


“Thanks, Coach,” I heard
myself mumble in reply. “Thanks.” 


I walked off the court with
the rest of the team, giving the crowd a half-hearted wave as I headed toward
the locker room. I didn't know why, but somehow – as good as this victory was –
it just felt a little hollow. I was just going through the motions.


All I wanted to do was to
get home and relax in front of the TV.



 

*****


 


“Aw c'mon, Eryn, it'll be
fun. And, you played so well today, you deserve to treat yourself and
celebrate.”


Leena was usually pretty
good at twisting my arm, but I had been doing a bang-up job of resisting her
tonight. I hadn't felt like doing anything, and really had just wanted to stay
in, but she, Callum, and some of his friends were going out to a new bar in
town that seemed like it could be an interesting place, a bar called The
Fishbowl. There was a band from L.A. playing who I'd wanted to see for a while,
so finally, after all of Leena’s persuasion, I gave in. 


“All right, all right, I'll
come. Just let me get dressed and put on some makeup,” I said with a somewhat
melodramatic sigh. 


Half an hour later, I was
all dressed up for the first time since arriving in California. A glance in the
mirror before we left reminded me that I cleaned up fairly well. Despite my
earlier reluctance, I now felt pretty good about agreeing to a night out. I
couldn't let myself stay stuck in a funk forever, and even though I couldn't
deny that I missed Wade terribly, it would be good to try to distract myself
from thinking about him for a while. 


Callum was a tall, handsome
guy with blond hair and your stereotypical surfer’s tan. He was taking Leena
and me out with some of his buddies from the football team. He drove us out to
the bar in his Range Rover, and we started out the evening with a few shots. 


The opening band was great,
and they reminded me a little of the Red Hot Chili Peppers with their funky
rock vibe. This, of course, immediately made me think of Wade and our shared
love of ’90s music, and at that, I couldn't help but feel a little sad. 


After the opening band left
the small stage, Leena, Callum, myself, and Callum's two friends, Oliver and
Irving, went to sit at a table near the stage to wait for the headlining band
to take the stage. I couldn’t recall the band’s name. 


Irving sat next to me and
immediately moved his chair a little closer. He'd been shooting glances at me
all evening, and it was pretty obvious that he was attracted to me. He was a
good-looking guy with a strong jaw, jet-black hair, and features that made me
think he was probably from an Italian family. And, of course, like the other
guys, he was built from football and working out. 


“What are you having to
drink?” he asked me. 


“Um, I guess just a Smirnoff
Ice,” I replied. 


“Awesome. It's on me,” he
said with a smile. 


“Thanks.”


He ordered me a drink as a
waitress walked past our table, and then he struck up a conversation with me,
being very attentive and looking me in the eye as we talked. 


“I was at the volleyball
game earlier,” he said. “You were just amazing out there. You've got serious
talent.”


I blushed. I’d never been
very good at taking compliments. “Aw, thanks, Irving! I appreciate that. I'll
have to come watch you guys play football sometime.”


“You should. We've got a
killer lineup this season, and we're gonna steamroll whatever team comes up
against us, I guarantee that.”


“So that band was really
great huh?” I said, trying to make conversation. “Don't you think they sounded
like the Chili Peppers?”


He raised an eyebrow. “Hmm,
not really. What makes you say that?”


“No, I mean like how the
early ’90s Chili Peppers sounded.”


“The Chili Peppers were
around in the ’90s? Incredible, well, I was in kindergarten then; how was I supposed
to know that? Hmm, I guess I only know, like, two Chili Peppers songs, anyway.
There's that one that was big last year...and, uh, I dunno, I kinda forgot the
name of the other one. I'm too busy to listen to music much.”


It was obviously rather
pointless to talk about music. Irving didn't seem to have any interest in it.
He kept the conversation going though, steering it toward another topic. 


“You know, you look
seriously pretty tonight,” he said, flashing me a charming smile. “Of course, I
noticed you on the volleyball court, and you were looking pretty fine then, but
dang girl, you're looking smokin' hot right now.” 


I chuckled nervously. I
couldn't say I didn't appreciate the compliment, but this wasn't what I was
after at the moment. And, he really needed to work on his charm. There’s a way
to say things to a woman. We’d much rather be told we look beautiful as opposed
to looking hot. 


Still, he was a good-looking
guy, and despite not seeming to have much in common with him, he seemed to be
nice enough, so I figured that it wouldn't hurt to at least chat with him. 


“Thanks, Irving,” I said
with a smile. “You're too kind.”


“I'm just telling the
truth,” he replied. 


We made some more idle
chatter as I sipped on my drink with him doing his best to flirt with me and
win me over. Eventually, I finished my drink, but by that time he had already
downed two beers. Callum called for another round of shots. I wasn't sure it
was a good idea to have them, but before I could refuse, they were already on
the table. 


“Drink up, ladies and
gents!” Callum shouted, and we knocked the shots back with gusto.


“Another Ice?” asked Irving.



“Um, I'm not-”


“That's a yes,” he said,
interrupting me. Before I could say anything else, he called the waitress over
and ordered another Smirnoff Ice for me. 


I was starting to feel tipsy
and wasn't sure I should have any more, but then another part of me figured, what the heck, might as well cut loose.
After all, it was a Saturday night, and I'd been doing a lot of hibernating and
wallowing in self-pity and misery recently. 


As I got my next drink, the
main act took the stage. They started playing, and they were so good that it
actually lifted my spirits. 


In fact, after a couple of
songs, I felt so good that I got up and joined the crowd of people who were
dancing at the front of the stage. Irving came and joined me, bringing me a
fresh drink. By this time, I was too buzzed and having too good a time to say
no, so I just took it and drank it as I was dancing. 


After the band finished, I
went back to the table, reeling from the awesome music and the fun dancing –
and feeling more than a bit buzzed from all the drinks I'd had. 


“They were great, weren't
they?” exclaimed Leena. 


“Absolutely amazing!” I
replied. 


“All right, who's ready for
stage two of this party?” Callum asked. “I think it's time to hit the club!” 


“I don't think so,” I said.
“I think I want to call it a night.”


“Are you sure?” Leena asked.
“The night is still young!”


“Um, I'm feeling pretty beat
myself,” Irving interjected before I could answer. “Say, Eryn, I could give you
a ride home if you want. I've got my car here.” 


“Yeah, Eryn and Leena live
near your place, Irv,” Callum said to Irving. “That works out pretty well.”


“I, um-” I began, but Irving
quickly silenced me.


“Perfect,” he said, taking
my hand as he began to lead me out of the bar, and pulling almost forcefully on
my arm. “See you tomorrow, guys. And don't worry, Leena, I'll make sure your
friend gets home just fine.”


Irving pulled me out of the
bar and flashed Leena a smile as they followed us to the parking lot – even
though a sudden feeling of dread was starting to creep its poisonous tendrils
through my veins. 


I didn't have a good feeling
about this. In fact, I had a really, really bad feeling about this.

















 

Chapter Twenty-Eight


Wade



 

I watched as Valencia
College put a good serve across the net, but I'd trained my FSU team well in
defense, and they returned it with a swift attack. There were a few volleys
back and forth, but eventually, one of my players spiked it with furious accuracy,
and that was it: we scored the match point. 


Out on the court, the girls
celebrated and hugged each other, and I knew I should be feeling proud and
excited, as well – but I just wasn't. This was our sixth straight victory, yet
somehow I just couldn't bring myself to care beyond being happy that it meant
job security.


Don't get me wrong – I was
happy for the team, but I wasn’t excited about winning. I hadn't been slacking
off or doing a half-ended job of coaching. I'd still been putting my best into
coaching the team. It was just that my heart wasn't in it. 


I'd been speaking to my ex
Georgia about once a week. Even though Eryn and I were officially apart – not
sure if we were ever “officially” together in the first place – I still felt
like I was cheating on her. 


And it wasn't as if I was
getting any sort of thrill out of talking to Georgia. It was more of a
distraction than anything, so that I wouldn't focus so hard on the pain I felt
from missing Eryn so much. I'd agreed to come out and see Georgia for that
“last goodbye” night she kept talking about, but I'd been putting it off longer
and longer. Now that this game was done, I had a few free days, and so I'd
finally taken the plunge and bought a flight. 


I'd be leaving for my flight
to California in an hour. 


I jogged out onto the court
and shook hands with the girls, congratulating them on their win, and then went
to the men's locker rooms, got changed, and grabbed my bags. Fifteen minutes
later, I got in my car and drove to the airport. 


I managed to check in just
in time, and got to the plane just as it was boarding. I couldn't help thinking
about Eryn, of course. She was at Stanford, which wasn't exactly around the
corner from L.A., but it sure was a lot closer than it was to Florida. 


Of course, as much as I
missed her, I didn't think that it would be right to go and see her. We'd both
agreed that we had to part ways. She had her whole future ahead of her, and I'd
chosen my path, as well; it seemed that there was no way we could make it work.



It just wouldn't be fair to
her to drop in and mess things up. 


And maybe, just maybe, she
was already with someone else. Maybe she'd moved on. The thought made me sick
to my stomach. I couldn't handle thinking about it. 


We took off, and after the
“fasten seatbelts” sign went off, the flight attendants came around and offered
us drinks and snacks. My first impulse, as it had been throughout the last
several weeks, was to order a double whiskey – but as I was about to say it, I
paused. 


“Um, yes sir, what did you
want?” asked the flight attendant again.


“Make it a Coke, I think,” I
replied. 


“That's all? We do have
liquor if you-”


I held up my hand and shook
my head. “No, thanks. A Coke will be just fine.”


She handed me the soda and I
smiled – more for myself than for the attendant. I was going to stop this
drinking now. There was no use in continually drowning my sorrows and waking up
with a hangover. 


Yes, my heart was broken.
Yes, it hurt…but I simply couldn't go on doing this. Something had to give. It was
time I start making different choices – choices that would take me in the right
direction.


I looked out the window at
the vast expanse of blue sky and white, puffy clouds below, and sipped on my
Coke with a smile. 



 

*****



 

A cloud of mixed feelings
hung over me as we touched down in L.A. It had been a while since I’d last been
to Los Angeles, vowing not to return and feeling like a huge weight had been
lifted from my shoulders as I headed toward a new life in Florida. 


And now, here I was, going
back to the very place and very person I'd so badly wanted to get away from.
Georgia had sent her limo and driver to pick me up from the airport, and she’d
said she'd have a bottle of bubbly on ice waiting for us to enjoy when I got to
her Hollywood mansion. It was all set up – it was all waiting. 


Yet, somehow, with every
step closer to the arrivals area that I took, I found myself questioning myself
more and more. 


Why was I doing this? What would it solve? Wouldn't this
just create more problems? 


I veered off the walkway as
I saw a sign for a bathroom. I headed in, went into a stall, and closed the
toilet seat, sat down on it, and locked the door. 


It suddenly hit me, and hit
me hard. What was I doing? This
wasn't what I wanted. This wasn't what I wanted at all! This was just going
to stir up more problems for me, and send me even deeper into the downward
spiral I’d been flailing down. A dark hole from which I wasn't sure I'd be able
to extract myself. 


I breathed in deeply to
clear my head and held the air in my lungs. Thoughts of Eryn suddenly flooded
my mind, and there was no way I could think about anything else. 


Yes, we were apart – but why? Yeah, yeah, there were all those reasons, all the
practicalities and problems that came with our situation with me being in
Florida and her being here. But why hadn't we had the courage to just
try? Surely the love that existed between us deserved that much – at least
a chance. 


I pushed my hands hard
through my hair as all sorts of thoughts raced through my head. I was scheduled
to be in California for five days – five days that I'd planned to spend
drinking, partying, and drowning my sorrows. 


But was that really the right way to spend this time? Surely what existed between Eryn and I deserved more
than that. I knew it did. 


I took out my phone and
looked up her number. My thumb hovered for a long time over the “call” button –
but I just couldn't press it. 


This was crazy. Here I was,
sitting in a bathroom stall in LAX, having a crisis. I felt stuck, frozen,
almost unable to move. 


But I had to. I had to do something.



I breathed in deeply, got up
from the toilet, and left the stall. With a new sense of purpose in my stride,
I walked quickly down to the baggage pickup area and got my suitcase. As soon
as I got my suitcase, I opened it up, dug around, and found a hat and some
sunglasses. I put them on, turning up my collar, as well, so that I'd be as
disguised as possible. 


I then walked quickly to the
arrivals area, and there, waiting for me, I saw a man who had to be Georgia's
driver – he was holding a board with my name on it. I bent my head down,
keeping the brim of the hat low over my face, and walked briskly past him.
Luckily, he didn't even give me a second glance – he just kept staring into the
crowd of people behind me. 


I walked faster and faster,
a sense of drive, purpose, and freedom speeding my steps and injecting fresh
strength into me as I went. A smile began to spread across my face, and as I
got out of the arrivals area, I took off the hat and sunglasses and let the
California sun fall onto my face. 


A taxi driver grinned at me
and waved me over to him. “It's a beautiful day, sir,” he said with a smile.
“You need a ride?”


“I sure do, my man,” I
replied. 


“Where to? This your first
time in L.A. or what?”


I shook my head. “No, I used
to live here actually.”


“Cool, cool, so you know
your way around.”


“I do. Take me to Phil's
Luxury Auto Rentals, please. You know where that is?”


“Yeah, that's the place near
the Hollywood Bowl, right?”


I nodded and grinned.
“That's the one.”


“I can get you there in no
time, sir,” he said. “Let’s get you loaded up.”


He took my luggage and put
it in the trunk of his cab while I climbed into the passenger seat. My phone
started to ring, and I took it out of my pocket and saw that it was Georgia. I
cut off the call, and then turned the phone off. I didn't need to speak to her
now – or ever. 


“So, what you gonna be
renting from Phil's, sir?” the cab driver asked as we set off. 


“Not sure. Depends on what
he has. I like Beemers, and I've got a fair distance to travel today, so I'd
prefer to do it in comfort.”


“Yeah, good choice. My
cousin's got a Beemer; that thing drives like it's floating on a cloud. Real
smooth, man, real smooth.”


I nodded. “Very much so.”


“Where you heading to?” he
asked.


“Stanford.” 


“Ah, nice area. Oh, hey,
you're going to be there tonight?”


“I am, yes.”


“Man, you gotta go see this
band from L.A.; they're playing up there. They've got a great sound, guaranteed
to get you on your feet dancing. They have a vibe like the Red Hot Chili
Peppers. They're gonna be real big man, I just know it. I saw them a couple of
weeks ago here. 


“If ya need something to do
tonight, you should go see 'em now while they're still playing the bar and club
circuit. Next year, I'm sure they'll be playing stadiums, so this might be your
last chance to see 'em before they hit the big time.”


“That sounds pretty cool
actually. I love the Chili Peppers. Where in Stanford are they playing?”


“A place called The
Fishbowl,” he replied.


“The Fishbowl, huh? Thanks
for the tip. I might check them out.”

















 

Chapter Twenty-Nine


Eryn



 

We got out to the parking
lot and I hugged Leena as we said goodbye. I was definitely feeling the effects
of the alcohol; I wasn't wasted, but my speech felt a little slurred and my
coordination was a bit off.


“Are you really sure that
you don't want to come out to the club?” she asked. “I promise, it's gonna be
so much fun.”


I paused, trying to decide
if I should go with her just so that I wasn’t left alone with Irving. But I
shook my head. 


“I'm done for the night,
Lee. I just need some rest. But you go on and have yourself some fun.”


“All right then. I'll see
you tomorrow.”


“Don't get too wasted now!”
I said to her as she and the guys headed to Callum’s SUV. 


As soon as they started
walking away, Irving put his arm over my shoulder. I recoiled at his touch and
my first instinct was to pull his arm off me, but I didn't want to make him
angry and then get left in the parking lot without a ride home, so I gritted my
teeth and said nothing. 


“Did I mention you’re
looking real hot, Eryn?” he said to me with a dirty smile on his face. “Yeah,
real hot.”


“Uh, Irving, can you just
take me home? I'm really tired and I need to just get some rest.”


“You don't wanna have some
fun first?” 


The way he said it sent a
cold chill zipping down my spine. I was feeling more and more unsafe by the
minute. 


“No, I don't want to 'have
some fun.' I just want to go, all right?”


The strange smile stayed on
his face. “All right, all right, no need to get pissy about it. You should be a
bit nicer to people who do you favors, though, you know? You're not sounding
very appreciative of the fact that I'm giving you a ride.”


I’d had enough. My intuition
was screaming at me. I pulled his arm off my shoulder and stepped away from
him. “I'll just call a cab. You go on and do whatever you're planning to do,” I
said coldly. 


“Whoa, hold up, hold up.
There's no need to be like that. All right, sorry, I was being a jerk. Come, on
let's go. I'll stop being a jerk.”


He reached out for my hand,
and I don't know why, but I allowed him to take it. He led me through the
parking lot and toward a dark alley.


“Uh, where's your car?” I
asked, as red lights started flashing in my mind and warning bells started
sounding their alarms inside my head.


“My car is parked on the
street down there,” he said, pointing to the end of the alley where it emerged
onto another street. “The parking lot was full when I got here.”


“Can't we just walk around?
It's dark and looks real sketchy down there,” I said.


“Come on, it's a shortcut.
I’ll keep the boogeyman away.” 


He pulled me, almost
forcefully, into the alley. As soon as we were in the shadows, it seemed that a
different light entered his eyes – menacing and malicious. An instinct inside
me was screaming out for me to run, but somehow, I just couldn't. 


“You know, you look so
pretty, Eryn. So pretty,” he said with a slur in his voice, stopping halfway
through the alley where it was darkest. “I haven’t been able to take my eyes
off you all night.”


“I think you've got the
wrong idea,” I said, my words tumbling from my mouth in a hasty panic. “I don't
like you like that, all right? I just want to get home.” 


He stepped close and pressed
me against the wall, putting his hands on my sides, moving them up toward my
breasts. Fear started pulsing through my veins. 


“You're lying. I know you
like me. I know you want me. We both want this. Stop denying it. Don't worry, I
won't tell anyone,” he uttered. 


I pushed him away from me
forcefully, and he stumbled back, surprised at my strength. 


“Get away from me,
you creep,” I hissed. “Leave me alone now and I won't report this to the cops.
This is your last chance.” 


He grinned savagely, malice
glowing in his dark eyes. “My dad is chief of police,” he snarled. “You can
tell 'em anything you want – nothing will happen to me.” 


He darted in and grabbed my
wrists. I tried to knee him in the groin, but he twisted sharply, and my knee
crashed into the side of his hip. He grunted with pain, but it was no use; he
was used to being hit by football players at least twice his size, and he was
tremendously strong, as well. 


“You'll enjoy this a lot
more if you stop fighting,” he growled through clenched teeth. 


“No!” I shouted at the top
of my lungs. “Help! Somebody help-”


He crunched a powerful punch
into my stomach, knocking the wind out of me and leaving me doubled over and
gasping. 


“Shut up, or the next one
will break your jaw,” he growled. 


“Touch her again and you'll
leave this alley in a body bag,” a deep, male voice snarled from behind me. 


Irving looked up in
surprise, and so did I. As I saw the shadow of the man who had spoken the words
making his way toward us, joy and relief surged through me. 


“This is your last chance,
kid, or you will not be leaving this alley on your own, free will,” he said to
Irving. 


That’s when it hit me. I
knew that voice. Knew it as well as my own.


Wade.


“The only one leaving here
in a body bag will be you, jerk,” Irving replied. 


He darted forward and took a
vicious swing at Wade, but Wade was able to duck under the attack. He dropped
down and tackled Irving to the ground, and they started wrestling. Although
Irving was bigger, Wade soon got the upper hand and got Irving pinned with some
sort of arm lock. Even in the darkness of the alley, I could see the look of
intense pain twisted in Irving's face. 


“I only have to pull a
little more, just like this,” Wade pulled just slightly up on the arm he had
twisted behind Irving’s back, “and your arm will break, kid,” he growled. “And
I promise you, if you struggle any harder, you'll break your arm yourself. Do
you wanna walk around with your arm in a cast for the next two months? Lose all
that muscle you’ve built up in the gym?” 


“No,” Irving whimpered, who
seemed almost on the point of tears. “Please let me go. Please.”


“I really don’t want to let
you go, ya know? What I really want to do is snap every bone in your punk-rear
body for what you tried to do to this girl – but I won't. I'll let the law take
care of you. I don't give a hoot who your dad is. I'll step in front of any
judge and jury and tell them exactly what I saw you try to do to her.” 


This time, Irving had
nothing to say. Wade pulled Irving’s head up and slammed it into the ground
once, then got off him and shoved him away. 


“Get the heck out of here,”
Wade said. “And go enjoy your last few sleeps in your own bed because you're
gonna be sleeping in a prison cell soon enough. I'll make sure of that, I
promise you.”


Irving stumbled away,
whimpering in pain and gripping his shoulder as he fled. I ran into Wade's
arms, hugging him as tightly as I possibly could. He returned the hug, holding
me as close as was humanly possible.


“Oh my goodness, Wade. I don't
know how you came to be here, but you just saved my life. You saved my life.”


“I'm just relieved I was in
the right place at the right time,” he whispered in my ear. 


“But...how? How did
you come to be here?” 


“I flew out to L.A. this afternoon,
and then drove up here. I had to see you. I just couldn't go on without you any
longer; it was driving me crazy.”


“But how…how did you know to
come out here, to this bar?”


“I didn't. I was planning on
calling you tomorrow. But this cab driver in L.A. recommended I come see the
band playing here tonight, so I figured I'd do that, have a beer, get an early
night, and then, yeah, get hold of you tomorrow. And then when I was watching
the band, I just happened to spot you in the bar. 


“I assumed this jerk whose
rear I just kicked was your new boyfriend, but just to be sure, I followed you
guys out to the parking lot. Your body language told me you weren’t comfortable
around him, so I followed you both to this alley – and the rest is history.”


I still couldn't believe it
was him – that he was really here. We both stared at each other for a while,
and then I hugged him tightly again and he pressed a warm kiss to my forehead.
A calm spread through me.


He took my hand in his, and
it felt so good, so right.


“Come on,” he said, leading
me out of the alley toward the parking lot. “Let's go. I'll drive you home.” 


I leaned over and kissed him
on his cheek. 


“Thank you, again,” I whispered.
“I'm so glad you came.”


“I am, too,” he whispered.
“I am, too.” 



 

*****



 

Back at my apartment, I
sipped slowly on my coffee and stared into Wade's eyes, and in them I saw the
same love I felt for him reflected right back at me. And at this moment, it
felt stronger than it ever had. I reached out with my free hand across the
table, and he placed his hand on mine, caressing it softly and gently. 


“Goodness, I can’t believe you’re
here. I'm so glad you came,” I said to him. “I really am.”


“Me, too. I've missed you so
much, Eryn – I really have. I was going crazy without you. I felt like I was
lost – like everything was lost. I’ve just been miserable.”


“I've felt the same way. I
mean, I love it here in terms of the volleyball and the education I'm getting,
but without you, it all feels gray, like I’m going through the motions.” 


We both stared into each
other's eyes and smiled, and we held each other's gaze for a long time, passing
unsaid words between us. 


“How's the team doing,
anyway?” I asked, breaking the silence.


“They're doing well enough.
I was pretty much forced to put Tammy and Kelly back on the squad, which I was
unhappy about to say the least. But I haven't put them on the starting lineup –
they can't make me do that.” 


I nodded. “I figured Tammy
would use her father's clout to do something.” 


“I'm gonna quit,” he said
abruptly. 


I looked up at him,
startled. “You're gonna quit? But...why? Because of Tammy?”


He shook his head. “No.
Because of you.”


I couldn't believe what I
was hearing. “You...wow, Wade, I could never, ever ask you to-”


He held up a hand to silence
me.


“You didn't ask me to do
anything. This is my choice entirely. I don't want to be on the other side of
the country while you're out here. And, I don't want you to give up your dreams
for me. You need to be here at Stanford, you need to take your abilities as far
as they can go. 


“So, that only leaves me
with one choice, a choice I'll gladly take: I'm quitting my job at FSU and
coming out here. I don't know what I'll do, but I'll find a job. I don't care
what it is, as long as I get to be with you. That's the most important thing to
me – you're the most important thing to me. 


“It's taken me these last
two months to realize this, but now I know it. I know that it's the truth. I
love you, Eryn. I love you madly, deeply, and more than I have ever loved
anyone else in my life. I don’t want to be without you.” 


I couldn't speak for a
moment; I was so overwhelmed with everything he'd just said. But what words
couldn't say, actions could. I got up, walked over to him, and straddled his
lap, wrapping my arms around him. I pressed my lips against his, finding his
mouth warm and inviting. 


A slow kiss morphed into one
with a furious, mad passion that sent showers of sparks across my vision, and
left us both breathless at the end of it. 


“I love you, too, Wade. More
than any number of words could ever try to tell you. And, I’ve missed you
terribly.”


We kissed again, and desire
grew with a burning heat inside me. His desire pressed against me with an
increasing force as his manhood swelled. I took his hand, panting after the
intensity of the kiss.


“Come...let's go to my
bedroom,” I said, leading him there. 


I opened the door, and then
we were all over each other. All of that longing, pain and sadness that had
been stewing inside each of us for the last two months, it all came out. We
were both panting, gasping, and pawing at each other like wild animals. 


He all but tore my clothes
off me as I ripped his off of him. His hands immediately went to my bare
breasts, squeezing and fondling them with an almost savage intensity as he
slammed his lips onto mine and thrust his tongue into my mouth. 


With his right hand, he kept
on squeezing my breast, pinching my rapidly hardening nipple between his
forefinger and thumb, which sent ripples of pleasure scuttling across my nerve
endings. With his left hand, he pulled down my panties and reached for the slit
between my legs, which was already hot with desire and dripping with wetness. 


I gasped as his finger
slipped inside me, and with my own, desperate hands I unbuttoned his jeans and
yanked them down so that his stiff, steel-hard manhood emerged. 


I wrapped my eager fingers
around it as he started moving his fingers in and out of me with a delectable
pace while simultaneously working my clit with smooth, rhythmic pressure with
his thumb. 


I gasped and moaned; I
clamped my mouth onto his, kissing him with a furious passion as my hips
started to move themselves to the rhythm of his motion between my thighs. I
increased the pressure and speed with which I was stroking his manhood, and
felt him shudder with pleasure as I did. 


As he increased the vigor
and intensity of the pressure and rhythm with which he was handling me between
my legs, I felt the force of an orgasm coming on. It was a culmination of
everything I'd needed to release over the past two months, and it really was coming
on rapidly. 


I started crying out,
panting and shivering as it built up to explosion point, and then cried out his
name as the orgasm burst, shooting its waves of bliss through me.


“Wade! Oh goodness, Wade!” I
cried, feeling my legs turning to jelly beneath me as the orgasm tore through
me. 


“I need you right now, I
can't wait any longer,” he gasped, and he threw me onto the bed and opened my
legs, spreading them apart. I was ready for him, more ready than I'd ever been.
I let out a long, drawn out moan as he climbed on top of me and slipped himself
into me, feeding his glorious length into me, inch by exquisite inch, until we
were fully connected. 


“Goodness, I've missed this,” he
gasped, “I've missed this so much.” 


“I have, too,” I gasped.
“I've missed it – I've missed you.”


He started moving, slowly at
first, letting me feel every inch of him as he moved in and out of me. Soon,
though, our hungry desire and the months of pent-up feelings took hold of him,
possessing him with a fury and a madness, and he started thrusting with more
and more ferocity, with each intense thrust boosting more and more intense
waves of bliss through me. 


His face glowed with the
intensity of the pleasure he was feeling as he rammed himself into me again and
again and again. He was grunting and moaning and gasping, and I could tell his
orgasm was on the way. I was already on the edge of my second. 


With every plunge, a more
intense burst of pleasure rippled through me from the epicenter at the meeting
of my thighs, and I urged him on, begging him to go faster and harder. 


He began pounding away at a
furious, manic speed, and I cried out as my second orgasm was unleashed. Then,
just as the waves of bliss tore through every fiber of my body, I felt him
pulsating inside me as his own orgasm hit and he roared like a wild beast as
the force blasted through him. 


He then collapsed onto me,
wrapping his arms around me tightly, and we held each other like that, one hot,
sweaty mess, for a few moments. When he’d caught his breath a bit, he pulled
himself out of me and rolled over to the side, still breathing hard. 


“I love you, Eryn,” he
whispered as he kissed me. “I love you so much.”


“That’s a two-way street,” I
replied. “And, I never want to be without you again. Never, ever again.” 


We kissed slowly and
passionately, and after much quiet bliss, we fell asleep in each other's arms.

















 

EPILOGUE


Two
Years Later



 

I was sweating heavily, and
every breath was short and shallow; it just didn't feel like my lungs could
take in any more air, as desperately as I wanted them to. It felt like my
throat and indeed the entire insides of my chest was on fire – but that didn't
matter. 


I had to push on. 


This was a deciding moment
in my life – indeed, perhaps one of the greatest moments of my life. And what I
did in the next few minutes would determine whether I would forever remember it
as one of my greatest triumphs, or one of my greatest disappointments. 


The other team served, and I
jumped to intercept the ball as it came sailing over the net, but it was too
high, and it passed over my outstretched fingers and dropped abruptly. One of
our players dove to try save it, but it hit the floor just inside our line.


The referee blew the
whistle, and shouted out, “Point for China! Team China 23, Team USA 22!” 


I glanced across at Wade,
who was sitting in the stands. His hands were clasped together in front of his
face, and he wore an expression that shouted out worry in loud silence, but he
fired me an encouraging smile as soon as his eyes met mine. 


“You can do it, Eryn!” he
shouted out, his voice ringing out loud and clear over the clamor of the huge
crowd. 


Our captain asked the referee
for a quick timeout. We hurried to get together in a huddle while Team China
did the same thing on the other side of the net. 


“Listen, girls, this is it,”
she said. “We're two games to two, this is the decider right here. We've made
it this far – and I know it's been tough. I know that you're all exhausted.
Hell, I am, too. But do y'all want to go home with Olympic silver or Olympic
gold?!” 


“Gold!” we all screamed out
in unison. 


“That's what I thought!” she
shouted in response. “Come on, girls, we can do this; we can do this! Bring
home that gold, bring it home!” 


The Chinese had been
destroying us the last three games with their killer server. We had won the
first two games – only just, though – with scores of 25 to 21, and 25 to 20. 


Since this new girl had come
onto the court, she'd been dropping ace after ace with her unusual serving
technique, which seemed to involve putting a crazy amount of backspin on the
ball and combining it with a height that wasn't usually used in volleyball. 


I'd been studying her
technique for the last half hour, and suddenly, an idea hit. 


“Harriet,” I said to our
team captain, “if we can win this next point, give me the serve.”


She raised an eyebrow,
obviously feeling unsure about this. “Are you sure, Eryn?” she asked. “I mean,
you're strongest up at the net. That's where we need you most.”


“We're in a tough spot right
now, Harriet. I've been watching their server very closely, and I think I've
got her technique down. If you give me that ball, we can use the same technique
they're using to break us against them.”


She breathed in a deep
breath as she considered this. Eventually, she nodded. 


“My arm's real tired
anyway,” she said. “I don't think I've got it in me to serve another one. All
right. If we win the next point, you and I will switch positions.” 


I nodded. “We'll get this
point; trust me.”


We broke up the huddle and
all went back to our respective positions. The referee blew her whistle to
indicate that the game was back on, and the Chinese team member took up the
ball again to serve. This time, I glanced back over my shoulder and saw our
captain, Harriet, subtly moving back; she knew what was coming, and was getting
prepared to receive it effectively. 


Once again, the ball sailed
over the net, and once again, the unusual serve almost tricked us with its
height and trajectory, but Harriet made a spectacular dive to save it. Then
another teammate set up a perfect spike for me, which I smashed over the net
with every ounce of force that remained in my body.


The Chinese players made a
valiant effort to block it, but my spike was on target. It smacked the floor of
the court with an explosive punch, and triumph blitzed through my veins as the
referee blew the whistle.


“Point to Team USA! Team USA
23, Team China 23! Team USA has the serve!” 


Harriet nodded to me, then
passed me the ball as we swapped positions. I could feel a tingle of nerves as
I made my way to the back of the court and prepared to serve. I'd been watching
their best server and analyzing her technique for the last half hour, but
watching and doing were two entirely different things. Even if I felt totally
certain that I knew exactly how to do something. Which I didn’t.


One thing I had noticed was
that as she tossed the ball up to serve it, she put a lot of front spin on it,
which was very unusual and probably what contributed to the exceptional amount
of backspin she was able to get. It wasn't how I usually served, and it wasn't
anything I'd ever tried or even thought of trying in a game. 


I couldn't help chuckling. What better time to try out a technique that
you've never used in a game before than the deciding game of an Olympic final? 


Still, it was this or lose.
We had to pull some sort of ace out of our sleeve, and it was about the only
thing we had left: using their own secret weapon against them. 


I breathed in deeply as the
referee blew the whistle to give me the go ahead to serve. I focused all my
thoughts on the ball and the exact spot I wanted it to land, drowning out
everything else around me. 


Everything vanished into a
blur – the roar of the crowd, the colors of the stands, and the vastness of the
indoor stadium. All I could see in this tunnel vision I had induced was the ball
and where I wanted it to go. I heard Leena in my head, reminding me how the
technique worked.


I tossed it up and, like I'd
seen the Chinese girl do, put a lot of front spin on the ball. And then I hit
it in the same way I'd seen her hit it, the same way Leena had tried to teach
me once before – giving it a ton of backspin. 


It worked. 


The ball sailed high over
the net, and the Chinese girls were totally unprepared for it. They'd expected
a standard serve, and this was about as far off standard as you could get. The
player nearest to where it dropped made a desperate dive, but just couldn't
reach it. 


Again, triumph tore through
me as I heard the pop of the ball hitting the floor and the shrill blast of the
referee's whistle. 


“Point to Team USA!” she shouted.
“Team USA 24, Team China 23. Game point and match point! Team USA has the
serve!” 


The crowd was going totally
nuts now, and there was so much cheering going on that it felt like I was at a
rock concert. This was it. This next moment could be either the greatest
triumph of my life, or the biggest disappointment.


I looked up into the stands
to where Wade was sitting, and the look in his eyes boosted a last, fiery jolt
of energy and strength through my tired limbs. It was a look of pride, pure and
intense. I felt like I could do anything with him by my side – like I could
actually win Olympic gold. 


Harriet tossed the ball to
me, and all of the players' eyes were on me.


“Come on, Eryn,” she said,
and my teammates all echoed her words with their own phrases of enthusiasm and
encouragement. 


“Let's go, Eryn!”


“Kill 'em, Eryn, kill 'em!”


“One more ace, girl, one
more ace!”


“You got this, Eryn! You got
it! Make us proud.”


I looked once more at Wade,
and the words he mouthed at me meant more than any words of encouragement from
my team mates. 


“I love you.”


That simple phrase was
enough. I felt like I was ready to take on the world. 


The Chinese team now knew
what was coming, and realized that I had discovered the secret of their star
server, and they moved into position accordingly. Once again, I drew in a deep,
long breath, doing my best to focus completely and cut out every distraction
from around me. 


I focused again on the ball,
and exactly where I wanted it to go, and with that I breathed in one final
breath, tossed it up in the air with plenty of front spin, and then served. 


It was a bad serve. 


It veered right, looking
like it was heading out of bounds, but thankfully the amount of backspin I'd
put on it kept it in – only just though. It also made it very easy for the
Chinese team to block and attack, and they sent it back over the net with
speed. We defended well, and sent it back to them. 


The crowd was roaring madly
with each volley that we sent over, the tension was becoming unbearable. And
then, I saw with horror, Harriet sending the ball over the net with a fumble,
setting up a perfect spiking opportunity for the Chinese. 


I didn't even think, or wait
for them to do it. I just reacted, praying that I could make it in time. 


I sprinted forward and dove
through the air, aiming for the spot that I knew they'd spike it toward – an
empty patch to the right of our court that had been left open after one of our
players had just dove to save the ball. 


It was a perfect spike, and
the ball rocketed toward the ground. I was already airborne, but didn't know if
I could make it. I hit the ground hard, and a sharp pain blasted through my
shoulder, but my hand hit the ground a millisecond before the ball did, and I
saved it. 


The crowd cheered madly – it
was a spectacular save, even if I said so myself. The ball bounced off my hand,
and Harriet made up for her earlier error my smashing it back over the net with
a precise spike. 


The ball hit the ground in
the very back corner of the Chinese court, and the whistle blew. 


“Point USA! Game USA, match
USA! Team USA wins the gold!”


The crowd erupted into a
crazy roar. My teammates piled onto me, screaming with delight. I just laughed,
and then cried – it was all too overwhelming. 


“Oh my goodness, we did it! You
did it!” shouted Harriet as she hugged me, with tears of joy streaming down
her face. “We did it! We just won Olympic gold!” 


After a lot more hugging and
crying, we went to the side of the court, where our coach also gave us hugs and
handshakes. My mom, Anne, and her husband were in the stands with Wade, and
they hurried down to hug me and congratulate me. All of them also had tears of
joy glistening in their eyes. 


Wade was the first to reach
me. He jumped out of the stands onto the court – and I jumped straight into his
arms. He held me so tight that I never wanted him to let go, and I could feel
just how proud he was of me and just how much he loved me. The warmth and love
just radiated from him. 


“You were amazing out there,
Eryn, just amazing!” he exclaimed, before planting his lips on mine and giving
me a deep and passionate kiss that left me breathless. “How does it feel to be
an Olympic gold medalist?” 


“It...it really doesn't feel
real yet. It hasn't sunk in properly. I still can't believe it just happened.”


“You'll believe it when they
hang that gold medal around your neck in a few minutes, trust me!” he said. We
both laughed, and Wade hugged me again. 


“Remember the house we
looked at before we flew out here to the Olympics?” he said suddenly. 


“In San Diego?”


“Yeah.”


“Guess who the proud new
owners are?”


I beamed a huge smile at
him. “No way...you bought it?!” 


He nodded, smiling. “And, of
course, there's the detached area of the house that your mom can live in.”


“It'll be perfect – and Anne
will only be three blocks away.” 


“And with the university
just a 10-minute walk away, it'll be great for me for work. Are you happy?”


“Thrilled,” I replied,
looking around, wondering why Mom and Anne hadn’t made their way to me yet.
Anne was still standing at the edge of the stands, videoing everything with her
camera. She smiled at me and waved. I smiled back. She’d always been the
shutterbug in the family.


Suddenly, an altogether
different look came into Wade’s eyes – one of extreme seriousness. 


“There's something else I
have to ask you, right now,” he said. “It can't wait any longer.” 


“All right,” I said, feeling
suddenly worried. “You know you can ask me anything.” 


He dropped down onto one
knee, reached into his pocket and pulled out a little, black box. My jaw dropped
with shock, disbelief – and, of course, pure joy and ecstasy and jubilation. I
looked up and saw that the TV cameraman had focused his camera on us, and we
were currently on the huge screen at the center of the stadium.


“Eryn Barnett,” Wade said as
he stared up into my eyes, “you are the best thing that has ever happened to
me. Would you make me the happiest man alive and do me the honor of marrying
me?” 


I didn't hesitate, not even
for half a second. 


“Yes, Wade! Oh my goodness, YES!”



He slipped the ring over my
finger, wrapped his arms around me, and kissed me passionately – and once
again, the crowd went wild. 
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