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First
 
 Meet







Another lackluster date, Can I pick em! Why I am attracted to these supercilious men. It’s all about them and what they have. I have a BMW, I have a Condo on the beach, and I make 100 thousand a year. Baby, I can give you the moon, whatever you want, just be mine, only mine, Stacey. Yeah, and the minute you say yes, you end up as a kept women, doing nothing but beauty shop, shopping for the most expensive panties to wear. You spend your days seeing how many Botox injections and, boob implants you can have, thinking it makes you look better, lovelier. How numerous uplifts can I get in a year? Why can’t men just accept women the way god has made us? I have never wanted to be eye candy for any man. Material things have never really been of importance to me. I would go into a second hand shop any day over those big mall departmental stores and get lot more and be more contented.







Well this date is about over with, Thank God! Tom is so sweet and attending, but I am just not into the whole, I can give you the world thingy. Don’t get me wrong, Tom is a very good-looking man. Dark hair, clean shaven and smells like David Beckham cologne.







Dinner was good, Italian, being my desired. He can pick great restaurants. My pepperoni spaghetti was excellent. The bread was nice, a bit crusty on the outside and soft, melt in your mouth on the inside. Better than sex, actually no but real damn close.







Speaking of sex, With Tom it’s easy. He likes me in control. I could do whatever I want with him. Bondage, S and M, biting- that what he likes. He used to be my sub. Yes, I’m a Dominatrix, I get off with a little pain. Giving not receiving. No sex with him while he was my sub. That is my rule. I would go almost to that point but not quite. Sweet eroticism to the point of climax, but no penetration. He was my best sub, so responsive. I let him stay around after he chooses to leave. He fell in love, that’s what he says and that is a big no no. You are supposed to enjoy the role play for the thrill of play, orgasm, and the better than sex only, and then walk away.







I always have loved the power it gives me; to be women and be in control of a man. The best orgasm there is for a woman. How did I get to this point? Well, that’s another story.







I guess I owe him one more night, then a sweet goodbye again, till next time he’s in town. He paid for our dinner, flirting a little with the waitress, that’s my Tom! It makes me smile a little. He has grown so much. I guess all those lessons helped him. I walked away, giving him some discretion with her.







Maybe he would get lucky tonight and I would be off the hook.







The restaurant was almost empty, just a few couples having a late dinner. I really liked the decor here. I would be back again, I’m sure. I was smiling to myself and eavesdropping on the conversations some of the other couples were having.







I felt like someone was observing me, so I was probing for who it could be. Something caught my eye from the corner of the restaurant. There was a booth with one person seated. First I saw his arm lying across the table. As my eyes went up the arm, I saw a blue checkered shirt sleeve. My breath caught for some strange reason. My eyes travel up the shirt arm to a very broad shoulder. I thought to myself, wow, I could lay my head there, on that shoulder and feel. What? My mind was doing tricks with me. Why was I staring so passionately? Then I continue up to see his ear. Oh, I could nibble there for a while. Here I go again. Shit, what was happening to my brain, it was turning to jelly and I smiled. Then I took a chance and look at his face. He was looking right at me. He was smiling, a very sensuous broad smile too. Very cocky! I thought, must be full of self-confidence. I looked into his eyes, dark coal, sparkles, and then I completely melted. I felt strange erotic sensations deep inside me. The hair on my neck stood up. I can feel the goose pimples grow on my skin. I felt like I lost total control. I couldn’t move my feet, I couldn’t turn away. He just kept smiling at me like he knew what I was thinking. Get your shit together girl!







Tom grabs my arm then bringing me back to reality. I blink a few times and looked away. The hold breaks and I gain my senses. Tom is in a hurry to leave. He is talking but I am not listening. I’m trying to figure out what just happened to me. He leads me to the door, grabbed my coat then helps me put it on. While he is putting his coat on I took the chance to look again at the stranger in the corner.







He’s gone.












Secon
 
 d Meet





We ended up back at Tom’s condo. Guess the waitress turned him down or scheduled another time. I knew what the night was going to be like, so no worries here. Tom was his gentleman self as always, offering me a drink before bed. He did have his way with women, I must say. I felt very comfortable with him.







I did not actually have sex with any men. After being married to a high school sweetheart, having a family, then being, cheated on and hurt, then feeling rejected before, I kept my distance for a long time. I came about this style of life thru a very good and close friend. I preferred the get what I need, give you what you want and walk away attitude. No love involved meant no hurting.







We settled in for the night with a little foreplay, then the usually suck me off please with begging. To my surprise Tom had picked up a saddle for one of his horses that day. So it was Ride the cowboy night. I truly enjoyed the change of pace with him. Exhausted but well spent, we settle down for some sleep time. Tom slept but me not so much. I kept going back to the restaurant in my head. Who was the attractive guy there in the corner booth? How did he leave so quickly? Why was I so entranced with him? I keep seeing his smile, like he knew what I was thinking. No way could that be true, but I had to find out more about him.







I decide to go for a night swim. Here at the condo, I could be naked and enjoy myself. Privacy was important to Tom as well as me. I enjoyed the warm salt water against my naked body. It had a way to calm you. The moon glistening on the water was soothing to me as I floated with my own thoughts. I would figure this all out. Why was I so attracted to this stranger? I must go back there and see if I could find him again.







There must be a reason why I can’t shake his smile.







In the morning, Tom and I said our goodbyes. He was smiling from ear to ear when he kissed me and left. He said he would let me know when he would be back in town. I did enjoy this casual affair with him. No love involved made things so much easier. I took shower and got dressed and headed back home. I had my share of love and rejection in my younger days.







Yes, I was the typical married for love from high school/college boyfriend, had the family, caught him cheating with the secretary, took him back with “It only happen once and never again” syndrome. Then the rejection, trips with the secretary, now’s she pregnant and I want to start over again with my new family thing.. This was enough for me to not want love again. Sex, yes, good sex but no love. Never get close enough to get hurt affair. Find the clean one on one partner for a while, and then I ventured for a more radical lifestyle. For me, it’s the control. I like the control over men. They do what I say without question. I get my kick and they do too. I‘ve had as many as two subs in my life at the same time. Not in the same day but at different times during the week. There is no sex with my subs, just a lot of play, sometimes with tools, and a little pain to them. They like it and I enjoy giving it to them. It makes me feel high, better than an orgasm sometimes.







So I settled in to my usual routine for the week, Monday Session with a prominent attorney. He likes the French maid outfit and a little spanking. Tuesday, the stay at home dad likes the baby crib, diaper changing and tickler role play. Wednesday was my day, with my sub Karl. I was summoned him for our usual session in the hot tub, with champagne and orange juice and then a little restraint. We would catch up on his latest conquest then. He fell to fast and too hard for the wrong women. I was the only stable thing in his life. He so loves me and would do anything I asked. I was not an evil bitch; I only did what he liked. And I never had sex with him. That is how I stayed back just enough to keep him dangling I believed.







Thursday, Jam with Jam at midnight. This was a talk show to help people, couples ask question without worry about sex. Anything goes session for two hours. I would answer all the questioned ask as a guest Dom. I shared this with several Dom’s around the city; we were all anonymous so nobody ever knew who we were. It was done thru the phone so; we didn’t even have to come down to the station. Friday, was supposed to be night with the girls. Natasha calls and tells me everybody coming down with a flu bug so that’s out. So I decided to try the restaurant again, alone.







I arrived there around 8pm. Still looks the same, charming but quaint. There is music playing tonight, some Italian ballad I think. The smell makes my stomach ache with hunger. God, When was the last time I ate?







I get seated at a small table for two in the back side. I order a bottle of wine to sip before dinner. The waiter pours me a nice tall glass and I sip it while listening to the beautiful music in the background. I close my eye just a second to sink in the aromas and sounds around me.







I fell something behind me. I can feel the warmth near me. The breath is hitting the top of my head. It’s very close. Do I turn around to see? No, he moves to my side, saying, “Enjoying the wine or the music more, both are very enticing, don’t you think?” he says. I open my eyes slowing to see him again. He is smiling, just like before with the sparkle in his eyes.







My breath catches again. I am lost as to what to say. This is not like me at all. “I am enjoying both at the same time, and is that your normal pick up line for women alone?” I say smiling right back at him. Ha! That’s my girl! Take that stranger. Then he laughs, a low heavy laugh, like he enjoyed my comment a little too much. I melted again.







“Well, No, but when I’m around a beautiful woman, I find it hard not to speak to her?” he says. I detect a little Italian in the voice. Breathe, Stacey.



“Hello again, I’m Steven! It’s nice to finally meet you in person.” he says. In person! I would remember this person voice. Oh yes, I would remember this feeling. “I’m sorry, have we met some other way before?” I say.







“In my dreams, we have met several times, and I believe we actually saw each other again the other night right here.” he says, doing that smile again.







My heart pounds in my chest. I can’t help but smile back at him. I fell like a school girl again. Damn, that smile. And I can tell he has a way with words when talking to women. Back up and get a grip girl. Remember the words hurt, rejection, betrayal. He just a smooth talker, watch your step.







“Nice to meet you for the first time, my name is Stacey.” I say smiling right back at him. I extend my hand to him and he takes it in his. Looking into my eyes he reaches down and kisses the top of my hand. My skin burns from his lips. Oh My God! A gentleman too, of the old fashion kind. I am Jell-O and he is the mold. He lingers there for second, actually taking in a breath from my hand. I know I should pull back but I can’t. I am mesmerized by this act. What is this hold he has on me? I am the one who has always had the control. Pull back, Stacey. I take my hand ever so gently from his warm grip. He looks up at me as if I just slapped him. Not meaning to offend him, I say “I’m not use to such gallantry; it’s such a breath of fresh air, thank you!” There is that smile again.







“Eating alone, may I join you? Such a beauty should not eat alone.” he asks. Careful, Watch your step. Tread lightly girlfriend. “Sure, if you wish.” I say. He motion for the waiter to bring another wine glass. They jump straight away. Wow he must know the owners.







“May I order for us both, please?” he asks.







“No, I don’t eat certain things so I prefer to order myself, thanks.” I say.



“Ah, do you not trust me? You will, just let me try.” He says. Okay, typical male control, I knew it.







“Sure, you tell me what you have planned and I will tell you what to not order, deal?” I say. He smiles that smile again and looks like he can see right thru me. I can actually feel it. “Deal” he says.







He says something to the waiter in Italian. The waiter answers him in Italian. Oh no, here we go another eat it or starve session. No I’m not doing this. I start to say something and he takes my hand in his again.







“So how does Bruschetta topped with a tomato salad, then Pasta e fagioli soup with Michetta bread, and then Baked Lasagna, and we finish with Crostata, a small fruity tart. No fish, right?” he says. Wow, that actual sounds good. It helps that I’m starving. Wait, how did he know I don’t eat fish?







“Okay, but how did you know not to order fish?” I say. He smiles at me and says, “I remember all my customers likes and dislikes., especially when it‘s a beautiful women.” he says. There’s that sparkle in his eyes again.









Meet Ag
 
 ain







Now I got it. He’s the owner or one of the owners. I smile back at him and shake my head.







“I see, so that is how you know so much.” I said. “You had me going there, very funny.” I say. Or he is good, this one. A real lady killer. I must really watch my step here. He looks deep into my eyes, takes my hand again and says, “But Stacey, I cannot lie to you, we have known each other before. You have haunted my dreams so many times. I am so lucky that I have the chance to actually meet you in person. I plan with your permission to get to know you better also. I do not say this to scare you, only to speak the truth to you from the start. Please don’t let me scare you away, that is not my intention. We are meant to know each other, maybe as friends or as lovers, but we were meant to meet.”







I am speechless. This is not like me to let someone especially a stranger get to me. I truly believe him. I take my hand away and smile back sweetly. I don’t trust myself to say anything at this point. I’m a cautious; he could be a crazy person. But I don’t feel that he is. But I would rather be safe than sorry.







We dine together with small talk. He asks many questions about my life. I ask many of him. I am honest in my answer and feel he is honest with his. We both had hard loves; there are grown children of me. He is too young but has had lost loves. He doesn’t give away much, keep things inside. You can read in his eyes that he is cautious with what he says. I do not talk about my sex life. It never comes up and I don’t know him well enough to bring it to the conversation. He flirts with me on many levels. I can tell he is trying to figure my likes and dislikes. Yes, he’s good, listening attentively to every word, taking it in, storing my answers for later retrieval. Well, two can play that game. It is my profession to learn about my clients. To learn their likes and dislikes, so I let the bait out.







“Any recent loves, Steven, like a bad romance you’re getting over?” I ask. He looks at me and says, “Well, I love all the way or not at all. I have not had many lovers, but many loves.” he smiles, making me feel weak again.



“I feel love making is an art form that is lost. I choose wisely my lovers and I see that their needs are fulfilled and my partner are fully satisfied, as I’m sure you do also, but as far as loving someone fully so deeply to the core of human existence, no matter what, well I have my own ideas about that too.” he says.







Where did this human being come from? He is not meant for this earth; At least not in this century. I don’t know what to say. I am lost in the moment for words to express to him what I am feeling this very minute. He touched me, actually touched me to my core. I don’t understand why I feel so close to this stranger. I feel like I can tell him anything, everything. But I don’t. I hold back.







“That is very deep, Steven. Are you sure you meant that for me to hear. We don’t know each other that well.” I say. At least not yet. I want to know this person, truly, know him. This is not something I take lightly. Nobody gets close to Stacey. At least not anymore. He smiles at me and says, “You of all people should understand the words I speak. I can feel that you truly do. Yes, I’m a hopeless romantic and I can tell you are too. Maybe together we can re-kindle that lost feeling that is buried deep in all of us” he says. And that smile again.







I am smiling also; He has that effect on me. Here, I have met a perfect stranger, in a random place, that can touch me so deeply. I have heard of this. I had heard of soul mates but never really witnessed it. Maybe I have found mine, or he is just a good with words... I needed more. “It’s getting late.” I said. I don’t want to leave but I must.







All of a sudden, I needed to get some air. I felt strange being near him. He rises and takes my hand again, “May I see you again? He says. “Please don’t let my words, scare you away. I am an honest person, I speak the truth and I truly would like to see to you again.” he says as he kisses my hand. I feel the burn again from his lips.







“We will see, Steven. I have really enjoyed our talk and dinner was excellent, Thank you so much for the company” I say. He leads me to the door. He helps me with my coat, leaving his hands on my shoulders a little longer than needed. I can still feel his hands even when they are gone. Like electricity aftershocks. I felt overwhelmed. I smiled politely again and bid goodnight, “Thank you again. It was so nice to meet you, “I said.







I walk out as the door is held open by him; Away from a feeling that I am leaving my best friend. I feel a little sad. The further away I walk the sadder I become. Even the cool night breeze doesn’t help me. I am in a hurry now. I want to get home. I need space to figure out why my feelings are changing. How can a complete stranger make me feel this way?



I want to go home now.







Yes, we will meet again Steven, which I promise.





We Mee
 
 t Again







I took a hot shower and got into bed. My mind is still racing from all that was said. I feel a little empty inside. Why am I letting this get to me? I need to sleep. Things will be clearer in the morning. I will feel normal when I wake up. It’s just the heat of the moment. I’m sure I’ll be fine. Get a grip girl, I told myself. Trust no one, remember. I try to drift off to sleep, closing off my mind as best I can. Float in the water count the clouds, soon sleep comes.... or does it.







I’m standing on the balcony of the condo. The wind is blowing my hair. It’s warm to the touch on my skin. I can smell the salt air drifting inside on the wind. It’s night time and the moon is glistening on the water. Hmmm, maybe a quick dip to ease my tension. I walk down to the beach, strip from my gown and enter the water. It feels very inviting to me. Nice and warm to the touch. I swim out so as not to touch the ground with my feet. I float on top of the water, feeling all my tension draining from my mind. This is nice. I don’t want to leave but I began to get a little chilly out here. So slowly I come back to the shoreline.







Looking at the balcony I see a silhouette of a man. Slowly I walk back to the balcony. He is seated in a chair across from the doorway; nothing on but a towel. There is a smile on his face. It’s his smile. I know what that smile means I come forward in front of him and drop my gown. I’m still wet from the saltwater. I used his thighs to kneel down in front of him, moving the towel to expose his manhood to me. He already is ready I see. I kiss him deeply, just enough to arouse him more. Oh, I can tell I turn him on. He whimpers softly, almost as begging. I bite and kiss his nipples and kiss his skin as I move down toward his cock. I can take all of him. I’ve been here before. I tease him a little, just nibble and lick.







He squirms a little in the chair. I take him in my mouth, just the head at first. Just a little sucking action to get him more aroused. He leans his head back, closes his eyes and sighs.







I take all of him then; moving up and down slowly at first, planting teasing kisses on the head as I go down on him again. He tastes so good. I know he is enjoying this. A few sighs escapes his throat. He grabs my hair on both sides of my head. Slowly he pushes my head down, deeper on him. Not to rough, just enough to get all of him. He sighs deeply again. I suck harder to help him cum. Hmmm, vanilla and sandalwood. The best taste. He is spent. But he knows I’m not done. I kiss him again, hard this time. I bite his shoulder to get him worked up again. It doesn’t take long for his organ to grow again. Got to love the young men, they are always ready, willing and able.







This time, it’s for me. I mount him cross legged in the chair. Up and down slowly at first to make it lasts. He is so huge; Fills me up inside, just what I like. I close my eyes and lean my head back. My hair touches his knees. His hands are on my waist helping guide me. I start to feel deep inside my core.



I start moving faster on top of him. He can’t take it much more; he grabs me up in his arms and throws us on the bed. He kisses me roughly, biting my lip. Two can play this game; I bite his shoulder again, hard this time. He groans. Still inside him, I start moving my hips, faster and faster, sweat is pouring over are bodies. “Come for me Baby, give me all of you.” He says. I meet his gaze as I fully explode.







Pure ecstasy, we are spent, lying on each other’s arms. I look at him again. He’s smiling and his eyes sparkle, it’s Steven.







The alarm startled me and I woke up. Damn! I have had a major orgasm in my sleep. I feel sore too. Just like after a good night of sex. My dream comes back to me. I just fucked a perfect stranger in my dreams. I don’t believe this; A perfect stranger that I just officially met the night before. God I am sick. I must be sick. He is really too young for me. More like he would be a sub of mine. From our talk, I don’t think that would be likely. What am I thinking? Shit, Stacey, get your head back on straight. It was just the way he spoke to you. You’re not this easily flattered. Get a grip girl, my mind keeps repeating to me.







Well, two can play this game. Hang on Steven, I will figure this out. You did touch me, deeply in my soul. Let’s just see if you are in for the long haul. We shall meet again.





We Wi
 
 ll Meet Again







That very morning I decided to send a little token of my appreciation for the lovely dinner. The only way I can figure out to get in touch with him is to send it to the restaurant in care of Steven. I have the perfect token ready to send, one black laced handkerchief. I spray a little perfume on it and it’s ready. I call the delivery service for pick up and sit down to write a brief note to go with it.







Dearest Steven,



I really enjoyed my evening with you. The conversation and dinner were very enlightening. I will take you up on your request to get to know me better. I am sure we could be great friends. Looking forward to hearing from you soon. You may reach me at 819-656-6969. This is my private number.



Fond memories, Stacey







I place the note inside the folded handkerchief, and then put this in an envelope with my initials on it. Outside of the envelope, I write his name in care of the restaurant and the address.







There, more bait. Let’s see if he responds to my invitation or not.



I get ready for my day after the deliveryman picks up the note. He should have it by noon.







I have a little shopping to do this morning, so I head out for town. My car is parked in the parking garage, so I take the elevator down to it.







Driving to the small rows of shops that I favor shopping at, I daydream a little as to what our first real date will be like. My mind wanders to my dream the night before. I remember it vividly. It was so hot.







I feel drawn to him more. We will take this slow at first. I am not in the habit of chasing men. They usually find me. I want to taste this man. My body is telling me so. I am drawn to him like a moth to a flame. I must be careful though. We will have to start. I don’t want him knowing me fully yet. I have my secrets to keep.







I buy my necessities and head to my favorite roadside cafe for an early lunch. I really enjoy being outdoors in the morning so I take a seat outside near the park entrance. I order my coffee and a sandwich and start reading over my appointment book for the next week.







There is that feeling again; like I’m being watch. I feel heat on my neck. “I see we have the same taste in scenery.” he says. It’s Steven. I look up at him. The sunlight is around his face and he is smiling that smile. “May I join you?” he asks. I feel a little nervous. Surely he has not received my note yet. “Sure, have a seat.” I say. He grabs the chair from the other side of the table and seats himself right beside me.



He is close enough to touch. My breath does a little catch. He smells of vanilla and sandalwood. I go a little numb. Careful, girlie, my conscious finally speaks.







The waiter comes forward and takes his order. He turns his attention back to me. “Did you sleep well?” he asks with that smile again. I look at him a few seconds, trying to see if he can really read my mind or knows about my dream. “Yes, I slept well and yourself” I say. “I had the most eventful and pleasurable dream, the scenery was quite exquisite I must say.” he tells me. The smile on his face tells me all I need to know. I feel his eyes on me as if he could see my thoughts. “Well, so glad you enjoyed yourself then.” I said. He gives a low chuckle and takes my hand.







“You seem a little nervous today, Is everything alright?” He asks. I ‘m not quite sure how to answer him, do I tell him my thoughts? No, I don’t think so, not yet. I smile back at him and say “You seem to be enjoying yourself, like you have a secret to keep.” He is quiet for a second then he says, “Well, I will keep no secrets from you, I promise I received your note and would like to officially invite you to accompany tonight, if you are willing.” Damn! The delivery service worked fast. I thought I would have more time to prepare. What am I so scared of? I look him straight in the eye and say “ I would be honored. How should I dress?







Shit, I just left that wide open I thought. He looks deep into my eyes and I feel a little nervous then. “Well, I would prefer you naked, but casual is fine. We’re going on a short trip. “He says. “ Did I tell you how nice you smell, its intoxicating!” he says. I have nothing to say. I am lost in his eyes for the moment.







We finished our brunch and said our goodbyes. Kissing my hand again, leaving burn trails down to my center core. This man is getting to me already. I’m not used to this much attention. It’s a little bit scary to have someone else in control. I kind of like it!







We agreed to meet at 7pm for our first date. I smile.













First
 
 Date Meet







I contemplate all afternoon what to wear. I have no idea what’s in store. Why do I feel like a school girl again? I decide on casual slacks with a pullover sweater in case it gets warm. Can I be honest with this man? This is a very hard decision to make. I am losing control here. This is not easy thing for me. My conscience tells me to be careful. The words hurt, rejection, loss of trust are coming back to haunt me. I will have to get more information to know for sure. He has captured my heart that is for sure.







Steven picks me up about 6:55pm. He is dressed in blue jeans and white shirt. He is stunning. I’m still a little anxious not knowing where we are going. He kisses my hand as I enter the car. A Maserati, I figured that. He must be a man of means. I am a woman of little means. Not too complicated, just have needs. I wonder what his needs are. Maybe I will find out more tonight.







“How was your afternoon, my dear” he asks.







“It’s was very long”, I said.







“Ah, Then you have been anticipating my plans. I have been on your mind all afternoon. I like that!” he says. “You have to trust me though, I do what women want.” he says. I wonder and how many women is that.







He is smiling the whole time like a Cheshire cat during the ride. The radio is playing a classic, Ella Fitzgerald, Reaching over he takes my hand in his. His hands are warm and it burns me. My very core is trembling. During the ride, He asks, “So I never did inquire if you have a lover?” I am a little in shock.







How do I answer this one? “Nothing on a permanent basis, but I do alright.” I say. “Do you prefer younger men to the older ones?” he inquires. Steven is so attentive, listening to every word I say. I am careful, not too much about myself, it’s too early. I know he is fishing for information again.







“I prefer my men to have experience but I am able to teach them also.” I answered. Boy, could I teach you if you were mine. There, grab that one! He smiles that I can read your mind smile again. “Maybe when you trust me, you can teach me” he answers.







We drive out to the airport. He pulls up to a twin engine Cessna. I think we are going to fly. “Stacey, do you trust me?” he asks.







“The verdict is not in yet on that question.” I answer.







“Well, you must trust me on this. I want to take you to my retreat. Not for sex, for dinner and the view. I think you will enjoy it. Can you trust me?” he says. I look into his eyes to see if I can read them.



“I only do what I want to do Steven, so will you trust me? “ I asked. He smile and gets out of the car. He walks around to my side and opens my door for me.







“Then we will have to trust each other.” he says. Taking my hand, he helps me out of the car.







He pre-flights the plane, makes sure I am comfortable seated by his side.







“Are you ready, you can still back out if you wish, but I don’t want you to.” he says.







“Let’s go” I say. We taxi out. He calls the dispatch for permission for flight and we are off. I have no idea where I’m going. Why do I trust this man so easily? I am usually more cautious. He overwhelms me.







The flight is about an hour long. During flight, he inquires of my comfort, like a gentleman. He is almost too good to be true. I am wondering if he has any faults. Maybe he has some skeletons in the closet, or some personal oddities that I need to know about. If he gets closer to me, will he understand my wants and needs? We will see.







We arrive at a private landing strip; just a few planes and a hanger. He parks near the building and helps me get down from the plane. There is a car waiting for us with a driver. I have no idea yet where I am. I notice it’s colder here than home. I am glad I brought a sweater. Seated in the car, he pulls out a blanket and drapes it over my legs. His hand lingers on my thigh for a sec or was that my imagination. He asks, Comfy? Not much further.” “Yes” I answer him. And we are off again.







The first thing I see is a circle driveway. There is a sculpture in the center of two lovers embracing. I finally see some of his taste. Maybe he is a playboy and I am a new conquest. Well, two can play that game. He doesn’t realize what I can do yet. He opens the car door and leads me into the house. He hand is resting on my back as we walk.







The house is a chalet built on the side of a mountain. There is a huge fireplace on the main wall with fire blazing in it. The furniture is all made of unpainted wood but fitted with comfortable pillows. The floor is terracotta design. There are wood chest on one wall with an armoire. It is furnish with bright colors of purple, warm gold and black and a balcony with flower-filled window boxes to dream away the hours, gazing at the Mountain View. “This is the view I wanted you to see”. He said.







“It is breath taking.” I replied. He smiles, “I knew you would like it, come lets have something to eat.”







In the next room is the kitchen dining combination. Not to small but just right for cozy cooking and eating. The cupboard has earthenware jugs and bowls made of heavy porcelain of plain white. The dishes are kept on plate racks in open hutch. The island has two stools to sit at. Flowers in a vase adorn the bar with the place setting for two. Have a seat. How about a drink before dinner.” he asks. “Yes.” I say to him. I am in need of something to calm my nerves. This is a lot to take in. I knew he owned a restaurant but I am seeing a lot more than just a small restaurant owner here. I am out of my element.







He pours us some wine. It's a Pinot and taste so nice. He rolls up his sleeves and puts on an apron. "You’re in for a real treat; I only cook for beautiful women. Trust me yet?” he says. There is that smile again. I melt and smile back. “So far, so good” I said shyly. But I am cautious. Move slow, Stacey.







This could hurt real badly.







Dinner was excellent. He is a good cook; Simple salad, bread with pasta Alfredo. “Where did you learn to cook like this?” I inquire. My grandmother was a wonderful cook. I still use her recipes at the restaurant today.” he replied.







“You must have spent a lot of time with her.” I asked.







“Yes, my grandparents taught me a lot of the old ways. I will always cherish what I have learned.” he said. I see some glimmer leave his face as he speaks. This must be a touchy subject. I will have to remember that.







“Do you have family, Stacey?” he asked.







“I have a daughter and son, and my mother is still alive.” I replied.







“Are you close with your family?” he asks.







“We stay in touch but live far apart. I do talk to my children weekly. They have their own lives.” I answer.







“Same here, I have a large family, but we are all involve in our own worlds but we do stay in touch. I have no children yet, I wish for some in my future but not sure if that will ever happen.” he answers. “So we are alone, you and I, to conquer the world. When you learn to trust me” he smiles at me. Again I return the smile and melt a little more.







We finish dinner and I help clear the table. I feel it is only fair that I help wash the dishes. He is beside me, touching my shoulder as he reaches for the dish to dry it. I cannot help but look into his eyes. They are young eyes with a deep old soul in them. He is to wise for his young years. His phone rings and he answers it. “I need to take this call, Love.” he tells me and walks out of the kitchen. Breathe girl, I tell myself. I feel overwhelmed right now. I am glad he has left me to my thoughts for a few minutes. I need to think. How is he going to understand my lifestyle? How can I balance this man in my life and the type of work I do. Will he understand? Will I have to choose? Many questions ponder in my head.







I finished the dishes and went to the balcony. It really is a beautiful view. The stars are out, the air is cool, and I close my eyes to drink in the scenery. His arms wrap around me. They are warm and send sparks through my body.







“Enjoying the company or the scenery more”, He ask.







“Both are quite enjoyable “I said.







“The only scenery I need to see is you, Stacey” he said to me in a charming voice. I turn to look in his face. I am always looking to see if words are true. His eyes are bright and he smiles at me.







“I’m going to kiss you now.” he states. Slowly he leans his head toward mine. His lips are warm and tastes of wine. He kisses me deeply, with much passion. His arms grow tightly around me. I almost fused to him. We fit together like a glove and a ball, the moon and stars; like we were meant to be together. I open my mouth more to let him explore. I meet his exploration with my own. My inside turns to Jell-O. I can feel my passion rise deep in my core. I am light-headed. He ends the kiss with a smaller one on my forehead. He does not let me go. His hands are massaging my back. I didn’t want it to end.



He looks into my eyes deeply. I can see the lust there. He says, “I want to make love to you all night long, Stacey. But I will keep my promise for now. Do not expect me to hold back again. I have had you in my dreams, and I want you more now, more than ever.







“Let me take you home before I break your trust to me”, he says. He releases me but grabs my hand to his. I am still numb and light-headed. Soaking in what just happen. He is very experienced. This is so different to feel again. I am still scared to let go, but I feel deeply for this man I hardly know.









We Me
 
 et Others







He takes me back home, holding my hand, massaging my back, speaking to me with passion about his work and family. He wants to tell me so much. I hold back on myself. I am still not ready to speak about me yet. I may lose him. Will he understand?







He walks me to my door. His arms are wrapped around me protected. “I have really enjoyed your company tonight, Love. I kept my promise, yes?” he whispers.



“Yes, you did! I really had a nice time too. You’re a very good cook. Most men are not.” I said. He smiles again and hugs me tightly.







“Oh Love; I have so much to tell you. I hope you will trust me more each time we meet. I have to go out of town for a week, but when I return we will see each other again. At least I hope you will accept my invitation for another date” he queries me. “Do you trust me more now? “He asks. I look into his eyes, this man that has taken my heart to him to tear apart or love, whichever he chooses. I am scared, more now than ever, I don’t want to be hurt anymore.







“Yes, I will see you again.” I replied.







He kiss me deeply again, melding our bodies together as if they were meant to be that way. I deeply kissed him back. This might be the last time is what going thru in my mind. I want to remember every moment. After he places me safely inside my door, he waves goodbye to me.



“Love, we will meet again.” he says and drives away.







I am happy but sad to see him go. I wanted him to stay with me, but I wanted him to go also. I need to think. This is such a large step for me to take. Do I go over that bridge again or just stay where I am.







This week I will have to figure out how to tell him about me; about me, Tom, lark and others. Am I willing to give up my lifestyle for happiness again?







I shower and got into bed. My mind is whirling with thoughts of the night. Damn he is a good kisser. I wonder if he is the same in bed. I need that very passion and I know it. I wanted more tonight. I wanted to know about this dream he has. I know he was in mine. More thoughts run thru my head as I fall to sleep.







Another week of clients.







Monday- is Hell. The attorney decides to bring company. Not my cup of tea, but he’s paying. It’s harder to keep control with two in one scene. I obliged and spank her too. She likes it a little too much. After the session, she comes up to me with a whisper that she really enjoyed it and wanted to have me all to her in a session. Is this bitch coming on to me? I tell her to call my private number and book it, but remember no sex. She smiles and takes my card, “You will be hearing from me soon.” she says. Shit.







Tuesday- Stay at home hubby is in a crying spell. He thinks his wife is cheating on him. Duh! Get out of that crib and stand up like a man, dipshit.







Wednesday- Karl is having a meltdown over some guy hitting on his chick that he’s not even dating yet.







Shit again. I got him in a better mood with the ‘you’re just a chick magnet and the other guy is jealous’ routine. He is more pleased with himself and I am too after a session of control. Today we used the angler, one of my own inventions. Did the job for him. I’m a goddamn therapist and Dom rolled into one. Comes with the job.







Thursday -jammed right along. Another radio session. These people calling in need to get some books to read. This is basic sex 101. Except for one caller, “I would like to ask jam a personal question.” the caller asked. The voice feels familiar and I’m scrambling in my head to figure out who it could be. “Okay, shoot caller”, I said.







“If you had a choice for real long passionate love and the life of a Dom, What would be your choice?” he asks. God, this voice is familiar. Of course the radio phone is filtering it. I think for a second.







“That would be if my long passionate lover could handle my needs and fulfill them.







Giving up a steady income, and needs being met for both side is a hard choice to make.” I answered.







“But would you be faithful to that lover if he understood and could make you see that his life and passions were much like your own?” he asks. Another question. “I believe I agreed to answer one question caller, maybe I will consider answering that one another night. Thanks again caller, Jam here saying goodnight and wishing you the best in fulfilling your needs, goodnight all.” That was close to the grain. Who the hell was that?







“Sue, did you get the number on that guy, I think he might be a problem.” I ask. “No Jam, Was from a private number, sorry” She tells me. Shit. Well, I will think on that one for a while. All comes out in the wash!







Friday- I take in a movie , then a spa session, browse the books section for something new to read at a local merchant. Believe it or not, I don’t read sex novels. I prefer the classic like Pride and Prejudice, Gone with the Wind. I‘m really into some British written author right now, so I grab one and head back home for an evening at home.







Phone rings, it’s Tom. “Hello babe, Going to be town next Wednesday, Can we meet up?” he asks. I check my schedule, “Sure, but have to be at night after 7pm. Want me to pencil you in? “I asked. That’s a private joke between Tom and me. He uses to help with my appointments, to keep me safe.







“See you then, Babe. We’re going out of the town so get ready.” He says. “Great, I’ll be ready, bye” I hang up and scratch in Tom’s name for 7. What am I gonna do. Tom is the real jealous type if he knows that I fell for someone. I don’t think we can see each other if I make this decision to see Steven. I will handle that when the time comes, somehow. Well, I can’t say I don’t get attention, it’s coming from everywhere.







I decide, its bedtime and do some reading to get sleepy. My dreams are filled again. This time it’s a forest scene with a like in it. The water glistens from the moon shining on it. Looks very inviting, maybe a dip? I walk thru the woods listening to the sounds of the night. There is a light ahead and looks like I’m going toward it. It’s a cabin in the woods. There is smoke coming from the chimney. I walk toward it like it’s familiar to me. At the door I open it to see inside. There is fire in the fireplace.







The furnishings are rustic and comfortable looking. Lots of gold, blue and black. That sounded familiar. I hear music playing something from the classics. It’s Patsy Cline, Don’t ever leave me again. God I love Patsy, she moves me. That woman could sing.







I venture up the stairs that spiral to a second floor. There is a door open and I enter. It’s a bedroom, and someone is sleeping in the bed, alone. I walk closer to see who it is. He is half covered lying on the bed. I notice his feet are out from under the covers. I fight myself not to touch them. His eyes were closed. I want to touch him. I can’t help myself. I move closer and remove the covers to see more. He is only wearing boxers, blue one, yes! My favorite color.







I caress his face with the side of my hand. He moves, but not waking up. Oh, God, I want this now. I remove my clothes and get into the bed, Kissing him lightly on the forehead, then his neck. My hands are moving across his chest. I move down leaving more light kisses to his chest and belly. He is still asleep, stirring but not waking up. I lower his boxer with my teeth. Now we were talking. I take his male organ in my hand, with my other hand I start to massage his balls. My mouth can’t help itself. I start planting small kisses on the head; a lick or two to get a taste; Hmmm, sandalwood and vanilla. I take him into my mouth, so delicious.







My lips are warm; my tongue is hot and moist. I ‘m gonna enjoy this and he will too. I move up and down sucking, kissing, licking as I go; now a little faster to get him more aroused. He is groaning in his sleep. Ha-ha, still sleep? I smile. I gonna make him cum for me.







I move faster now, up and down his manhood. Sucking as I goes. I can take all of him and I love it. He groans more and grabs my head on both sides, pushing me deeper onto his manhood. He explodes and calls my name. I smile. You go girl. I am on top of him now. Time to ride this cowboy. I move up and down slowly making it last. He groans but never wakes. He hands move to my hips.







He never wakes, just moans to me, breathing heavy. I start to move faster, moving my hips to get the feel inside. God he is hung and I love it. I start to move faster as he arches up to meet me. I toss my head back as I cum, exploding into ecstasy as he cums again too. He screams my name thru jagged breathing. This is so close to heaven and I can’t get enough. I am spent and lay on his chest.







I look up to see his face. His eyes are open now and he is smiling. “I knew you would come to see me, Love. Thank you” he said. It’s Steven again.
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I wake up again startled. I am sweaty, like just after sex. I can smell him on me. I can taste him in my mouth. I am wet and sore. What did I just do? What did I just hear him say! My dreams are so real. Did he see me there? I don’t understand how. OMG, what have I done. I don’t know how I just did that. He must be a wizard or something. It’s just impossible and I have trouble believing. I have heard of people dreaming the same dream and acknowledging to each other but this is unreal. But, God it was so good. Was that lovemaking or just fucking? Let me tell you, I felt love and wanted to fuck him at the same time. I had a need and it came true in my dream; nothing wrong with that. Unless he really knew I was there. Well, he did say he knew I would come to him. Well, If this is true, that you have a soul-mate and can read each other’s thoughts and see each other when you’re not together, then I guess I found mine. We will see.







I shower and change the bed covers. Shit! My laundry bill is gonna be outrageous if I keep this up. Plan for the day is to think and work out what to say to Steven and Tom. Write it down girl so you won’t forget and mess this up. This might be my future or my downfall. I must think this thru and clearly. Steven might not understand and Tom will be pissed.







Tom is another problem to deal with. He will get crazy when he finds out. His jealousy will surely end us for good. He is so protected of me it’s getting scary. I know he has feelings for me, but love? No, it’s more of a familiarity to me; A comfortable fuck with no strings. I will have to end that if I decide to stay with Steven. I don’t fuck two men at the same time. I’m not a bitch.







My private number rings, shit. Just what I don’t need is a unscheduled session today or dealing with that attorneys friend girl. I answer it. “Hello, Love! Did you enjoy yourself last night? I know I truly did and can’t wait for the real thing. We will make beautiful music together.” Steven says. Oh My Fucking God! I stop breathing for a second. Think girl, use that brain you have.







“Really, and what is it that I was supposed to enjoy?” I asked him. Act coy, it’s your best weapon now.







“Really love, don’t pretend with me, I know you were here, I can smell you on me still.” He says. “I’m debating on a shower at the moment. I really am enjoying the smell of you. It would be a shame to remove it unless you want to come wash if off of me yourself? Then maybe we could repeat last night session again. It would please me immensely” he answers.







This is not real. My mind can’t fathom the depth of this.







“I would enjoy washing your body and teasing you in the shower, but you are there and I am here.” I answer him. I can play this game too.



“True Love, but the thrill of that first time with us together is very erotic just the same. Would you not agree? The feeling of not knowing is always built up to high expectations, though I already knew we are meant to be together from my experience with you in my dreams. Don’t you think?” he said.







“We are not ready for that step, yet. I must speak more before we go any further. There are things you do not know about me. They might persuade you to steer clear of me.” I tell him.







“There is nothing that I need to know except that you want to be with me and I want to be with you. Everything else will work out. I know enough already to feel the way I do for you. You still don’t trust me; I hear it in your voice. But, we will talk more and often. My stay has been extended for another week for business. When I return we will be together, that I can promise. Until then, please come see me in my dreams as often as you want. I enjoy your lovemaking and attention. As for me, I will be in your dreams every night, not just for sex, but to get you to trust me more, Love. Until we can actual meet again, please keep me close to your heart and in your future plans.” he says. “Goodbye Love, sweet dreams of me” then he hangs up.







Wow, I am so not ready for this. I want to believe him, but too much has not been said. I still feel scared about commitment. I am going to fall flat on my face and I know it. He is young and doesn’t understand. I have my own lifestyle. I am willing to include him exclusively for sex or fucking, whatever, but I cannot change that easily. I enjoy my control over my subs and clients. They enjoy my total commitment to them. How can I tell him or how can I change. I have got to work all this out. Can I have both worlds?







Happiness with someone to love and keep myself intact for work and pleasure; What if he falls in love really with me and wants to marry? He wants children, and so he should have them and a family. I cannot give that to him. I’m done being a baby-maker. I am happy with that decision. We are not that close in age. I enjoy younger men, yes. They keep up better with my needs. But a total commitment to one person who I adore of course, I just am not sure I can handle it. Whoa, back up a minute. This is just good fucking. I am not thinking clearly. I am a conquest for him.







He likes an older woman that is what attracted him to me. I am an older woman and like younger men, that is what attracted me to him. Dream, Sm-reams. I must keep this real. Yes, I want to fuck him, fuck him hard and rough. I want my bite marks on him, my brand. I want to be there for him, in real life and in his dreams. I want us to be able to say things to each other with no holding back. But there has to be a balance here.







Decision made. I will fuck him in my dreams and his. I will fuck him in real life, for my pleasures and his. He wants me to talk dirty so he can cum, I will because I’m good at it. I will be there for him but at a distance. He will have to come to me. I will not invade his life like a stalker. He needs to know this. My distance will let him still be in his world to find true happiness but I will give him pleasure every time he needs me. Plans made, now for me to keep my part of the bargain and make him to understand why. I will tell him soon.
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I feel better. Not complete but better. It helps to talk to yourself and work things out. Now for the pitch; will he stay and enjoy our time together or move on. I will hold my heart in check for that decision. Another week of “Where do they come up with this shit.”







Monday- Well he must have picked up on my vibes, he didn’t bring the girlie-friend this time. Got a big tip for letting him touch my ass; only a touch, made him cum, who knew!







Tuesday- Baby daddy is much better. Wife must have straightened it out with him. He did seem a little more playful; Extra lotion and powder for being so good.







Wednesday- Karl is better, wanted me to be rougher this time. Begged for it, so I chained him, spanked him, use my crop and tickler, he came twice. I’m on a roll here.







It’s time now to deal with Tom. Tom picked me up around 7pm. He was in good spirits and had the whole evening planned out. We did small talk about his work. He met someone new and was getting it on with her. He hasn’t told her about his fetish with me yet. Thinks it is better she doesn’t know yet. Good thinking if you plan to keep her or have her join in. Dinner was very good, small Mexican restaurant I had never been before. The music, food and margaritas made me feel really nice. I was in the mood by the time we got to his condo for some role play.







“I have you a gift.” Tom says. He is beaming from ear to ear when he pulls it out of his suitcase and hands it to me. It’s a large box decorated with pink and purple ribbons. It’s the size for wrapping clothing. I am a little giddy opening it. Inside is a Corset with Garters, Thong, and stockings all in purple and black. Included are a new leather whip, metal handcuffs with keys, and a satin love mask. Hmmm, I think I know what this fantasy is about. Okay, I’m game. I thank him and ask is this for tonight. “Yes, please mam” he says. Back into the sub routine I see.







I go into the bathroom to dress so to give him the full view when I’m done. I hear music start playing while I’m getting ready. Tom is setting the mood. I taught him well. I finish and enter the room. The drapes are pulled shut to the balcony. The bed is pulled down, with rose petals on it. There are candles lit everywhere. So romantic, Overkill, I’m thinking for a fetish fuck session, but it’s his not mine. He has stripped down to his briefs. Nice ones to, blue my favorite color. He kneels on the floor, smiling from ear to ear.







“I am here to please you, mam.” he says. Okay, time to get into my role. “It would please me for you to take off those briefs.” I tell him. He does so quickly and kneels back down, keeping his eyes lowered. That is one of my rules to subs. “Put your hands out in front of you” I tell him and he does quickly. He knows the punishment for hesitation very well. I handcuff one wrist and lock it with the key.







“Have you been a bad boy this week?” I ask him. “Yes mam, I need to be spanked, hard and rough please mam. “He says to me. I will decide that fate, for now get on the bed face down”. I tell him. He does this quickly but with a smile. I hand cuff his other hand to the head board. I place this mask over his eyes.







First I walk around the bed using my whip running down his sides from the shoulder to his foot and back up the other way. Pointing the tip in his ass cheeks I ask him, “So, you know naughty boys get punishment from me. I will go easy on you because you confessed.” I said. “Yes, mam and I deserve you harshest treatment. I need your roughness tonight, please mam.” Tom says to me. I snap my whip on his behind. It stings, leaving a red mark on his ass. “Oh, Thank you mam, please may I have more!.” he says. I snap the whip again over his ass, a little harder this time. The sound can be heard above the music. “Harder?” I say. “Oh, yes mam please” he requests.







I walk around him to the other side of the bed. “Hmm, maybe a spanking is not all you need”. I tell him. I snap the whip again on his ass, so hard he jumps a little off the bed. Ouch, that hurt! “Roll over!” I demand. He does as he is told. This is what I like, the control. I put the crop in his face. “Want more?” I ask him. Tom is smiling again, god he is such a freak, but he’s sweet to, so I do what he likes. “Yes, more, harder, please mam.” he tells me. I run the crop tip down to his cock. He is fully erect already. I move it around there for a tease. Tom closes his eyes and groans. “Don’t cum yet, Not till I say so.” I tell him. He opens his eyes and looks up at me, “yes, mam.” he says. I straddle him now; sitting right on top of him. I use this whip on his face, not a slap, just in his face. I start moving my hips back and forth on top of him, not in him. He groans and tosses his head back.







“You like this huh?” I say to him. “You like it just a little too much don’t you.” I repeat to him.







He looks up at me with lust in his eyes. “Fuck me now, mam”. He says. I put the crop tip in his mouth. “I am fucking with you, Tom.” I answer him. He tries to get loose from the handcuffs now. “No, Really fuck me, Stacey!” he demands.







This fun is over. I stop moving on top of him. “Tom, what are my rules. Tell me what my rules are.” I asked furiously looking at him.







“Get these fucking handcuffs off of me. You know I’m in love with you, why won’t you fuck me?” he asked angrily. There is hurt in his eyes. It is time to stop the play.







I get off of him and release him from the handcuffs. I walk to the other side of the room. “Tom, we have discussed this before. I told you I don’t fuck, just play. You know my rules, hell you helped me make them; I role play, and heavy petting, but no regular sex. I only give you a blow job because you were my best sub.” I told him. He is over in front of me now, still hard as a rock.







“Do you feel for me at all, even a little? This is torture for me and you know it!” he tells me.







“Yes, Tom, I would not be here if I didn’t have feelings for you, but you are breaking those rules now.”







“There's someone else isn’t there? You just don’t want to tell me the truth. Who is it, do I know him?” he asks.







“No, Tom there is no one else except clients and that is my business anyway!” I said. This could get bad so I keep my thoughts to myself.



“Look. Tom, if you can’t follow the rules then we don’t need to do this anymore. It’s getting complicated with you and I can see that.” I said. I start to head to the bathroom to undress and pack up to leave. He stops me at the Bathroom door.







“I’m sorry, yes I know your rules and I have overstepped my bounds here. I am truly sorry. Please forgive me. It’s just that I love you so much. I can’t seem to find anyone like you, so I get jealous of sharing you. Please don’t send me away. I’ll be good now, I promise.” he tells me. He wraps his arms around me and kisses my forehead. I look up at him and say, “Okay, I’ll forgive you this one time. Anymore problems and it over understand me?



“Yes, mam, I understand. Can you spank me again, please mam?” he asks me.







He doesn’t need another spanking. He is still hard and erect. “No, I think you have learned your lesson, go lay down and I’ll help you get rid of that, pointing at his male shaft and smiling.” I said. He does as he is told. I straddle him again. This time I am tenderer with him. Kissing him and biting his shoulder, running my tongue down his chest. I bite his nipples, roughly. He likes it. He gets heated quickly. I start to move my hips on top of him, not in him just on top. “You like this” I ask him. He eyes are closed and his head is tossed back. He looks at me again, lust in his eyes. “Yes, mam , very much so.” He says.







I put my hands under me and grab his cock. Gently I stroke him outside of his briefs. This is hard to do; he has swollen out of them. “Let’s see if we can help you with this big problem you’re having; so big, hot, so sexy my man.” I said to him. Tom is hung for sure. I stroke him faster, to ease this pain in him. He cums with a jerk and spreads semen all over me, the bed and his chest, He lays back with a sigh and close his eyes. I lay down beside him, stroking his hair.







He looks at me and says, “I love you, Stacey and I always will. Never send me away, I would want to die. I can’t live without you and you know It.” he tells me. Tom is very sensitive so I try to keep his moods simple but complete. “Yes, Tom I know you do, but you need a life to with love, passion and a woman that will love you better than me.” I told him. “We will always be friends, I promise. “ I said. He smiles at me. I think his happy now.
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We spent the night together talking and sleeping. We showered together in the morning, and I teased him more with a blow job session. He really has a lot of semen. I got my sex on too. Tom is very talented with his tongue. I love togetherness in the shower, so I enjoyed myself. I did drift back to Steven’s face in my mind. I know that was wrong but I could not help myself. I have nothing to compare to yet and don’t expect I will other than in dreams.







We say goodbye in the morning, He kisses me on the forehead again, but he’s smiling and he leaves. Poor Tom, so unlucky in love. I hope this new girl gives him what he needs. I won’t mind him leaving because of that. He is such a romantic person. And he let me keep the outfit, I smile again.







It is Thursday and time for a talk radio.







We start off with how to keep your man happy caller- Pay attention to his needs. Listen to him. Do for him what he needs. Easy as pie. Then we graduate to “What toys do I recommend for a little rough kinda sex. Riding crop, whip for spanking. Some lotion or cream for massages, fuzzy handcuffs for roughness and maybe a tie to or mask to cover their eyes. It is so erotic to be tied to something and not be able to see who or what is going to happen. Always trust the person you do this with. Another easy answer. “Next Caller” I said to Sue. “Hello, I have question for the Dom. Do you enjoy a little roughness yourself or just on your partner? “I get my thrill by giving the roughness, not getting the roughness.” I tell him.







“But would you try it, I meant as an experiment maybe, just to see if you liked it. I would be happy to assist you if you like.” he says. “Well, I appreciate your offer, but If I did want to try roll reverse, it would be with someone I trust more.”, but thank you for the offer.” I tell him.







“Okay, love, I understand, you don’t trust me. Thank you for your honest answers.” He says and hangs up.







My mind goes blank a moment that was not Steven. The word Love reminded me of him. It could not be him. He has no idea about my lifestyle. At least not to my knowledge and I have been very careful to date. I am very nervous now. I motion to Sue to wrap it up. Thank god there was no one else on the holding lines. I tell her to use some old tapes for the rest of the session. I have a major headache and have to leave. Of course it’s from a private number again. This cannot be happening! I had full intentions of telling him my way, not this way. Wait a minute Claire. You don’t know for sure that is was Steven. Keep your cool girl. Think this out better. You are jumping to conclusions again. This same caller was on last week. I remember he called me love then too. Okay, I’m not bringing it up. He will have to say something to start this conversation with me.







I decide to put this in the back of my mind and wait for the bait. I went home to a hot bath and bed. I am totally exhausted now. My dreams are haunted with Tom and his exclusiveness, the phone caller I cannot identify but feel I know him. And Steven.







I’m having dinner with Tom. He goes to pay for the check and get our coats. I walk outside to get some fresh air. People are coming in and out of the restaurant. There is a railing just outside the door so I walk over to it. A gentleman is standing there with his back to me. As I get closer to the railing he turns to look at me. It’s Steven and he is smiling down at me. I smile back. He moves closer and takes my hand into his. He pulls me to the side of the restaurant in the dark placing my back against the wall. He wraps his arms around me quickly and kisses me deeply, exploring my mouth and I let him. I wrap myself around him, hiking my leg up around his. I can’t seem to get close enough to him. I reach down and stroke his cock. He is already aroused. His hand is coming up my thigh under my skirt. His hand reaches inside my panties. He runs his fingers over my labia, rubbing my clitoris, moving his fingers deeper inside me. I moan between breaths. I am so hot right now. I can feel myself so close to an orgasm it is not even funny. He is still kissing my neck leaving a trail of nibbles on my shoulder. “Tell me you are mine, Love!” he says to me thru ragged breaths in my ear. I can hardly breathe much less talk. “Tell me your mine”, I return the demand. He looks into my eyes. “You should not have to ask me that, Love.” he says to me. He moves away from me just a small distance. “Well we will finish this later. Sweet dreams, Love” he said and walks away.







I wake up sweaty, hot, and unfulfilled. Damn you Steven.







Friday I spent answer email questions from a website that I agree to help maintain. Yes, there are websites that answer your sex questions and usually the answers come from Doms, Subs, or Sex Therapist. Nothing really stood out to me or was interesting. My mind kept thinking how to handle questions with Steven. Our next meet was supposed to be , well more intimate. I would have to get this settle now, before we go any further.







My private line rings again. It’s Tom apologizing again for his breaking the rules and he can’t live without me. I tell him again, no worries, let just take one day at a time. He feels better and hangs up with a promise to see me maybe in two weeks again. Sweet Tom always worries about others and me.







My door bell rings, There is a delivery guy there with a package and the hugest bunch of flowers that I have ever seen; White, yellow, red, orange, and blue roses. He can hardly carry them in the apartment. I sign for them and he hands me a card with the package. I get my purse to give him a generous tip. He says “No madam, my tip has been covered, enjoy the flowers” and leaves. I have to find some vase for all these roses.







I sit down with the package and card. Nothing is written on the envelope. I have no idea who sent this.







I am a little scared to open it. Could be Tom, but he didn’t say look for a surprise when he called, Could be from Steven, who really called the talk line and decides to dump me early. Just open it.







The Roses colors are for each day before I return. When I saw them it made me think of you. The gift is for you to dream on till our first night together when you lay in my arms, Love!







My dreams are haunted by you. Till my return.



Steven













They Mee
 
 t Each Other







I open the package and see the most exquisite purple satin sheets. I have never seen such a perfectly woven satin fabric. The feel is so nice and cool to the touch. I wonder where he got them. I can’t wait to sleep on these. I haunt his dreams, I smile to myself and it seems he haunts mine too. I count the colors again. Five colors that means five days. That means he will be back in town on Tuesday. No time set.







I think about my appointment with Baby Daddy. Well, he is an early one so maybe I can get by with that. Tom said two weeks, so I’m clear with that also. Everything works for the best, my new motto.







I’m, free today. Think I’ll call some girlfriends to hang with. My women friends are like me. They are Doms, Subs, Ladies of the night and Sex Talk Chatters. Natasha is free so she sets us up for 8pm at Monticello Bar and Grill for Dining, Dancing and Drinks. Lots of Drinks. I agree to meet her for lunch beforehand.







I think I’ll do a little shopping today. Not that I need much, but a girl needs to feel like a women. The Victoria’s Secrets is a great place to start. I buy two sets that I like. To the spa I go for a massage. The attendances are all men, young men. They get great tips there, or so I’m told. Jack, who is my regular pick, comes to give me my massage. “Hello Stacey, How are you today. Want a full body?” he asks. “Yes, I’m needed to give myself a special treat today” I told him.







I undress and get on the table. He starts with warm oil all over my body. It feels so nice. I close my eyes and try to relax. Gary is good. He releases a lot of tension in my neck, back and hips, down my legs with oil to my toes and pads of my feet. I turn over and he does the front. He starts at your toes, up your legs, hips, stomach, chest, and neck. He massages my temples and forehead. He is so sensual and slow. I love it! I am rejuvenated when I leave.







Natasha and I met for lunch at my favorite outside cafe. She fills me in on her life as a dom. She has some new clients, a Doctor, a lawyer and a policeman.







“That kinda fills my agenda, so I was wondering if you could help out sometimes with the talk lines.” she asks me. Natasha has a sex talk line, and a Cybersex website. I already helped her with the website answering email question so I knew eventually she would hit me up for the talk lines.



“I don’t know, Natasha. Most of the talk lines have perverts or strange request. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I like the personal touch.” I said.







“Well, any help you can give, I am in need right now.” She says.







“Okay, I’ll see what I can do for you around my schedule.” I replied. We had a small lunch and then said our goodbyes.







“See you tonight, Stacey, Get your game on” She shouts.







“I always have my game ready.” I tell her and smile.







I decide to take a short nap, just to relax and get my energy built for all the dancing and drinking we have planned. I drift into my sleep mode quickly, must be the massage I got. I drift into my dream; Flashes of Tom, Steven, that caller again goes thru my head. I’m spinning and spinning downward. I feel a little sick inside.







And the dream begins......







I am naked tied to a bed. My mouth is gagged and my feet are spread. Music is playing in the background, something like Enigma, Principles of Lust. The room is darken but filled with candles. The smell are exquisite fruity and spicy at the same time. Why am I tied to the bed? I usually am the one that is doing the tying. Who has done this? I wait for the entrance.







Steven walks into the room, just wearing jeans, no shirt. His hair is slick back from his face with some kinda oil. He smiles at me lying on the bed. Oh, Shit! What the hell is happening? I get kinda get hot about it. Role reversal huh! This was not what I would expect, so this must be his dream and I’m in it. He goes over to a chest of drawers and opens it. I can’t see what he is doing or getting. His back is to me. I hear a rattle of metal. He turns and looks over at me and smiles. Shit, what the hell is he thinking to do? He closes the draw, but has something in his hand. Looks like a mask. He opens another drawer and gets a riding crop out. I am very familiar with that one toy. It can cause pain with ecstasy or to full orgasm. The things you can do with it. Okay not bad so far. I can do this.







He walks over to the bed reaches down and removes the tie gag from my mouth. Before I can say anything, he kisses me; A deep throat tongue kiss. He runs the back of his hand down the length of the right side of my body then back thru the middle, touching me ever so slightly. My nipples go full erect. Hot!







“Do you trust me, Love”. He says looking deep into my eyes. I look back into his trying to read what his intentions are.







“Don’t hurt me.” I plead. He straightens up and looks down at me.







“My intention is to show you love, not hurt. You need to see how much we are meant to be together whether in my dreams or yours, or in real life. I know or no other way to show you.” he says. “So, Do you trust me, Love?” he asks again.







I ponder this a second. What can he do to me that I don’t already do to others? I don’t want the pain, but I want him.







“Okay, But I want a safe word.” I tell him. He smiles and says, “You shall have it and must I say now you’re going to enjoy this, I promise , Love, just trust me I know women and have much experience reading them. Your safe word is … he smiles...rubber nipples.” he says with a wide grin showing his teeth. Of all the words in the English vocabulary, why did he pick that one?







“Now, let’s begin. You are mine Stacey, to do what I want with. I’m already in your mind, now I want your body and I shall have It.” he says. Before I can say anything to him, he gags me again and covers my eyes. Oh Shit, shit shit.







He bends down to my ear and whisper to me. His voice is raspy and full of lust, “I know how to please women, Love. Let me show you my many talents that you know nothing about yet.







You want this Stacey, you need this, and I am so happy and flattered you picked me to show you.” he says.







The game begins........













Meeting M
 
 y True Face







I am feeling so many things now. My adrenaline is rushing, my blood is boiling, and my erotic side is off the charts. I can’t see, only hear. I can’t move, but I can feel. I wait for his touch. He is right I need this, need it now. I wait.







I hear him walking around me. He is at the end of the bed. Checking the view? Men! Not like me at all. He gets up on the end of the bed, kneeling between my legs. I feel very vulnerable now. I can feel the heat from his legs on my legs. He raises my feet to his chest. His heart beats thru the pads of my feet. It’s very fast right now. Wow, never thought of that before.







He then raises my leg to his face, caressing it with his cheek. His hands are very warm, and I like it. He starts by kissing the side of my foot, then my toes individually, using his hands to massage as he goes; small nibbles to the ends of my toes with his teeth. Small tongue licks between each toe. This is really turning me on.







“You like this, Love, I can tell”. He says to me. Shit yeah! He continues to my other foot, doing the same, tenderly but erotic. I can feel his heart with the other foot, so fast so warm he feels.







He moves to my lower leg, kissing, licking and sucking so tenderly. He takes small nibbles while he is there, not painful, but very intense to me, moving from one leg to the other going higher each time. I am already so turned on, I want to explode. Who know how erotic feet and legs touching could be. He ends up at my private and very personal area. I stiffen a little.







“Trust me, Love, I know what I’m doing. You’re never going to forget this one.” he says. I can hear his smile. Cocky, son of bitch, isn’t he!







He kisses my belly, licking my belly button and sucking on it. Then he moves down to my intimate area. I am so fucking ready. He licks slowly, holding my hips in place. Licking up and down, making me moist. Then he blows warm air from his mouth down there. I start to squirm. “Don’t move, Love, not till I get you ready.” he tells me.







That is quite impossible to do in this position, with the man of my dreams, between my legs, doing things that I only imagine could be done to me. He licks, sucks, and blows that warm air down there.







His hands reach to massage my ass, sticking his finger inside my anal area. His tongue is in me, deeply, moving it around and around. Oh My Fucking God! I’m so ready to cum. My hips arch upward to meet him. God, just let me cum please! runs thru my brain. I moan.







He stops. No, don’t stop now, Fuck! He lies on top of me, reaches to remove the gag. His breath is heavy laden. He kisses me deeply with that same tongue. I return with my own exploring in his mouth.







I squirm to get loose; I want to wrap my arms around him. My breath, his breath, so heavy now, I want more and I can tell he does to.







He looks into my eyes. I can see his full lust now. I know he can see mine.







“That, Love is just a sample of what I can give you. Do you trust me now?” he says to me.







Then... I wake up........









Meet fo
 
 r the First Time







I wake, shaken and weak. My heart is still beating so fast and my breathing is shallow. I can still smell him on me it’s all over me. I want more of him. How can he do this?







He enters my dreams like this, taking me for the most erotic ride of my life. I have never felt this way about anyone before. He wants me and I want him. But, I’m scared. I know this will end badly, so badly. Can I give my heart to someone like myself?







He is very good, indeed. I still can feel his, inside me. I am so turned on; so unfulfilled. But, that what he meant to do, making me want him more.







Do I trust him? No, not fully yet. My heart is not a conquest, not a notch in someone’s belt. I don’t want that pain again. It took too long to get over being used, burned, and rejected. I must be careful but I want him, all of him.







I decide to take a very long hot shower. I have to release some adrenaline so I am glad the night is already planned. I plan to enjoy myself and get some distance from this to think more. I have a few days more to think. I plan to use them wisely.







While I’m bathing my private phone gets a message.



“Hello, Love, I hoped you enjoyed my visit and hope to continue our session on my return. I can still smell you on me. I have more to show you but, I prefer to do this on a more personal level. Soon, Love Soon.”







He is really getting to me. Yes, Steven, I want you, I may even need you. But I am cautious. I dress for my night out with the girls.







Monticello Bar and Grill is booming when I get there. I let the valet park my car. I go inside to find Natasha and the girls. The music is loud, lights are flashing all over. Wow, they changed their look and I like it. Natasha sees me first and comes over to hug me.







“Hey girlie, Glad you made It.” she says smiling from ear to ear. “How are you, you look a little flushed?” she asks.







“Just a tough week, I’m okay.” I said.







“No, it is something else, I know you. Want to talk about it?” she asks. Natasha knows me to well. I decide it’s best to change the mood now. I smile, “No, Really I’m okay, just working out some details.” I replied. She seems happy with that answer.







“What you drinking tonight”. She asks. I think a minute about what I would like, hmmm. “How about -Between the Sheets”. I tell her.







“Good Fucking Choice, Stacey” Natasha appreciates. She places our order and we go to mingle with the other girls. All my girls, Natasha, Shelia, and Maggie, All are in the same type of business as me. Unlucky with love, so we give love the best way we know how. We all take our drinks and do a toast.







“Well, Ladies, we are hot to trot and ready, willing and able. The game is on!” Natasha says. She is such a good natured person. She is the most hurt one of us all. We are close and I know her secrets and she knows most of mine. Can I tell her my dilemma? I will wait for a better time.







We dance, drink and dance and drink all night long. The men are very generous with themselves as usual tonight. Many phone numbers, free drinks and sexy moves from them. I am feeling the effects of my drinks on an empty stomach quickly. The dancing heats up as the night wines down. Slow sexy music, slow sexy moves. I like to dirty dance especially when I’m a little tipsy. We have no problem getting partners for the dance floor. We’re all feeling the booze and the music is very tantalizing.







I move and sway my hips against my partner. He moves and sways his hips to me. We are almost touching, so close. His hands run down my back to my hips. I move closer to him and we lock hips together. This is the way dancing is meant to be.







“May I cut in?” a voice says. I hardly hear it, I’m so drunk now. My partner moves away and another comes to meet my hips. I feel a spark down in my groin. He grabs my hips and moves me closer to him. He sways with me, keeping pace. I feel like I have been here before. He moves his hands down my back to my ass pulling me into him. I wrap my arms around him and look up. “It’s Tom.







I back away just a little.” “What are you doing here, Tom” I said shockingly.







“I wanted to see you again.” he says.







“I thought you said two weeks?” I said.







“Change of plans, sorry for the late notice” he says. Something is not right here. I feel strange all of a sudden. The music stops, thank god. I go to leave and he grabs my arm.







“Wait, I need to talk to you, it’s important. Can we go to your place for a chat?” he asks me.







I think what he could need now. I have too much on my mind. But, I owe him; he’s been a good friend. “Okay, But I need to eat first” I told him. He smiles and says, “Sure, Let go eat and talk”







I go to the table and tell Natasha I’m leaving. She looks at Tom and nods. She knows he used to be a sub and now we are just friends. “You okay, Stacey” she asks. “Sure, just tired, talk to you later this week “. I replied. I go with Tom to his car. I’m not able to drive, still a little fuzzy from the drinks. We go to a local all-night diner and I order some coffee and toast. Tom asks, “Is that all you want?” I answer “Yeah, my stomach is queasy. So what’s so important that couldn’t wait and you need to talk to me right now.” I asked.







“Well, it’s very difficult for me to say. I had the talk with Peg; I need to tell you something about my life talk. She listens thru all of it. I watched her face while I spoke and saw nothing that would make me think she was all that surprise. She knows about us and our past now. I wanted to start fresh with her; I care for her a lot. I tried to make sure that I had no secrets from her. She listens to every word I said and never said a thing while I spoke. She knows it all now, my subbing for you, my past, even my preference with sex. Then she asks me one question that I had to answer honestly. And I blew it. Right then and there I blew it big time.” He tells me.



“And what was the question, Tom”. I asked him. He looks at me with those big brown eyes. I already know what he was going to say. “She asked me if I love you.” He says and looks down. “I told her yes and always will.” He said.







I knew it. He just doesn’t get it. I have told him my feelings for him time and time again. “Tom, you have to get over this infatuation with me. I don’t feel that way about you and you know it. I’m not going to change my feelings; it would hurt you worst if I lied to you. I do care about you but not in that way.” I try to explain trying to be gentle.







“I know but you taught me hope. I always have hoped that I do or say something that would change your mind and you let me be with you. I can’t live without you, Stacey. I am totally and irrevocable in love with you. I know if you would just give me a chance to show you more. I know you would feel the same way about me.” He says. How do I get this across to him without totally hurting him. I try again to make him understand.







“Tom, I don’t want to hurt you. You have been a good friend. But this infatuation with me is really getting old. Look, I’ve started seeing someone else. It’s not like what we do, it more the real thing. I want to try the real thing again. This is my chance for a real relationship, so I think it is best that we don’t see each other for sessions anymore. I will be your friend. You can call me. We can talk, have lunch, take in a movie, whatever, but no more sessions. It’s for the best for both of us. You gotta move on and now. I need to move on also. Please understand, I don’t want to hurt you, you’re my friend and I want to be in your life just not that way.” I said politely.







I can see that my words have hurt him to his core. He stares at me in shock; his eyes are open so wide. How do people do this, break up, make up, be friends with no benefits. This is new territory with me and maybe I did it wrong. He is hurt, and I hurt him. This is not what I wanted.







“Who, Who is it?” he asked me. “Do I know him? One of your new subs!” he says.







“No, Tom no one you would know. Let’s just be friends, no drama okay.” I said firmly.







“Wait, is it a client? Did you step over that line with someone?” he asked me again.







“No, Tom. I already said no one you know or someone I have as a client, I would never do that and you know it.” I tell him. I start to get up to leave and he grabs my wrist hard.







“Tell me who is it you are fucking, Stacey” he demands. “Let go, Tom. You’re hurting me. This is over. Go home and calm down a bit. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Let go!” I said a bit afraid.







People are watching us. He is louder than I thought. “Calm down, Tom and let go. I want to leave now. I will talk to you when you’re calmer.’







“I gave up the girl of my dreams for you and this is what you do to me. Dump me! Over who or what some fling. We have been together a long time, Stacey and this is how you repay my friendship and my love?” he says, still holding my wrist.







I pull away from him. His grip is tight and he is mad now. “Let go, or I’ll scream for help. Do you want me to make a scene now, right here? I will and you will probably go to jail. If you don’t let me go it’s over, no friendship, no nothing. Do you understand me, Tom. Don’t jeopardize our friendship anymore. I’m not scared of you!” I shout. He blinks and looks up at me and then lets me go. My wrist is hurting bad. He is very strong.



“Can I at least take you home, it’s late and I would be worried. I promise I’ll behave, Stacey, please let me take you home.” he offers.







I’m not too happy about this, but he calms down and gets our coats. He is breathing normal again so that is a relief. I will just get out of the car at my door quickly. He is smiling when he returns with our coats. He helps me put my own and leads me outside to his car. Like a gentleman he is, opens my door and lets me get inside. We leave the diner and head to my place. Not much is said in the car. I try to make small talk but his answers are short. He doesn’t look over at me like he usually does when we talk.







He is staring straight ahead, watching the road. I really handled this badly and I know it. I want to remain friends but I am not too sure Tom is gonna be able to handle it. This is my chance for normal relationship. I’m sorry he blew his but he has to move on.







We get to my door and I quickly get out before he has time to come around and open the door.



“I’ll call you in the morning, Tom. We can talk then. Thanks for the ride.” I said shutting the car door and turning to leave. I’m clear or so I thought I hear him put the car in park and turn off the engine. Oh Shit! He’s not gonna take no for an answer. I walk a little faster to the apartment entrance. I hear his car door shut and he is walking fast. When I reach the entrance he is there with me. I hear his fast breathing of me back. “Can’t take any chances, Stacey, Let me walk you to your door, there is a lot of perverts in the neighborhood, and I would not forgive myself if something happen to you.” he says. His voice is deeper, his breath is raspier. Not like Tom at all.







“I’m okay, my complex has security cameras everywhere, so they would be here in two seconds if I scream or they see danger to anyone thru the cameras. I try to smile at him. I need to get away till he has time to think. I’m a little scared now.







“What would it hurt if you just let me walk you in? I’m okay with your decision, Stacey. I have calmed down now. I just don’t want to lose you. Let me walk you just to your door. I would feel that you were safe then” He insists. He is smiling again, that Tom I know smile.







“Well, okay, Tom just to the door. I’m very tired and need some sleep. We will talk in the morning, I promise.” I said calmly.







We get to my door and I turn to tell him goodnight before I unlock it. “Goodnight Tom and thank you for worrying about me. I’m Okay now.’ I said to him. He is very close to me. I can hear his breathing getting faster.







“Can I have one thing, just one more thing?” he asks. “Just one more kiss from you and I know it will be all okay. I know we will be okay”. What can one kiss hurt? I owe him that much. My poor Tom, I wish he never fell in love with me, but we don’t choose who to love, it chooses us. I reach up with my hands and cradle his face. He eyes are so sad. I move upward to kiss him, just a kiss, for old time sake. And I kiss him. He wraps his arms around me tightly. Forcing my lips open with his tongue. He kisses me hard, too hard. I’m drowning from his tongue movements. I can’t pull away, his hold is too tight. Dammit! I should have not trusted him. He grabs my keys from my hand while holding me in this kiss and unlocks my door. With his foot he pushes my door open. I try to get lose from his grip, pushing with my hands on his chest. He doesn’t even budge. He is too strong for me. He then pushes me into the apartment door with him.







He abruptly releases me and reaches around to slam the door and locks it.







He eyes are blazed. I’m in trouble now.....













Meetin
 
 g my Savior







“Tom, don’t do this. You don’t want to do this. I care about you, but not like that.” I said panicking. I need to defuse this situation before he gets out of hand. Listen to me, Tom, I want you as a friend, only as my friend. You do this and you will ruin that and you know this.” I pleaded with him. He is not listening. I can see he is looking around for what, Oh, God I don’t know what.







He grabs my wrist and pulls me to him. Looking down at me, he says, “You have been teasing me for months. I come here to be with you, to show you how much I love you and now you turn me away for who or what, some cheap ass thrill. You know relationships don’t work for people like us. He will not stay but I will. I know you, Stacey and I’m gonna show you how much I love you.’ He tells me.







“If you did love me, you would not force me with this shit. You’re ruining a perfect friendship with this stunt. I shouldn’t have let you stay this long. I never have let any sub stay that breaks my rules. And boy! Have you broken a lot tonight. It’s a shame Tom that you could not see me in this, just your lust for me. Go ahead, Tom fuck me, and fuck me all you want. I will never love you, understand me, never will you really have me at all!” I shout at him crying. He blinks for a second, he’s thinking, good, maybe I can still get out of this.







He looks around and sees all the flowers. He drags me with him to get a closer look at them. He sees my card and opens it.







“Who the fuck is Steven, Stacey? Is that whom this is all about, some punk that writes a sappy card? Some asshole that wants you for his conquest? And you fell for it didn’t you. I could buy you a whole flower shop if you wanted it. This is nothing compared to what I can give you. Why can’t you love me” He rants.







“You of all people should know, Tom, Love picks for you, you can’t pick it yourself. I didn’t want you to love me, but I am dealing with it, trying to be your friend and not hurt you. I was hoping someone would come along to appreciate you more. Someone you could love and love you back. I was hoping that your feelings for me would change or simmer down. Just know if you do this to us, we are over, for good. I don’t ever want to see you again. Not as a friend, acquaintance, nothing will be left, just hate for you. So you choose!” I said. He throws the card on the floor and looks into my eyes. I am crying, I am so mad at him. If he does this, I will never have another chance at loving anyone. I will close myself off completely from all of it. I am so tired of hurt, and pain, betrayal. I am so done.







He looks around the room and back at me again. His breathing is ragged. I keep my eyes fixed on his. Think Tom; think about what you are doing. You’re just mad at me. I hurt you. I hurt you bad. Hear my thoughts, Tom. Don’t do this!







He looks at the bedroom door. Then back at me. “I can make you love me, Stacey, and I’m gonna prove it now.” he tells me.







He drags me to the bedroom....







I am scared now. I am closing myself up tight. I am not here anymore, not me anyway, just my flesh. How did this happen? How did I let this get out of hand? I blame myself. It is my fault. I should have kept my distance. I should have turned him away so long ago. I am not here anymore. He seats me on the end of the bed, still holding my wrist tight. It hurts so badly. He rips at my clothes, tearing them from me in pieces. I am not here anymore. He breaks my necklace off my neck. I am not here anymore. He then takes my shoes and stockings off me, ripping them to shreds and throws them over on the floor. I am not here anymore. He tears at my panties, till there is nothing left. I am not here anymore. He starts pulling at his clothes, changing his hand to keep hold of my wrist. I think it is broken by now. I am not here anymore. He kicks his shoe off and they hit the wall with a thud. I am not here anymore. He pulls me onto the bed, I am not here anymore.







My back is resting on the purple sheets Steven sent me. They were meant for enjoyment and love. Now for pain, hurt, betrayal, I am not here anymore. He takes his tie and ties my hands together to the headboard. I am not here anymore. He then takes his socks off and ties them to each ankle. I am not here anymore. The other end of the sock is tied to the post on the foot board. I am not here anymore.







I am naked and tied now. He is naked and on top of me. He tries kissing me I don’t respond. I am not here anymore. He fondles my breast with his hands. I close my eyes, so as not to see anymore. I am not here anymore. I am so like death.........







I hear a loud banging sound. I hear feet running to the bedroom. I am not here anymore.







“GET THE FUCK OFF HER, YOU PIECE OF SHIT!” the voice says. I am not here anymore. I feel the weight that was on me lifted quickly off me. I here scuffing and banging in my room. I am not here anymore. “You stupid shit” I hear a voice say. Another scuffle, another bang. “Get the fuck away from her.” I hear a voice say. Another bang, Another scuffle. I am not here anymore.







I feel something draped over me. It’s cool to the touch. I am not here anymore.







I hear many feet come into the room. “Take this shit out of here” the voice says. “I’ll take care of her, get that thing out of here.” the voice says. I am not here anymore. Another bump, more feet walking away.







It’s quiet now. I hear someone breathing heavy, more like out of breath. Someone kneels beside me. I can feel the warmth so close. I am not here anymore. A hand strokes my hair every so lightly, shaking as they do this. My feet and hands are untied now. I am not here anymore. The covers are being wrapped around me like a baby blanket. I am lifted up into someone’s lap. Someone’s lap, its nice, I snuggle against their chest. I smell sandalwood and vanilla. I am peaceful now, but I am not here anymore.



“Your safe now, Love, Come back to me” ......... It’s Steven.













We Fi
 
 nally Meet











I opened my eyes and see Steven. I’m in his arms; He is cradling me so protectively. I am so ashamed. I start to cry again. “You knew” I asked.







“Yes, Love” He says. “You were the caller on the Talk Show.” I ask. “Yes, Love” He says. “That is not important now, Are you alright? I tried to get here quicker from the bar. They said you left with Tom, but you didn’t come straight home.” he said.







“No, we stopped to eat and talk” I replied.







“Are you okay, Do we need to go to the hospital?” he asked me.







“No, my wrist hurts, but I’m okay.” I said. He looks at my wrist and I cringe when he touches it. “Maybe we should just to be safe”, he tells me.







“No, I’m okay, now” I insist. He makes a warm compress to wrap my wrist in. It is showing bruises already. This is gonna hurt awhile.







“I thought you were out of town” I inquire.







“I was, but that last dream was so intense, I decided to cut my trip short, I needed see you” he replied. “We need to talk” I said.







“Yes, Love and we will as soon as your better. Tonight we will just be together. I want nothing but you to sleep and forget.” He said.







“I am tired. Are you really going to stay” I asked.







“Yes, love just to be here when you wake.” he tells me.



We lay together on the bed. Cuddled up to each other, nothing more, he strokes my hair and kisses my forehead, my cheeks; Nothing more. No small talk, no sex, just together. I am safe now. Nothing can touch this time together. I get sleepy and fall into a deep sleep. I am content. I know he is there and I am safe.







I woke up to find myself alone and cold. Did I dream last night? Did it really happen? What did they do with Tom? I hear sounds from the kitchen area. Someone is here, and then I remember Steven came to save me, Steven who was the caller on the talk radio, Steven who probably knows more about me than I care for him to. Will he stay now or leave me for good. I am afraid to bring up the subject.







He comes into the bedroom with a tray of coffee, fruit and bagels.







”You need to eat something.” he said. I sit up in the bed. I probably look a mess but I don’t care. He sits beside me and pours some coffee into our cups. I drink it, so warm and soothing. “Eat” he says and hands me a bagel. I eat as I’m told.







“I must cut our morning short. Some things have come up at the restaurant. I can have someone here in 5 minutes to be with you if you wish.” I must go into town.” he informs me.







“No, I’ll be fine; I have some things to take care of also.” I said.







“Are you sure, would take just a minute to get someone here or have you someone that I can call for you.” he asks. I think of Natasha, but decide not to call her. Too much would have to be said and I’m not quite ready for that conversation.







“No, Really, I’m fine, a little sore. I will just take a hot bath and rest.” I said.







“Okay then, how about I pick you up around 7 tonight. Then we can talk and have a nice dinner. Think you would be up to that” he asked me.







“Okay, sure.” I replied. Here we go, he is going to dump me for sure after that talk.







“I’ll leave you to it then. He kisses on the forehead and gets up to leave.



“You eat and rest. I will see you later tonight” he says. And off he goes out of my bedroom, out of my front door and I’m afraid after tonight out of my life.







I finish the bagel and drink another cup of coffee as told. I decide for a hot shower to wash the smell off of me. I can smell Tom’s cologne still. I’m disgusted with him. How did it get to this point? Did I do something wrong?. What am I going to tell Steven and how much do I tell him. How much does he already know? I realize he knows about the talk show, but how did he know it was me? So many questions to be answered, He’s going to leave me for sure and I know it.







Into the hot shower I go. The water is so soothing; washing away my sins. Well, Tom’s sins. What will happen to him? I didn’t even ask about that. He needs help but I am sure they will get if for him. I am sore from being manhandled. The bruises show on my side, my shoulder and my wrist. I am so glad he wasn’t a hitter. I would be worse off than this. I finish my shower and wrap my hair and myself in a large towel. I decide to sit on the bed and check my appointments. The bed is a mess. Those beautiful purple satin sheets were meant for my first night with Steven. Now they only remind me of my last night with Tom. I strip the bed clean and put them in the hamper. I don’t want to see them again. I sit on the unmade bed and check my book and the private line for any calls.







Natasha has called last night to make sure I got home okay. God, I don’t want that conversation, I put off the call. Baby Daddy has canceled, kids have the flu so he will reschedule or see next week. God, I am not ready to jump back into that either. “Hey, Babe, I’m in town, Where are you. Anyway, I need to talk so I’ll track you down. You can’t hide from me. I know you to well.” Tom says. Just what I did not need.







Some of the night comes back to my head. Why Tom, Why? No, I’m not gonna to this to myself. He needs to be healed. I will make sure he gets that much.







I spend the rest of the day laying around, catching up on emails. I avoid the phone, let them leave a message.







“Hello, Love, Could you meet me at the restaurant. I kinda tied here right now. I can send a car for you if you want? Just call me back and let me know. See you at 7pm.” Steven says to the message machine. I can’t get to the phone quick enough to pick up. And he is gone. Damn! I call back and get one of the employees. Steven has step away from the phone but they will take a message.







“Just tell him that Stacey will not need the car, and I’ll be there at 7 tonight” I tell the waiter. “Yes, mam Got it!” he says.







Now, the pain begins. I have to tell him the truth. I’m not sure how much he knows already. I need to come clean with him. The truth, no lies. Either he accepts it, or dumps me.







So, I get dressed and at 6:30 I head out to hail a cab. Lucky me I don’t have to wait long. When I reached the restaurant there are cars and flashing lights everywhere. What the hell happened? I pay the cabbie and get out. There are people and police all over the place. I head to the front door. A police officer stops me. “Mam, The restaurant is closed. This is a crime scene now. Just move along”.







I froze. Did he just say crime scene? Om my god! “What has happened, sir” I asked the policeman.







“Someone has been shot mam, just move along. This is none of your concern.” He replied.







“Shot! Who got shot? I was supposed to meet the owner Steven (Omg! I don’t even know his last name) here at 7. Who got shot?” I asked in despair.







Aw, mam, the owners been taken to the hospital, Baptist Memorial I believe. “I’m sorry mam are you related to the victim.” the officer asked me. My legs go weak. I feel like I’m spinning is a circle. I’m going to pass out. Steven’s been shot!













Meetin
 
 g His Others







I can’t get to a cab quick enough. “Baptist Memorial, please hurry” I tell the cabbie. Of course I get the slowest cab in town. “Could you step on it, sir. I need to get there quick” I pleaded with him. “Mam, we have to abide by state laws on the road. I am doing my best to get you there safely” he tells me. Fuck safe! I don’t know how badly off Steven is. What if he is dying?







“I’ll double your fare if you hurry.” I tell the cabbie. He likes that and moves quicker.







I can’t believe this is happening. Who, how did he get shot? How can I find him when I don’t even know his last name? Shit! Shit! Hurry up cabbie I think to myself; I‘ll start with emergency. “Just drop me at emergency entrance, please.” I said. “Yes, mam, sure thing, lickety split mam” He says with a smile. We finally get to the emergency room entrance. I throw the money at the cabbie and get out of the car. Damn cabs drivers!







The emergency room is full blown chaos. People waiting to been seen, others lying on stretchers. Must be a busy night here. I go to the counter and ask if someone was brought in that was shot in the last few hours. The nurse tells me there is two shot victims, do I know the name of the patient. “hmm, Steven is his first name” I tell her. “Oh, Steven Mancinelli. Room 12” she points toward the curtain behind her. Mancinelli, I heard that name before. Probably the name of the restaurant, not that i ever looked at the sign there.







I take in a full breath. I don’t know how much damage has been done. God, I hope he is alright.







“Can I go visit?” I ask the nurse. “Are you family, mam? She inquires. “Er, No just a friend.” I said.







“The Mancinelli’s family is seated in the waiting room. They can give you the progress of Mr. Mancinelli if they choose to. We have to keep it confidential here.” she says.







Family! I didn’t think he had family in town. They got here quick I headed to the waiting room area.







Seated in the waiting room was and older gentleman with salt and pepper hair, playing with a young child. There was a lady with long black hair and chestnut eyes in the corner. She looked up for a second at me, to the child and then back to her magazine. Then there was a man in a business suit, with jet black hair and coal eyes, talking on his cell phone. He was looking at me really hard. He was speaking Italian into the phone, so I figured that he must be related to Steven. I stood around waiting for him to get off the phone. He kept his eyes on me the whole time still talking into the phone. I felt kinda nervous about this stare he was giving me. Why is he looking at me so hard? I went ahead and sat down and waited.







When he got off the phone, he spoke to the older gentleman and the lady spoke back to him, in Italian. They must be together I thought. Next he turned to me and spoke English, “Excuse me, Mam Are you Stacey?” He asked. I smiled nervously at him.







“Yes, I was just wondering how Steven was. I’m a friend of his” I replied. He then spoke Italian again to the older gentleman and the lady. She said something that sounded like a spit in the face to him and looked back at her magazine. The tall man walked over to me extended out his hand.







“Hello, I’m Alfredo Mancinelli, this is my wife, Maria, my father Steven Sr and my Little girl Adriana. Steven said you would be coming. So glad to meet you” He said with a beautiful grin at me.







The women spoke Italian to Alfredo. She sounded annoyed. She kept looking at me then back at Alfredo. If looks could kill, I would be dead.







“Please, excuse my wife. She doesn’t speak good English. She wants to know how long you have known Steven?” he said.







“Oh, not long, maybe a few weeks now. He’s been out of town, so we haven’t got to see each other but a few times” I answered him. He goes into the Italian for his wife. His wife, well that’s good to know.







“Hello, so he’s talking?” I asked.







“Well, he woke up before he went into surgery to tell me you would probably be coming here.” he said.







“Surgery, he’s in surgery?” I asked.







“Si, Si, there is extensive damage to his right shoulder and arm. The surgeon said they needed to go in and do some mending. He will probably be in for hours.” Alfredo informed.







“Why someone would do this? “ I asked.







“I’m not sure of all the details. I was told some kind of madman came in and asked for him by name, then pulled a gun and shot him. Police are doing an investigation.” Alfredo answered. My heart was beating so fast then. I felt light-headed.







“Do you need to sit down, Stacey” Alfredo asked grabbing my arm.







“Yes, please. I can’t believe this is happening. Who could hate him that much to shoot him like that?” I asked. I was so ready to cry. I wanted to but not in front of his family.







“I do not know this, no enemies that I know of. The restaurant doesn’t keep much cash and this person didn’t even touch the register, just left out the front door.” he said. We were told they got a description of him though, they will find him.” Alfredo tells me.







I was totally numb. I still couldn’t understand why anyone would do this type of thing. And now we wait to see if he makes it thru surgery. This is going to be a long night.....







His Papa took the grandchild and mother home after a few hours, with a promise to return later. So it was just Alfredo and me. “So, you only have known Steven a short time? He talks so highly of you. I just figured you knew each other for a long while.” Alfredo asks.







“We haven’t known each other but a short time. He is a wonderful man. I enjoy being with him.” I said.







“That he is sweet on beautiful women, I can vouch for that” Alfredo says with a smile. “He has stolen many hearts, but his only belongs to one, he tells me” he says.







After about six hours, and lots of coffee, the surgeon comes out to tell he made it thru surgery just fine.







“We had to a lot of repair and there will be extensive recovery and therapy, but he should be fine. Very strong heart your brother has” the doctor tells Alfredo.







”Thank you doctor, yes Steven is a strong because he has a reason to be” looking my way and smiling. “So he is wake? I asked







“He is awake, they are just finishing up the dressing to his wound” the doctor tells us. He will be in and out of consciousness for a few hours, but he should be fine. I was never so glad to hear that. At least he is alive. I let out a heavy sigh. ”They will let us know when?” Alfredo asks.







“Yes, you can see him as soon as they finish.” The doctor replied. “Excuse me, I must call the family.” he says and walks away dialing his cell phone. Another hour goes by …...... We wait







The nurse comes out then and tells them they can visit Steven. Maria and Alfredo rise but not the older gentleman. He is still seated on the floor playing with the little girl. I’m not sure what to do. I’m not family so I wait to be asked. They both hurry to go to him and I just stand there. Finally I just sit back down and look at the older gentlemen and child.



“I can see why Steven is attracted to you, very beautiful you are.” he says, with a smile. I blush. “Glad to meet you finally. Steven has talked about you several times to me.” he tells me. Talked to him, his dad? “Oh! Very nice to meet you too” I said. What could he say to him, that I do a sex talk radio show, eat pasta that one of my prior subs has tried to have his way with me? Now I’m a little worried about what Steven really knows.







Alfredo and the lady come out of the room. “He wants to see you now, Stacey” Alfredo says to me pointing toward the closed curtain of Room 12. I take in a deep breath and walk toward the curtain. I pull back the curtain to go in. Steven is hooked up to so many monitors and gadgets I can hardly find him. They are all beeping and making noise. His chest is covered with white bandages from his shoulder to his stomach. I almost start to cry. When I look at him, all I can see is his eyes are closed.







Then they are open looking at me. I can see a smile forming on his lips.







“Hello, Love” he says to me and I melt. I almost run to his bedside.







“Oh my God, Steven who did this to you” I asked him. I don’t know if I can touch him.







“Not important, Love, I’m going to be fine.” He tells me. I reach over, trying not to touch anything and give him a small kiss.







“Now, I’m even better, thank you Love” he says.







“So you met some of my family, I see” he says to me.







“Yes, and I was just talking to your father. Such a nice man.” I said.







“You need to watch out for papa, he is a lady killer” He says with a grin. I look at him, seeing all these bandages around his middle. “So, how bad is this? “ I asked him.







“I won’t be running any marathons for a while, but I will be okay. It’s just a chest wound.” he says pointing to his upper right side. “Just a chest wound! Can you tell me what happened” I asked.







“Nothing to worry your pretty little head about, A few days they will let me go home. Then a little therapy to get movement back to my arm and I will be good as new, I could use a little more of that medicine you have though” he says to me grinning for ear to ear. I reach down again touching his face and kiss him again. He smiles up at me, that wonderful sexy smile and I melt again.







Still I’m afraid to touch anything. “So, Where does it not hurt the most” I asked.







“Well, here and here and here” he points to his cheeks and to his mouth.







“Well let’s start here,” and I kiss his cheek, “then here” I kiss the other cheek, “Then mostly here” I kiss him deeply and long. I hear the heart monitor start to beat faster and I smile. My own heart is racing too, and I am happy again. I am happy and I know I love him.











Get
 
 ting to know Steven





Visits to Steven in the hospital, was part of my daily routine. His smiles, warms my heart and I think me being there comforted him. He’s coming along nicely with healing and a little therapy.







“I decide to take some R and R at the cabin when I get out of here, Love” He tells me. “I want to you to come visit me there, you already know where it is.” he says with a smile and continues. “Maybe we could sponge bath each other? I’m gonna need to extra tender loving care during my re-cooperating.”. I smile at him and the thoughts start to come inside my head that balancing my career and life with that, not so good. I am not used to hiding my life from people. Until I have “the talk” with him, this is the way it has to be. I know now he was the caller on Radio line, but we haven’t discussed anything else. I decided to wait till he is better and he has not questioned my absences yet. I have to do some juggling and a few favors called, thank god for Natasha but I think I can do this for now.







Natasha is a godsend for me; A truly good friend. I told her my dilemma; my heart being torn between having a regular life again and one that I chose for myself. At the time I thought was best for all the right reasons, but now I question it. How can I leave what I chose, to be distant, let no one get close again, to this most loving and giving man that I have met. Can I leave what I know and join this? Will he even understand why I chose where I am now?



Steven’s family comes and goes, mentioning that its looks like he’s in good hands to me. Alfredo and Steven talk in Italian in front of me, and then always apologize for it. I don’t mind at all. They are co-owners in the restaurant so they have to talk business. “It’s just business, Love” Steven tells me. I have a sneaky suspension it’s more than that. They talk, then smile and look at me. Yeah, just business, huh!







Steven’s dad visit every day, He is such a hoot. Always flirting with me, as Steven said he would. He calls me “Margarita” which I think is the Italian equivalent to Stacey. He hugs me like I’m already his family. His dad brings food to Steven almost every day. I’m sure it’s from the restaurant. The smells are so enticing. He is such a sweetie and I really like him. Steven eats well and that is all that matters. His strength is returning.







Alfredo brings the wife and child on one occasion. She stares at me as if I was a ghost or something. I don’t think she likes me much. I keep my distance when she is there. She talks in Italian the whole time so I don’t have to join in the conversation. This is probably best. Alfredo always never makes me feel uncomfortable when he is here. He speaks Italian, but also in English. He is such a sweet man. After a week, they decide to let Steven go home. He is thrilled at getting out of the hospital. Alfredo makes sure the car is ready in front of the hospital to whisk him away to the cabin. I follow in my own car. Steven is still bandaged and requires dressing changes daily and therapy for the movement to regain in his arm. They arrange a nurse to come visit at the cabin for that.



The cabin is just as I pictured in my dream, Rustic with charm; same furniture from my dream, all rough wood with lots of pillows and color. The same staircase to his bedroom gives me a feeling of Dj vu as I go up the stairs. The last time I was here was for my own pleasure and his to. A smile comes to my lips “Reminiscing, Love? Soon, Love, Soon.” Steven says to me when he sees my smile.







I blush again. Damn! He gets to me. I love the way he calls me “Love”. It’s so sincere when he says it. Alfredo makes sure we have all the comforts needed and makes a list of things we might need. He is a very good brother, I must say. He is taking care of the restaurant, Steven’s needs and has a family to support. Then he is off to the restaurant and we are alone.







Steven is tired with all the commotion and sleeps awhile. The medicine is meant to keep up still, so he falls fast asleep for a while. I keep myself busy, putting things away, and fixing dinner. I really don’t know what he likes so I decide on homemade potato soup and salad. My baking skills and the kitchen cupboard allow me to gather the ingredients for a small mini loaf of fresh baked potato bread.







The smell in the house is delicious.







I check on him, trying to be quiet as a mouse. He is sleeping on his back; Feet outside the covers. Just like in my dream, or his. It takes all of my will not to want to go over to him and lay down. I want so much to hold him, kiss him, to cuddle up to him. I want to show him me, not a dream, not a fantasy, just me. God! How can I be so connected to someone I hardly know. And that hardly knows me. This is so unreal. I even feel comfortable in the house. It’s like I have lived here. I shake it off and go check of the bread baking.







My thoughts go how to tell him everything about me. How will this work out. This is something I must do and soon. I’m getting in too deep, too fast. Will he accept my life into his or tell me to leave. I don’t know if I can change. It’s still too hard to trust someone else with my heart. I want to so badly. I can tell how he feels toward me. The eyes light up and he smiles every time he looks my way. He speaks to me with such sweetness. His touch is so warm and inviting. But, that haunting feeling of mistrust, betrayal, and hurt, and depression are so close. This will be hard to do.







Dinner is ready so I go to check on him again. His eyes are open. He is sitting up in the bed. He looks right at me and smiles, holding his hand out to me. I go to the side of the bed and sit down carefully. Breathe girl!. He kisses my hand taking a breath in.







“Do you need anything? I asked him. “I have some food ready when you are.” I said







“In a minute, Love, right now I want to thank you for coming into my life. I know you want to talk, I can tell. I need to talk about some things with you also. But for now, Can we just enjoy each other’s company a little while longer. There is nothing that cannot wait till we are both ready” he says to me. I nod but I have to say something now before my world comes crashing down on me.







“Yes, I need to talk to you, to straighten things, right. It can wait if you’re wanting to” I told him. He looks at me, with that smile again.







“There is nothing you could tell me that matters anymore. We are meant to be together, that I already know. You might not realize it, but I know. Trust me?” he reassures.












Love
 
 in the Tub





“I could really use a shower or bath, do you mind helping me off with some these clothes? I am not shy and you have already seen all that I have to offer.” he said smiling at me. I blush, like a schoolgirl, but nod again and start to undress him. He has only one arm and bandages on his chest to shoulder so how could I refuse. This is gonna be fun, even if he can’t return the favor as of now. I going to get my eye’s full anyway. It’s not easy getting the shirt off. He winces a little while removing the sleeve. I try to be as careful as possible.







“It’s OK, Love, my pills are just wearing off and I am not ready to take anymore now.” he said.







He moves closer to me wrapping his good arm around me. He takes in a breath that seems to calm him.







“You are all the medicine I need right now” he tells me. Pulling me closer to him a little rough, he kisses my neck, then my cheek, then my eye, then my mouth. He stays there exploring inside with his tongue. I take advantage myself exploring inside his. He smells my hair, and lets out a long sigh.







“Yes, I want to make love to you now, but it will have to wait till I am able to use both my arms. I want to show you how a woman is supposed to feel and how I can please you. We have other ways to feel for now, and I plan to take full advantage of that. I hope you will too” He breathes into my ear.







Oh, God, does he realize how good he is at talking to women? I am aroused just with his words. I move back slightly to finish undressing him. I will not refuse myself either a first peek. His body is young, his skin taunt, his muscles are tight, not bad, and not bad at all.







My dreams did not give him the credit he deserves. I fight my emotions not to throw him down on the bed and fuck him, right there and right then. I feel shaky undoing his pants. He lets me take my time.







This is like unwrapping a present. It’s something you always wanted and you know it. Slowly I down his zipper. He stands there looking down at me. His eyes are changed. Ah, is that lust I see?







I pull his pants down, slowly from one hip down, then the other, and there he is just in his boxers. He stares at me, nothing needs to be said. His manhood is showing all I need to know. I have aroused him. Kneeling in front of him, I finish pulling his pant legs off, and he raises his legs one at a time helping me. Nothing needs to be said. We both know what we want. It’s in his eyes and mine, but I can’t, not yet.







I get up and tell him “Let me start the bath water, I’ll be right back. I walk towards the bathroom. Good thing there is a nice big garden tub. I lean over the tub to turn on the faucets. My mind is on the man in the other room. I add some soothing salts to the water and stir it. Not too much water, he is still bandaged; Just enough to wet him, Just enough to wet that gorgeous body that I’m going to get to bathe. My inner core starts to tickle, just enough to wet his nakedness and his cock. Will he let me bathe his body, his manhood, will he let me? When I rise up and turn, he is standing there.....naked.







I can see he is more than ready for much more than a bath. “Are you not going to join me?” he asks me.







“There is plenty room in there for both of us. It would please me much.” he says. You don’t have to ask me twice.







I start undressing with him watching. I undo each button slowly, teasing him. I remove my shirt and let it drop to the floor. Then I unzip my jeans for him. He has not taken his eyes off of me. Drinking it in with his eyes and I entertain him. Slowly I pull them from my hips; one then the other, a little hip sway doesn’t hurt either. I am standing there in panties and bra. He is staying at me still. Lust is full in his eyes.







“You are beautiful, much more than I have seen in my dreams. Come here” he says. I do as I’m told. He wraps his good arm around me and kisses me deeply. I return the kiss as best as I can. I am in heaven, here now with Steven.







He has undone my bra. Damn schoolboy thing, but I love it. It falls to the floor between us. He bends and kisses neck, my chest, my nipples, licking and sucking between each kiss. I am so aroused. Is this love or lust? I do not care or want to know. I return his kisses with several to his neck. I nibble his ear and suck at the tip. A little bite on the lope; He groans. His one good hand roams over my body and I do the same. I get to explore him more. I reach down and touch his cock. It’s already so hard and erect. My first instinct is to kneel down and enjoy him fully. It takes all my might not to do this, but I don’t. “Let’s get into to water” he says. His breathing is labored. He helps me remove my panties, kneeling on one leg in front of me. He kisses my hips on both sides, taking a little nibble there, then my goddess spot; A little tongue action just inside to get me aroused more; my one arm bandit, so sweet. I help him off the floor and then into the water first. He does not release my hand but pulls me in with him. We are standing now in the tub. It’s quite a large tub, plenty of room for both of us and more. He sits down pulling me to him. I sit between his legs.







He kisses me again, deeply, exploring my neck, my face, and my breasts. His breathing gets heavy. I can hear his heart beating fast as well as mine. I don’t know how much more I can take. My inner goddess is fighting with me. Fuck him! Fuck him now! She is saying. No, I tell her, slowly, he is hurt, I must be careful. I reach down and take his manhood in my hands. He doesn’t need any help in that location, but I like the feel of it. I stroke him with my hands, running my hands up and down his shaft. I want him so bad, but I hold back. I kiss his neck, his chest, I bite his nipple. Another sigh escapes his lips. This is so hot. I am so fucking hot, so full of lust for him and him for me.







I lower my head to enjoy his cock now. I look up to him to see if he is fine with this. He eyes are so full of lust now, I don’t have to ask. I take his manhood in my mouth, so sweet. I lick and suck up and down the shaft. He groans throwing his head back. He eyes are closed. I take him fully in my mouth.







This is not easy to do, he is quite large. I am enjoying myself and he is enjoying it too. I massage his balls with my other hand as I take him again all the way down. Pulling back up, sucking the whole way. He puts his hand on top of my head then. My one arm bandit. He wants more I see. I start to move up and down quicker, so sweet, and so delicious he is. I can’t get enough of him. He groans again and then he stops me. I look up at him again. Did I do this wrong? I question myself.







“No, love, I want to be inside you, I want to look into your eyes when we come together, please.” he said. I have no problem wanting to please him. I sit on top of him, straddled across his legs. I rest my arms on his shoulders, being so careful not to hurt him. His eyes are so full of lust. Mine are too. I don’t think he feels any pain right now, only wanting. I position myself above him and place him inside me as we look at each other’s eyes. He closes his for just a second, as I do mine. God, he is so huge but I take him inside me, all of him. I move slowly up and down, staring at his face, his eyes. He has one arm on my hip, helping guide me. I move again a little faster. I don’t know how long I can hold back.







He looks at me, deep inside my eyes to my soul. I do this also into his eyes. No words are needed. He kisses me hard then, his tongue is fervent inside my mouth. Going deeper and deeper, exploring all of me as I do him. I move quicker now, faster, up and down on his manhood. He moves his hips to meet me. I groan, tilting my head back. If there is a heaven on earth, we have both found it. I explode looking at his eyes; He groans and does the same. We are one, the both of us, for one second we are one. I stare at him, this man I am falling in love with. This man’s my savior, my love.







He wraps his arm around me and I do the same. We are still breathing hard. “Are you okay, “Did I hurt you?” I asked him.







“No my love, I am fine, better than fine, I just tasted heaven. This is so much better than our dreams. You find this once in a lifetime, Love and I plan to hold onto it as long as you let me. See, I told you we are meant to be together, forever and always.” he tells me.







Forever and always, he tells me. I feel the same but my past, my present haunts me. Forever, not sure. Always, I hope so. I plan to enjoy this feeling as long as I can, till he learns more of me and leaves.







I pick up the sponge and some liquid bath soap. I bathe him slowly. He sits there staring at me, smiling and watching. I rinse the soap off, he is still watching me. I wash his manhood. He just keep smiling and staring at me. He is getting aroused again, so I stop. He likes this as much as I do. I wet his hair and add some shampoo to lather up. He closes his eye while I rinse the shampoo out. I look at him then. This man that I am falling for, how can I leave now? I am torn, so torn.







I start to rise to get out of the tub and he grabs my arm. “No, Love, It’s my turn’ He says. I sit back down. “But you are hurt. We need to get you out of this water and re-bandaged.” I said.







“It can wait” he says. He takes the sponge from the side of the tub. I help him put the liquid soap on it, my one armed man. He rubs my chest, my arms, my legs, my back, my belly and my. I am aroused again. I look at him. He likes this. I kiss him and he returns the kiss, deeply. God!, this is too much. I can’t get enough of him. “We need to get you out of the water” I said smiling. He sighs, “Okay, your right.” he says. I rise to help him out. I wrap a towel around him. “Let me get this wet bandage off.” I said.







When I remove it, I see the real damage that is done to him. I was not ready.












Love
 
 is Hurt





His chest is black and blue. There is a huge hole that has been stitched up at the upper area above his right nipple and shoulder. It is so bad. He will have a scar. I want to cry for this man. Why would someone do this? I want to touch it but I am scared to.







“Does it hurt bad, Steven” I asked him.







“Yes, Love, but it will heal and I will be good as new.” he tells me.







“You will have a scar. “ I said.







“Doesn’t matter, Love, I would have taken another to keep you safe.” He says. His face is changed. Not a sad or happy, just a determined expression.







“For, me? I don’t understand.” I said confused.







“It is not for you to worry about anymore.” He said quickly, still with that determined face.







“I still don’t understand, not to worry about anymore. Someone hurt you over me? Who? You tell me now.” I demand. I look at him frantic. I would never want to cause someone pain for me. Who would want to hurt Steven over me? I barely have met anyone or know anyone that has known us together.







“Sit down, Love. I didn’t want to talk about this yet. It’s all taken care of. That shit is not gonna hurt you anymore” he said.







“You sit down; I need to bandage this wound. He added.







“And you’re going to tell me all of it now.” I said.







He does as I ask. I get the medical supplies I need and start to wrap his shoulder again. I look at his eyes. He seems to be reluctant to tell me. “Talk” I said.







“After I called you the other night about meeting me at the restaurant, I got a call to the front. I must say I was a bit distracted about us when I went up there. All I remember is seeing the back side of a gentleman, with black hair. I thought it was a gentleman. When he turned around, it was that shit I found at your apartment. I believe his name is Tom? Well, Next thing I see is a gun. I didn’t have time to think. I lunged towards him and the gun went off. That’s all I remember. I could hear people yelling, the front door bell, I passed out.” he said. I froze right in the middle of bandaging him. “Tom, did this to you? “ I asked.







“When I came to my senses I was looking at my brother Alfredo. He told me I was shot and in the ambulance. All I could think of was you. I warned Alfredo that he might be going for you next. Alfredo assured me he would make sure you were taken care of. I knew you would come to the hospital as soon as you found out, so Alfredo job was easier to do. Forgive me, Love, I had you followed from that point on, unless you were with me. Alfredo suggested the cabin to make it harder for him to get you. He is still out there, hidden. The police have looked for him at the condo, his business, even your place. He has not been found yet. I was just afraid, Love, that he is still so mad, he might try to kill you, as he tried with me. You must stay here with me as much as possible so I can protect you.” he finished.







Tears started to form in my eyes. I’m not sure how I can make this better.



“I am so sorry, Steven. This is my fault. I was trying to end my friendship with Tom. He never was this far out of his mind. We have been friends a long time. I never thought he would go so crazy on me. He needs help not jail. I am so sorry. This is all my fault.” I said, tears rolling down my cheeks.







He wipes my tears away with his handkerchief. “Love, you can’t take blame for all the craziness in this world. Jail is too good for him. If I hadn’t got to you, god knows what shape you would have been in. When I think what could have happened to you if I hadn’t showed up.” He closed his eyes and lets out a long slow breath.. “Thank God, I did! He would have been dead if anything had happen to you. I would have killed him myself!” Steven tells me. I can see the rage in his eyes.







“No, Steven, Don’t throw him in jail, he needs professional help. You don’t know his background like I do. He’s not like this. I enraged him. I was breaking it off and when he saw your card and the flowers, he just went berserk. Tom would not have hurt me; he just wanted me to love him. But, I couldn’t, not the way he wanted me to. I don’t believe he would have killed me.” I said.







“Stacey, I’m not backing down here. Love, he could have killed you. Don’t ask me to let him get away with this. He will get help, just after he is locked away for good. He will be charged with Kidnapping, Assault and attempted murder times two. I am not backing down, Love” He said.







“Then I guess I need to get him a good lawyer and some therapy as soon as possible.” I replied to Steven, looking in his eyes. I am in control but I am scared what he is going to say now. He looks at me with shock and hurt on his face. He takes my hand into his and kisses it. I feel the burn of his lips.



“You’re really going to do this aren’t you, Love.” he says.







“Yes, Tom needs help, not jail” I replied.







“Did we just have our first fight, Love? He looks into my eyes.







“I’m not backing down either, the bastard will go to jail for a long time, therapy or not.” I’m going to protect you whether you like it or not!” he says.












Many
 
 reasons to Love





I know I’m gonna have a battle now with Steven. Tom really needs professional help. I am determined to get this for him. He is my friend, crazy but my friend for a long time. I have no clue where to find him. He must be in hiding somewhere, so I think.







Steven is still attentive to me as before. This has not changed him. We eat together; bathe together, love together for another day. No more talk of Tom ever comes up. He tells me about the winter at his chalet home, skiing the slopes then sitting by the fire at night. He tells me about his time at the cabin.







This is his favorite place to be. The quiet is very relaxing. We sit by the lake every day and talk. I learned about this family, his love of music, art and the old ways from his country. He loves his restaurant so much. The recipes are from the old country. He has always loved to cook. I had that special treat from him. He now helps me in the kitchen to prepare our meals. We are happy and I smile a lot. I dream of him, think of him all the time.







That night, we make love again in his bed. His attention to detail is amazing. Even with one arm, he can give me so much pleasure. I can’t get enough of him or him of me. His kisses to my body are like burning fire. I have never had so much pleasure from one man in my life. He warms me up with kisses to every part of me, speaking in Italian and calling me “My Love” brings me to new erotic heights. That tongue, in my most intimate places, flicking and sucking bring me to climax so quickly. I have so many that I lose count. My breasts, my thighs are on fire. I can’t get enough.







I return my passion to him also. I find new spots that really turn him on. His ears are so amazing to suck on and he likes it. His nipples are so erect from my exploring with my tongue, sucking gently to arousal. I nibble and take small bites down his chest, being careful not to hurt him. I find that inside his thigh is a new spot of pleasure. I lick and kiss and suck him on both thighs. His eyes are so full of lust.







Slowly I move my tongue up and down his shaft, looking into his face. He groans and throws his head back when I take him into my mouth. I can take all of him, fully erect. He grabs my head again and pushes it down slowly.







His breathing is heavy as is mine. I am not done. I kiss his belly, suck on his bellybutton. I mount him now facing him. He gently guides me holding my hips. “Love, look at me” he says. I lower myself on him while looking into his eyes. I can feel the sweet hotness of him. His eyes close for a second. When he looks at me again, I can see his lust. I am falling for this man, falling to hard and too fast. I move up and down slowly at first then faster. He returns the rhythm with his hips. We stare at each other, breathing heavily, looking into each other’s eyes. So full of lust, sweat, heaven again. I throw my head back as we come together. He groans my name in my ear. “My Stacey, My sweet love” he says. We are spent, together in each other arms. He strokes my hair, my face. We fall asleep wrap around each other, together.







I dream of our lovemaking. I seem to be falling for him. I am content with this man. I finally found a reason to be happy. Will he accept me as I am? I am smiling in my dreams and he is too. We walk together in the forest holding hands. He stops and kisses me hungrily. I return with the same hunger. Our tongues are intertwined as one together, exploring each other fully. I want more and more. We bath in the lake naked together. He makes love to me there again. I am wrapped around him so tightly.







He is such a sweet lover. He knows my body fully now. As I do his. He is like a drug to me. I can’t get enough.







I wake to this wonderful man beside me, wrap around me, holding me tightly. I don’t want to move while in his arms. I am so content there. But, I must. I slowly unwrap his arms from my waist. Being as quiet as a mouse I get out of bed and head for the shower. The water is so warm against my skin. I think of our times together while bathing. I can’t stop smiling. I am falling in love, again. I pray it’s for the last time and forever.







Will he understand my lifestyle? Can I change and be with just him? I am worried what he will think of things I’ve already done. Stop it, Stacey! my inner voice tells me. Stop worrying so much. Just live for this moment, for now. Enjoy this happiness as long as you can. Until it ends......







I finish showering and wrap myself in a towel. I check on him and he is still sleeping. I must have worn him out last night. He-he. I smiled again. Down the stairs I head to make some coffee. I am so comfortable in his house. It’s like I’ve always been here. The coffee’s smell is intoxicating. I wish the coffee tasted as good as it smells. I make a cup and head outside to sit on the porch. It’s so peaceful here. Just me, the lake, and forest sounds. I close my eyes to drink it all in, smelling my coffee.







“Enjoying the view again I see, Love?” Steven said. He wraps his good arm around me, kissing to top of my head. “I am enjoying my view too, Love. I can’t stop watching you. Even when you’re gone, I see you here. You are in my dreams, my thoughts all the time. We are meant to be together, Love. I want us to be together forever. I won’t push the issue, but I want you with me all the time. We could live here or at the chalet, doesn’t matter, as long as you’re with me. I want you to think about it, no hurry just think about it, please Love? It would make me so happy to have you here all the time.” he said.







I turn and look at this man, the one thing that makes me happy. The one person I am falling for. His eyes tell me he means whatever he is saying. The one person that calls me Love. Does he love me? He has never said the words, but then again neither have I. At least not to him. This is a lot to think about. This would be a major change and I would have to come clean to him about me. Is he ready to accept my lifestyle or am I ready for a change. Still, I have to tell him who I really am. But, not today, not yet. “I will think about it” I told him, smiling.
















Fixi
 
 ng a Lost Love





We have a small breakfast on the porch. He is so happy, always smiling at me; Small kisses to my neck as he passes to get more coffee. I am drowning in contentment. But, back to reality I must go. As much as I love this dream world we have made for each other, I have to take care of Tom.







The nurse comes daily to change his bandages and has him do a little therapy with his arm. He is still sore as hell and bending is a problem. He tells her that I am all the therapy he needs. So sweet this man, I don’t want to lose him, but I need to get home to help Tom.







I have to get home to my phone book to find Tom. “I need to go home for the day, Steven, just to catch up with business and things. I won’t be long.” I said to Steven. “I’ll go with you. We can run by the restaurant for lunch and a visit. I need to get out of here myself.” he tells me. I know what he’s doing. Trying to watch over me, and watch what I do also I’m afraid.







“Okay, want me to drop you there on my way home, and then I can come back for lunch.” I said with a smile.







“I think I should go with you to the apartment first, just to check it out again, but it’s your call, Love” he said.







“Well, I have security so, I think I will be fine. I am not sure how long I’ll be, so let me drop you at the restaurant and meet you later okay?” I replied. I can tell he is not happy with this but I need alone time to track down Tom and answer some messages that are private.







“If you must, I will call Alfredo to plan my visit.” He said and continued,







“We drive into town in my car, and you know I only want to protect you, just to make sure your safe. I am not planning to interfere in your life, Love.”







“I know you mean well, Steven, but I’m okay with being in the apartment alone. I promise I will not be long.” I said.







He is quiet on the trip to the restaurant, planning something I’m sure.







When we arrive at the restaurant, Alfredo meets us at the car. He is smiling and happy to see Steven out for a change.







“Thank you, Stacey, for bringing him for a visit. He loves this place so much. I will make sure he behaves himself.” Alfredo said. I return his smile and told him, “I‘m sure you will have to keep him an eye on him. He is been good so far but you know him better than me” I said.







Steven is not happy with me at all. I can tell the way he is so quiet. He comes over to my side of the car and gives me a one armed hug.







“Be safe, love, for me, please” Steven whispers in my ear; A small kiss goodbye to my forehead, then my hand and walks away.







“I will be here in few hours to have lunch with you, I promise.” I said.







As I pull away, he watches me go. I feel like I just left my heart behind with him. He has really gotten to me. I am so scared now, that I may lose him. Am I falling for this man, this wonderful person that has come into my life? It’s gonna hurt when he leaves me because of my lifestyle, and I know it. Keeping things from him is killing me, but I’m not sure that I am ready to commit fully to one person. It is a little scary coming back to my home. Memories of Tom and me being tied coming flooding back.







He needs help, and all will be better for him. My flowers are wilted and I remove them to the trash. The card is still on the floor and I pick it up. Dearest Steven, so sweet, so intoxicating. I can smell his cologne on me still. Such a good lover and yes he knows women well. Our lovemaking is so erotic and electric even with one arm, he knows what please me. The memory of our time together last night come back to make me smile.







My phone is full of messages as is my email. I reply to as many as possible with short answers to get thru them. Natasha is having difficult time with tending to my clients and her business. I need to reschedule Baby Daddy and the Attorney. Karl is having another meltdown, so I call him and leave a message that I can see him tomorrow. They want me and not her. She is so sorry she could not help me with that. I arrange another appointment with them for next week, and promise a special treat. They are happy to hear from me again. I still have to do the radio spot in 2 days, so I call to make sure they still need me. How am I gonna work that out with seeing Steven at the cabin and doing my job. Well, he knows that I do the radio spot, so maybe I can do it from the cabin.







I call Natasha to let her know that I have rescheduled my clients. “Girl, so glad you called. Is Steven doing okay?” she asked.







“He’s coming along. It’s going to take a while to get full use of his arm back. I must tell you who did this to him. It was Tom. I need to find him now to get him some help. Steven wants to put him away in jail.” I said.







“Well, Stacey, I must agree with Steven. Some people are beyond help and he has been stalking you for a while now. That is why I never mix business with pleasure myself. A clean break is my motto, Tom is lucky to have you and you wanting to help him.” she said.







“If you see him or hear where he could be, please let me know.” I said.







“Sure thing and I will see what I can do to help you find him. He is probably hold up somewhere and scared shitless right now.” she said. I hang up with a promise to call back in a few days and meet for lunch to catch up.







I go thru my notes on Tom to see if I have a clue where to start to look. First I call the condo and leave a message for him to contact me on my private line. I let him know I’m not mad but we need to get this straighten out soon. What he did was wrong and I am still his friend but he needs to get some help. I call his cell also, but it just rings and never picks up. Not a good sign.







Karl rings back all upset. “Natasha told me what happened to you, Mam!” Are you okay? I need to see you for a session, but I can come right now if you need me” “he said.







“No Karl, I’m fine, just if you hear from Tom I need to see him. We need to get him some help. He is in a lot of trouble right now and I’m worried he will do something stupid.” I said.







“I will get my feelers out. We’ll find him. Don’t worry. I knew he was obsessed with you, but I thought he would get better when he started dating again. Have you tried Peg? He might be with her.” Karl said. I didn’t think about that.



“No, Tom said she broke it off with him, but maybe she took him in. I don’t have a number for her. Can you try to find out for me” I asked him.







“No problem, I know where she lives. I kinda helped introduce them. Let me see if I can find out something and I’ll call you back as soon as I see her.” He said.







“Karl, he maybe a little unstable so be careful.” I said. He agrees to be careful and we hang up. Okay, that is a good start.








Thi
 
 s is Gonna Hurt





I get ready for my lunch with Steven. The time has come to let him know some of my life. I have to work and earn my own money. I promised myself that I would always be independent after my first marriage failed. I cannot give up this completely, so I must talk to him about some of it at least. Today is as good as any I guess.







When I arrive at the restaurant he is busy talking in Italian with Alfredo. Something is off. He is mad and shaking his hand and pointing at Alfredo. Alfredo is rubbing his neck and looks at me. When Steven sees me his mood changes quickly. He walks over to me smiling and giving me a kiss.







“Hello, Love, How was your morning?” he said.







“Very productive, are you enjoying being back at the restaurant?” I asked him.







“Aw, yes, but Alfredo is fully capable of handling things.” he said.







“Come, let’s have a bite. I have something special being prepared for us.” he tells me. Steven leads me to the back room, to the same place he was sitting in when I first saw him. Just think what if I hadn’t looked back here that day with Tom. Would we have ever met?







He says something in Italian to the waiter and he hurries off to fetch whatever Steven has asked for. Steven reaches down and takes my hand. He kisses the top again, leaving that burning feeling on it. Will I ever get use to this man’s touch? I smile at him.







“So, have you thought about moving in with me, Love?” he asked. Shit, here we go, I feel the pain start.







“Steven, we need to talk about this. You said no hurry. As much as I love your company, I need my private time too. This is something we really need to talk about. We need to talk about me.” I said, looking into his eyes. I can tell already from his eyes that he is concerned.







The waiter returns with wine glasses, a wine bottle and some bread sticks. He places them on the table.







Steven is staring at me the whole time holding my hand. The waiter opens the wine and pours into Steven’s glass. He is still watching me. He takes a sip, nods his head yes and the waiter pours the wine into both our glasses, then leaves. He is waiting for me to speak. This is gonna hurt and I know it.







I take a deep breath.







“Steven, listen, I have a certain lifestyle, one you don’t know everything about. You already know about the talk show. You’ve told me you called in before, but there is more you don’t know.” His eyes never leave mine. He is still holding my hand. This is harder than I thought. How much do I tell him? I need to come clean but I don’t want to lose him yet.







“Yes, Love. I know about the talk show, I listen to you every night just to hear your voice. If that is what concerns you? I have no problem with it. I know you can do that from home, any home.” he said. Shit, he is not going to make this easy for me. He must know more than he is telling me.







“Well, there’s more.” I said. Breathe girl, I tell myself.







“Steven, I have clients also, Clients that I help with their needs; More of a one on one basis. It’s how I earn my living. When I was divorced, it was a struggle for me in many ways. I wanted nothing to do with loving anyone. I wanted to keep my distance from all of that kind of life. But, I had to earn a living. A very good friend taught me how to do that. I learned a way to earn money by helping people with special needs. Ones I could fill without getting close. These clients need me for private sessions. I need my privacy to do this and they depend on my discretion. It’s very important to them and me.” He is still holding my hand. Is that a good sign?







“Okay, so you have a studio or something they come to, not a problem. You could go back and forth from any of my homes to do that.” he said. He is still looking at me, but I see his brow is furrowed.







“Steven, I do have a studio, and yes I go to some of them. They are very private also. I am careful who I choose to have as clients. I don’t think you understand what it is I actually do.” I said







“You help people work out their sexual needs. There is nothing wrong with that. You’re very good in bed” he smiles at me then, “so I can see why you chose that field of work. I’m sure you help many people work out their sexuality desires and how to please others. A sex therapist is an important career.” he says.







“If you’re trying to tell me about you having a fetish yourself, I already know that too, from the talk show, remember. I asked if you would be the one getting spanked, instead of spanking someone. We have not tried that yet, but I think I know what you like.” He smiles. “And we have shared a dream too” Another smile but full of lust.







Okay, now I’m in shock. Well, here goes all of it.







“So you understand what I do. I am a Dominatrix; I help people with their fetish fantasies. I dress up, spank, handcuffing, bondage, feathering, special request. No penetration sex, just fetish, dresses up and bondage and you don’t have a problem with that.” I asked him again in shock.







He smiles and kisses my hand. “No Love. As long as I am the only one you actually have sex with, there is not a problem. Give me some credit too, Love. I have known all about you for a long time. Your night talk shows are the hit of my evenings, especially in my dreams.” he tells me with a smile, “And you already know about my special playroom. You've only been there in a dream but I want that to change. I have my own sexual desires and fantasies. I want to show them to you and please your own desires too. So, what is the problem with you moving in with me?” he asked.








My Lu
 
 st or Love





I am in shock. Did he just tell me that it was okay to keep my clients? I stare at him blankly for a minute. This man that I am truly falling for has just said I can keep my income and still have him for my own. I don’t think I can find the right words to say how happy I am right now.







“Steven, Are you sure? Some of the request gets really kinky. It’s not just dress up. I want you to completely understand what it is I do.” I asked him.







“I fully understand and I don’t see the problem. I have been around awhile and know a lot about fetishes and fantasy fulfillment. I have told you, I have had many loves, but not many lovers, remember? I am very particular who I sleep with. You are the first in a very long time I have chosen to be with sexually, so, is that the only problem you were concerned with? Anything can be worked out for both our enjoyments, Love” he said. Then he does that smile I love so dearly.







Wait a minute. He knows about fetishes and fantasies. Okay, I get that but how? Does he have his own or does he please others also. I must ask.







“When you say you know of this, do you mean for your own enjoyment or as in pleasing others like I do?” I asked.







“I don’t get paid, if that is what you mean. I do have my own fetishes that I am sure you will discover soon, but yes I have pleased others in the past.” he said. “Now I have my own questions to ask you, Love. Do you have any subs now? I know Tom was one at another time, but are there others?” he asked me with no change to his facial expression.







This will probably be the deal breaker. I can feel the hurt building inside me already. “I have one. I see him once a week but no sex. We are more friends but he does have a bondage spanking fetish that I take pleasure in helping him with.” I said honestly as honesty is best at this point.







“I won’t ask anything of you except you won’t have any sex with him. And in return I will keep myself for only you.” he said.







“What do you mean, Steven? Do you have someone also?” I asked.







“Yes, I do have one, but as you say no sex, just a fetish desire that I fulfill for her.” he said.







Why did I just feel the green eyed monster rising up my throat? And why would I want to make demands on Steven that I can’t keep myself.







“May I ask her name?” I asked a little jealous.







“I think its best we don’t speak of names. I will trust you and I hope you trust me. I know you are probably close to your sub as I am mine. So trust is the issue here. Can you trust me?” he asked.







I think for a minute. Why should I not trust him? He is willing to trust me. This is all so new. I can have my cake and eat it to. Well, there is a first time for everything. “Okay, I will trust you and you trust me too.” I said.







“That’s my girl! Please come and live with me. We are meant to be together as I told you before.” he says. I nod my head, Steven rises and comes around to my side of the table and wraps his arms around me and kisses me deeply and my legs feel like jelly. Our breathing is labored and he whispers in my ear, “Oh My Love, Stacey. You have made me the happiest man. This life of ours will be written about in history. We will have stories for many generations to come.”







I am not too sure........I will keep my apartment just in case.









 Dream comes true?





I move into the cabin with Steven. This is not something that I take lightly. I have fallen for this man too fast, to hard and I know it. We will last or will we fall?







Our weeks of togetherness continues, I go and see my clients, do my talk shows from his home and have time with my sub at my apartment. He tends to his restaurant and sees his sub while I’m gone. We make sure not to talk about each other’s sub business. The nights are filled with just us. We cook together, bathe together, love together. No love is spoken just our lust is filled.







“Get up off your knees. You’ve been a bad boy this week and need your spanking.” I said to Karl.







Our session today is the normal. Drinks, talk about his love affairs, then the bondage. Karl enjoys being tied and handcuffed, hanging from the ceiling and spanked. His pain tolerance is stronger now. It takes me longer for him to give the secret word. I never leave permanent marks, but the redness is brighter today.







“Are you going to be good now? I would hate to have to chain you and use my strap on that pretty ass of yours.” I said.







“Yes, mistress, I will be good, I promise.” Karl is finally done.







Karl is noticing my glow. “Stacey Mam, you look different. What have you done? New haircut or color?” he asked.







“I’m just more settled, Karl.” I said with a smile.







“No, there is something, give it up. Wait! I know are you in love?” he asked all excited. I just smiled and keep my thoughts to myself.







“Next week?” I said ignoring his questions.







Tom has not been found. Karl tried all he could but we still don’t know where he’s hiding out.







“He will turn up at your doorstep, mam. Don’t worry about him. You just be happy.” Karl tells me before he leaves.







My talk shows are three nights a week now. Steven allows me to share his study for privacy. Tonight’s show was more for the fetish crowd. Wife swappers, Nipple wax dripping, and the like. I was pretty beat by the end of my session. When I emerge from the study, Steven is waiting with a fire lit, candles and drinks.







He only has his blue jeans on. His hair is messy and I can’t stop staring at him. God, he looks good.







“Come here, Love! I have something special for you this evening.” he tells me. I still catch my breath when I look at him. Will I ever get use to this? I can’t get enough of him. It’s not just the sex, but something else. I want more.







I do as he bids me. He takes my hand and seats us on the couch in front of the fire. “So, this special treat of yours, do I get to guess?” I asked him smiling.







“Well, have your drink first, Love. Then I think it’s time for us to play.” He said. I look up at him while sipping my drink.







“Play” I asked.







“I have something to show you after you finish your drink.” he replied.







He takes my hand and we walk to the other end of the hall from our bedroom. I know of the locked door at the end. I have never been in it. I respect his privacy there. He unlocks the door and opens it.







“This is my domain; my playroom. I think it’s time we shared it” he said. I look around to see four poster beds with purple sheets in the center of the room. There are straps on the posters. The room does not have much light. To the right wall is a bureau with drawers. Beside the bureau is a hanging all the usual tools of the trade, straps, whips, crops, silk scarves and ties, rope, and a leather strap.







I remember it from my dream. I don’t know why, but I get turned on just thinking about that dream. I never have mentioned this to Steven, but I think he picked up on it earlier in a conversation I was having with Natasha. I smile at him.







“And just what did you have in mind?” I asked.







“Well, since you have pleased me so much this last few weeks, I think it’s my turn to please you.” Steven replied. He walks over to the dresser and takes out a box.







“A present for you, Love” He says handing it to me. I open it to find a sheer black corset with garter, belt and silk stockings.







“Are you sure this is for me or more for you? And what no panties?” I asked smiling at him.







“Well, both of us. The thought of you wearing this for me, Go change Love” he said.







That mischievous smile of his makes me weak and I can’t resist him. Oh, this is gonna be good. When I return wearing my new corset garter stocking combo, Steven is already set the mood for us. Candles are everywhere and music is playing. He is standing by the bed waiting for me. I walk toward him feeling a little scared. Yes, we had this in my dream but now in real life I am a little worried. Steven has his hand out waiting for me to take it. He is smiling while looking at me. I want to please him so much. Steven kisses me so tenderly and I lose my breath. He wraps his arms around me and hugs me so tightly. Then he whispers in my ear, “Love, You must trust me. We have been here before in our dreams. I will not hurt you. This is for both our enjoyments. I so want to make you happy and I can if you let me. I have so much to show you. Please Love, Trust me?” he said almost pleading. How can I say no to this man? I have to trust him. This feeling I have has been a long time coming for another man. I love him.







He plants small kisses to my face, neck and shoulders from behind. I am already turned on. He nibbles on my ear and whispers, “Ho voglia di te di, My Love. voglio tenerti vicina a me , My Stacey. ll tuo  tutto per me.” His breath is hot against my neck. I don’t know what he said, but I’m so turned on by his words in Italian. Then he slaps my ass hard. “Ouch! That hurt, but not too bad” I said in surprise. He moves to the front of me and kisses the top of my breasts, moving from one side to the other.







I wrap my arms around him. He shakes his head no, taking my arms away. “No my love, this is all for you. Lay down for me. Then he ties my wrist to the bedpost. Smiling he pulls a blindfold out of his back pocket; he hides my eyes from his sight. Oh, God! Trust him, my inner goddess says to me.







Steven takes my feet in his hand and kisses them. He gets in between my legs, placing them of each side of him. My inner goddess is in heaven right now. She is smiling. I am already so wet, just from his talk and kisses. He kisses then bites my ankles, my calves, moving from one leg to the other, slowly moving up to my thigh. He kisses my stomach, lingering at my belly button with his tongue. His hands are roaming down my hips, thighs, then under my ass. He pauses there a moment. I know he’s smiling that lusty way he smiles. I can feel it. Then he starts to kiss, lick, and nibbles my, oh god, my pleasure parts.







I can’t help but squirm. His hands under my ass hold me in place. I am so close to.. .then he stops. “No Love, I’m not near done yet.” he says.







Steven straddles my center then. He starts to undo the front of the corset. He kisses and licks every single open area that he undoes the clasps from. There are many of them. Every so often he blows warm air there after he kisses and licks. I am so hot, so ready by the time he finishes. God, Fuck me, shit! He opens the corset completely, exposing me fully to his eyes.







“God, Love you are so beautiful. I could eat you.” he said. Then he sucks and bites on my nipples that are already hard. He undoes the garter straps, one at a time, kissing my thighs. Moving up toward my breasts; again that sucking and nibbling to my nipples. How much more can I take.







He then kisses my mouth. Deeply, reaching with his tongue. He is so hot and ready to. I can feel him thru his jeans. I pull the straps on my wrist. I want to touch him, to wraps my arms around him. “Let me go” I tell him in between the kissing. “No Love, this is all for you. I will not let you go. I am in control here and I am not done yet.” he tells me through his hot lusty breath. He sits up and undoes his pants. I can hear the zipper coming down. Finally, Damn Time! I say to myself. He gets off the bed and removes his jeans.







He gets between my legs again, spreading my legs around his waist. He goes back to my inner pleasure part, this time deeper, stronger, probing with his tongue, massaging with his lips, biting with his teeth my clitoris. Oh My God! Pain but not bad. I am so ready now. His hands pull my ass off the bed so he can get deeper into me. He flicks his tongue in and out of my most private area, so quickly, and then he bites my clitoris again, just a nibble but oh my, the pleasure I am feeling. I can’t help but have another orgasm, so many times. Oh My God!





Then he is on top of me, inside me. Thrusting hard with so much force, we come together. He calls my name as he comes. I moan in ecstasy. God, this is so hot. We are spent. Both of us are breathing hard. He leans down and kisses me again, whispering those words again. Now he unties me and takes the blindfold off.. My arms are so weak at this point; I just wrap them around him. He rolls me over on top of him, and slaps my ass hard. Ouch! I look up at him. “What was that for?” I asked.







“That cute ass is mine, so I don’t have to have a reason.” he replied with a mischievous smile. We lay together for a while. There is no talking, just cuddling till we fall asleep.







My mind wonders if he does any of this with his sub. “Stop it!” My inner goddess says, don’t ruin the moment.












Wi
 
 th Love is Pain





I can’t stop smiling. What has this man done to me? Natasha is staring at me across the table. “Girlfriend, I think he is getting to you. Your face is all glowing. Come on, spill it” she said. I smile bigger.







“Oh Natasha, I’m so happy. He understands my needs and wants. Steven doesn’t care that I want to keep my clients and earn my own money. This can’t be real! I’m waiting for this bomb to drop.” I said.







“Stacey, if anyone deserves to be happy, it’s you. Stop worrying so much. Just enjoy what you have. I’m so jealous! You lucky girl” she said.







The attorney is in a sour mood today. He wants extra punishment; must have lost a case. I give him what he wants, but I’m not enjoying this. This is gonna hurt, I think to myself. Candle wax on the nipples can be stimulating, but with nipples and genital clamps, not so much.. It burns him. I can see his face wrinkles up when the wax hits. “You are worthless piece of shit, aren’t you? You will do better next time or the pain will be stronger!” I said to him. He shakes his head. There is always a safe word and he never uses it. So I continue.







Baby Daddy is crying again. Wife is seeing another. I am not a psychologist. I suggest him seeing someone I know. These sessions are not helping him but I continue with the powder and diaper as he ask. After all, wife is paying for it.







Karl is in good spirit. Has a new crush and is not coming tonight. I get a free night with Steven. I decide to shower and change at the apartment before heading out to the cabin. The drive is not long but I enjoy it. I still smile all the time.







There is a car at the cabin that I know. It’s Alfredo’s wife’s car. I wonder what she is doing here. She doesn’t like me and she shows it on her face every time we meet. Well, I live here now, so I go in to the house. There is music playing when I enter, but Steven is nowhere in the lower floor or Maria. I go to the bar and fix myself a drink. There are two glasses that have been used there. I guess Maria and Steven had a drink or maybe it’s Alfredo in her car. Wonder where they are? I decide to go upstairs to see if Steven borrowed her car to get home. He’s not in the bedroom or the study. Then I hear a sound coming from the end of the hall.







I smile thinking Steven is setting up another night of play. This time I am going to demand I have control. I can show him a thing or two also. I start to plan my strategy while walking toward the door.







“I don’t like her living here! It’s enough I have to share you with her, but she is under your roof now. I don’t like it, Steven” I heard Maria saying it to Steven. I froze. What did I just hear?



“Maria, I have no ties to you but this one. Can I not be happy for once? You know how I feel about her. I have made it perfectly clear to you. It was part of the agreement between us or have you forgotten. If you have a problem with it, then we can stop seeing each other now.” Steven said.







My heart sinks to my knees. What knees, I am jello. Hurt, Pain, Shock come to the surface. When will I learn? I start to tear up and back away from the door. Why do I do this to myself over and over? All the memories of my previous life comes back to haunt me. Like a slap in the face, back to the surface they come. The tears are coming out now and I can’t stop them. Why would I ever think to trust another man? I got to get out of here.







As I turn to leave the door opens. Maria is standing there looking at me and she starts to smile, or is that a smirk. Steven is standing behind her. He is looking past her at me. Move girl, my inner goddess screams at me!







“Stacey, Let me explain” Steven says but I am not listening. I am backing away slowly. My feet feel tangled in deep mud. I am shaking my head no. He tries to come around Maria, but she doesn’t move. Maria is smirking and folds her arms across her chest. She is enjoying this.







Finally, I get my wits and turn around to leave. I almost run down the stairs to the front door. “Stacey, Wait! Let me explain!” I hear Steven shouting.



“Let her go, Steven” Maria shouting at Steven. I ran out the door to my car as fast as I can. Tears are falling now. I can hardly see. I start the car and pull out just as Steven comes out the door running. I see him in the rear view mirror.







“I loved you. Why would you hurt me so?” I Mumbled. I am not here anymore.












Why
 
 Me Again





I don’t remember how I got home. I made it to the apartment by a miracle. I am crying so hard I can’t even see. I lock the door tightly shut. I lay on the bed fully dressed. I am numb again. I am not here. The phone is ringing but I won’t answer it. Fuck all of them! I am not here anymore. I can go so deep inside myself and stay there for days; that dark deep void so black with no light. No pain there, no anger, no nothing, just me alone. This is my place now. For a long time I will stay this time. Maybe I will gather my thoughts back, get myself back again eventually I hope. I finally fall asleep.







Someone is banging on the door. I don’t answer it. Go away, I said to myself. I roll over and go back to sleep. The black void again, my safe place I stay. Sleep is best for now. I don’t have to think yet. My dreams invade me. I see Steven saying those words in Italian again, kissing me, and holding me. I push him away. I see Maria smirking again. I want to slap the bitch. Go away! I dream of our first bath together, how much I tried not to hurt him. The water is nice and warm. Our love making so sweet. I get up and run. I see his face again. He is talking to me, but I don’t hear what he is saying. His face is in pain. He is calling me his love again. Tears start falling again.







“Please go away” I finally said to him. “Stacey, Love let me explain to you. It’s not what you are thinking.” He said.







“No Steven, go away!” I said again. I roll over and sleep. Yes, the black void is back. I smile to myself. My friend, my love now, keep me here for a long time.







“Stacey, wake up. You need to eat something.” I hear Natasha say. “What? “ I asked annoyed.







“You need to sit up girl and eat. Just a little okay?” she said. I sit up and look at her. “Dam, you look bad!” she said.







“Thanks a lot” I replied. She hands me a cup of tea and I drink. I don’t really care what it is; just I know I’m thirsty. The tea is wonderful. I didn’t realize how much I need it. Natasha sits a tray in front of me with a bowl of soup and bread.







“Here try to eat a little, Stacey” she said. I just stare at it. I really don’t want it but I know Natasha will force feed me if I don’t try. I pick up the spoon and take a taste. Potato soup, its yum, I take another sip. I made this for Steven when he was recuperating; that first night in the cabin after he was shot. Tears start rolling again. I sit the spoon down.







“Oh, Stacey, I ‘m so sorry”, Natasha hugs me while I was weeping. I hate this part. The uncontrollable crying, she just sits there hugging me, rocking me while I cry. “Get it out, girl. You will feel better soon.” she says. So I cry and cry. Finally it stops. She removes the tray and I lay down again and sleep comes.







I am in the dark, my special place I need to be now. Faces of Karl, Natasha, Maria, Tom and Steven visit; but they soon all leave but Steven’s. He is speaking to me again. I shake my head no again. “I’m not leaving till you let me speak to you, Stacey. Don’t throw us away. Give me a chance to explain, please Love. It’s not what you think. Maria is just an old sub. We don’t have sex. For god sake, Alfredo pays for the session. He knows all about them. She is a vindictive fetish bitch. Alfredo can’t handle her so I do no more than you have told me you do. I take care of her fetish. She is into pain and a lot of it. That is it. She is just jealous of us. Come back to me, Love” He said.







I hear what he says but can’t comprehend it. She is an old sub?







“What do you mean sub?” I asked. Steven smiles in my head.







“I had clients in Italy. That is how I made most of my money to come to America and open my restaurant. She followed me over here later and remained just a client. She likes to be spanked, cuffed and other things. One day she met Alfredo and they fell in love and got married. He can’t handle her fetish so he pays for it to be done to please her. He keeps a watchful eye on her, but he loves her. He was here with us. You left so quickly I would have explained it you.” he tells me.







I wake up......







I feel like shit. What did I just dream? I get up slowly. How long was I out? My room and the whole apartment were full of flowers. The same colors from when Steven sent them before. There were cards in all of them. Natasha is such a peach. She probably put them in the vases around for me. I pull one of the cards from the holder.







Love, Let me explain. Don’t throw us away



D



and another, Love, Come back to me. D







I pull another from the holder. Love, Don’t Throw this Love away D







All of them have something different on the card and all are from Steven. There are five all together. I guess I was really out of it.







I go to the bathroom and take a long hot bath. I need to think. Was what Steven saying in my dream true? Did I over react? I need to think about this. Why would she follow him to America? Wait, this was a dream, so maybe it’s just my own imagination playing a trick on me. Stop it, Stacey. He just got caught, that is all. Keep your sanity girl. My inner goddess is pissed off.







I get dressed and check my messages, it’s full of Steven and Karl and Natasha. Steven sounds terrible. He wants to speak to me, just to explain more. Maybe my dream was real. Karl needs to see me as soon as possible. Natasha is just letting me know she is coming by every day to check on me. Go old Natasha, I owe her big time. But, how did she know I needed her? I must call.







“You sound better, Stacey. Sleep is the best thing, girlie.” she said.







“I’m better now, thanks Natasha, but who told you I was in need?” I asked.







“Well, I’m not supposed to tell you, but Alfredo called me and said that Steven wanted me to check on you. I know it sounds strange but he explained what happened at the cabin and asked me to make sure you were alright. They didn't seem to know you kept your apartment. I didn’t tell them either so your secret is safe with me” she said. “Thanks again, Natasha. I’m gonna be fine. I’ll sort this all out eventually.” I said. We hang up and she agrees to come by tomorrow just in case I have a relapse.








Dealin
 
 g with It





I call Karl’s number and leave a message. He never answers but always calls back. I get dressed for the first time in a week at least. The phone rings as I am making some tea. “Hello, Karl? “ I said when the phone is answered.







“No, mam, It’s ….It’s Tom, mam” said the caller. I just stare at the phone for a minute.







“Tom, is that you?” I asked. He starts to cry.







“Mam, I am so sorry. I don’t know what happened to me. I was so jealous of you being with someone else. I lost it, Stacey. I just lost it totally. I know you don’t want to see me again, but I had to call to apologize to you. You don’t deserve what I did to you. I am so sorry! I wouldn't have called but Karl said to.” he said.







“Tom you have bigger problems than me right now. I want you to turn yourself in to the police. I will meet you down there. I can help you. You need to get some help with this charge against you. Meet me at the police station now.” I said.







“But, I don’t want to go to jail, Stacey. I know I need help but, they will throw away the key.” Tom said almost panicking.



“No, Tom they won’t. I will call a good attorney for you and yes you will probably have to do some time, but it is better that you turn yourself in than if they find you. You can’t run forever and you know it. Let’s meet down there now” I said.







“You promise you will be there? I can do it if you are there. I know I did wrong and I have to pay, but promise you will be there for me, please mam. I don’t deserve you and I have to make this up to you, somehow.” he pleads.







“Yes, Tom I will be there. Meet me across the street say in 30 minutes.” I said.







He agrees and hangs up. I call a good liable attorney friend and I think you know who I called. Tom is where I told him to be. He looks like warmed over death. From what he tells me he just kept moving around from place to place, hiding. Finally he ran out of money and had to do something. My friend meets us and goes into the police station with Tom. He is aware of the charges and the consequences he might get. He just stares at me the whole time they are talking. He keeps apologizing to me. My friend tells him he is lucky to have me as a friend. I don’t tell the attorney of the things Tom did to me. There is enough against Tom already. I wish him luck and promise to come see him later during visiting hours. Now to call a good shrink to visit him in jail.







I find someone through Natasha that we think will be able to help Tom. He specializes in fetish with emotional problems. Thank God for Natasha. She is a jack of all trades. We have lunch together at her private offices; same ones where she handles internet cybersex. We are in her office with the door shut having a sandwiches and salad.







“So, Stacey, you think that Steven is telling you the truth from your dream. I mean don’t get me wrong, sometimes I have had dreams and they were true. He did have Alfredo call me to check on you.” she said.







“Well, we have been able to do a lot of things through our dreams and they come true so I guess I could at least talk to him.” I said.







“And when are you going to make this happen?” she asked.







“Not today. I’m dealing with Tom today” I replied. We finish lunch with a promise to talk tomorrow. I thank her again and head out back to the apartment. She warns me to be careful and take small baby steps with my heart.







Back at the apartment the messages light is blinking. It’s Steven again.



“Love, please call me. I know you have the apartment still, but I will not come by unless you agree to see me. Don’t throw us away without letting me explain to you everything. We can work this out together. We are worth it, Stacey. I never intended to hurt you. I would not do that. You have to let me explain at least before you throw us away. Please, Love. Call me. Day or night I don’t care, My Love, Call please!” he begs in his message.







I am not ready to deal with Steven. I will call him later tonight. I am too exhausted right now so I decide to take a nap. Then the damn dreams return.







Steven is loving me so gentle; caressing my face with his hand, stroking my hair as he kisses me.







“My Love, Never leave me” he said. I don’t turn away. I wrap my arms around him and nuzzle against his chest. Even in my dream I betray myself. I am in love with him. Can I bear this pain he has brought to our world? Is he telling the truth about Maria?







“Why did you not tell me about Maria, Steven” I asked him.







“Same reasons you don’t talk about your clients or your sub.” he replied. “Business is business, Love. You and I are meant to be together. I never thought my relationship with Maria for her husband’s sake would come between us as yours shouldn’t either. I should have told you before. It’s because of who she is and I know it. That is why it hurt you so. I would give anything to turn back time and change this for you. I will give up all for you, Stacey. Don’t you know that by now? You mean too much to me to lose now.







He strokes my hair and says “Ti adoro , Sei importante per me, Cara mia, ti voglio Stevene , My Love.”







Adore? Important? Love? Did Steven just tell me he loves me?







I wake up...........








Explanatio
 
 n Makes Better Company





God, I got to stop this. These dreams are killing me. I can’t think straight. I must deal with Steven. Did he say he loves me? No, it’s just a dream Stacey, my conscious tells me. But we have connected in so many ways with dreams. I know how I feel. I am scared to trust in love again. I don’t know what to believe anymore. I need to concentrate on Tom right now. He needs my help.







I get up and take a quick shower and change. I plan to go the police station and check on Tom. He probably has a bail hearing soon. My phone rings again; Time to deal with reality. I reluctantly pick it up. Hello I answered.







“Stacey, It’s Alfredo, May I come to see you please? Just for a minute. I want to explain all this mess to you.” he said.







“Alfredo, I know you mean well, but I’m not ready to deal with this yet. I have other things planned right now.” I said.







“Please Stacey, I owe you this explanation. Steven doesn’t know I am calling. This is something I must talk to you about.” He said. I hesitate a minute before answering. What could it hurt to get his explanation?







“Okay, Can I meet you at the restaurant later and Alfredo I have a request also. No Steven. I’m not ready to see him.” I said.







“Thanks Stacey, and yes I will not tell Steven. I will make sure he is not here. Thank you for this Stacey.” He said and hangs up. Now it is time to deal with Tom.







At the police station I learn that bail hearing is set for later this afternoon. I sign in to see Tom. They do a quick search of all visitors before they let them enter. My purse is checked out and then my body with some kind of wand. I pass through the hall to the visitor cells. There are many people there to sit and talk to their families. I take a seat at the far end counter and wait. Tom finally comes out to sit in front of me.







He looks beat. I can see the sorrow in his eyes. I pick up the phone receiver to speak to him across the glass barrier.







“Tom, you have a hearing for bail this afternoon. I will do my best to be there. I have called and left word with your attorney to let me know how much your bail is and if you get one.” I said.







“Yes, mam, they told me and the attorney has come this morning to visit me. I probably will not get bail. I did something really bad didn’t I?” he asked.







“Yes, Tom you did. And you will have to work through this. Whatever happens, I will do my best to be here for you.” I replied.







“Oh, mam” Tom starts to cry.







“It’s wretched in here. I don’t even remember what happen. I saw red and was so mad. I am truly sorry.” he said.







“Tom, I know you are, just be glad you didn’t kill Steven or they would not even consider letting you out on bail.” I said.







“I know, and I’m so sorry to put you through this.” he said. I hang up with my promise to try to attend the hearing.







I head out to the restaurant to meet with Alfredo. This is another matter to deal with concerning my heart. I am not even sure at this point if I want to trust Steven again. Alfredo can say whatever he wants but I just don’t know. My trust has been altered now and I am trying to deal with it. I don’t want to lose Steven but, how can I love someone who doesn’t tell me the truth? I will see.







Alfredo meets me at the door and motion for us to go to his office for privacy. He shuts the door of the office and offers me something to drink. Then he goes around his desk to sit down. “Stacey, I thank you for seeing me. I have so much to explain to you. Please give a chance to make this right between you and Steven. Maybe if you know the whole story you might understand better. This is not totally Steven’s fault. I am to blame also.” he said.







“Okay, I’m listening” I said.







“First you must know Steven asked me about telling you about Maria. I was the one that told him to not say anything. I thought that maybe in time, she would get over him and see someone else. Steven has helped his family for so many years that I never thought it would affect him so much when he met you. Steven was the reason we could come to America and start a business.”







He Continued,







“He was so handsome when he was younger. The women flocked to him more than me. He had a way with them. Most were older women that taught him a lot about what they wanted. You see, Stacey, he was a gigolo. He dated for money. He was arm candy. The older women always wanted him. He made a lot of money just seeing them and fulfilling their needs. He came to me about the life he made outside of the family. He had so much money saved up. All he told me was that he wanted to bring us all to America. He trusted me with doing this. He gave me all his money to invest and keep safe. He never fell in love with any of them. This I know for a fact. He did not lie to you when he said he had many loves but not many lovers.”



He took a breath and continues







“Maria was very young when they met. She was so infatuated with him. He paid attention to her and eventually found out she was into fetishes. She likes to be tied and spanked. She spent time with him just as a sub. He taught her how to dress to seduce men and get her way. Steven and Maria were friends. He never loved her but felt sorry for her at first. She was from a very poor family. He bought her things. Along the way he learned what she really wanted from him and he stopped seeing her. When she came to me for a shoulder to cry on, I could not refuse her. I fell in love with her. Even with her fetishes which I am not into. I could not turn her out. I care for her so much, so I paid Steven to give her what she needed. I have always been in the room with them ever since Steven told me how she felt about him. He was reluctant at first, not wanting to feed her fire. He only gave in because of me. When we came to America, I married her and paid for her to come with us. She has always had an infatuation with Steven, so I asked him to continue to see her for me. He didn’t want to but because I begged him. He does it for me. I know now I should have stopped it when he met you.”







“Stacey, Steven fell in love with you before he ever met you. It began with your talk shows. He told me once; your voice was like an angel to him. The fact that you knew things he already did it was what led him to you. He is right, you are meant to be together. The day you came to the restaurant, I knew who you was. I am good at investigating people. I called him to come down. He was so thrilled to have seen you. You have been all he thinks about ever since. So as you see, blame me for Steven still seeing Maria. I am the one that asked him to. Stacey, please try to forgive him and me for what I have done to the both of you. Steven is not to blame.” Alfredo completed his story and pleaded with me.







My mind was in a whirl wind now; So much information. I now knew the whole story. I believed Alfredo, and I don’t know why.







“Why didn’t Steven just tell me this already” I asked him.







“I told him not to. I thought I could handle the situation and get Maria away from him sooner. I am to blame for that, Stacey, not Steven” Alfredo insists. “He loves you Stacey, so much he is willing to give up everything for you. He is distraught right now, not being able to see or talk to you.”







“He has never mentioned love to me, Alfredo. Well, never said it to me. I know how I feel for him, but I am dealing with monsters of my own. I promise I will at least call him tonight. Then we will see.” I said. A huge smile crosses his lips.







“May I tell him this, please? He will be so thrilled that you are agreeing to at least speak to him.” he said.







“Yes, you can tell him to expect me to call later tonight.” I said with a smile.








Deali
 
 ng with Others





I guess now with all this information from Alfredo, I owe it to Steven to make amends at least. I am just as guilty about not telling the total truth to him also. I will call him and we will talk, tonight. Now I must deal with Tom.







I head to the courthouse where they tell me they have all arrangements and hearings. I call his attorney to make sure it is still scheduled. He tells me Tom wants to confess and be sentenced instead of making bail. He is very depressed in jail and wants to take his punishment now. What next! How much do I have to deal with today? “What! Wait! What do you think he will get. Can he ask for this so soon?” I asked.







Tom’s attorney tells me it is not unusual for defendant’s to want to get it over with and do the time. He will probably to some prison or jail for the assault charge but he will try to make a deal with the state attorney for a facility where Tom will be treated for his problems instead of a full security prison. It is up to the judge now what the punishment will be. The judge will weigh the testimony of the victim and the defendant’s mental history to make a determination. That means Steven will be there also. Okay, I’m on my way now, meet you there” I said.







I have no idea what will happen now. I do not think I’m ready to talk to Steven about us returning to be together yet, but I must to help Tom. I hope he will listen to me. I know more about Tom than he does. I remember what Steven said about him before -“I want him in jail for what he did to you.”







This is not going to be easy.







The courtroom is very small for the hearing. There is a clerk, court reporter and bailiffs in there already. I walk over to Tom’s attorney. He shakes my hand and thanks me for being there for Tom. “Look, I want to talk to the victim before the hearing testimony, privately. I know him and I think I can convince him to help us.” I said.







“Well, that is very improper but I will see what I can do.” he said. I take a seat behind the attorney’s table. Tom looks so scared right now. He is shackled and handcuffed. I feel so sorry for him. I touch his shoulder and he turns to see me. I smile at him and say “I’m here for you, Tom” He smiles and calms down a little.







Steven walks in with the state attorney while I'm talking to Tom and sits across from them. Steven looks over at me. He is listening to whatever the State attorney is saying but staring at me. I can see he has not slept much since I was at the cabin. He is not smiling just looks sad. There are dark circles under his eyes. I stare back at him. The feelings start to pour over me like a warm blanket. Oh, Steven! My own thoughts betray me. The words from his dream comes to haunt me.







“Ti adoro , Sei importante per me, Cara mia, ti voglio Stevene , My Love.”







Tom’s attorney gets up from the table and greets the State Attorney with a strong handshake, then a lean in to whisper. The State prosecutor looks back at me for just a second. He then goes over to the table where Steven is and speaks in a whisper to him. Steven has not taken his eyes off of me. He looks up at the attorney and shakes his head yes. The state attorney gets up and talks to Tom’s attorney.







They then go to talk the bailiff and he motion’s them to a room back before we enter the courtroom.







Tom’s attorney motions for me to come to them. He introduces me the state prosecutor.







“Are you sure you want to do this” Tom’s attorney asked me.







“Yes, please” I answered. He shows me into the room and I take a seat. He leaves and shuts the door. My butterflies are flying in my stomach. My nerves are on edge. I am going to be in here with Steven, alone. Please hold yourself together girl!







“You can do this, Stacey” my inner goddess tells me.







Steven opens the door and just stands there staring at me for a second. He enters the room and walks to the other side of the table and sits across from me. He looks so old right now.







“You wanted to speak to me?” he says looking into my eyes; those eyes that I could drown in. A warm feeling crawls down into my pleasure spots. I can still feel the burn from his lips touching mine when we were together. Nothing has changed. Distance has not cured me.







Hearing his voice again, it takes all of my energy not to cross that table to be in his arms; to kiss him and hug him. I love this man so. Keep it together Stacey, for Tom remember, my inner goddess is talking again. Shut the hell up! I say. I take a deep breath.







“Steven, I want to talk to you about Tom. He needs help not prison. I am begging you to give him a chance at a facility to help him and not lock him away. It will kill him if you let them put him in prison and you know it. Do this for me, please. Help me help him. Your testimony with hurt him or help him” I pleaded.







Steven looks at me with those sad eyes for a long minute. Then he says to me, “What about us Stacey? Are you going to give us a chance too, to at least let me explain my situation to you? To let me win back the trust I once had? My feelings for you have not changed. I would give you the world if you only let me” he said.







“I already made a promise to Alfredo that I would talk to you tonight. Did he not tell you? I don’t think negotiating with Tom’s life has anything to do with ours.” I said.







“I think it does, Love. You want me to drop the charges or give him a break with his life, correct? So What about me, are you going to do the same for us?” he said with all seriousness and continued, “I think you need to choose this path for both of us now.”







Men can be so hard headed. Why do I trust them?







“I promise to give you a chance to explain, tonight, Steven. For right now, I want to deal with Tom and his life.” I replied.







“I can promise no more for now. Help me help Tom. I will listen to you about us tonight.” I said again.







“Give me your hand, Love” he says reaching across the table to me.







He looks into my eyes. It’s like he can see deep into my soul. I feel my inner goddess humming to herself. My stomach is in knots waiting for him to answer me. I reach across the table with my hand to meet his. I feel the warmth cover me quickly from his touch.



“Stacey, Feel it? We will never find anyone ever again that will give us this feeling. Please, Love, Don’t throw us away.” he said. Then he kisses the top of my hand and rises from his chair. He looks at me again before he leaves the room. I did not get an answer.....













 We Meet One More Time





I walk back into the courtroom. Steven is talking to the State Attorney. He glances my way when I enter. Tom’s attorney looks back at me for an answer. I shake my head at him. I have no answer.







All Rise- the bailiffs says and we do. “The Honorable Judge Markus Bench presiding.” he announces. I am in knots now. What will happen to poor Tom? I have no answers for him now. His fate is in the hands of this man in the dark gown, sitting at the tall desk in the center of this room, staring down at us like a God. “Be seated” the bailiff said. We sit down to find out the fate of Tom, Stacey and Steven.







The Judge announces that we are here for the case of State versus Tom Perkins. I never thought of his last name.







“Is the State ready for this case? The judge asked.







“Your honor, we have a change of plans here, please forgive me. The victim wishes to drop all charges, so the state has no option other than to ask for a dismissal.” the State Attorney replied to the judge.







Did I just hear him correctly, the charges are being dropped?







“I see,” says the judge. “Well, I’m not sure that this is the best for the victim or the defendant” the judge says. “But, if the state has no case? Then I see no reason to proceed then. Do you agree counselor for the defendant?” says the judge.







“Yes, your honor, I would agree with the State Prosecutor for a dismissal.” Tom’s attorney said.







“Case is dismissed then” The judge said while cracking down the gavel on his thrown desk. “All Rise” the bailiffs says and the judge leaves the courtroom.







Tom’s attorney is shaking Tom’s hand and telling him he got off by the skin of his teeth.







“And I hope I don’t see you again, at least not under these type of circumstances” he said. Tom looks like he is in shock. I hug him and smile.







“You are very lucky, Tom.” I said.







“I don’t believe it. I must thank him, Stacey, please thank him from me” he said.







“I will, Tom.” I said. Tom’s attorney explains that he will have to go back to the jail to be processed out, but it shouldn’t take very long.







“I have to go, another case in another room. Stacey, Thank you, I don’t know what you said to him, but it worked.” he said. He shakes all of our hands and leaves. They lead Tom back to the transpiration vehicle. I turn to find Steven and to thank him but they are gone.







The State Prosecutor is not standing there or Steven. I missed thanking him. I feel sad inside but happy too. Tom is free to have a life now. One last thing to worry about. I will call Steven as soon as I get home.







He has done something amazing for me and I will not forget it, ever. This man I love will know how I really feel tonight. I will speak the words to him even he doesn’t return them to me.







I am so exhausted from my nerves being so raw; I decide to take a long hot bath. I need it so badly. I turn on some music and start the water for a nice warm tub. The water is so warm and smells wonderful. My thoughts go to my Steven. I love him so. What he has done for me can never be fully repaid. I want him so much to be here with me now. I think of memories of us together and how I feel.







A smile crosses my lips. I will make this up to you , my love, my Steven.












W
 
 ill We Love Again





I wrap myself in a large tower and go to my bedroom. I feel so much better now. I am ready to speak to Steven. I ring his cabin but get no answer. Maybe he is in the car. I ring his cell get the same, no answer. This is strange. He knew I would call him as I promised. I ring the restaurant and get Alfredo.







“Where is he?” I asked.







“I’m really not sure Stacey. He called and said he needed to take a few days off. I thought maybe you two talked and were going for a short vacation to be together. I can check around, but I’m sure he will turn back up soon.” he said. I tell him no, let him be alone if that is what he wants. Where are you Steven? This is not like you at all. I am starting to worry now.







I feel really tired all of a sudden, so I lay across the bed to relax a little. Where could he be? I need to talk to him, to tell him how I really feel. I start to fall asleep.







There is a fire lit in the fireplace. The air is warm against my face. The room is familiar to me. I am at the Chalet. The first place we had a date. He cooked for me that night. I walk pass the fire toward the stairs. I hear music playing around me. It’s very sensual to me. I feel my inner goddess humming. I go up the stairs slowly taking one step at a time. I see a door that is shut. I open it. I walk inside to the bedroom. There is someone in the bed. They are covered all in purple sheets. I see the top of their head and walk toward them. When I remove the cover from the head, I can see who it is.... It is Steven. He is in a deep sleep. I not sure I want to wake him. I remove my towel and get into bed with him. He stirs just a little. I hear him say my name. “Stacey, My love, don’t leave me.” He is still asleep.







I wrap my arms around him. I want to be close, as close as I can get to him. I kiss his neck and say in his ear, just a whisper to him, “Steven, I love you. It doesn’t matter if you don’t love me back. I will still love you and want to be with you forever.” He stirs a little again but doesn’t wake. His arms tighten around me pulling me closer to him.







I take advantage and nibble his ear. He moans. I want more. I want to give this man I love all of me, forever. I kiss his chest, his healed wound, his stomach. I want all of him now. My inner goddess is smiling at me. I take him into my mouth. He moans again. I move up and down licking and sucking him, wanting to show my love for him. He is getting hard and erect. It never takes long when I do this. I decide to take advantage of this and push him over to his back. He is still sleeping as I mount on top of him. I slide him inside me slowly, wanting to take full pleasure from him. He moans and grabs my hips. His eyes come open and he looks up at me.



“Stacey, Love, I thought I was dreaming this.” He said.



“You are love” I said as I move up and down on top of him. He moans and closes his eyes again. I bite his nipples to get him more aroused and he opens his eyes for me.







“Look at me, Steven” I said. I move faster and faster on top of him. He holds my hips to help guide me. Faster I move as I look into his eyes. He moves with me, we are one motion, one fluid motion to bring each other to ecstasy. We come together with such force, we both moan to each other.







We are spent together, I lay across his chest.







I look down at this man smiling, “I Love you, Steven. I will always love you” I said looking into his eyes. I see he is smiling up at me.







“As I have always loved you, marry me Stacey.” he said. I wake up... in my apartment in my bed, alone.












Thi
 
 s is Love





Did Steven just ask me to marry him? Am I dreaming again? Oh My God! That was so intense, so real. I can still smell him, just like he was just here. These dreams are crazy. But I know where he is now I get up and dress. I will find out if this is for real or just what I want to happen. I am going to the Chalet. To find answers; to find my Steven.







I go down to the parking garage and get into my car; it is cold out so I have to sit and wait for it to warm up. My thoughts go back to our lovemaking. I feel the warmth of his hands on my hips. I told him I loved him. Even if it was in our dream, He now knows how I feel. He has returned his love words to me. I start to pull out of my parking spot.







The drive is long to the airport. I can’t wait for the parking lot attendant to give me a ticket so I can get my car parked and get on that plane to him. I run into the airport to get my ticket. Wait, I don’t actually know where to go. Steven flew us there last time, so I am not sure what area I need to ask for. Shit! Nice try Stacey. You got this way last time you were in love, stupid.







I’ll call Alfredo at the restaurant. The line just rings and rings with no answer. I look at my watch. Well, of course it 2am in the morning so nobody is there. Shit! Now what, I will call Steven.







I ring his Cell Phone and he picks up.



“Stacey? Hello, Love” he said. I can just see his smile.







“Steven, I was coming to be with you but I don’t know how to get there. You flew me last time. Are you at the Chalet?” I said.







“Well Love, you should know where I am since you just left me” he said laughing the whole time.







“Don’t laugh how I should get to you.” I asked him. I want to be with him so badly now. We need to talk about us.







“I’ll come get you, just wait at the airport, Love. I was coming back today anyway. Did you think I was never going to come find you? I was just giving you a day without me, to show you how much you need me and I need you. I Love you Stacey, more than you know. I told you many times, just in Italian. Now marry me and put me out of my misery.” he said. I can’t help but smile from ear to ear. He said it to me, not in my dream, not in Italian, just to me this time in real.







“As I love you, more than you will ever know, Steven. And the answer is yes, my love, Come back to me” …....







The End
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Chapter 1: First contact.











“Jameson on the Rocks please” requested the 100’Th customer of the day.



I served the man his drink and moved on to my next patron. I couldn’t pay too much attention to anyone in particular as it felt like the requests for drinks were unending.







The night progressed as it does usually. Men getting drunk, throwing compliments to girls that could do without them (I included). The Hearth was doing well lately in terms of popularity. The little tavern was different from all the other “modern” bars that were trending on the city. It takes a more old fashioned approach; it almost feels like something you’ll find in a fantasy movie like
 Lord of the rings
 . Immense barrels functioned as taps, bottles for spirits were under the counter and the mugs matched the design of the rest of The Hearth.







People liked it because it was different. Lately every other bar in city barring this one felt like it was a bad copy of the one across the street.







The customers started trickling down as the night reached its later hours. Only a couple more groups stayed by the chimneys and one lone man still sat by the end of the counter. I counted my tips for the night.







Not nearly enough.







I walked towards my boss with a pleading look in my eyes.







“Bill I know I already asked you but please, I need an advance on my next paycheck.”



“Jess, we’ve been through this I can’t give you one every month. It’s the 3
 rd
 month running now” he looked at me with an apologetic look







“I know, I know, but this’ll be this last time I promise” my voice was reaching a higher pitch. I was close to begging.



“No means no Jess” was the stern answer.







“My parents said they could help me next month! I yelled in desperation “I’m almost halfway to repaying my student loans. I’m sure the bank will be more lenient after that!”



He walked away, ignoring my pleas.



“Bill I’m late on my rent payments. Please. Just help me out one last time”



He went to his office and closed the door. I could feel tears coming to my eyes. I buried my face in my hands and took a moment to compose myself. There were still customers around.







Suddenly the man on the edge of the bar sat up and approached me.







“I left your tip where I was sitting. Thanks for the pleasant evening” He smiled at me warmly. I looked him in the face and I was taken aback by how handsome he was. His eyes pierced right through me in that small moment. I stared at him dumbly as he walked towards the exit; I had spoken to him earlier that night I remembered. He was glum looking and lonely. I shared a few jokes with him when I got a moment’s break off the customer chain but I hadn’t noticed how attractive he was.







I went to clear up where the man had been drinking. I rolled my eyes as I picked up a napkin with a phone number on it and a note written under it.







“
 You helped cheer me up tonight when I was in need of some company. I heard you were struggling financially when you were talking with your boss. I hope this helps. Don’t think much of it.



Call me.



- John Knight”







The air was punched out of me as I discovered the 500$ hidden under the napkin, soon replaced by brand new air that made me feel like I would be lifted by a balloon into the sky. Overwhelmed by shock and happiness I gazed at the door where my mysterious savior disappeared into the night.





















Chapter 2: When & where.



























“You’ve
 got
 to call him” began Amy again.



I let out a sigh of exasperation; I turned around to see my roommate glowing with excitement.







It’s been 3 days since I that guy had given me his phone number. Amy hadn’t stopped pestering me since then.







“Amy how many times do I have to say it? He could be a rapist, he could be a drug dealer or he could be a thief. I can’t just go calling random guys! Who goes around
 gifting
 500 dollars anyways? He’s a creep”



Amy rolled her eyes at me.







“I highly doubt someone that has 500$ and values it so little as to give it away would be any of those things. He’s probably just got a lot of money”







“Met many rapists and drug dealers in your time have you?”



Amy stared at Jess.



With a frustrated smile I shook my head and refused Amy one last time.



“Sorry Amy” I told her whilst walking away “I’ve got clothes to clean, food to prepare, teeth to brush.”



I really don’t have time for Amy and her obsession with anything to do with men.







I went on with my chores as Amy grumbled some more about me being “boring” and “not willing to try anything to have fun,
 EVER
 ”. It didn’t last long.



Deep down I wished she kept trying to talk me into calling him. I couldn’t get him out of my mind ever since I saw him leaving The Hearth. The image of his deep, blue eyes X-raying right through me still lingered in my head.







Feeling slightly regretful that I shut down Amy’s excitement so thoroughly, I gazed to our little apartment’s living room. It wasn’t anything special. An old fashioned fat TV that Amy’s parents were going to throw away after purchasing their new flat screen. A very standard brown, leather couch where Amy now sat wolfing down cookie dough ice cream whilst trying to suspend her disbelief long enough to enjoy whatever crap was on TV.







Amy was right. I never took a chance on anything. So many opportunities I missed in high school, college. Everyone I ever hung out with always have fun stories to tell.







Me? I’m the kind of girl that sits there smiling and gasping at everyone’s tale, wishing my life was half as exciting.







Maybe, just maybe, you need to actually do
 something
 . Just get out there in the world to have fun stories to tell.







“So… Amy?”



“Yes dear?” She eyed me sarcastically



She was bubbling with excitement. She was on to me.



“Never mind” I turned back. I wasn’t going to give her the pleasure



Jumping off the couch, she ran at me like a little girl running to her Christmas presents.







“You know you want to call him” She had a devilish glee in her eye



I caved in.



“Yes” I said softly



With a triumphant smile in her face Amy handed the phone to me. I took it from her hand hesitantly; I was starting to have doubts again.



“What’s the matter?” said Amy



It was obvious that she could read off my face the inner struggle I was going through.







“I do want to call him, Amy; I’m just scared I don’t know what to say. I never really hook up with guys this is all new to me.” I rushed the words out, trying to get my doubts out in the open as quickly as possible.







“Jess, you don’t have to do anything. You’re the girl. If you want to be one of those girls that let the guy take care of everything go ahead! Some of them really dig that actually.”



“But what if..”



“Just stop it. Call him, get it over with. Won’t be half as bad once you’re on the phone with him you’ll see” she concluded







Amy’s patience was never a long fuse to the bomb that is her temper. I dial in the numbers on the phone as Amy sits back on the couch, supporting her weight on her knees and her torso laying over the top edge of the seat. I wonder if the anticipation is as obvious on my face as it is on hers.







First two beeps have gone through and nothing. I’ve not let go of a single breath of air since pressing send on the telephone.







Amy bites her lips, probably wondering if all her efforts this night had been for nothing.



Another beep.







I take a deep breath forcefully and cross my available arm to my chest.



4
 th
 beep.



“Still no answer?” not bothering to hide the sheer disappointment in her tone or face







“No I don’t think he’s-







“Hello?” said a deep voice at the other end of the phone.



“H- … hi” John’s voice was deeper than I remembered. It caught me off guard.



Amy let out a scream and started laughing loudly.



I stare daggers at her and made an exaggerated gesture towards the phone. In reply, Amy walks up closer and sits down forcefully on a seat by the kitchen table and lays both shoulders on the table covering her lips with her hands and staring at me excitedly.







“Who’s calling?”



I clear my throat with a little cough “Hi, I’m Jessica Stones” I started



“Jess!” He sounded genuinely happy that I had called him. All my nerves disappeared at that instantly.







“I’m glad you called, would you like to go out tomorrow for a cup of coffee and lunch?”



Not expecting such a direct approach, I was at lost for what to say.







Amy stared at me pointedly trying to snap me out of my daze with her gaze.



Realizing I should probably say something I stumbled out a reply.







“Yeah sure, I mean I don’t have plans,” I rushed out far too quickly


“well I do but I can cancel them I’d like to hang out.” In the corner of my eye I spot Amy burying her face in her hands trying to hold laughter back.







After a second long pause I say



“I mean. Yeah sure let's meet tomorrow.”







“Fantastic. Can I pick you up anywhere?” I thought I heard a contained giggle before his reply.







“I’ll have to be at the Hearth tomorrow morning” That’s how Bill liked to manage things. Work early in the morning to clean up last night’s mess. Take a break during the afternoon and then back at opening time to work for the night.



“What time do you take your lunch? I’m free after 12.”



“Perfect, that’s when I take my lunch. I’ll be picking you up at 12, at the hearth”



“No wait, I’ll need a few mins to get ready. 12:30?”



“Sure thing”



“Alright” That had been easier. I hate it when Amy is right.



“Take care now, goodnight”



“You too. OK. Bye”







I put the phone down.







Amy’s held back laughter exploded ringing in my ears.







“You too. OK. Bye. ?” said Amy having too much fun with this.



“Who are you talking to? Your headmaster” I rolled my eyes at her, as she sticks her tongue out at me playfully.



“What’s the plan” her excitement was intoxicating.



“I’m going to meet him after my morning shift. We’ll get lunch together”







“Classy”



“Guess so”







Amy spent the next 2 hours giving me unwanted tips as well as helping me choose what I should wear. I hated to burst her bubble when she was so excited for me, realistically, I was just nervous and not looking forwards to it as much as Amy was.







After a while I bid her goodnight and just settled in for the night. Whilst lying in bed I ran through the phone conversation as well as replayed the moments with John at The Hearth. Eventually my consciousness left and I drifted to a quiet sleep.





















Chapter 3: Seeker & Gatekeeper



























Today work began going incredibly slowly. It felt like the clock on the wall was purposely mocking me by going at half the speed that it should.







I could swear I can count 3 seconds in the time the clock marks one. Of course as soon as I lost myself in the job and stopped cursing the clock for not keeping good track of time, the hour dawned on me suddenly. Nerves replaced impatience as I realize I would soon be seeing my mysterious savior from 4 nights ago soon.







The problem was that I just didn’t know what to say. “Thanks for paying off my loan for this month! I thought you were a drug dealer at first so I didn’t want to contact you. Sorry for waiting so long.” Doesn’t seem like an amazing start to a pleasant conversation.







Lost in my own thoughts again I hadn’t noticed the clock had finally struck 12.







“Alright Jess” began Billy “We all good for tonight I think, at what time can I expect you tonight – the usual?”







That’s what I love about working for Billy, I thought as I smiled at him. He’s very understanding and flexible with the hours. He opens the bar at 19:00 but he’s okay with the help showing up later- so long as you stayed until the end and helped him close.







That’s probably why he’s flexible with starting hours, he closes the bar once the last customer has left. Not that I mind. Working more hours means more tips.







“I might be a bit later today Billy”



“Oh?”



“I’m seeing someone today, I’m not sure how long is going to be and I’ve to work on my Master’s essay then probably take a nap afterwards, I’m beat”







“Alright, try not to have too much fun. Thanks for the help I’ll hold the fort until you show”



“I’ll lock up if that’s okay Billy, I want to get changed in the restroom alright”



“Sure thing” he waved me goodbye and headed towards the door.







I said my goodbyes. I picked out the outfit Amy had approved of. A simple white blouse with a “smart” looking red blazer and a black skirt, definitely beats the bartender outfit that John must associate with me.







I sorted out my makeup and made sure I had no muck on my hands from cleaning all the glasses. I thought I looked fine, yet fine wasn’t good enough. Composing myself I stepped outside The Hearth, still a bit early but I had to lock the place up before leaving. I took lock and key and closed the gates to the establishment.







That’s when I saw him strolling up in his dark blue tuxedo. I’m not usually a fan of that shade, but he definitely made it work. Classy shoes, a confident walk resembling a hunter or a pirate seeking his quarry. Amy loves throwing the word “gallant” around. That’s the only way I could describe him as he walked up to me. It was hard to miss him; he was bigger than your average suit-wearing man on his way to the office, perfect blend between brain and brawn.







Okay, I was definitely starting to have a crush without even speaking to the guy.



“Good afternoon” He flashed that same smile I kept thinking about. My memories barely did it justice.







“Hi” I smiled back.







“You look astounding” My heart skipped a beat “I hope you’re hungry” he continued “because I’m famished.”



We started walking down the street, him leading the way.



“I’m not much an eater to tell the truth” I began “I could eat right now but I’m not exactly starving”







“Wait until you’ve tried the waffles where we are going, they are one of the best thing money can buy”



“Speaking of money, thanks for that 500$, although you really shouldn’t have”



“I like to tip for good service”



“Tip’s usually 10% of what you were charged”



“Oh? Well I think I probably made a lot of waiters and waitresses happy in my time”







We both laughed at that as we stopped at a red light.



We continued with small chatter until we arrived at our destination



“Shame, seems like is closed” I said letting disappointment flow into my tone



“Just give it a sec”



The door swung open



“John!”



“Ralph” nodded John in response



“Come in come in! You’re going to have to wait a few minutes we haven’t opened yet but make yourself comfortable!” the speaker looked like a fairly old man. He definitely had an aura similar to a grandfather. The warm greeting definitely gave the impression that they knew each other for a long time. I started to gaze around the place, it reminded me of The Hearth when we were prepping.







I noticed John taking down some chairs from a table slightly to the corner of the restaurant.







“I like this place at this time, is quiet. Feels a lot more homey than my own house”



“I know how that feels” I understood him completely. Sometimes your house just doesn’t feel like a home. I definitely could relate to that feeling .







“How come they are letting us in when they are closed”



“I, um, have a long history with the owner of the place. That’s Ralph there, the one that opened the door for us.”



“Are you sure is okay to bring someone along at this time though?”



“Trust me, they really don’t mind”



“Well hello there my dear” Ralph greeted me from behind me



“It was so very rude of me to not greet you sooner, I’m sorry I have other things in my mind right now”



“Hello! It’s no problem at all” I said smiling “I know how difficult prepping can be; I work over at the hearth”



“Oh that’s a fantastic place! My son’s recommended it to me a lot of times”







“That’s where I met Jess” Ali nodded towards me “We’ll just have 2 of the usual Ralph, thanks a lot”



“No problem! It’ll be right up” Ralph left towards the kitchen



“Sorry I didn’t let you order for yourself. I want you to try something in this place”



“The best waffles money can buy?” I said laughing



“Oh that they are indeed” he laughed back



“Aren’t waffles more of a breakfast thing?” I retorted



“Pretty sure they are dessert in some culture or places. You said you weren’t much of an eater, so skipping to dessert seems only reasonable”



I bit my lip smiling.



“So... what do you do for a living?”



I was surprised by the change in his body language. My question had made him slightly uncomfortable.



“Um, is complicated. Let’s just say I’m a businessman”



“You’re not a drug dealer are you?” I teased him



He cracked a smile



“That I can definitely promise”



“Where do you know Ralph from?” I tried a different angle. I wanted to get to know the brains behind the brawn, but so far he’s giving me nothing to go on.



“He’s a customer of sorts. Actually, before I found the job I have now Ralph always gave me discounts and coupon or special deals on his food, I was down by the dumps at the time you see and I was a good friend of his son since middle school”







“He’s always treated me like a son, more than my father ever did” He shook his head at that “I always try to repay him when I can so a few years ago when his restaurant wasn’t doing so well financially, I gave him a little help and he’s let me come here whenever I please after that”







“You seem to love giving “financial aid”



“Only to those I take a liking to”



My heart skipped a beat for the second time in 20 minutes.







“You said you weren’t feeling well that night at The Hearth”



He nodded



“Can I ask why?”



“You pretty much did already” He laughed



“I’m having a few problems at work, my business partner and I are having a few disagreements”



“Drug Empire not doing so hot?”



He laughed loudly



“We are losing customers because he’s reducing the purity of our products”



I joined in on the laughter



At that moment Ralph arrived with our food. The waffles were covered in warm chocolate syrup and some powdered sugar, they were accompanied by orange juice and 2 mugs of coffee.



“You’re definitely making me eat breakfast for lunch” I gave him a look



“Just try it” He replied right before taking a mouthful







I tried some of the waffle. The texture was very soft, almost Jessting in your mouth. The chocolate wasn’t too sweet and it blended with the softness of the pastry perfectly.







“That is actually amazing” I was shocked. No wonder he had insisted in eating these.



“I told you, one of the best things money can buy”



We ate in silence for a few moments, both of us thoroughly enjoying the meal



“Only one of the best things?”



He raised an eyebrow at me



“The waffles, they are only
 one
 of the best things you can buy” I explained



He nodded in response



“What’s the best thing?”



“ The best thing I’ve ever bought with money? That’s a hard one”



“Go on, just off the top of your head what would it be”



“Hhmm, I think I’ll rather show you sometime”







“At least a hint?”



“Is a not so much of an item, is more… an activity that you can partake in” he said after a moment’s hesitation



“What would be the best thing money can buy in your opinion” he retorted



“You’re right, that’s a hard question.” was my answer



“It is indeed actually, they say money can’t buy happiness but I can tell you this waffles definitely improved my mood”







I laughed.



“I think the best thing I’ve ever bought with money, is actually not anything I’ve bought for myself. But the best thing I’ve bought was a gift to my mum. I bought her a tiny statute that was just like the one my late grandma had gifted her. She lost it when we changed houses when I was still a kid. It made her really happy”







He eyed me curiously



“That’s really sweet actually, I didn’t expect it to be a gift of all things, now you’ve gone and made me feel really selfish”







I let out a giggle



“Is not actually all that, I said that was the best for a reason, it made me feel really happy when I made my mum that happy. So in a way it’s kind of a selfish reason”







“Hardly” he declared







We continued to chat about our interests and hobbies. He mentioned having a sister and estranged parents. I didn’t have any siblings to tell about and my family was a fairly common middle class white family.







We decided to go for a walk afterwards; we walked down the streets doing some very light window shopping. He held my hand as we walked throughout the city, commenting on the people we saw, places we’d been and things we would want for our future.







Too soon it was time to go our separate ways, we agreed to meet again somewhere down the line. Before leaving we shared a short but sweet innocent kiss, the feeling of his lips on mine it’s something that intoxicated my body like the most powerful and addictive drug. The feel of his hands softly caressing my face at the same time, as well as his scent are things that will remain ingrained in my memory for years to come.

















Chapter 4: Secrets Revealed























“I want to help you Jess, but I just can’t” said Amy apologetically



Same story again, just one month later. That’s pretty much what everyone’s been telling me whenever my student loan bill comes ringing, it always decides to do it at the same time as my rent is due, as well as all the other bills that come knocking monthly.







I couldn’t ask Billy or Amy to bail me out again. Amy insisted that if I really needed money I should ask Ali, he’d been the one to bail me out last month of course.







I didn’t have it in me. The last 4 weeks with John had been a waking dream. We saw each other almost daily. I didn’t want to complicate our relationship by mixing it with money. I knew he’d easily give me “financial aid” if I asked for it, but I felt like he already gave me more than I ever gave him. He refused to let me pay for anything whenever we went out on our dates. He also still refuses to tell me what his line of work is, there’s a chance he’s going broke by spoiling me and I wouldn’t even know about it. I know he’s got a lot of money, he’s worked hard and now he’s on his late 30’s, he seems to have most of his life figured out. I’m only just entering my 30’s next year and I’ve still to finish all my studies at university. It’s frankly embarrassing. My parents warned me to not take such a long career; I’m beginning to understand why.



“Hey Jess, you okay?” John’s concerned tone knocked me right out of my reverie







We were having brunch together at Ralph’s restaurant. aptly named “Rafael’s diner”.



I swear Ali and I are the only people in the world to reliably have brunch at a diner.



“Yeah, sorry I got lost in thought”



“You’ve been doing that a lot lately you know. Is everything okay?”



“Yeah I’m fine, promise”



He looked right through my lie. He was beginning to read me a little too well.



“Jess, I didn’t want to tell on Amy but, I have to be honest”



Not so much reading then, just cheating.



“What did Amy tell you?” I knew exactly what Amy had told him, I just wanted to delay the inevitable.







“Well, she told me she had to bail you out on paying your part of the rent again. She told me you’re stressing because it looks like you might not be able to pay your monthly requisite for your student loans”



I groaned



“She wasn’t supposed to tell you that”



“She told me because she thinks I can help”



“I know you can help but you already pay for my meals around 5 times a week, you refuse to let me pay for anything and you already gifted me 500$ dollars for no reason. Honestly I feel like I’m in debt to you as well”



He exploded in laughter.



“Jess, I know this is going to sound really spoilt or ungrateful but 500$? That means nothing to me”



I stared daggers at him.



I got up from the table and made my way to leave.



“Jess! That’s not what I meant! Wait up!”



I saw Ralph smiling to himself as I rushed to the door.







“I’ll put it on your tab Ali” said ralph with a hint of laughter in his tone.



I felt John’s soft but powerful grip on my hand



“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to offend you” he began







“Sorry? I know you make good money Ali but ‘500$ means nothing to me ‘? Really? You don’t’ say that to someone that has a financial crisis on a monthly basis”







“That was insensitive and thoughtless of me Jess, but let me explain”



I stared at him, signaling for him to start.







“I think it’s time I showed you what I do for a living”



That was unexpected.



“Um, okay” I said, curiosity had replaced my anger instantly. Amy and I had theorized about what Ali did for work ever since I met him. The drug lord theory was still our only serious (regardless of how little seriousness the thought actually entailed) guess.







“I just need to make a phone call and we’ll be on our way”







After a few minutes a limousine drove up the streets. I stared at it, I’ve seen that limousine driving around town before but never thought of connecting it to Ali.



“Our ride is here, love”



I loved it when he called me that



We stepped into the limousine; it was the grandest and absolutely the most disgustingly luxurious vehicle I had ever been in. Leather chairs placed in an L shape around a minibar full of fancy wines and spirits. I gazed at Ali with my mouth gaping open in shock.







That’s when he reclined his seat backwards and I realized I hadn’t even begun to understand how fancy this place was.



“This is ‘our ride’?”



“Well this limo isn’t technically mine; this one is the company’s. Mine one is in the garage but I’ve taken a fancy to this one recently”



“You
 own
 your very own personal limo?” I was beyond shocked at this point



“If we are going to get technical and care about fine detail, I suppose you could say this limo is also mine. Albeit not legally, since I only own 45% of the company this car belongs to”







“You
 own
 a company?”



“Jess. Are you even listening? I said I only owned 45%” He grinned at me.



“What company is it?”



“We are an airline. You ever travel with ‘West airlines’?



“Never gone abroad”



“Well we pretty much own the biggest market share of flights between Europe, south and north America. If you are travelling in the western hemisphere, you are travelling with my company. We are looking to expand to have some flights to Asia as well and rebrand to ‘West and East airlines’ but it’s been difficult. Certain governments and international bodies are calling us a monopoly” He started saying







“So what do you actually do for work?” I interrupted



“Oh right now? I invest my money. I don’t really do much I sit at home at night making sure my money is in the right bank account to make a return profit. I make sure it is being spent wisely. I go to the right meetings with other firms that want to invest; I contact the company that actually builds the airplanes and try to get new deals on the newest parts and technologies. It’s a hassle, to be quite honest” he made it sound like it was just a really boring office job, yet he’s talking about owning one of the biggest airlines in the world.







Well I supposed that
 would
 be a boring office job.



John seemed to be giving me a moment take it all in.



“The person I’ve been seeing romantically for the better part of a month has just told me he’s a millionaire” I shook my head in amazement



“Well, since I’m trying to be honest, I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea on a technicality”



I gave him my confused expression



“I’m a billionaire, not a millionaire”



I buried my face in my hands.



“Jess?” He asked with a hint of concern in his voice



“Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”



“I wanted to make sure you liked me and wouldn’t just be with me for money” he said honestly.



“Is that a big worry of yours?” I asked



“I mean, is fun to get some blonde bimbo in the bed sheets by just mentioning that I live in a mansion” he replied



“It’s just not satisfactory and honestly it gets boring after a while.” He continued “I’ve been looking for someone I actually connect with on a psychological level, someone that has some brains” He finished







It made sense. I had to hold back laughter because that description of a girl throwing herself at him just because he was rich seemed to fit Amy perfectly.







“Did I say something funny” he seemed amused at my reaction



“It’s just, I know a girl that would fit your ‘blond bimbo’ description to the letter and she’s my best friend”



“Sorry” He grinned



“Are we going anywhere in particular?”



“Not really, the limo was just to show it off rather than to take us anywhere” he answered



“I could use a drink”



He served us both a glass of red wine. I started to think about whether it should matter to me that I was dating a billionaire or not.







“So… what are you thinking about”? he asked after a few minutes of silence



“I’m thinking that I’m okay with this”



“Ok with me being a billionaire?”



“Just about”



“Fantastic. So you don’t mind if I provide you with some of that financial aid for your loans and whatnot?” He enquired



“Actually, I do. The fact that you’re a billionaire doesn’t change anything”



He looked at me like I’m an idiot that just told him the earth is flat



“Okay, let me explain. I want to make my own way into the world. If I’m asking you to pay everything for me just because I got lucky and met you at the bar I’ve been working part time in what kind of person does that make me?”



He nodded in understanding.



“But what if…”



I looked at him to probe him into continuing



“What if you worked for me?”



“Work for you? I don’t have a degree on airplane tech engineering dear”



“What do you have a degree on?” he asked quickly



“I’m finishing up my Master’s on Marketing & Business management in a couple months”







“That’s perfect! I’m a business and I could use some help managing it” he grinned at me



“You can’t be serious, you can’t expect me to manage a billion dollar corporation as an undergrad”



“No I don’t. But I could use some help managing it.”



“Where are you going with this?”



“How would you like to be my secretary?”

















Chapter 5: New beginning























“When can I ride with you 2 in the limousine?” she asked excitedly



“I don’t know Amy. For your birthday maybe” I retorted



“What? why? Does he have a fetish for ‘almost 30 year old ladies’ oh never mind, he’s with you so that ship has sailed”







I threw a cushion at her.



“I’m not 30 yet you cow” I told her



“Well you are almost there dearie. How old is he again anyways? He might grow grey hair before my next birthday”







I made a face at her



“Careful Amy, you’re going to turn green from all that envy”



“Hey! My nose isn’t big enough to be some oz witch. That’s more your gig honey” she giggled



“Aaaand you’re never coming on the limousine now” I told her



I ignored Amy’s complains and begging in order to get my outfit ready for tomorrow. John had given me a week to prepare for my new job. I’d only just told Amy about it. Sharing the details of the story only served to make this dream more real. Billy had taken it fine, I was a good bartender but far from the best and he knew just how much my money struggles were affecting myself as a person as well as my performance at work. He smiled and wished me luck when I bid my farewells to him. He invited me for a drink “on the house” next time I came. I looked forwards to it; I would miss Billy’s company. I still hadn’t told Amy I was going to work for John, as far as she was concerned John was simply going to loan me some money to pay the rent of this month and next. Explaining to her what we had agreed on seemed awfully pointless. It would involve a lot more explaining than I could be bothered to give her and she’d just make more jokes and tease me. That was the only thing I didn’t enjoy about Amy’s company. When you wanted to be serious she wasn’t the best person to talk to.







I stepped into my room and made sure everything was ready. It would be my first day working as John’s personal secretary. “Personal secretary” the term itself sounded a bit dirty to me. I would have to take orders from Ali and make sure they were carried out perfectly. It is like a power dynamic; I give him control of my actions and decisions and just listen willingly. The thought of having to obey him at any point during the day with any request that he might have was a turn on for me. I’m not even sure why that is.







I thought of telling Amy of these thoughts, but she would probably just die of laughter and not understand me in any way. John and I hadn’t crossed the sex boundaries yet, but it was definitely going that way. Now it all seemed so much more complicated. We were more than just boyfriend and girlfriend, we were now also boss and employee, boss and secretary. I have never explored my sexuality much outside of vanilla sex, but this was definitely a sexual feeling of being vulnerable, he is my boss, almost like master and slave.







I undress myself and lay in my bed. I put my hand to my sex and began rubbing myself in the peace of my room. I pictured John with his powerful forearms grabbing me by the waist, putting his lips to mine softly but with determination. I picture myself willing and obeying listening to his command. I lay under him in this very bed and he starts holding my wrists above my head, his hot body on mine taking advantage of every inch of me: my thighs, my waist, my breasts, my chest and my neck.







I come to a body shattering climax shortly thereafter and drifted off to sleep, the thoughts of John’s image and scent still vivid in my head.







-



I woke up the next day and got dressed in the outfit I had prepared the night before. A black skirt and black blazer to match, white blouse and red high-heels. It made sense for me to quit my job at The Hearth in favor of working for John part time as his secretary. I wasn’t getting enough income working as a bartender and I wouldn’t accept charity from John more than I already had. I ate a bowl of cereal on my way out the apartment, Amy had fallen asleep on the couch watching some soap opera like usual. I decided to make sure her alarm was set since it wasn’t time for her to wake up for another hour or 2. John had told me to be at his office at 7am sharp.







Taking the public transport never bothered me, but it gave me an awful time to dread arriving at my new work location. I wasn’t highly experienced and not even finished with university yet, but I was already working for the owner (or one of the owners as he kept correcting me) of one of the largest corporations in the country. I didn’t feel ready. I didn’t feel like I deserved this. People that had been working at the firm for years might look at me and think that I got the position that I have just for being a pretty piece of meat. It disgusted me and made me feel ashamed; I couldn’t even make a compelling argument to say these people would be wrong.







Technically I was arguing with straw-men. No-one knew my background or where I came from, so they would have no reason to dislike me on sight (as I feared). I looked around in the bus and everyone seemed to be just like me, reasonably well dressed in suits or work clothes, either sleepy or stressed but mostly a combination of both and the quiet of the morning commute was almost eerie yet welcoming. The bus was full to the brim, yet everyone was quiet minding their own business, appreciating the silence in the crowd.







The downside of commuting to the boundaries of the city is that besides from highway and other cars, there’s nothing to see. You are left with your brains and soul, in my case neither was offering me much consolation for the fears that were deeply rooted in me. “It’s just John, we are only going to see John” I told myself, the man I had been seeing romantically for a month now. Yet, he wasn’t “just John” anymore my brain told me. It’s “Mr. Bigshot CEO John” or “Mr. Offers Charity jobs to Pretty ladies John”







I shook my head and got the filth out of my mind. It was pointless to think like that now. I got offered a job by a person I had met at my previous work, I needed more money and I took it. Everything else was just complicating the matter unnecessarily.







I arrived at the main bus hub in the outskirts of the city. “Peelerpark” was the name. There’s a company bus John had told me, it drives the other employee to the main office from there. I found the bus and stepped in showing the bus driver the ID John had provided me a few days ago. The bus driver looked at me with tired surprise, it seemed like we didn’t get new people on this bus often.







I stepped in and noticed that there were 2 distinct group of people, those that sat by themselves and acted like the rest of the beings in the bus didn’t exist and those that already had found themselves a group of friends to share pleasantries with. Most people eyed me curiously for at least a moment. The men for longer than the women, I took a seat close to the bus entrance to avoid being in the spotlight for too long and tried not to make eye contact with anyone sitting near me.







“You took my spot” said a female voice as the owner of it sat on the seat next to mine



“Pardon?”



“I usually sit by that window” she smiled, showing me that she wasn’t too bothered by the turns of events.







“Oh, I’m sorry.” I didn’t need to explain my ignorance to her, it was clear to everyone in the bus that I was a newcomer.







“It’s no problem, first day eh?”



“Yup”



“Nervous?”



“Definitely”



She nodded “I can relate to that” she started



“I remember my first day in this company. I was so scared, it was my second job working as an airline manager. I worked a small job at “Lufthansa” it was very boring. I was essentially airport help, yuck”



I smiled at her “What do you do here?” I asked



“Oh I just help schedule flights and manage what air hostess goes on what plane, it’s more interesting. I get to actually go on the airplanes a lot too. I’m in charge of making sure new models or regulations are also being taken care of properly”



“Sounds fun”



She nodded her agreement.



“What position are you taking? “She asked me “I wasn’t aware we had any vacancies”



“I’m going to be Mr. Knight’s personal secretary” I blushed slightly, remembering how the thought of that had made me feel last night.







“Oh, I suppose he could use some help” I didn’t expect that reaction



“Have you worked in any other airlines before?” she probed



“Not exactly”



“What’s your work experience” she had a judgmental tone that hadn’t been there before.



“I was a manager of a small business in town” it was only a half lie. Manager, bartender, potato potahto.







“Interesting! I’m Sarah by the way” she said clearly buying my lie



“I’m Jessica, but please, call me Jess”



“What made you part ways with your last business Jess?”



“I knew Mr. Knight from elsewhere and we were friends” I kept lying “He offered me a job once I was made redundant”



“That does sound like our Mr. Knight” she smiled “He’s a very kind man”



“Indeed”



“Not surprised to see him get a secretary, to be fair. He must have a lot of work to get done; I hear he works 24/7 nonstop”



That sounded odd. I’d been hanging with John for a while and he never seemed to be overly busy.







I kept these thoughts to myself and continued to make small with Sarah as the bus began to drive towards our office. I quite enjoyed her company as having someone to speak to that wasn’t my own brain was very refreshing. It allowed me to forget all the worries that I had been harboring. The fifteen minutes long drive went by in a tenth of that. Sarah offered to show me to where I’d likely have to begin my day.







Not actually having received any orders from John, beyond “get on the company bus that departs at 6:45” I accepted. As we stepped into the main building John stood by the front desk, clearly awaiting my arrival.



“Sarah, pleasure to see you again as always” He nodded politely towards my companion.







“Mr. Knight” Sarah nodded back, clearly deferring to him as her superior.



“I see you’ve met my new assistant” He said looking pointedly at me.



“Yes, we shared a very pleasant bus ride together” She smiled at me



I smiled back remaining silent



“Well, I’ve not got a lot of time and I need to show her the ropes so if you’ll excuse us Sarah, we’ll be on our way” He looked at me to follow him.







We started walking in a different direction to where the crowd that had been in the bus was headed to. Clearly we were heading into a more ‘VIP’ zone. Offices seemed grander; the age of the people surrounding us went up significantly. It made sense for me to not have shared a bus with these people; they all probably either had their own personal driver or just drove a Ferrari themselves.







As we progressed on our way to what I assume would be my workstation, I couldn’t help but think of how different John’s demeanor had been when addressing Sarah and I. He was so much more confident, direct and borderline aggressive, almost like Sarah was a hyena trying to scavenge the prey of the alpha lion.







We kept walking in silence until we stepped into an elevator. There John silently took my hand and kissed me whilst whispering good morning.







My heart, over-reacting as usual, skipped a beat and I struggled to get out my answering good morning.



He smiled warmly at me before his face shifted into a different expression.



“We need to talk before getting into how and what you will be doing for your job Ms. Stones”







I noticed multiple things on just that one sentence; he’d never referred to me as ‘Ms.’ before. He’d also never addressed me by my surname specifically. It went beyond that though; his body language suddenly became more… dominant, leader of the pack speaking to one of his subordinates.



I nodded my understanding to encourage him to continue.







“In this building we aren’t the couple John & Jess. We are Mr. Knight and Ms. Stones, that’s the first point”



“Secondly, you will not address me unless I address you or you are delivering a message from someone higher up in the hierarchy of the company.”



“Yes, Mr. Knight”



“You can refer to me as ‘sir’ to avoid the mouthful’ he smiled



“Yes, sir”



“Thirdly, you will fulfill my requests without question for so long as you are working for me, you can trust me to not abuse that” he continued



The thought of obeying all his requests brought flashbacks throughout my body to the events of last night. Not thinking he could realistically abuse me, I gave my consent.







“Yes sir” I said submissively



“Now that that’s out of the way, let’s get into the more technical stuff”



He spend the rest of the morning explaining to me who was considered high in the hierarchy, whose message I didn’t need to deliver until he asked me to deliver messages (If someone high in the hierarchy needed a message delivered I could bother Mr. Knight to deliver it).







He showed me my desk where my PC and a buzzer where he could call me if he needed a file or other such items delivered. He took me to a coffee machine where I was welcome to help myself to some as often as I wanted and where I could make some for him if he so requested. He left me at the IT department where I would get a company login and password so I could log in to the file system.







After I was done setting up my work profile as well as introducing myself to the names that Mr. Knight had given me (people I would be interacting with on a regular basis it seemed like) I returned to my desk to wait for my next task. I remembered the different people I had met, the nerdy stereotypical IT crew (Jake, Mitchel and Tom) all young and all clearly lacking in the girlfriend department, if I had to guess from the looks they were giving me







Mr. Blue and Mr. Richardson, old men that had given me perverted stares and not bothered to hide it, neither the stares nor the rings in their finger.



The list went on without any other standouts; most people simply gave me their greetings and wished me luck.



“Ms. Stones if you could come into my office please” Said Mr. Knight’s voice through the buzzer.



“At once sir” was my reply.

















Chapter 6: Enlightenment



























“
 How was your day love?” John asked me as we drove back in his personal yellow Lamborghini, through the highway towards the city after my first day at work.







“It was interesting. Mr. Blue and Richardson gave me the creeps. They kept leering at me when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. The guys over at IT are cute in a geeky way” I told him about Jake spilling coffee all over him when we met at the coffee machine.



We shared a laugh and he reassured me that there was nothing wrong with Mr. Blue and Mr. Richardson aside from old age.







This John was different from Mr. Knight; it was night and day, similar to a Jekyll and Hyde scenario. In the office Mr. Knight was intimidating, confidence, a leader to look up to. Outside he was my sweet loving John, the man who had originally stolen my heart.



I told John about how I had enjoyed working for him and how impressed I had been by the building, the atmosphere and everyone, eventually I decided to ask him about his transformation from John to Mr. Knight.







“Of course I notice that I am different at the office love” He began



“I have to be, the business world is a cruel horrible aspect of human society. ‘Every man for himself’ doesn’t touch the tip of the iceberg. Everyone at this level of the business world is greedy, looking for more. Even those that have already made it big just want to get bigger. Being on the top 20 billionaire list of the world isn’t enough for this people. That saying that goes around is very true in that regard, ‘to make money you need money’ and once you’ve got billions, well, let’s just say that making billion is addictive in on itself. Especially the first time, usually is really hard to get to ‘billionaire status’ but once you do it, using billions to make more billions? piece of cake.



“But why treat
 me
 different?” I asked



“It isn’t about you, it’s about the person I am when I’m at work” he explained



“I kind of like it when you are Mr. Knight”



“You do, do you?” he gave me an evil smile



“It’s kind of a turn on” I admitted whilst slightly blushing.



“A turn on?” he stared at me confused



“I don’t know, I’ve never explored my sexuality much Ali. I was always busy trying to get the best grades at high school, I did have boyfriends but I never did anything beyond what would be considered vanilla sex. Then you being so alpha and dominant it made me feel: vulnerable and I quite enjoyed it.” The words came out in a rush, it was silly and juvenile but I definitely felt some degree of embarrassment talking about my sex life in this manner.







“That’s interesting. I did… experiment more in my younger days” he admitted



“I have to be completely honest with you in that regard”



“Oh no… don’t tell me you have an STD?” I grimaced



He snorted and began laughing loudly



“What? Heaven’s sake of course not silly” He reassured me “Why’d you think I’d have an STD? I’m not all that bad am I?”



“Well, is just that you seemed too good to be true” I smiled at him to let him know I was joking. Well half joking, but he didn’t need to know that.



“What do you mean?”



“You are a billionaire that randomly picked me up at a bar I was working part time at” I explained “what are the chances of that?”



He nodded



“I wasn’t looking for you, not really when I met you” he said “I was having a few disagreements with a business partner, millions of dollars on the line”



My eyes widened, well that would certainly be something to be upset about I thought.



“I went to The Hearth to get things off my mind, it’s a nice quiet little tavern The Hearth is” he continued “That’s when I saw you” He smiled “It was a pretty busy night so I knew you hadn’t noticed me much but you throw a few jokes my way and it cheered me up. I’ll admit I stared at you a lot, I was surprised by how beautiful you were” I blushed at that







“Then I overheard you talking about money issues with your boss and maybe it was the alcohol in me but I figured giving you some money and a phone number wouldn’t hurt anybody and well, here we are”







We traded smiles and lovey eyes and continued the drive silently for a while.



“What were you going to say before?” I asked



He looked at me questioningly



“You know before I interrupted you with the whole STD joke”



“That was a joke?”



“Of course it was, don’t change the subject! I’m curious” I said



“Well, I just wanted to say that, unlike you, I’ve had the privilege of exploring my sexual desires and whatnot a lot, and I guess is time I tell you that I have quite a… kinky fetish”







“Oh that’s not nearly as bad as I feared” I smiled at him reassuringly; everyone is ashamed of their sexual desires for some reason. We all like things that society consider ‘dirty’ or ‘inappropriate’. I didn’t want John to think I was grossed out or anything.



He smiled back at me



“What is it?” I asked



He began slowly



“Well… I’ve got a thing for dominating women”



My eyes narrowed



“Dominating women?”



“Yeah, like some light bondage, you know handcuffs rope. Being in charge and having a women be submissive towards me” he went on “ All those things turn me on quite a lot. So I have to admit I was quite hot and bothered when I was asking you to become my secretary, naturally I spent all of today daydreaming of you”



I nodded towards him whilst I absorbed all this new information. It intrigued me; I didn’t want to admit to him what I had done last night. It had felt so forbidden and embarrassing, yet it seemed to be on the exact same page that John was describing.







We drove in silence for a while, both of us engaged in our own thoughts. Feeling like I should say something I began saying



“It doesn’t sound too weird at all, I mean we could try something like that at some point” I said softly



“I’d like that” he looked at me “When we are both ready “ he said warmly



“Yeah” I smiled at him



We were now driving up to the street where my apartment was. Today I had worked a full day at the office which meant tomorrow I’d have a half day, I still needed time to finish my studies. I kissed John goodbye and made my way to my apartment.



“Where you been all day?” Amy looked at me angrily.



“What do you mean”



“Jess! I was looking for you today. You woke me up when you left this morning. It was so early! I thought you were going to buy something or whatever but then when you didn’t turn up before I left I figured that you’d be busy for a while. Then I come to The Hearth to see if you’re around and Billy tells me you quit? What the hell Jess. I know John’s a great guy and all but you can’t abuse him like some kind of whore-y gold digger!”



I interrupted her before Amy went on her typical Amy rants



“Sweetie, calm down! I got a new job that’s all.” I soothed her



“A new job? Where ? is it another part time gig? I didn’t think you’d fine one that could pay better than what Billy was giving you” she started



“Well. It’s a job at John’s office”



“Oh. Why didn’t you say anything?”



I made a face at her.



“What?” she looked at me curiously



“Aren’t you going to make fun of me? You know for all the crap I always give you about how I refuse to use my looks to get ahead or whatever” I said exasperated



“No? Jess, you’re a smart girl. If I met a billionaire at a bar he’d probably have a one night stand with me and never see me again. If he offered you a job is probably because you are more than capable of handling it” she said



My heart warmed up at that. I felt bad for not telling her about my plans sooner. Amy’s my best friend for a reason and I hadn’t been treating her like she was for a while.



“What’s the job?”



“I’m officially his personal secretary”



“Ooh, that explains the fancy outfit. You look great in it by the way”



“Thanks”



“ How was it?”



“Easier than I thought it would be actually”



I ran her through the mundane tasks and menial jobs I had to do during the day. She showed a polite amount of interest during the whole ordeal. I think Amy realized her teasing had been over the top lately and she was probably a bit hurt that I hadn’t kept her up to date with everything because I was afraid of her jokes.







I decided that I should speak to Amy about something more interesting for her, since she seemed to be trying to be extra nice today.



“John and I had a more interesting conversation on our drive back”



“I thought you took the bus there”



“He drove me back, he said he didn’t want to arrive with me as it could potentially hurt his image”



“That seems… rude, he sounds like he’s going to be an ass to you whilst at work” she looked angry



“Well it kind of goes in line with the next part of the story”



That piqued her interest



“When we were driving back in his car, I asked him about why he was acting so differently and all. He said it’s because in the business world you have to keep up an imagine since everyone is out to get your money”



“Bad excuse” she didn’t seem to buy it



“Let me continue, we started talking about his whole behavior and that’s when he told me that dominating women is a fetish of his”







“Ohh Kinky” she gave me a sexually smile “What does his fetish actually imply?”



“I’m not sure, he said he was into handcuffs and rope and dominating women, that’s all he said about it”



“Fun! I had a boyfriend that was into that kind of stuff 2 years ago. It was some of the best sex I ever had”



I blushed at her directness



“Amy!”



“Jess, we are both adults will you stop being such a prude?” she looked amused



“There’s a difference between being a prude and being a slut”



“Actually in my experience the more prudish girls tend to have the dirtiest fantasies” she smiled at me wickedly



“You seem to know a lot about all of this” I rolled my eyes



“Well I never denied being a slut now did i?”



We both laughed



“How do you feel about this fetish of his?”



“I don’t know what to think honestly. I’ll admit it though, it does turn me on. The thought of a man dominating me and taking control” I said in whispers



“That’s a turn on to most women hun. No need to be ashamed”



“Really?” I said surprised



“Yup. I like the idea myself as I said before” she went on “You thinking of trying anything with him”



“I do want to, when we are ready”



She gave me a dirty, sexy look



“And you said I’m the slut” she winked



“I’m going to hit the sack Amy” I yawned



“Sure, sure” she said “But don’t think this conversation is over! Not by a long shot” she laughed as she made her way to her room.























































**** THE END****
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A Bad Boy Fake Fiance



Larry stretched as he reached for the towel after his shower. The steam swirled around the bathroom, and he swiped his hand across the foggy mirror and tied the towel around his waist. The image before him was the one that he saw every morning as he gave himself a once over. Tall and lean, check. Shoulder length dark hair, currently stick to the back of his neck from the shower, check. Muscles, honed by football practices, daily workouts, eating habits and being the equivalent of a walking Mack truck on the field, check. Bright almost sky blue eyes, double check.



“Larry?” a female voice said from the next room. Larry paused in the mirror. Oh holy hell, what was her name? He had not even the slightest idea and that wasn’t going to go over well at all.



“I’m in the bathroom, babe. I just got out of the shower,” he said. Maybe it would be okay if he just avoided calling her anything concrete. Otherwise, she was what’s-her-name. Most girls didn’t like that. He needed to start making them wear name tags or something. It wasn’t like he had to keep it up for long anyway, he had to be at practice soon. That was why he’d slipped out of bed and gotten into the shower already.



“Are you leaving?” she cooed as she came into the room and slipped her arms around his waist.



“No, hon. But you are. I have to be at practice in an hour and I need to get ready,” he said. What’s-her-name froze.



“What? I have to go already?” she said.



“Yeah, I’ll give you cab fare to get home. There’s no point in you showering here anyway, you don’t have clean clothes,” he said to her through the mirror reflection.



“Well hell, you just brought me here to screw and put me out?” she said. Larry sighed and turned to face her. He hated it when women got the wrong idea.



“Honey, you met me literally thirty minutes before you left the club with me. You don’t know anything about me other than what you’ve heard from the media, and you intJohnuced yourself by rubbing your hand against my crotch. Exactly what kind of deep and profound relationship did you expect this to lead to?” he asked. The woman took a step back, clearly outraged, reared back and smacked the hell out of him. Or as much hell as she could manage. Then she turned and stormed through the bedroom, out into the living room, got dressed and grabbed her clothes and slammed the door as she stormed out. Larry sighed and shrugged. Seriously, what had she been thinking?



He didn’t really have time to think about it right then, it was time for him to get dressed. Larry had a few reputations, one as a womanizer and a bit of a bad boy who partied nightly, the other was as a bit of a fashion plate. That meant that if he stepped out of the front door of his house, he was always dressed perfectly, whether it was jeans or slacks. It was one of the burdens and perks of being Larry Carson.



Larry walked out of the house in sun shades, since it was pretty sunny outside, and climbed into his Land Rover Evoque and the only baby girl that he was really worried about in this world, and pulled out of his driveway.



An hour later, after being given a once over and sent to the gym for a pre-practice work out, Larry looked up into the head coach, Ben Fontaine’s frowning face. That wasn’t really out of the ordinary, Larry was pretty sure that the man never got laid and was just back the hell up. What concerned him was the team’s PR head, Yasmine Peterson, and the General Manager, Kevin Bates, walking in behind him, all three of them with their eyes locked on him. He racked his brain trying to think if he’d screwed anything up recently, and came up empty. He was pretty sure that he was good. Pretty sure…



“Larry, can we have a word with you in private?” Coach Fontaine said. The look on his face said that Larry didn’t really have a choice.



“Sure. Lead the way,“ he said, setting his weights to the side and standing up.



“Have a seat,” Coach said, closing the door behind the four of them as they ducked into one of the small conference rooms off of the main hallway.



“What’s going on?” Larry said as everyone settled in.



“Larry, you realize that your contract is coming to an end next year, correct?” Yasmine said. Larry nodded and grinned.



“Yeah. Are you trying to talk about renegotiating already? It’s a bit early,” he said with a rather self-satisfied smile.



“We aren’t interested, Larry,” Kevin said. Larry’s cocky grin wilted around the edges a bit.



“Of course you are, I’ve carried this team on my back since I got here,” she said. Coach sighed heavily.



“Look, you’re a good player and you know the game well. The problem is all of the other bull that comes along with having you here. That’s what we aren’t interested in anymore,” he said.



“What?” Larry said.



“You’re a pain in the ass, Larry. Hell, other teams that know how well you play aren’t even interested because they don’t want to have to deal with your antics ending up in the news every other day. It’s not worth it to them anymore, just like it isn’t worth it to us,” Kevin said.



“We’ve already told your agent about this, but we decided to tell you think ourselves instead of leaving it to her. She’s under enough pressure without having to worry about you going off on her about something that you brought on yourself,” Yasmine said.



“I’m sorry about all this, Larry. I hope you get it together. You’ve got a year, that’s plenty of time,” Coach said. Larry was pissed. Super pissed. He stood and walked out of the room, his hand already dialing his manager.



“Paula, what the hell is going on?” he said as soon as she answered.



“Look, I’ve got a meeting, so I don’t have a lot of time. You need to redeem your reputation, Larry. Tone down the partying, maybe get yourself a girl or a kid. Preferably both. Something to show stability. I’ve got to go, think about what I said and we’ll meet later,” she said before hanging up on him. Larry stared at the phone for a moment.



“A kid?” he repeated.









Chapter 2



A month had passed. Larry was partying less now, not that he liked it. That also meant less women, which he really didn’t like. He would admit that his game had gotten better, or he thought it had. Who the hell knew anymore, he was bored. Paula had been adamant about him settling down. If he wanted to party, he needed to get one person that he partied with. Meaning, a steady girlfriend. Otherwise, once every two weeks, and he’d better not be caught drunk and stumbling out of anywhere or anyone on the news. Them’s the breaks, kid, she’d said. He didn’t like it, but he abided by it because Paula had never steered him wrong in the past. That, and he didn’t really want to leave his team in a year. He liked it where he was, he like the dynamic that he had with the guys when he wasn’t busy being a total prick. He was working on that too.



Tonight, he’d decided that he was going out, but not to party. He was going to a nice jazz club that he’d found out about a few weeks ago. Tonight was the night that they had a live band, and he could get down with that. You know, dressing nice, sipping something fancy like scotch instead of beer, and listening to something mellow and smooth. It wasn’t a party, so it didn’t count against his every two weeks, and it got him out of the house, so he was going. After he decided what to wear, he wasn’t going out without looking his best, as always.



An hour later, he pulled up in front of the club, a small but classy place that actually served a pretty impressive menu of food and had what he’d heard was one of the best bartenders in the city. He let the valet take is car and walked inside, to the chorus of whispered and looks that he always got when he went somewhere. It didn’t even affect him anymore, he was used to it.



“One, please,” he said to the girl serving as hostess who looked as if she may pass out. She stumbled through something that Larry couldn’t really understand, and then grabbed a menu and walked off. He assumed that he was supposed to follow her, so he did.



The table gave him a great view of the stage that the band would eventually be performing on, and the small dance floor set up for those who wanted a twirl. His waiter wasn’t quite as start struck as the hostess had been, and quickly came back with his drink and a small salad that preceded a surprisingly good chicken parmesan dish. He’d have to remember this place the next time he had cabin fever, this was turning out to be a good choice.



“Ladies and gentlemen,” the young man serving as announcer said through the microphone. “Please welcome to the stage Moonlight, featuring Willow Larryson,” he said as the house lights dimmed just a bit and the band came out onto the stage. They began playing something low and soft that made Larry tap his foot a bit, but it was the sultry voice that was singing suddenly that made him look up again.



The woman singing was breathtakingly beautiful. Her hair was full and dark, hanging almost down to her waist behind her as she sang, her eyes closed. Her skin was a warm mix of gold and tan, and was fitted to a frame that probably had the attention of every man in the room. Her voice was so full that it almost felt tangible as she sang along with the band. Larry’s food lay forgotten in front of him as he watched her, enraptured.



“Hey, wait a second,” he said, snagging his waiter on his way past.



“Yes sir,” the kid said softly, so as not to drown out the music.



“The singer, Willow, right? Can you send her a drink from me when they finish their set?” he asked.



“Sure, what drink would you like to send?” the waiter asked. Hell he hadn’t thought about that.



“Does she have something that she normally orders?” he asked. The waiter grinned.



“It depends on how much they make in tips that night,” he said. Larry got it and smirked.



“Send her the more expensive one,” he said. The waited gave a curt nod, to demonstrate his understanding, and then scurried off.



Willow sang for a bit more, and then took a break. Jazz began playing again, but this time it was a track instead of the band, since this was their break. Larry saw when his waiter slipped up to the bar, where she sat alone, phone in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He sat the drink down in front of her and in response to her surprised look, leaned in and said something to her over the din of the restaurant. Then, he pointed to Larry and she turned with him. Larry offered a casual wave, and she smiled and nodded her thanks.



A few minutes later, he watched her put out her cigarette and slide off of the bar stool. She moved like a dancer, and that completely intrigued him as she walked through the place and settled herself across from him.



“Sorry, I was going to come over sooner, but then I realized who you are and I didn’t think you’d want to be around the smoke,” she said. Larry found himself appreciating that, most people wouldn’t have bothered caring.



“Thank you for the concern,” he said.



“Thank you for the drink,” she said, lifting it. Larry clinked his glass together with her and they drank together.



“So, I’ve never seen you in here before, and I’m pretty sure I would remember if I had. What brings you into this place? I always thought you were more of a base thumping, half naked strippers on poles kind of guy,” she said. Larry almost choked on his drink.



“You don’t pull any punches, do you?” he said with a laugh as he recovered. She smiled and shook her head.



“I grew out of beating around the bush around the time I graduated high school. Short attention span,” she said.



“Okay, fair enough, normally, yes. But I’ve been told to tone it down and I wanted to get out of the house. I heard about this place a few weeks ago, and it doesn’t count as ‘partying’, so here I am.” He said. Willow laughed.



“Wow, that’s got to be the truth, I don’t think anyone would come up with that as a lie to get into my pants,” she said. Larry laughed with her.



“No, that would be a horrible lie,” he said. She watched him, a smile on her face.



“You’re interesting, Larry,” she said. Larry wasn’t really sure how to take that. This was a first.



“Thanks, I think,” Larry said with a grin. The sound of the band tuning up brought her attention back to the stage. She polished off the last of her drink and winked at Larry.



“It was nice to meet you, Larry,” she said.



“You too, Miss Willow,” he said, the charm on full blast but this point as she stood and glided back up to her place on stage. Larry was pretty sure that he’d found himself a bed warmer for the night, which was funny because he hadn’t expected that here. But, he liked surprises, and he was happy with the way the night had turned out.



A few hours later, when the band had finished their final set, the musicians left through a side door, toting their instruments with them. Larry watched as they all hugged Willow goodnight, and he got himself ready to go since the next step was he and Willow leaving together. Except, it wasn’t. Willow slipped the bartender some money, picked up her bag and made her way to the door without him. Larry was on his feet, following and catching up with her in the parking lot as she lip up another cigarette.



“Leaving without me?” he asked, trying to sound casual.



“That’s the plan,” she responded.



“I thought we had something back there, something that would make you want to spend time with me as much as I want to spend time with you,” he said. Willow smirked.



“What you want is someone to keep you company tonight. Might I suggest the hostess, she’s cute and looks like she’s about to piss herself like a puppy over you being here. I, however, can’t provide you with what you are looking for, simply because I am not that easy. If you want to actually spend time with me, you know where to find me. Otherwise, it’s was wonderful meeting you, Larry,” she said, turning and gliding across the parking lot away from him.



Had she just turned him down? She had, hadn’t she? No one ever turned him down! That had been true since high school because he was good looking, and had become even more true since he was now good looking and rich, and yet here he was, alone. What the hell?!















Chapter 3



Larry had found himself thinking about Willow. He wasn’t sure if it was because she’d turned him down or simply that he was that interested in her. He’d settled on him being interested because she’d turned him down. It had been a month since they’d met, and he’d been back to the club at least once a week since then. He’d buy her a drink, sometimes dinner if she allowed it, but she always said the same thing at the end of the night:



“Good night, Larry,” In that sweet, sultry voice of hers.



It was to the point that when he caught sight of her, his heart rate increased and his back stiffened, along with… other parts of him. She was turning him into a wreck, and there was nothing that he could do about it, because she wouldn’t allow it. He’d taken to lifting weights to try and work out some of his sexual frustration, but all that had done was increase how much he could lift because he was always in there lifting.



“Back again?” she said softly, as she slid into the chair across from him, like she always did when he bought her a drink.



“Yes, again,” he said with a smile. She sighed.



“Why?” she asked.



“Because, you turned me down and I don’t understand it,” he blurted out before he really thought about it. Willow chuckled.



“Most men would have gone with something like, I can’t get you off of my mind, or something romantic like that,” she said.



“That too,” he added.



“Do you really want me? Or do you just want me naked?” she asked. Larry opened his mouth to respond, but stopped and closed it again. Then, he told the truth.



“I’m not really sure,” he said. Willow smiled and nodded.



“This is probably the most honesty you’ve given a woman, isn’t it?” she asked.



“Other than my mother, yes,” he said with a self-depreciating chuckle. Willow slipped two fingers into her cleavage and pulled out a pen. She pulled Larry’s hand towards her, and started writing on his palm.



“If you really want me, take me out sometime. I still won’t sleep with you, so don’t call me expecting that,” she said. Larry nodded, looking down at the felt tipped phone number on his skin like he’d just hit the lottery.



“Got it,” he said. She smirked, and got up as the band started to get ready for another set. Before she started singing again, Larry saved the number that she’d given him in his phone. Something told me that sweaty palms having erased it wouldn’t be an excuse that would have gotten him a second shot at it. Then, he turned in his chair to face the stage, and smiled as she started singing again.



Hours later, after she’d told him good night and he’d watched her sway off across the parking lot towards her gunmetal gray Dodge Charger, Larry lay in bed, staring at her phone. Finally, he hit send on the message that he’d been debating on for the greater part of the last thirty minutes:



Did you make it home safely?



He waited, almost holding his breath as the debate about whether texting her the same night that he got the number seemed desperate or not.



I just walked in the door, actually. I had to stop for ice cream.



Larry smiled. She’d answered, that was good, right? He hit the reply button and rattled off something about it being odd to stop for ice cream in the middle of the night. She responded that she had actually wanted this ice cream for the past week, and she’d finally broken down on her way home and gotten some. She said that she was eating it with a wine accompaniment, and didn’t even feel bad, which had made Larry laugh. He hit reply and responded again, grinning when his phone chimed with her response. What the hell, he didn’t have to be up in the morning. Staying up all night talking to her seemed like a lot more fun than sleeping anyway.









Chapter 4



Larry had asked Willow to meet him for lunch. He wanted to do something different, and everyone did dinner. Instead, he was going to have a good lunch, walk around in the shopping district for a bit, and once twilight hit, they were going to venture into the arboretum, for an event called A Night Under The Stars. There was a live swing band, henna tattooing, and a wide variety of food. It seemed like something that she’d like, and it was totally different than anything he’d ever done before. He was looking forward to it, believe it or not.



“Have you been waiting long?” Willow’s voice purred as she slipped into the seat across from him. She looked different, more casual than she did on the nights where she was singing. It was nice.



“No, I just got here myself,” Larry said, smiling across the table at her.



“So what’s good here? I’ve never tried this place before,” she said, picking up the menu and looking over it.



“Just about everything is, I’m pretty sure I’ve tried it all over the course of the time that I’ve been coming here,” he said.



“What’s your favorite?” she asked. That was easy.



“For lunch, the tuna salad. Good amount of protein, but it’s not heavy so I don’t feel like I’m lugging it around for the rest of the day,” he said. Willow gave him an impressed look and nodded.



“Good reasoning. I think I’ll try that, then,” she said, closing the menu and placing it onto the table.



Lunch was pleasant for both of them. They talked about their families, friends and hobbies. Larry learned about how Willow started singing with the band and what she did for a day job, and Willow learned as much as Larry would tell her about what it was like to play in the NFL. She laughed when he talking about the first time he took a good, solid hit and how the world had spun around him as he moved to his place on the field. The guy was the only one that he’d come across that hit hard enough to make him lose his bearings, but he’d retired now. That had always disappointed Larry a bit, as if he wasn’t really left with a challenge anymore.



They finished their lunch and took a stroll through this shop and that boutique. It was nice, getting to see what kinds of things that Willow liked, as far as Larry was concerned. He thought of it as recognizance, for if he ever decided that he wanted to get her something. A birthday or an event like that.



The Night Under The Stars turned out to be perfect, with clear skies, bright stars and an even brighter moon, and not too big of a crowd. That mean not too much chatter, plenty of food and drinks and room on the dance floor to move. That was where Willow and Larry spent most of their night after they’d eaten. He twirled her around the dance floor expertly, and she followed like this was old hat to her as they laughed together and talked. Eventually, they peeled off from the other part goers and began to stroll the gardens by moonlight.



“It’s kind of spooky out here,” she said. Larry laughed.



“Most people would think that it’s romantic, not spooky,” he said.



“I guess I’m not most people,” Willow responded with a smirk.



“I’m glad that you aren’t,” he said. They walked in silence for a bit together, and Larry gently slipped his hand around Willows. She didn’t pull back, didn’t give any inclination that she’d even noticed that he’d done it other than the fact that she allowed her fingers to close warmly around his.



“So I guess this evening ends when we leave here,” Larry said, part of him hoping that maybe she’d changed her mind about spending the night with him, although he was pretty sure that she hadn’t.



“Yeah, it does,” she said softly. Larry sighed softly.



“I’m not sure I’m ready for it to end yet,” he said. He was genuinely enjoying being around her, and that was something that he’d been able to say about a lot of people. She made him want to think about someone other than himself.



“It’s not like I said that we have to go now,” she said, smiling. Larry laughed softly.



“Good point,” he said.









Chapter 5



Three weeks later, Willow and Larry had been out several time together. Every time he saw her, spent time with her, talked to her, he found something else to like about her. There was also something especially intriguing about the fact that she hadn’t slept with him yet. He hadn’t just come out and asked her if she would, and she hadn’t just told him that she wouldn’t, but she wouldn’t. She’d made that clear. Their time together consisted of talking and getting to know each other, things he’d never bother with before. It was different, and it made not partying and going out as much a lot easier. His agent was thrilled with the change in her client, though she wasn’t really sure what it was about, and the team seemed to be taking a renewed interest in him, albeit a slight one, since it had only been a few months since his behavior had been forced to change.



“So, what do you want to do tonight, Brain?” Willow said. Larry snickered at the cartoon reference as they sat together on one of the plush couches around the dance floor at the jazz club.



“I don’t know, sitting here with you is kind of nice,” Larry said, putting his arm around her and pulling her close. Willow snuggled up to the side of him and rested her arm on top of his thigh.



“True, it is,” she said. They sat there in silence for a few moments before she turned in his arms and kissed him. He’d kissed her before then, but this was the first time that she’d simply outright kissed him without any warning or prompting.



“What was that for?” Larry asked with a wide smile on his lips.



“We could go back to your place, and spend some time there,” she said. Larry watched her for a heartbeat, checking for any signs that she was kidding, or uncertain. Then, he scrambled to his feet with her still in his arms and the two of them made their way to the club exit, Willow laughing beside him the entire time.



Willow watched the world go past as she followed Larry into his complex. She hadn’t wanted to leave her car at the club, especially since they’d had a few break ins and she didn’t want to be the next one. She looked around at all of the large, well lit homes in this expensive and exclusive complex and felt special that she was actually being escorted inside. Larry turned into a large driveway in front of her and she followed suit. She saw two garage doors open, there were a total of four, and he motioned for her to park through one before he parked through the other.



“This is quite a house,” she said, getting out of her car and slinging her purse over her shoulder.



“It’s nice, but I travel so much that half of the time, I don’t get to see it. I have a cleaning service when I’m out of town to keep the dust at bay since I have dust allergies, but that’s about it. They see my home more than I do,” he said with a laugh.



“That’s kind of sad,” she said, taking the arm that he was offering as he lead her through the door from the garage to the house.



“On one hand, yeah, it is. But on the other hand, I’m traveling to play football. I love what I do for a living, and I get paid really well to do it. Most people can’t say that, so I try not to complain about things like not being able to see my house sometimes,” he said. The two of them walked through the house as he turned on this light and that until they reached the kitchen. Larry pulled down a bottle of wine and two glasses, and then motioned for Willow to follow him out on to the patio.



“I love sitting out here, no music or television, just me and the sky,” he said, popping the cork and pouring two glasses as Willow sat in one of the loungers.



“It’s an amazing view, both up and down, isn’t it?” she said, looking out over the city view that came from his house being on a bit of an incline.



“It’s one of the reasons I picked this lot,” he said, handing her one of the glasses.



They sat there together in complete silence, simply watching the world around them for almost twenty minutes together. It felt like one of the most intimate things that Larry had ever done with a women, for him. Sitting out there and appreciating the world wasn’t something that fit his image, so it was also something that very few people knew that he liked to do. He wasn’t really sure why he’d told Willow without worrying about what she’d think about him. Maybe because he trusted her to simply just accept him for who he was. That was a freeing thing to trust someone for.



“Why don’t you give me a tour of this fantastic home, hm?” Willow asked as she drained the last of her glass. Larry smiled and stood, holding a hand out to help her from her seat.



“Sure,” he said.



Willow grinned and nodded, ooo’d and ahh’d as they walked through the house and he showed her this room and that. Larry wasn’t sure about taking her through his bedroom, because he didn’t want to give her the wrong idea as to why he’d brought her out there, so he stalled until absolute last.



“Your bedroom is very tastefully done,” she said, looking around.



“I bought the whole room of furniture together. I’m not really good at putting things together on my own, I don’t think. Everything in here was made to match the other pieces,” he said with a grin. Willow turned to him with a grin.



“It’s nice,” she said, placing her hands in the middle of his chest and pushing him roughly so that he had no choice but to fall backwards onto the bed behind him.



“Willow?” he said, so surprised that he wasn’t really sure what to do other than simply flop back. Willow smirked and jumped on top of him, straddling his midsection as she leaned in close to his ear.



“You’ve waited long enough, don’t you think?” she whispered. Larry felt his eyes widen, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tightly against him as he rolled himself on top of her. She laughed and squealed, and he reached over and turned out the lights.











Chapter 6



“You know, it’s alright if you don’t want to do this,” Larry said. Willow was in the shower, he blurry silhouette visible in the mirror as he talked to her while she bathed.



“I don’t mind. Just because I’m not always in some loud, banging club doesn’t mean that I don’t like to go to one from time to time. Plus, what your agent said makes sense, this will help your image since you spent the last few years being a royal prick,” she said. Larry shot a look through the mirror towards the shower as if she could see it.



“I wasn’t trying to be a royal prick,” he mumbled.



“Yes you were. You just see it now,” she said, hearing him over the sound of the water running.



“Does that mean that I’m maturing or something, the fact that I’m getting better?” he asked. Willow giggled.



“Perhaps. Then again, you are still the man that laughs at every fart joke you’ve ever come across,” she said. Larry smirked.



“Hey, fart jokes are a lost art,” he said.



“Uh huh, sure,” she said. Larry grinned.



“I’m going to go put on my clothes, since you’re being all mean,” he said.



“Wuss,” she said in return.



“Love you too!” he said on his way out of the bathroom.



He and Willow were going out with the rest of the team that night to a club for a bit of drinking and bonding. She’d come out to the house a few hours before with a change of clothes, and opted to get ready there, so she had less time in the clothes to mess up her outfit. The logic made perfect sense to Larry, plus that meant that there was time for them to fool around a bit before they left the house. That was always a plus, since she was a stellar lover. They were six months into spending time together, and both of them were more open and less guarded with each other. That was why she was meeting the team. They’d all wanted to know what had caused the change in their teammate, so tonight, he had promised to show them.



He peeked into her overnight bag and smirked at the dress she’d brought to wear. It was one that made her the center of attention wherever she went, because she looked fantastic in it.



“That’s my girl,” he said, laying it out flat on the bed to wait for her to finish up in the bathroom.



The club for the night was called the Bass Drop, and the guys had pitched in and rented out the VIP section. It was easier when they all went out to do that, otherwise they were mobbed by people. That wasn’t something that anyone wanted, especially the ones that were attached and planned to bring said significant others to the club that night.



The club had allowed the guys to come in through a side entrance and head straight up to the VIP, to avoid starting a riot. This was going to be Larry and Willow’s first official outing together as a couple, which was huge since Larry was never tied to anyone. Larry made sure that he’d had a sedan service for the night, in case either of them was a little too drunk to drive, or simply didn’t feel like it. Willow was ready just as the car pulled up into the driveway.



They drive downtown talking about the guys on the team. Willow hadn’t really started following football until she’d started seriously seeing Larry, so there was still a lot that she didn’t understand and a lot of faces that she didn’t know. Larry had tried to get her to recognize some of the more forward ones, the ones that would come up and intJohnuce themselves, and she had gotten most of them on site. The others he could feed to her before they went up to them.



“Oh, and Jacobs is a bit handsy when he’s been drinking. He won’t like, grab your ass or something, but he might hug and hold on a bit longer, or brush past something that he shouldn’t. He doesn’t mean to, trust me, he’s just drunk. One of the guys thought he had smacked him in the ass the first time we all went out, it turns out that he’d just turned around rather quickly and let his arm flap around him,” Larry said laughing. Willow giggled.



“Watch Jones when he gets liquored up, got it,” she said.



“There are going to be a lot of cameras here, someone at the club leaked that we’re going to be there. But I am so glad that I’ll bet there with you, you look amazing,” he said. Willow smiled.



“I’m supposed to look amazing, we’ve got to keep your rep up,” she said. Larry leaned in and kissed her gently.



“I don’t care about that. You look amazing for me, and that’s enough,” he said.



“You really have matured, haven’t you?” she said, smiling and resting a hand on Larry’s thigh.



“Somewhat. I still want to peel that dress off of you on the way to the club,” he said, licking his lips. Willow grinned, and playfully swatted his leg.



“We’re almost there, pervert,” she said.



“I can be quick,” he replied.



“Yeah you can,” Willow said with an eye roll.



“Hey, wait a minute…” Larry said, frowning as Willow laughed out loud.



*~*~*



The bass was so deep that you could feel it in your chest when you walked inside of the club, but Willow smiled and began dancing as they made their way down the hallway towards the entrance to the VIP section.



“There he is, the man of the hour!” someone announced as the two of them walked through the door. Henry almost bowled Larry over with the hug as he clapped him soundly on the back.



“Why am I the man of the hour?” Larry asked.



“Don’t mind him, Lance has already had too much to drink,” Paulie said. Larry nodded his understanding.



“Paulie, this is Willow,” he said, turning and intJohnucing her. Willow smiled and held out her hand for a shake.



“It’s a pleasure,” he said.



“Likewise,” she responded.



“You’ve become something of a legend in the locker room, you know,” Paulie said. Larry rolled his eyes.



“Oh Lord, here we go,” he said.



“Have I?” Willow asked, suddenly very interested in what Paulie was saying.



“Oh yeah, most of the guys have been wondering what the hell was up with the pompous Larry ass that we’d all come to know and love for a while, and then one day, he finally let it slip that what happened was a woman named Willow,” he explained.



“Interesting, what else did he say about me?” Willow asked. Paulie grinned.



“That’s the thing. He wouldn’t say another word. He said he didn’t want us to jinx it or something.” He said. Larry grinned and shook his head.



“Why do you think I was scared to bring her tonight? You all might convince her that I’m not worth her time, and I would be completely destroyed,” he said. Willow cuddled up against Larry’s side and smiled, winking up at him.



“Don’t worry, I’ve seen you at your Larry assiest, I’m pretty sure that if I haven’t walked away by now, I’m not going to,” she said. Larry grinned and kissed her again.



“Hey now, none of that shit. Some of us are here alone, you know,” a rather slurred voice said. That was Ian, and he had apparently pregamed pretty hard from the look of it.



“Are you already drunk, Ian? Damn, you work fast,” Larry said as he and Willow began to move farther inside.



“That’s what she said,” Ian laughed.



“Dude, if that’s what she said, that’s not positive,” Larry said.



“Oh… yeah,” Ian said softly. Willow grinned.



“Someone should take his keys,” she said.



“Already got them, no worries,” Paulie said.



“Paulie doesn’t drink at all, so he’s usually the keeper of the keys and the one who makes sure that everyone who needs a cab has one and all of that. He’s probably saved everyone’s ass here at least once, including Coach,” Larry said.



“So he’s the team hero,” Willow said. Larry nodded.



“Exactly. Do you want something to drink or eat? They serve high quality bar food here, like nachos and hot wings,” he said. It hadn’t occurred to him to find out if she’d eaten before she’d come over that night, he felt bad about that now.



“Ooo, nachos. And a coke please,” she said with a smile as she sat down on the plush red overstuffed couch behind her. She wasn’t really a big drinker, which was one of the things that kept Larry in line with his.



“Girly drink,” Larry said with a smirk.



“I am a girly,” she replied. Larry laughed and turned to walk over to the bar for the food order and the drinks. By the time he returned, she had three other guys sitting with her.



“…I’ve always wondered if he does that at home too, or is that just a locker room thing,” Bo was asking.



“Hey now, don’t go asking this beautiful woman about all of my secrets. They are secrets for a reason,” he said, handing her the drink and settling beside her. He had no idea what Bo was talking about, he was just playing around.



“Sorry, I can’t talk about Larry’s secrets,” she said. “While he’s around,” she added for good measure with a smirk.



“What the hell is all this?” I asked as a laugh traveled around the group perched in front of her.



“We were just wondering how an ass like you managed to land a woman like Willow. She’s beautiful, intelligent and talented. How has she not seen through you yet?” Scotty asked.



“Hey, be nice. He’s a sweet guy when he wants to be,” Willow said. Larry grinned.



“Thank you,” he said.



Willow blinked, and suddenly the topic was football at a level that was way above her pay grade on the sport. And her soda was empty, so she politely excused herself and went to the bar in the corner for a refill.



“They’ve started talking football, haven’t they?” A female voice said. Willow turned and met the gaze of the cute blonde that was speaking to her, smiled, and nodded.



“Yeah. It happened so fast that I wasn’t aware that it was coming,” she said. The blond smiled.



“You get used to it. I’m Mia, by the way. I’ve been dating Oscar, the full back over in the corner of the couch, for about eight months,” she said. Willow smiled and nodded, but didn’t respond. There was something the she immediately picked up on behind Mia’s words, like a well-hidden vial of venom inside of them, which meant that she wasn’t really in a sharing mood.



“Wow, eight months. That’s a pretty serious relationship,” she said instead.



“What about you and Larry?” Mia asked. Willow planted a smile on her lips and took a sip of her soda.



“Long enough,” she said, leaving it at that.



“You know, Larry and I used to date,” she said. And there it was, the venom. Willow had to work hard not to roll her eyes as Mia watched her for a reaction. Willow didn’t really care, that was clearly before she even knew the man existed.



“Interesting,” was what she chose to respond with.



“Well, actually, he picked me up in a club and he and I spent a few days together. I don’t think we left the bed to do more than eat, and sometimes not even then,” she said with a laugh, waiting for a green eyed monster that wasn’t going to come.



“Oh, so you didn’t date. He just used you for a bit and then tossed you out on your ass,” Willow said, her voice calm as she held Mia’s gaze steadily. Mia looked confused as to why her revelation didn’t have the desired effect.



“What?” Mia asked.



“Babe, can you come her for a second?” Larry said, calling Willow back to the couch.



“I’m sorry, I‘ve got to go,” Willow said, excusing herself from Mia’s trap and starting to walk back towards Larry.



“Wait a minute, did you just call me a slut?” Mia said, her voice louder now. Willow stopped.



“Not at all. When did the word slut ever come out of my mouth?” Willow asked.



“You said that Larry just used me and then threw me out,” she said, angry.



“That’s what you told me happened. Why in the world would you think that screwing for a few days constitutes dating someone?” Willow asked the more irate Mia got, the calmer Willow felt. This woman had clearly approached Willow with the intention of making her blind with jealousy, or something similar. It wasn’t working though.



“Who the hell are you to tell me what dating is?” she squealed. Willow shrugged and settled beside Larry.



“No one. I’m not sure why you are even exerting so much effort on me,” she said.



“I don’t know why either, since I’ve got a man,” she said.



“Willow has a point, why are you spending so much time talking to her about how you were with her man if I’m right here?” Oscar said. The room went almost silent, save for the music filtering up from downstairs.



“I just… I wasn’t trying to tell her about Larry or anything,” Mia stuttered.



“Could have fooled me,” Larry said.



“It’s alright. Maybe she just wanted me to know that I’m not the first woman that Larry has slept with. The thing is, I already knew that. He’s not the first woman that I’ve slept with either,” Willow said.



“But he sees me all the time. How do you know he’s not still with me?” Mia asked.



“You do realize that Oscar is standing right beside you, right?” Willow asked.



“I know, I’m just… saying…” she faded out, realizing that in her quest to make Willow jealous, she’d probably just ended what she had with Oscar.



“You and I need to talk,” Oscar said. The two of them walked off to an area more private and the conversation immediate became visibly heated between them.



“I tried to tell Oscar that she was dating him to get to me, but he thought I was just trying to be jerk,” Larry said softly. Willow sighed.



“I hate that he had to find out like this.” She said. Larry nodded his agreement.



“Is it bad that this makes me so happy that lost her and found you?” he asked. Willow giggled.



“Probably,” she said. Larry shrugged against her and kissed her cheek.



“I don’t care,” he said.













Chapter 7



The night out resulted in Larry and Willow’s picture being everywhere, both sports related and not. Larry was suddenly the center of attention for a lot of news outlets again, which made the two of them going out a bit more difficult, but that just meant that they had to get inventive. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that things started to get more difficult suddenly. Larry could barely get out of the complex due to media clogging the entrance, and he had no idea why.



Until he saw the paper that day. Larry Carson’s Lover Spotted Exiting Doctor’s Office. Could This Mean A Little Larry On The Way? The headline screamed. Larry stared at the heavy ink words for almost a full minute as the PR team waited for his reaction. He didn’t say anything, he simply dialed.



“Hey,” Willow said, the smile clear in her voice.



“Hey babe. Remember how I told you not to come out to the house because the media was insane all of a sudden?” he asked.



“Yeah?” she replied.



“Someone saw you coming out of a doctor’s office and printed that you might be pregnant. Is there something that you need to tell me?” he asked. He wasn’t upset, and he prayed that was coming across in his voice.



“I was trying to wait until I knew for sure, which I didn’t until about ten minutes ago,” she said.



“Know what, exactly?” he asked. There was a slight hesitation before she answered.



“I went in because my stomach had been feeling off for a while, and I was pretty sure an upset stomach shouldn’t last so long. My doctor asked me a bunch of questions, and then asked if she could have my permission to run one last test. This morning, she called and told me that she’d gotten the results back and that they were positive. That I’m pregnant, and that what’s been going on with my stomach is actually morning sickness,” she said carefully, not really sure how Larry would take the news.



“So, you actually are pregnant?” Larry said.



“Yes,” Willow said. Then, she waited.



“So what happens now?” he asked. Well, he wasn’t freaking out, that was good, Willow thought to herself.



“Now, I have an appointment for my first pre-natal visit in a week,” she said.



“Day and time?” Larry asked.



“Next Wednesday, at 2,” Willow said.



“Good. Someone tell Coach I’ll be late for practice next Tuesday. I’m going to be a father. And you, Willow, you come out to the house tonight,” eh said. Willow stopped, a little shocked.



“Really?” she asked.



“Of course, what did you expect?” he asked.



“I’m not sure, honestly. I figured there might be some sort of disagreement as to whether I’m actually going to have the baby or not,” she said.



“Why wouldn’t you have the baby?” he asked Willow laughed softly.



“I have no idea. I’ll see you tonight,” she replied.



*~*~*



The confirmation that Willow was pregnant caused an almost deafening roar in the media. The news that Larry was over the moon about it broke all class in a five mile radius. The media was aghast, most figuring that he would pressure her to give the baby up because it would hamper his career or his personal life, so the shock was massive when they found out that was the farthest thing from the actual case.



Paula had set up a press conference for him to take questions with Willow by his side. She wasn’t showing yet, of course, but she looked like she was glowing, even Paula saw it.



“So you found out that she was pregnant from the speculative story?” a reporter asked. Larry slipped his arm around Willow’s waist.



“Willow wanted to be sure before she said anything to me. Honestly, the reason that she went to the Doctor that day was because her stomach had been upset for longer than she thought it should be, and she was afraid something was wrong. Pregnancy never occurred to her,” Larry said, echoing their first conversation about it.



“Is this going to affect your football career, now that you’re going to be a dad?” a female reporter asked. Larry paused, thinking.



“I think I’m going to let Willow field this one,” he said. Willow turned to him, shocked.



“What? Um, it’s not really something that we’ve talked about,” she said, a little off guard.



“Just say what you’d want to happen, if it was completely up to you,” he said.



“Wow, you seriously trust her,” a male voice called out, causing a round of soft laughter.



“Yeah, actually I do,” Larry said, motioning for her to move closer to the microphone.



“Okay… Like I said, this isn’t something that Larry and I have discussed, so please don’t take this as set in stone. But, were I to have my way, Larry would continue to do what he loves and play football. That means that little Larry and I travel to as many of his away games as we can, and that we’re at every home game, and that when he’s here, he is in Dad-mode unless he has something to do for the team. As excited as he is about being a father, I don’t think it’ll be hard to get him to be in Dad-mode,” she said with a smile, another laugh traveling through the crowd.



“Miss Willow, can I just say, that was a wonderful answer. Thank you for putting every football fan’s fears to rest,” the reporter who’d asked the original question said. Willow smiled and nodded.



“No problem at all,” she said before stepping back to allow Larry back to the podium.



“Any other questions?” Larry asked. They’d been at it for about forty five minutes and he was starting to get tired of standing, honestly.



“Are there any plans to get married?” someone called out. Larry and Willow exchanged a look.



“That’s something else that we haven’t actually discussed. But, I would like for Willow to move to the house with me. I’ve got plenty of room for a little one, and she’s got months to plan a nursery and find a nanny to help her, if she chooses. As far as marriage,” Larry said, turning to face Willow as his sentence faded out. He wanted to ask her to be his wife, but he felt that this was something that didn’t belong to the media, not yet. His proposal was for her, not for the flashing lights and pushy microphones of the world.



“As far as marriage, you all will find out when we are ready for you to know, and not a moment sooner,” Willow said, smiling up at Larry as if she’d read his mind.



“Exactly,” he said.













Chapter 8



Willow became a celebrity over the first few months of her pregnancy. She was wanted for interviews, modeling opportunities and pJohnuct pitches galore. Most of the pJohnuct pitches, she turned down. She’d do the interviews and the modeling jobs without problems, especially since most of them were either with Larry or about Larry. She liked that she was pulling in more of her own money now, even though Larry told her that he wanted her to rest up through the pregnancy. She was independent, and making her own was important to her, even if a lot of the opportunities that presented themselves were because of who she was tied to.



Willow got the marriage question a lot more than Larry did. Mainly from female reporters who thought that by palling around with her on national TV, she would simply slip up and spill the beans. Paula said that one of the many things that she liked about Willow was that she needed minimal coaching, not spreading her business was just in her nature. Meaning, she didn’t simply slip up and spill the beans and she never would.



She had moved out of her place and moved in with Larry, and it had turned into an excellent decision for her. He gave her his credit card and told her to start looking for baby furniture, and that money was no object, but she still hadn’t had the heart to use the card yet. Larry would laugh and pull her close, telling her that was one of the many things that he loved about her, and assuring her that it was okay. In fact, earlier that morning had been the first time that she’d finally decided on something, and even then it was simply having someone come in and paint the room for her. She’d decided to wait until he got home from practice to make sure that the color was okay with him first. The fact that he’d then be there to see her use the card and verbally approve for the millionth time that it was okay was not lost on her.



Larry had come home the other night with some elastic waistband jeans. She hadn’t said a word about the fact that her pants were beginning to get a bit uncomfortable, but he’d said that he’d noticed little things, like her fidgeting when she sat down and the waistband pressed against her stomach or the fact that she’d wear pajama pants more than anything else recently. It was the little things like that that made her smiled and love him even more.



“Babe? Are you home?” Larry said, like he always did when he got in. It was like his version of ‘Honey, I’m home’.



“Back here,” Willow yelled from the den, where she sat comparing various shades of yellow.



“What in the world are you doing? It looks like a paint swatch monster threw up in here,” he said, laughing and hugging her gently from behind.



“I want to get the baby’s room painted. I think once I pick a color, maybe it’ll be a bit easier for me to pick furniture,” she said.



“It would also help if you’d stop thinking that you can’t use the card that I gave you for the sole purpose of you actually using it,” he said, a tease in his tone.



“Shut up. Help me pick a shade,” she said. Larry leaned over her shoulder.



“Yellow is good, since we’re being gender neutral,” he said absently. They’d decided not to find out the sex of the baby, so they were being careful about what they were buying. “I like the pale yellow better than the bold yellow. That one makes me think ‘girl’ a bit too much,” he said. Willow nodded and tossed aside the other swatches.



“Agreed,” she said. Larry reached across the counter and handed her the phone.



“Now stop being a wuss and call the painters. I know you’ve already picked one out,” he said with a smirk. Willow huffed an adorable sigh. So what he was right. She snatched the phone from him as he laughed softly and went into the kitchen while she called and scheduled.



“They’re coming out tomorrow to do the estimate,” she said as Larry returned, beer in hand. He grinned and nodded.



“Good. Now, I’ve got some good news,” he said. Willow turned to face him and smiled, giving her his full attention. God, he loved her so much.



“Tell me,” she said.



“Coach and Paula pulled me into a meeting today at the end of practice. Apparently, the higher ups have re-evaluated me and decided that I am too valuable to the team to take a chance on my moving on to someone else in a few months when my contract comes up,” he said.



“Ooo, this sounds promising,” Willow said. She knew that Larry really loved the city and the team, and didn’t want to leave. If this was what she thought it was, they were going to celebrate.



“They’ve offered to extend my contract, and raised my salary as well,” he said. Willow leapt up off the stool, wrapping her arms around Larry’s neck.



“That’s great news!” she said. Larry wrapped his arms around the woman and the baby that he loved and smiled.



“I am so excited. You know that this is all because of you, right?” he said. Willow scoffed, looking up at him.



“Liar, this is because you’re amazing,” she said. Larry shrugged.



“I am pretty awesome, yeah. But it was you that made me want to be better, to stop being a prick and thinking that I’m the only person in this world that matters. You are the reason I get to stay in the city I love, with the team I love and the woman I love,” he said. Willow smiled, her face flushing.



“If you say so, silly,” she said with a giggle.



“So since I’ve got the contract extension, and a stunning woman who loves me with the most amazing kid on the planet on the way… We should get married,” Larry said. Just like that. It caught Willow completely off-guard, which was why he’d done it that way. He watched amused as her face froze in shock.



“What?” she said finally.



“Let’s get married,” he said, taking a step back and pulling the small ring box that he’d picked up on his way home from practice.



He’d actually ordered the ring weeks ago, it was simply coincidence that it arrived at the jeweler on that day. He flipped the box open, and knelt down on one knee. Willow’s hands flew to her face and she gasped at the sight of the ring, shaking her head.



“Larry that ring is enormous,” she said. Larry spoke before she could finish what he knew was coming next.



“It’s actually not the biggest one there, but I didn’t think you’d want anything that huge. This one is perfect for you. And yes, yes you can take it. Take it because I spent hours picking it out for you, and no it’s not too expensive. Stop arguing with me in your head, you aren’t going to win,” he said with a smile as tears began to run down Willow’s face.



“Jerk,” she whispered, though her lips were smiling behind her hands.



“This jerk loves you, Willow. I can’t see the rest of my life without you and the baby in it. Please, make me the happiest man alive, and become my wife,” he said. Willow sniffed, wiping at her eye roughly, and then smiled brightly and nodded.



“Okay,” she said. Larry’s eyes widened and he smiled, leaping to his feet.



“Yes?” he asked.



“Yes!” she repeated. Larry picked her up and swung her around in his arms.



“I love you, future Mrs. Carson,” he said. Willow kissed him.



“I love you too, Mr. Carson. “











*****



THE END
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A billionaires fake Fiance



Neal was pretty sure that his parents really meant business this time. They’d both told him that he needed to calm down with the womanizing, or at least not get caught in public doing it as much for years now. Except this time, he’d been on the news. Naked, and drunk, being forcefully shoved out of a brothel. Never piss off a madam before you finish what you paid for, guys. They won’t even let you put your pants back on if you’re a real ass, and Neal was consistently a real ass.



He’d taken a flight from Vegas back to New York and gone straight from the airport to his condo, especially once he’d learned that he’d been caught and identified on camera. He hadn’t been home for two hours before he got a phone call instructing him to get out to his parents’ house, right then. They were so determined to have him out there that they sent a car for him, piloted by a guy who looked like he could kick Neal’s ass and everyone else who’d ever existed too. Needless to say, Neal got into the car and took a nice leisurely drive out to his parent’s house.



His parents were upstate, of course, out where all of the homes were the size of small apartment complexes and cost more than most people make in two years’ time. Where people drove Porsche SUVs as their family cars and Bentleys when it was just ‘him and the misses’. Neal didn’t really miss being out there, he liked being somewhere more alive, like Manhattan. That was one of the main reasons he’d bought his condo there. That, and it was far enough away that unless he landed himself on the news, for the most part his parents had no idea what he was up to.



“Neal, could you come in here, please,” That was Neal’s mother, Iris. She was in the office with his father, Oscar. His father hadn’t said anything, but he’d smelled a cigar being lit about two minutes ago, announcing his presence. Neal stood, smoothed his hands down the front of his clothes, and walked into the office.



“Mom, Dad, good to see you both. Wonderful weather we’re having, isn’t it? Unseasonably warm,” he said, sitting in the plush arm chair across the desk from where his father sat, looking stern and unhappy as always. His mother stood beside her husband, her arm resting across the top of his chair as if the two of them were posing for some unhappy portrait.



“Is there a reason why the first thing that your mother and I saw when we turned on the TV this morning was your naked ass being shoved out of a whore house?” Oscar said. Neal cringed at the word.



“Dad, no woman there wants to be called that awful word. Can we just call it a brothel, please,” he said. This was why his father didn’t deal with the public. Even before he’d retired, Iris had always been the one who mingled and smiled when needed. Oscar was awful at it.



“It is what it is, son. The point is, why were you there on the sidewalk, naked and being taped?” he asked. Neal looked down at his hands, and started picking with a nail.



“Because I pissed off the madam of the house, and because there was media outside for some sort of parade thing that was happening, and they just happened to catch me,” he said. His father made some sort of disapproving grunt and went back to concentrating on his cigar.



“Neal, we’ve asked that you stop making such a spectacle of yourself, but that doesn’t seem to be going so well for you. The problem now is that you are making people wary of the family business, because you are running it,” Iris said. Neal’s eyes snapped up.



“The business is doing great, profits have never been higher and employee satisfaction is through the roof,” He said. Iris nodded.



“I’m aware, but people see your private life splashed across the news and start to lose confidence in our brand. They think that they need to jump ship before you take the whole thing down,” she said.



“Oh that’s insane, why in the world would a disagreement halfway across the country with a Madam spell doom for Layman Industries?” Neal asked.



“That is not the point!” Oscar said, slamming his hands down on the desk. Iris put her hand gently on her husband’s shoulder, and calmed him down a bit before she spoke again.



“Your father and I have decided that you need to do something that proves that your private life is a bit more stable that it really is,” she said.



“Meaning?” Neal asked.



“Meaning, you need a fiance. You need someone who will go out in public with you, laugh off your antics over the past few weeks as something that she knew about, soften up your horrid image as some bad boy millionaire and give you a bit more stability in business circles,” Oscar said. Neal looked from one parent to the other and back again.



“Are you two insane? Where in the world am I going to find a fiance? I’m not even seriously dating anyone,” Neal asked.



“Offer to pay her if she behaves. That works with most women,” Iris said, shocking even Neal with the nonchalant way she casually tossed out the notion that most women were money hungry. That was a bit harsh, even for his thinking.



“Seriously?!” Neal said, standing.



“Yes, seriously, son. Now go get it done. You have two weeks to find someone on your own that you can stand and move her into your condo. Otherwise, your father and I will choose someone for you, and you won’t have a choice in the matter,” Iris said. Then she turned and walked out of the office, effectively ending any conversation that Neal might have brought up against this insanity.



“Dad? Are you really going to let her do this?” he asked. Oscar sighed.



“You brought this on yourself, son. Just do what she says, the world is happier when she is. And you know how she gets when she doesn’t get her way,” Oscar said before stubbing out the cigar and walking out of the room behind his wife.



Neal sighed heavily and flopped back down into the chair. Where in the world was he going to find a woman who could stand living with him, or better yet that he could stand having in his personal space all of the time? It would have been easier if they just put someone else in charge of the company in the public eye or something. This was almost impossible.









Chapter 2



“Wow, that’s an ugly turn of events,” Scott said. Scott and Neal had met for drinks that afternoon, like they did every week since they’d graduated college together. It was one of the few consistent things in either of their lives.



“Yeah, I have no idea how to handle this,” Neal said with a sigh and a frown.



“You need to get the word out, but in a way that doesn’t attract all the crazies in town. You need a good girl who needs the cash, because some money grubbing gold digger isn’t going to play the part. Either that, or she’d going to blackmail you with it,” Scott said.



“I hadn’t even though about the fact that this could be held against me,” Neal said, putting his face in his hands. Scott chuckled softly and clapped him on the back.



“Oh cheer up. Who knows, maybe you’ll pick a girl who ends up being the love of your life, and then it won’t be a lie anymore and everyone will be happy again,” he said. Neal groaned loudly.



“You are not helping,” he said.



“Sure I am,” Scott said before taking another drink of his beer.



“I should be talking to someone else about this, you’ve never been good at making useful decisions,” Neal mumbled. A little mean, but still true. Scott was never who anyone went to when it was time to do something adult-like.



“Look, here’s what you do: Go somewhere that you wouldn’t normally go, like a bookstore or something. You usually look for girls who you are pretty sure that you’re smarter than, because otherwise you feel intimidated. Find a smart girl who’s down on her luck and needs some cash, but has a brain and a good heart so we won’t take you for everything that you’ve got if you piss her off before this whole thing is over. Problem solved.” Scott said. Neal looked up at him in total shock. That was actually a really good idea, ignoring the fact that the reasoning behind it was a bit offensive, regardless of its truth.



“Holy shit, Scott. You never make any sense where did that come from?” he asked. Scott smirked.



“I am at least a halfway functioning adult, so my brain must work from time to time or I wouldn’t be able to keep a roof over my head. Don’t look so shocked,” he said, winking.



*~*~*



The next morning, Neal found himself camped out in the coffee shop of a good sized bookstore that he frequented due to how close it was to his office. He actually read quite a bit, but he never really paid attention to the other people in the store with him. Scott had been right about him gravitating more towards girls who didn’t give off an air of being well read. He didn’t think it was because he was intimidated by intelligent women, though.



He’d been there about an hour when the sound of the bell over the coffee house’s door brought his attention around. He’d generally been ignoring the people that were coming in for coffee, but this woman was beautiful. She had long, dark hair that hung down to her waist in soft, gentle waves and a figure that caught everyone’s attention, even in the jeans and tee shirt outfit that she was in. She hadn’t turned around yet so Neal had no idea what her face looked like, but her voice sounded very happy and sweet as she ordered her cup of coffee and complimented the barista’s blue dye job.



Neal waited for her to get her coffee, and watched her from behind his book as she moved to add cream and sugar to her cup. Once she was done there, she turned and started walking towards the book store. Her bright hazel eyes caught his through her tasteful thin black framed glasses for a moment as she brought her coffee to her wonderfully full lips, then jumped back as she remembered that she’d just gotten it and it was hot. Then she blinked as if he wasn’t there, and brushed past his table. Neal grabbed his bag and followed her at a distance. He needed to see why she was there.



She moved as if she was there with a purpose. Her breeze past the romance section was a plus for Neal, and he smiled as he watched her continue on. She paused at a book about cooking healthy, but ended up putting it back down and moving on. That wasn’t a bad thing, Neal could always appreciate a good home cooked meal, and he worked out at least three times a week, so healthy was good.



It was where she actually stopped that made him decide to try and strike up a conversation with her: Mysteries and suspense.



“That’s a great series,” Neal said, eyeing the book that she had in her hand. It actually was one that he’d read, and he wasn’t blowing smoke for once. She grinned.



“Really? I need a new series to start, since my current series new book isn’t going to be released for another eight months, and I’ve heard good things about this one,” she said.



“I love this author, his books are fast paced, which is good for people like me with no attention span,” Neal said, causing the girl to snicker. “That’s the sixth book though, if you want to start at the beginning, this is the one that you want,” he said, handing her the correct book. She gently took it from him, her fingers softly brushing his in an unintended moment of contact.



“Thanks, it’s nice to get an actual opinion from someone. I’m not entirely convinced that the online reviews for some authors aren’t paid for,” she said with a laugh. Neal smiled.



“No problem, I love talking to people who share my taste in reading,” he said.



“I’m in here pretty regularly and I’ve never seen you before. Do you come into this store often?” she asked.



“Often enough, but not usually this time of day. Today was an exception, I’m usually trapped in meetings around this time,” he said with a smile.



“Fun. Well, I’m Lisa. I feel like you should at least know my name,” she said with a slightly nervous laugh. Neal already thought she was absolutely adorable.



“Nice to meet you, Lisa. I’m Neal. Look, this might be rather forward of me but, would you like to go out to dinner sometime?” he asked. Neal was a good looking guy and he knew it. He didn’t strike out often, and he found that most women actually appreciated when he didn’t beat around the bush and just let them know that he was interested. Lisa didn’t seem to be an exception to that particular rule.



“Wow, you are forward. But that’s alright, at least I know where I stand. I’d love to go out to dinner with you,” she said. Perfect.



Neal unlocked his phone and gave it to her, so that she could enter her name and phone number while he did the same in her phone. They parted ways with a promise to speak over the next few days, and Neal began to think about where to take her. Some place that she’s appreciate, but that would also impress her. You couldn’t really ask someone to be your fake fianc without impressing them, could you? He thought about calling Scott after his great bookstore idea, but decided against it, figuring that was just a onetime thing and he didn’t want to ruin it by calling and discovering Scott to be the same idiot that he’d always been.



“Jessica!” Neal called out to his assistant. She was a bit of a gold digger, but intelligent as hell. She’d been on enough dates to help him out with his dilemma.



“Yeah?” she responded, sticking her head into the office.



“What’s the best first date that you’ve ever been on? Not the most expensive one, but the one that you enjoyed the most,” he asked. Jess gave him a questioning look, and then came farther into the room.



“That’s an odd question coming from you?” she said.



“Why is it odd?” he asked. Jess smirked.



“Because that is the question of someone who is really trying to genuinely impress someone, and you are not the guy that does that. You want to impress them long enough to get them naked,” she said. Neal and Jessica had a completely candid relationship, there weren’t too many people who would talk to him like that other than her. She was also one of those girls who would be smart enough to blackmail him, which was why she wasn’t in the running to be the fake fianc.



“My parents want me to clean up my image, so they’ve decided that I need to pay someone to play as my fianc. I’ve got a few weeks to find someone on my own before they find someone for me. I met a girl at the bookstore this morning, and I asked her out to dinner and I need a date that will impress her and not make her think that I’m a jerk when I tell her my predicament and ask her to play along,” he said. Jessica stared at him for a few moments with wide eyes before laughing.



“Wow, your parents are serious this time, aren’t they?” she said between giggles. Neal sighed and rolled his eyes.



“Are you going to help me or not?” he said, folding his arms across his chest. Jess curbed her laughter and sat in the chair across from him.



“Alright, sorry, I’m done. Let’s plan a date that will knock this girl on her ass, so you can fake propose without having the taste slapped out of your mouth,” she said. Neal grinned. This was why she was his assistant.









Chapter 3



Jess and Neal picked out a restaurant that had flawless reviews and a view of the city that was ‘to die for’, in her words. After that, I planned to take her out to do something fun. I’d noticed that her tennis shoes were obviously used, not simply for show. Jess suggested that we do something like bowling, something where the shoes were provided because no one wants to do something athletic in five inch heels. Neal was well aware that he probably wouldn’t have thought of that. That was why he’d ask Jess.



Jess had also told him to put a little bit of light gel in his hair, because the blond and brown looked really good when it was doing that ‘swoosh thing’. She’d had to show him what the swoosh thing was so that he could do it himself that night. He had also been told to wear a dark blue suit with lighter blue pin stripes, because it would look great with his almost sapphire blue eyes. Jess made a parting comment about eating him alive, and then left him to it.



Neal arrived a few minutes early to the restaurant. He had reservations, but for dates he liked to make sure that they restaurant had his card information before his date arrived. That way, when they were ready to leave they could, and the restaurant could simply charge his card what he owed plus a twenty five percent tip. There was a reason that restaurants loved him being a frequent patron.



“Ah, Mr. Broussard, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” the concierge said. Neal smiled, remembering that the same man had indeed been on the door when he’d come past for lunch a few days ago. What had his name been? Oh yeah…



“You as well, David. My assistant called in a dinner reservation tonight?” Neal asked. David smiled wider upon hearing that Neal remembered his name. You could accomplish and get away with a lot by doing the simple things like remembering a name, or whether they have kids, or that their wife had the flu last time you all met. There was a reason that Neal was so good at what he did.



“That she did, for a table by the window, correct?” he asked. Neal smiled and nodded.



“Perfect,” he said. David grinned.



“Would you like to wait for your date, or be seated now?” he asked.



“I’ll go ahead and take a seat now. I’d also like to go ahead and give you all my credit card information, and have a bottle of wine chilled, if it’s not too much trouble,” Neal said. David turned and motioned for him to follow.



“No trouble at all. I’ll take your card and get the information into the system, and would you like the same wine that you had last time that you were here?” David asked. Someone else was good at their job, if he was aware that Neal had a favorite bottle.



“That’s be perfect,” he said as David stopped by a table and motioned for him to take a seat. He handed over his card and sat down, looking out of the widow and smiling. Perfect. The bottle arrived in a tableside bucket of ice a few minutes later, and right on time, he noted Lisa’s reflection in the glass.



She looked amazing in a simple black dress that hugged the curvy bits of her perfectly, and Jess had been right about the shoes. He wouldn’t have asked her to even take a stroll in those, too much of a chance to sprain an ankle or something. They did make her legs look amazing though.



“I’m not late, am I? You look like you’ve been waiting for a long time,” she said. Neal smiled and shook his head.



“Not at all, I arrived a bit earlier than I intended to. You are rather punctual,” he said with a smile that could melt butter. Jessica giggled.



“So what’s a good dish here that won’t make me gain ten pounds before I leave? I’ve never been here before, it’s really nice,” she said.



“Just abandon that hope right now, everything here is rich and decadent, you can’t avoid it. You can have whatever you want. I’ve tried all of it, and it’s all excellent,” He said with a smirk and a wink. Lisa eyes him as if she was mused but not buying into all the charm that he was pouring on, which honestly made him laugh. She was the kind of woman that his parents would love, but that he would stay away from because he’d anticipate her opinions getting in the way of his. All he had to do was show her a fantastic time, and then be completely honest with her and hope for the best.



Dinner was amazing. The two of them talked and laughed the entire time, and Neal saw that he could see himself spending significant time with Lisa and it not being a chore, which was a good thing. She’d laughed when she found out that they were going bowling afterwards, but since she was just as competitive as he was, it turned into an all-out friendly war on the lanes as the two of them vied for the win. She won the last game, which Neal was thankful for in retrospect, hoping that the win would put her in a good mood. Currently, they were strolling through a rather quiet neighborhood together.



“Lisa, I have to tell you something,” Neal started. Wow, this was really going to suck, wasn’t it?



“Aren’t we a little early in our relationship to be having ‘the talk’?” she said with a giggle. Neal’s face was so serious and worried that she stopped laughing and swallowed.



“It’s harder than I thought, but I’m really hoping you don’t try and break my nose afterwards,” Neal said. Lisa frowned and turned her entire body to face him, stopping their rate of movement.



“Alright. Shoot,” she said.



Neal told her about the brothel in Vegas, about what he’d done that had pissed off the madam enough for him to be kicked out of there, and about the meeting with his parents after he’d returned. He told her the whole truth about why he’d been in the book store that day, and what made him talk to her about the book when he’d asked for her number. Then he told her that he needed a fake fianc, and that if she was willing, he would pay her whatever it was that she named, once she signed an agreement not to take advantage of any knowledge that she might gain while being with him. Once he finally stopped speaking, Lisa stood there, staring at him completely still. Almost like she needed to be rebooted.



‘Lisa?” he said softly.



“Are you kidding me? Am I on some candid camera or something and Penny put you up to this? This is something that she would totally do, thinking that it’s hilarious. What are you, her cousin or something?” she said, looking around.



Neal hadn’t really counted on disbelief being the reaction that he’d get. It stopped him for a moment, watching her as she looked around. He sighed and pulled his phone from his pocket. It was pretty easy to find the news story and corresponding video from that night, since it was still pretty fresh in terms of the stupid things that celebrities do category of reporting. I didn’t say anything, I simply handed her my phone with the story pulled up.



Lisa hesitated before taking the phone, but she did. She read the little blurb that didn’t really tell you much about what was happening, other than celebrity trouble and the name Neal Broussard. She glanced up at him momentarily before starting the video:



Last night, celebrity paparazzi caught the score of a lifetime. Celebrity son and businessman Neal Broussard was caught exiting a brothel in Las Vegas. ‘That’s not a big deal, its legal there’ you may say, and normally it wouldn’t be considering some of the other shenanigans we’ve seen Neal get into. The deal this time, is that he was hurled into the street outside of the brothel, wearing literally nothing. His clothes were hurled out after him in a ball by a rather large bouncer, before the door was literally slammed shut. For his part, Neal didn’t seem at all embarrassed about the scene or the fact that he was naked, but he didn’t speak a word to any of our press that happened to be on the scene. Will Mom and Dad finally have enough of his…?



She stopped the video and handed Neal the phone back with a hurt look on her face. Damn it, that hadn’t been what he wanted.



“You’re telling me the truth,” she said softly.



“I am. One hundred percent of it,” Neal replied softly.



“You’re a big deal. Your parents must be pissed,” she said with a hesitant laugh. I smirked a little.



“Yeah, they are,” Neal said.



“And that’s why you need someone to pretend to be your fianc. So that your parents won’t try and force you into something that you aren’t comfortable with,” she said.



“Yes,” Neal answered.



“What does this get me? Why in the world would I do this for someone I barely know anything about?” she asked. An excellent question, Neal thought to himself.



“Most people would say something like, ‘do it to help’ or something philanthropic like that. I discovered years ago that most people don’t do anything because it’s the right thing to do. There is always something that they are getting out of it, something selfish,” he said, causing Lisa to honestly feel a bit guilty about having asked the question. “In short, money. If you’ve got student loans that you need paid off, I can handle that. You want to buy a house in the county, I can handle that. You want a blood red convertible Ferrari, I can handle that too. I don’t expect you to do this out of the goodness of your heart, all that I ask is that you not blackmail me to get more. I’ll give you everything that you want in terms of payment, and during this whole charade, you get to come and go from my luxury penthouse as often as you please. You’ll have my black card for expenses, which includes shopping, and I will take care of you. You won’t have to lift a finger, unless it’s time for us to play nice in public,” he said. Lisa was about to say something, but her brain stopped her. She did have quite a few bills that were long overdue and needed paying, and buying a home sounded like a great plan and a good stepping stone into financial security, something that she’d been grasping for but hadn’t quite grabbed onto recently.



“All of that, but help me find a job,” she said, crossing her arms. Neal blinked at her, he really hadn’t expected her to say yes, so the job request threw him off a bit.



“What?” he asked.



“A job. I’m trying to get into the architecture field, but I’m fresh out of school and I don’t have experience, which apparently is something that everyone wants. You have business connections, help me. Help me, pay me my terms and I‘ll do it. And you won’t have to worry about blackmail,” she said. Neal broke out into a grin.



“I know at least three firms off the top of my head that I can call first thing in the morning and get you interviewed,” he said.



“Perfect,” she said with a satisfied grin. She was getting paid, getting to spend money that wasn’t hers and living in luxury for a few weeks with a payoff that was massive for her. This wasn’t a bad plan.



“Absolutely perfect. Here’s my office, come past around 10 tomorrow morning and I’ll have the paperwork for the engagement agreement and more information about the firms,” he said, handing her a business card. Lisa smiled down at the card and slipped it into her purse.



“I’ll be there at ten sharp!” she said, turning and walking off.



“Wait, don’t you want a ride home?” he called after her.



“Nah, I want to walk. It gives me time to think about what I’m going to do with all that money!” she yelled back over her shoulder with a giggle. Neal grinned. Something about that answer made him glad that he’d chosen her, and that she’d agreed. This actually might work out.









Chapter 4



Lisa arrived at the building at five of ten the next morning. It hadn’t been hard to find the building, but she was a little overwhelmed when she walked into the lobby.



“Is there something that I can help you with, miss?” a friendly looking security guard asked, clearly reacting to the utter confusion on her face. She smiled and walked over to the desk.



“Yes, please. I’m looking for…” she looked down at Neal’s business card, “Broussard Estates,” she said. The security guard chuckled.



“This entire building is Broussard. Is there someone in particular that you are looking for?” he asked. No, that didn’t make her feel even more out of her element.



“Neal,” she said, handing the card over. The security guard looked at the name, then back up at her.



“I’ll have to call and make sure before I let you upstairs,” he said. Lisa tried to look secure and nodded.



“That’s fine,” she said. She watched as he dialed a few numbers and informed whoever answered that he had someone there to see Neil Broussard.



“What’s your name?” he asked, covering the bottom of the cradle with his hand.



“Lisa Reinhart. I’m supposed to see him at 10,” she said.



“Yes, her name is… Oh, okay… Okay, she’ll be right up,” he said before hanging up. He handed her a plane white access card with a warm smile.



“Mr. Broussard’s assistant said to give you that, it’ll give you access to the top floor anytime that you need it. Go on through the turn styles there, the car will get you through and take the last elevator on the left up to the thirty second floor. That’s the only one that goes to the floor, so make sure that you take the right one. Just scan the car beside the call button and it’ll bring the car down,” He said. Lisa was totally and completely overwhelmed, but she tried to keep track of what he was telling her. She repeated it back to him, and he nodded his agreement, seemingly amused at her bewilderment before sending her on her way.



The floor that the elevator let her off was like some gleaming jewel of a place. A pretty blonde stood from one of the chairs in what looked to be a waiting area and walked over, holding out her hand for a shake.



“Lisa?” she asked. Lisa nodded without thinking.



“Yes?” she said, her eyes still roaming around.



“I’m Jessica, Neal’s assistant. He’s just finishing up a business call that went a little long, but he didn’t want you to have to wait out here for him. I’ll take you back, if you’ll follow me,” she said, motioning. Lisa nodded and did as she asked.



As the two women walked, Jessica explained to Lisa that the badge that she’d been given would get her to the floor as well as through the secured doors that she’d just come through with her. Basically, as long as she remembered what hallways to navigate, she could get to Neal whenever she needed to. That was a bit surprising to Lisa, but then again, if she was supposed to be his fianc…



“Also, just so you know, I am aware of the… arrangement that the two of you have in regards to your engagement. You can be completely candid with me, but no one else knows. If you have any questions that maybe you wouldn’t want to ask just anyone, call me,” she said, turning and handing her a business card with a number written in over her name. “That’s office and cell,” she said. Lisa smiled.



“Thanks,” she said. She liked Jessica instantly, even more now that she knew that she could talk to her about anything.



“Any questions before we get this started?” Jessica asked.



“Um, is there anything I should know about him?” she asked. Jessica seemed to think about that.



“Well, he’s spent the last few years of his life going from office party and back again. This is going to be a huge adjustment for him, and while most people think that he’s superman, he’s not, so go easy on him for a little while. Oh, he runs mornings usually. If he’s going to run at night, there’s something bothering him and he needs to think. Let him run, then ask him about it, otherwise he’ll tell you but it won’t make any sense, trust me. If you’re going to tell friends about this, tell them that you’re engaged, but not the truth. A lot of people are just looking for their ten minutes of fame, and sometimes you don’t know until they decide that you’re disposable,” she said. She thought for a few more seconds, then nodded.



“I think that should at least get you through the general stuff,” she said. Lisa smiled.



“I appreciate it,” she said. Jessica put a hand on her shoulder and smiled.



“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” she said. Lisa swallowed nothing, smiled and nodded as Jessica turned and opened the door behind her.



Neal sat behind a massive desk that looked to be covered in paperwork. He had on a wireless headset with a microphone, and was pacing back and forth behind his desk as he listened to something with a frown. Jessica motioned for Lisa to stay quiet and pointed at a rather lush looking armchair.



“That’s not going to work, Jacob. You said that you wanted us in there and working on your shop as soon as possible, we can’t realistically meet your proposed deadline if you’re saying that suddenly we can’t get into the space for another week… No, I am not doing shitty work just to make your screwed up timeline work again… Yes, I am aware that all of the other vendors are pissed at you about this, I’m pissed too!... Push the deadline out a week, Jacob. Push it out, or find another company to work with,” he said, pushing a button on the base of the phone before taking off the headset and tossing it down on the desk. He ran his hands through his hair, obviously stressed and sighed.



“Everything okay?” Jessica asked him. He turned almost as if he’d forgotten that he’d seen the two of them come in just a moment ago.



“As good as it’s going to be. Call Jacob around 3 today and find out where things stand. I can’t wait for him to procrastinate more about this, if we’re going to be involved,” Neal said. Jessica nodded.



“I’ll make a reminder now,” she said, turning and walking out of the room, closing the door softly behind her. Neal turned to Lisa and smiled.



“Sorry about that,” he said, picking up a folder from the mass of papers on his desk and coming to sit in the seat beside her.



“That’s alright, it sounded important,” Lisa said.



“Somewhat. So, here is the paperwork. You can take it home and read it if you want to, or I can give you cliff notes and you can take my word for it,” he said. Lisa laughed.



“Give me the cliff notes, and then I’ll take it downstairs to that little pastry shop and read it. I’ll sign it today,” Lisa said. Neal nodded.



“Fair enough. The first bit says that you are entering into this willingly, not being forced, and coerced, blah blah. The second bit says that you have agreed that anything that you learn about me, my family or my company cannot be repeated, sold or used the blackmail anyone. The third bit says that I agree to pay you a previously agreed upon amount, currently fifty thousand, in one lump sum within forty eight hours of when the arrangement is terminated. If you want a different amount, scratch out what’s there and put something else but don’t sign it yet. I’ll get a new set made with the corrected figure. And finally, the last bit says that this is tentatively set to be a three month arrangement, and that if that changes you will be notified at least two weeks before the pre- existing end date,” he said. Lisa nodded, that sounded like exactly what he’d said the other night and she had no problems with it.



“Alright. I’ll be back in however long it takes for me to read through this. Can I leave it with Jessica if you’re busy?” Lisa asked, standing. Neal smiled and stood with her.



“You’re getting the hang of things quickly, aren’t you?” he said. Lisa grinned.



“I’m a fast learner. See you in a bit,” she said. Neal opened the door for her, and she walked through it, tossing a wave to Jessica on her way out.



“Well?” Jessica asked Neal.



“She’s going to read through the paperwork downstairs and come back when she’s ready to sign it,” he said.



“Smart girl,” Jessica said with a smirk. Neal smiled to himself.



“Yeah. She is, isn’t she?” he said almost as if he’d forgotten Jessica was there as he turned and went back into his office.



The next few days were a whirlwind for Lisa. She returned that day with the signed contract, just like she’d promised that she would. Neal had been in a meeting with a potential client, so she’d left it with Jessica and went home. That night, he’d called and asked if she’d noticed that she would need to move into his place. She had, and told him as much. The next day, she packed her clothes and the things that she couldn’t live without and made her way back to his office. He met her at the door of his office with a scone, a hot cup of coffee and a key to his condo.



Fifteen minutes later, Lisa let herself into the place. It was a massive two story condo with a hot tub on the balcony, a kitchen to die for and more expensive toys than she’d ever seen in one place before. Neal told her to make herself at home, so she’d gone into the second bedroom and placed her things in the closet before walking around and getting familiar with the place.



Eventually, she left the condo for the grocery store down the block and picked up a few things to make dinner. Yeah, it was a fake engagement, but that didn't mean that they couldn’t eat. The entire place smelled like baked chicken when she heard the front door open.



“Holy crap, it smells like heaven in here,” Neal said, coming into sight. Lisa giggled.



“I love this kitchen,” she said.



“I can smell that you love it,” he said, coming closer. “What are you making?” he asked.



“Chicken, macaroni and cheese, and broccoli,” she said.



“That sounds amazing. Do I have time for a shower?” he asked. Lisa nodded.



“Take your time,” she replied.



They sat together and ate together, like they weren’t two strangers that had just met each other a few days ago. It was nice, and comfortable. Neal pulled out a bottle of wine, and the two of them sat by the windows that overlooked the borough and learned about each other. She asked and answered questions, as did he. Then, once both of them began yawning and nodding off, they went their separate ways for the night. Neal said that she could stay in his bed with him, if she wanted to, and that he wouldn’t try and do anything, but she declined. The guest room was just fine with her.



The next morning, he was already gone when her alarm went off at seven. On the kitchen counter was a note:



Lisa,


10:00 am – Interview with Henry Collins @ Lanier Contracting


1:00 pm – Interview with Janice Grayco @ Miller Home Construction


3:30 pm – Interview with Eve Kincade @ Brussard Estates (yes, here, but I won’t have any say in whether you’re hired)




Dress nice, that perfume you had on the day we met is perfect. Good luck.


Neal



Lisa smiled. There was something kind of sweet about that. She hadn’t said a word about the job thing after that first date, and it hadn’t been in the contract, but he’d promised and kept his word. That meant a lot in terms of his character. Neal had jotted down phone numbers and addresses for the first two interviews on the bottom of the note for her as well.



“Guess I ought to get my rear in gear,” she said to the no one that was there with her to hear it. First on deck was breakfast, she didn’t want to show up with her stomach talking louder than she was.









Chapter 5



The interview with Lanier had gone… it had been peculiar. Lisa was completely covered up in a professional pant suit that buttoned all the way up to her neck, so there was nothing popping out, but Henry spent the entire interview staring at her chest. Neal called around noon to ask how it went, and she’d told him about it honestly. Neal had promptly called Henry an asshole, which made Lisa laugh about it. He told her that he’d planned on trying to grab some lunch with her before her next interview, but that he was being dragged into a quickly unfolding emergency and couldn’t. Lisa found herself a little disappointed, but shrugged it off and told him that it was alright. Why was she disappointed?



She grabbed lunch alone, but texted him asking what he wanted for dinner that night. He’d responded that he’d be home by six, and that it was his turn to cook that night. That had made her smile. What the hell was wrong with her?



The second interview had gone better, as in there hadn’t been any boob staring, which was nice. However, the office was a bit of a disorganized mess, and no one that she observed while she was waiting for Janice to come get her from the waiting area seemed to know anything about what was going on. That wasn’t really a good sign, was it? Lisa looked past that and went into the interview with the intention of impressing the hell out of the woman that she spoke to. Then she left and started making her way towards Broussard.



She stopped and the front desk again, this time because she wasn’t there to see Neal, and going up to the top floor to ask where she was supposed to go seemed like cheating. She asked the security guard, and followed his directions to the eighth floor waiting area.



Eve was a strikingly beautiful woman. Her light blond hair looked to have been thick and long, but you couldn’t tell for sure because it was pulled back into a severe bun. She wore small, square framed glasses and her sharp blue eyes were almost piercing as she looked Lisa over.



“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lisa. Your resume is a bit devoid of experience, but I can see that is because you recently finished your degree. May I ask why you started college two years later than most?” she asked as they walked down the hall together towards only God knows where.



“I took some time off to decide what I wanted to do. When I finished high school, I had no idea what I wanted to major in, or rather I had too many ideas. So, instead of becoming that perpetual student that either wastes their parents money or racks up a boatload of loans, I took time to decide what I wanted to do while doing a bit of entry level work,” Lisa said. Eva nodded approvingly.



“Smart choice. One that I think more people should take, being in college for eight years does not make me confident in anyone’s abilities,” she said, smiling for the first time since Lisa had arrived. She had a nice smile that softened up her face. She should do that more often.



Talking with Eva was like a breath of fresh air. She walked Lisa through the office so that she could see the conditions that she would be spending her days in, should she be hired, and had her speak to two other people. Then, she was dismissed with a polite ‘thanks for coming’ and a side note that they’d be making the hiring decisions over the next two days, so she should hear something relatively soon. Lisa left feeling that it went really well. She’d have to remember to thank her fake fianc for the interviews, she thought to herself with a chuckle.









Chapter 6



Lisa and Neal fell into a rhythm living together relatively quickly. Their habits seemed to fit together, so there wasn’t a lot of fussing or getting in each other’s way. That night was a big business event, and Neal had bought her a formal dress and paid for her to spend the afternoon at a salon getting ready. By the time she arrived back at the condo to get dressed, she felt like a princess of some sort.



The event was being held at one of the more post hotels in the borough. They’d rented out the largest ballroom and planned to serve a full dinner and have a full band with room for dancing. Neal and Lisa walked into the room together and Lisa looked around, her eyes wide.



“Wow. Are all the events like this?” she asked. Neal smirked.



“Only the ones thrown by people who like to show off their money. This is thrown by one of those people,” Neal said.



“Neal, excellent to see you. Will your parents be joining us as well?” An older, rather pudgy looking man said, walking up to us with a smile.



“No, I’m sorry, Mr. Wilcox. You’re stuck with my fianc and me tonight,” Neal said with a rather professional smile.



“Your fianc? My goodness, you are a beautiful young woman, welcome,” the man said, his entire demeanor changing as he actually took Lisa in. Lisa took a step closer to Neal for good measure and slapped a grin on her face.



“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said.



“You as well. Please, enjoy yourselves,” he said as someone called for him on the other side of the room.



“He was weird,” Lisa said softly as she and Neal began walking.



“Yeah, he cheats on his wife with younger women every chance that he gets,” Neal said. Lisa snorted a sudden laugh.



“That’s horrible!” she whispered.



“Nah, his wife has been sleeping with their gardener for the past year or so. Everyone’s happy, so no one says anything,” he said.



“I hope my life never becomes a series of lies like that,” she said softly. Neal nodded.



The first half of the night started out with a really nice dinner, a few drinks and some polite conversation with people who seemed to hold no genuine interest in their surroundings. By the time Lisa and Neal made it to the dance floor, they were both tired of smiling and nodding.



“This is exhausting,” Lisa said as Neal wrapped his arms around her waist.



“True, but you’re doing a great job,” Neal said, smiling down at her.



“You think? I was trying not to look annoyed, but I’m not sure I succeeded,” she said with a laugh.



“You did great, trust me. And on top of that you’ve got the attention of every man in this room, you look amazing,” he said. Lisa grinned.



“Even you?” she asked.



“Especially me,” he said softly. Neal’s eyes held her with a heat that was almost tangible as the two of them danced together.



“Oh,” Lisa breathed.



“It’s kind of late, do you want to get out of here?” he asked. Lisa swallowed the nothing that was in her mouth and nodded.



“Uh huh,” she said.



Their goodbyes were rushed but polite as they made their way towards the exit. The valet bringing the car around was tipped for not taking his time with it, and Neal drive home well above the speed limit. By the time they reached the condo, the two of them were almost tangled in each other. Lisa had never felt anything like what she felt for Neal, something hot and alive. They stumbled to Neal’s bedroom together, leaving a trail of clothes behind as they went.









Chapter 7



Two weeks later, and Lisa had been out to two public events with her arm locked with Neal’s for the public. She hadn’t met his parents yet, which she found odd considering that this whole fiasco was their idea, but he’d said that they were happy with the public’s view of him, since the two of them had gone public. At home, the two of them were warm and affectionate, but cautious. Almost as if the two of them were afraid that night that they’d spent together was simply the result of alcohol. They kind of were, actually. It hadn’t happened again, but not because neither of them didn’t want it to.



Lisa made her way to her desk at Broussard. Neal had seemed really happy about her being offered and accepting the job there instead of somewhere else, and while him being there was a nice plus, she’d chosen that position because the pay and benefits were the best and the office environment seemed like the best fit for her. She was already very happy with her decision, and had a pretty good group of friends.



Except for one girl who spent most of her day glaring at Lisa from across the office, for some reason. No one had any idea why she seemed to dislike her, so most just ignored her. Lisa was well tucked in to ignoring her when she made it impossible.



“Excuse me,” A voice said. Lisa looked up into the face of the girl from across the room: An annoyingly perky blond who clearly had an attitude, but even that was perky and involved a lot of hair flipping.



“Yes?” Lisa said without batting an eye.



“I need to tell you something,” she said. She stopped talking as if she was expecting some sort of pJohnuction over her choosing to speak. Lisa sighed and turned back to her computer screen.



“You’ll have to excuse me not facing you, but I have a lot of work to do and you seem to be taking your time, but I’m listening,” she said.



“It’s about Neal,” she said. She stopped again and Lisa felt her temper buck.



“Sweetheart, I just told you that I have a lot of work to do, get on with it,” Lisa said, continuing to work.



“He’s my boyfriend. I don’t know why he’s parading you around in front of everyone, but he’s mine, so back off,” she spat at Lisa. Her suddenly venomous tone made Lisa stop again.



“And you are?” she asked with a blank look on her face, even though someone else claiming Neal had her insides in a knot for some reason.



“He didn’t even tell you who I am?” she asked, stamping her little prim foot. Lisa shrugged.



“I guess you must have slipped his mind. Name?” she repeated.



“Heather. Heather Mitchell,” she said. Lisa filed that away for later, and turned back to her work without another word.



*~*~*



“So who is Heather Mitchell?” Lisa asked that night over dinner. Neal’s fork paused momentarily.



“She’s someone’s assistant, isn’t she? Blond, kind of bouncy…” he said vaguely.



“She came to my desk this morning and told me that she had no idea why you were parading around with me, and that you were hers so I needed to back off,” Lisa said. Neal looked up at her solidly now. She was frowning, her face annoyed.



“I’m not actually seeing her, Lisa. You know that, right?” he said. Lisa shrugged as if it were nothing, even though it was something to her.



“This is a fake engagement; you can do what you want. It’s probably not a good idea for it to be public knowledge though,” Lisa said softly.



The front door to the condo burst open and two set of feat came storming into Lisa and Neal’s space. The woman looked to be the one who was more pissed about whatever she’d come in about. Neal didn’t seem shocked to see them, but Lisa wondered how they even got in until she noticed that the man looked just like an older, more portly Neal.



“You did fine for what, a few weeks? And then you go and screw it all up,” the woman screeched, holding up what appeared to be a celebrity news rag, though neither Neal nor Lisa could see what it was that she was so upset about while she was waving it around like that. Finally, Neal stood and took the paper from her, holding it still. There on the cover was a picture of him and Heather from the night before, coming out of a club together. Lisa frowned and folded her arms across her chest.



“I thought that you were out with clients last night,” she said.



“I was! Heather was there too, to take notes for her boss. She was drunk and needed a ride home. Lisa’s frown deepened.



“This does not look like someone’s boss giving them a ride home because they can’t hold their liquor,” Neal’s mother said.



“Look, she and I went out a few times months ago. I may have let her take a few more liberties than I should have, but that was because she was drunk. I figured she wouldn’t even remember it past this morning,” he said.



“You mean, until she walked up and told me to leave her man alone?” Lisa said.



“You, my son, are an idiot. She has already spoken to the man that took this picture, and spread across half the country that the two of you have been a couple for the past six months. She also states that she doesn’t know who this fianc that you’ve been talking about with, since it’s clear that you two are still an item. Lisa felt herself getting madder and madder.



“Oh my goodness, I can’t believe this. I made it clear to her that she and I weren’t a thing, and when she started to get clingy, I broke it off with her. I knew that she hadn’t take it too well, but I didn’t think that she’d do something like this,” Neal said.



“Of course she would, any woman would. This is why I told you that you needed to stop being such a slut!” Neal’s mother smacked him in the arm as she spoke. His father simply stood there. Lisa turned and walked off, towards the second bedroom.



“Where are you going?” Neal called after her.



“You’ve sufficiently screwed up this little arrangement that you and I had now, I’m going to pack my things. And don’t forget, according to the contract, you have forty eight hours to pay me,” she said, closing the door behind her. Neal could hear the hurt in her voice and let his head drop.



“Shit,” he hissed.



“Are you just going to let her leave?!” his mother almost yelled it, pointing at the door that she was now on the other side of.



“What else can I do? She’s right,” Neal said softly as his head fell into his hands.









Chapter 8



It had been a full month. Lisa thought about giving up her position, but talked it over with a few friends over drinks and opted not to. The position and the benefits were excellent, and other than the threat of possibly running into Neal, she loved it there. She’d turned in the card that allowed her access to Neal’s floor that Monday morning. Jessica had asked her to keep it for a few days and think about whether this is what she really wanted to do, but she’d declined. She and Jessica had met for lunch a few times since then, and she realized that Jessica would intentionally change the subject when something about Neal came up. Until that morning, when Lisa arrived to a note on her desk.



Meet me in the lobby at 10.


  -Jessica



Lisa didn’t know what that was all about, but she made a note to pay attention to the time. Jessica was in the lobby waiting at ten on the dot. She turned and grinned as Lisa trotted up to her.



“Ho good, you’re here. Come on,” she said, grabbing Lisa’s hand and almost dragging her towards the entrance.



“Where are we going?” Lisa asked. Jess grinned at her over her shoulder.



“Just come on,” she said.



Jessica and Lisa Johne in a dark sedan a few miles away to what looked like a setup for some sort of press conference. Lisa looked around at all of the cameras and security, a bit overwhelmed.



“What’s going on?” she asked Jessica. Jess grinned and pointed up at the small podium as Neal stepped up to the microphone.



“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming out here today. I’ve come here today after a difficult month. You all watched publically as I gained and lost my fianc, fought to display my innocents against a jealous ex-girlfriend, and now…”



“Wait, he did what to Heather?” I asked, turning to Jessica.



“She admitted that she tipped the photographer to take that photo, and that he was giving her a ride home because she played drunk. It took a lawyer, a law suit and several investigators digging into her past and showing that she’s blackmailed other ex’s to get her to come clean,” she said. Lisa turned back to Neal’s speech.



“… Today, I’m here for one reason, and one reason only. To beg the woman that I love to come back. But first, I have to come clean. I’m not going to start this relationship on lies,” he said. Lisa’s eyes widened.



“What is he doing?” she hissed. Jessica smirked, but didn’t answer.



“A story surfaced about me being thrown out of a brothel in Las Vegas a few months ago, as many of you remember. When I returned, my parents forced me to enter into a fake engagement, stating that it would undo the damage that my reputation had done to the company brand. That was when I approached Miss Lisa Reinhart, and she and I entered into the agreement to pretend to be engaged. Here’s the thing though: during the time that she and I were together, I actually fell in love with her,” Neal said, turning to where she stood in the crowd.



“Oh crap,” Lisa whispered.



“I’m here today to tell her the truth, and to ask her to come back to me. But this time, not because of an agreement. This time, I want to be with you because I love you. I know this is a bit much, a little over the top, but this is how I do things. If you can see yourself dealing with me and my parties, and business meetings…”



He didn’t get a chance to finish. Lisa leapt onto the stage and wrapped her arms around his neck with a grin.



“I thought you’d never ask,” she said. Neal smiled and wrapped his arms around her waist.



“Come home,” he said softly. Lisa grinned and nodded, the crowd cheering as the two of them kissed in front of the world.















*****



THE END
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Illegal Love




Just take a second and try to imagine life in my shoes is what would say to her friends and family. She doesn’t feel sorry for herself or expect sympathy from others. It just that it’s hard being a woman entrepreneur and trying to make a relationship work. Especially when you significant other is just as busy as you are working in the entertainment industry. The internet has become the breeding ground for a great many things in the past decade. Fortunately for Paige Fletcher it had proven a goldmine for her. Paige had begun blogging as a hobby some years back under the faint belief that she had interesting things to say. She had been told by quite a few people in her life that she should start a blog and so she did. Initially it had been little more than a space to get things off of her chest, which was especially significant because she was in a job that she hated. She also struggled with relationships. Paige knew that she was an attractive woman; 5’6”, petite, but with curves, tanned skinned, and well put together, but she continued to have bad luck with men. She often wrote about what it was like dating and dealing with nonsense from the different men she encountered. The blog had proven to be a great release for her.




 The blogging world can be quite tedious so the first rule is to love what you are blogging about. It will take a very long time a blog to be hit. So many people have tried to replicate the success that Paige has had. They come up short every time. Paige started off blogging about interesting places she has visited. Before long, Let Paige Tell It, the blog site she established caught the eye of a few businesses who wanted to advertise and just like that she was off. Once she realized the potential for revenue, she formulated a plan and quickly enacted it. Six months later she was quitting her hateful job and blogging full-time. She had become a hit. Paige can still vividly remember that lazy afternoon in 2009 when she discovered WordPress. Back then, the platform was just a few years old and no one was really talking about it. She quickly went from testing the waters to falling in love with WordPress. Between writing for other outlets and bringing in other contributors to widen her base, she found herself at the helm of a great enterprise. As a fairly young woman, she was thrilled.







Along with a growing business, Paige had also stumbled into love. Paige sometimes describes her finding love as not but a reward for hard. “When you focus on yourself and improve every day, love will find you”. Leo Jefferson was an executive at a record label/management company that was one of the first companies to sign on as one of Paige’s sponsors. From their first business meeting there had been a spark and from there, Paige and Leo became nearly inseparable. It was like they were made for each other in every aspect of life. Paige would describe the situation by saying “They were finishing each other sentences”. Their relationship moved very quickly, but Leo said from the beginning that he was looking for a wife so he was ready to commit very soon in the relationship. Leo grew up in a very traditional home were his mother and father were together and made whatever situation work. Paige had been incredibly happy. In a world where men are no longer serious about relationships. Paige’s single friends have all complained about men just wanting to hook up. When they do decide to settle down, they go for the young vibrant girls leaving women in their late 20 and 30’s in the dust.







Leo spoke often about his commitment to Paige, yet there was very little movement in their relationship. They did not live together, she met very few of his friends, and none of his family, who he claimed to live out of state, and aside from a promise ring, he did not seem in any rush to marry her. But Paige loved him, so she decided to be patient. You can imagine how nerve racking it is to be in love with someone and they are slow when it comes to moving forward with long term commitment. “Men become so complacent sometimes” is what Paige would say to her friends when complaining.







As her blog grew into a larger media company, Paige decided to upgrade the website and design an app for it. This level of success is extremely rare in the blogging world. And Paige is a young impendent woman who is at the forefront of it all. Her best friend Deanna told her about one of her brother’s friends who was a web designer and did freelance work. Paige had her set up a meeting between the two of them to discuss working with him. It was a welcome distraction from her growing doubts in her relationship with Leo.







On a Tuesday afternoon, Paige and the guy were to meet up for lunch. Paige came in from her new office to meet with the guy, who was named Jeremy. That was the only name she had been given. She hoped that he was legit and not just some guy trying to hustle and pretending like he knew what he was doing.







Paige got to the restaurant first, so she chose a table on the patio and sat down to wait. She was really hungry so she considered ordering her food, but decided not to be rude. Technically she was a bit early so she hoped that Jeremy would be on time. As she sat there looking over the menu she heard a deep voice saying, “Excuse me, Paige? I’m Jeremy.” Paige looked up to see a tall, gorgeous, tall man. He had the most incredibly soulful light blue eyes, full lips, and chiseled features. She looked him over, down to his light blue collared shirt, his exquisitely pressed pants, and his shiny light blue casual shoes. She was completely caught off guard and felt like her mouth had probably dropped open.







She tried to collect herself and got up from her chair to shake his hand and greet him properly. She put on a dazzling smile and answered, “Yes, I am Paige. Hello, Jeremy. It is very nice to meet you.” He took her hand, shook it lightly and moved around to the other chair at the table. He took a seat and said, “Pleased to meet you as well.”




 Paige didn’t know what she had expected, but she was certainly surprised at what she saw. She definitely was not expecting such a fine young man. It took a while for Paige to gather thoughts, mainly because she has never heard of Jeremy. “How could it be that they move around in the same circles and they never crossed paths” she thought . She tried to think why she had never seen Jeremy before. She and Deanna had been best friends for years, more like family, and she was very close with her brother Martin. Yet she had never met this friend of his. She was positive that she would have remembered. Perhaps he was a new friend. She wished that she had met him sooner. She could not believe she just thought of that. That feeling of wanting to have met Jeremey sooner is not right when you are in a relationship” she thought.







Her brain is now racing back and forth from business to un-pure thoughts. What made this situation even worst for Paige is that she is always in control. Only this one time things are kind of falling apart in her mind. Paige immediately began to feel guilty. She was in a committed relationship and yet she was thinking some very un-pure thoughts about this man. She dropped her eyes back down to the menu and tried to redirect her thoughts. This was a business meeting, not a date. She loved Leo. Besides, she still had to determine whether Jeremy was legitimate. She decided to take on her business demeanor and make sure that this man was not here to play her.







After straightening into a proper upright position and clearing her face of all emotion, she decided to begin the meeting. She ignored the dull growling of her stomach, cleared her throat and began, “So Jeremy. Is that the name you typically use?” Jeremy brought his eyes up to meet hers and she felt a chill run down her spine. It felt like he was staring deep into her soul and could see everything she was thinking. She cleared her mind immediately. There was something unnerving about that stare.







Jeremy, in a very serious, business tone replied, “Actually yes, Jeremy is the name that I use. It is the name that I use all of the time.”







“That’s your name?”







“It is what I prefer to be called.”







“And your last name?”







“Wilson”







“Okay, Mr. Wilson, how long have you been in web design?”







“I have been working in web design for six years now. I started a few years into college with internships and after changing my major to it began designing websites fulltime. I graduated college and immediately began work for a web design firm. After that apps started taking off, so I began developing those as well. I eventually moved into private contract work, which I still do now.”







“So you no longer work for a firm?”







“No. I do freelance and independent contracting. I prefer this kind of work because I want flexibility in my life. At a big organization, I become just another employee with a number attached to them. My friends complain all the time about the politics and bureaucracy that exist in big corporations. I realized early on in my career that it was not for me”







“I see. How much did Deanna tell you about what I needed done?”







“She told me that you need an upgraded website and an app.”







“That is very true. I run a blog site and a media company.”




“She told me that as well. I took a look over the site yesterday.”




“And?”







“It seems to be well designed, but I noted a few things that could use work. I think the site could use some optimization to run more smoothly and quickly, as well as a better interface for better site navigation. My key area of focus is on the user interface. You can have a great pJohnuct , but you lose out on sales because your site is not user friendly. ”







“Now before we get into that, how much do you typically charge to design web sites?”







“Depending on the type of website I typically charge between 3000 and 5000 dollars. Possibly less for more basic sites, possibly more for more advanced. For apps, I usually charge around 5000. I don’t see myself charging you more than $10,000 for both. Along with all this, I also run a few focus groups to test the sites capabilities with every users. ”







“You don’t even know what I want yet”







“You’re Deanna’s friend”







“How do you know, Martin, by the way?”







“He went to college with my cousin RJ”







“Oh, you’re RJ’s cousin?”







“Yes”







“Oh okay. Well, Mr. Wilson, everything sounds alright so far. I will need to look over your work to be sure, of course. In the meantime, I brought over some of the ideas I had.”







Paige reached into her bag and pulled out a folder, handing it across the table to Jeremy. The whole time he did not break eye contact with her. Again, she felt that swooping feeling. There was something about this guy that seemed a bit…off. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She made a mental note of it. At the same time it had taken everything she had not to become entranced by that deep smooth voice. He spoke very slowly and carefully, as if he measured every word before uttering it. She didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. Either way she tried to keep her mind on business.







Meanwhile her stomach growled once again. Without looking up from the documents she had just given him, Jeremy asked, “Would you like to order?” She wondered if he had heard her stomach. She shook off the thought and replied, “Yes, actually I would. I’m very hungry.” Paige felt slightly that the business aspect was over, yet she also felt like it would be better if she kept her guard up. She could not get a good read on Jeremy and thought it better that she not be vulnerable.







She flipped through the menu and chose what she thought she might like. When she looked back up, Jeremy was still going over the documents. She hesitated then asked, “Do you know what you would like?” Again, without looking up he replied, “Yeah, I’ve been here before.” In a way she felt relieved that he was no longer staring her in her eyes. In another she was slightly disconcerted that he wasn’t looking at her. She flagged down a waiter.







As soon as the waiter approached Jeremy looked up. They each gave the waiter their food and drink orders and once again they were left alone. Jeremy reached down into his bag and pulled out a tablet. Looking Paige in the eyes once again, he handed her the tablet across the table and said, “You said you wanted to see some of my work. Well here are some of the web pages and apps that I have done.” Jeremy got up and walked to Paige’s side of the table and stood behind her. Crouching low and looking at the tablet over her shoulder, he reached over and clicked on the different apps explaining the different functions that he had installed. He then clicked in the browser and went through some of his websites.







He was not really touching Paige, yet he was close enough for her to feel his body heat. She was looking at his hands. He had big, strong, yet soft looking hands. His nails were clipped and clean. He seemed very well put together. His mustache was clipped to perfection. His hairline was exact and his hair was well put together, yet in place. She began to wonder if he was a vain, pretty boy. Yet he didn’t seem to give off that aura. He did, however, smell amazing. What she saw of his work was very impressive. He did indeed know what he was doing and seemed more than worth the money. She hoped it wouldn’t be awkward to work with him though.







Once he had shown her everything he went back around and sat down. Just then the waiter returned with their food and drinks. For a few moments they ate in silence. Having quelled her hunger a bit, Paige said, “Well, Mr. Wilson, I am very impressed with your work and I think you are the man for the job. I am ready to begin whenever you are.” Jeremy took a bit of time finishing his bite before returning, “Thank you. I will need to come into your office so that we can discuss terms of service and we can go from there.”







“Sounds good. By the way, not to get personal, but why haven’t I seen you at any of RJ’s parties.”







“It’s not my scene.”







“Oh, I guess you’re not a party animal like he is.”







“No. He’s very different.”







Paige was beginning to realize that Jeremy only ever said what was absolutely necessary. He did not make any spare remarks or small talk. He spoke deliberately and scantily. She thought it was very strange. She hoped he wasn’t a weirdo. But she supposed being so incredibly good-looking could affect how you communicate with people. He was downright beautiful. Again, she sought to keep herself in check. She called over the waiter to pay the check.







When the waiter put the check on the table, both she and Jeremy reached for it. She was surprised. It was typical of business meetings that the company representative pays the check. Yet here he was grabbing for it. Without withdrawing her hand she said, “I can pay for it. It is a meeting that I called, so it’s fine.” Jeremy did not withdraw his hand either and replied, “I’ll pay.” Something about the way he said it made her pull back and let it go. There was a wild energy coming from him that told her not to challenge him. She was just ready to go and call her boyfriend.







Once he had paid they both got up from the table and walked together out of the restaurant. He had parked further down the street so after seeing her to her car, they shook hands, planned to meet at the office the following day and parted ways. Paige watched him drive away. She still wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. No sooner than she had sat in the car her best friend Deanna was calling. Paige answered, “Yes Mo.”







“Hey girl! How was your meeting with Jeremy?”







“How did you know it was over?”







“I figure you didn’t have much to talk about.”







“He’s not much of a talker.”







“Nope. Never has been. He’s a man of few words. But girl, isn’t he beautiful?”







“Why didn’t you prepare me?”




“There is no preparing for him.”







“What’s his deal?”







“RJ said he’s always been like that. Apparently he’s been through a lot in his life. RJ said he doesn’t really know a lot about him himself.”







“Well I guess I’ll find out more soon”







“You hired him?”







“Yeah. He’s qualified and he doesn’t charge a ridiculous amount. He’s actually giving me a deal.”







“That’s good. Well if you need me to come by I will. You know, for support.”







“Whatever girl, you are married.”







“Married, but not blind.”







“Bye Deanna”







“Bye girl”







 Following this conversation, Paige called Leo and asked him to come over. He said that it was short notice, but he would be there later. Leo showed up, an hour later than he was supposed to. Thankfully, Paige had gone ahead and eaten. After greeting him and sitting on the couch pretending to watch TV for a while, Paige began to kiss him, at first softly and then passionately. Before long they were in her bedroom tearing at each other’s clothes. As they fell over on her bed, Paige realized that she was thinking about Jeremy. Imagining it was his strong hands caressing her body. His lips that she was kissing. She had not called Leo over out of longing for him. She had done so out of longing for Jeremy.







 She felt a sense of guilt and yet she told herself that they were only thoughts. She would never cheat on Leo, no matter how incredibly gorgeous and sexy Jeremy was. It was just her imagination. She was particularly energetic that night and made love to Leo like she couldn’t remember making love to him before. She kept hearing Jeremy’s voice in her head. Leo did not seem to notice. Afterwards he rolled over into blissful sleep and Paige lie there awake wondering what it would be like to see Jeremy again. She told herself that she would be fine.







The next day, Jeremy showed up exactly when he was supposed to. This time he was in a suit, though he remained tieless. The women in the office almost swooned when he walked in. Paige had to bat them away. One of her gossip bloggers, Chris, was also popping up with questions, giving Jeremy the eye, so she had to tell her assistant to keep everyone away from the conference room.







 Once again Jeremy was direct. They went over the terms of their contract and he sat there and typed it up as they spoke. Afterwards he printed it on the laser printer and actually signed it on the spot. Paige looked at the signature and it indeed said Jeremy. Once Paige had added her own signature, they got to business. She began to detail what she would like to see and Jeremy made a rough drawing on paper. After they got down the basic aesthetic, he began doing the actual programing on his laptop.







 They had been working nonstop for nearly an hour and a half when Paige received a call that Leo was there to see her. Paige immediately felt guilty, like she was caught. She reminded herself that she had done nothing wrong and left Jeremy in the conference room to go see Leo. She was surprised because Leo rarely came to her office, even less without telling her. She noticed that when she walked up he looked beside her as if he expected her not to be alone. After giving him a hug and kiss on the cheek she asked, “What are you doing here?”







“I came to see you. I missed you.”







“Oh that’s sweet.”







“I thought you were supposed to be working with the web designer today.”







“I am.”







“Oh, he’s still here? Oh, well intJohnuce me. I was thinking maybe I could do some business with him as well.”







Paige was suspicious about his motives, but guided him back to the conference room all the same. They walked in, but Jeremy’s back was to the door, so they had to walk around to face him. As soon as they did, Jeremy looked up. Paige looked at Leo and could immediately detect hostility in him. She couldn’t really blame him. If she walked into Leo’ job and saw a woman this beautiful working with him, she would probably be upset too. Jeremy just sat there, not saying a word. Paige broke in, “Um, Jeremy, this is my boyfriend Leo. He’s an executive at Champion. You know the record and management company. Leo, this is Jeremy.”







 Jeremy got up from his seat and put his hand out to shake Leo’. He said nothing. Leo sized him up with tight lips. Although Paige was never really able to read Jeremy’s expressions and it hadn’t truly changed, she still felt somehow that he did not like Leo. After taking another moment to look Jeremy over, Leo said, “So, Paige tells me that you are a freelance web designer.” Jeremy simply nodded. Leo went on, “Well, I was thinking perhaps you could do some work for my company. There are artists who need sites and the company is going through some ideas for apps. It could be very profitable for you.”







 Jeremy took a moment, apparently thinking over Leo’ words. After taking a beat he said, “Maybe. I’d have to check my work load.” Leo was clearly stunned by this response. He chuckled and said, “You do realize how large a company Champion is, right?” Staring him right in the eyes, Jeremy answered, “Yep”. There was an awkward silence following this single word. Leo did not seem to know how to respond to that. He was used to getting his way, particularly when throwing around the possibility of a lot of money. Yet here was Jeremy, unmoved. Following this strike out, Leo took a different approach. He pulled Paige close to him and said, “We are thankful for your service. Paige and I have been talking about this for quite some time. If you do a really good job, there may be a nice bonus in it for you.”







 This was Leo’ way of establishing dominance. He was basically telling Jeremy that he was his boss. Leo often used this tactic when he felt the person he was dealing with was not aware of his power. Again, Jeremy seemed unmoved and did not even acknowledge the remark with a reply. The only response he gave was taking his seat again and going back to what he had been doing before. Apparently, this was him dismissing Leo. It seemed for a moment that Leo was going to press him, but instead he steered Paige from the room. Before exiting, Leo threw back over his shoulder, “I’ll be seeing you again, Jeremy.” There seemed to be a threat in the statement. Jeremy carried on as if he had not heard.







 Leo and Paige walked back to the elevator in silence. Once they got there and Leo had pushed the button, he turned to Paige and asked, “What’s his deal?”







“I don’t know. This is only the second day I’ve known him. Deanna says he’s just quiet.”







“Well, watch out for him. I don’t trust him.”







“I’ll be fine. So you’re going back to work?”







“Well I have a lunch meeting to get to. Oh and I won’t be seeing you for the rest of the week. I have to go on a business trip.”







“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”







“I’m telling you now.”







“But look at how you’re telling me.”







“What do you want me to do? You know what my job is.”







“You could at least give me notice.”







“I didn’t find out until this morning. Look, its fine. I’ll see you when I get back.”







Leo went to kiss her on the lips, but she pulled away. He recovered with a kiss to her cheek. The elevator came and he stepped in. Before the doors closed he said, “I’ll text you when I land.” Paige just turned and walked away. She hated when he acted like that. He could be so arrogant and inconsiderate. Times like this she had to remind herself of why she loved him. He could be truly sweet and romantic. He showered her with gifts and took her on amazing trips. He was good-looking, smart, funny, charming, and successful and he loved her. Still, he could really push her buttons.







 She re-entered the conference room and Jeremy turned towards her. He beckoned her closer saying, “Take a look at this.” On the screen was a beautiful markup for her new and improved website. It was sleek, appealing, with a great layout. He showed her some of the functions that he had installed along with new menus, a site map, social media integration, interactive graphics, and even a better looking comment section. She was incredibly impressed and could not believe how quickly he had gotten it all done. She suddenly felt that she had gotten him extremely cheap. He handed her a detailed instruction manual, complete with all of his contact information in case she needed IT assistance.







 Jeremy then shut down his computer and began to pack up. Paige just watched him for a moment before asking the obvious question, “You’re leaving?”







“Yes. I have other work. I’ll have to do the app another day.”







“When are you next available?”







“Not during the day anymore this week.”







“Oh really? I was hoping it could be up as soon as possible.”







Jeremy hesitated. He made direct eye contact with her again and then said, “Well, I will be available at my place after 6 as soon as tomorrow, if you don’t mind coming there.”







“Do you live far?”







“Not at all. Less than 20 minutes from here.”







“Well that’s fine with me.”







“Okay. Well, I’ll send you the details. See ya!”







“Goodbye.”







 Before she could catch herself, Paige had gone in for a hug. She tried to draw back once she realized, but Jeremy had closed the gap and hugged her back. She was immediately aware of how muscular his body was. Enclosed in his scent, she was surprised by how cuddly he actually felt. She did not have long to contemplate this before he was withdrawing and exiting the room. Paige stepped out of the conference room behind him and watched as most of the office followed him with their eyes to the elevator, which opened as soon as he approached. He stepped inside and was gone. The office became alive with sound as soon as the doors closed. Paige went into her office.







 As she sat down she realized that she was going to be in his home the following evening. She wondered what his place would be like. She contemplated through to the next day and barely paid attention in the office at all. At 5:30, she got up and headed out to the address Jeremy had given her. She was indeed in front of the building in less than 20 minutes. She worried that he might not be there, but spotted his car out front. After debating whether to stay in the car for a while, she decided to just get out and buzz up. No sooner than she had rung, the door was opening before her. She took the lift up to Jeremy’s loft and was immediately shocked by the warmth and beauty of the place.







 True, the space was dim, but it had a great deal of character. It was well decorated, with muted dark aqua walls and varying shades of blue all around. There was artwork on the walls and it smelled as great as he did. There a beautiful painting of a blue girl hanging on the wall opposite his couch. While surveying the loft she barely realized that he was there. She finally spotted him in the kitchen standing behind the counter. It appeared that he was preparing food. She walked over, standing on the opposing side of the island. She said, “Hey. I didn’t interrupt your dinner did I?”







“I actually prepared this for us both. I tried to keep it general to make sure you’d like it”







“Oh wow! Thank you.”







“It’s cool.”







Paige was immediately impressed by what she saw. It was no rudimentary meal. There was stuffed chicken breast, twice baked potatoes, a very colorful salad, and some cheesy bread. It all smelled as good as it looked. She couldn’t believe he had made this. She slightly thought that he may have ordered out, but there were the dishes in the drain. If he were faking he was going through a lot of trouble to pull it off. He didn’t strike her as the type to do that. He went on, “You can help yourself. I figured we could eat and go over the app again.”







And so they did. Once again she told him what she wanted as he sketched it out on a sheet of paper. He then took out his laptop and began programming it right then and there. Meanwhile, Paige ate happily and sipped at the wine he had poured for her. She felt like a pig, but she just had to have seconds, it was so good. He worked on, having eaten his food already. When she was through, she began to look around his place. She started with the artwork, working her way over to his bookshelf. There were books and collectibles from all over the world. She looked through his DVD collection and was fascinated to see he had a record player complete with a grand collection of vinyl. She began asking him questions. She was surprised to find that he actually answered her.







Perhaps it was because he was at home, but somehow Jeremy seemed more relaxed and comfortable. She went through the vinyl and books asking about his preferences until he motioned her over to the computer screen. He pulled up a preview of the app and lo and behold there it was, just as she had imagined it. Even better than she had imagined it. She was so happy to see it laid out before her like that. He said that it could be up as soon as he uploaded it to the cloud. She encouraged him to get it up and running ASAP. As the app uploaded, perhaps out of the joy of the moment, she fumbled out, “So what is your name, really?”







She had not meant to ask him that, but the comfort and joy of the moment, along with their conversation had emboldened her. Before she got the chance to apologize he said, “It’s Jerimiah. I just prefer Jeremy. Not necessarily because it’s a simple name, just because I don’t enjoy it. It was my father’s name and that’s a whole other thing.”







Paige was very surprised he had answered her question. She felt somehow that that was not something he told to just anybody. It would seem that they had bonded and were on the way towards a friendship. Just as she began contemplating this, her phone beeped. It was a message from Leo. As soon as she read it, she realized that there was something wrong. First of all it was not the beginning of a conversation, it was in answer to another one. Yet it was something that she couldn’t understand him sending to anybody else. Or even her for that matter.







The text read, “We’re going to my sister’s on Thursday, relax.” This text was particularly odd because she was under the belief that Leo’ sister lived in St. Louis and Leo was supposed to be in New York. The second issue was who was he going to his sister’s with? She doubted a friend, so who else could it be? It had to be a woman. She was completely shocked. For a moment she forgot where she was. She was reawakened, by the sound of Jeremy’s voice asking her, “Are you okay?”







She didn’t know how to answer that. A few minutes ago she had thought that she was in love with the man of her dreams and yet now she didn’t know what she was. There were so many emotions tumbling through her at the moment. Before she could stop herself she blurted out, “What is wrong with men?” As soon as she said it she blushed and wished she could take it back. Yet once again, unbothered Jeremy came back, “Some people are just insatiable.”







Per usual, Jeremy had struck Paige with his answer. He always seemed to know the right thing to say. He continued, “I take it that’s bad news about your boyfriend. I didn’t like him.” Paige felt a rush of gratitude towards Jeremy for that statement. She also felt a rush of tears. In one motion she was putting her face in her hands, in the next she was falling forward into Jeremy. He immediately put his arms around her and held her as she cried. After allowing herself to let go for a short while, Paige collected herself and her things and headed for the lift. She said a clumsy thank you and goodbye before rushing out. On her way down and to her car, she realized that she had just broken down on an assumption. She did not know for sure that Leo was cheating on her. It was probably a misunderstanding. She would ask him about it when he got back.







She spent the rest of the week in a sort of troubled limbo. She experienced bittersweet emotions. She was happy for her site upgrade and new app, but troubled about Leo. He had texted and called her a few times and she had not mentioned anything. She was simply short and dry with him. Still he didn’t seem to detect a problem. She was waiting for the day he came back in town.







Friday afternoon Paige received confirmation from Leo that he would be back that night and would order out from their favorite restaurant. Paige had simply accepted and said she’d see him that night. She went blindly through her workday in anticipation. She told herself it was nothing, but she had a strong sense of foreboding. Part of her had wanted to contact Jeremy, but to say what? Following the night at his place they had exchanged very little contact. She had been embarrassed about her breakdown and he had said that he was busy. He had, however, checked on her, which was very nice.







After work Paige rushed home. Once she got there she realized that there was nothing for her to do, so she simply sat around for a while. Her place was clean so there was nothing to do there. She got in the shower and put on something comfortable. She was in no mood for vanity. She turned on the TV and flipped mindlessly through the channels.







She kept looking at the time. As always, Leo was late. He always had so little consideration for her time. With the sense of dread in her, it was especially torture tonight. After waiting nearly an hour, she heard his key turning in the lock. He walked in, put the food down, and kissed Paige as if nothing was wrong. Paige had been prepared to wait till after they had eaten, but her nerves were so bad, she decided just to get right to it.







She launched right in with, “So apparently you didn’t realize, but you sent me the wrong message the other day.”







“Yeah, so?”







“It was something about going to your sister’s house yesterday. Who did you go to your sister’s house with? Especially going from New York to St. Louis.”







“What are you accusing me of?”







“Are you cheating on me, Leo?”







“See this is what I be talkin’ about. You always comin’ at me with something dumb. I send you one message by mistake and all of a sudden I’m cheating’.”







“What did it mean, Leo?”







“You know what? I don’t have to take this. You wanna make me the bad guy, fine, I’m the bad guy. I’m cheating’ on you then, if that’s what you wanna believe. But I’m not going to stand here and listen to this.”







At that he turned towards the door and walked out. For a minute Paige stood rooted to the spot, completely paralyzed by what he had just done. Not only had he tried to flip the script, but he had followed it up by storming out. Here she was expecting him to quell her suspicions and instead he only made matters worse. She made the immediate decision to go out and follow him. She hurried and grabbed her keys and ran out before he could get too far.







 She jumped into her car and sped off down the road. She knew which way he usually took when leaving her place for home, so she took the left at the end of the block and began scanning the streets for his car. It did not take her long to spot the silver Maserati and she started tailing him, trying to stay a few cars behind. They weaved in and out of traffic, with her trying not to get caught. He got onto the freeway and she followed. After driving for 45 minutes, he took the off ramp and began meandering through a beautiful neighborhood. After taking a few twists and turns, he pulled into the driveway of a beautiful brick home with a perfectly manicured lawn and one car already in the driveway. She pulled over a few houses down and turned off her car.







 She watched as he got out and walked up to the house. He did not knock on the door or ring the bell. He pulled out his keys, stuck one in the lock and walked right in. Paige sat in a trance trying to figure out her next move. It was possible that it wasn’t what it looked like, but it could hardly be denied. After sitting there for 10 minutes she decided the longer she sat there the more her resolve would wither, so she got out of the car and made her way to the house. She walked up the driveway, across the walkway and came to a stop on the porch. After standing there a few minutes steadying herself, she stepped forward and rang the doorbell. One single ring. She considered turning and running away, but forced herself to stay planted in the spot. After a few short minutes the door opened and on the other side stood Leo.







 For a minute it looked as if he had seen a ghost, but then a short, pretty woman came up behind him asking, “Honey, who is that at the door?” Leo took a step into her viewpoint and threw over his shoulder, “Just a woman who is lost. I’m going to try to direct her back to where she is trying to go.” At that he stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind him. For a moment Paige thought that he might begin to beg and plead, but those thoughts were interrupted by the enraged look on his face. Through gritted teeth he spat, “How dare you come here?”







 Paige was completely dumbfounded by his audacity. She could not believe that on top of everything he had the nerve to be upset with her for coming here and not at all apologetic about the situation. Before Paige could launch a verbal attack on him he went on, “Get out of here now and I will deal with you later.”







 At this Paige spoke up and said, “You don’t have to deal with me ever. Give me my keys and never speak to me again.” Leo looked for a moment as if he might rebut, but instead reached into his pocket, took out his keys, picked Paige’s out and slid them off of his ring. As he reached to place the keys in her hand she stared at the ring on his ring finger. She continued to be shocked as the information crashed over her once more. Without giving her an opportunity to say anything else, Leo stepped back, opening up the door to the house and speaking up for his wife to hear, “Yeah, just go on around the McDonalds and you should run right into it. Good luck.” He gave her one more look before closing the door.







 Paige stood there a moment more, still in total disbelief. Gathering her strength she unstuck her feet and turn to go to her car. As she walked away she felt eyes on her back and for a moment she thought it was Leo realizing what he had done. However, when she turned her head to look, she instead saw the face of his wife staring after her through the window. As she looked into this beautiful woman’s face she saw in her eyes a look of recognition that told Paige that she knew exactly who she was. Paige felt a compulsion to turn around and explain that she had no idea and that she would never knowingly have a relationship with another woman’s husband. Yet something in the look passing between them told her that the wife understood all too well, and there was a look of almost pity there as if she knew what Paige was feeling. Before Paige could be sure, the woman had replaced the blinds and receded back into the house. Paige carried on to her car, got in, put it in drive, and drove away.







 She was in la la land, completely unconscious of where she was going. Part of her wanted to call Deanna, but she was too ashamed. She had the same feelings towards her other friends and family. She did not want to have to tell them what a fool she had been. She kept replaying it over and over in her head. She had begun the week in love with a man she was sure she was going to marry, only to find out that would never happen because he was already married. She was too out of it to cry.







 Before she knew it she was pulling in front of a building that initially she didn’t recognize. It took her a while to realize that it was Jeremy’s building. She had no sense of what time it was. All she knew was that Jeremy was the only person in the world that she wanted to see at the moment. So she picked up her phone and dialed his number. It seemed like the phone barely rung before he was saying hello. Caught off guard, she blurted out, “I’m sorry.” She barely got the words out before Jeremy was saying, “Don’t worry about it. What’s going on?”







 Paige replied, in a voice she barely recognized, “I need to talk to you.” With his usual serenity, Jeremy answered, “Come on.” At that Paige got out of the car, barely conscious of whether she hung up the phone and walked to the door. She pushed the buzzer and he immediately pressed to open the door. She Johne up in the lift, holding the wall for balance. As soon as the door open and she stepped out Jeremy was standing on the other side waiting. Without even thinking she stepped into his arms and completely let herself go limp. As if anticipating this, he caught her and pulled her over to the couch where he sat down with her in his arms. She wept there for what felt like eternity. He didn’t say a word.







The next thing Paige knew she was waking up. For a moment she could not remember where she was. Then she saw the painting of the blue girl on the wall. Along with her location, she immediately recalled everything that had happened the night before. She realized that she had cried herself to sleep in Jeremy’s arms. Her head and eyes hurt and she felt physically ill.







She could hear Jeremy moving around in the kitchen and smelled food cooking. She immediately felt incredibly unattractive and wanted to run for the bathroom and try to clean herself up. Before she could even kick her feet over onto the floor she heard Jeremy coming out of the kitchen. Her instinct was to cover her face. She did not want him to see her like this. Unfortunately, he had already seen her pretty much at her worst twice now. She could barely look up into his face.







As always, it seemed that Jeremy knew exactly what Paige was thinking. Before she could say anything Jeremy began, “I realize it’s been a traumatic night for you and you probably don’t want me to see you like this, but its fine. If you would like to get showered up, I have towels in the linen closet in my bathroom, along with some extra tooth brushes. My bathrobe is hanging on the back of the door and if you want something else to wear you can look in my laundry basket and get some things out. I’m making some breakfast so it’ll be waiting for you.”







Paige couldn’t believe how kind he was being. They had not known each other long at all, though they had developed somewhat of a friendship. She tried to think what could be driving him to be this helpful. She was trying not to be suspicious, but considering what she was going through with Leo she couldn’t help but fear that she was being setup for more hurt. She took a moment to look into his eyes and see if she could get answers. He was still impenetrable. Finally she just came out and said, “I appreciate the help, but I’m curious why you’re being so wonderful to me. I just showed up on your doorstep in the middle of the night and you’ve been great. Excuse me, but why are you being like this?”







Jeremy took a beat to think about it. Paige really hoped that she hadn’t offended him, but she could not deal with the mystery, not in her fragile state. Jeremy stepped around and took a seat next to her on the couch. After taking another minute he responded, “I know this is a vulnerable time for you right now and I understand your trepidation. It’s probably not a good time to be a man around you, but I’m not out to hurt you. The little bit that I’ve gotten to know about you leads me to believe you are a good person. I’ve genuinely enjoyed the time we’ve spent together. I think you have good energy, a good aura, and it’s no great risk to be kind to you. I feel like if I had shown up at your place you would have done the same things for me. So its fine, I don’t feel put out and I’m glad that I can be here for you. There are so many other unhealthy things you could be doing right now. Better you be here with me.”







Paige never felt prepared for the things Jeremy said. She still couldn’t decide who he was. He seemed like a truly good guy, but he was so mysterious. For every new thing she found out about him, she had many more questions that demanded answers. For now she decided that he had given her no reason to doubt that his intentions were good. So she took his word for it and was grateful that there still was a good guy in her life. With that she leaned in and gave him a big hug. As she laid her head on his shoulder she allowed herself to be swallowed up in his arms. Jeremy gave the absolute best hugs; so warm and full of meaning. She felt safe in his arms and was so glad that she had ended up in front of his building last night.







After pulling away she got up and headed to the bathroom. She forced herself to look in the mirror and, though she didn’t look as bad as she’d thought, she did look like a booger in search of a nose. Her hair was everywhere, she had makeup in splotches all over her face, including mascara that was running down her cheeks and her face was dry from all of the tears. She took a nice long, hot shower. While in there she heard the door open and worried that he was going to try to come in with her, but a minute later it had closed again. She shrugged, finished her shower and brushed her teeth. She looked down and realized that her clothes were gone. Finding a comb in a drawer, she tried to put her hair in some semblance of order. She had found a hoody and some basketball shorts in his laundry basket and put them on.







Just as she was getting ready to head back to the kitchen, she realized how hungry she was. Following the wonderful smells permeating through the loft, she found her way into the kitchen and sat down. Jeremy took a plate out of the microwave and sat it down in front of her. He had made scrambled eggs, pancakes, bacon and sausage. It looked absolutely delicious. As she settled in and began to eat she realized that Jeremy now knew things about her that no one else knew; things that she wouldn’t have wanted anyone to know. She thought it was time for her to get some more information on him.







After swallowing a bite of food she started, “Okay, so at this point you know way too much about me and I still don’t feel like I know much about you.” Jeremy hoisted himself on the counter and said, “What do you want to know?” Paige had to take a moment to think about it. There was so much that she wanted to know, she didn’t know where to start. She thought it best to start at the beginning. She asked, “Where are you from? Where did you grow up?”







“I was born just outside of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. My mother was an archeologist. We moved all around the world on her digs and putting together her research. Unfortunately, while I was still young my mother died. From there I moved with my grandfather who was also an archeologist so we moved around quite a bit as well. When it was time to go to college I chose one in the states. The rest as they say is history.”







“I’m sorry to hear about your mother. What about your dad?”







“He was never involved in my life. I barely knew him. I only saw him a few times in my life, by accident. I’m related to RJ on his side, which is why I wasn’t really around them for the most part. I moved here just a few years ago.”







“You said knew him and was.”







“He died some years ago. Killed by one of his women.”







“Wow that’s awful. What about your grandfather?”







“He was killed in Portugal. He had a bad habit of sleeping around and living recklessly. It finally caught up with him. He’s it from that side of my family. I don’t have anybody left. They either died or I never knew them. I’m a loner.”







“I see. What made you move here?”







“Bad memories every other place I want to live. I got pretty close with my paternal grandmother, so I moved to be closer to her.”







“Oh, is she the grandmother RJ lost last year?”







“Yeah”







“That’s a lot of loss.”







“Yep”







“I guess that explains why you’re a loner. You’re not seeing anybody?”







“No. I haven’t been in a relationship in quite some time.”







“Any reason in particular. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want.”







“The women I meet are usually, for lack of a better word, ridiculous. It’s like they have been indoctrinated by Rom-Coms and romance novels and all they want is generic, clich relationships.”







“You haven’t met one woman that you liked?”







“I’ve been on dates, but they usually find me unsuitable.”







“You??”







“I’m not the prince charming they were looking for.”







“So who are you?”







“I’m a lot of things. Not what people typically expect.”







“I think you’re a great guy.”







“Well, like you said, you don’t really know me.”







“What am I missing?”







“I can be a bit sterile. I’m not a warm, fuzzy type of guy usually. I can take or leave people. That’s usually a turnoff.”







“I can understand that. You’ve lost a lot of people. It makes sense that you wouldn’t like to get close to people.”







 A faint smile crossed Jeremy’s face. He was obviously impressed by Paige’s reading of him. Paige felt much more comfortable with him now. It felt less lopsided now that she knew things about him too. She decided to keep going. She asked, “You don’t get lonely?”







“I prefer to be alone. People have never understood me. They’re not comfortable with my silence. They think it means I’m sneaky. There are a lot of assumptions made when it comes to me. Based on how I look and that I keep to myself. That I’m stuck up, arrogant, vain, cold, calculating.”







“You can’t stay alone forever.”







“I have friends. Not a lot, but some. I have a relationship with some of my family. I’m not really alone.”







“But what about being in love? Don’t you want to get married and have kids?”







“Not really”







 Paige was taken aback by this answer. She had never met anyone who didn’t want to be married with children. She thought it was want everybody wanted. It was the most natural thing in the world. She could see how women would be turned away by him. Why would anyone want to be in a relationship with someone who didn’t want to be married? There was no future in it. So now it all made sense why such a beautiful man would be single. She took a moment to think and said, “Wow. You’re right that is different.”







“You think of me differently now.”







“I don’t really know what to think. I’ve always wanted to have a husband and a family. Having neither is like a nightmare. So what do you want?”







“I don’t really think in those terms. I just take things as they come.”







“You don’t have any plans for the future?”







Jeremy shrugged and said, “I don’t know what tomorrow brings. One day you have a mother, the next you don’t. Not to use you as an example, but I’m sure before last night you thought you knew what your future would bring. Now look. You have to completely retool your thinking.”







 Paige took a moment to think about this. He was right. She had thought that Leo was her future and now she was back to the drawing board. She would have to start all over with a new man. Just the thought of it filled her with dread. Having to get to know someone and then become comfortable with them would be so much work. It made her sad to think about it.







 Apparently her feelings showed on her face because Jeremy continued, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”







“No you’re right. I guess maybe I would feel better if I hadn’t have thought that I was going to marry Leo.”







 Paige took a minute to think and asked, “Why are you telling me all of this? You said you’re not warm and fuzzy, but you’ve been incredibly sweet and thoughtful with me. It doesn’t make sense.” Jeremy just stared at her for a while. His expression was blank, but his eyes were intense. Paige got that naked feeling again, like there was nothing she could hide from him. After taking a few more beats, Jeremy began, “I told you. I enjoy your company. I like your spirit. I think you’re a good person. There’s just something about you. You remind me of my mother. Not in a weird maternal way, just that she was a phenomenal woman; smart, generous, beautiful, with a huge heart. Her name was Ramona. She had a vitality about her that was like nothing else I have experienced in my life. I see that in you. She was my absolute favorite person.”







 Paige was incredibly touched by his words. At no point had she thought that he had thought much of her at all. Yet here he was telling her that he thought she was special. It was very flattering. She didn’t want to jump to any conclusions here. He had just told her that he preferred to be alone and wasn’t looking for a serious relationship, yet here he was comparing her to his favorite person. She was becoming confused.







 After giving it another moment to sink in she said, “Thank you. That’s a great compliment. What does that mean?”







“In terms of us, you mean?”







“Yeah.”







“Honestly, I don’t really know. I just like having you around. I think at the moment with you fresh out of a relationship, you should probably take some time for yourself. I’d like to continue to be your friend if that’s okay.”







 She thought about it. Of course, she was attracted to him. She had been since she first laid eyes on him, but he was absolutely right. She had been in a committed relationship for years and she did need to take some time. She liked her friendship with Jeremy. She liked being able to come and talk to him. It was probably best for them to just be friends. She replied, “I’d like that too.” With that thought she finished her breakfast and got up to wash the dishes. Jeremy remained seated on the counter watching as she washed. Once she had finished rinsing the final dish she heard a beeping sound.







Jeremy jumped down off of the counter and said, “It’s the dryer. Your clothes are done.” He went to the laundry room and came back with her clothes. Handing them to her he said, “So what are your plans for the day?”







“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t have to work today and I didn’t have any plans. I think I was supposed to do something with Leo, but…”







“I get it. So do you want to go home and be alone now?”







“If I go home I’ll feel like I’ll have to call people and start telling them what happened. I don’t think I’m ready for that yet. I also don’t want to go bury myself in my bed and weep. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”







“Well, I finished my last project early, so I don’t have anything going on. You’re free to hang around here. We could go somewhere if you’d like.”







“Like where?”







“I think I know a good place. If you don’t mind the outdoors.”







“The outdoors are fine with me.”







“Cool, well if you want to get dressed now, we can head out.”







“Great, I’ll get ready.”







 Paige went off to the bathroom and got ready. She heard Jeremy walk into his bedroom. Once she had her clothes on and put her hair into a neat ponytail she walked out to find her shoes. She glanced into Jeremy’s bedroom just as he was taking off one shirt and putting on another. He was even more ripped than she initially thought. From the glimpse she got she could see he had a few more tattoos than she had initially seen. He had a few on his arms and one rather large one on his right side. She tore her eyes away and went on the hunt for her shoes. She found them on the other side of the couch. Just as she was getting them on, Jeremy walked out apparently ready to go. She got up and followed him to the lift. They went down and out to his car.







 She sat down in his passenger seat and was immediately impressed by his ability to make all things that were his so cozy and cool. The car was a navy blue on the outside with a turquoise interior. It smelled absolutely amazing and as soon as he put the key in the ignition, Sade began to play from the speakers. Even his driving was smooth. He whipped the car effortlessly out of his parking spot and down the road. She tried to remind herself that he was just her friend.







 Once she was settled in and they had driven a little ways she asked, “So where are we going?” After singing a bit of Cherish the Day, with a very nice singing voice, he said, “There’s this great spot I want you to see off the Pacific. Then we can go to the fair.”







“The fair?”







“Yeah, I like going to the fair. You don’t?”







“I’ve never really been to one. I’ve only ever really seen them on TV.”




“Well it should be a nice change.”







 With that she sat back in her seat and enjoyed the ride. The playlist was all Sade so she enjoyed the smooth music, with the occasional vocals from Jeremy. It was difficult for her not to appreciate his presence and how serene she felt in it. She thought about how it had been with Leo. Leo was so self-involved they mostly did what he wanted to do. He was bossy and they would often get into arguments about things that shouldn’t have mattered. In this light she really began to wonder why she had stayed with him at all. A list of things that looked good on paper. In reality, who he really was, just didn’t hold up. It was better that their relationship was over. It was for her best.







 They hadn’t ridden long before they were pulling up to a cliff overlooking the ocean. It was a cozy little nook in a grove of trees that was absolutely stunning. Paige had never really been much of a nature person, but she could not deny the pure beauty of the scene. It looked like a real, live landscape that a great artist would paint. They sat there in silence, looking at the water and listening to the music. After a while, Jeremy said, “I come here sometimes when I need to reset. It’s crazy how I’ve been all over the world and looked out over many different waters, from the Atlantic to the Indian, the Mediterranean Sea, and the other side of the Pacific in Japan. It always makes you think of what is possible. There is no end to the horizon. Makes impossible feel like a myth.”







“Yeah, this definitely feels like a place God would dwell. Maybe Eden looked something like this.”







“Yeah, maybe…You have a big family, Paige?”







“Yes I do. Tons of cousins, aunts, uncles. I’m one of 4 myself. It’s pretty major. A lot of my family is down south though. You know, down in Alabama.”







“You see them often?”







“Try to. We have family dinners. Two big family reunions every year. One here, one in Alabama.”







“What’s it like being in a big family?”







“It’s nice to feel loved by that many people, even if you don’t like them all. It can get to be a bit much sometime, but overall it’s fun. Plus my new family through the company.”







“That sounds cool.”







 Paige felt bad for Jeremy not having a family like she did. They often drove her crazy, but she didn’t know what she would do without them. She considered Jeremy’s life as a lone wolf and realized in many ways he hadn’t had a choice. He had simply accepted it. She looked over at him and was glad that she was a part of his life now. Maybe he wouldn’t feel the need to be alone anymore.







 They sat in silence for a while longer, then as if blinking out of a dream he said, “So, ready to go to the fair?” Paige took it all in a minute longer before replying, “Let’s go.” They drove back down the road. It only took about 15 minutes for them to pull up to the fair. It looked just as Paige had imagined that it would; the many different tents and people milling around eating treats and playing games. They got out of the car and entered right between the popcorn and cotton candy stands, so of course they had to stop and get some. Jeremy went straight for the games. He seemed to be good at everything. Before long they had amassed quite a stack of prizes.







 Paige played a few games too, but mostly she just stood back in awe. Not only had Jeremy won her many prizes, but he handed some out to the kids around them. It got to be so much, the manager asked that he please stop and let other people get the prizes. Jeremy simply shrugged, hauled the prizes to the car and came back to enjoy some more food. He joined in on a pie eating contest which he very nearly won. The whole while he and Paige laughed and gabbed like they were the best friends in the whole world. Paige could not remember the last time she had had so much fun. She was upset when it was time to leave.







 They drove back to Jeremy’s loft and went inside. After finding places for his prizes, they both flopped down on the couch exhausted and blissful. For some time they said nothing, just sat there, each in their own thoughts. Out of nowhere Paige leapt across the couch into Jeremy’s lap and began to kiss his him passionately. She thought for a second that he might resist, but instead he pulled her into him and kissed her back just as passionately. For a while they just sat there entwined, kissing and caressing each other. Then Paige reached down and pulled Jeremy’s shirt over his head. She looked down at the tattoo on his side. It said Ramona in big stylized letters. As she continued to pull at his clothes, he countered by doing the same. He unbuttoned her shirt and began to pull down her pants. In that moment she allowed herself to consider if this was what she really wanted. She realized that she had been the one to initiate, but now she thought that perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea. It felt incredibly right, but that was her body talking, not her head.







 She continued to kiss Jeremy and they were both practically naked, but still she wondered if she would not be affected afterward. He was clear that he just wanted to be friends. She might be setting herself up. In spite of the great time she had had today, she was still a bit raw from Leo. She didn’t know if it was a good idea to jump in bed with a guy so soon, especially one she was just trying to build a friendship with. But she couldn’t stop herself. She was on auto-pilot and she didn’t know if she could stop herself. He was so beautiful and sexy and she did really want to do this. At the same time she was afraid of the consequences.







 With each moment it seemed that her body was winning the battle. His kisses alone were like sex and she just got pulled deeper and deeper into the point of no return. She decided that she was going to turn her mind off and just enjoy herself. She’d deal with the rest later. She gave herself to him and it felt so natural. Their intimacy was off the charts. She couldn’t tell where she ended and he began. She forgot they were on a couch. It felt like she was on a cloud, radiating pleasure. The more he gave the more she wanted. She felt so beautiful and desired as he held her close and seemed not to want to let her go. Time was no longer a factor. There was nothing else, but them and what they gave to one another. She felt like she was on drugs. It was the most amazing experience of her life.







 Finally they fell apart, panting and bleary-eyed. She could barely move, but she rolled off of the couch and stumbled back to the bathroom. After using it, she looked into the mirror expecting to see some great transformation. She did not feel like the same woman that had fell into the loft the night before. It had just been one day and yet she did not feel she would ever be the same again. It was equally exhilarating and terrifying.







 She slowly walked back into the living room and found Jeremy laying on the couch deep in thought. On one hand she didn’t want to disturb him, but she didn’t want to be alone with her own thoughts. They were flying in all directions. She sat back down on the couch next to him and said, “I can’t help, but feel sad this isn’t more. Today has been one of the best days of my life.” Jeremy nodded his head as if she understood exactly what she meant. Then he turned to her and said, “Maybe it can.”







 Paige was at a loss once again. She felt like he was sending mixed signals. It had just been this morning when he said he thought they should be friends. Now he was saying that he thought they could be more. She was getting whiplash trying to keep up with him. She replied, “What do you mean?”







“I mean this is different than anything else I’ve ever dealt with. I know what I said before, but I’d be lying if I said that I really only want to be your friend. True, I think you should take some time to get over your ex, but this is happening. It’s not about what we think now. This is real. Look, I know I’m gun shy about losing people so I’d rather not get involved, but I am already deeply involved. I’m not crazy enough to think I love you yet, but it feels like the beginning of something really big in my life. It feels exception-making. I’m not trying to confuse you; I’m just dealing with a lot of emotions with this.”







 Paige was so happy. He wanted to be with her too. She shouldn’t get her hopes up because it could very well end and badly. But right now she felt like there was no place in the world she would rather be. She looked down at herself and immediately started laughing. Jeremy raised his eyebrows in wonder at her. Once the laughs died down a bit she said, “It’s just hilarious to be having this conversation completely naked.” Jeremy looked down at himself and then over at her and began laughing too. They laughed and laughed until they began to kiss. For a while they just laid in each other’s arms, allowing the waves of a new beginning to wash over them. Paige put on Jeremy’s t-shirt while he pulled back on his boxers. They went into his bedroom and cuddled under the covers until they fell asleep.







 From there it just went on. Each held their breath a bit waiting for it to turn, but it didn’t. Leo tried to call Paige back, but she simply instructed him to come get the few things that he had left at her apartment. He was very dismayed to find when he got there that Jeremy was there too. He shot angry looks at him as he collected his things. Jeremy looked back at him with a slight smirk on his face. Once Leo had gotten everything, Paige slammed the door behind him. She was done with that chapter of her life and had moved into a happier one with Jeremy. Their effortless conversations and adventures continued as their bond grew.







Deanna was thrilled. Slightly jealous, but thrilled. RJ had a major party and they went together. Everyone was very surprised to see Jeremy, especially with Paige. He didn’t have much to say, but he and Paige danced together all night and had a great time. There were moments when Paige felt that Jeremy was pulling away, but she realized he was still adjusting to their relationship. He admitted to her he had never really allowed himself to get this invested in a relationship before. He also told her often that in a way she had saved him from a life all alone, afraid to love because he didn’t want to deal with losing anyone else. She comforted him the best way she could and tried to help anyway she could think of.







Let Paige Tell it had catapulted to a whole other level since the re-launch of the site and release of the app. She found that she had really built something great and was now reaping the rewards. But even better was being able to share it all with Jeremy who was now her biggest cheerleader. She often brought him into her work and even more so into her family life. She found that he got along great with her family and she recognized his wonder at being involved with the family structure. She was so happy she could help heal him in that way.







It wasn’t long before Jeremy asked Paige to marry him. She was ecstatic and immediately accepted. They decided to have a small ceremony, just people closest to them. They took an extended honeymoon across the world. Jeremy took Paige too many of the places he had lived when he was a child. They looked back over those many waters together. After their honeymoon, Paige decided to move into Jeremy’s loft. She broke into the blue with her own purple and they completely blended their lives together.







 It was not perfect, but it was truly wonderful. Each found healing in each other and they developed their own family together. After much discussion they had decided to try for children. Jeremy was hesitant, feeling ill-equipped to be a good father, but after much assurance from Paige, he agreed to that he would try his best. Paige had so much joy she could hardly contain herself. Most days she rolled over and looked at Jeremy beside her and wanted to fall on her knees and thank God. From a relationship that left her feeling the lowest she had ever felt to the most healthy, beautiful connection she had ever known. She felt truly blessed.







 Paige wanted to pinch herself, but this was no dream. It was possible. She had almost settled for less, but was granted better. With all of this in mind she cherished Jeremy and what they had dearly. She often sent up prayers and gratitude to his mother for laying a foundation for such an extraordinary man. Then she found his arms, wrapped herself in them, and vowed to race him to forever.











*****



THE END
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Estelle sat up with a jolt as a warning touched her awareness. Someone was approaching the Demeter, someone who had no business here.



Last time this particular visitor had come calling, the business had been very pleasant—but she shouldn’t have returned.



She couldn’t.



It was impossible.



Estelle rose to her feet, securing the white bikini top in place. From the sundeck of the yacht, she could see Amari’s small figure striding determinedly toward the Demeter. Behind her, four mortals moved aboard Gull’s Tones, a name they no doubt considered amusing. But at least they were minding their own business.



Estelle lingered out of sight as Doctor Ratchek approached the yacht and was stymied by the raised gang plank. Estelle had no doubt the doctor had been planning a clandestine survey of the yacht, eager to satisfy her mortal curiosity.



But why had she returned? Surely Vane had compelled her to forget everything she knew about the yacht? She thought back to the moment her master had climbed out from between Amari’s legs and fixed her with his dark eyes. Estelle’s skin tingled at the memory of their play. Something about lying down beside the naked Amari thrilled her. Watching Vane ravish this mortal doctor had excited her beyond any normal tryst.



Yes, she remembered. Vane had instructed her never to return to the yacht, or La Casa del Diablo, the nightclub which supplied most of Vane’s prizes. He’d also insisted she forget how Amari acquired the small scars on her wrists, the only evidence that some of her mortal blood had been extracted.



And yet, here she was.



Only one woman in over a century had defied Vane’s compulsion. Estelle smiled at the memory of her overwhelming urge to track down the grand wooden sailing ship that had been Vane’s second Demeter. She’d sold every jewel in her possession to buy passage aboard a steamer that allowed her to overtake the grand relic, and meet Vane when he next made port at Madrid. He’d been shocked by her determination, and dismayed by the obsolescence of sail power. A year later, he’d replaced the wooden ship with a new steamer, which also bore the name Demeter.



Now, as she stood aboard her master’s sixth ship, Estelle empathized with Amari’s eagerness to seek Vane. The doctor stood thirty feet below, wringing her hands, wondering if she ought to leap for the gang plank, or seek help in boarding the yacht.



Estelle was likewise conflicted. If Amari were to be denied entry now, she would return time and again until she was successful, or the Demeter’s peculiar attraction drew the attention of others. Already, her colleague and possible lover watched from afar, denied entry to the dock by the security gates. He would need to be dealt with, and soon.



Amari turned and walked away. Estelle thought quickly. If she waited, Amari might return better prepared, and with others. Better to bring her aboard now, whilst she was vulnerable and alone.



“Amari,” Estelle called out. “How wonderful to see you again.” Amari turned, to see Estelle waving. “Won’t you come aboard?”



“I… maybe later,” Amari called back. Estelle sensed her mortal fear, and the realization she might be in beyond her depth. As the doctor backed away, Estelle called upon the gift Vane had bestowed upon her—once she’d gained his trust.



“Amari… come aboard.” Her low tone stiffened Amari’s limbs. Mortal legs twitched; pliant muscles shifted unwilling feet toward the huge yacht. Yet she resisted. Estelle was impressed by her mental strength.



“Amari… I insist.” Power flooded Estelle’s chest and poured out, enveloping the hapless mortal woman below.



Amari complied.



She had no choice.







~







With the gangplank lowered, Amari complied with Estelle’s commands, but her mind was as elusive as a handful of elvers. Once aboard, however, Demeter restored her awareness of fleshly pleasures, and of bodily fluids both spilt and exchanged. Awareness returned to Amari’s wide eyes and Estelle was able to release the woman, confident she no longer wished to flee. Amari’s eyes searched the dark room in which they stood, and she questioned her own hesitancy, her reluctance to step aboard. The thoughts swirled around her head, as tangible as wisps of smoke.



“Because you were instructed not to.” Estelle answered Amari’s unspoken question. She walked slowly and deliberately toward the confused Amari, crossing her feet and throwing out her hips. “And yet, here you are,” she continued. “The only one of our delights to return to us.” She walked slowly around Amari, trailing fingertips along exposed collarbones, across bare back. The memory of mortal skin was delicious. Much as she loved Vane, human flesh still enticed her. “I’m delighted to see you again, and yet I’m troubled.”



“Troubled?” Amari echoed.



“Your return should not have been possible.”



“I wanted to return,” Amari explained.



“For what purpose?” Estelle peered into Amari’s eyes, searching for deceit.



“I… wanted to…” Amari frowned. “I needed…”



“Yes?”



“I needed more.”



“Bravissimo!” Estelle applauded lightly.



Amari grinned with relief. Estelle turned at the sound of heavy footsteps. The sullen form of Burns appeared in the doorway.



“Tell Vane that one has returned,” Estelle said without turning.



“The master will not wish his sleep to be interrupted,” Burns argued.



“This is important enough to wake him for.” She half-turned her head, but kept her eyes on Amari.



“As you wish.” The big man melted silently into the shadows.



“Perhaps, Amari…” Estelle smiled mischievously. “… You would like to become reacquainted with Vane?”



“I wish I could remember him…” Amari said wistfully.



“You will, my child. You will.” She reached for Amari’s hand, which was still cold from the sea air. Sensual memories swirled around Amari’s mind, stirring heat between her legs. Estelle smiled as similar feelings shivered through her own body.



“You are already enjoying your return?” She stroked Amari’s wrist as she led the mortal woman into the shadows, entering a cabin which promised exquisite pleasures. Elusive memories of pleasure crowded Amari’s mind. Her brow wrinkled as she fought to remember what had happened to her.



“You have been returned to us,” Estelle explained. “As have your memories. In a moment, all will be remembered.”



“It’s starting to come back. I can remember… being naked?”



“We were both naked.” Estelle pulled down one white bikini strap, then another. “Would you like to see?”



Amari seemed uncomfortable. “I’d prefer to wait for the guys—if you don’t mind.”



Estelle shrugged, but didn’t fix her straps. She was in no hurry. As Amari stood in the center of the room, Estelle circled her, counting out the moments, trailing soft fingertips across Amari’s delicious soft skin. And with each circuit, one of the four dress straps slid down Amari’s arms, until only the tight bodice held the dress in place. Estelle’s fingers toyed with the zipper, drawing it down an inch at a time. Casually, Estelle slipped off her bikini top, and by the time Vane appeared in the doorway, Amari’s dress was fully unzipped. Estelle was already topless. Vane leaned casually against the doorframe, wearing only a robe tied loosely at the waist.



“So it’s true,” Vane said softly. “You’ve returned to us.” His eyes met Estelle’s.



Amari’s voice was uncertain. “Everybody keeps saying that as if it’s some kind of miracle.”



“Something akin to a miracle, yes.”



Estelle leaned close to Amari’s ear. “You see, darling, you’re the first one in a hundred… sixteen years?” Vane nodded. “No-one in that time has ever broken the compulsion.”



“What compulsion?”



“Not to return to us. You see…” Estelle peeled the dress away from Amari’s body, leaving her topless. “We prefer fresh blood, the fresher the better.”



Amari’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve been doing this for over a hundred years?”



“Over three hundred for me,” Vane said with a smile.



Amari took a deep breath before speaking again. “And what happened? The last time someone came back, a hundred sixteen years ago?”



“Why…” Estelle kissed Amari’s neck. “She stayed, never to leave.”



“You?” Amari asked. “You’re the one?”



“My need was so strong, I was unable to leave.” Estelle smiled at the memory. She glance at Vane, who was also smiling.



“They wouldn’t let you?” Doubt crept into Amari’s voice.



“I didn’t want to. I never do.”



“And what will happen to me?”



“That…” Vane said. “…is entirely in your hands.”



“If I do leave, will you make me forget?”



“If you step off the Demeter, you will forget.”



“But I’ll still want to come back?”



“If you returned to us once, you will be drawn irrevocably to us.”



Amari frowned. “I remember bits of last night.”



“That is natural. The Demeter holds your memories when you depart, and returns them to you upon your return.”



“The ship remembers what happened?” Amari stared. Vane shrugged, as if such a phenomenon was normal.



“Do you remember good things?” Estelle asked silkily. She knew it was nothing to do with the ship, per se. More to do with Demeter’s precious cargo.



“Only good things.” Amari smiled. She pushed down the dress, revealing her lacy panties.



“This was worth getting up for.” Vane moved into the room, smiling. Artificial candlelight touched his face, highlighting his restored skin.



“Let the memories return,” Vane said. Estelle massaged Amari’s shoulders patiently, encouraging the doctor to relax.



“You look like the old guy who brought me from La Casa,” she said at last.



“And thanks to you, I am no longer he.” Vane spread his hands.



“You’re him? But younger?” Amari asked. Estelle smiled at the mortal woman’s confusion.



“Precisely.”



“But how is that possible?”



“Your medicine would refute such a miracle of old magic, but the evidence stands before you.”



“If you wish,” Estelle suggested. “Vane would be happy to remind you.” She pressed her lips against Amari’s neck and her cheek. Her hands teased Amari’s nipples to hardness. The doctor offered no protest. Instead, she let her head fall back as she groaned quietly. Vane’s robe fell open, to reveal his swollen member. Estelle purred at the sight, and reached for him. Her fingers closed around the shaft, concealing less than half. When she squeezed, he hissed, and a deeper color filled the head.



Vane reached for Amari, embracing her, and trapping Estelle’s hand between the pair. When he raised an eyebrow, she withdrew, sliding her hand around Amari’s waist instead. Vane’s lips touched Amari’s, his mouth already opening. His tongue sought hers, swirling, flicking, teasing. She sighed and melted into his arms. His firm hands caressed her back. Estelle stroked her buttocks, lifting and squeezing until Vane lowered the mortal woman onto the bed, spreading her arms and her legs wide.



From the shadows, other forms emerged, ready to sate their thirst. The huge form of Burns was the first one to press his mouth to Amari’s wrist, sucking at the dark blood that emerged. Lucy, a slim blond from Finland, bit into the other exposed wrist. Others, people who had been part of Vane’s original sailing-ship crew, waited patiently for their turn. Estelle hovered close to Vane, sucking on hardening feminine nipples as her master slid into Amari’s slippery passage. Estelle smiled as the doctor cried out in time to Vane’s thrusts.



“I would ask you to attend to another problem, Estelle.”



She stared. “At this very moment, Master?” The orgy was in its early stages. Was she to be excluded so quickly?



“This moment is better than any that will follow.”



“What would you have me do, Master?” Estelle asked softly as she backed away from the soft, shaking breasts that still shone with her saliva.



“This woman was accompanied, was she not?”



“I… yes. By another doctor.”



“A man?”



“Yes. He waits at the entry gate.”



“I would ask you to deal with this man. We cannot allow him to wonder what became of his colleague.” Vane maintained his gentle thrusts as he spoke, forcing soft moans from Amari’s throat. Her eyes were closed and she seemed blissfully unaware of Vane’s orders concerning her partner.



“You would have me seduce him, Master?” Estelle raised an eyebrow.



“Deal with him in any way that pleases you. He must not remember anything about this day—or the events which led him to us.”



Estelle smiled and rose to her feet. “As you wish it, Master.” She turned and moved toward the door.



“Estelle?”



“Yes, Master?”



“Some decorum would be advisable.” When his eyes settled on her bare breasts, she laughed softly.



“Of course.” Her bikini top was still in the next room. She secured it around her chest as she hurried out into the sunlight. Behind her, Vane’s thrusts changed, becoming quicker. Amari cried out her love for him, and begged him to never stop.



“I love you, Vane. I love the way you make me feel. I want to be in your arms forever,” Amari cried. Estelle remembered uttering almost identical words over a hundred years ago as she lay beneath him.



“Then you may come to me whenever you wish, my dear.” She wailed as his body hammered against hers, shaking her breasts and driving deep, satisfied grunts from her chest.



A tingle of regret twisted Estelle’s stomach as she walked away from the sex. She always enjoyed being with Vane when he made love, even if she wasn’t the primary recipient. But he’d tasked her with an important duty. She needed to find Amari’s partner and ensure he told no-one about Demeter, or Amari’s presence aboard.



From the upper deck, she peered toward the security gate. A tall and striking man was pacing back and forth, wringing his hands.



“Perfect.” Estelle smiled. She collected her small purse, a wrap and a pair of deck shoes, then scampered down the stairs until she reached the gang plank, which had been raised once again, to deter curious intruders. Her weight caused it to sink toward the dock. By the time she’d reached the end, the plank had touched down, allowing her to alight with dignity. Shielding her eyes against the sun, she trotted along the gently rising dock, heading for the security gates. Behind her, the plank rose into the air, ensuring Vane would be undisturbed in his darkened lounge.



The crew of Gull’s Tones waved as she passed. She smiled broadly as they relaxed on their deck, sipping cocktails. If the four of them had ever wondered about the small scars on their wrists, they’d never mentioned them to her. She grinned at the memory of their night together. Four mortals, all hers. Of course, she’d had to take Burns along. The clumsy oaf had almost spoiled everything with his heavy-handed ways. He’d probably ruined both of the women too, with his over-large manhood.



Amari’s friend and colleague watched her approach. No doubt he’d seen her alight from Demeter, and was eager for news.



“Hey!” he called.



“Hey, yourself,” she replied with a smile. She stepped up to the security gate, which would be activated by a chip-key in her purse—once it was close enough.



“Can you let me in? Please?” He pushed at the turnstile, which was locked solid against unauthorized entry. Unlike a regular gate, he would not be able to push past her when she opened it. Rather, he’d need to step back as it spun to let her exit. For the moment, she stayed on the inside.



“Sorry. It’s against the rules.” She pointed to a lengthy billboard which listed the marina regulations in exquisite detail.



“You’re from the ship on the end, right?”



“I am, yes.”



“Did you see my colleague? Doctor Amari Ratchek?”



“She came aboard about fifteen minutes ago. She’s engaging with my ma… I mean, the captain.”



“Do you know how long she’s likely to be?”



“I couldn’t really guess. Why?” She dropped a hip. “Are you worried?” His eyes roamed down her bikini-clad body. The sheer wrap around her shoulders concealed very little.



“I am, yes. I need to know if she’s okay.”



“I tell you what.” Estelle pulled a cell phone from her purse. “If you let me through, I’ll call the ma… the captain and tell him you’re out here. He might see fit to invite you aboard as well.” She glanced left and right, then lowered her voice. “I’m just a flunkey. I don’t have the authority.”



“Okay,” Paul sighed. “I guess that’ll have to do.” He craned his neck, proving he’d far rather be on board Demeter than stand helplessly at the dock side.



“Coming through.” Estelle raised a hand and snapped her fingers, at the same time subtly waving her purse near the sensor. The turnstile clicked and she pushed through. Paul moved back, but the moment she was past him, he grabbed the rotating steel and tried to reverse its spin.



It jammed, refusing him entry.



“Damn it…” he muttered. His gaze studied her hands, alert for any sign of the key. Estelle was sure he wasn’t the kind of man to wrestle her property from her grasp. But just let him try, she thought. He’d quickly discover how strong she was. A hundred years spent sipping sexually-charged human blood had granted her supernatural speed and strength.



“Is there somewhere we can sit?” she asked, fanning herself unnecessarily. “I could use a cold one.”



“There’s a cafe, but the prices are ridiculously high.” Paul pointed to the tables where he and Amari had waited for the Gull’s Tones crew.



“Perfect. Since we’ve inconvenienced you, it’ll be my treat.”



“Uh… If you’re sure.” He glanced back at the dock. His impatience was transparent. She needed to calm him, or spend the next hour lying to him about her intentions. Her hand dipped into her purse, slipping a small ring onto her little finger.



“Of course I’m sure.” She reached for his upper arm.



“But you’ll definitely call—OW!” He stepped back, his eyes narrowed suspiciously.



“I’m so sorry.” She curled her fingers and held up her thumb. “I must have a sharp nail.” She dipped into her purse and slipped off the ring. A moment later, her hand emerged, holding a file. Estelle made a show of attending to the errant nail as Paul swayed before her. When his eyes started to roll, she guided him to the cafe and settled him into a chair. One of the staff looked up, curious. Estelle raised two fingers, then shook a length of her dark hair. Her request for two black coffees received an immediate thumbs-up.



“Now, my concerned friend, please hand me your wallet.”



Paul frowned and blinked, as his body obeyed, albeit sluggishly. She flipped open the wallet and absorbed the details.



“Don’t worry… Paul Siddig,” Estelle smiled. “I’m not robbing you. Here.” She returned the wallet, which Paul shoved back into his pocket.



“Who are you, lady?” he asked as he blinked hard, struggling to focus. Estelle hoped she’d judged the dose correctly. If Paul passed out, she’d still be able to carry him, although it would look very strange to mortal eyes. He was almost twice her size. She patted his hand. His instinctive reaction was to withdraw, but she held his wrist firmly.



“I’m here to show you around, and make sure you don’t get into all kinds of trouble.”



“Whassaname?” he asked.



“Estelle.” She peered into his eyes, which were rolling. Too much neurotoxin, she guessed. Not good.



“Nice to meet you… Esther.”



“Estelle.”



“Yes, thatsss whaddya said.”



“Let me get you a coffee, Paul. Then we can talk.” She glanced around, but no-one was paying any attention. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”



“Hmm? Oh, yeah, they’re lovely.” He grinned hugely as his eyes dropped to admire her breasts. She smiled and shook her head. Definitely too much neurotoxin. She’d need to speak to Vane later. In the meantime, she ought to take advantage of his distraction.



“Do you like them?” She shifted her shoulders, moving her chest from side to side. His eyes followed obediently.



“Mm-hmm.”



“So why don’t we go somewhere and play?”



Paul dropped his chin onto his palm. “I’d like that.”



“Do you have a car?”



“Do I have a car?” he repeated, rolling his eyes. “Only a supercharged vee-eight.”



“I’d love to see it. Maybe you’d let me drive?”



He wagged a finger. “No can do, Esther.”



“Not even…” She slipped off a deck shoe and stroked his crotch with her toes. “If you’re on a promise for later?”



He made a face, rocking his head as he considered the idea. “Well… maybe. If you’re nice to me.”



She leaned closer. “Paul Siddig, I’m going to make all your dreams come true.”







~







They drank the coffee, which made Paul a little more lucid, although no less obedient, and headed away from the marina. His glee when the Jaguar came into sight was endearing, she thought. It was like seeing a small boy with his first bicycle. Before he could react, she snatched the keys from his grasp and headed for the driver’s seat.



“Aw…” He actually pouted.



“Don’t worry, lover boy. You can drive later.” When she dropped into the seat, she wondered if she’d bitten off too much. The Jaguar was a stick shift. It had been five years since she’d driven a car. Okay, then, it was time to cheat. She beckoned Paul closer, then kissed him, opening her mouth so his tongue could explore. He sighed happily as their lips mashed together. She smiled, because with the kiss, came his memories.



Emotional anguish over Amari’s disappearance hit her first. She pushed it to one side. There would be plenty of time to explore his mind later. Right now, she needed a driving lesson. Her mind sifted through his as they kissed. Such a useful tool, Vane had assured her a hundred years ago. Until now, she’d mainly used the gift to erase memories, only occasionally unearthing valuable information for her master. Now, it was proving useful once again.



She broke the kiss and stabbed the starter button with her finger. The vee-eight exploded into life, roaring like a jungle cat. Paul’s enthusiasm warmed her mind. She grinned and gripped the steering wheel.



“Ready?” she asked.



“Sure.”



She hit the gas, and they were slammed back into their seats as the supercharged engine hurled them forward.







~







Paul’s apartment was only twenty minutes away. She’d memorized his address from his driver’s license, and remembered how it looked when she’d sifted his memory. His parking space was vacant, with his Morgan still parked up at the car rental place. She couldn’t believe it was still possible to buy a Morgan.



“Nice car.” She patted the wheel. “We might have to go for a drive later.”



“Yes, Esther.”



“I already told you, lover boy, it’s Estelle. Come on.”



They walked hand in hand to Paul’s apartment, where he unlocked the door and waited for her to enter. The place was stark and sparsely-furnished, lacking feminine touches in every room. An extensive sound system and over-large flat screen filled one wall of the living room.



“Not a single plant,” she said to herself. “Paul Siddig, heed me.”



“Yes, Esther?”



“You must do something about this place.”



“Do something?”



“Go buy some leafy plants, some cushions, and a rug. Hell, a few pictures wouldn’t go amiss.”



“Now, Esther?”



“No, not now. I have much more interesting things planned for now, you dope.” She turned and threw her arms around his neck, pressing her lips to his. Grinning, he grabbed her buttocks with his big hands and lifted her from the floor. Her legs immediately wrapped around his waist. Without preamble, he carried her toward the bedroom, lifting her small frame easily, although he was blissfully unaware of her supernatural strength. Estelle was lowered to the bed and onto her back without the pair ever breaking the kiss. When she examined his mind, she saw he was wildly enthusiastic about having her here, to her relief. If she’d overdosed him on the neurotoxins, he would have remained an obedient automaton, functional, but lifeless.



“Ravish me, Paul.”



“Yes, Estelle.”



“At last, you got my name right!” She grinned as he eased the wrap from her shoulders. His kisses peppered her neck and shoulders as his big hands slid down her waist. She lay back, stretching her arms over her head as he admired her body. His mouth moved across her chest, then down her stomach, and over her hip. She stroked his hair as he moved from one hip to the other, then she laughed as he rolled her over, nipping her buttocks with his teeth.



She murmured quietly as his lips moved up her spine, kissing every inch of her until he arrived back at her neck again. Estelle pulled her hair to one side so he could nuzzle her ears and kiss the lobes, something she enjoyed a great deal. Her bikini top was untied, and drawn to one side and leaving her topless. His large frame pressed her against the mattress, warming her back as he ground his hips against her buttocks. His erection was hot and prominent and she smiled as she imagined taking hold of it.



Paul rolled her over, and lowered his head to her neck. She wondered if he had made love to Amari in the same way. Curious, she shifted her head and kissed him deeply, sifting through his memories with no shame. He had made love to many women, latterly his ex-wife, with whom he’d shared the apartment. But she’d decided one day that her interests lay elsewhere, and had booked a removals truck, taking everything she could squeeze inside it. Little wonder the place was sparsely furnished.



“Oh, you poor man.” She pressed his head to her breasts. He engulfed her nipples enthusiastically, licking and sucking until she groaned with happiness. “Imagine giving up this much fun. She must have been crazy.”



“Mm-hmm,” Paul mumbled. His large hands kneaded and squeezed her, sending heat through her chest.



“Maybe I’ll keep you for myself.” She toyed with his hair as he glanced up at her, docile as a Labrador. His lips were curled around her nipple, sucking her breast upward as his tongue circled her hard nipple. A long groan escaped her throat. She lay back and endured several minutes of nipple-play, writing beneath Paul’s expert touch. Her loins grew increasingly hot until she reached the point where she could no longer stand him being dressed.



“Paul, I want you to undress. And when you’re done, strip me naked as well. You and I are going to have some old-fashioned National Geographic fun.” She rolled onto her front and cupped her chin in her palms to watch as Paul removed his shirt, then his pants, and finally his underwear. His erection was impressive. Uncut and perhaps eight and a bit inches long, it was already sticky with pre-cum. Estelle’s mouth watered. But her last command hadn’t been forgotten. Paul knelt beside her hips and unfastened the bikini ties, peeling away the while material to expose her buttocks. Cool air reached her overheating femininity, offering a brief respite.



“Use your fingers on me, Paul. Use them inside me as well, if you like. Ohhh…” The moment he touched her slippery lips, she melted. “Oh, wow.”



With thumb and forefinger, he gently pinched her clit, sliding his fingers through her lips over and over to meet at the swollen little button. Despite Vane’s age, and his wealth of experience with women, his touch had never thrilled her in quite the same way as Paul’s. She couldn’t put her finger on it—although Paul clearly could—but this relatively young mortal had a natural feel for women’s needs.



“Ngh… oh boy…” She groaned as he pushed a finger into her slippery passage. A second finger joined the first almost immediately, and Estelle writhed and groaned on the bed, rendered speechless by this skillful lover.



“Uh… uh… uh…” His sliding fingers drove wails of pleasure from her throat. Her hands sought something to hang onto—anything. Only the bed covers were within reach. She clung to them, her nose and eyes on the edge of the mattress as large fingers stretched her open, and pushed deep inside her. The fingers curled inside her; his knuckles bumped against her as he stroked, sending unbearable tingles through her pelvis.



“Oh… my… god…” she wailed. “What… are… you… doing? No! Don’t stop!”



“Of course, Estelle.” Paul redoubled his efforts, finger-fucking her until she cried out and shuddered hard. Her fingers curled tighter and tighter, until they tore open the mattress, shredding the material of the bed covers.



“Fucking hell!” she screamed. “Fuck… fuck…fuck!”



“Yes, Estelle.” Paul withdrew his fingers and climbed on top of her. Her eyes widened as he persuaded her legs apart. His erection nudged her buttocks, moving down, sliding across slippery skin.



“Hey, wait! Not yet!”



“Not yet?” he asked.



“No… not yet.” Her chest was still heaving. “When I said fuck… I didn’t mean… not right away.”



“Of course. I apologize.”



“It’s okay…” she managed. “It’s okay. Let me get my breath back first.”



“Yes, Estelle.”



“Just… lie along my back for a minute. Let me enjoy your weight on me. Mmm… that’s perfect.” Paul’s arms stretched out to lie alongside Estelle’s. His fingers meshed with hers and she enjoyed a blissful minute of relaxation as her heart slowed to normal. Supernatural being or not, she still loved a good session of sex. Her senses were heightened, her responses keener. And her hunger for physical pleasure grew with every year. A hundred sixteen years ago, she hadn’t been so rampant. Her shyness intrigued Vane, he’d said. Her reluctance to undress in his presence had stoked his lust more than any readily-obedient mortal. And once they’d begun making love, her cries for his attention had kept him hard long after he’d spilled his seed into her. When she’d pursued Demeter across the sea and turned up as Vane docked, he’d smiled at her undaunted enthusiasm, and thrilled at a second chance to take her into his bed.



“Make love to me, Paul,” she murmured.



“Yes, Estelle.” She smiled as his weight shifted. Once again, he climbed between her legs, nudging her knees further apart to allow his big frame between them. Her mouth fell open as hard masculine flesh stroked her slippery folds, seeking entry. Heat washed through her as his cock-head found her entrance.



“Take me, Paul. Slide into me. Slide deep. Ohhh…”



Once again his weight descended onto her back, pressing down on her buttocks. She used the mattress to muffle her cries as he slid inside, moving along her sensitive passage until his body pressed against her. She wriggled her hips from side to side, and he slid deeper yet.



“Fuck…” she groaned, then remembered his unquestioning obedience. “But slowly, gently.”



“Yes, Estelle.”



“Call me sweetheart,” she begged. “Or darling, or lover, or honeyyy… Ohhh…”



“Yes, darling.” His movements were slow, but thorough. His strokes were long and deep. She clung to the ruined mattress as his cock slid into her super-sensitive flesh.



“Fuuuck…” she groaned. “Holy, fucking, shit.”



“Faster, darling?”



“A little… oh, yes. Faster, faster… Oh. My. God!”



Paul thrust into her at ever-increasing speed, his weight carrying him deeper with each stroke. Estelle’s mouth hung open as she wailed steadily. Her eyes were screwed shut, her hands tore more chunks out of the mattress.



“Harder... Harder… Oh… fuu… uuu…uuck!”



Paul hammered down hard, slamming his body against hers. The mattress protested beneath her, coughing out huge white clouds of filling. Estelle had never experienced anything as intense as this, even after a hundred years of shared sex with Vane. She liked it, she loved, it she wanted…



“More. More. More!” she wailed. “Give me fucking more!”



She got it. Paul laid himself along her body, using her as leverage, then fucked her like she’d never been fucked before. Her orgasm crushed her chest and tried to curl her into a tight ball of supernatural muscle, but Paul’s weight held her flat. Tears fled from her eyes and strings of saliva trailed from her wailing mouth. How was it possible, a small part of her mind wondered, for a mortal to make her feel this way? She needed to bring Paul before Vane, so his mortal prowess could be studied.



But not before she’d had some more fun with him.



Briefly exhausted, Paul slowed to a stop and lay sweating and panting along her back.



She patted his arm with her trembling hand. “Good effort, lover boy.”



“Thank you… darling… Estelle…” he wheezed. Bless him, she thought. She must have burned him out, along with the neurotoxins.



“Paul, I need you to get off me.” She’d been enjoying his weight, but panic clutched her heart. If he burned off the toxins, he might regain his senses before she was done with him. And she wasn’t simply thinking about the sex. Vane had entrusted her with the task of erasing all knowledge of his trail to Demeter. She couldn’t do that if she had to fight him as well.



“Hmm?” he murmured. He was clearly exhausted. She’d overdone it with her demands.



“Okay, big guy. I’m going to roll you over onto the mattress.” Estelle pushed down, calling on her supernatural strength. The mattress collapsed. The bed creaked and threatened to break. “Dammit…” She rocked herself to one side, then the other, swinging Paul minutely as she moved. She added more effort. The bed frame protested. Ignoring it, she rocked harder and harder, until finally, Paul rolled off her and onto his back. She smiled at his semi-erect cock.



“Okay, lover boy. Time for round two.” She seized his left wrist and puckered her lips, sucking hard. Paul’s skin erupted and his sweet, mortal blood flowed into her mouth. At the same time, traces of Estelle’s saliva raced into his vein, streaking through his bloodstream like lightning. His eyes snapped open his heart rate doubled and a crimson flush colored his skin.



“Wow…” he groaned. Estelle smiled at his bulging erection.



“Ready for some more fun?”



“Hell, yes.”



“Lie back, and let me ride you.”



“Lie back? I want to climb on top and screw you into the mattress, lady.” His blink rate was frantic. His chest heaved as his muscles burned oxygen. Estelle made an approving face. Why go cowgirl when a guy had this much energy to burn?



“Knock yourself out.” She lay back and Paul climbed between her legs. The sex was hard, furious and loud. Estelle came close to passing out as Paul plunged deep into her, gifting her orgasm after orgasm. She clung to him with arms and legs, and wept as his hard, heavy body and long, stiff cock pushed her deep into the collapsing mattress. And when he was finally spent, and lay along her body, gasping for breath, she stroked his sweating scalp fondly.



“Are you sure you’re completely human?”



“Mm-hmm…” he muttered into her neck. Although they’d been making love for over an hour, he hadn’t come, which was perfect. She wanted to milk him in her own time. She rolled the exhausted man onto his back, then straddled his erection. Barely able to open his eyes, he groaned as she slid down onto him.



“You’re insatiable, lady.”



“Are you complaining?”



“Nope. This is the best day ever.”



“And it hasn’t finished yet.” She rocked her hips and he sighed happily. His hands slid onto her thighs and squeezed. She lifted his left hand up to her mouth and pressed her lips to his wrist. He groaned as his blood trickled into her mouth. Again, she gifted him a trace of saliva, but not as much as before. She needed him relaxed, and obedient, not hammering and crazy.



“How is it you found us at the marina, Paul?” she asked softly.



“Hypnosis…”



“You were hypnotized?”



He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Amari.”



“What did she remember?”



“Minivan. From La Casa del Diablo… to the marina.”



“And you saw our ship?”



“She remembered Dem.”



“Only part of the name?”



He nodded. “We had to figure out the rest.”



“Paul, listen to me very carefully. The marina is gone from your mind. The name Dem is lost, like morning mist.”



“Lost…”



“You will never speak of La Casa del Diablo again.”



“Never…”



“And after tonight, you’ll forget all about me.” She found the order difficult. She didn’t want to forget Paul. She probably never would. Maybe there would be a way. If Vane could keep Amari, then perhaps…



No, she decided. Amari had returned of her own accord, just as Estelle had a century ago. Could she compel Paul to return? If he turned up at the Marina, perhaps Vane would let her keep him. She sucked on his wrist again. His blood was so delicious.



“Can I keep the Jaguar?” he murmured.



“Is it yours?”



“Rental.”



“Why did you rent it, Paul?”



“To impress the people at La… something or other.” His brow wrinkled as the now-elusive name evaded him.



“No, Paul. The Jaguar will have to be returned. I can help with that.”



“I like the Jag.”



“So do I.” She smiled. “But it has to go back.”



“Pity.”



She continued to ride him as she probed his memories, both verbally and mentally. Everything he remembered of the week, from the peculiar scars, to Amari’s amnesia, it all had to go. When she finished with his mind, she’d modified over a week of Paul’s life. The Wildfire Club was no more. He had no recollection of Detendez-vous, and the phrase ‘Patient Four’ no longer held any significance for him. Even his blossoming romance with Amari faded from memory, because it had developed as the two had put the pieces of the puzzle together. As sweet as the notion was, they had no business together, not under those circumstances. Perhaps they might find their way into each other’s arms from another direction.



“The marks of your wrists,” Estelle explained. “The marks on Amari, and any other patient you encounter… you will attribute them to mosquito bites, and prescribe quinine, plus antibiotics.”



“Mosquito bites…”



“Good boy.” She stroked his cheek and leaned forward, clutching his strong upper arms as she quickened her rhythm. He felt good inside her. He was wonderfully hard, stretching and rubbing her perfectly. She let her jaw fall open as she slid up and down. He groaned, and her supernatural senses recognized the change within his body.



“Come for me, Paul. Come deep inside me and purge those memories from your mind and body.”



“Uh-huh. Gonna come.”



“Come inside my pussy. Let it all out. Fill me up.”



“Coming soon.” His muscles tensed and his hips rocked, meeting her movements.



“Give it to me. Give it all to me.”



“Aw… yesss…” His body arched and he clutched at her thighs.



“Come for me now, Paul. Come deep.”



He came, filling her with liquid heat, and lifting her off the bed with a single, drawn-out thrust into her. She groaned as he swelled momentarily, rubbing her wonderfully even as he squirted soft, probing jets of semen. Her body absorbed every drop, relishing it even more than the body she had sipped.



“Fuuuck!” he groaned. “Ahhh…” The tension fled from his hard body and he sagged back onto the mattress, devoid of semen, strength and memories. Estelle patted his chest as his erection faded, his heart rate dropped and his breathing slowed. Paul would remember nothing of their meeting. Quite what he would make of the ruined mattress, Estelle had no idea. Maybe she ought to plant the idea of mice into his mind.



She rose, and he slid out of her, to land with a wet slap on his skin. He sighed and a sleepy smile stretched his face. She leaned forward to kiss him for the last time, and his arms slid around her, pulling her close.



“Hmm. That’s not supposed to happen.” As gently as she could, she persuaded his arms down to his sides, then pulled a blanket over his naked form. She felt strangely fond of Paul, and curiously protective toward him. Such a pity, she thought. Such a waste.



She dressed quickly, slipping on her shoes at the door, and pulling the wrap around her shoulders. With a final glance at his sleeping form, she picked up the keys to the Jaguar and closed the door to Paul’s apartment. A brief sting of loss tweaked her heart as the lock clicked. Why did she feel so drawn to this particular mortal? What was it about him that made her want to linger?



She shook her head and hurried out to the car park. The stolen memories reminded her how to start the car, engage gear using the clutch and stick, then release the clutch for a neck-snapping acceleration. She thrilled with joy—or at least the memories in her head did—as she sped off down the highway.
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“You’re infatuated with a mortal!” Vane had stabbed her with the words the moment she’d stepped aboard Demeter.



“I only did as you instructed, Master,” Estelle protested. “I seduced him and purged all memories of his trail to us.”



“And in doing so, you’ve made the situation worse!”



“Worse? How—”



“Because he will be drawn to us once again. If he seeks us out, he will focus attention on us.”



“But… why would he seek us? I might be…” she sighed. “…infatuated, but he is unlikely to remember me.”



“Have you forgotten what I taught you?” Vane yelled. “When we feel strongly for one of them, they cannot help but be likewise affected.”



“Then I shall put him from my mind.”



Vane raised an eyebrow. “You believe it to be so easy?”



Estelle sagged. “Perhaps you might assist me, Master?”



“I can but try. However, I fear little can be done.” He pressed his fingertips to Estelle’s temple, then closed his eyes. She watched his eyes dart behind his eyelids as he searched her memories.



“I see the problem,” he said at last. “This doctor is skilled in the art of hypnosis. He has great mental strength. When you shared with him, when you delved into his mind, you—”



“I formed a bond.” Her hands flew to her face. “It was unintentional. I had no idea.” She stared at Vane. “Can anything be done?”



Vane shrugged. “We could kill him.”



“Master!”



“Or you could bring him before me, and I could…” He sighed heavily. “…attempt to undo the damage.”



“I would be happy to bring him to you.”



“Of course you would.”



“I’m sorry. I feel a strong kinship toward him, yet I cannot understand why this should be.”



“We must break your bond. This is not so easy to achieve, unless we can replace it with a different bond.”



“Master?”



“The female doctor. Were they not lovers?”



“They were, until I erased all memories of their path to closeness.”



“And why, pray tell, would you do such a thing?”



“Because it was inextricably woven into their quest to find you. To find us.”



Vane sighed. “We have created a mess.”



“We can rectify this, can we not?” Estelle pleaded. “You are powerful. I have witnessed your skill many times.”



“Matters of the mind, and of infatuation, love and desire are complex indeed. To counter one, it is often necessary to emphasize another.”



“I shall bring Paul Siddig to you, Master. Once here, we can decide how best to proceed.”



Vane waved a hand. “You cannot bring him yet.”



“I cannot?”



“The mind must not be manipulated more than once in a day. To meddle without care is to risk damaging the sanity.”



“Then I should bring him to you tomorrow?”



“And in the meantime, remain where you might watch his activities. He may yet feel compelled to return. This we cannot risk.”



“Do not fear, Master.” Estelle sprang to her feet.



“You are to watch, but not affect his actions, Estelle.”



“Of course, Master. I understand perfectly, Master.” She scampered from the room, leaving Vane to glance at Burns.



“She is over-eager, my old friend. I fear for our anonymity.”



Burns merely grunted.







~







Estelle parked the Jaguar in the next parking spot along from Paul’s. No sense in raising new questions, she thought. Paul was going to be fuzzy-headed enough, without trying to figure out why a supercharged sports car was in his spot. She pondered how best to approach the man whose memory she’d cleansed of all connections to her and Vane, and the clues which had led him to the marina.



Even though Vane had told her to maintain a distance.



It was impossible for her, and she knew it. Hell, Vane probably knew it too. He’d sent her here to watch Paul, but also so he wouldn’t have to look at her fawning face for the next twenty-four hours. Her eyes widened at the thought. Was she really so infatuated with a mortal? How did that even happen? She and Vane, along with Burns and a few others, had been luring men and women in equal measure to Demeter for years—when they were in port, that is. Demeter enjoyed hundreds of ports across the globe, moving regularly to avoid suspicious patterns of amnesiac citizens and peculiar scars. Their time here was nearly at an end. Six weeks was usually Demeter’s maximum stay. But judging by the determined efforts of Paul and Amari, six weeks had been too long. Estelle made a note to remind Vane of that fact. The way things were today, mortals were piecing together puzzles in very short spaces of time. Unsolved mysteries were becoming rarer. The tenacity of the electronic generation was astounding—and worrying.



She made another note to consider changing Demeter’s name—although Vane had retained it for centuries, moving it from one ship to the next. It was unlikely he’d change anything. He never compromised. He was so damn stubborn, it was as if he was flaunting his immortality at the world, challenging the humans. But times had changed, and the world was no longer a dark, savage place guarded by peasants with pitchforks. Now it was a brightly-lit, savage place with a camera in every pocket and on every street corner. When she returned the Jaguar, Estelle knew she’d be recorded many times. She was expert at confounding mortal minds, so none would remember her presence, but the cameras would not be so easily distracted. Maybe it would be better to have Paul return the vehicle, and then erase his recollection. No-one would be any the wiser, and Estelle’s face would not be recorded.



But why did the thought of leaving him cause her so much heartache? He was one of seven billion mortals, with no more longevity than a Mayfly. Vane thought he could cure him of any attraction. But what of her? Could he ease the weight in her chest too?



Perhaps she could address the problem herself, without needing Vane. She had twenty-four hours to find a solution, one which would allow her to back away from Paul and move on with her life. If nothing presented itself, she’d have to confess her feelings to Vane, and beg him to purge Paul from her mind. The process would be deeply unpleasant, and leave her anguished. But it would spare her decades of unbearable heartache. She pressed a hand to her chest, hoping to ease the pain within, but her heart only thumped harder, raising panic at the thought of never seeing Paul again.



It was a ghastly feeling. She had to see him one last time.



“Dammit!” She climbed out of the Jaguar, and stJohne over to Paul’s apartment. He answered quickly, and his wrinkled brow told her everything—he didn’t remember her. And yet, his eyes searched her face as if he was trying hard to recollect.



“Hello, Paul,” she said. A cloud of disjointed memories fluttered around his head, plain as day to the gifted Estelle. Somehow, he’d retained a few fragments of their time together. She was secretly pleased that she’d made such an impact with him, she was impossible to forget. It was true, she wasn’t in her white bikini now, something which might have triggered a memory. She’d chosen a short black skirt with a loose-fitting white blouse, and black heels. So it must have been her face her remembered.



“May I come in?” she asked. His big fingers were curled around the edge of the door and he filled the doorway, guarding his apartment.



“Ah… who are you, again?”



She pouted. “You’ve forgotten me already? After all the fun we had?”



He glanced over his shoulder, then met her amused gaze. “Fun? I don’t remember.”



“What happened to your mattress, Paul?”



He frowned. “It’s ruined. Torn to pieces. How did—” Her kiss stopped the conversation in its tracks. As she pressed her lips to his, she sent warm feelings toward him, softening his shock and soothing away his confusion. She couldn’t restore his erased memories, but she could offer him shared images of their tryst, and the love she held for him.



Her eyes snapped wide. Love? Dismay filled her heart. It couldn’t be love. She barely knew him! Aside from the physical fun in his bed, she’d spent no time in his arms.



Things were far worse than she imagined. And now his arms were around her again, pulling her against him. Part of her wanted to remain there forever—which was longer than normal, given her age—but the sensible part of her mind told her to push him away. More contact would only result in more heartache. He ought to be with his own kind, not consorting with immortals.



His own kind. The thought struck her with physical force. Amari! If he and Amari were brought together, perhaps she could pair them off. Seeing him with the mortal doctor would be marginally less painful than thinking of him alone. But hadn’t Amari already promised herself to Vane? As an extremely rare ‘returnee,’ Vane would be keen to keep Amari away from mortal relationships.



Damn.



She found it increasingly difficult to think clearly. Held in Paul’s embrace, with his hot breath on her neck, her thoughts turned increasingly to her need for him, her desire to keep him close—always. Maybe Vane would make an exception for Paul. Maybe he’d allow Paul to swear fealty to Estelle, as Amari had done for him. It was a long shot. Vane was centuries old, and was very selective about his entourage. And all were sworn to him, not to each other. Damn… but she had to try.



“Would you go to the marina with me?” she asked as he kissed her neck. Her voice was shaky.



“I would…” Kiss. “…go anywhere…” Kiss. “…if it meant I could…” Kiss. “…be with you.” Kiss.



“I’d need you wait for a few hours, then follow me down there. When you get to the gate—”



“I don’t want to wait.” Kiss. “I want to go everywhere you go.” His hands slid down her back to cup her cheeks. Evidently his mind still remembered touching her body, otherwise he wouldn’t have been so presumptuous.



“No, you have to listen.” She pressed her palms to his cheeks. “You need to turn up on your own, and beg to see me.”



“But I have you here.”



She sighed. “I won’t always be here.”



“Why not?” His brown eyes searched hers.



“If the ship sails, I’ll be gone, and I don’t always know where.”



“Gone?” he was stricken. “You can’t! You have to stay!”



She pressed her forehead to his. “I know, Paul. I know. But if you come to the marina and ask for me, there’s a better chance we can be together.” If Vane doesn’t wipe both our minds instead.



“Okay, okay.” He sighed deeply. “When do you want me to go?”



She thought quickly. “Dawn, tomorrow morning.”



“Why dawn?”



Because Vane will want to hide from the sun. I can sway him more easily when he’s nervous. “Will you do it?”



“If you need me to, of course I will. But what happens between now and dawn?”



“We keep each other company, of course.” She pressed her open mouth to his and they kissed hungrily. Both sighed as they fell into the head-spinning trance that shaped their earlier tryst. Paul scooped up Estelle’s slight frame and carried her to the sofa, where he laid her along the cushions, then stood up to undress. She watched mutely as he revealed his strong body. His erection was primed, and she reached for it. But he stepped back, then knelt between her legs. The short skirt was loose, and was quickly pushed up. Estelle clung to the hem, holding the skirt out of his way as he alternately kissed each thigh, all the time moving closer to her dark panties. Her hands were shaking, she realized. She was eager for him to take her again, in as many ways as possible. But things were moving too slowly; she was wearing too many clothes.



“Undress me,” she whispered. “Please?”



But his lips pressed against the panties, teasing her sensitive flesh with his hot breath. She groaned, anxious to feel his mouth upon her.



“Please?” she begged again.



His fingers slid around the elasticated legs, slipping under them. She waited for the expected tug, tensing herself, ready to lift her bottom so he could divest her of the damn things. Only then could she enjoy the touch of his tongue and the softness of his lips where she needed them most. Instead, he pulled the gusset to one side and moved in, kissing the neatly-trimmed strip of dark hair that hovered above her lips.



“Oh…” The sound was a breathless whisper. She stroked his scalp as he pressed his mouth against her, exploring her early wetness with his tongue. Estelle caught her lower lip between her teeth as she watched him, trying to imagine a life without Paul.



She couldn’t.



His tongue spread wide and pressed against her smooth inner flesh. Estelle’s inhaled breath stalled as her throat trembled. Small squeaks escaped her throat as he drew his tongue upward. His adoration of her body was visible as a warm cloud around his head. He was obviously besotted with her, as much as she was with him. She needed him, she realized, and Vane could never make her feel otherwise.



“I love you.” The words felt right to her. There was no awkwardness in speaking them. They were exactly what she needed to tell him. Without taking his mouth from her, he glanced up, and his eyes crinkled into a genuine smile.



They had to stay together, Estelle knew.



There had to be a way.
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Their lovemaking was slow and gentle, with little of the frantic intensity of their first time. Paul didn’t move from between her legs until his mouth brought her to a gentle, trembling orgasm. Then he rose to his feet and stood beside her as she took him into her mouth, groaning softly as her lips and tongue pleasured him as he’d pleasured her. She gripped the hard shaft as she slid her lips back and forth across the silky-smooth head, pumping him slowly with her fist. Her other hand cupped his soft balls, cradling them with her hot palm. His hips rocked easily back and forth, matching the movements of her mouth.



She was startled when he orgasmed a few minutes later. He’d given her little warning, and aside from a quiet groan, plus a gentle urging against the back of her head, the only indication was the hot flush of liquid against her cheek and along her tongue. She closed her lips to prevent any of the precious semen escaping, then swallowed it in small, delicious gulps. Heat spread through her chest, thrilling her immortal body as much as his stolen blood.



“Oh, fuck” he groaned. “That came out of nowhere.”



“I know exactly where it came from.” Estelle licked her lips and grinned up at him. A moment later, she squealed as he pushed her shoulders, throwing her against the back of the sofa. Her legs rose into the air, and Paul pulled off her skewed and damp panties, then dropped to the floor in front of her, pressing his shoulders against her thighs to keep her legs raised. With her pussy spread in front of his erection, she felt wickedly exposed, although she was feigning helplessness as he shuffled closer to press his cock-head against her slippery lips.



“Be gentle with me,” she pleaded.



“Really?”



“Of course not.” She pinched his cheek hard enough to make him hiss. “Fuck me hard, lover boy. Fuck me like you want to hurt me.”



He did. The sex was hard, breathless and furious. His body slammed against hers, slapping loudly and filling the room with cries from her, and groans from the protesting sofa. When his energy faded, she kissed him deeply, then sucked on his wrist, invigorating him beyond anything he’d ever felt before.



Estelle rolled onto her knees, perching on the edge of the cushions so Paul could take her from behind. She squealed as he plunged deep, grabbed her waist, then fucked her as hard as his supercharged muscles would allow. Estelle’s arm’s trembled; her heart thumped against her ribs. Paul fucked her so quickly, her breasts didn’t have time to swing, they simply shivered beneath her.



She tried her best not to tear chunks out of his cushions, but her hands filled with pieces of foam and ripped fabric which somehow found their way into her hair.



Paul slowed, and she decided it was time to change pace. She persuaded him to lie on the floor, which was littered with soft debris, then straddled his loins, reaching down to guide him into her. They both groaned as he filled her slippery passage.



Estelle Johne him gently at first, drawing up his hands to her breasts so he could tease her hardened nipples. Then she lifted one of his wrists to her mouth, sucking insistently until the sweet, dark blood flowed across her tongue. As her saliva trickled into his bloodstream, Paul began to thrust up into her. She rose to allow him more space, then wailed as he hammered upward, slamming against her until another crushing orgasm left her squeaking helplessly. Within a few moments, both lovers were wheezing and limp. Estelle lay along Paul’s body, gasping for breath. In all the years she’d been seducing men, she’d never seen such a positive reaction to her blood-letting. It was as if Paul was a natural trove, a reservoir of blood who reacted in such a way as to delight those who drew from him.



“We have… to keep you,” she whispered. “I want you… so much. Can’t… get enough.”



In response, his big arms wrapped around her, pulling tightly. She snuggled against him. He shifted minutely, his erection rubbing her insides and making her cry softly with happiness—and fear that she might lose him.



Vane had to let her keep him.
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“Impossible!” he snarled. His eyes were narrowed, which was never a good sign.



“Please, Master.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He’s a trove, I’m certain of it.”



“And how would you know? You are too young to know a real trove when you see one.”



Through sobs of panic, she described his reactions to her letting, even as Vane turned his back on her. Burns smirked as she pleaded, her trembling hands writhing.



“You know him so intimately, when I commanded you to remain afar?”



“I tried, Master. Truly, I did. But the lure of his form overwhelmed me. I could not help it.”



“Then you have failed, and disobeyed me.”



“Please, let me explain. I know what he is, in my heart, with my entire being.” She sank to her knees, tears streaming from her eyes. If Vane was to reject her plea, her heart would shrivel to nothing. Paul had become everything to her. He was larger than anything in her life—except perhaps Vane, her master.



“You would consider him above me?” Vane growled. Too late, she realized he had sensed her thoughts. She looked up to see his black eyes glaring at her.



“No! Never! Such a thing would be impossible. You know this.” And yet, she’d considered the idea of abandoning Vane to remain with Paul.



“I would destroy you with no more effort than a single thought.” Vane curled his hand into a wicked fist. Blood trickled from his palm and hissed on the varnished floor.



“I know, I know!” Estelle wailed. “I would never dream of leaving you.”



“And yet the thought crossed your mind.” He straightened and spun away, crossing over to Burns. “If she ever leaves this ship without my authority, you are to crush her, understood? And then you are to dismember Paul Siddig, as painfully as possible.”



“Master, please!” Estelle sobbed.



Vane turned to look at her as she trembled on her knees. “He is so dear to you?”



“This is not infatuation, Master.”



“It bears all the signs.”



“Please… please. He… he relishes the letting. And he… thrills to the exchange!”



Vane frowned. “He responds to our fluids?”



“In such a way that would amaze you!”



“How so?” Vane demanded. “Elaborate!”



“He becomes a powerhouse. His strength doubles—triples.”



“Your mortal gains strength?”



“And speed. He becomes a warrior… for a short time.”



Burns frowned. “Such a response is rare.”



“Hmm,” Vane concurred. “Enervation and compliance are more common reactions.”



“Not so with Paul,” Estelle insisted. The conversation had turned a corner.



“I would tempted to observe this,” Vane murmured, stroking his chin.



“As would I.” Burns’ glare was a warning. Do not attempt to deceive us.



“Then you should bring him to us, demonstrate this talent before me. If he performs to my satisfaction—”



“Thank you, Master!”



“If he pleases me, then I shall consider your request. Now, bring him. I wish to confer with Burns.” Abruptly, Vane turned his back on her. “Be sure to clean up your face before you return. Your tears have spoiled your look.”



“Yes, Master.”
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Estelle’s driving bordered on reckless. The supercharged Jaguar did nothing to discourage her eagerness as she raced back to Paul’s. Rather, it encouraged her to press on, sticking to the road with a tenacity that delighted her senses.



“Estelle!” Paul cried from his apartment door. She lowered the silent electric window, and beckoned to him from the driver’s seat, drumming impatiently on the steering wheel whilst he dressed. When he emerged from the apartment, he practically skipped across the street and clamped the top of the car door with his big hands.



“Ready to go visit the marina?” she asked.



“The marina?” he frowned. “What’s there? Do you have a boat?”



Of course. She’d made him forget. “Yes, a big boat called Demeter. Want to play?”



“Sure.” He climbed into the passenger seat. “Can we call at a pharmacy on the way? These are itching like crazy.” He rubbed the small scars on his wrists.”



“I have the very thing for you on board the ship.”



“You do?”



“Mm-hmm.” She nodded. “It’ll fix you right up.”



“Then what are we waiting for?”



She leaned across and kissed him. “Hold on tight!”



The Jaguar roared forward.







~







Ten minutes later, they were back at the marina. Estelle watched Paul carefully, looking for any sign of recognition, but he remained blank, although eager.



“Which one is yours?” he asked.



She pointed to Demeter. “That one—on the end.”



“Nice. How can you afford—”



“Hush. No questions. Just enjoy yourself.” They passed through the turnstile that had blocked him earlier, then she linked arms with him. She kept a wary eye on Gull’s Tones as they passed. Amari’s inspired performance had led them to believe Paul was a bad guy. How would it look if they saw him heading for the place she’d fled to? Would they intercept him, or summon the authorities? Fortunately, none of the crew appeared.



“It’s even bigger close up,” Paul murmured as they approached Demeter. “Remind me what we’re doing here?”



A cluster of appropriate answers rose into Estelle’s mind. She was going to show him around, they were here to meet her ‘Uncle Vane,’ Amari was waiting for him, or perhaps the wittier ‘we’re going for a bite’ were all responses she considered. In the end, she opted for the simplest answer.



“It’s a surprise.” As they reached the ship, the entity deep within Demeter lowered the gang plank.



“Do you have some kind of sensor rigged up?”



“It’s complicated. Come on.” She took his hand and led him aboard. He followed without question as she led him onto the deck, then out of the light. Her eyes adjusted instantly, but Paul stumbled.



“Wow. It’s really dark in here.”



“Mister Vane likes it that way.”



“I’m sure there’s a song about him somewhere,” he murmured.



“Whatever. Here we are.” They entered the lounge, which was still lit by artificial, flickering candles. Paul blinked at the sight of Burns, who was a huge shadow in the corner of the room. Vane stood beside him, arms folded.



“So this is Doctor Siddig?”



“I…ah… don’t think we’ve met.”



“I’m Vane.”



“I wouldn’t have thought that about you,” Paul said.



Vane grunted. “Your trove has a sense of humor.”



“Your what?” Paul side-whispered to Estelle.



“I’ll explain in a minute.” She lifted his hand to her mouth and kissed his wrist.



“So, Estelle. Are you ready to demonstrate?”



Paul tried to tug his wrist from Estelle’s grip. “This is starting to creep me—owww!”



She sucked gently on the small rupture to his vein. Blood flowed into her mouth; traces of saliva mingled and swirled, warming the puncture. For good measure, Estelle let her mouth water, then she injected Paul’s bloodstream with the potent fluid. His eyes widened; his heart quickened. His fingers seized her chin and he turned her face from his wrist. Their mouths crashed together, their tongues swirling. Estelle groaned as his arms enfolded her body, pulling her hard against him. He was instantly erect, pressing the hot shaft against her belly.



“I want you,” he said in a low growl. “I need you, Estelle.” Let the others watch, he didn’t care. All he could think about was making love to the wonderful, sexy woman in his arms. Let them try to stop him—if they dared.



Vane offered a slow hand clap. “Yes, yes. Very alluring, Estelle. But what of his promised abilities?”



“Let me,” Burns growled. He pushed himself from the wall, and stomped toward Paul. He had to crouch, or risk banging his huge head on the ceiling. Paul sensed his approach through the decking, which vibrated with every step.



“No, please!” Estelle cried. She thrust out a hand, commanding Burns to stop, but he continued, a juggernaut with a single intent—that of throwing Paul overboard.



“Stay back, big guy,” Paul said. Burns was filling his vision, a rumbling behemoth almost twice Paul’s size.



“Paul, run! Get away from here!”



But Paul turned, shielding Estelle with his body. A huge hand landed on his shoulder, the meaty fingers closing in to grip him tightly.



“Noooo!” Demeter shuddered as Burns crashed to the deck, crushing a low table on his way down. Paul’s hand squeezed the big man’s throat. Burns seized Paul’s forearm in a crushing grip, twisting the bones to pull them apart. But Paul lifted Burns, then slammed him back down, winding the big man so badly, he wheezed and cried out. The grip on his throat tightened and he found himself unable to speak.



Vane gripped the door frame as Demeter rocked heavily. “Astounding!” He met Estelle’s startled gaze. “Release him!”



“Paul, please!” Estelle cupped Paul’s burning cheeks. His eyes were alight with supernatural anger as he pinned Burns against the deck.



“I… can’t!” Paul growled. “Something inside me… surging. So angry.”



Estelle pressed her lips to his. He tried to turn his head aside, but she persisted, gripping his face tightly. Her saliva mixed with his, this time enervating rather than invigorating. After a moment, his body relaxed and the burning retreated from his muscles.



“I’m gonna kill you!” Burns snarled. Paul’s arm was jolted, shaking Estelle. Somehow, she maintained the soothing kiss.



“Burns! Withdraw!”



“Master?”



“Immediately!”



“Yes, Master.”



Estelle felt, rather than saw Burns struggle to his feet. Heavy thumps marked his retreat.



“Impressive demonstration, was it not?” Vane asked. Burns merely grunted.



Estelle maintained the kiss until Paul was completely relaxed, even more than he had been upon their arrival, releasing him only once he sighed and sagged back against the wall. Good, she thought. It would be easier to converse with Vane if Paul wasn’t plying her with questions. She turned to face her master, spreading her hands.



“I concur,” Vane admitted. “It has been many years since I witnessed such a response.”



“Then you understand why I appealed to you. He is a natural trove. We need him to join us.”



“Estelle…” Vane sighed. “We cannot persuade someone to unite with our group.”



“I know. He must feel the need.” Estelle dropped her head.



“So you know what we must do.”



She groaned, then nodded. “I know.”



“And to ensure you do not load the dice, Burns will escort the doctor back to his home.”



“Burns?” Estelle squeaked. Behind Vane, the big man grinned.



“It’s how it shall be. I insist.”



“Keys,” Burns growled. He held out a meaty hand.



“But…” Estelle began, but a stern glance from Vane silenced her. Reluctantly, she dropped the keys into Burns’ palm. He grinned as his fingers closed, effectively stealing Estelle’s ride. His other hand gripped Paul’s shoulder. Estelle watched with dismay in her eyes as the pair disappeared through the door.



“If you’re right,” Vane said quietly. “You will see him again. If not…” He shrugged.



“Burns will hurt him.”



Vane squeezed her shoulder. “Fear not. Burns has nothing but respect for Paul. He has never been bested—until today.”



“He looked angry.”



Vane spread his hands. “He always looks angry.”







~







Burns returned an hour later. Estelle was aching to ask what he’d done to Paul, but Vane turned her away, with the instruction to head downstairs and rouse Amari from her deep slumber. As Burns passed, he sneered, turning her heart to lead. What had the brute done? Estelle wanted nothing more than to flee Demeter and head for Paul’s apartment. She had no other way of contacting him.



But she forced herself to remain calm, squeezing her fists tight as she headed down wooden steps to the next deck. There, in a small room, Amari Ratchek was recuperating from the intense orgy she’d been at the center of. She was naked beneath the cotton sheet, lying on her front. Her rounded buttocks were clearly defined. Estelle sat on the edge of the bed and stroked the doctor’s tousled blond hair.



Like Paul, Amari had responded well to the letting. Most humans did, but Paul’s reaction had been incredible. He’d gained stamina enough to exhaust the supernatural Estelle, and strength that surpassed that of Burns. She suspected Paul might be a latent warrior, one of a lineage employed by the ancient vampires as guardians of their keeps. Vane would be able to test Paul for latency later—if he returned. But without any charging fluids remaining in his mortal blood, Paul would have been easy to overcome. Burns might have hurt, or even killed him as retribution for his defeat.



Anger boiled within her at the thought. She couldn’t simply wait to find out—she’d go to Paul once night fell.



“Hmm?” Amari murmured. She turned her head to face Estelle, who smiled.



“Welcome back, sleepy.”



“Ah… where am I?” Self-conscious, she pulled the sheet against her bare chest.



Estelle kissed her cheek. “Aboard Demeter, sweetheart. You had a lot of fun earlier, and you needed to rest.”



Amari blinked as she tried to recall her experience. “You were there, weren’t you? You and… Vane?”



“Amongst others, yes.”



“Others?” Amari’s cheeks flushed. She hid her embarrassment with the bed sheet.



“You had a wonderful time.” She stroked Amari’s cheek. “Don’t you remember?”



“I remember too much, I think. Oh, boy. Where are my clothes?”



“There’s no need for clothes here.”



“You’re wearing clothes.”



“We can fix that.” Estelle peeled off her blouse and unhooked her bra, dropping them both to the bed.



Amari’s eyes widened. “Look, I’m not that much into women. Please—”



“Don’t fret,” Estelle said as she pushed down her skirt. “Neither am I.”



“Then what—”



“Vane wants to see you.” She stepped out of her panties and kicked them aside. “I’m to take you to him.”



“Okay. But it might have been easier if I’d dressed, instead of—”



“Your dress is still upstairs, where you left it.”



“Oh.”



“Come on.” She beckoned by curling all her fingers upward at once. “Chop, chop. Up you get.”



Still blushing, Amari pulled the sheet against her body and rose to her feet. Estelle collected another sheet from a closet and pulled it around herself. Together, the pair ascended the stairs to meet Vane.







~







He was waiting for them in the corner of the darkened room, furthest from the doorway. To Estelle’s relief, Burns was nowhere to be seen.



“Come in, come in,” Vane insisted. Estelle’s gentle fingers on Amari’s bare shoulders urged her forward. “I trust you slept well,” he continued.



“I guess.” Amari shrugged. “I don’t remember much. Once my head hit the pillow, I was out.”



“The sleep of the exhausted.” Vane grinned in the darkness, barely visible to Amari’s mortal eyes. “Estelle?”



“Yes, Master?”



“I would like to sample the delights of Doctor Ratchek once more. Would you please prepare her?”



“I…” Estelle had hoped she would be free to leave once she’d brought Amari before Vane, but it seemed he still had need of her. When she hesitated, he grew impatient.



“Now, if you please.”



“Yes, Master.” Estelle leaned close to Amari’s ear and whispered soft words to her, words the doctor was unable to distinguish, but which nonetheless sent warm shivers down her back. Amari clutched the sheet to her chest as her cheeks warmed, her heart quickened and her head spun. Soft lips pressed against her neck, her earlobe and her shoulder; hot breath bathed her shoulder. Estelle’s personal scent stirred memories of forbidden pleasure and unending ecstasy.



“Come to me, Amari. Cast aside the sheet and allow me to admire your perfect, mortal figure.”



“I…” Amari hesitated, glancing around the darkened room. She saw only Estelle and Vane. Before, she had been surrounded by naked figures, and had felt no shame. And yet, she was strangely reluctant to divest herself of her makeshift clothing when only two people were around to witness her nudity.



“Estelle, I think you ought to make more of an effort with our guest.”



“Yes, Master.”



“Put the other mortal from your mind, and concentrate!”



“I’m worried about him, Master.”



“And I assure you he is unharmed. If he is a trove, as you believe, he will return to us very soon.”



“Yes, Master.”



“Now, I would like to enjoy Amari once again, if you’d be so kind.”



“Yes, Master. I’m sorry.” Estelle dropped her sheet, slipped her arms around Amari and pulled her close. Her quiet murmuring into Amari’s ear intensified, although it grew no louder. Amari sighed. Her sheet slipped a little. Estelle’s breasts were warm against her back. Soft kisses warmed her neck. She tilted her head to allow Estelle more room. Heat flushed her chest and her loins.



“You are naked,” Estelle whispered. “You are free to love whomever you choose. Give yourself to us, Amari. Give yourself freely and enjoy the pleasures of the flesh without regret.”



“Mmm…” The sheet slipped further, exposing her nipples, then leaving her breasts bare. Still she held the sheet against her belly, protecting her intimacy, even though a dozen mouths had already tasted her.



“My master is ready for you. He is aroused and prepared to slide into you, offering you unending pleasure.”



“Oh my god, I feel so horny…”



“Go to him, Amari. Taste him. Take him into your body and thrill to the sensation.”



“Only if you come with me,” Amari whispered.



“What was that?” Estelle asked.



“What was that?” Vane echoed.



“I need you with me, Estelle. I need your hands on me, and your kisses on my back, and my neck.” She peered over her shoulder at the dark-haired woman. “Be with me when I make love to our master.”



“As she wishes,” Vane said with a smile. “Come to me, both of you.”



Amari moved forward, her trembling hands releasing the sheet. Estelle remained close, her breasts pressing into Amari’s back. And when Amari sank to her knees and took Vane into her mouth, Estelle stroked Amari’s soft skin, letting her hands roam over the mortal woman’s buttocks, up her back and onto her shoulders. Amari shuffled her bottom from side to side, consenting to Estelle’s touch as her head slid up and down. Soft, contented moans rose from Amari’s throat as Estelle squeezed her cheeks, skirting dangerously close to Amari’s shining and swollen lips.



“Such a pleasure,” Vane murmured. “My two favorite women, sharing my bed.”



“Thank you, Master,” Estelle murmured.



“Mm-hmm,” Amari concurred.



“Help her, Estelle. Share her pleasuring.”



Amari smiled as Estelle’s face appeared beside hers. She paused her gentle sucking and licking, passing Vane’s erection over so her new friend could also enjoy taking him into her mouth. Vane sighed happily as the women took turns with their tongues and soft lips. The sensation was heavenly, but even so, it was only a short time before the urgent need to bury his erection deeper into Amari’s body overwhelmed him. When he beckoned, she straddled him, smiling as Estelle guided his firm flesh between her legs to where she needed it most. Vane groaned and Amari sighed as she sank down, drawing him into her until their bodies were pressed together. Vane kissed Amari’s wrist, sucking gently until she moaned softly. Her head spun with a mixture of excitement and intoxication.



Estelle caressed Amari’s arms and shoulders as she Johne him gently, rocking her hips back and forth. Her hands even drifted down to the doctor’s soft breasts, teasing the hard nipples. But her mind was elsewhere, fretting over the fate of her trove, fearing Burns’ heavy hand and quick temper. Slowly, she eased back from the coupling, remaining physically close for Amari’s sake, but detaching her mind until the sighs and groans faded into the background.



Even when Vane spilled his seed, then insisted on taking Estelle from behind, she remained distant, offering pleasurable groans and cries, but willing Paul to return to her as soon as possible.



“Are you okay?” Amari asked. She cupped Estelle’s cheeks and peered deep into her troubled eyes. Estelle was surprised to note that Vane was gone. How much time had passed? How had she had sex, and been so far gone from the event?



She lowered her pelvis to the bed and sighed “I need to leave.”



“Is something worrying you?” Amari asked. Their foreheads touched, and Estelle smiled.



“It’s nothing you can help with—not really.” Despite her words, her imagination entertained the idea of sending Amari to summon Paul on her behalf. But Vane would immediately see through such a scheme. Perhaps Amari would be prepared to check on Paul’s wellbeing. Even if he was injured, but alive, it would calm the fear in her chest. No, she thought. It would be better if she undertook the task herself. She rolled off the bed and hurried away to find clothes, leaving a confused Amari behind. When she returned, fully dressed, Amari followed her onto the deck, once again clutching the bed sheet to her chest.



“Will you be gone for long?”



“Why are you so concerned?” Estelle found Amari’s clingy mood baffling.



“Because you make me feel safe.”



“You don’t feel safe here?” She thought everyone felt safe aboard Demeter.



“Safe is probably the wrong word. Comfortable would be a better way to describe it. Yes, I feel much more comfortable when you’re aboard. When you go away to see…” she frowned. “Whoever you go to see, I get anxious.”



Estelle pulled Amari into a hug. “That is so sweet. I shouldn’t be long. I need to check on somebody, and then I’ll be right back, okay?”



“Okay.” Amari murmured into Estelle’s shoulder.



“Remain strong, sister. And enjoy yourself, if you like.”



“I enjoy it more when you’re in the same room.”



“Then I’ll be back before Vane calls for you again.” She kissed Amari’s cheek, then scampered down the stairs toward the gang plank. Amari watched her go with a heavy heart.



But Demeter refused to let her leave. The gang plank remained raised, despite Estelle standing on the very end. She eyed the six-foot drop, which was an easy jump, but her mind was tugged, causing her to shuffle backward until she stood upon the deck once again. She recognized the ship’s influence immediately. It had only happened to her once before, but the sensation was unmistakable. She’d been ordered to stay.



Amari appeared beside her and clutched her hand.



“I might need your help after all,” Estelle said quietly.



“Anything.”



“Would you go see a friend for me?”



“Of course. Who is he?”



“Paaaa….” Her mouth froze. She shook her head and tried again, but the name wouldn’t form. Once again, Demeter was preventing her from interfering with Vane’s wishes.



“Estelle…”



“Never mind. It’s okay. I’ll wait here for him instead. You go get some sleep.”



“I’m far too wide awake to sleep.” She scratched absently at her wrist. Estelle frowned, trying to remember if she’d fed from Amari.



“Then go have some fun.”



Amari slipped her arm around Estelle’s waist. “While you stand here and worry? I couldn’t possibly.”







~







Darkness fell, and Estelle remained by the gang plank. Amari stayed with her in shifts, leaving only to dress, to use the bathroom, or to fetch hot drinks for them both. After seven hours of standing, her eyes fixed upon the security gate, Estelle settled herself onto the deck, leaning against the wall. Amari brought out some cushions and a blanket. Estelle needed neither, but she appreciated the gesture.



“Vane’s looking for you,” Amari said much later as she handed Estelle a mug of coffee. Early dawn light colored the sky, streaking it with pastel shades.



“I don’t care,” Estelle murmured, pulling the blanket around her shoulders. “If he wants me, he can come get me.”



“What if he sends Burns?”



Estelle snorted. “I can put Burns down without any problem. I’ve been with Vane for over a century. We picked Burns up in a dock in Boston only thirty years ago.”



“So the longer you’ve been with Vane, the stronger you get?”



“And the stronger our bond.”



“So even if you wanted to, you couldn’t leave?” Amari stared.



“I’ve never wanted to leave him—until yesterday.” Estelle dropped her head and screwed up her eyes. “Something about Paaaa… Something about Doctor Ssss…”



“Are you talking about Paul Siddig?”



“Yes!” Tears stung Estelle’s eyes. “Yes, yes, yes!”



“He’s the one you’re waiting for?”



Estelle tried to answer, but her throat tightened painfully. Her face crumpled and tears spilled down her cheeks. She managed to nod, and Amari pulled her into a tight hug.



“Let me call him,” Amari said. She maintained the hug for another moment, then rose to her feet. Estelle wiped away her tears as her friend hurried away to find her cell phone. Finally, she thought. The ache within her chest had become unbearable, although she still had no real idea why. She was bound to Vane, promised to him forever by her own words. She ought to love her master and no-one else.



But Paul had changed everything. Somehow, a mortal had broken all the rules of vampirism to represent a stronger draw than her own master. Perhaps he was a latent. She’d heard of such things, mortals who had yet to become full vampires, demonstrating hints of their undiscovered talents. If Paul was such a creature, his powers might be tremendous, even overshadowing Vane’s. Had she made a mistake bringing him to Demeter? Did Vane see Paul as a potential threat?



“Oh my god…” Estelle pressed her hands to her mouth. What if Vane had ordered Burns to kill Paul, in order to eliminate any future rivalry? Cold fear washed through her, followed by anger. If Burns had harmed Paul in any way, she’d tear him to pieces, after first breaking every bone in his body. She pushed herself upright, ready to confront the big man, fully prepared to rip out his throat if his answers didn’t satisfy her.



A peculiar calm warmed her chest, immediately driving away the anger. A soft voice drifted through her mind, soothing her, much as she’d soothed and seduced the reluctant Amari. Her glare softened, her teeth unclenched and she smiled. Demeter assured her Paul was unharmed, that she would see him again, and hold him once more.



And when Amari appeared, scowling at her cell phone, Estelle remained calm.



“I can’t get a damn signal.”



“It’s fine, it’s fine.” Estelle patted the doctor’s hand, and Demeter chuckled mischievously in her mind. Minds were easy to manipulate; electronic signals were even simpler.



“I could go to his apartment,” Amari suggested. “I could talk to him, tell him you’re waiting.”



“It’s okay. He’ll come to me.” Estelle knew Amari would forget her mission before her feet touched the dock. Demeter would never allow a mortal to remember what took place here, just as Paul had no inking how desperately Estelle needed him, or even who she was.



“If you’re certain.” Amari sank to the deck and crossed her legs. She scratched absently at her arm. Estelle settled beside her, still watching the gate. She was startled when Amari offered her wrist. When she turned to look into the doctor’s eyes, she half-expected to see them glazed, for Amari’s face to be compliant. But Demeter wasn’t manipulating the mortal woman.



“Would this help? If you drink, I mean.” Amari smiled, then shivered. “If I’m honest, it gives me a buzz too.”



Estelle frowned. “You’re not supposed to remember that.”



“I’m sure I’ll forget all about it when I leave the ship.” She moved her wrist closer to Estelle’s face. “Drink. It’ll give you strength for the wait.”



“If you’re sure.”



“I wouldn’t offer otherwise. Besides, it’s sexy.”



Estelle took hold of Amari’s arm and lifted it to her lips. When she sucked, Amari hissed, then sighed as the vein ruptured, spilling sweet, dark blood into Estelle’s mouth. Another tiny scar, Amari thought, but the delicious, warming rush that spread through her body was well worth it. Her loins tingled; her nipples stiffened, and she wanted nothing more than to reach between her legs and touch herself. But this wasn’t the time. They both sat in full view of the marina, and such erotic play would be sure to attract attention.



“Are you a vampire?” she asked. Still sucking gently, Estelle smiled, and shook her head minutely.



“But you drink blood.”



“Mm-hmm.” Estelle turned her eyes to the approaching dawn, to the place where the sun’s appearance was imminent.



“Oh. You wouldn’t be out here if you were a vampire.”



Estelle nodded. She licked the ruptured skin, healing it as best she could, then released Amari’s wrist. Dark blood stained her lips, and Amari shivered at the sight. Briefly, her mouth watered, startling her. Was she also acquiring a taste for blood?



“We are Zori paza,” Estelle answered. “The guardians of the dawn.”



“You protect Vane?”



Estelle nodded. “We are not vampires, although we share their thirst—in a much smaller way.”



“Human blood gives you vitality.”



“And strength, and stamina. I could live on blood alone…” Estelle smiled. “But still I enjoy human food—especially coffee.” She lifted the empty mug.



“Let me get you another one.”



“Thank you.” Once Amari had gone inside, Estelle hugged her knees and sighed. Demeter had assured her Paul would return, but then offered no more. She sent out silent pleas, but the boat remained mute. The boat… She smiled weakly at the notion. She’d been aboard Vane’s ships for so long, the vessel had become indistinguishable from the dark, precious cargo.



No, if Demeter assured her everything would work out, she could take comfort in that truth. She trusted Demeter. But still, she was impatient to know when. How could she sit here, hour after hour, day after day, frantic with worry about Paul? A quiet whimper left her throat and tears stung her eyes once more.



In that moment, Demeter elected to show mercy.



When Amari stepped out onto the deck, bearing two mugs of steaming coffee, Estelle was slumped against the wall, relaxed into a dreamless sleep. Amari put down the mugs, settled beside Estelle and made her friend as comfortable as she could. Estelle murmured as Amari offered herself as a body pillow, then sighed as the blanket warmed her.



They remained together, undisturbed by Vane or Burns as the sun rose into the sky. Amari remained close as Estelle slept, her worries suppressed by Demeter’s soothing and unheard voice. Several times, Amari tried to persuade Estelle indoors, out of the midday sun, but she was unsuccessful. Estelle was steadfast, determined to wait for Paul’s return, keen to meet him the moment he appeared. Even when the sky clouded unexpectedly, and a cool wind ruffled her hair, Estelle would not be moved from her post. Darkness fell, and Amari pulled Estelle close. Burns appeared, with a command from Vane. It was a command, he emphasized, not a request. The women glanced at him, but otherwise refused to respond. And when Burns seized Amari’s arm, Estelle leapt to her feet, swung the blanket and blinded the big man by wrapping it around his head. She followed up with a double-footed kick to the midriff which sent Burns over the rail and into the water.



“Ouch,” Amari whispered.



“You touch me, or my friend without consent from either of us, and I will snap your neck!” Estelle screamed at the foundering man. “Is that clear?”



Burns’ reply was a series of angry splutters. He hauled himself onto the wooden dock, then stomped around to the gang plank—which refused to lower. Estelle glared at Burns, her arms folded tightly against her chest.



He sagged. “I apologize. I will not presume to touch either of you again.” Demeter accepted his apology and lowered the plank, allowing him aboard. “But Vane still requests your presence.”



“I understand,” Estelle said.



“Both of you,” Burns clarified.



“You go if you want to, Amari. I intend to stay here for as long as it’s necessary.”



Amari pulled Estelle against her hip. “I’m staying with my friend.”



“He won’t be happy,” Burns warned.



“He knows where to find me, and he also knows why I’m out here.” Estelle stepped aside to allow Burns aboard.



“So I’ll tell him you’re defying his wishes?” Burns dripped water onto the deck.



“Tell him whatever you like. I’m—we’re…” Estelle glanced at Amari, who nodded. “We’re staying right here.” Arms still folded, she leaned closer to Burns, who stiffened. “And Demeter supports me.”



“You cannot know that.”



Estelle snorted. “You understand so little of the world.”



Burns stabbed his finger at her. “You are the one who—”



Estelle’s palm slammed into Burns’ chest, smashing him against the deck. She stood over him, fists clenched and chest heaving as he writhed at her feet, groaning.



“I warned you,” she growled.



“Estelle!” Amari cried.



“Stay out of this.”



Amari’s hand touched Estelle’s arm. “No, look!” But she shrugged off Amari’s fingers and stood over Burns, daring him to retaliate. Even though she was half his size, Estelle was in a murderous mood, and was prepared to break bones.



“Estelle?”



“Stay out this, Paul!” Estelle snapped at the man on the dock. Burns crabbed backward from between her feet, wheezing.



Estelle. You have bested him. The voice drifted through her mind, calming her anger.



“Demeter?”



Yes. Desist from further violence. Burns will not trouble you again, I promise.



“Thank you.” Estelle watched as Burns scurried away, defeat in the slump of his shoulders. “But what of Vane?”



His irritation will shortly be soothed.



“Estelle!” the voice called again. Frowning, she turned to look at the newcomer. Paul smiled up at her, his arms spread.



“Paul?” She blinked. Her over-tired mind struggled to accept what she was seeing. Had he really come back?



“I’m sorry it took so long to find you. I couldn’t remember… anything.”



“Oh, Paul.” She pressed her hands to her face as tears stung her eyes. “You’re here.”



“Finally. Permission to come aboard?”



“Demeter?” Estelle said, but the gang plank was already moving. Paul leapt aboard before it was fully lowered, then scampered up to throw his arms around the dark-haired woman. Amari backed away subtly, leaving the lovers alone on the deck.



“How long have you been out here?” Paul asked.



“A little while,” she murmured into his shoulder.



“You feel cold.”



“I’m fine. But I’d be happy to go inside now.”



“Come on, then. I have a feeling that someone inside wants to meet me… again?” He frowned. “Does that make any sense?”



She patted his chest. “I’ll explain everything later—once we’ve warmed my bed.”



“Sounds like fun.”



“It will be. For now, let’s go say hello to Mister Vane.”



“And then we warm your bed?”



“And then we warm my bed.”



“I love you, Estelle.”



They kissed, and then stepped out of the night air where Vane waited to greet them both—to decide if their future lay together.







* * *







THE END
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She was the fourth one in a month. All the signs were there, the sunken eyes, the bemused expression, the crumpled party dress—plus the hallmark scars. Amari directed the dazed woman to the examination room, and indicated the chair beside her desk. Characteristically compliant, the woman obeyed without question. Amari guessed her to be mid-forties. Attractive and slim, she bore the same characteristics as the other victims, prey for someone with a very strange fetish.



“Mrs Francis?” Amari ventured, readying the blood pressure monitor.



“Ms. It’s Ms. Francis. Gillian?”



“You don’t sound too sure.” This is becoming textbook, Amari thought to herself. Memory loss, disorientation… She held up two fingers. “How many, Gillian?” The woman leaned forward and peered at Amari’s hand.



“Two? Yes, two. Two.” Possible myopia.



“Very good…” Amari murmured. She applied the cuff and inflated it, watching the reading. Unusually low, but not quite enough to cause medical panic. Unusual, that was, for a healthy woman. Gillian Francis had suffered something strange recently, something Amari had only seen three times before.



“Do you use drugs, Ms. Francis, Gillian?” Amari released the cuff, then turned her attention to the scars.



“What? No! Absolutely not! Never!”



“Ms. Francis, please calm down.” She turned Gillian’s hand over, and peered closely.



“Apart from some experimenting at college.”



“Dope?”



“Mm-hmm.”



“Smoking a little weed won’t leave marks like these.” Two puncture wounds, about four inches apart, glowed red on Gillian’s wrist. The higher scar was directly over the radial artery, on the inner side of the wrist and directly behind the thumb. The second scar was higher, and toward the outer side, directly over the ulnar artery.



Coincidence? she thought. Not likely.



“I don’t suppose you keep wild animals?”



“What sort of wild animals?”



“Oh, bears, cougars, fully-grown lions.”



“No,” she laughed. “Of course not. What kind of doctor are you?”



“A doctor who would love to know what caused these marks.”



Gillian sighed. “You’re not the only one. How long will these take to heal?”



Top priority, same as the others. How bad will these scars look?



“Aren’t you at all concerned about where they came from?”



“I…” Gillian frowned. “No, I’m not to worry my pretty little head about them.” Amari leaned back, perplexed by the woman’s words. She sounded like a child who had been coached, or warned.



“So can you tell me where you’ve been for the past three days.”



“Of course. I…” Gillian frowned. “Three days? What day is it today?”



“Tuesday. Tuesday afternoon.”



“No, you’re wrong. It can’t be. Yesterday was Saturday.” She stared around the examination room, confused. The alarm was clear in her eyes.



“You’ve lost a few days, Gillian, but you’re back now.” Amari leaned over to catch the frightened woman’s eyes. “Let’s treat your wounds, then I’ll make an appointment for you to see Doctor Siddig. He’s an expert in recovering lost memory.”



As she applied a hydrocolloid dressing to the scarred wrist, Amari probed Gillian’s memories as gently as she could, hoping to trigger some clue as to her activities, without uncovering a nightmare. If a traumatic event had caused Gillian to suppress three days’ worth of memories, a clumsy unearthing of the event might result in acute mental stress.



Four women, all with similar small scars, and acute memory loss. What are the chances?



After the woman left, Amari leaned back, pressing her fingertips together. She’d never been the type to believe in coincidence. After a moment, she tapped her keyboard, then set about searching for the records of other three women she’d treated. If there was a common thread, she’d find it.



Somehow.







~







“Taking your work home again?” a man asked. Amari sighed as she slowed to a stop. She counted slowly up to three—her lucky number—then turned to face Ian Chamberlain.



“And I’m the only one who does?” She glanced at his briefcase.



He shrugged. “What say we both ditch the homework, and give ourselves a break?” Amari kept the trio of files close to her chest, shielding herself from his latest advance. Why had she said ‘maybe’ to him? He’d been pressing her for a date all year. Sure, he was tall, dark-haired and only a genuine smile short of handsome, but his manner irritated him. He carried an air of expectation, and treated everyone in the building as his inferior, expecting them to run around after him. The day he’d asked her to bring in coffee for him, because he was busy with a patient, that had irritated her beyond words.



The next morning, when she’d arrived at the hospital, latte in hand, he’d made snarky comments to the receptionists about her slovenly and selfish conduct. Fortunately, she was on good terms with them, and they told her everything. So a date with Ian was never going to happen, ever.



“A break?” She pretended to think about his proposal, then smiled. “You know,” she said slowly, as if the idea had just occurred to her. “You’re right. We should take some time to enjoy a break.”



“Really? So you’ll—”



“Definitely.” She turned on her heel and walked away. “I’ll let you know how it goes. Have fun!” She raised her hand and waved, hurrying away.



“Hey!” Ian’s irritated cry echoed from the walls as she exited, headed for the car park.



Putz…



The drive home gave her time to consider what she’d found in the files. Paul Siddig had been kind enough to report his findings back to her. His expertise in memory trauma had been taxed by Gillian Francis and the three related cases, although he admitted it was still early days with Gillian. All four women had demonstrated inexplicable memory loss, extending back between twelve and fourteen hours, except for Gillian, who had inexplicably lost three days. Hers was the case that bucked the trend. However, the other symptoms were consistent. All four women bore similar scars on their right wrists, although the distance between the puncture wounds varied by up to an inch.



Not a bite mark, then, unless more than one animal was involved. The one factor which proved to be the solid link was the time the memory losses began. All four women recalled their day perfectly, until Saturday evening. Yes, their experiences were separated by six weeks, but each of them had lost a Saturday night.



Hypnosis, Doctor Siddig had recorded, proved too distressing for the subjects. When asked to retrace their movements following memory loss, all three lapsed into a dangerous fit, which only ended when regression was terminated. Amari guessed Paul hadn’t yet attempted hypnosis on Gillian, patient number four.



“Saturday night…” she murmured to herself. “What could happen to four socialites on the same day, every two weeks?” The spacing had been consistent, she noted. Patient Two had been admitted two weeks after Patient One. Patient Three had appeared two weeks later, and then Gillian had shown up, having lost three days, taking her back to Saturday.



So I have eleven days before another one turns up—unless I figure this out first.







~







“I think I have it.” Amari rattled the patient’s files excitedly. Paul Siddig barely glanced up from his reader



“Take two days off and call me when you’re feeling better,” he murmured.



“No, I mean I have the answer—I think”



“Well, as long as you’re certain.” He quirked an eyebrow. Amari scowled, and he sighed. “Okay, get it off your chest.”



“It’s a party of some kind.”



“Pretty dull party.” Paul glanced at the files. Amari ignored him.



“They were all at parties, maybe even the same one. They got dressed up in their finest, went partying, and then forgot the entire night.”



“So you think they used recreationals? Or their drinks were spiked?”



“It would fit, wouldn’t it? Where’s the best place for drink and drugs?”



Paul leaned back in his chair. “Except their blood screening showed no drugs, and minimal trace alcohol.”



“Could we be looking at a new kind of drug? One that wears off quickly?”



“The effective time of the drug is irrelevant. The chemicals it leaves behind take a finite time to flush out. Some can leave traces for six months, showing up even in hair samples.”



Amari sighed and sank into the seat opposite Paul.



“There must be other clues,” she said. “We simply need to look for them.”



“The bite marks,” Paul began. “They—”



“They must have been made by at least four different animals.”



“The spacing?”



“Or they’re artificial.”



“Maybe it’s a delivery system for the drugs.”



“Puncture wounds of that size weren’t made by a needle. More like a hammer and chisel.”



“It’s crude, I’ll grant you.”



“Maybe…” Amari wagged a finger. “Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way. What if something was taken out of the body, rather than injected into it?”



“What? But why exsanguinate via the wrist? It’s inefficient.”



.”I’ve read that people can get high through blood loss.”



“Dangerous way to get high,” Paul muttered.



“More dangerous than flooding the bloodstream with unknown chemicals?”



“Hmm. I guess.”



“Which brings us back to our partygoers.”



“If that’s what they are. None of them remember anything.”



“Hear me out. Every two weeks, a party takes place at which one woman—”



“At least one woman,” Paul interjected.



“—is either attacked or coerced in some way, resulting in blood loss via the wrist, and subsequent memory loss, whether accidental or deliberate.”



Paul nodded. “It’s theory. Now prove it.”



“I will.”



“Oh? How, exactly?”



“I ordered a party dress on line.”



Paul frowned at her. “No, absolutely not.”



“What? I get to go out on my own time, don’t I?”



“Not on some crazy mission to track down a drug pusher, or a blood-letting psychopath.” He stopped, realizing his voice was carrying. But no-one in the staff canteen had noticed. Amari glanced at her hand, which Paul was holding. Self-conscious, he opened his fingers and she moved her hand away.



“I didn’t know you cared,” she said, adding a nervous laugh.



“We’re professionals, Amari, in the caring industry. Of course I care.” He waved a dismissive hand, but his eyes were lowered, fixed on the table top. “Maybe…” he began, then cut the thought short.



“Maybe?” She lowered her head and peered up into his face. “Maybe what?”



“I was thinking, maybe you wouldn’t want to do this crazy thing alone.”



“Are you suggesting we go to the party together?”



“Only so you wouldn’t be on your own.”



“That is so sweet.” She grinned.



“I’m thinking of your safety. Someone needs to watch your back.”



“Oh, is that what you’d be watching?”



“I…” His face flushed and he glanced away, looking out of the window. Amari stared at him in amazement. He’s blushing? “Okay, look, I appreciate you wanting to look out for me, but if I’m going to find these pushers, they’re more likely to target a lone woman than a couple, yeah?”



“I could watch you from afar.”



“That’s very poetic.”



“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”



“No, I think it’s a great idea. We could ride there together and you could case the joint, keep an eye on the big picture.”



“Case the joint? Should I book us a Speakeasy while I’m at it? Pack a Tommy gun?”



“Funny guy.”



“Okay, so I’ll order a party dress.” He smiled, and she couldn’t help following suit. “But I need to know one thing.”



“Okay. What?”



“Where is this damn party being held?”



“Paul, I haven’t the faintest idea.”







~







Amari spent the next week researching social media, trying to glean clues as to where the best parties took place. Night clubs were out, she reasoned. All four victims were over thirty, and unlikely to spend the night raving. No, Gillian had been elegantly dressed, although she was a little worse for wear after three days away from home. Paul had reminded her of the other women’s state of dress. Glamorous, he said. They were all single, and had probably been attracted to parties where businessmen, and possibly millionaires hung out.



“Gold diggers?” Amari asked.



“Not necessarily. Probably women who wanted to improve their social status, and foresaw a comfortable lifestyle with a man of means.”



“Private parties?”



“Most likely.”



“That ought to narrow the field.”



“You’ll need an expensive suit.”



“I’m planning to go casual. Designer clothes, but within a doctor’s meagre budget.”



“Smart casual?”



“And will you be stepping out in a Louis Vuitton?”



“What? No, I bagged myself a pre-loved Erdem Moralioglu dress.”



“A… what?” Paul stared.



“Kate Middleton?”



He shook his head, bemused. “I never heard of—”



“She’s exclusive, okay? Mostly.”



“As long as you’re decent.”



“Aw, you care?”



“Like I said, we’re—”



“—in the caring profession.”



“Exactly.”



Her respect for Paul had grown over the past week. She’d seen a side of him she’d never suspected, and she liked it. In contrast to Ian Chamberlain, he was kind, considerate, charming, and funny. His frequent bouts of shyness only endeared him to her all the more. In the past, he’d maintained a respectful, professional distance, but now they were working closely together, he’d dropped his guard. She realized she was watching him closely as he spoke, more than was polite. He seemed to be doing the same. She wondered what was going through his mind.



A strange excitement grew within her as the idea of heading out together became real. They’d be tracking down the mysterious pusher and exposing him to the world. She’d spent more time with Paul than she had with any other man… although there was little competition. She’d had little time for men since she decided to become a doctor. The studying had been long and hard. A smirk touched her lips as the phrase conjured up an image that had nothing to do with study.



“Why are you smiling?”



“Don’t mind me. My mind was in the gutter.”



He grinned. “I like that in a woman.”



“Uh… what?”



“A sleazy side. The ability to admit she’s not all sweetness and innocence.”



“But I am.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him, bringing out the easy laugh she’d begun to adore. This was going to be fun, she decided. Forget going out for a drink and socializing. This detective work was much more exciting.
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“The blood tests came back.” Paul leafed through several sheets, frowning.



“Any traces of drug use?”



“Not a damn thing.” His eyes scanned the lines of text, searching for clues. “That’s odd.”



“Odd could be significant.”



“Trace amounts of neurotoxins…” he murmured.



“What? Where?” Amari tried to snatch the papers from his hands, but he held them high, smiling gently.



“Patience, dear one. Let me finish reading before you shred the evidence.”



Dear one? “Sorry. I was excited…”



“Similar in nature to snake venom…”



“A snake?” Amari shook her head. “Not from those bites.”



“Hush.”



“Sorry.”



“Closest database match is Canebrake venom. Wow.”



“It fits… kinda.”



“Opthalmplegia…” Paul said to himself. He counted the symptoms on his fingers.



“Uh-huh. Gillian had trouble focusing.”



“Diplopia…”



“Again with the focusing.”



“Peripheral neuropathy…”



“She wasn’t too steady on her feet, and her co-ordination was off.”



“Cerebellar ataxia.”



“Can we get her back in for an MRI? Her brain might be swollen.”



“Probably too late.” Paul sighed. “The symptoms would have worn off by now.”



“But snakebite?”



“Or snake venom… without the bite.”



She frowned. “What? Applied deliberately?”



He shrugged. “It fits.”



“But it wasn’t Canebrake venom?”



“Close…”



“…But no cigar. A new species, maybe?”



“If it is, we could name it. How about the Amari Siddig?” His open hand drew an arc through the air.



“Sounds like my married name.” A long moment of silence followed. When Amari spoke, her voice was tight and high. “If anyone will have me, that is…” Alone in the corridor, the pair gazed at each other. Then Paul stepped forward, and Amari threw herself against him. Their mouths met and they kissed hard, releasing their suppressed hunger for each other. Amari groaned as she pressed herself against him, admitting to herself that she’d wanted this for days, but she couldn’t have allowed herself the luxury of falling for a work colleague.



Now she couldn’t keep her hands off him. Maybe it was the building excitement, the intrigue, the puzzle of the four women. Or it could be the fact she hadn’t been laid in years. She’d spent enough time with Paul to know she wanted him against her, for him to hold her down and use her.



Very soon.







~







They retreated to an empty examination room and Paul locked the door as Amari closed the blinds. Moments later, they were back in each other’s arms, but the pause had given Amari time to think. Being impulsive excited her tremendously, but she knew they needed to be sensible. When he gathered her up in his arms, she put a hand on his chest to slow him.



“I want you,” she said. “I want you completely, but not here. Not at work.”



“I get you.” He smiled. “I want you too. But we can’t be crazy.”



“But I like crazy.” She slid her hand down to his stomach, then sighed as reality hit home. “We need to think about what we’re doing.”



“I like what we’re doing.” He leaned in for a kiss. She didn’t stop him. Their lips met and tongues touched, swirling around the other and flicking as they explored. Paul’s hands slid down Amari’s back. She thought he was going for a handful of her butt, but he stopped at the small of her back and pulled her against him. His erection heated her hip, pressing into her.



“I think he likes me.” She shifted her leg to rub herself against him.



“He definitely likes you. But he’ll have to wait. We haven’t had our first date yet.”



“I think this is fifth-date stuff.” She slid her arms around his waist and molded her body to his. Their lips collided again and they kissed breathlessly. After a minute, Amari pressed her hands to his stomach, pushing gently.



“Nmm… Nmm…” They broke the kiss and Paul gazed at her, a dopey smile on his face.



“Are you calling time?”



“I have to…” Her chest was rising and falling so fast, she had trouble speaking. “This is new to me.”



He laughed. “Me too. I’m out of practice.”



“A big handsome guy like you?”



“Oh?” He threw his head back, then circled it, swinging imaginary long hair. “You think I’m handsome?”



“Well, you’re not too ugly, is what I mean.”



“You little minx.” He squeezed her buttocks and she squealed. She enjoyed the brief intrusion, but grabbed his wrists and pulled his hands back up onto her back.”



“Wrong time, huh?”



“Wrong place, is more like.”



“I don’t know.” He glanced around the exam room. “It’s cozy. I like it. We ought to move our stuff in, get a dog.”



“Funny guy. No, we should take a rain check.”



“Pick this up later?”



She walked her fingers up his chest and onto his neck. “Don’t expect me to be so easy. You’ll have to earn it next time.”



“You won’t be able to keep your hands off me.”



Amari laughed. “Says you.”



“Says me.” He leaned in and they kissed again, but with less haste. Their tongues were leisurely, teasing gently. Amari tried to forget the outside world, but it pressed against her mind, insisting she return. With a quiet sigh, she pulled back and dropped her head. Her fingers walked back down his chest, then pulled his shirt back into place. Their frantic tussle had crumpled it. She did her best to smooth the material.



“End of round one,” Paul said softly. His big finger slid over her bottom lip. She bit it playfully, then on impulse, sucked it into her mouth.



“Hey, hey, no teasing!” He withdrew it carefully, then tapped her nose with the wet fingertip.



“I was getting in some practice,” she protested.



“For what, exactly?”



She smiled. “Oh, you know… lollipops.”







~







Amari struggled to keep her mind on her work. It didn’t help that her panties were wet, reminding her how close she’d come to losing control. Her mind whirled as she tried to analyze her reasons for getting so involved with Paul, before she decided it didn’t really matter. They’d bonded, firstly over the intrigue of the amnesiac women, then over their mutual need for each other. She couldn’t remember needing anyone so much in her whole life. Every time she was left alone in her office, every time a patient left, her fingers slipped between her legs. All afternoon, she maintained her sexual high, not wanting to return to the real world. She was being unprofessional, she knew, but she was burning with lust. The medic within her knew it was nothing more than hormones, but it kept her body buzzing and more alive than ever before. How long could she keep this up? And how would she be able to resist Paul next time she was alone with him?



She wouldn’t, and that was the truth. But then, maybe he was the distraction she needed. She always worked over her hours, and took files home. She needed a social life, and if that meant falling for a guy from work, then so be it.



But did it have to mean sex? She reached down and stroked her crotch, which radiated heat. The material of her pants was damp, meaning she was soaked right through. She’d need to be careful when she got up from behind the desk. Unless Paul came in and locked the door. Then he could bend her over and fuck her over the desk instead, pinning her down and slamming against her body as he pushed his cock deep…



She shook away the thought as footsteps stopped outside her door. A quiet knock, and it was time for the next patient.



Daydream over… for now.







~







If it had been Paul who’d knocked on her door, Amari would have lost control of herself. Fortunately, it was a young man who had injured his thigh in a work accident. However, she had to bite her lip when he removed his pants, leaving her to examine the cut that ran up his leg and beneath his briefs. The outline of his cock was clearly visible through the black cotton, and the closer she got, the more it swelled. She told herself it was flattering, that a barely twenty-something guy could get turned on by an older woman in her thirties.



“You might want to keep that under control,” she said as she cleaned his wound.



“Sorry, Doctor. I think it likes you—hey! That stung!”



“Sorry. Thant’s what happens when I get distracted.” She tried to shake the thoughts from her head, but they kept lapping at her, faster than an incoming tide. The only thing at that moment between professionalism and sex, was a layer of thin cotton. Her patient would offer no protest if she was to pull the briefs aside and take him into her mouth. Or if she bent over her desk, he would be there in an instant.



“Oh, my god. Stop it…” she muttered.



“Excuse me?” he asked.



“Sorry. I’m trying to focus.”



“This isn’t helping, is it?” She stared as he squeezed his erection.



“I think you need a cold shower.” And so do I. What’s wrong with me?



Despite her burning libido, she managed to clean and dress the wound without disgracing herself. The young man seemed disappointed by the lack of action. Amari suspected a diet of porn had given him false expectations about close encounters with females.



And yet, it very nearly happened. She took a deep, steadying breath, then called reception. “Please hold my next appointment for five minutes.”



“Yes, Doctor.”



“Time to fix this.” She locked the door and returned to her seat, then pushed her pants down as far as her knees. Her fingers slipped inside her panties, to find her lips wet and slippery. A quiet groan escaped her throat as she found her clit and circled it, gently at first, then with increasing pressure.



“Mmm…” Her mouth fell open as desire swelled within her. Her buttocks tightened and her toes tensed as she applied more pressure. Dipping into her tight opening, her fingers became slick and shining, enhancing her pleasure.



“Mmm, fuck…” Her head fell back against the chair, and her breathing deepened. Not long now… Wet clicking sounds filled the room as her body tensed, preparing for orgasm. She gasped and moaned softly, wary of a passing patient hearing her. Her rhythm was familiar; circle the clit ten times, dip between the lips for more wetness, then repeat. She wondered what the young man would have thought if he’d known she was playing with herself. A fantasy materialised in her head, of her taking his cock in her mouth, of her sucking eagerly on him as she stroked her pussy. No sex, just masturbation and oral. She’d suck him until he filled her mouth with sweet, sticky cum, until her own orgasm gripped her.



Her feet left the floor. She suppressed her cries with the back of her hand, but several groans and some tight squeaks escaped. She shuddered and jerked as tight, hard spasms shook her body, squeezing more noise between her clenched teeth. Her body jerked hard, banging her knees on the underside of her desk.



“Fuck, fuck, fuck…” she whispered. “Oh, wow. Wow, wow, wow…” The peak of the orgasm passed, and her muscles started to relax. The tips of her toes touched the carpet again. Her breathing was loud and labored. She blew out her cheeks, trying to steady her breaths as her heart hammered against her ribs. The room had grown uncomfortably hot, Or was it her? With the orgasm fading, she felt foolish, wanton. What was wrong with her, frigging herself like a hormonal teenager, and in the middle of the working day? Her pulse slowed to normal and the flush faded from her cheeks. She lifted her hands, to see her fingers shining with her own sexual lubricant.



“Oh, fuck…” She struggled upright, hampered by the low position she’d adopted, her sticky hands, and the fact her pants were restricting her legs. The small sink beckoned. She managed to get to her feet, and stumbled across to wash her hands, feeling foolish in her half-dressed state. As she coated her hands with soap, she shook her head at her recent lapse of professionalism, despite knowing the possible consequences of not relieving the sexual tension. She had been so horny, she might very well have molested the next patient.



“I nearly gave myself to that last one…” she told her reflection. “What the hell was I thinking?” Fortunately, the frantic masturbation had taken the edge off her urges. Once she felt calm enough, she unlocked the door and informed reception she was ready for her next patient.



“As long as I don’t have to examine his genitals, I’ll be fine,” she said to herself. The door opened, and a thirty-year-old man stepped into her surgery.



“Ah, Mister Baines.” She smiled tightly and cursed her luck. “Has your circumcision swelling gone down by now?”







~







By the time Saturday arrived, Amari was nervous as hell. After their frantic clinch at the hospital, she and Paul had conducted themselves like adults, rather than rampant teenagers. They’d kissed again, deeply and passionately, but their clothes had remained in place. Despite Amari’s brief corrective lapse at her desk, she’d managed to remain cool and calm. Masturbation had restored her self-control, and although she felt guilty for not giving herself to Paul, she thoroughly enjoyed the evenings they spent together, fully clothed. She hoped he felt the same way, despite her temporary chastity.



After the party, she decided. That’s the time to get jiggy. In truth, she was still horny for him, but in a measured, controllable way.



She dressed with care, choosing her sexiest underwear, anticipating a fun night in bed with Paul after the party ended. She took a moment to admire her figure in the long mirror, turning this way and that, pulling in her slight tummy to taut perfection. Years of careful eating had paid off.



The Erdem dress was a snug fit, requiring a great deal of wriggling. It left her shoulders completely bare, aside from three spaghetti straps on her right shoulder, and a single strap on her left. No logic, she thought, just fashion. She could imagine Kate Middleton enjoying the black, slinky outfit on one of her royal engagements. Three-inch heels and a silk clutch bag completed the ensemble. She’d paid more for the bag than she’d been comfortable with, but it felt good in her hand, as if she’d stepped up a rung in the societal ladder.



As she waited for Paul to arrive, she rechecked her facts. She’d narrowed the possibilities down to three venues. The Wildfire Club, a hothouse for millionaires and their attendant gold diggers. The second was Detendez-vous, advertised as the place for the well-heeled to escape the pressures of society, surrounded by luxury and unhurried pleasures. Amari thought it sounded like a cat house.



La Casa del Diablo was the final possibility. Social media raved about it, although apparently, only a very few had managed to persuade their way inside. Most of the chat was speculation. None of the lucky few had ever confirmed publicly what went on inside. Amari’s instincts told her to try La Casa first, but Paul thought their chances of being allowed inside would improve if they’d been seen at the other venues first.



She checked the battery was fully charged, then pushed the tracker deep into her clutch bag, ensuring the small device was well hidden. Paul had suggested a camera, but Amari was wary of it being seen. Cameras, by their very nature, had to be out in the open, or peeking out from behind something. No, there was too much chance of being spotted. But the tracker could be well hidden. It brought her comfort. No point in venturing into the lion’s den, she reasoned, if there was a chance she might disappear like the other women.



At seven o’clock, Paul arrived, driving a brand-new Jaguar.



“I’m impressed. Have you been doing some extra surgery to earn those wheels?”



“Rented, I’m sad to say.”



“Pity.” She tapped a finger against her ruby-red lips. “If it was yours, I’d have you take me over the hood right now.”



“Well, there IS a lease-to-buy option.”



“Too late, lover boy. You already blew your chances.”



“Dang it.” He dropped his head.



“Don’t worry.” She took hold of his hand. “I dressed up real nice for you. If you’re nice to me…”



He raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh?”



“I might let you buy me dinner.”



“So a blowjob is out of the question?”



“Paul!”



“Too much?”



“You didn’t even say please.” They laughed together. Paul opened the passenger door, and Amari poured herself into the low seat, wishing she’d worn a Versace trouser suit instead of a tight dress. Paul grinned as he dropped into the driver’s seat.



“Hold on tight. This baby has a supercharged vee-eight.” He gunned the engine and roared away, pushing Amari back into her seat, which hugged her tightly. The engine thundered up through the gears, each shift accompanied by the powerful whine of the supercharger.



“Wow.”



And so they arrived in style at The Wildfire Club. Before they opened the car doors, Amari knew it was the wrong place.



“No?” Paul asked, frowning.



“Ninety-nine percent sure.”



“What’s the giveaway?”



“See the mature blond in the green dress?”



Paul peered through the windshield. “Black clutch bag and platforms?”



“She’s patient number two.”



“Wow. I didn’t recognize her. She looks totally different.”



“Hot, you mean?”



“Maybe—ow!” He covered his arm where Amari had slapped him. “No fair.”



“Keep your lurid thoughts to yourself, doctor.”



“I only said she looked different.”



Amari shrugged. “Different hairstyle, some color change. Deeper tan…”



“Maybe she’s back for more?”



“Uh-uh.”



Paul thought for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right. She swore on her life that she’d never go back, even though she couldn’t remember where she’d been.”



“And yet she’s out socializing again. Strange thing, that.”



“Only a month after her trauma.”



“What if this was the place she couldn’t remember?”



“No. When I put her under and asked where she’d been, she started repeating the same words over and over. ‘Not going back, not going back…’ She seemed determined.”



“So if she didn’t go back, this is the wrong venue.”



“And we didn’t even have to get out.” Paul shifted the stick, and pulled away, leaving the bemused valet to stare after them.



“On to the Detendez-vous?”



“La Casa is closer.”



“Detendez-vous was second most likely.”



“It has the wrong vibe, Paul. I’m pretty sure we’ll be wasting our time there.”



“Gut instinct?”



“Woman’s intuition.”



“There’s no scientific proof of—”



“If I’m right, you owe me a hundred dollars.”



“And if you’re wrong, you owe me…” He poked his tongue into his cheek.



She rolled her eyes. “A blow job?”



“I was going to say dinner, but if you have the urge...”



She slapped his arm again. “Smartass.”



They arrived at La Casa del Diablo within ten minutes. The valet was efficient, handing Paul a gold-rimmed card before dropping into Jaguar’s seat and moving away, without abusing the vee-eight. Paul slipped an arm around Amari’s shoulders and together they walked toward the wide steps of La Casa.



The building was old, perhaps a hundred years or more. The stonework was elegantly carved into whorls and frivolous motifs. Sash windows studded the facade, blasting light into the evening, and promising excitement within.



“Do you think we can get past the heavies?” Amari nodded toward the suited men flanking the entrance.



“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Paul pulled out a bundle of cash and fanned the bills with his fingertips.



“Wow, a whole day’s wages.”



“For you, maybe.”



“I wish,” Amari pushed out her lower lip.



“No pouting, now. We have to make a good impression.” They had reached the steps. The heavies looked huge as they frowned down at them. Amari steeled herself, then began to climb, barely able to lift her legs to the steps in her tight dress.



“Damned impractical…” she muttered.



“Now, now. Play nice.”



They reached the top, and at an unheard signal, the heavies moved to block their way. Paul peeled off bills, one by one, until they moved aside. They stared openly as Amari passed. She tried to ignore them, but it required a great deal of effort. Hadn’t they seen a woman in a dress before?



“They can’t believe how hot you look.”



“What? Me?”



“You’re stunning in that dress, did you know?”



“I barely got into it.”



“I never knew you had such a hot figure.”



“Keep your eyes on the crowd, Doctor. We have a job to do.”



“Yes, ma’am.”



The pair passed a cloakroom, staffed by two smartly-dressed young women in white blouses and blue waistcoats. Through a pair of open doors, a hallway led off toward the back of the building. Two staircases swept to left and right, curving outward and upward to the next floor. Doorways on either side of the hall led off to rooms, but Amari’s eye was on the huge daylight room beyond the stairs. Scores, maybe a hundred people were gathered there, all smartly dressed.



“We should split up,” Amari whispered. “Before they see us.”



“Keep your purse with you at all times,” he advised, before slipping into one of the side rooms. Fear chilled her. She walked alone, toward who knew what. Somewhere in this place could be the person or persons responsible for Gillian’s scars. Hers and the other three women’s. How would she know them? Would they be alone, or in a group? Did they own the place, or might they slip into parties like this and mingle, seducing women for reasons unknown, men with no consideration for the damage and distress they caused. They might not even be men, something she hadn’t considered until that moment.



“Now that is unforgiveable,” a man said.



Amari jumped, caught unawares. “What?”



“My apologies. I startled you.” Beside her, a tall man bowed, exposing a balding pate. When he straightened, his face was lined with age. His lips quirked upward, but it was a weary smile, an effort to placate her rather than demonstrate happiness.



“What was unforgivable?” she asked in a small voice. Did he know she was a fake socialite? He couldn’t have. She had the right dress, the shoes, and the bag to go with it.



“You have no drink. This is sinful. Where are our manners?”



“Oh. Yes, well, I only arrived a minute ago. No panic.” She indicated the doorway.



“Come.” He offered his arm, bent at the elbow. “I shall escort you to the bar.”



“There’s really no need,” she assured him. “We can walk side by side.”



“You mistrust me?” He shook his head. “So sad, so sad.”



“It’s not that. I hardly know you.” She glanced around, but no-one was paying attention. He hadn’t withdrawn his arm. She sighed, then slipped her hand past his elbow, and together they walked down the remainder of the hall, into the gathering of well-heeled people.



The bar ran along the back of the daylight room, hugging the wall, leaving the other three sides free for uninterrupted full-height glass. Steered by her older escort, Amari stepped up to the bar. A smartly-dressed barman raised an eyebrow and she ordered a rum and coke—no ice.



“Your dress is exquisite,” he said.



“Thank you.”



“It’s an Erdem Moralioglu, if I’m not mistaken.”



“Well done.”



“And you enjoy it?”



“It’s one of my favorites. I feel like Kate Middleton every time I wear it.”



“Actually…” he straightened the center of the trio of shoulder straps. “This was the style worn by Victoria Beckham.”



“Victoria?” Amari felt cold, exposed.



“Whoever sold it to you has their facts wrong.”



“I…” Damn! What in the hell? What do I say to that? I must look like such a fool, and a fake!



But he spared her. “What brings you to La Casa?” he asked.



“I heard it was the place to be.” She drummed her fingers nervously on the bar top, recalling the lines she’d rehearsed with Paul.



“Our reputation is well-deserved. What is it you seek?”



“Excitement, lifestyle at the next level.” She sipped her drink. “And maybe companionship.”



“Then you are open to new experiences?”



Amari smiled. She hoped it looked genuine. “Absolutely. What can you offer.”



The man nodded, although he wasn’t looking at her face. He seemed to be focused on something behind her. When he stepped forward, she instinctively leaned back. Something scratched her arm.



“Ow…” She spun, but saw nothing that might have been responsible.



“Are you all right?”



“Something… I don’t know… something scratched me.”



“So tell me more about your desires,” he continued, as if nothing had happened.



“What?” She pressed a hand to her stinging arm.



“You were telling me what you want from life.”



I… there’s more to life… um… than working to make others rich?” She glanced around, hoping to spot Paul. Something was wrong. It wasn’t just the scratch. Something was very wrong. Her mind was whirling, her heart racing. Panic clutched her. “I think I need some air…”



“Of course.” He indicated the garden beyond the daylight room. “The nearest door is this way.”



“Sure. Right.” As she began to move, her head grew light. “Thank…” The room tilted...



…and the memories ended.







~







Warmth enveloped her, cosseting her naked body, thrilling her nerves with soft, tender touches. She lay prone on something soft and accommodating, and a reassuring presence held her close, as if she was a babe in the womb. Never before had she never experienced such exquisite pleasure, of being kissed on every part of her body simultaneously, of being caressed by multiple hands, numerous fingers and soft, pliable lips. She opened her mouth to exploring tongues, smiling as gentle hands caressed her cheeks.



She was wet between her legs, although she had no idea why, except that she felt loved, adored and wanted. Her legs were open wide, inviting whomever lay atop her to fulfil her with hard, eager flesh. For an age, she ached in vain for the touch of swollen heat to ease into her, but when her unseen lover finally complied, she was unprepared for the invasion of her intimate flesh, for his girth to stretch her as much as it did.



But she took him into her, thrilling as his skin slid across hers, lubricated by her urgent need and desperate wanting. Her muscles squeezed his hardness, to find him firm and aroused. His entry forced a long groan from her lungs, as if accommodating him had displaced air from her chest.



In addition to the legion of kissers and caressers, she became aware of others, standing around her, possibly waiting their turn with her body. Two of them knelt beside her outstretched right arm, pressing their lips to her wrist. Their touch thrilled her, setting her heart thumping, although she had no inkling why she should be so excited by their attentions. Suffice to say, their mouths electrified her, sending waves of energy through her body and into her loins, where her muscles were clenching themselves around the stroking invader, in preparation for milking his emissions.



His long groan and wash of heat deep inside signalled his climax, but not the end of his arousal, for he continued to pleasure her long after ordinary lovers would have wilted. And when he was replaced by another, she smiled and took him inside her, anticipating a new wave of delights. The dream was so real, she marvelled, exquisite in every sensual detail, except for sight. Indistinct darkness filled her eyes, leaving the crowded figures as little more than silhouettes. But as long as their loving continued, it was something she could compromise on. Heat spread up her arms as the pair continued to press their mouths to her. She sighed at the simultaneous thrill of the stroking hardness within her, and the hot mouths at her wrist.



But when one of them, a woman, raised her head to smile, her teeth were stained pink, and her lips were deep red. A single dark drop fell from her lower lip to mark the bed covers.



Amari screamed.







~







“Amari?” a man asked again. His voice was insisted, and concerned. Big hands cupped her shoulder.



“Hmm?”



“Come back to me. Please…”



“Who?”



“It’s Paul. Paul Siddig.”



“Paul?”



“Yes. Come back to me.”



“I’m here, I’m here…” she muttered. What was wrong with him? Why was he bugging her?



“Can you tell me what happened?”



“What happened?” Her mind was foggy, her thoughts sluggish. All she could do was echo his words.



“Yes, what happened to you last night?”



“I… no. What night?” Where was she? Her hands moved from her lap to explore her surroundings. She wasn’t in bed, at least. No, she was sitting upright, on a sofa, or soft chair of some kind. Was she home? Multiple overlapping voices washed over her. She was in a public space, then. The noise hurt her ears. She opened her eyes and stared around the lounge. People queued, muttering impatiently. Others carried coffees away from harassed-looking baristas who served as quickly as the professional coffee machines would allow. Paul sat directly opposite her on a low seat, peering into her eyes with deep concern. Behind him stood two cops, one male and one female, their thumbs hooked into their belts as they scanned the rubber-necking crowd.



“What’s with the uniforms?” Amari asked. Her throat was dry. Paul pressed a glass of milk into her hands. She smiled weakly and drank half of it.



“Just milk? All I can smell is coffee.”



“Call it a hunch, but I like to think it’ll help.”



“Alkalinity?” Her mind was starting to work again, although she still had no idea what she was doing in a coffee shop.



“Exactly. Snake venom is acidic.”



“Snake… venom?”



“Yes. I think you were given a mild dose. It might account for your disorientation.”



Dots began to connect in her head. She glanced down at the expensive dress she wore. Her heart sank. Deliberately, she turned over her right hand and stared at the two puncture wounds in her forearm. “Aw, shit…”



Paul’s hand covered hers. “I’m so sorry. I lost sight of you.”



“We were together?” She frowned.



“I had you in sight. When that old man led you out into the garden, I tried to follow, but two big guys blocked my way. By the time I got past, the garden was empty.”



“What old man?”



“I searched all night. I’m sorry, Amari. I let them take you.”



I don’t remember an old man. “It sounds as if we got in over our heads.”



“Yes, we probably did. But I needed to know what had happened to those other women. We both did.”



“So which garden was I in?”



“Behind La Casa. Do you remember?”



“I don’t remember anything after I put on this dress.”



“Do you remember the Jaguar? Supercharged vee-eight?”



She smiled. “You obviously do.”



“We drove to Detendez-vous?” He phrased it as a question, hoping to trigger a memory, but she shook her head. “You saw patient two, and we left.”



“La Casa? The nightclub?”



“Paul nodded. “The Wildfire Club was next, but you had a hunch La Casa was a better bet.” He dropped his head. “I didn’t believe you.”



“It was the right place?”



He squeezed her hand gently. “It would appear so.”



“I don’t remember going to any of those places.”



“Fortunately, technology is on hand to help.” He turned to the cops and held out his hand. Amari’s black clutch bag appeared. He handed it to her, but she’d no idea what he expected her to do with it.



“You hid a tracker inside there, somewhere.”



“I did?”



“Uh-huh. Please…” he indicated the bag, and Amari opened it, then rummaged inside.



“What does it look like?”



“Small, black, about half the size of a cell phone.”



“There’s nothing in here apart from some make-up and my keys.”



Paul frowned. “You’re certain?”



“One hundred percent. Here.” She handed the clutch bag over. Paul took a deep breath and searched inside. After a minute he groaned and dropped the bag onto the table. “Dammit!”



“The tracker would have told you where I’d been taken, wouldn’t it?”



“Exactly.”



“Will you both be okay now?” the female cop asked.



“I think so,” Paul replied. “Thanks for looking after her.”



“Thanks for the coffee vouchers.”



“Least I could do.”



“They were looking after me?” Amari watched them leave. Why couldn’t she remember anything?



“You were found wandering around in the mall. Someone must have called the cops, who called me.” He plucked a contact card from her bag and held it between two fingers.



“You’re my surrogate family.” She smiled. An only child, Amari had lost her mother shortly after starting medical college.



“Our contingency, in case we got separated,” he reminded her.



“I don’t remember.” She felt miserable, useless.



He squeezed her hand again. “We’ll help you remember, and we’re going to stop whatever’s going on in this city.”



“I don’t think I’m going to be much use to you now.”



“Are you kidding? You’re the best witness yet!”



“How do you figure?”



“Because you have first-hand experience. Somewhere in your head are the memories of what happened and where you went.”



“And if you try to reach them, I’ll probably go crazy, like the other women.”



“But don’t you see? I won’t have to. You can probe whatever’s supressing the memories. You’re a doctor. You can figure out new approaches that your patients never would.”



“I guess…”



“Don’t you want to know?”



“Of course I do. I’m…” She sighed. “I’m tired, and scared.”



“Let’s get you home. Have a hot shower, and let your mind settle. Don’t push yourself until you’re more determined to break through. And we can figure things out together. This is what I do, remember?” When she nodded, he smiled and helped her to her feet. “Good girl. Now, come on. Time to get you out of that slinky dress.”



Amari raised an eyebrow. “Nicely phrased, lover boy.”



“You know I didn’t mean it that way.”



“So I have to do it by myself? You’re such a disappointment to me.”



“I can’t win this, can I?”



“You can, but only if you’re very, very nice to me.”



“How about a nice foot rub?”



“See, now you’re saying the right things. Take me home, please. I want to get undressed.” It was Paul’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “So I can shower, dopey.”



“Of course. I knew that.”







~











Skin scrubbed clean of her mysterious encounter, Amari emerged from the bathroom to find Paul sitting down with a coffee.



“Make yourself at home.”



He leaned back and smiled. “I already did. There’s more in the pot.”



“I’m more in the mood for wine.”



Paul spun the small sample tube between his fingers. His manner was casual, but he took great care not to drop the tube. Valuable evidence, taken from Amari’s scars, might offer important clues. Another tube on Amari’s dressing table contained intimate samples she’d taken from herself. She’d no idea if she’d been to bed with anyone, but they needed clues…



“Can I ask… when you were showering, did you notice any unusual marks on your skin?”



“Aside from these?” She offered her arm. The scars were glowing red.



“Yes, any others?”



“Not that I noticed. Do you want to check me out?” She unfastened the tie on her bathrobe.



“Ah…”



“We can be professional about this, can’t we?”



“Of course.” He laid the tube carefully on the table and drew his fingers down his face. “For now, you’re patient number five.”



Amari rubbed her new scars. “It’s a position I never expected to end up in. How the hell did it happen?”



“Because I didn’t protect you properly.” His jaw tightened.



“They’ve done it at least four times before. It’s wasn’t your fault. They’d probably practised.”



“They were organized. The two who blocked me were acting in concert. They knew what they were doing.”



“So…” Amari turned her back and dropped the robe from her shoulders.



“Yeah.” Paul rose to his feet. “Let’s get this over with.”



“Thanks for that.”



“No,” he said quickly. “I meant—”



“Relax, lover boy. I’m kidding.” She let the robe slip to the floor, and stood before her work colleague, naked as a baby.



Paul blew out his cheeks and stepped forward, his eyes already scanning her skin for defects. Tense, she glanced over her shoulder—to find him missing. But he’d dropped into a crouch, running his gaze up her bare legs and over her buttocks. She felt desperately self-conscious as he appraised her closely.



“You’re clear on this side. Do you feel ready to turn around?”



“Oh, boy…” With fists clenched, she spun to face him, face flushed as he drank in the sight of her nudity. “Please be quick.”



“I’m being thorough,” he assured her.



“This isn’t fair.”



“What isn’t fair?”



“You’ve seen mine but I haven’t seen yours.”



“Later, Amari, later,” he said distractedly. She stiffened as he rose to his feet, his gaze lingering on to her chest.



“Finished? Seen enough?”



“Almost. Let me see your arms.”



“My arms? I stand naked in front of you and—”



“Amari, please.”



“Okay. Here.” She thrust out her arms, fists still clenched. Paul took hold of her wrists, then turned her arms over. Aside from the two puncture wounds, he saw nothing untoward.



“Just the two marks, then.” He moved closer, sliding his fingers up her arms and over her elbows.



“Can I get dressed now?” She shivered as he moved closer, painfully aware of her nudity.



“In a minute. I’m not finished looking you over.” His fingertips brushed her cheek, and her eyelids fluttered closed.



“Paul, I…”



“Hush…” He leaned in to kiss her. She tipped her head back, awaiting the moment. “Wait…” He hesitated.



“Hmm?”



“What’s this.” His fingers circled the back of her upper arm.



“No kiss?”



“I’m more concerned about this scratch.”



“What scratch—ow!” She turned over her arm to look at the small scab. “That happened at the bar.”



“You remember?”



“No, it’s fading. Hurt me again. Quick!”



“What? No.”



“Do it, please. Ow! There was an old guy. He was taking me outside to get some air.”



“That’s where I lost you.” He scooped up the robe and hung it over Amari’s shoulders. “What else do you remember?”



“A minivan. A black one, I think.. We drove for about ten minutes—to a marina.”



“A marina? You’re sure?”



“Pretty sure. I could smell the sea. I heard gulls.”



“There’s only one marina within ten minutes of La Casa.”



“We walked over a gang-plank.”



“Do you remember anything about the yacht?”



“Only that it was white.”



“They’re all white, Amari.”



“I’m sorry, it’s all very hazy after that point.”



He kissed her. “It’s a lot more than we had.”



“I done good?”



“You done good,” he assured her.







~







Of course, being naked in his arms and having Paul all to herself would have been the perfect time to make love, but her mind was elsewhere, spoiling the mood. They retired to her bed, not to consummate their relationship, but to allow Amari some well-earned rest, even if it was ten o’clock in the morning.



But rest evaded her. Disjointed memories teased her mind, images of bare skin, the smell of food, alcohol, the feel of a hot body against hers. She cried out as someone kissed her, stroked her intimately, slid inside her.



“Oh, yes.”



“Amari…”



“Oh, my god, yes.” She tensed as his hardness pushed deeper, thrilling her.



“Amari…”



“Please don’t stop…” She arched as his hard body pressed against hers, claiming her as his own.



“AMARI!”



Her eyes opened. Paul looked down on her, concern written on his face. The erotic dream crumbled to dust.



“I… Paul?”



“It wasn’t me you were dreaming about, then?” He smiled from one side of his mouth.



“I don’t… really remember.” She tried to recall something of her dream, but it had already evaporated, turning to mist. She also tried to remember how she’d ended up in bed with Paul. A quick check assured her she wasn’t naked—and neither was he. He wore a t-shirt at minimum.



Paul frowned, wondering if he believed her. “If you can remember anything, it might give us a clue.”



“I’m sorry. It’s gone.”



He sighed. “Don’t worry. At least you’re back now.”



“Did I say anything? Anything useful?”



“Only that you were with somebody.”



“With… No, you don’t mean I was with somebody.”



“It sounded pretty cozy,” he admitted.



“Oh, god, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what that could have been.”



“I guess we’ll never know—unless you feel like going straight back to sleep?”



“Afraid not. But wait…”



“Uh-huh?”



“If I dreamt about being with somebody—assuming it was about last night…” her voice tailed off. The idea suddenly seemed stupid. What if she’d been dreaming about a former lover? Did she want Paul knowing about her past?



“Go on…”



“No, forget it.”



“Amari…”



She sighed. “I was going to suggest hypnosis, to see if you could find out anything more.”



“Hypnosis proved traumatic on the other patients.”



She scowled. “I’m not sure I like being called a patient.”



“I’ll only use the term when it’s relevant,” he promised. “At all other times, you’ll be pumpkin, or my little sweetie pie.”



“I think I preferred ‘patient,’” she confessed.



“I’m not comfortable exposing you to that kind of risk.”



“You didn’t mind exposing me last night.” She smirked.



“Funny girl.”



“But if I was dreaming about the event, surely I’m open to hypnotic regression?”



Paul made a thoughtful face and considered the idea. “If you’re willing to try.”



“Isn’t that why we’re doing this whole ‘amateur detective’ thing?”



“It could still be risky.”



“I’m in safe hands.” She let her head rest against his covered chest. His heart rumbled in her ear. She smiled as he pulled her against him, feeling more comfortable than she had in years.



“I’ll make you a deal.”



“Okay…” she said warily.



“If you do something for me…”



“This isn’t to do with sex, is it?”



“Well, I do have needs…”



Her heart sank. “Oh, Paul. You know I’d love to, but is this really the best time?”



“I was going to suggest we have coffee first, and then try regression.”



“Coffee?” Part of her was relieved, but to her surprise, a small part of her sang ‘aw, boo…’ at the tease.



“Like I said, I have needs.”



“You can be a smartass sometime, you know?”



“Isn’t that why you love me so much?”



“I… Yes, it probably is.”



“So you do love me?”



“Course, you big lunk.” She tipped her head back, and he kissed her, slow and deep. Their lips mashed and their tongues danced joyfully. Her body thrilled at the idea of being in bed with him, of him holding her close. But when his prominent swelling pressed into her hip, she decided enough was enough—for now.



“Come on, lover boy.” She threw the covers aside. “Time for coffee.” She was relieved to see him in boxer shorts as well as his t-shirt.



“Whatever you say, sweetie pie.”
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“With regression, I encourage the patient to immerse herself fully into the memory, but in your case…” he pressed a tiny china doll into her hand and curled her fingers around it. It was a childhood toy, a gift from her mother when Amari had reached her teenage years.



“Why this?”



“Think of it as an anchor to the here and now. If the memories become too overwhelming, or you feel threatened, open your hand and remember this house, this room.”



“It’s that simple?” Amari opened and closed her hand a few times, rehearsing the movement.



“In theory…” Paul admitted. “I haven’t tried it on a real patient before.”



“You’re gambling my sanity on a theory?”



“Did I mention the risks involved, Ms. Ratchek?”



“You did. I’m sorry. Do your best, Doctor Siddig.”



“Ouch.”



“And please don’t use my surname. Amari is fine.”



“You don’t like your family name?”



“Would you enjoy being called ‘Rat Shit’ in junior school, and ‘Nurse Ratchet’ all through high school and college?”



“Would you have become a doctor if they hadn’t?”



“I haven’ the faintest idea. Are we going to do this, or shall we discuss my career aspirations?”



“Okay, try to relax.”



“Easier said than—”



“Relax, Amari…” his voice turned seductive, and she smiled.



“Do you use the same honeyed tones on your other patients?”



“Hush. Let your body sink. Breathe in deeply through your mouth, and out through your nose. Now in… and out…” As Amari visibly relaxed, Paul took a moment to admire the softness of her face, her permanent quirky smile. She’d brushed her hair after they’d risen from her bed, but she still looked delightfully dishevelled. Her breasts rose and fell as she followed his directions. Sure, he’d seen her naked last night, but he’d applied a professional eye on that occasion, rather than a lustful one.



“In… and out…” he repeated. Very quickly, she displayed all the signs of complete relaxation. Only her fingers, curled around the figurine, showed any signs of purpose. Using the same soft tones, Paul took her mind back to La Casa, and the moment she’d been scratched. Her brow wrinkled and she shook her head minutely.



“No… dizzy…”



“Where is he taking you, Amari?”



“Daylight room… door, garden… two steps down. Grass.” Her head moved as she glanced around the memory. “Air is cold. Walking… round the side. Car park.”



“Are you getting into a car?”



She shook her head. “Minivan. Side door squeaking. Needs oil.”



“And now you’re moving? Driving along for ten minutes?”



She nodded. “I see a white forest.”



He frowned. “A forest? Not a marina?”



“A marina, yes. White forest… they’re the masts.”



“Okay, good. Now, when you get out of the minivan, try to read the names of the yachts. Can you do that?”



She nodded. “Serenity…”



“Good, and the next one?”



“Atlantic Explorer…”



“Good.”



“Serendipity… Voyager… Promise…” As Amari recounted her memory, Paul counted off the names on his fingers, pleased with the clarity of Amari’s regression. Hopefully they’d be able to ID the yacht she’d ended up on.



“Gull’s Tones… Second Wind… Dem...” Paul waited for more, but Amari fell silent.



“Have you stopped moving?”



“We’re going aboard.”



“Aboard the Dem?”



“Yes.”



“What sort of a name is ‘Dem’ for a boat?”



“I… can’t see it properly. There might be more.”



“Something’s in the way?”



“The boarding plank. With chains.”



“We’ll figure it out later. There can’t be many boats with ‘Dem’ in their name. Go on inside.”



“I… I’m trying to…” Amari twisted her head from side to side. “I can’t move. I’m stuck on the quayside.”



“Can you get one foot onto the plank?”



“No. Something’s stopping me. I want to but… not going back.” She shook her head. “Not going back.”



Paul sighed, and brought Amari back to the present. She apologized as she rubbed her eyes.



“Nothing to apologize for,” he assured her.



“I wanted to board that boat, to see what happened next. But I couldn’t. It’s as if something was pushing me away, like the wrong end of magnet.”



“You had the same reaction as the other patients.”



“I did? That tells us everything we need to know.”



“We found the boat. Now what do we do about it?”



“Call the cops, of course.”



“And tell them what? You had a strange dream about a yacht?”



She presented her scars. “What about these?”



“Nothing to link it to the boat, unless the DNA returns a match to someone connected with it.”



She sagged. “We’d have to get a warrant to search it for whatever made these marks.”



“I wonder…” Paul tapped his lips with a forefinger. “Maybe you can’t go back onto the boat, but what if you could recognize someone from last night?”



“I wouldn’t feel comfortable going back to La Casa.”



“I was thinking about hanging around the marina.”



“It’s worth a shot.”



“Maybe we’ll get lucky.”



“Talking of getting lucky…” she dropped her gaze to her feet. “Sorry about earlier. It would have been wonderful, I’m sure, but my mind was elsewhere.”



“Amari, you were attacked last night, possibly… taken advantage of.”



“Taken advantage of? You can say rape—”



“No, not that. Coerced, perhaps. But you’re completely free of bruises, aside from the scratch and the marks on your arm.”



She rolled her eyes. “And the lingering effects of the drug, and the missing hours…”



“Okay, but with all that going on in your head? I would have been surprised if you had been in the mood.”



“I took my clothes off for you. Not every guy gets to see that.”



“That wasn’t seduction, Amari. That was patient care.”



“Aw.” She pouted.



“Maybe we should solve this mystery first, then think about intimacy.”



“Maybe we should, you sweet talker, you.”
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The marina shops were ridiculously expensive, Amari decided. A plethora of designer labels assaulted the eye in every store. Paul watched the passers-by as Amari made a pretense of browsing, and in the next store, they reversed roles. Despite being greeted warmly, and complimented in every store, they managed to refrain from purchasing any wares, all of which boasted a minimum four-figure price tag.



“Haven’t these people heard of discount stores?” she asked.



“I think they would burst into flames if they set foot in one.”



I mean, isn’t there anything these people won’t buy?” She indicated a passing foursome who carried sports bags, monogrammed with their yacht’s name.



“Amari, wait.” He grabbed her arm. “Gull’s Tones?”



“Yeah, it’s hilarious. They must be doctors, or surgeons.”



“Gull’s Tones was one of the yachts you passed on the way to the Dem.”



“So we’re in the right place?” She began to hurry. “Let’s ask them—”



“And raise suspicion? No, we wait until they come back from the gym…”



“Or the spa…”



“Or wherever, and we follow them.”



“Why can’t we start looking now?”



“Because most piers on marinas have coded access gates.”



“What? Why?”



“To stop random people sneaking around their boats when they’re at the gym.”



“People like us?”



“Exactly.”



“Oh. Right. So what do we do in the meantime?”



“There’s a pavement cafe over there.”



“Mmm. Over-priced coffee. How much money did you bring?”
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As it turned out, they had enough for three cups, which nearly lasted until the two couples passed by. The pair scrambled from their seats and hurried after the crew, walking quickly so they’d be in time to meet them at the security gate. But one of them women turned to look back, frowning.



They know we’re following them. On impulse, Amari shrieked at Paul and broke into a run, racing past the startled couples.



“Come back!” Paul yelled without thinking.



“Leave me alone!” she screamed, running backward. “Get away from me.” She raced ahead, dangerously close to twisting an ankle in her heels. She reached the gate ten seconds ahead of the couples, then dug deep into her bag for an imaginary pass key.



“Oh, my god.” She glanced fearfully at the approaching Paul, who was now overtaking the foursome. “Oh my god, where is it?”



“Here, lady.” One of the men swiped a card across a sensor and the gate opened. Amari almost fell through. Paul loomed large behind the group as they poured through the narrow gate, but the men formed a wall and kept him from pushing past. Once through, the men turned and glared at him. They pushed the gate firmly shut, and a loud click indicated it had locked.



“Oh, god, thank you,” Amari gushed, pawing one of the women’s hands.



“Hey!” Paul pushed an arm through the railings. “Get back here.”



“You got business here, buddy?”



“She’s my business. You’re with me, sweetie pie!”



“Don’t come near me!” She spun on her heel and stalked away, outpacing the two women, who exchanged concerned glances and hurried after her. Paul yelled once more, then quieted, backing away from the railings as Amari hurried down the mooring pier.



“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he murmured.



With the two men still glaring at him, he jammed his hands into his pockets and sidled away, kicking at a loose stone and glancing back only once.



“What was that all about?” one of the women asked Amari.



“He’s always trying to control me. He doesn’t want me to do anything!” Amari had to think quickly. If the women asked too many questions, or stayed too close, she’d never get a good look at the mysterious Dem, or get a chance to sneak aboard—if she could even force herself to step onto the plank. Maybe events would unfold as they had in her regression, and she’d be somehow blocked.



“I only wanted to see him one more time. I only wanted to say good bye, but he told me I wasn’t to come here again.”



“Who? Who did you want to see?”



Amari had no idea. She pressed a hand to her mouth and crumpled her face into anguish. One of the women hugged her. The other patted her arm.



“Which boat are you heading for?” One of the men asked.



“The Dem…” Amari faked a sob. “The Dem…” she pressed her other hand over the first.



“The Demeter,” both men chorused.



“The Demeter, yes,” she repeated the strange name, fixing it in her head. Result!



“You’ll be lucky to see anybody this side of sunset, lady,” one guy said.



“Mister Vane prefers the night shift,” his companion added. “Not one for lounging on the sun deck, that guy.”



Mister Vane… Amari committed the name to memory.



“Nice boat though.”



“Dude? It’s a ship, not a boat.”



“What? It’s a boat, man.”



“It’s got its own launch, man. That makes it a ship.”



Leaving the pair to argue semantics, Amari turned to thank the women.



“Any time,” they chorused.



“You looked so scared. What’d he do to you?”



“Last night,” she lowered her voice. “He made me stand naked in my own living room while he watched.”



“He watched?”



“And he made me turn around, just for the view.”



“Sounds creepy.”



“You’re better off without him, babe.”



“Thanks again. I need to go and leave a message for Mister Vane.”



“Be careful.”



“Won’t he be asleep?”



“He will, but his entourage won’t. The two big guys can be verrry pushy.”



“I’ll be careful. Thanks.” They’d reached Gull’s Tones, and the four began to board. Amari waved and walked toward what was arguably the largest yacht she’d ever seen. As she got closer, Dem became Demet, then Demeter. The boarding plank, with its looping chains supported on narrow poles, was in the raised position, hovering six feet above the pier. It rose and fell with the waves, nodding no more than six inches up and down.



“So much for sneaking aboard…” A gymnast might have been able to leap for the end, and haul herself up, but Amari wasn’t much of a gym bunny. “Damn.” But at least I found it. She turned away, but she’d only taken a single step, when a woman’s voice rang out.



“Amari, how wonderful to see you again.”



She turned, to see a figure waving from the upper deck, some thirty feet in the air. Little more than a dark silhouette against the sky, the woman boasted an enviable hour-glass figure, and long, flowing hair.



“Won’t you come aboard?”



“I… maybe later.” When I have cops, and maybe a SWAT team behind me.



“Amari… come… aboard.” At the sound of her low tone, Amari stiffened. Her legs twitched, her muscles shifting her feet toward the huge yacht. “Amari… I insist,” the woman growled.



Amari complied.



She had no choice.
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A brief dizziness swept over her as she stepped onto the lowered gangplank, as if her mind was warring with the woman’s command. But she pushed through, and walked the ten feet over the gently lapping waves until she stood, once again, on the deck she’d somehow forgotten all about. Buried memories surfaced as fragments, reminding her of delights and laughter and joy. Why hadn’t she remembered this earlier? Why had she waited so long to return?



“Because you were instructed not to,” the woman supplied, sashaying toward the confused Amari. “And yet, here you are, the only one of our delights to return to us.” Clad in a white bikini, she walked slowly around Amari, trailing fingertips along exposed collarbones, across bare back. “I’m delighted to see you again, and yet I’m troubled.”



“Troubled?” Amari echoed. How could trouble even exist in a world where Demeter provided everything a woman could ever need?



“Your return should not have been possible.” She stood in front of Amari, radiant and beautiful, a woman in her thirties. Raven-black hair hung to her waist, and her skin was flawless. Absolutely flawless.



“I wanted to return,” Amari explained.



“For what purpose?” Coal-black eyes peered closely.



“I… wanted to…” Amari frowned. “I needed…”



“Yes?” The woman wore an amused frown, as if amnesia was a regular occurrence on the boat.



Amari straightened, finally locating the stray notion she’d sought. “I needed more.”



“Bravissimo!” She tapped her flattened hands together in front of her face.



Amari grinned with relief. She’d harbored a concern that the woman might dismiss her simple explanation and throw her off the ship, or boat, or whatever it was. A huge man appeared behind the dark-haired woman.



“Tell Vane that one has returned,” she said without turning.



“The master will not wish his sleep to be interrupted.”



“This is important enough to wake him for.” She half-turned her head, but kept her eyes on Amari.



“As you wish.” The big man melted silently into the shadows.



“Perhaps, Amari…” The woman’s voice was silky and seductive, even to Amari. “… you would like to become reacquainted with Vane?”



“I wish I could remember him…” Amari said wistfully.



“You will, my child. You will.” She reached for Amari’s hand. Her fingers were warm, sending a delightful shiver through Amari’s body. Delicious memories teased her mind, stirring heat between her legs.



“You are already enjoying your return?” The woman quirked an eyebrow. Amari didn’t care that her feelings were so transparent. Warm fingers stroked her wrist and she walked into the shadows, entering a cabin which promised exquisite pleasures. Her body thrilled as fragments of sensory delight returned. Warm, perspiring skin against hers, the taste and smell of ejected fluids, both male and female. Sounds of overwhelming passion teased her ears, warming her crotch.



What happened in here last night? Despite being devoid of sunlight, the room was warmly lit with old-fashioned lamps, whose bulbs flickered to mimic candlelight.



“You have been returned to us, as have your memories. In a moment, all will be remembered.”



“It’s starting to come back. I can remember… being naked?” The idea didn’t trouble her. If the woman—whose name was Estelle—had asked her to strip right then, she would have happily peeled off the Erdem dress for her.



“We were both naked.” She pulled down a bikini strap, then another. “Would you like to see?”



“I’d prefer to wait for the guys—if you don’t mind.”



“Still…” Estelle shrugged, but didn’t fix her straps. She seemed to be in no hurry. As Amari stood in the center of the room, Estelle circled her, trailing soft fingertips across Amari’s skin. And with each circuit, one of the Erdem straps slid down her arms, until only the tight bodice held the dress in place. Estelle’s fingers toyed with the zipper, drawing it down an inch at a time. By the time Vane appeared in the doorway, Amari’s dress was fully unzipped. Somewhere along the way, Estelle had become topless. Vane leaned casually against the doorframe, wearing only a robe tied loosely at the waist. Amari’s memories flooded back. Vane had pleasured her in ways no man ever had. Exactly how, she still didn’t remember, but she remembered it as intense.



“So it’s true, you’ve returned to us.”



“Everybody keeps saying that as if it’s some kind of miracle.”



“Something akin to a miracle, yes.”



“You see, darling, you’re the first one in a hundred… sixteen years?” Vane nodded. “No-one in that time has ever broken the compulsion.”



“What compulsion?”



“Not to return to us. You see…” Estelle peeled the dress away from Amari’s body, leaving her topless. “…we prefer fresh blood, the fresher the better.”



“Every woman has visited but once.”



“Only once?”



Vane nodded. “We prefer it that way.”



Something prompted Amari to ask a question. “You’ve been doing this for over a hundred years?”



“Over three hundred for me,” Vane said with a smile.



“And what happened the last time someone came back, a hundred sixteen years ago?”



“Why…” Estelle kissed Amari’s neck. “She stayed, never to leave.”



“You?” Amari asked. “You’re the one?”



“My need was so strong, I was unable to leave.”



“They wouldn’t let you?” Doubt crept into Amari’s voice.



“I didn’t want to. I never do.”



“And what will happen to me?”



“That…” Vane said. “ …is entirely in your hands.”



“If I do leave, will you make me forget?”



“If you step off the Demeter, you will forget. It is our way.”



“But I’ll still want to come back?”



“If you returned to us once, you will be drawn irrevocably to us.”



“I remember bits of last night.”



“That is natural. The Demeter holds your memories, and returns them to you.”



“The ship remembers what happened?” Amari stared. Vane shrugged, as if such a phenomenon was normal.



“Do you remember good things?” Estelle asked silkily.



“Only good things.” Amari smiled. She pushed down the dress, revealing her lacy panties.



“This was worth getting up for.” Vane moved into the room, smiling. As artificial candlelight touched his face, Amari frowned. His face was familiar. She’d seen him somewhere before… before she’d stepped onto the ship.



“Let the memories return,” Vane said. Estelle massaged Amari’s shoulders patiently, encouraging the doctor to relax.



“You look like the old man who brought me from La Casa,” she said at last.



“And thanks to you, I am no longer he.” Vane spread his hands.



“You’re him? But younger?”



“Precisely.”



“But how is that possible?”



“Your medicine would refute such a miracle of old magic, but the evidence stands before you.”



“If you wish, Vane would be happy to remind you.” Estelle’s lips were soft against Amari’s neck and cheek. Her hands roamed over bared breasts, teasing Amari’s nipples to hardness. She offered no protest. Such intimacy was inoffensive. Vane’s robe fell open, to reveal his swollen member. Estelle purred at the sight, and reached for him. Her fingers closed around the shaft, concealing less than half. When she squeezed, he hissed, and a deeper color filled the head. Amari shivered at the memory of that cock, of its insistent invasion into her intimate flesh. Heat warmed her crotch.



Vane, his handsome and youthful face impossibly restored from old age, reached for her, embracing her and trapping Estelle’s hand against her belly. When he raised an eyebrow, she withdrew, sliding her hand around Amari’s waist, as if claiming her for later. Vane’s lips touched Amari’s, his mouth already opening. His tongue sought hers, swirling, flicking, teasing. She sighed and melted into his arms. His firm hands caressed her back. Softer hands sought her buttocks, lifting and squeezing.



As Amari sank deeper into the sweetness of lust, a vague memory drifted through the periphery of her mind, something involving a task she had yet to fulfil. A responsibility toward others. But the notion faded, swept away by an overwhelming sensual whirlwind, exactly as it had before. All thoughts of patients, unsolved mysteries and Paul Siddig faded from her head as Vane’s naked body pressed against hers, his erection primed and ready to deliver pleasure unimagined.
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Even as he made love to her, Amari’s awareness became disjointed. Part of her mind questioned the sequence of events; another part threw all cares aside and sang with joy as her body thrilled. The kisses were endless, but varied, sometimes soft and tender, and other times firm and hungry. An eager tongue lapped at her neatly-trimmed pussy, pressing against the entirety of her sex and drawing upwards, spreading her slippery wetness wide. She reached for the scalp of the person who pleasured her, but her wrists were guided onto other bodies, to squeeze hard shafts and stroke soft, hairless skin which was definitely not male. Mouths pleasured both nipples, even as the tongue probed her tight, eager passage.



And the kissing continued, as if suitors both male and female were queuing to taste her body. Her head spun with the intensity of it all, and she writhed on the bed Vane had carried her to, groaning and gasping as she was raised to a plateau of pleasure and held there, edging along the precipice of her orgasm, but never being allowed to fall. Over and over she begged for release, and the expert tongue changed tack, edging her closer to her desire. But when her cries rose, the tongue withdrew, and fingers slid inside her, changing the pattern entirely. One type of orgasm receded, but a new wave carried her high and she begged for fulfilment. The fingers curled expertly, stroking her intimately until her fingers and toes curled painfully, and her back arched clear of the bed.



And then a body pressed down upon hers. Firm flesh slid across her slippery wetness, seeking entry. Her ankles were guided into the air by insistent hands, and her lover slid inside, filling her with a single, slow stroke, pushing deep until she wailed and wept with happiness.



His strokes were long and deep, pressing against her deepest pleasure centers in a way no man ever had. She wanted to wrap her arms around her lover’s body, to cling to him, but her arms were spread wide, her wrists held firmly but gently across the width of the bed. She opened a heavy eye to see a woman pressing her lips against Amari’s forearm on one side, and the huge man who had summoned Vane sucking her wrist on the other side. Her brief concern was washed away as Vane’s thrusts changed, becoming quicker and more urgent.



Amari cried out her love for him, and begged him to never stop.



“You would give yourself to me for all eternity?”



“Yes, my god, yes! I love you, Vane. I love the way you make me feel. I want to be in your arms forever.”



“Then you may return to me whenever you wish, my dear.” He pressed his lips to her neck and pushed deep inside her. Real tears flowed from her eyes as his body hammered against hers, shaking her breasts and driving deep, satisfied grunts from her chest. His orgasm, when it presented itself, flooded her with liquid warmth, finally pushing her over the edge of the precipice, to finally grant her release. She whimpered and howled, cursed and swore her eternal love, then arched so hard, he almost threw him off. Her wrists were finally released and she clung to Vane, dragging her nails across his hard back until he hissed.



As her orgasm subsided, leaving her weak and breathless, she feared the bliss might end, but as Vane withdrew his still-hard erection, firm hands rolled her over, then urged her onto all fours. Immediately, she was filled again, but whether it was Vane, or another man, she had no idea. A hard body slapped against her buttocks, and she was stretched by a thick shaft, forcing broken howls from her chest with every stroke. Soft lips pressed against her mouth, muffling her cries momentarily, but a crushing orgasm dropped her head and shoulders to the bed, where her fingers clawed at the covers, desperate to drag her body away from the overwhelming assault on her loins.



Time lost all meaning for Amari. She swam in an ocean of bliss, her body alternately singing with joy, and crying for mercy. Her skin was slick with a mix of perspiration and body fluids. Kisses rained endlessly onto her mouth; every erogenous zone was attended by hands and soft lips. Vane, or one of his companions, made love to her, then repositioned her and made love again, endlessly penetrating her until she imagined her body could accept no more. But each time she was moved, her eagerness was renewed, and pleasure resumed.



Fluids spilt from her passage, a mixture of her own lubrication and male fulfilment. She was surprised when mouths descended regularly to clean her, before moving aside so the process of insemination could be repeated.
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At last, the moment arrived when she was able to lie back and breathe normally, without anyone on top of her, or inside her. She await fresh kisses, or exploring tongues, but none came. Her hands reached out for the naked flesh of her companions, but she found the bed empty and cold. Dismayed, she opened her eyes, expecting the flickering light of fake candles, but the dazzle of sterile whiteness stung her eyes. She sat up, instantly recognizing the paraphernalia of a hospital ward.



“What in god’s name?” Clad in a hospital gown, wires trailed from her chest, connected to stark white machines that drew jagged lines across dark screens. A pulse clip was heavy on her fingertip. She pulled it off, and a machine shrieked, bringing a wide-eyed nurse running.



“Now, why did you go and do something like that?” she asked in an Irish lilt.



“Nurse…” Amari grabbed her wrist. “Why am I in here?”



“Well, see, that’s what happens when you’re found wandering the streets on your own. Missing three days, so I’m told.”



“Missing?”



“That’s what they told me. Been sparked out cold since Wednesday, so you have. Must have needed your rest. What was it? Big party?”



Amari frowned. “I don’t do parties. Never have…” Where had she been? Why had she been found wandering alone?



“Did you say three days?”



“Missing since Monday, I’m told.”



“Patient four…”



“What was that?”



“Uh… nothing, nothing. I’m trying to remember.”



“Well, when you do, see that you tell our doctor. He’d love to know where you got those scars.”



“Scars…” Amari glanced down at her wrist. Two scars, four or five inches apart glowed red.



And then there’s the other ones.”



“Other ones?”



“The ones on your other arm.” The nurse tapped Amari’s left arm. Two more scars, only three inches apart, marked her left wrist.



“More scars…”



“Whatever it is, you might have to give it up. Those are going to leave a mark.”



“Where did they come from?” Absently, Amari’s fingers sought the scratch on the back of her upper arm. It was slight, but she could still feel it. When she checked her other arm, there was no scratch.



“Of course. There wouldn’t be…” she said, then stopped. What was she talking about? Where had the scratch come from, and why was she expecting to find another?



“I’m confused.”



“So was the poor guy who’s been visiting.”



“What guy?” Faces swam past her mind’s eye, elusive faces she couldn’t focus on.



“Another doctor. Works right here in the hospital. Nice looking fella.”



“Paul?” She threw the covers aside. “I need to see him!” The moment her feet hit the floor, her knees buckled and her head spun.



“Now, now. No sense getting yourself worked up.” The nurse helped Amari back into bed. “He left me a number, in case you woke up. Do you want me to call him?”



“Yes, yes. Please call him. He might be able to tell me what happened.”



“As long as you promise to stay put.”



“I promise. If I tried to move, I’d probably fall flat on my face.”
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Paul was at her side in five minutes. She grabbed his hand and smiled up at him. He frowned at her eager fingers, but didn’t withdraw his hand.



“Do you remember anything that happened to you?” he asked.



“The last thing I remember clearly was the coffee shop.”



“Ah… what coffee shop?”



“At the marina. It was good coffee, but hellishly expensive.”



“Amari, I don’t understand.” His confused gaze, his frown, all made Amari stop. Something was wrong.



“Paul, what’s the last thing you remember?”



“When, today?”



“No, at the weekend.”



“I…uh…” he frowned. “I got up, took the Morgan into the mountains…”



“What about us?” Panic was rising in her chest. “What about the… the uh… supercharged vee-eight?”



“Supercharged? I wish. No, the Morgan’s normally aspirated.”



“Oh, Paul…”



“Amari, you sound confused. What happened to you? When you weren’t at work on Monday…”



“So you don’t remember anything about the um…” she fought to remember the names she’d seen at the marina—any of them. But they’d gone, turned to mist.



“Would you be willing to try hypnotic regression?” he asked. “It works on some of my other patients.”



“I think I need a hug.”



“A hug?” He blinked, as if the idea was alien to him.



“Please. Just one hug.”



“If it’ll help. But quick, though. I need to get back to my surgery. I have a confused woman who thinks her dog can talk.”



“If that was my only problem, I’d be happy,” Amari murmured. Paul leaned close and Amari wrapped her arms around him, holding tight.



“Hey…” He staggered and almost fell onto the bed.



“I feel so lost right now.”



“If you have amnesia, that’s perfectly understandable.”



“I feel as if I’ve lost everything, maybe everyone.”



“Everyone? You weren’t much of a socializer, if I remember.”



“Not until recently. I thought I’d found someone special, someone exciting.”



“Oh? What happened to him?”



“He hardly knows me.”



“I’m sorry to hear that.” His duty fulfilled, he began to ease out of the hug. Amari slackened her grip, letting her hands slide across his shoulders, then down his arms. When her fingers encountered the scab on his upper arm, she froze.



“Something wrong?” he asked.



“Where did you get this?”



“What? He turned his arm over and peered at the small scratch. “No idea. Maybe when I was servicing the Morgan. Do you think I should sue?” He grinned, then twisted his mouth. “Which reminds me, someone took a shitload of money from my account on Saturday. Fucking fraudsters spent it on a joyride in a new Jaguar.”



“But you were out driving your Morgan on Saturday?”



“Definitely. I remember it clear as day. I was nowhere near the city.” He frowned, as if an elusive memory had teased him. “Nowhere near the city…”



“Oh, Paul…”



“Are you going to be all right?”



“I guess I’ll have to be.”



“If you need a friend, or someone to talk to, come round after surgery and we can chat, yeah?”



Amari nodded. “That’d be nice.”



“Maybe we could grab a coffee, or something.”



“Or something. Sure.” She watched Paul hurried out, oblivious to their shared adventure. For a few days, Amari had loved his company, his humor and the promise of sharing a bed with him. But someone had taken that away with a single scratch to the arm.



“Maybe I could start again, get him back…” But the moment she spoke, images of a dark and cozy bedroom teased the edges of her memory. Warmth flooded her body and she remembered she had no need to romance Paul. She could get everything she needed aboard Demeter, any time she liked. The only price would be a small scar or two on her arms.



We will always be here for you, Amari, a soft voice said. It is you who keeps me young.







* * *



THE END
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Deep Impact



Chapter 1



 I sat at my desk contemplating the call that I had just received. It had caught me off guard and left me in a bit of a dilemma. A fellow attorney, Larry Silverman had just called to ask for my help with one of his clients. That wasn't an unusual request. What was unusual was who the client was. Of course, I had heard a bit about the case in the news, but it had never occurred that it would fall into my lap. Larry wanted me to take over the John Mackey case.



 John Mackey was the biggest NFL player at the moment. Having only played one season, he already had a Super Bowl ring, MVP of the regular season and the Super Bowl, and a Pro-Bowl selection. He had broken the record for most yards and touchdowns for a rookie in NFL history. I knew a great deal about football and had been a life-long fan of the LA Foxes. I had learned a lot about John Mackey since he was drafted. I had even bought his jersey. The news had just broken that John had been arrested at his home and I didn't know what to think. I hated to jump to conclusions and being a lawyer, I usually did not.



 John had just been arrested for assault, serving alcohol to minors, and rape. Apparently he had a wild party at his house a few days ago and supposedly it had all taken place there. This was not the first time John had gotten into trouble. Everyone knew that in spite of his gifts, John drank, supposedly did drugs, and partied too much and too hard. I did not believe John to be a bad man, but then again I did not know him. My hesitancy was not as much to do with whether I believed him guilty or not. I had stopped practicing law to move into my other passion. Having seen so many criminals, I had gained an understanding that led me to the conclusion that the best way to help a lot of these men was to stop the bad cycles in their lives, help them heal, and give them hope in their future.



 I didn't know if I was ready to get back into the courtroom, especially on such a high profile case. I did miss it from time to time, but then again I still took on the occasional case. This was very different. This would be a lot more involved and could add up to a long, drawn out trial. Larry hadn't given me a ton of time to think on it. John had not long been picked up and Larry did not want him taken to a cell before I got there. He was going through booking now. Luckily, I was only less than 10 minutes from the station, but I had to make a decision quick.



 I thought about John's position and felt that I at least wanted to talk to him and get the full story before I decided against it. I already had on a suit from going to meet with a friend of mine to help them close on a house. So I got up quickly to try and catch John before it was too late. Just as I was grabbing my briefcase and walking out, I walked straight into a messenger. Apparently they were dropping off John's files for me. I guess Larry had assumed I would take the case. I'd be sure to talk to him about that later. I hurriedly grabbed the file folder, tipped the messenger, and went to my car.



 When I pulled up to the station I saw the crowd outside. The news was everywhere and the people were out trying to see first hand. I hurried inside of the police station and inquired at the front desk about John's whereabouts. Apparently he had just finished up his intake and was about to go into his cell. Good, I had caught him in time. I told the officer at the front desk that I was his attorney and he said that he would go and see what he could do. It was not long before another officer came back and let me know that they would be setting up a room for me to meet with my client. I wondered if Larry had told John that I would be coming.



 I followed an officer to the room they were setting up. As I got there I saw John coming in my direction. Even though I knew how tall he was, I was still caught off guard by how big he was. Though he had clearly had no time to do anything before his arrest, his good looks still somehow came through. His hair was a bit shaggy on his head and face, but he still mostly looked like the guy from TV and magazines. I led the way into the room and took a seat at the table. John was put into the seat opposite me by the officers who had brought him in. 



 I went through my briefcase getting out a file. I propped it open and then looked up at him. I said, "Hello, Mr. Mackey. My name is Tiffany Applegate and your attorney has brought me in to help manage your case. I have experience with cases like this, so I assure you I am qualified."



"Um, Miss Applegate, don't take this the wrong way, but are you sure that you are the one for this? I know they will be scrutinizing everything I do during this whole process. Is having such a beautiful woman as my attorney going to help or hurt me. I already know what they're going to say. 'He even brought in a sexy lawyer. The man has no shame'."



"That is good thinking, Mr. Mackey. I don't believe that will be much of a problem. I am known around as a lot of things, sexy lawyer is not near the top of the list."



"I mean no disrespect, I just wondered."



"I understand, and thank you for thinking so much of my looks, but your attorney was right. Having a female attorney may help make your point. Now, Mr. Mackey, it is my turn to ask that you not take this the wrong way. I have to ask you what I ask all of my clients before we begin. Is there any truth to the allegations being raised against you?"



"No! I mean, there can't be. Not to be cocky, but I'm John Mackey. I don't need to rape anybody. I mean I get it, it's about a power trip for sickos out here to overpower women, but I get all my power trips on the field. I don't have any weird sadist stuff going on. I don't do stuff like this."



"So you are saying you are innocent?"



"Look, I'm going to level with you. I don't have much memory of what happened that night. It was a complete zoo in there. But I honestly have no memory of anything like that. I remember there being sex, but all of the sex I remember was consensual. Nobody was violated against their will. Did I assault somebody? Maybe. Were there underage girls there? Possibly. I don't usually card very much throughout the night unless it's obvious."



"I appreciate your honesty, Mr. Mackey."



"Please call me John."



"Okay, John. I appreciate your honesty. It's not ideal that you were under the influence, but that does not completely ruin your case. I have looked over your record and it's problematic, but there is nothing involving violence against women or sexual assault, which is good. This case is very winnable. That is if it even gets that far. This woman may be willing to settle out of court."



"I don't know if I want to do that. It's like an admission of guilt. People will think I just paid her off to go away. I don't want that."



"Okay, Mr...I mean, John. For now, you can tell me everything you remember from the night so we can get your story down. Then we can start to compile a list of witnesses who can speak for you. First thing, though, is the bail hearing. I'm working to fast track that now. I'll be honest with you, you'll probably have to stay the night in jail. For no other reason than to send a message. They won't want it to look like they're going easy on the football star. They will try to make an example of you by forcing you to spend at least one night in jail. Besides they'll think it will weaken you and make you desperate to stay out. Desperate men make mistakes and take deals."



"You know a lot about this. I have to ask you a real question. I want you to answer this as a woman and not as my attorney who is about to make a lot of money off of me."



"What is that?"



"Do you believe that I am innocent? And please don't give me the lawyer answer of 'I'll represent you to the best of my abilities regardless of what I think'. I really need to know."



 I paused and looked across at him. I looked deep into his eyes. I could tell that it made him feel uncomfortable. I sat there for a minute just staring, searching for the truth. I had a pretty good gut about people and typically followed my instincts. After a few more long moments I began, "I'll be real with you. I know a lot about you and your behavior. I know you can be wild and out of control. You drink and you get into a lot of unsavory things. You have been getting away with a lot of things for a long time. You're a spoiled, pig-headed jock with far too much money and not nearly enough restraint. With all of that said, I think you are capable of many things. But I do not believe that you did this."



"Well damn! Tell me how you really feel."



"You asked for real."



"Yeah, they say be careful what you wish for. I guess at least you don't think I did this thing. I guess if it were murder you'd think differently."



"John, I do not judge you."



"Are you sure?"



"It's not entirely your fault. This is how extraordinary athletes are treated. You have incredible skills, have your whole life, so people treat you a certain way. It may seem like you've had it easy, but it is probably for your worst. You don't have much reality about your life. You are in a bubble. That can't feel very good."



"What are you a therapist/attorney?"



"I've taken this case as a favor to your attorney because I owe him one, but I have been out of practice for some time. I felt that in Hollywood, more people needed real help than just someone to get them out of trouble. I have been working to heal people and help them stop their self-destructive cycles."



"Oh, I see."



"This won't be easy, John, but I believe that you can walk away from this. Bear in mind, that when you do walk out of here, your behavior will need to change. No more parties, no more drinking, none of any of that. You are effectively in redemption mode."



"Have you all heard from the team or the league?"



"Yes. As of now, you are suspended from the game until further notice. You will not be able to play."



 That seemed to really hit him. He put his head down on the table in anguish. I felt terrible for him. I could only imagine what he was feeling. He had worked his whole life to be in the NFL, now it was slipping away from him. Worst of all was that he would have to face it. There was no getting around it. In jail he would be alone with himself and his thoughts. I did not envy him at all. I wished I could at least get him out of here, but I knew how the process worked. I had spoken with Larry again on the ride over and he had already been trying to get him out, but they were giving him a hard time. With it being all over the news and internet, it wouldn't look good for the police department to just let him walk out. He was going to be stuck dealing with this for at least 24 hours.



 I reached out my hand and caressed his shoulder to try and soothe him. He looked up at me and immediately tried to shove his feelings down. I looked at him with sympathy in my eyes and said, "John, I'm not going to let you lose everything over this. I will work to resolve this as soon as possible so that you can get back out on the field. It's going to be alright. Do not lose hope. I'm going to get you out of here and back to your life."



 He didn't say anything, he just nodded slowly. I could tell he was in a bit of a daze. I felt for him. I knew there was nothing I could really say to him to make him feel better. Unfortunately, we were going to have to prep for the case. I couldn't let him off the hook. We had to get to work. I took out my phone and my legal pad and said, "John, you have to try and tell me what you do remember from Friday night."



"I remember there had to be hundreds of people at my house. I was probably drunk before 10 o' clock. I remember at one point going in my room to be alone. Some woman came in there and we had sex. After that I went down and had some more drinks. I passed out in one of the guest rooms for a while. That's when it starts to become a blur. The next thing I fully remember is the cops coming in and busting the party up. Everybody had to go after that. I think I passed out on the steps. I slept in late. That's it. I don't know how many more details I can give you. I can tell you who I remember being there. There are some cameras set up, but there are a lot of blind spots. I'll get you the footage."



 After that I got a list of potential witnesses and began to lay out a plan. It was really too bad that he did not remember anything. It could negatively effect his case, but I would try not to let it impact him. I had to get the full details of the charges and the accuser. I would need her story so I could figure out how to approach the case. For now, I had to prep for the bail hearing. We wrapped things up and it was time for John to be put in his cell. He looked like he was about to walk the plank. I wish that I could stop him from having to go back into that cell. After dealing with men in prison for so many years I had heard time and time again what it was like being locked up. Especially with an uncertain future. But there was nothing I could do for now.



 I tried to give him some soothing words, but he didn't seem to be hearing me. I could understand that. As they took him away, it look like he shrunk two feet. I immediately went to get all of the case files and everything else I would need. I had to find out who the judge was and how the process of setting the bail hearing was going. If he were not arraigned in the morning, I knew they would just be trying to prolong it for as long as they could. I would not allow that. I would have to sit down with Larry and make sure I had all of the information required. It was safe to say that I was all in.



Chapter 2



 After leaving the police station I had been sure to get all information and be sure I would be able to secure bell. I knew the best way to get it done was to hand over his passport and insist that there be an order placed between he and his accuser to insure that they would go nowhere near each other. Considering it would be a case of her word against his. There was supposedly some physical evidence, but that was subjective. I hated to use the stereotypes to my advantage, but it was fairly easy to cast doubt in a rape case. The other charges were easy to manage, seeing as the assault and rape were the same charges and the other charge could be talked up to simple ignorance. I would have to handle things tactfully while making sure to do all I could for John. First thing was to get him out of jail.



 The following morning I got up and went to the jail early to have some time to talk to John before we went into the courtroom. He looked like he had a terrible night. It did not appear that he had gotten any rest at all. We sat down to talk for a moment and I began, "I am very positive that we will get a bail set. After that it will just be maybe an hour or two to go through processing and then you can go home. That's when the work begins."



"I'll do whatever it takes not to spend another night like last night. It was horrible. It was different from my little stints in the past. I didn't really have anything to lose then. I have everything to do lose now. I need another chance."



"I know. I'm going to make sure that I get it for you."



"I don't know. I'm a Black man, famous, an athlete, and a past offender. You can't guarantee me anything."



 I took John's hand and looked him in the eyes intently. I held the gaze for a few moments to be sure he felt everything I was saying. I said, "Look, I can't guarantee you what other things may happen, but I can tell you this, I will do everything I possibly can to make sure that you are okay. I need you to trust me. Can you do that?"



 He looked me in the eyes and nodded. With that all done, it was time for us to go into the courtroom and face the judge. As was to be expected the courthouse was swamped with cameras and people. Unfortunately, it was open to the public and quickly turning into a circus. It was difficult to get into the courtroom. I got up in front of the judge and John was brought out to sit beside me. There were some yelling for him and some yelling for him. His family were there sitting behind us. John kept his eyes straight ahead. I wished we would have prayed. The prosecution came in, then the bailiff said, "All rise! The court is now in session. The honorable Judge Nolton now presiding."



 As the judged called for order, the courtroom fell silent. The people took their seats and they began. The prosecution ran down all of the charges. They then launched into a full on attack of John's character, citing his past and money as indicators that he should be held without bail. That was my cue to chime in that these were still unproven allegations and that John deserved to remain free until he was able to prove his innocence. I had already brought his passport in and proposed an order be placed between he and the young lady. The judge tended to agree with me and against the prosecutions protestations set bail.



 Bail was set at half a million dollars, which was a hefty sum, but perfectly achievable for John. Myself and Larry would be pulling it all together to have him out as soon as possible. At thee same time I was still gathering everything I could so that we could begin preparation on the case. As we finished up processing the case so that John could leave, his family went ahead to prepare the house for his return and Larry had to go deal with another of his clients. That meant it would just be myself and John in the car for the ride home. I wasn't quite sure how it would go. It might get a bit awkward.



 They took their sweet time processing the papers, but finally they had everything done and John was free to go. He grabbed his things and we went to head for the car. We had to bee strategic because of all of the people waiting outside of the station. I decided that it would be best if I went to get the car and he ran and got in when I pulled up. I had to do some ducking and dodging of reporters as I made my way to my car. I threw a few "No comment"s over my should and kept going. I got into my car and pulled it around in front of the entrance. John then jogged through the crowd and climbed into the passenger side. It was hard to pull off because there were people mobbing the car. John tried to duck himself down in the seat. Finally, I was able to roll away.



 I made a few extra twists and turns to try and lose the paparazzi. I was sure they knew where John lived, but still. I did not want us to be followed. Once the coast was clear, I began to drive normally. I said, "Home sweet home, huh? I'm sure your bed will feel particularly good tonight."



"Yeah it will. Especially compared with that pitiful excuse for a mattress in that cell. It was like a piece of cardboard. I could not sleep on that thing."



"I can imagine. Well, the good news is that the search of your home didn't turn up anything else illegal. The other charge of serving minors alcohol also looks as if it will be dropped. Apparently it came from someone saying it, but there are no actual minors turning up."



"I guess that's good news. That was the small stuff though."



"True, but that means now we can focus on these other charges. They will need all of our focus. It has been a bit difficult to get people to agree to testify. Most would rather not get involved. I'm trying to solidify some. We only really need one or two. The only thing is they shouldn't be on your payroll."



"None of my so-called friends are chomping at the bit to help me, huh? Figures."



"There isn't anyone you were really close to there?"



"No. It was just one last blow out. My homies aren't out here. They went back for one of the dudes from the old neighborhood's funeral. I paid for it, but I didn't want to go. Too depressing. That just left Hollywood friends."



"I see. Well, we should be able to find someone. I believe she has no witnesses on her side, either, so that should work in your favor. You know it's a bit more difficult for women to believed in these things."



"That doesn't bother you?"



"Of course it does. But that's how it is."



"One of my guys from the neighborhood was involved in a rape. You should probably know that. I wasn't nowhere near it and I haven't dealt with dude since, but I'm sure it'll come up. They'll be digging up everything."



"There aren't any women in your past that the prosecution might bring in, are there?"



"I don't think so. I'm a hothead, but not with women. That's weak as hell to me. I don't hit women and I know that no means no. That's why this whole thing got me twisted. I may be a real ass, but I'm not a rapist."



"I'm sure it's tough on you to deal with such unfounded allegations."



"I been balling my whole life and people been warning me that a chick was gonna try to get me one way or another. I should've known it would happen in Hollywood. See I went to Ohio State University, but still nothing really went down there."



"I know that you were a Buckeye."



"You do?"



"Yeah, I've known that since the draft. I know a lot about you."



"Since the draft? You're a football fan."



"A lifelong, die-hard LA Foxes fan."



"Oh wow! I didn't know that."



"Yes, I love football. I'm actually a big fan of yours as well."



"Oh, I couldn't tell."



"I have to remain professional. Besides, I'm not the groupie type anyway."



"Is that why you took this case?"



"No. I owed Larry a favor."



"Oh, I see."



 That was the final word as we were pulling into his driveway. There was a crowd of people waiting just outside of the gates. John gave me the code and we hurriedly made our way in, the gates closing before anyone could get through. I pulled in behind the line of cars already parked. I turned off my car and we got out. John took a deep breath and we walked into his home. He was immediately taken up by his family. He went around hugging his sisters, brothers, nieces, nephews, some friends, and finally his mother, who pulled him towards the kitchen to feed him. He allowed himself to be led. I followed behind at a distance not wanting to interfere. I would be waiting until things died down before we began to discuss what came next.



 Sitting around watching the family move about made me miss my own. As crazy and dysfunctional as they could be, when I was away from them for too long, I missed them. That is until I got around them and then it took less than a half hour to remember why it had been so long. John seemed to have a nice family, though. They were certainly very funny and entertaining. John even laughed at them a few times. It was almost easy to forget why we were all there. After about two hours or so, John's mother began to clear everyone out so that John and I could prepare and then he could rest. She seemed like a very strong woman. I could tell that John loved and respected her very much. It was very nice to see, especially considering my own strained relationship with my mother.



 Finally, it was only John and I left in the house. Part of me wanted to leave him to rest and appreciate his home, but I knew that time was of the essence. Soon his court date would be set and the real trial would begin. We had to be as prepared as possible. I started by telling John what the woman's story was. "According to this woman, she attended your party because she wanted to meet the great John Mackey. She claims that once you all met that you pulled her into a room alone and began to get aggressive. When she was not receptive to your advances, you grew angry, said, 'Do you know who I am? Well I'm going ot show you', then proceeded to rape her. Afterwards you just got up and walked away like nothing had happened."



"Who is this woman?"



"Her name is Courtney Freeman. She is a 22 year old college student attending UCLA. She has a bit of a past, mostly shoplifting as a teen and some fights. She has a bit of money in her family, but just upper middle, mid-western money. She's here with just a cousin and friends she's met from school."



"She came alone?"



"With some guy she knows from school. Somehow he got invited and when she heard about it she asked if she could come along. He did not want to leave when she was ready to go, so she had to take an Uber back to campus. Now, reportedly she went home and showered, but she did go to the doctor the following day to have an exam. There was no semen recovered, but there was some evidence consistent with possible sexual assault, but it's not definitive. The only thing that the guy she came with had to say was that she was here, but he didn't see anything."



"You make this sound open and shut. Somehow I doubt that."



"The toughest thing about this case is going to be your notoriety. If you weren't such a troublemaker, you wouldn't have these problems. Everybody would be ready to dump this case and get back to football."



"Ha! I thought you were a fan."



"I'm speaking as your attorney. But also as a fan."



"So now what?"



"Now, we wait for the court date. We just have to be prepared."



"Can I ask you something?"



"What's that?"



"You say you're not a lawyer anymore, right?"



"I don't practice law regularly anymore, no."



"So why are you doing this? It can't just be about a favor. This is too much to take on for that."



"When I came in to see you initially I was not sure I was going to take your case. It was not until I sat down with you that I knew that I was going to take it."



"Why?"



"Because I know that you are innocent."



"How?"



"I just do? It's my gut. I trust it."



"Look, this is going to be a lot."



"I know that, but all I ask is that you make it easier on me. You can not change your past, but you can control your present and future. Please be on your best behavior. If not for yourself, then at least for your daughter Dalia."



"Wow, you really are a fan! I got to be better. For her and my mother."



"Your mother is an amazing woman."



"Yeah. She's the best. She's one of the reasons I do all of this."



"Well keep her in mind. I have another question for you. Do you feel that you have a dependency on drugs or alcohol?"



 He looked down, seriously, clearly thinking about it. After a long pause he said, "I don't know. I guess I drink pretty regular and smoke too. Mostly just to clear my mind and calm myself. I've been drinking and smoking since I was young. It's what I know."



"You're going to have to deal with that. You're going to have to deal with a lot of things if you want to be better going forward."



"You really care do you?"



"Yes."



"As my attorney or a fan?"



"As a human being. It's possible for someone to car what happens to you without it being about money or football, you know?"



 He took a moment to think on this. He looked into my eyes seriously. It felt like in that moment something shifted. It was beyond attorney and client or athlete and fan. It was two people understanding each other beyond what was being seen. There was a connection forming between us. I did not like it. It was too close for a client and attorney to be, especially in a case like this. I had to pull myself together. I cleared my throat and said, "Well I think that's enough for today. You should really get some rest."



 I went to get up off of the sofa, but John grabbed my hand. He said, "Wait, I don't want you to go yet."



"There's only so much we can do with the case for now."



"I'm not talking about the case."



"What are you talking about then, Mr. Mackey?"



"Oh, now it's Mr. Mackey again? I'm just saying, maybe we should talk some more. You said you help people. I need help."



"I'm not sure if I'm the one to do it. It may be a conflict of interest."



"You feel this thing between us. Only you can understand. It's you."



 He got up and came over to the sofa where I was sitting. My mind knew I should get up and go, but my body stayed right where it was. He leaned in and hugged me close to him. I put my arms around him an allowed us to melt into each other. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I decided to ignore my better sense and just allow things to happen. I could not ignore what was building up between us. It was like nothing I had experienced in my life. He began to rub his hands across my back. I did not move, I barely even allowed myself to breathe. John drew back a bit and looked down into my eyes. We held the eye contact for several long moments.



 Finally, John bent slightly and put his lips to mine. I breathed him in an held still, not returning the kiss, but not spurning it either. He pulled me into him and began parting my lips with his tongue. I allowed myself to be swallowed up in the embrace. Then I felt my blazer being pulled off. I knew that I could still stop it if I really wanted to. But I didn't want to so I allowed it to go on. John came around and knelt in front of me. As he leaned slightly forward, I wrapped my legs around him. He then picked me up and carried me off to what I assumed was one of the bedrooms.



 I had lost all connection to reality and physical space. All there was with this moment with this man. Right and wrong be damned! I felt myself being tipped onto a bed and then the clothes being tactfully pulled from my body. I opened my eyes and began to help John do the same to himself. Once we had both shed all of our clothing we took a moment to appreciate each other's body. I ran my hands over his wide shoulders, strong, broad chest, and six-pack abs. He then began to run his hands over 7my body, gently caressing me. I closed my eyes and took in the sensations he was sending through my skin with his fingertips.



 Then I felt his lips, kissing me all over, first at my neck, down to my chest and taking his time on my breasts. He kept working his way down, skipping down to my feet and working his way up my legs. Finally he found himself between my legs and let his tongue lead the way. I gripped the sheets and curled my toes. It had been quite some time since I had had any sexual pleasure. It was a surreal experience.



 Just as I thought I couldn't take much more, John stopped and drew himself up. He leaned over to grab protection and then put it in place and began to position himself on top of me. I arched my back a bit, leaning up to brace myself. As he entered me with both gasped in surprise at the sensation. As we began to rock together the little consciousness I had left drifted away. We were so dissolved into one another I could not tell whose heartbeat I was feeling. I just knew this was beyond anything I had ever known.



 When it was over we lie there partially in post-coital bliss, but also, at least for me, in a bit of confusion. I had violated so much of what I typically believed in. I had never slept with a client before. But it was something about John that felt completely different. I could not, however, compromise myself. I could not do this and represent him. We would have to set boundaries and be very clear on what happened next. In the morning. For now I decided to rest in John's arms and save the difficult stuff for the morning light.



Chapter 3



 The following morning I was awakened by my phone. It was in the pocket of my blazer, but I had the ringer up loudly and could hear everything. I got up and got it. I heard John turning over behind me. I looked at my phone screen and saw that it was Larry. Back to reality. I cleared my throat and answered. "Hello, Larry."



"Hey,Tiffany, great news. It's all over, the charges have been dropped."



"Wait, what?"



"The girl dropped the charges."



"Just like that?"



"Yeah. Supposedly she let her cousin talk her into it after hearing how wild the party was and that police were called. They figured they'd be able to scheme some settlement money. Courtney began to feel guilty and decided that she didn't want to go through with it after hearing that John had gotten dropped from the team and what everyone was saying about him. Once the league and team heard about it they decided that John could come back and play. They still want him to clean up his act though. I have to tell John."



"Oh, that's okay. I'll do it. Don't worry about it. But this is awesome news."



"Yes it is. I'm so glad it's over. I'll talk to you later. Tell John to call me."



"Okay, I will. Bye."



 I hung up the phone and looked over at John. He was sitting up in bed watching me. He said, "What's awesome news?"



"Apparently the girl has dropped the charges against you. It's over. And you are back on the team and cleared to play."



"Are you serious?"



"Yes."



 John leapt up from the bed happily. He threw up his hands and said, "This calls for a celebration. I gotta throw a party."



"Really? After everything you just went through?"



"I'm kidding, I'm kidding. I don't want to see another party for quite some time."



"Good. You may not have this case anymore, but you still need to clean up your act. You still need to do better."



"I know and I will. But now that you're not my lawyer anymore does that mean you're not going to help?"



"You still want me to?"



"Yes. I wasn't just talking yesterday, Tiffany. I was serious. I really feel something between us. I feel like this case was just to bring us together."



"Together for what?"



"To make me a better man. I know you felt what happened last night. That wasn't just sex. It was more."



"But what about when you're back playing and things get back to normal. Are you going to go back to drinking, smoking, and having sex with random women?"



"Look, I don't want to do that anymore. That's in my past. I'm ready to do better now. For real. For my family. For my daughter. For you."



"If you're serious and wanting to try, then I'll do everything I can to help you."



 John smiled and crossed the room to hug and kiss me. It really felt like things were getting to be different. I didn't know what the future held for me and John. Or for John in general, but what was transpiring between us defied all of that. It felt like I was the right woman in the right place to help him. It really did feel like fate.



     ***



 The next couple of months would prove that to be right. It was not an easy journey, but John was able to really turn a corner. He had a few lapses in judgement, but overall, he was a far different man than he had been in the past. He focused on his game, but also on a being a better father. He was spending much more time with Dalia. There had been no more wild parties and he was no longer depending on alcohol or drugs to cope. It seemed at last he was becoming the man that he should have always been.



 I'd like to take all of the credit, but he was the one doing the work. I was just there to support and hold him accountable. Our courtship moved quickly, but not too much. I tried to make sure we got to know each other well enough before taking it too far. John wanted me to move into his house, but I didn't think we should rush things. I felt like we should take our time. I held out for a time, but it was not long before moving trucks filled with my things were pulling up to his house. It was little denying that what we had was incredible. It was no use in fighting it.



 One thing I did make sure I did was keep doing my work. I was not going to be living off of John. I had my own and I was going to keep my own. We were moving towards our happily ever after. He had finally grown up from the spoiled, immature, out of control star athlete. There were some fumbles along the way, but it was not about the fumbles, it was about the recovery. Hopefully, we'd be celebrating his recovery for a long time to come.



Chapter 4



 That was for about 6 months. As the playoffs drew to a close and it appeared that the LA Foxes were going to repeat, I noticed a change in John's behavior. He began to withdraw and show signs of going backward. At the time I had gotten back into counseling and working with ex-offenders and men in prison full time. I was spending a lot time away from home, but I was trying not to neglect John. It was not so much that he was complaining. It was quite the opposite, he didn't truly seem to notice.



 I noticed more and more that he was stepping back from me and he was spending less time with his daughter. I knew I had to intervene and make sure he wasn't getting back into old, bad habits. One day when I was able to catch him at home I sat him down. I said, "John, what's going on with you?"



"What you mean?"



"I can see a difference in you. It's like you're changing. What's up?"



"It's just the playoffs. The build up to the Super Bowl is stressful. We're not in the clear yet."



"Are you sure that's all it is? I know I've been working a lot, but I'm still here for you. You can still talk to me."



"I know that. Look, don't worry about me. I'll be fine."



 He got up, kissed me on my forehead, and walked away. I wasn't buying any of it. I knew that something was going on with him. I decided I needed to bring in some more help at work so that I could spend more time making sure that John was staying on the right path. I hated to feel like I had to watch over John so closely, but I knew how these things go. Cycles die hard. It could go fine for a while, but then the next thing you know it's right back where things started. Especially when the guard is let down. It starts with one drink, smoking just a little and things like that. If it went too far it would be even harder to reign it back in.



 I was not the only one who noticed. After the Foxes' next game, which they won by just a field goal, John's mother pulled me to the side. She said, "Tiffany, you're a good woman and a good influence on my son. He's been doing so well since you came along. But I'm afraid that he's slipping. I can tell that something about him is off."



"Yeah, I noticed too. I tried talking to him, but he just claims that it's playoff stress. He says that he's fine."



"He's definitely not. I know my son. I've been watching him his whole life. I noticed the major difference in him, this whole time and I'm noticing some of the signs from the past showing up. We have to do something."



"You're right, Miss Mackey. I'm going to see what I can do. It'll be a bit tough with the playoffs going on, but I'm going to make sure we get him back on track."



 So I began finding ways to spend extra time with him. The close game had clearly made things worse, but I was able to talk him into taking Dalia to Disneyland and that seemed to make him feel better. I also scheduled a day of massage for him to try and relax him. I wanted to find ways to help him cope without making him feel like I was accusing him of anything. It seemed to be working. I felt like he was getting better. He didn't seem so distant, we were talking more, and it felt like whatever he had been going through before was resolving itself.



 Then it happened. The following Sunday in the AFC Championship game, John missed a catch that would have won the who game. The Foxes ended up losing by 6. Everyone was stunned. John became very angry and could be seen on the sideline throwing things. After the game, he tore his way through the press conference being very irritable and snapping at a few reporters. On the way out he stomped off and disappeared. I went home to wait, hoping that he just needed to clear his head a while before coming back home. After a few hours, I got in my car and started driving around looking for him. He was not answering my calls or texts. After going to a few of his friends' houses and not finding him, I went back home. I had no idea where he could be, but I had a growing dread that he was off doing something terrible. I awaited a call that would likely bring bad news.



 It was about two in the morning when John finally came staggering back in. He was extremely drunk and high and there was no telling where he had been. He grew belligerent and started throwing things around the house. I tried to calm him down, which turned into him advancing on me with sloppy kisses and groping. I pushed him away and tried to get him to lie down. When I refused him, he grew angry and pushed me away. With his strength he caused me to fall back into a painting we had up on the wall, causing the glass to shatter and me to fall down onto the floor. John sobered up a bit and came to my aid, trying to pick me up off of the floor. I regained my footing and began to walk away. I grabbed my purse and phone and made for the door.



 John jumped in front of me saying, "Baby, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it. I'm just messed up about the game. I would never heart you. Please don't go."



"Leave me alone, John. I need to get out of here."



"You going to the hospital? You want me to go with you? I'll go with you."



"No, I'm not going to the hospital. I'm going somewhere to think. I'm going to decide if I want to deal with this."



"It was just a little relapse, I promise I won't do it again. I swear, just please don't leave me."



"Get out of my way, John."



 I moved around him and tried to get to the door. He kept trying to grab me and pull me back to him, but I swatted him away and kept heading out. Finally I made it out of the door with him on my heels. I was no longer really listening to him. I just knew I needed to get out of there. I had some serious thinking to do. I went to my car and opened the driver's door. John grabbed the door and said, "V, please don't go. You know I love you. I messed up really bad and I know it. Just don't give up on me. I'm going to do better."



"I'm not giving up on you, John. I just need time. Just give me time."



"Okay. I'll give you your space. Just please spend that time thinking about us."



 John took a step away from the car. I got in and started it up. I glanced over at John before driving away. As I made my way out of the driveway, I looked in the rearview mirror and saw John standing there watching me drive away. He looked pitiful. It made my heart hurt a bit, but I knew I had to do what I had to do. I kept driving out onto the road leading away from the house. As I drove on, I remembered what time it was. It was far too late to go to anyone's house. I would have to go to a hotel and get a room. I supposed I could get a few hours' rest before doing any real thinking. I drove to the nearest hotel I could find and got myself a room. I went up to the room and sat down on the bed. It took me a moment to adjust to the new state of things. As I pulled back the sheets and laid down, I thought about everything.



 It became clear very quickly that I was not going to be getting much sleep. I lay there thinking about John. When we got together I knew that he had issues and I was going to have to help him through them. I was prepared to support him, encourage, and even hold him accountable, but I did not want to spend all of my time worrying that something would happen and he would go running back into bad behavior. I was his girlfriend, not his mother, nor did I want to be. I had intended on breaking his cycle, not creating a new one where he messes up, I help clean it up, he does alright for a while, and then we make it back to him messing up. That would be too much.



 I loved John and I was invested in his life, but what I did not want was to put myself in a position to feel like I was the new thing he was dependent on. I needed him to stand on his own two feet and be able to do the right thing without me having to hold his hand every step of the way. It would grow to be too much. It already was growing to be too much. I had to really think if it would be worth it. As much as I loved John, I also had to love myself. Could I really be there for John without having to sacrifice too much of myself? That was the question that I would have to get an answer to before going forward.



 I finally drifted to sleep and had some odd dreams about John and I. We would be perfectly happy together and then he would go off of the rails. Time and time again. I woke up feeling like I had hardly rested. I still did not feel resolved and I was a bit sore. I decided that I wouldn't be able to decide anything until I talked to John. We had to get somethings settled. I needed him to know what I felt and know that he understood my position. It was not fair to assume anything without giving the opportunity to make the adjustments I needed him to make. If he was willing, then I was for it. Otherwise, it was time for us to go our separate ways.



 I check out of the hotel and made my way back to the house. I hoped that John would be in a better state this morning than he had been hours ago. He was probably still sleeping. It didn't matter, I needed to get this straightened out as soon as possible. I pulled up to the house and got out of my car. I felt nervous as I went up to the door, but I knew I had to do it. I went inside and was instantly surprised to see that there were balloons all over the place. What was going on here? The curtains were all drawn and there were candles wherever balloons were not. I walked around towards the kitchen and found my favorite flowers, lady tulips, sitting on every surface. That's when I spotted John standing there amongst it all. I said, "What is going on, John? What is all of this?"



"I got it for you. I was hoping you would come back, so I had this set up for when you did. Do you like it?"



"It's beautiful, but John we need to talk."



"I know, but let me go first. I've done a lot of bad things in my life, but last night was the worst. I can deal with hurting myself, but I cannot deal with hurting you. That was enough to make me never want to touch another drink or drug for the rest of my life. I know it's going to be work, but I'm willing to do it. Yesterday after the game, I felt like I total failure. I let my team down, all the fans, and everybody else who always thought I was so great. We were supposed to win it all again this year, but we didn't, and all because of me. It hurt so much and the only thing I could think to do was numb it. I turned to the old reliables and damn near threw everything away. It was stupid, immature, and it won't happen again. I can take losing games. I know what people will say about me, but that doesn't matter any more. I'll work hard and we'll get it next year. What I can't take losing is you. I know I still have a lot of work to do on myself and I'm going to do it. You'll see, I'm going to be the man that you deserve for me to be. My whole life has gotten so much better since you came into it. I used to think that football was the most important thing. Well, football and my mama. Now, I know what my priority is. Beyond being a good football player. I want to be a good father for Dalia, a good role model for the fans, a good man, and, if you'll let me, a good husband for you."



 He got down on one knee and took my hand. He said, "I may make mistakes, little things that get on your nerves. Maybe I'll forget certain days or not pick up after myself, but when it comes to anything that can make you walk away from me, I'm not doing that. I'm going to be better and better and better for you. And hopefully with you. One day I'll retire from football, I can only go on for so long. I don't know what the future holds for me. All I know is that I want to spend it with you, being better for you. I'm asking you to believe in me and to trust that all of the foolishness is behind me. Please, Tiffany, be my wife. I'm going to do everything I can to give you everything you deserve."



 He took a ring box from his pocket and propped it open. There was a huge, gorgeous diamond ring inside. I stared at it and then back up at John. I had come in here wanting to get some kind of assurance that John was ready and willing to be better. I just wanted to know that I could count on him, that he saw what I was trying to do for him and appreciated it. Looking around the room and down at him on his knee, having heard everything he had said, I asked myself that question again. Could I be with John without having to sacrifice too much of myself? I thought about the six months we had spent together. He had been amazing in so many ways. I was so impressed with his progress. As far as I knew, he had been on his best behavior. I had to consider whether or not it was him that I loved and not who I wanted him to be. We had a connection like no other. Was that enough or did I need more? Could I really be Mrs. John Mackey as he was?



 I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I decided to go with my gut. I always believed in it and I would not stop now. Whatever it told me, I would follow. Even if it meant walking away from this man that I loved so much. Not John the God, the football player or even the man I thought he could be. The man that I had spent time with and made a home with. What were my instincts say? What was I going to do?



 I looked down at John and just spoke what I knew I needed to say. I said, "Yes."



"Yes?"



"Yes. I will be your wife."



 John slid the ring on my finger and got up from his knee. He wrapped me up in his arms and started to kiss me. As we embraced I knew I had made the right decision. John was not perfect, but he was a good man and I loved him more than anything else. The path before us may be bumpy, but regardless of what came our way, I was willing to weather it with him. Through our ups and downs, and his potential post-retirement slump, we were going to find a way, together. I was all in and I could feel that John was too.



 Our lives had both been a bit rough. I had made my way largely on my own, not having a strong family structure to fall back on. I had been able to get my law degree and make myself a success, but still I had been missing something. My work had been fulfilling in it's own way, but it was still not quite enough. Who would have know while I was wearing my John Mackey #5 jersey and rooting for the Foxes that one day I would become his personal cheerleader? It was funny in more ways than one. I would never have thought I would have found myself with a man like John, but then again, what did I know? Love is a mysterious thing. If we knew exactly where we would get it from, it would not be such a struggle.



 But alas I had found an end to that struggle. The struggle was not done, but it was different now. Every great thing came with a price, but it was a price that was worth the payment. Tiffany would not be living the life she had anticipated, it would be a good life with the love of her life. That was far more important that her plans. Nothing was promised, but her hopes were high and her faith even higher. She knew what she was after and who she was all too glad to be getting there with. Mishaps aside, the future was bright. Many games and victories in her future. As she looked toward the goals for her future, she had a feeling that it would be all good.



























THE END
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Infernal Affairs

I stood at the back of the crowd, wanting more than anything to be back home. The rest of the group was surrounding a pool table in the middle of Joe’s Bar. It was a normal Tuesday night and a groupie was getting fucked three ways to Sunday by anyone who wanted her. The crowd parted and I got a sight of what was currently happening on the table. I winced. She’d be sitting funny the next day.



I looked down at my dick and sighed. In the beginning I’d gotten hard when I saw a woman getting fucked like that. I didn’t feel the urge to join in because sharing wasn’t my shit, but my dick was still a dick. It got up for most things. Not anymore. The longer I stayed with Phantom Outlaw MC the more jaded even my dick got.



Shouts rose up around the room and everyone cheered for what they were watching. A loud animal like roar sounded above the rest and I felt sick to my stomach that I could pinpoint the exact moment President Bear Wyatt shot his come deep in the stout little redhead. I turned back to the bar and motioned to the bartender.



Jerry Pilner had owned and operated Joe’s Bar since before Phantom was ever thought about. I didn’t know who Joe was but I’d never met him. Jerry handed me another beer and raised his eyebrows. “Anything stronger?”



I nodded and signaled him with two fingers so he’d know to double it. “It’s one of those nights, you know?”



He didn’t know. Jerry let the club party in his bar and his old man had been in a club back in the day but Jerry himself had never been interested in joining. Of course, I’d never thought of joining, either.



Bear appeared beside me and grabbed the whiskey Jerry had put down for me. Jerry saw it and poured me another. I threw that one back before it was stolen.



“You gonna fuck tonight, O’Conner?”



I shook my head. “You know I’m not.”



He looked at Jerry and wiggled his thick fingers in a dainty way. “O’Conner’s holding out for a special girl. One day he’ll punch that v-card of his.”



I grinned. “And one day your dick will fall off and you’ll wish you hadn’t stuck it in so many unsavory places.”



They both laughed and Jerry nodded. “The boy’s right, Bear. One day you’re going to catch something that don’t wash off. What are you going to do then?”



“Keep right on fucking until it kills me, I reckon.” Bear threw his head back and laughed his big laugh. Everything about the man was big. He stood just under seven feet tall and was close to three hundred and fifty pounds. He love three things in life. Well, four if you counted liquor. Women, his club, and his daughter. Not in any order.



“Everything alright over at my house tonight?” Bear got serious fast about his baby girl. “Stormy’s not still bitching about the added security, is she?”



She was. She was bitching about the security, the club, and her father. Also, not in any order. “She was fine. She’ll get used to it. I tried to explain why we have to do it during the day now, too, but she was too busy ignoring me for it to sink in, I think. You should talk to her.”



He grunted. “I try. That girl… She’s not like her mother or me. Her momma was a wild child. She’d spend all night trying to suck my brain out of my dick and then still be horny the next day for me. She loved the club. Stormy just wants to read and hide away.”



She wasn’t just reading. She also loved playing cards. She was a regular shark. I’d never beat her at BlackLarry. “Different strokes for different folks. At least she isn’t on the pool table.”



Bear punched me in the arm and swore. “Fucking right she’s not on that pool table. I’d kill anyone who even thought about touching her.”



Luckily, he couldn’t read my thoughts.



Another big shout came from the pool table and then chaos erupted. It wasn’t unusual. Someone cut in line or rubbed dicks and then a fight broke out so no one got the idea that they’d meant to rub dicks. Another reason I’d never seen the joy of sticking my dick in someone while someone else was already there.



Bear patted me on the back and downed another double of whiskey. “It’s your time to shine.”



I popped my neck and turned to face the pulsing crowd. Time to shine, alright. Finally I got a chance to do what I loved doing, which was beating the shit out of bikers. At six foot seven I was the second tallest guy in the club. I also had strength from working out while the rest of the guys were out drinking nonstop.



I plowed into the group and grabbed who I could. I threw them away from me with an unnatural ease. “Stay the fuck out of it!”



In the middle of the brawl were two of my least favorite guys, Tank and Dog. They both were mean and vicious to anyone and I’d watched them torture people for the fun of it. The redhead was cowered in a corner with a shirt covering her body and the guys were getting closer to stomping on her.



I cleared the gap between us and grabbed the backs of their shirts before spinning and throwing them into the pool table. Tank turned and barreled his way back at me but I threw a solid punch to his face and he was out.



Dog settled for shouting at me. “You crazy motherfucker!”



I stepped towards him and he held up his hands. “Alright! I’m going.”



I made my way back to the bar and grabbed the whiskey Jerry had waiting on me. Bear was smiling at me and shaking his head. “What?”



“They all hate you. You got Dog shaking like a leaf on a tree because he thinks you’re insane.”



I shrugged. “Good. Then they won’t try shit with me. I get so fucking sick of their bullshit. They nearly trampled that girl.”



Bear looked back to into the crowd where anyone could clearly see the girl on her knees in front of another member. “Looks like she’s alright to me. You gotta have a little fun, brother.”



What I had to do was get the fuck out. I looked at my watch like that was the answer and sighed. “If I was the type to have fun you wouldn’t trust me to watch after Stormy.”



“You’re damn right.”



I moved back from my stool and pulled on my leather Larryet. The front read Enforcer because that’s what I was. Anyone caused trouble in our club and they could expect a visit from me. “I’ve gotta ride. I’ll go by and check on Stormy one more time before I head home.”



Bear nodded. “Tell her I said hi and be at the clubhouse bright and early. We’ve got a run to do.”



“Tell her yourself.”



I walked out of the bar, into the cool night, and blew out a deep breath. One more night down but how many more to go? I looked into the sky and rolled my shoulders. The leather never sat right on me.



I got on my bike and started it before saying the mantra I’d begun the first year I’d been undercover. “My name is Patrick O’Conner and I work for Mooreport PD. I’m not the bad guy.”



No one would ever hear it over the roar of my bike even if they were sitting on it with me but it made me feel better to remember who I actually was. I wasn’t sure anyone else remembered in the real world. It’d be three years since I got the assignment to infiltrate the Phantoms. No word as to what I was looking for. Just join the club and get close to Bear.



I was as close to Bear as anyone in the club and still no fucking word on what I was supposed to be doing. I couldn’t help remembering a time when I didn’t do illegal shit constantly. I was in so deep I sometimes didn’t know which way was up.



I’d loved my job as a cop. I liked helping people and I liked uniform groupies who smiled extra sweetly at me when I walked by. Three years in the Phantoms and I was starting to love beating the shit out of people on order. I’d never be able to go back to my old job. I knew I would never pass a psych test. I was too fucking angry and eager to throw my big fists at someone’s face.



I drove away from Joe’s and pulled into a little overlook a couple miles up the road. As I did every night I pulled out my phone and dialed a series of numbers that was supposed to reach my handler. Only my handler never answered anymore. I just left the normal message about everything being the same that day and erased any trace of the call before heading towards Stormy’s place.



She was the only bright spot in the entire shit show that my life had become. Stormy wasn’t normal. She liked to be alone, except for when she was with me, and she liked to imagine that she was anywhere but where she was. We had that in common.



She was a MC princess with access to all the dirty money she could ever want and instead she insisted on working at a little bookshop at the edge of town. She made it clear to anyone who knew her that she didn’t approve of what her father did. She hated bikers and only made an exception for me after I was thrown in her face constantly for the last two years.



Stormy had a way of looking at me that made me feel like I wasn’t complete shit and it helped ground me most days. She was off-limits to everyone, by Bear’s decree, but that didn’t stop my imagination from running wild whenever I looked at her.



Her house was at the top of a cliff that made me nervous as fuck but she had great views. I pulled up next to her little car and sat on my bike for a minute, just breathing. I didn’t want to carry all of the bad shit in to her. I tried to shake off some of my darkness so she didn’t have to live with it.



Bear’s second in command, Shooter, named for his beautiful ability to hit every bullseye ever put in front of him, nodded to me from the porch. He never got to go in. Not that I did very often. Stormy said he reminded her of Charles Manson and she couldn’t be around him without fear of being forced into a cult. I smiled at the thought and climbed off my bike.



“Any excitement?” Shoot looked bored but hopeful.



“Nah. Dog and Tank got into it but I shut it down.”



“Leave anyone conscious this time?”



I gave him a wry grin. “A few. Go on. There’s some fun still happening at the bar you can catch. Little redhead seems to be a favorite. I’ll hang out here for the night.”



“Tell me something, O’Conner. How come you’re always so eager to take on babysitting duty?”



I narrowed my eyes and shrugged out of my leather so I could toss it over the seat of my bike. “Way I see it, it’s either watch a bunch of ugly dicks fucking or stick around here and maybe get a glimpse of a beautiful woman. I’d do anything to avoid ever seeing Bear’s dick again.”



Shooter seemed content with my answer. “Thing looks like a fucking fireman’s hose. Good luck with catching a glimpse of the ice queen, man. She’s been locked up tight all night.”



I waved him off before sitting down on the steps and counting to five. I never got all the way to six before she was out on the porch, sitting next to me. I didn’t look over at her as I smiled. “You hear all of that?”



“I don’t eavesdrop, Patrick.” She waited a minute and I knew she was biting her lip. “Is there really a redhead?”



I laughed and nodded. “Yeah. Unfortunately. I wasn’t kidding about never wanting to see your dad’s dick again.”



She made a gagging noise and pushed my shoulder playfully. The same way she always did when she touched me, she sucked in a little air. “That’s gross. Those guys are all so… icky. I don’t know how anyone would ever want to sleep with them.”



I finally turned my head and looked at her. It didn’t disappoint. Her long black hair was pulled up into a knot on the top of her head. It looked like more was falling out than was staying in. Her eyes always got me. Some kind of weird blue color, they always looked secretive, like she knew something I didn’t know. Drove me fucking crazy. Stormy’s mouth could illicit entire books of filthy dreams from me. It was pouty and a shade of pink that made me want to devour her.



“Icky? That’s the best you’ve got?”



“Fine. They’re all reprehensible. Better?”



I looked back out at the night and nodded. “Sounds about right. So, am I a part of this reprehensible crowd?”



She got quiet and I worried I’d done something wrong. I looked over at her and found her smiling. She shook her head and more hair fell out. “Nope.”



In a different world I would’ve pushed it. I would’ve taken her by the hand and led her inside and I would’ve-



“Do you really think I’m beautiful?”



I blinked a few times. Shit. Of course she’d heard me say that. I had to tread carefully. I knew that even though she was nice to me I was more of her friend than anything else. She hated bikers and thought I was one. I didn’t want to freak her out and run her off. “Sure.”



Instead of smiling she frowned. Her hand went to the hem of her T-shirt and she messed with it while chewing on that sexy lower lip. My eyes were drawn downwards and an instant erection threatened to break the zipper of my jeans. Her curves were hidden by a big shirt but she was wearing a tiny pair of shorts that cut so high I was surprised I wasn’t seeing pussy. God, what I would do to see pussy.



“Three guys hit on me today at the bookshop.”



I jerked my eyes away from her shorts and stood up. “Who were they?”



She laughed. “Sit back down, Patrick. I scared them off. One mention of who my father is and any normal guy runs off. I was making a point.”



“Unless it ends with ‘and then they were mauled by wild dogs’ I don’t know if I’m going to like it.”



She actually giggled. “It doesn’t. Sorry. Anyway, my point is that I’m unlucky. All these disgusting guys hit on me and the one guy that I want to hit on me never does.”



She liked someone? That was news to me. Normally she told me all about her day but she’d never mentioned liking a guy. My stomach bottomed out and I suddenly wanted to be back in the bar, throwing men around like toys. I found myself unable to comment. I didn’t want to hurt her but the last thing I wanted to do was fucking talk about some guy she liked.



“Maybe he’s just afraid I won’t like him back. But I do. God, this sounds so fucking juvenile, doesn’t it? I’m acting like I’m in kindergarten.”



I raised my eyebrows. “Fucking?”



She grinned. “What? You say it all the time. Why can’t I say it?”



Fuck, she could say it all she wanted. It just wasn’t helping my dick calm down. Hearing her say something even remotely dirty sent heat pulsing to my dick. “You’re all sweet and shit. You say sweet things. Not fucking.”



She grinned. “Fucking, fucking, fucking. I’m not just sweet, Patrick. Maybe that’s the problem. You only see me as sweet.”



“What problem?”



I watched as a deep red color took over her neck and then her face. Even her ears went red. She stood up abruptly and walked down the steps until she was standing on the grass, facing me. Her body looked tense and I could see that she wasn’t wearing a bra. I would’ve done anything to taste her hard nipples.



“I know you’re not like the rest of them.”



A dangerous feeling crawled up my back. “No?”



She shook her head. When even more hair fell she made an annoyed sound and ripped the band in her hair out. Her hair fell around her shoulders and trailed down to the middle of her back. “No. Do you want to know what I think?”



I swallowed. I had a feeling it wasn’t going in a good direction. I kept my mouth sealed and nodded.



She crossed her arms over her ample chest and then straightened them at her sides. She was nervous. “I think you’re pretending to be something you’re not.”



I stood up, erection gone, and marched towards my bike. I’d watch her house from the end of the road. I didn’t know what the hell she was getting at but if she blew my cover it would be deadly for me.



Stormy took three steps for every one of mine and before I could grab my leather and throw my leg over the bike she put herself between it and me. She looked up at me and rested her hands on my chest.



The warmth from her skin scalded my body and I felt like running away from a woman who was more than a foot shorter than me. I stared down at her and made sure my face didn’t show anything.



“Please, don’t go. I’m sorry. I won’t say anything else.” Big tears filled her eyes and I was a goner.



I grabbed the back of her head and pulled her into my chest. Her little body shook against mine as she cried. I didn’t have a clue what the hell she was crying about but I hated it. She was always as happy as she could be with her life so seeing her let it get to her was shitty.



“I’m so sick of this life, Patrick. I don’t want to do it anymore.”



I jerked away from her and leaned down until we were eye to eye. “What?!”



She chewed on her lower lip more and it was driving me up a wall so I used my thumb to pull it out from between her teeth. My mistake was touching it, though. She had the softest lips and it was wet from being in her mouth. My mind went straight to other things about her that would be soft and wet.



Stormy froze and her tongue streaked out to wet her lips. My thumb was frozen in place so she licked the tip of it. Her cheeks turned pink again and she looked away. “Sorry.”



I moaned. I couldn’t help it. There was only so much torture one man could take before he snapped. I’d found my snapping point. “Who do you like?”



She blinked a few times before trying to back away. Only the bike was right behind her so she was trapped. “Why?”



I curled the ends of her hair around my fingers and grunted. “I’m going to go kill him.”



A shy smile tugged at one corner of her mouth and she surprised me by going on her tip-toes to press her lips to my cheek. “I know you were raised Catholic, and suicide is the worst sin, Patrick. I’m going to go inside if you’d like to talk about anything. It’s chilly out here.”



I stood there like an idiot for another minute or so before my brain started working again and I realized what she’d said. As soon as I did I turned and made my way into her house. I’d only been inside a few other times when I’d first started working as her security. It was warm and comfy looking with stacks of books all over the place.



She’d moved to the couch and was curled up with her feet under her and her hands resting on her lap. Her hair was falling over her face but I could see a smile playing at the corner of her lips.



I sat down next to her and tried to stretch my legs out in front of me. Her coffee table was to close and I ended up just bringing my knees back in. When she giggled again I looked down at her and frowned. “Your house is meant for a little person.”



Stormy’s laughter was sexy as fuck and I had to remind myself more than once that I couldn’t just grab her and attack her. She reached up and slapped my arm. “You’re just a giant.”



“What did you mean out there?”



She coughed and looked away. “I thought you knew what I meant.”



I nearly choked on my own spit. Real smooth. “I mean about not wanting to do this anymore?”



She pushed her hair behind her ears and turned to face me. “I don’t think you’re ready to hear about it. Why is that the part you want to talk about, Patrick?”



“You’re not planning anything crazy, are you?” I rubbed my chest as a weight settled there.



“I don’t know yet. I just want out. I want to live somewhere new. It would be fun to not have the guy I want to kiss be too afraid of the consequences to want to kiss me back. I have this dream of waking up and not feeling scared that someone is going to be waiting in my living room to kill me because of something dad’s done.”



Kiss. That one word coming from her soft lips and I was having to dig my fingers into my legs to keep from showing her what it would be like. “No one is going to hurt you.”



She inched closer to me, the shy girl gone and in her place a woman who was staring at me with a dare in her eyes. “But is anyone going to kiss me?”



I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I had rules. Rules from my job and rules from the club. No fraternizing. I’d never broken that rule before. I gritted my teeth so hard I was sure I’d have less teeth when I was done.



“I guess not. I think I’m going to head to bed. It’s late.” She stood up and looked down at me with a fake smile.



I’d known her long enough to know that she was sad and I couldn’t handle knowing it was my fault. I caught her wrist in my hand and tugged her onto my lap. She landed against my chest and looked up at me with her big eyes. “Remember I tried.”



I took her mouth roughly. Even though I told myself to calm down I couldn’t. I’d wanted to touch her for so long. I held her hair in my hands and tugged her into a better angle so I could shove my tongue into her mouth and taste her.



Stormy moaned in the back of her throat and pushed against my chest. I broke my mouth from hers, breathing hard. I waited for her to climb off of me, figuring I’d pushed her too fast. She slung her leg over my waist and straddled me before pushing her hands into my hair and grinning down at me.



“It’s about fucking time.”



I jerked her back down to me and kissed her with everything I’d been holding back for years. She bit my bottom lip and then sucked it into her mouth to sooth it before rocking her core against me. I wrapped my arms around her little body and shoved both hands into her little shorts to cup her bare ass.



She moaned and threw her head back to give me access to her neck. I kissed and bit my way across her throat and neck. She writhed against me until I wasn’t sure I wasn’t going to embarrass myself by shooting my load in my pants.



My fingers dipped down and I felt wet heat coming from her core. My hips jerked into her at the sensation and she moaned louder. I moved my finger lower and dipped it into her wetness. She was drenched and her lips felt like heaven as I teased them. I’d just pushed my finger into her tight pussy when she froze against me and cried out my name.



“Jesus, you’re responsive.”



“Don’t stop.” Her normally smooth voice was broken and hoarse.



I stood up with her in my arms and moved towards her bedroom. I’d just pushed the door open when she went rigid.



“Wait!”



I snapped to attention and just happened to see what she was trying to hide. I sat her down at my feet and moved to her bed, despite her trying to pull me back. Sitting in the middle of her bed was a large duffle bag full of money. I grabbed a handful and held it up in front of her face. “What the fuck is this, Stormy?”



She grabbed the money from me and shoved it back into the bag before zipping it and kicking it under her bed. “It’s nothing.”



“What did you do?”



She shook her head. “Nothing. I didn’t do anything. The money is mine. That’s not to say it’s clean, but it is mine. It’s money dad’s been giving me since I was little.”



“What the fuck are you doing with it out?”



She couldn’t look me in the eye as she answered. “I won’t lie to you. I’m leaving.”



I nodded and stormed out of her small bedroom. The living room didn’t make me feel any better. Everywhere smelled like her and I needed to clear my head and hopefully lose the erection I was sporting.



Stormy chased me around until she was able to corner me on the porch. Her hard nipples were distracting as hell in the cool weather. “I have to, Patrick! I can’t stay here.”



I slammed my fist into the side of her house and felt wood splinter. It was satisfying so I did it again. Stormy grabbed my arm and threw herself at me. She was crying again.



“Patrick, you’re hurting yourself. Please, stop.”



I looked down and, sure enough, I was bleeding. “What was this, Storm? You just decided that since you’re leaving you’d fuck me for the hell of it? Get my fucking head blown off and then go about your merry way? Because that’s what fucking you is going to get me, one way or the other.”



Fat tears were pouring down her face and she shook her head aggressively. “No one will know. I wouldn’t do that to you. You have to know by now that I’d never do anything to get you hurt.”



I blew out a big breath and looked down at her. I wanted to shake her but I knew it had nothing to do with the danger she put me in. Not really. I’d spent nearly every day with her for so long that the idea of her being gone hit me like a brick in the chest.



“I was going to talk to you about it. I just wanted a chance to see if what I feel for you is real first.”



There was no way I was going to be able to stay angry with her. Not with the way she was looking at me with big, doe eyes and her lips all pouty. “Well? Did I pass your test?”



She laughed and wrapped her arms around my waist. “If I say something will you promise not to freak out?”



I picked her up and carried her back inside so we weren’t out in the open. “I don’t know. Are you going to tell me that you’re against sex now?”



She rubbed against me when I sat her down and shook her head. “I’m very much for sex. I wanted to talk to you about it because I want you to come with me.”



I stopped breathing. There she sat, my chance to finally get out of the hellhole I’d ended up in, with a halo practically glowing above her head. I rested my elbows on my knees and tried to remember how to breathe.



“I know it’s crazy, Patrick, but I also know that you’re not really who you say are.” She held up her hand when I jerked my head in her direction. “I don’t have any proof. I just know that you’re not one of them. I just always assumed you were a cop.”



I felt my small world closing in around me. I gripped the phone in my pocket and itched to dial my handler. I had to get out. If I wanted to live I had to get out. If I didn’t finish my assignment I’d never work in my field ever again, though. I didn’t know where the line was between finishing my assignment and outstaying my welcome.



Stormy took my silence as her answer. “You can’t stay. I’m not leaving silently, Patrick. I’ve got a book full of dates and names with all of dad’s business transactions. I’ve had a friend keeping tabs for me and I have everything I need to take the club down. It’s time. When I turn this in, though, they’re going to go on a manhunt for whoever helped me get this stuff. My friend is already gone. She’s safe. If they dig too hard into your life are you going to be safe?”



“Holy fuck, Stormy! Is there anything you’ve set in motion that won’t kill me?” I paced the length of her living room and threw my hands up. “Shit. This is bad. You can’t turn that book in, sweetheart.”



She stood up and glared at me. “You think they don’t all deserve to go to jail for what they’ve been doing? The guns were one thing, Patrick, but there are drugs now. Serious drugs. You’re telling me that you’re okay with them shipping that shit out?”



I shook my head. “There are no drugs, Stormy.”



She climbed onto a chair under an air vent and unscrewed one side of it before pulling out a leather notebook. “It started six months ago.”



I snatched the notebook from her and flipped through the pages. It was everything a DA would need to put Bear away for a very long time. Along with most of the other members. I recognized some of the meetings but in the six months previous to that night there’d been meetings and numbers that didn’t make any sense to me. “I don’t understand. Bear is running a side business?”



She jabbed her fingers to the pages. “It looks like it. A pretty lucrative one. New, synthetic drugs. At least one I’ve heard about is about three times more intense than GHB. Seen any severely unconscious women around the club lately?”



My gut churned and I had to stick my head between my knees. I was being a pussy but I was also having a moment with myself. Not a good one. Stormy knew more than me about what was going on in the club. I’d been infiltrating it for three years and she knew a lot more than me.



“Why do you think they’re hiding it?”



I sat up. “They know there’s a rat.”



She looked over at me and the fear on her face told me it all. “They know you’re a rat.”



I picked up my phone and dialed my handler again. When it went to voicemail I went out onto the porch so Stormy didn’t have to hear what I was saying. “You piece of shit. You call me back tonight or I’m out. They know I’m a fucking cop. I’m giving you an hour before I get on my bike and I pull up in front of the precinct.”



Stormy was standing in the doorway, biting at her fingernails. “I don’t like this. You can’t go back, Patrick. Let’s just go to the police now.”



I tugged her back inside and then closed the door and locked it. “I’m giving him an hour. It’s not like my career hasn’t already gone to shit, but just in case I ever have a chance at working again I’d like to wait.”



“I have over six million dollars stored away, Patrick. You don’t need to worry about working. You need to worry about saving your life.”



I held my hands up. “I need a fucking minute, Stormy.”



She frowned at me but backed away. “I’m going to take a quick shower. Take your time thinking.”



The notebook was on top of her coffee table, taunting me. I’d spent three years wasting my time and I had shit to show for it. I got to beat the shit out of people for Bear and I saw some low grade weapons being traded but I had nothing that could put anyone away for very long, nothing the DA would be interested in.



Stormy and I were guessing that Bear knew I was a cop but it was the only thing that made sense. She had a whole book of evidence that proved they were hiding another side of the club for me. I shook my head. Why keep me around if they knew about me?



An idea formed in my head and I nearly threw up. Could I have really been that stupid? If Bear knew the cops were onto him then he knew he was in deep shit. If he killed me then there’d be hell to pay for killing a cop. If I stuck around, though, I could’ve brought the club down by feeding information to the cops. Unless the information I was feeding to the cops was useless.



“Fucking shit.” They’d known all along. They’d been feeding me information that showed the club was doing illegal things, but no more illegal than any other Tom, Dick, or Harry on the street. It wasn’t any surprise that my handler wasn’t getting back to me. They thought the case was cold.



I slammed my fist down on Stormy’s coffee table and stood up. I’d been played by the club and then left out to fucking dry by the cops. I had to get out. I couldn’t do it Stormy’s way, though. I couldn’t run. I had to turn the book into my boss and keep Stormy out of it.



I made my way to the bathroom and knocked. “Stormy?”



She didn’t respond so I pushed the door open. She was standing in the shower, under the spray of water. My mouth watered and I decided the book could wait an hour or two.



“Stormy.”



She turned to me and wiped water from her eyes. “What are you doing, Patrick?”



I opened the shower door and reached for her. My hand connected with her smooth arm and I pulled her to me. “I’m finishing what we started.”



Her hands rested on my chest and she blinked up at me. “Are you sure?”



I was surprised by the question. Did she think I didn’t want her? I slid my hands down her back and cupped her ass in my hands before hefting her up against me. “I’ve been sure since the first day I saw you.”



She wiggled against me and then smiled. “The first day you saw me, you scowled at me and slapped some other girl’s ass in front of me.”



I turned us around and sat her down on the counter so I could look at her. Her tits were perfect. I cupped them in my hands and groaned when they fit perfectly. Her nipples were hard against my palm and I pulled back to look at them. Small and pink, they were enough to knock a man to his knees.



I ran my hands down her slim waist and then across her hips. I wanted to see everything so I pushed her knees apart and knelt in front of her. Her pussy was pink and shiny with her own wetness. I could see her clit and I couldn’t help but lean forward and take it into my mouth.



Stormy moaned loudly and pushed her hips against me.



She tasted almost sweet on my tongue and it took everything in me to pull back. “I had to scowl. Bear wouldn’t have liked it if my tongue had rolled out of my mouth and I dropped to my knees to beg you to fuck me right then and there. You had on this innocent little dress and all I could think about was ripping it off of you.”



She grabbed my hair and tried to pull me up but I stayed where I was. I wanted more of her. I hooked her legs over my shoulders and pulled her forward. At the new angle I could slide my tongue into her and fuck her that way.



Her voice cracked when she cried out my name and her body tightened. I replaced my tongue with my fingers and then went back to her clit to torture her more. I’d always loved going down on a woman but Stormy was so fucking responsive. I could tell she was already close to coming again and it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.



One more flick of my tongue and she dug her nails into my scalp and screamed my name. Thank fuck there weren’t any neighbors close by.



When her body stopped shaking I gave her one more lick and then stood up. “You have the best pussy I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating.”



Her cheeks turned pink and she grabbed my shirt. “I know you’re not a biker but you have the vocabulary of one.”



I grinned at her. “There was a reason they picked me for the part. I was raised by a sailor. A drunk sailor. I never was great at speaking politely.”



“I never liked it when anyone else talked that way but when you do it I can feel it straight to my core. I couldn’t say anything earlier but I can’t believe you remember what I was wearing that long ago.”



“I’d have to have been an idiot to not take note of it.”



She edged her way off the counter and then pushed my shirt off. “Have you always wanted to do this?”



I sucked in a sharp breath when she unzipped my pants. “Yes. It hasn’t been easy to keep my hands off of you.”



“I thought about you every night after I came inside. I’d leave the door unlocked and my bedroom door open while I touched myself. I kept hoping that one day you’d come inside and find me.”



My dick was going to explode if she kept talking. She was such a sweet girl. Hearing her say dirty things had my balls tightening. I watched as her small hands pushed my pants down, with my briefs, and then gripped my dick. I jerked and had to lean over and hold myself up on the countertop.



“I never wore panties at night when we sat outside. I touched you constantly. I even brushed against this beautiful dick a few times. You never did anything about it. I was starting to worry that you found me repulsive.”



I tried to answer but her fist was pumping my dick with a tight grip. Then she opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out before taking it deep. I grunted and tried to keep still when all my body wanted to do was fuck her mouth.



She proceeded to give me the best blow job I’d ever gotten and only stopped the powerful suction when I grabbed her head and pulled her off. When she stood up, still licking her lips, I nearly blew my load right then.



“So, you don’t find me repulsive then?”



I pulled her mouth to mine and kissed her. “Fuck no. Never.”



She grinned at me before pulling herself onto the counter again. This time she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me close. “Then show me how bad you’ve wanted this.”



I reached down and grabbed a condom. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment.”



She gripped the base of my dick and lined it up with her core. “Then fuck me.”



I pushed into her in one deep stroke and groaned at how tight she was around me. “Jesus.”



Stormy’s mouth fell open and I felt a surge of adrenaline hit me. Seeing her spread out for me and knowing she was enjoying it just as much as I was sent even more blood rushing to my dick. I pulled out of her and rubbed the head against her clit. When she moaned and begged for more I thrusted back into her.



“Don’t stop!”



I grabbed her hips and lifted her off the counter. I kept her in my arms as I fucked her, picking her up and then letting gravity slam her down on my dick until she was screaming my name over and over again.



I stared down at her and watched as her skin grew red and her tits bounced. I wanted to mark her as my own just in case I never got to experience her again. I wanted to tattoo my name across her chest so no other man could ever love her like I was.



She clenched around me and it felt like she was trying to suck the come right out of my balls. Her head fell back and she dug her nails into my back as she starting coming. I clenched my teeth and kept fucking her. I didn’t want it to end.



I closed my eyes and swore because I could still see her riding me. She clenched even tighter around me and cried out my name once more and I couldn’t hold back. My entire body tightened as I came.



My knees gave out and we ended up on the floor, her on top of me. I stared up at her and groaned as she flexed around my still hard dick. I hated to tell the guy that he was done for the moment. Stormy’s eyes were already half-closed. I slid out of her and smiled when she moaned.



“I think I love you.” Her whispered words were an iron fist to my temple. She’d barely said them before she dozed off with her head on my chest.



My head throbbed but my chest ached right along with it. I already knew the truth. I was the son of a bastard and a woman who only ever loved bastards. I’d never believed in love but somewhere along the way, while sitting next to Stormy on her front porch, I’d fallen in love with her, too.



I swallowed a lump that formed in my throat because I was about to do something that could make her never trust me again. I had to do something, though. I couldn’t let her put herself out there as a snitch.



I stood up and carried Stormy to her bedroom. After moving the duffle bag full of money to the floor I tucked her into bed.



She smiled up at me when the movement woke her up. “Get in bed.”



I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I have to go check around outside. I do it every night and I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t.”



Her small hand caressed my cheek before she curled up on her side and fell back asleep. I watched her for a second before turning to go. I grabbed the notebook off the coffee table and locked the door from the inside before closing it and heading down to my bike.



I threw on my leather and tucked the notebook into my pocket. I walked the bike down to the bottom of her driveway so she wouldn’t hear it. Once I was pretty far away I started it and took off towards the city.



I needed to keep her off the club’s radar. If they thought I was the snitch they wouldn’t be that surprised. Sure, they’d think someone in the club helped me but they wouldn’t be able to find out who. If they found out that Stormy did it one of the guys could decide that following Bear’s orders to keep her safe and alive wasn’t worth it. I couldn’t let anything happen to her.



I sped towards the police station and slid to a stop at the front steps. I was about to walk in and hand over evidence that I hadn’t gathered and lie about where I’d gotten it. It wasn’t going to go well for my career but after the station had left me stranded in a dead end undercover assignment I doubted they’d planned on my career going anywhere, anyway.



The anger I felt at knowing I’d been abandoned somewhere I could’ve been killed fueled me. I ran up the stairs, into the older building, and stormed my way through the rows and rows of cubicles. My boss’s office was encased in glass so he got a clear view of me charging at him.



I saw his eyes widen and took a sick pleasure in the realization that I scared him. I slammed his door open and then planted both hands on his desk so I could lean forward and scream in his face. “Remember me? The asshole you left out to dry with the Phantoms?”



He stood up and moved around the desk quickly to close the door. “What in the hell are you doing here?!”



I threw the book at him. “There’s your fucking evidence. Meetings, business deals, everything you need to know. Don’t ask me how I got it.”



“That case is closed. We just couldn’t get you out yet. We didn’t want them to know you were a cop or have any suspicion.”



I was going to lose my mind. “They’ve known all along! What the hell do you mean, the case is closed? How long has it been closed?”



He sat back down behind his desk and held his hands up in front of him. “Now, O’Conner. Calm down. We closed it a year ago. Look, I know you’re going to be pissed, but it was important that we not make a wave. If we needed to go back in later we didn’t want them to know that they’d already been infiltrated.”



“Is this how you fucking treat your people, you asshole? You could’ve gotten me killed! If they weren’t smarter than all of us I would be dead! Instead they’ve been using me to keep sending boring information back here while keeping their real operations hidden.”



“You’re out of line, Detective. You’ve already fucked up by coming here.”



I sat down in the chair across from him and folded my arms across my chest. “Look at the book, Captain.”



When he finally picked it up and started going through the pages I closed my eyes, feeling exhausted, and thought of how warm and soft Stormy would be if I was stretched out next to her in bed. I shifted as my dick reacted to the thought of her body.



She’d surprised me. I’d never known she would be wild. I just wanted to get the hell out of the police station so I could grab Stormy and get the fuck out of town. I had my own small stockpile of cash and we could hide out until all of the shit ended.



After what felt like forever my boss looked up at me. “How’d you get this?”



“Are you going to ask questions or are you going to go out and do something with it?” I didn’t have time to sit around and talk to him. I had a bad feeling in my stomach. I couldn’t tell if it was self-hatred for leaving Stormy in bed alone or for stealing from her. I just wanted to get back to her house to make sure I hadn’t ruined the best thing in my life.



“We need to form a task force and carry this out. I’m going to need to know how you got this eventually.” He picked up his phone and started yelling orders to people but kept an eye on me. “You’re not getting rewarded for this. You broke protocol. You’ll be lucky to still have a job after this.”



I stood up and smiled. It was a ruthless one but I was done. “I don’t want this fucking job after this. I don’t want to work for a man that leaves men behind. You’re not worth the weight of your badge. After the apprehension, you can count me out.”



He jabbed a finger in my direction. “You won’t be a part of any fucking apprehension if you don’t get your attitude right. I suggest you go cool down and get suited up. With this information we need to move on them as soon as possible.”



I jerked his door open and shot him one last disgusted look. “I’ll be going above your head on this after it’s all finished.”



It took everything I had in me to stay. I got changed into my tactical gear and exchanged a few grunts with other men as they poured in to get changed. After about an hour the boss strolled in, waving a sheet of paper. “I’ve got the search warrant. Let’s roll.”



Fucking finally. I moved around with the men at my sides, pretending to be just like them. I felt like an imposter. I hadn’t moved in any kind of formations with anyone else since I went undercover. My gig with the Phantoms left me alone mostly. Having to be part of a team again made my skin itch.



I looked around and noticed that everyone around me was focused and excited. I just felt like I didn’t belong. I’d been breaking the law for three years. I’d witness awful shit and done worse. How the fuck was I supposed to go back to being Johnny Law?



The captain had demanded urgency and I’d never seen a task force come together so quickly. I ran over the layout of the clubhouse and gave any knowledge I had. A separate team went to the bar to gather whoever was there.



The raid had gone well according to the captain. I’d been on autopilot. I was lucky the club guys hadn’t decided to fight. I wasn’t focused at all. That’s how a guy gets a bullet to the gut.



When it was all over I walked outside and took my helmet off. I glanced around and saw Bear sitting in the back of a transport van. His eyes landed on me and he exploded.



“You rat piece of shit! Three years I’ve been feeding you bullshit! Three years I’ve been smarter and suddenly this fucking happens? Who helped you?!”



I rolled my shoulders and raised my eyebrows. “Does it really matter? You’re not going to find out. With the shit they just caught you with, you’ll be lucky to get out before your last screw turns ninety.”



The captain stepped up to me and leaned in. “Guy that goes by the name Shooter? He got away from the bar. No one knows where he went. You have any ideas?”



I snapped my eyes to Bear. “Where would Shooter go?”



He snarled at me. “He probably went to find you so he could rip your rat head off himself!”



My face went pale and I started backing away. “He thinks I’m still with Stormy.”



Bear started screaming incoherently. The only words I managed to make out were about killing me if anything happened to Stormy.



I had a fleeting thought that I’d kill myself if anything happened to her. I grabbed the keys to the captain’s car and jumped in. Before I could take off he managed to climb into the passenger seat and turned to face me.



“Stormy?”



I glared at the road instead of him as I pushed the gas pedal to the floor and raced towards her house. If I broke every traffic law, which I would, I could make it in twenty minutes. “Are you serious? You’re so out of touch with this job that you don’t even know the president’s daughter’s name?”



He stammered. “I admit that there was some paperwork issues with this case. Your handler got transferred and it looks like he didn’t file any of the correct paperwork on you.”



I ran a red light and had to jerk the car to the left at the last minute to avoid getting t-boned by another car. “Is that a fucking apology?”



“Just drive. We’ll talk about your job later.”



“There is no job. I fucking quit.”



He remained silent for the rest of the ride and only gasped every so often. There were a line of police cars following us but they were pretty far back. I wanted to get there first and try to head off anything that was going to happen.



I noticed Shooter’s bike as soon as I pulled into Stormy’s driveway. I had a flash of memory of putting her into bed, still naked, and cursed. If he’d touched her, I’d kill him. I barely had the car in park before I jumped out and took off at a dead sprint for her front door.



“Come on in, O’Conner.” Shooter’s voice was higher than normal and I could tell he was in panic mode.



I pushed open the door and left it open as I took in the room. Everything was a mess. Things were turned over and broken, Stormy’s cash was littering the floor. I didn’t see her at first. She was kneeling on the ground behind the turned over couch. Shooter had made a gag out of a scarf, it looked like. She was dressed, at least.



“Stormy? You okay, baby?”



She narrowed her eyes at me but nodded. I noticed that her right eye was quickly turning colors and swung around to Shooter. The sight of his gun didn’t bother me.



“You fucking hit her?”



He scoffed. “She’s nuts! She wouldn’t stop fighting. I had to hit her. Not that it matters. Bear’s going away. No more protection for his little girl.”



I circled around him until I was closer to Stormy. When I reached for her, though, he cocked his gun.



“Don’t touch her. She stays where she is for now. So far I just know that the clubhouse got raided. It’s unfortunate that you didn’t know shit about shit with the club. So, who told you? You spend so much time with little Miss Nuts here that I’d have to believe it was her.”



I shook my head. “You fuckers hadn’t been hiding things as well lately. Why would Stormy know anything?”



Shooter waved his gun back and forth, between us. “Bitches always find out shit. She probably got one of her little whore friends to go and sneak around. This can’t happen. You know we believe in retribution, Stormy. You were in that clubhouse until you were almost seventeen. You know what has to happen to the cop and to you.”



Her eyes were pleading as she looked at me. I felt my chest throb painfully over and over again when the gun waived in her direction. I could tell she was terrified and I didn’t have an answer for her, yet.



“She didn’t have anything to do with it, Shooter. There’s a girl in the club that helped me.”



“Why would any of the club bitches help you? Everyone knew you were a fucking pig.”



I smiled. “Sometimes even a pig can fuck the sense into a woman. She liked what she got and kept coming back. She was happy to help. Maybe you club guys aren’t as good as you think you are.”



He jerked his head towards Stormy. “You want Stormy to find out just how good I am? I’ve always thought she was a sexy little thing.”



I stepped closer to him. “You touch her and I’ll rip every limb from your body.”



His grin told me he enjoyed riling me. “I think she likes you, too. I used to watch you for Bear. After a few months he realized you didn’t have the balls to touch her so I quit. During those months I saw how she looked at you, though. She wanted you. You were just too ignorant and limp to notice. Now I’ll make her watch you die. Slowly. Then, when you’re just about gone, I’ll fuc-”



I heard the sound of breaking glass and then the thud of a bullet hitting a body. I watched as the front of Shooter’s shirt suddenly burst bright red. His mouth opened in a silent cry and then he fell to his knees. I stepped to the side as his body fell forward.



I rushed over to Stormy and gathered her in my arms to hide the entry point of the bullet from her. I didn’t want her seeing it if I could help it. I reached around and untied her hands. “Are you okay? I’m so fucking sorry I left you. I made a mistake, Stormy.”



She yanked the tape off of her mouth and gritted her teeth. “God, that hurts!”



I pulled her into my lap and pressed my lips to the side of her head. I didn’t know what else to say so I just held her.



Cops swarmed inside and stomped around Stormy’s house, making sure that Shooter was dead. When she looked at them with confusion in her eyes I told her what happened.



“I didn’t see another way to avoid you getting involved. Turns out I was wrong. You almost got killed because of me.”



She stood up and pulled me into her room with her. “I’m not mad at you. I understand why you took the book. Don’t ever leave me after sex again, though. Waking up with you gone and Shooter over me was like a horrible nightmare. I half convinced myself that I’d dreamed it all and instead actually slept with him. It was awful!”



I frowned. “He didn’t touch you, did he?”



“No. I kicked his ass, though.” She looked up at me and held onto my arms. “They’re going to jail?”



I nodded. “For a very long time hopefully. And by the time they get out we will be long gone. I quit my job.”



She held on tighter. “Really?”



I nodded. “I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t. Being with the club for three years fucked with me. It doesn’t feel right being part of a team anymore. I figure I can open up a PI office or something like that when we get to wherever we want to go.”



She had tears in her eyes. “I thought you wouldn’t want to be with me after I said what I said…”



I kissed her then. I held her face in my hands and wiped the tears before gently kissing down her jaw. “I love you, too.”



She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. “Can we leave tonight?”



I shook my head. “We have to go back to my place tonight.”



“Oh. So, you can clear stuff up?”



I shook my head again. “No, so I can make love to you the right way. Our first time was a little more rushed than I meant for it to be. I’d like another chance to make it memorable.”



A blush touched her cheeks. “We’d better go now.”



It did something for me to know that she was just as ready as I was. Despite everything, I was going to have a happy ending with Stormy. Finally.



As we were leaving a paramedic was wheeling Shooter’s body out and I almost felt bad about not being more respectful. Both Stormy and I had grown up around violence, though. Death wasn’t new.



I pulled her out of the house and over to her car. My hands were sweaty and I felt all shaky. Telling her I loved her was harder than the decision to quit my job ever was. I knew I was making the right decision, though, when she looked up at me and smiled.



Captain stepped in front of me and held up his hands. “Fraternizing on the job? That’s not allowed, O’Conner.”



“I told you I fucking quit.”



He forced a smile. “I know. If you’ll stop by my desk tomorrow I’ll have a recommendation typed up for you. I’m sorry about what happened.”



I thanked him and then turned to go.



“Oh, and O’Conner? Stay out of trouble.”



I smirked back at him. We both knew I couldn’t make any promises.















*****



THE END
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Free Souls



I felt like I needed to join a support group for the day I was having. I would just stand in front of a room full of other people with the world’s worst luck and intJohnuce myself. Hello, my name is Kacey Rhodes and I have worse luck than any of you. There would probably be an argument that followed but I wouldn’t participate because, with said luck, there was no way I could win it anyway.



I was having a particularly bad day that day. I’d woken up late and then tripped on my way into work. Normal stuff for me. Only, instead of falling onto a solid patch of sidewalk like usual, I’d fallen into a patch of wet cement that a group of angry construction workers were working on. They’d been overjoyed to yell at me about what a mess I had made. As I stood there with hardening cement clinging to my hands and chest I’d looked down to notice a clear imprint of my breasts in the sidewalk.



After going back home to wash off and change I had managed to lock myself out of my apartment and then it’d started to rain. Not just any rain. A spectacular, out of nowhere, torrential downpour that had soaked my casual business wear in less than five seconds. My heels flooded with water and my feet slid around in them until I had to take them off.



There I was, drenched and holding my shoes, when I’d glanced up and watched my boyfriend come out of the building next door. It was strange because he lived with me and had no reason to be in the building he was exiting. What was stranger was that he was supposed to be out of town, visiting his sick mother. The thing that put the icing on the strange cake? He was lip locked with a girl that wasn’t me.



I’d like to say that I reacted with fury or a crazed determination to rip his penis off. I didn’t, though. Instead I just stood there and watched as the girl locked her legs around Paul’s waist and then they disappeared back into her building. The only thought that was going through my head was that I should’ve asked him for his spare key so I could go inside our one bedroom apartment and call in sick for the day.



I turned and began my trek to work without any sadness over the end of that relationship. Paul was a loser with a tendency to laugh at my ideas when I actually spoke them aloud. Seeing him and his oversized Star Wars poster go wouldn’t be heartbreaking, to say the least. It actually put a small pep in my step, despite the fact that I was having a horrible day. Even the fact that the construction workers had called it quits because of the rain and I could see my breast tracks still on the city sidewalk, quickly filling with water, didn’t bother me quite as much.



I was just outside of work when the rain stopped. Perfect timing, as always. I glanced up and watched as a guy raced towards me. I tried to step out of his way, thinking he was just in a rush, but he just grabbed the strap of my purse and tried to yank it out of my hands as he raced past. Normally I would never think of fighting back against a mugger. I’m a quiet girl from a suburban home. I never even witnessed a fight until I was a senior in high school and two girls got into a slap fight over a guy named Billy.



My day had been too awful already to let it keep going on that way. I braced myself and yanked back with all of my force. I wasn’t losing that purse without a fight. It had everything I needed in it, including a flash drive that held my newest ramblings that would hopefully become a popular blog post soon.



The mugger wasn’t huge but he was bigger than my petite frame. My force was no match for the forward momentum he’d built up. My feet left the ground and I sailed through the air when he kept running after grabbing my purse. I refused to let go, though. I hit the ground hard and dragging my dead weight seemed to finally slow the mugger down. He spun around and yanked hard at the purse.



“Let go, you crazy bitch!”



I fought hard to pull the purse back to my chest and glared up at him. “You let go, you piece of crap!”



He looked incredulous but that didn’t stop him from reaching down and slapping me. My mouth fell open and I blinked back tears from the stinging pain. He’d slapped me. I fought to my feet and pulled even harder for the purse. Mr. Mugger gave up being nice and I watched as he closed his fist and pulled it back.



I braced for the impact but instead a leather clad hand appeared out of nowhere and caught the guy’s fist before it connected to my face. I peeked up and followed a leather covered forearm up to a leather covered shoulder and finally to an angry face that made something south of my belt heat.



My hero was sex-on-two-feet sexy and I couldn’t help but blush. His hair was covered by a wet bandana but it looked dark. His eyes, currently menacing, were bright green and surrounded my thick, dark lashes. His mouth was one hundred percent stern, only broken up by a thin white line that cut through his upper lip.



I had to tip my head back to see all of him and I was not disappointed. He was tall and broad, that much I could tell, but I found myself curious to know if his body was as strong and dangerous as his face.



My cheeks heated even more because I was being an idiot. I had no business checking out this stranger in the middle of a mugging. I brought my attention back to what was happening and winced for the would-be mugger. My hero still had his hand wrapped around the other guy’s fist and if the look of pain on the guy’s face was any indication my hero was squeezing.



“Let go of the fucking purse.” His voice was deep and gravely but it felt like velvet soothing over my tense body.



The mugger let go and finally got his fist free so he could back up. “Next time mind your own business, man!”



I watched as he ran away and pulled my purse tight to my body. My blog was saved for the moment. I turned to my hero and opened my mouth to thank him, only being faced head on with all of his sex appeal was too much for my tired brain. I felt my mouth flapping around like words were trying to form only no sounds came out.



“What the hell were you thinking?” His voice was even angrier than when he’d spoken to the mugger. His eyes narrowed into slits and the muscles at the sides of his jaws worked like he was grinding his teeth.



I squeaked out my first sound since he appeared on the scene but it wasn’t coherent. I snapped my mouth closed and looked at a spot right over his left shoulder in hopes of distracting myself from how hot he was. “Why are you yelling at me?”



He stepped closer to me and the smell of leather and something spicy filled my space. It wreaked havoc on my sensibility and I had an instant image of grabbing his face and kissing him like there was no tomorrow.



“I’m yelling at you because you could’ve just gotten yourself killed! You tried to fight a man who was twice your size.”



I glanced in the direction the mugger had run. “I don’t think he was twice my size. That’s being a little dramatic. I couldn’t lose my purse. I have important stuff in here.”



His scoff brought my gaze to his face and I watched as he actually rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you could replace whatever lipstick he would’ve gotten away with. If he’d knocked your lights out and then dragged you into an alley, however, I’m not sure you could replace what he stole from you then.”



I shivered. I hadn’t thought about that. It hadn’t happened, though, so that’s what I had to focus on. “He didn’t. I’m fine and I still have my purse. Thank you for your help. I have to go now.”



He reached out and wrapped his big hand around my upper arm to stop me from leaving. “You need to learn to protect yourself if you’re going to try to fight off muggers.”



I stared up at him in shock and nearly laughed as his face transformed with more shock than I was experiencing. “Look, you did your job. You saved me. You don’t have to feel obligated to help me past that. Clearly that’s not something you’re used to doing, if the shock on your face is any indicator.”



His mouth turned down and his fingers tightened slightly around my arm. “I can’t let you go without at least trying to help you learn how to protect yourself. It wouldn’t be right.”



Another shiver moved down my body but it wasn’t a completely unpleasant one. I stared into his bright eyes and felt my body responding to him in ways that it never had for Paul. At the thought of my boyfriend I had a vision of him kissing the leggy blonde.



I never did anything crazy. I’d graduated high school with a perfect grade point average and I’d finished college a year earlier than all of my friends with a still perfect grade point average. I’d immediately gotten a job in my field and at the ripe old age of twenty-two I was on my way to a boring marriage with a boring man who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. We’d probably have boring children who went to boring schools and ate boring dinner at our boring dining room table every single boring night. Normally that didn’t feel as claustrophobic as it did in the light of Mr. Tall, Dark, and Dangerously Handsome.



I’d never done anything crazy and I was going to wake up some boring day and realize that I’d never lived. I’d let fear of failing my parents keep me in a clean little box and it was time to make at least one stupid decision.



I’d let the sexy stranger teach me some self-defense moves and maybe that would be enough to get me through all the lonely nights coming up after I dumped Paul onto his cheating ass. One crazy day and then back to my normal life. Maybe something unexpected would give my luck a revitalization. It couldn’t hurt it.



With my mind still on the imprint of my breasts drying in cement a few blocks away I met the stranger’s forceful gaze and nodded. “Okay. You can teach me some self-defense moves.”



His mouth slid into a lazy grin and the corners of his eyes crinkled slightly. His teeth were perfectly white and at such odds with the dark stubble covering the lower half of his face. “You want to change first?”



I looked down at my once nice outfit and sighed. The pale pink blouse had gone transparent and my lacey bra was as clear as day through the thin material. The pencil skirt I wore was clinging to my body like a second skin. I’d dropped my shoes in the scuffle and I could feel that the bun I’d pulled my hair into was falling down.



“Changing would be nice but I locked myself out of my apartment this morning.”



He held out his hand to me. “It’s your lucky day. My name is Ramsey and locked doors have never been a problem for me.”



I bit my lip and then blew out a big breath. I was thinking maybe I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Maybe my first time being a little crazy shouldn’t be with someone who said things like that. “That’s a little worrisome.”



His laugh was unexpected and loud, coming from deep down in his gut. “So, what’s your name?”



It was stupid not to tell him but a part of me felt like telling him made what we were going to do real. If he knew my name then maybe this wasn’t a crazy decision but something more… telling. I couldn’t make sense of what I was thinking, only that I didn’t want to tell him my real name.



“Not going to tell me?”



I opened my mouth to lie to him when someone called my real name from behind me. If anything was telling it was the fact that I didn’t recognize my boyfriend’s voice. When I turned and saw him coming I grimaced and turned quickly back to my new friend.



“So, Ramsey, do you have a car? Think we can get out of here?”



His eyes were over my head, in the direction of Paul. “No car. Why are you trying to avoid this schmuck, Kasey?”



I stepped closer to him and grabbed his arm. My brain temporarily scrambled at the solid muscle under leather I felt there. I looked down and my fingers were moving over the solid material in a stroking motion. My cheeks burned when I realized he was also staring at my fingers.



I shook my head to clear up my thoughts. “S-sorry.”



Ramsey stepped even closer, the heavy tips of his boots stopping just short of being on top of my bare feet. His eyes were no longer crinkled in a smile when he stared at me. His tongue darted out to wet his lips and I bit my lower lip in response.



“Jesus, Kasey! Did you not hear me calling you?” Paul grabbed my arm and pulled me around to face him.



There was such a dramatic difference in the two men I’d been facing that I couldn’t speak for a second. As large and dark as Ramsey was Paul was small and light. What had I ever found attractive in him?



While Ramsey’s face was all hard lines and sharp eyes Paul was soft. His cheeks were pink from running after me and his eyes were nervous as he looked behind me at the giant of a man who was still hovering at my back.



“What are you doing? Who is that?”



A flash of a vision hit me and I remembered the blonde. “Paul, you have to get out of my apartment.”



He sucked in a big breath and stepped closer to me. “What the hell are you talking about?”



Ramsey stepped closer to my back at the same time and let out a small growl of warning. I glanced up at him and saw him glaring at Paul. “Don’t get too close, pal.”



Paul grew some nerve and scowled. “Who are you? Are you in trouble, Kasey? Is he threatening you?”



I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. “Ramsey’s my hero. I was getting mugged and he saved me. That’s not your business anymore, though. I had to come home this morning to wash cement out of my clothes and hair, Paul. What do you think I saw when I was leaving our apartment?”



His eyes kept dancing up to Ramsey. “I don’t know. What?”



Ramsey’s deep laugh startled me and I half turned to him. “What’s so funny?”



“How’d you get cement on your clothes and in your hair? You’ve had a hell of a morning, haven’t you?”



I grinned before I could help it. His laugh was infectious. “Maybe I’ll show you.”



“Hello! Are you serious? Are you seriously flirting with this giant right in front of me?! What the fuck is going on here?”



“I wasn’t flirting.”



“Don’t raise your voice at her again.”



I turned back to Paul before Ramsey could see my red face. “What I saw, Paul, was you making out with some tall blonde woman. See, I thought you were home with your sick mother. In Dallas. So, imagine my surprise when I saw your lips very present and so close to our apartment.”



Paul started a very unflattering stuttering and a redness started at his neck and worked its way up his face. “I… That wasn’t me.”



Ramsey snorted and I laughed. “Paul, it’s over. Don’t worry, I’m not angry. I just want you to get out of my apartment. You can have the rest of the day to move out. Minus the next half hour. I have to go change.”



He suddenly found words. “What? I’m not leaving! I love you, Kase. Let me explain about Meghan. She’s not important. I just needed to get that out of my system.”



“I don’t care. Honestly. I’m not upset.”



“What the fuck is wrong with you, Kasey?! We’ve been together for almost a whole year. How can you just end it without feeling anything?”



I shrugged. “I just can, I guess. Leave your key on the kitchen table when you leave.”



“You’re being a giant bitch!”



Ramsey cleared his throat and rested both hands on my shoulders. I sucked in a breath at the feeling and looked down to see his large fingers resting dangerously low on my chest. I found myself wishing he’d lower them another couple of inches and touch me. I felt my nipples harden and blew out the same large, shaky breath.



“Talk to the lady like that again and I’ll break all of your fingers before anyone can get here to help you. Get your shit and get out of her apartment. I’ll be back there tomorrow and if I happen to see so much as one short sleeve button down I’ll find you and I’ll teach you a thing or two about being a bitch.”



Paul gasped and moved back. He tore his eyes away from Ramsey and looked at me with accusation glowing on his face. “You’re sick!”



Ramsey stepped closer, his chest brushing my back, and growled once more. That did the job. Paul back away and then turned and took off at a jog towards the apartment.



I sighed. “He’s going straight to the apartment. I don’t want to face him again right now. I’ll just make due in these clothes, I guess.”



“I’m sure I can find you something to wear when we get to where we’re going. Come on. Let’s go.”



I turned to face him and frowned. “I thought you didn’t have a car.”



A boyish grin touched his mouth. “I don’t. I have something much better.”



He led the way to a large black motorcycle and climbed on. “You’ll have to wear my helmet.”



My eyes widened. “No, no. I can’t ride that thing. It’s huge!”



His eyes brightened. “You’d be surprised what you can do.”



I caught his wink and nearly fell over. I rested my hand over my heart and shook my head. “No, thank you. That’s not going to work.”



“Kasey.”



I lifted my eyes from the bike and met his gaze. “Yeah?”



“Get on.”



I groaned and stepped closer. “I’m wearing a skirt, though.”



His twisted and his large hands were suddenly at the bottom of my tight pencil shirt. “That isn’t a problem.”



I gasped when he slowly worked the material up until I was wearing a modified mini-skirt. I thanked everything good in the world that I’d shaved above the knee that morning. His fingers felt like they were everywhere on my thighs and I squeezed my legs shut to stop the sensations washing over me.



Ramsey’s fingers pushed the skirt up a bit more, his hands resting on my hips. “There. Now, get up here.”



I was about to shake my head but the look of heat in his eyes stopped me. It was one day. One crazy day. I had to say yes. I awkwardly lifted my leg and climbed on behind him, leaving a gap between our bodies. I looked up and saw a woman covering her kid’s eyes and glaring at me.



I lightly punched Ramsey’s shoulder. “You made me flash those poor children!”



He reached back and gripped my thighs before yanking me forward so that our bodies were tightly molded together. “Lucky little bastards.”



“What?”



“I said hold on tight.”



I laughed and rested my hands on his sides. He started the motorcycle and the sensation of it vibrating between my legs had me holding onto him tighter. I sighed into his leather covered back when he grabbed my arms and pulled them tighter around his stomach. I had no choice but to press my hands against all of the muscles I felt working in his lower stomach. At least that’s what I told myself.



I pressed my helmet covered face into his back when he started moving and held on even tighter. I’d never been on a bike before and it was equally scary and exhilarating. He moved the big thing with ease through traffic. It gave me confidence that he wouldn’t kill me.



I relaxed slightly and smiled as the reality of what I was doing washed over me. I was on the back of a stranger’s motorcycle with no clue as to where we were going. Instead of the panic I expected to feel I felt great. My body was alive on the bike and curling around Ramsey felt so natural.



My hair tie flew out of my hair and suddenly my hair was whipping behind us in the wind. I laughed into Ramsey’s back before relaxing even more. I sat up and lifted one arm to let it sail through the breeze rushing past us. Suddenly everything felt amazing. My worst day had turned into the best day.



I tightened my thighs around Ramsey and moved my hand up his chest. “Pull over!”



He heard me over the noise and did as I asked. After he was parked he looked back at me and raised his eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”



I yanked the helmet off of my head. “I don’t want to wear this. I want to feel the wind in all of my hair.”



His eyes crinkled. “You can leave it off until we get to the highway. Then you’re putting it back on.”



I nodded just to get us moving again.



“Is that what I think it is?”



I followed Ramsey’s finger and groaned. He was pointing to a group surrounding a chunk of sidewalk. There was a big enough gap that we could both see that people were pointing and laughing at the clear impression of two medium size breasts in the cement.



Ramsey’s sudden bark of laughter shocked me. He looked back at me and laughed again. “You had an interesting morning, didn’t you?”



I frowned and nodded. “It would be better if we got away from that before people recognize me as the artist of that special piece of sidewalk.”



He slipped the helmet over his own head and started us moving again. The sensations were heightened without the helmet. My hair whipped around us and I laughed at the freedom I was feeling. He was just driving me away from the city but it felt like he was driving me away from my holding cell. My heart was pounding against his back and I wondered if he could feel it.



Ramsey rested his larger hand over the spot where my smaller one rested on his stomach. He stroked his finger over my knuckles until I ached at my core. He yelled something but I couldn’t hear it.



“What?”



He pulled over again and took the helmet off before handing it to me. His eyes were wild as he looked back at me. “I said if you don’t stop shifting against me like that we aren’t going to make it to the clubhouse.”



None of my other blushes could ever compare to the heat that ravished my face in that moment. I bit my lip hard and shoved my head into the helmet.



Ramsey ran his hand over my bare thigh and groaned. “You’re too sexy for your own good.”



The rest of the ride was made in silence. I watched as we left the city and moved out towards the more rural area that surrounded it. My head was full of thoughts of Ramsey calling me sexy but I still noticed our surroundings. After a little while longer he turned onto a nearly hidden road that was shadowed my trees on both sides.



He drove a little while longer down that side road until he pulled to a stop at a large fence that was guarded by another big guy in leather. “Any excitement today?”



The guard shook his head and nodded to me. “You?”



Ramsey patted my thigh. “Plenty.”



We pulled through after the gate was opened and Ramsey navigated the bike just a little farther down the road until a large building popped into view. There were a few houses surrounding the metal building but all of the activity seemed to be centered at the building.



I looked around and frowned. Where was this place? Ramsey parked his motorcycle next to a small white house and turned it off. He helped me off the bike and then sat on the bike seat facing me.



I just stood there so he reached up and took the helmet off of my head. I looked around and frowned. “Where are we?”



There were lots of other motorcycles and I could already hear the rambunctious laughter coming from the large group of people pretty far away from us. There was a sign on the side of the metal building and I started at it until the words made sense in my head.



“Night Rider’s MC?”



He grabbed my hips again and pulled me closer. “Yeah. It’s a motorcycle club.”



My mind filled with images of gang rapes and men drugged up on every pill imaginable. I’d never heard anything good about motorcycle gangs. I looked around and tried to find evidence of anything awful happening.



Instead of bad things I just saw people having fun. They were all standing around, talking and goofing off. The men were all dressed similar to Ramsey and the women were dressed in a lot less. That still didn’t make it wrong, though.



“You going to give it a chance?”



I met his eyes and forgot all about what was happening around us. I was supposed to be having a crazy day. What could be crazier than a day with a motorcycle gang? I nodded and moved away from him. “I need to change clothes, though.”



He stood up and nodded his head toward the house. “My sister’s place. She’s about your size. Give me a second and I’ll grab a few things.”



I watched him go into the house and crossed my arms over my chest. A couple of women walking by looked me up and down and frowned like they’d just seen something terrible. I pressed my lips together firmly and stared at my bare toes, realizing for the first time that I’d left my heels on the sidewalk.



“I grabbed shorts and some shoes she had around. Her shirts didn’t seem like your style so I’ll just grab one of mine for you.” Ramsey grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the house next door.



I climbed the steps and followed him in. The house was clean and quiet. The dcor was minimalist and the walls were bare but it was a nice house. “You live here?”



“Yeah. I used to stay in the clubhouse but it got to be annoying. When you move up in the ranks and don’t have an old lady the groupies tend to flock. I kept waking up to random women crawling into my bed.”



I snorted. “Oh, the woes. Most men wouldn’t complain.”



His eyes were serious as they met mine. “I’m not most men. I don’t want people I don’t trust crawling around my shit when I’m sleeping.”



I clutched the clothing tighter to my stomach. “Yet you brought me into your house.”



He disappeared into a room off the living room for a second and reappeared with a piece of dark material in his hands. A Night Rider’s t-shirt. “You’re trust inspiring. What can I say?”



Something fluttered in my stomach and I grinned at him. “Or maybe you’re just a big softy.”



Ramsey pressed the shirt into my hands and leaned down so we were eye to eye. “I’ve never been accused of that before. And I can promise you. There’s nothing soft about me.”



I swallowed so loud I knew he’d heard it. Thankfully he moved away and nodded to another door to my left.



“Bathroom. Get changed and I’ll take you to the clubhouse for some lunch before I show you some moves.”



My body moved on autopilot thankfully. Otherwise I’d have still been standing in his living room, staring at him. I stripped out of my clothing and dressed quickly. If my hands moved fast enough maybe my brain wouldn’t have time to kick in again.



His sister had to be the size of a small child. Her shorts were barely there on me. They were cut off jean shorts and stopped just short of showing my ass cheeks. They didn’t leave much to the imagination, that was for sure. My bra was still wet so I left it off and pulled his large t-shirt on over my head.



It smelled like him and instantly my core tightened. My nipples were rock hard against the soft cotton and I had to spend a few minutes just standing there, breathing, to get myself under control.



I slipped my feet into his sister’s flip flops, which thankfully fit, and then stared at myself in the mirror. I’d rolled the shirt sleeves up and held them there with a few bobby pins I found in the bottom of my purse. Then I’d taken the excess material at the bottom and tied it in a knot at my back. It left an inch of skin exposed at my waist but I didn’t figure it mattered much after the shorts revealed everything else.



My long dark hair was wildly curling down my back and my blue eyes were bright as they stared back at me. I had color in my face that I hadn’t seen in a while. I looked excited and ready to take on the world. I took out my lipstick and dabbed it on, making my full lips shiny and pink, before opening the door and going back out to face Ramsey.



He was standing by the couch when I came out. He’d taken his leather Larryet off, revealing a shirt much like mine, only the sleeves were ripped and there were a few holes in it. His gloves had been lost, too.



The visual effect of Ramsey was enough to take my breath away. I just stood there, staring at him, taking in the large arms and tan skin I could see through the holes in his shirt. He was a work of art.



“You look good enough to eat.” His deep voice was deeper then. His eyes settled on the bare skin at my waist and flashed hot. “Come here.”



My feet moved without any input from my brain. Before I knew it I was standing right in front of Ramsey with my arms hanging loosely at my sides. I looked up at him and bit my lip hard.



“You’re going to chew a hole through your lip if you keep that up.” His thumb came up to tug my lip out from between my teeth. “It’d be a shame.”



One crazy day. One crazy day with this beautiful man and I could get on with my life. Even as I chanted it at my erratic brain I couldn’t imagine how one day would be enough of him. I rested my hands on his chest and took a deep breath. One crazy day. “I thought you were going to give me self-defense lessons.”



His hands landed on my hips and tightened. “Lesson one. Don’t come home with a hungry biker.”



I was breathing heavily and couldn’t seem to look away from the heat in his eyes. “What happens if I do? What’s lesson two?”



He jerked me up and suddenly I was wrapped around his waist. His hands were on my ass, holding my core tight to him. “Don’t let him get you too close.”



I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled the bandana off of his head. His hair was long, it fell to his shoulders, and lighter when it was dry. Dirty blonde locks tickled my fingers as I tugged on them. “Oops. What if I do?”



Ramsey grunted when I tugged on his hair and shifted so I could feel his impressive erection pressing against my core. “Lesson three is that you definitely shouldn’t let him take you against a wall.”



I gasped as he spun us around and pinned me to the wall behind him. I was just about to open my mouth and lose my dignity by begging him to touch me when I was saved by a knock at the door.



“Ramsey! Mike and Jake are at it again. Bo isn’t here to deal with it.”



Ramsey cursed vividly and set me down. “I’ve got to handle this. Stay here.”



He flew out of his house faster than I’d imagined his large body could move. I wasn’t a dog, though, so I didn’t stay. I followed behind him and another man as they stomped off to the clubhouse. I could hear Ramsey’s angry words and nearly giggled as I watched his stiff movements. No doubt he was still trying to lose the boner.



Ramsey ripped open the clubhouse door and I was on the heels of the man behind him. The new stranger tossed me a confused look over his shoulder but I just kept my eyes on Ramsey as he stormed towards two guys who were tearing the room to shreds. Tables and chair went crashing as they threw each other around.



I watched as Ramsey grabbed one of them and yanked him off the other one. It worked for all of two seconds. As soon as he let go they were at it again. My heart pounded in my chest at the sight of the fight. Blood was flying everywhere and there was a crowd of people cheering around it. The guy who’d come for Ramsey and Ramsey were the only two who seemed set on stopping the fight.



Ramsey caught a right hook to the chest that seemed to infuriate him. He growled so loud it felt like the walls were going to come down and then he tossed one of the men across the room. “Stay the fuck back!”



The men were wild animals, though, and nothing was working. They kept charging each other. I watched in horror as the smaller of the two men grabbed a chair and smashed it over the other man’s head. It didn’t faze the bigger guy. They were so wet with sweat that Ramsey couldn’t get a good grip on either of them.



I watched with growing anger until finally I couldn’t stop my frustration from bubbling over the same way it had when I was young. My arms stiffened at my sides and I opened my mouth wide as a shrill scream ripped from my chest and bounced around the room until the people closest to me had their ears covered and the two men stopped fighting.



When I stopped screaming everyone just stood there staring. I pointed at the two assholes fighting and frowned. “Stop being idiots. Look at the mess you made. Jesus. And you hit Ramsey! Are you crazy? He’s like four times your size. Do you want to be turned into a puddle on the floor? Do you seriously have a death wish?”



The smaller man looked at me in confusion and then to Ramsey. “Who’s the bitch?”



My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “Bitch? That’s the second time I’ve been called a bitch today and I really don’t like it.”



Everyone was silent in the room, the only sound coming from a jukebox in the corner. Lynard Skynard played a song about giving someone three steps and I couldn’t help but feel like I could be in a situation where I’d soon be begging for my own three step advance.



“Who the fuck are you?”



Ramsey stepped forward and shoved the guy hard in the chest. “She’s with me. And she’s fucking right. You hit me. I should stomp the shit out of you. Clean this fucking place up. Both of you. If this shit happens again one of you isn’t going to like me very much.”



I rested my hands on my hips and glared at the smaller man. I had a desire to ram my hand into his nose. “And try being nicer.”



Ramsey turned to me and gave me an exasperated look that warned me to stop talking. It was too late, though.



The small man came at me faster than I liked and out of fear I shot my hand up and the bone at the base of my palm connected firmly with his nose. He bent over and screamed out as blood poured from his nose. “What the fuck?!”



I held up my hands and backed away. “You came at me! You shouldn’t have done that.”



Ramsey came over and grabbed my arms. “It’s time for you to leave.”



I assumed he meant that he’d be leaving with me but instead he jabbed his finger at a younger guy and nodded to me. “Get her the fuck out of here. Take the Durango.”



I narrowed my eyes at him and shook his arms off of me. He was giving me the slip. Only he was having someone else do the dirty work for him. “I’ll gladly leave. I just need to get my purse from your house. Is that okay or was this whole thing just a more elaborate purse snatching than what that guy pulled this morning?”



I didn’t know why I was so mad but I was. I wanted to drive my palm into his nose, too. I’d decided to have one wild day and it was ruined. There went my chance at having a little fun before I settled into adulthood.



“Get the fucking purse and then get the hell out of here.” His eyes were hard when he said it.



I shrugged off the unexplainable hurt I felt and tossed a smile at him over my shoulder as I was leaving. “Good luck with your little club thing.”



The young guy intJohnuced himself as Justin and let me grab my purse before escorting me into a SUV and then off the property. I’d been dismissed thoroughly.



The worst part was that while I’d been watching Ramsey try to separate the two buffoons who were fighting I’d been so impressed with how good he seemed. He was one of the only two people who seemed determined to not let the two men kill each other. He seemed to have a wide good streak.



I couldn’t explain why the good guy had just kicked me out of his clubhouse, though. So, maybe he wasn’t a good guy. Maybe he was pretending to be nice to get into my pants. I shook my head and tried to ignore all the thoughts. I barely knew him. It’d been a few hours. That was hardly enough time to decide if someone was good or bad.



Justin put on the radio and turned it up so that we didn’t have to try to speak to each other. He drove me back to my apartment at my instructions and before I knew it I was standing outside my door with the same amount of bad luck I’d possessed earlier in the day, if still being locked out was any indication.



I sighed and banged my forehead against the door. “Why me?”



As if someone had heard my silent prayers for things to look up and decided I needed more awful luck Paul opened the door and stared out at me. He looked like he’d been hard at work and I almost felt better.



“Why do you look like trailer trash?”



Did I say I almost felt better?



I shoved past him and went straight to the bedroom. He’d already emptied his closet and the bathroom. I sank into the bed and groaned. I’d been rejected so thoroughly by Ramsey. Even if I hadn’t known him for very long it still stung.



“What’s wrong?”



I glared at Paul for sitting next to me. “Nothing. I’m just tired. It was a long day. Can you please go finish packing?”



He just stared at me. “You look sad. I’m sorry I cheated on you, Kasey. Things had just gotten stale between us. We haven’t had sex in over two months.”



I let my eyes roll back as I thought about what he was saying. Had it really been that long? “I’m not sad because of you, Paul.”



As I said the words I frowned. I wasn’t sad because of Paul. He’d been my boyfriend for a while and he’d cheated on me and I wasn’t sad. I was sad over the stranger I’d met on the street and instantly felt attracted to. Something was wrong with that.



“Then why are you sad?”



I groaned and sat up. “You really want to know?”



He nodded.



“I went with that guy this morning to his house. He’s in a motorcycle club. He was so nice and everything was going great. Then there was a fight and he was trying to separate it. It wasn’t working so I took charge. I screamed and broke up the fight and insulted the guys fighting. Then Ramsey kicked me out. He even made someone else bring me home.”



“You broke up a fight in a motorcycle club?”



It was my turn to nod. “Yeah. Nothing was working so I took charge.”



He stood up and stared at me. “Who are you and what did you do with my girlfriend?”



“Ex.”



“Whatever. You’re the girl who wouldn’t let me order pineapple on my pizza because it was too different. You’ve shopped at the same store for your clothing for as long as I’ve known you. You don’t branch out. Ever. But suddenly you’re hanging out in a motorcycle club?”



I stared at Paul and frowned. Maybe he wasn’t the boring one. Maybe it was me. Why had I been so able to let go with Ramsey, then?



“You wouldn’t let me touch you if I hadn’t showered right before. Did you make Mr. Dirty Biker shower first?”



I flipped Paul off and stood up. “Out of my room. This was fun but I’m over it.”



He shook his head. “No. Explain to me why you treated our relationship like this clinical project you were working on and then you let this man get to you so much. Why aren’t you sad over me but you are over him?”



“I’m not sad over him! Just get out!”



He wasn’t budging. I didn’t want to fight with him anymore because I knew he was right. I felt more attraction to a man I’d barely spent any time with than I did to the guy I’d dated forever. I shook my head and moved to the bathroom.



“Finish packing and go, Paul. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how unhappy we were. I’m sorry if I hurt you with how clinical I was with you but seeing how easy it was for you to cheat and lie to me I’m glad I was. I’m going to shower. See you around.”



I closed the door and locked it before starting the shower and stripping. I kept Ramsey’s shirt out so I could put it back on when I was done. I went through the motions once I was in the shower and found myself frowning a lot.



I wasn’t an idiot. I knew what I felt for Ramsey was one hundred percent hot blooded lust but I thought that maybe I could like him. It sucked that he’d tossed me aside before I’d gotten a chance to see if there was anything between us. My pride also hurt. I wanted to think I was hot enough to make him sad to have me gone. It seemed easy for him to cast me aside, unfortunately.



I wasn’t paying attention in the shower and I’d just finished shaving my legs when I stepped funny and slipped. My head connected with the tile wall hard and I saw stars for a moment. I closed my eyes and steadied myself before cutting the water off and getting out of the shower so I could be on solid ground.



My head throbbed when I touched it but otherwise it seemed okay. Close call, I thought. I’d been too distracted by Ramsey to pay attention.



I dried off and pulled just Ramsey’s shirt back on. I tip toed out and saw that Paul was officially gone. I was pissed to see he’d left with my favorite coffee mug but I’d let him have it. I locked the door and curled up on the couch with the remote. I needed to relax and lose myself in some brainless TV.



I must’ve fallen asleep because it felt like I’d just blinked when there was a knock at the door. My apartment was lost in darkness which told me I’d been out for a few hours. I ran my hands through my hair and winced when my fingers brushed over a lump on my head. I recalled the shower slip and groaned. It wasn’t abnormal for me.



I looked through the peephole and sucked in a too large breath. My lungs protested and I ended up having a coughing fit.



“Open up, Kasey.”



I figured I might as well. Maybe he wanted to formally reject me. I opened the door and stared at him. “What?”



He stared down at me and his expression was pained until he reached my face. Then it went all red and furious. “He hit you. I fucking sent you back here and he hit you. Where the fuck is he?!”



My eyebrows furrowed. “What?”



He stormed into the apartment and looked around. “Where is that little shit? Is he still here, Kasey?”



I watched him silently. I had no clue what he was talking about.



Finally, after he’d checked out all of my apartment, he came back and gently touched my head. “What happened?”



I finally made sense of why he was freaking out and shook my head. “Oh no! No, he didn’t hit me! I slipped in the shower and hit my head on the wall.”



“Don’t cover for him.”



“I’m not. He was here when I got home but we talked and came to the realization that I was a cold bitch with him. He pointed out that we hadn’t had sex in months and that I was sadder over being rejected by you than I was over him cheating. It was a fun conversation for both of us. He left and the only victim was my favorite mug. He stole it.”



Ramsey put his hands on his hips and just frowned a lot. “Cold?”



I nodded. “Cold. Boring. Something like that. Anyway. He didn’t hit me. I’m just a klutz.”



“You were sad?”



It was my turn to frown. “Of course. You kicked me out like I was yesterday’s garbage! That sucked.”



“Kasey. You stormed into the middle of a brawl between gang members and started bossing people around. Night Rider’s isn’t as bad as some of the clubs around here but it isn’t a fucking safe haven for women, either. They still have the same ideas that women should either be cooking or fucking. Not bossing men around and screaming like a damn banshee. Especially not hitting members in the face! You broke Jake’s nose. He’s been bitching about you nonstop.”



I threw my hands up. “How was I supposed to know? It’s not like I hang out with motorcycle clubs every day. I just saw you trying to break it up and no one else was helping. You got hit and I decided it was time for it to be over.”



His eyes had softened and I realized the bottom of the shirt I was wearing had ridden way up and he was getting quite the image. “You put my shirt back on.”



I lightly slapped his chest. “It’s comfy.”



Ramsey shook his head and looked back at my face. “I couldn’t let you stay there. There are rules. Unless you’re someone’s old lady you aren’t protected and I didn’t think you wanted me to claim you right there in front of everyone. I sent you away for your protection, Kasey. They’re not bad guys but they’re not exactly living in this century, either.”



I frowned. “You’re not like that, though. Are you?”



His eyes trailed down my body and he blew out a long breath. “Not usually. I was raised by a tough woman. I learned not to disrespect woman the hard way. She’d beat my ass and then make my dad do it again when he got home if I was disrespectful. I’m having a hard time thinking with that respectful part of my brain right now, though.”



I felt like a bolt of electricity shot through my body. He was wearing another bandana and I took pleasure in pushing it off of his head. I shoved my fingers into his hair and tugged his head down to me so I could press my mouth against his.



As far as first kisses went it was one to write home about. His mouth was warm and soft, a drastic difference to the roughness of his facial hair. His hands immediately moved to my head and his thumbs stroked over my cheeks as he tilted my head to deepen the kiss. When his tongue brushed over my lips I opened for him and instantly felt my world tilt. The man tasted like chocolate.



Paul had never tasted like chocolate. I’d never kissed a man who did. My mind reeled and I had to get closer to Ramsey. I practically climbed his large body to get closer. He moved his hands to my ass and held me against him. I locked my ankles behind his back and moaned into his mouth.



Ramsey nipped my bottom lip and then ran his tongue over it. “How could anyone ever think you were cold? You’ve been nothing but fire since I met you. Fire in my hands and I can’t get enough.”



I kissed across his jaw and down his neck. My teeth snagged on his skin but I was fast to sooth the sting with my tongue. I moved to his ear and sucked the lobe into my mouth before gently biting it. “No matter who knocks we ignore them.”



He grunted and pried me off of him long enough to reach between us and rip my shirt over my head. His eyes were fevered and hungry as they trailed down my naked body. “Fuck. That sidewalk had nothing on the real thing.”



Laughter spilled from my lips and I hit his arm. “Shut up.”



He shrugged out of his Larryet with my hands helping him. Next went his heavy boots. I ended up knocking over a statue Paul left when I whipped Ramsey’s belt out of the loops and across the room. I didn’t pause to pick up the broken pieces.



His mouth was molten lava moving over my skin constantly. He kissed burning trails down my neck and across my chest while I fought to get this shirt off over his head. “Leave it. I’m busy.”



I moaned as his mouth sucked on an especially sensitive part of my neck. My hands never stopped moving over his chest, though. “Can’t. I need to see you.”



He broke away from me for the second it took to rip the shirt off. It sailed across the room and knocked a picture frame off the shelf. More glass shattered. It didn’t matter. Suddenly his chest was bare in front of me and I couldn’t think. It was solid muscle in the form of lots of lovely ridges and dips. I made plans to run my tongue between every one of his abs. Another time.



I lowered my mouth and gently bit down on his chest. Tattoos covered most of his skin there. I saw the Night Rider’s name printed there and trailed my nails down it.



“Fuck, Kasey!” Ramsey grunted when my teeth raked across his nipple.



I squealed as he lifted me and held me so my chest was in his face. He eagerly took one of my nipples into his mouth and sucked. As fast as it happened it was over. He shifted me so that his hands were cupping my ass and spun around. He knocked over a side table and a lamp fell over.



“Jesus. This place is a death trap. Which way to the bedroom?”



“Back there.” I tried pointing but he wasn’t looking.



Ramsey was already walking towards the back of the apartment. When we got to the bedroom he tossed me onto the bed like I weighed nothing and prowled towards me. “Anything else breakable in here?”



I settled myself in the middle of the bed and smiled. “Break anything you want.”



He unbuttoned his pants and then picked up a picture from the shelf holding my TV. I knew without looking it was a picture of me and Paul at a friend’s birthday party. Without blinking he dropped it and glass shattered. “Anything I want, huh?”



I had the same feeling that I had earlier on the back of his motorcycle. Everything in me felt wild and free. I sat up and shook my hair out so it fell all around my shoulders. “Break anything. I don’t care. Hell, break everything. Just come here.”



He pushed his zipper down and a deep chuckle rang from his lips. He stalked closer to me and stood next to the bed. “You’re eager.”



I moved to kneel in front of him and nodded. “I am.”



He moaned when I shoved his pants and briefs down as far as I could get them. “Paul was a fucking idiot.”



I pulled him down on top of me and moaned as his weight settled. I used my feet to get his pants off and wrapped my knees around his hips. “Paul who?”



Ramsey buried his face in my neck and pressed his lips there. “You’re so sexy, Kasey.”



I used all of my strength to roll us over and straddled him. His hard member was trapped between our bodies and when I rolled my hips on top of him it rubbed me just right. I tossed my head back and moaned. My hair trailed down and tickled his legs as he lifted his hips.



He reached up and wrapped his arms around my back to pull me down. His lips claimed mine in a kiss that stole my breath.



I lifted my head and met his eyes. “I need you. Now.”



He rolled us back over and parted my thigh with his knee. With shaking fingers he leaned over the bed and grabbed his pants. A condom appeared from his pocket and he ripped it open. “Give me just one second, baby.”



I took it from his hands and reached between us to roll it on to his girth. I gave him an extra stroke and then lifted my knees to guide him into me. His head pushed into me and then he stilled. I raised my hips to take more of him in.



His mouth found mine and swallowed my cries of pleasure as he slid into me in one strong stroke. His chocolate taste enveloped me until he was all I could think about. He wrapped his arms under mine and held onto my shoulders as he slid out and then pumped into me again.



“Ramsey!” I cried out his name and dug my nails into his back. He filled me almost to the point of pain and his thrusts were so strong that I couldn’t fully catch my breath. “Yes. Yes.”



He rested his forehead on mine and held my gaze. Our breaths rushed out and mingled in the inches between us. “You feel so good. Say my name again.”



I met his thrusts with my own and held him so tight that our bodies felt like one. I called his name over and over again until he lost control of his steady thrusts finally and fucked me harder and faster. My body tightened and I knew I was close. I breathed the words against his mouth and he held his breath as he tilted his hips. The new angle ground his body into my clit and before I could blink again I was coming harder than I ever had before.



Ramsey grunted when I tightened around him. His hands dug into my shoulders and his head slipped to rest there, next to his fingers. He pumped into me two more times before stilling and growling out a release into my ear.



For a long time after we both came we still clung to each other. My body still pulsed when he shifted, even slightly.



Finally Ramsey lifted his body off of mine and slipped out of me. He disposed of the condom and then rolled onto his back, bringing me with him so that I was curled into his side. “Jesus.”



I smiled into his chest and ran my hand over his tattoos. “I’ll give you a second and third chance if you want them.”



He laughed. “I want them. I want a fourth and fifth, too.”



“Yeah?”



He hooked his thumb under my chin and lifted my face to his. “Yeah. Probably more. You’re fun. I can’t say I’ve ever destroyed so many things while trying to have sex.”



I rolled my eyes. “That’s probably just me. I have really bad luck usually.”



He scoffed. “Your really bad luck led you to my motorcycle so I don’t want to knock it.”



“I’m glad you came over.”



He leaned down and kissed me. “Of course. I should’ve realized you weren’t ready to go to the clubhouse yet.”



I climbed on top of him and straddled his chest. “I’m not sure I’m made to be the quiet submissive type. Do you think there’s room for me at the clubhouse just the way I am?”



His eyes trailed low and a grin transformed his handsome face. “I’ll make room. Once you’re my old-”



I held my breath as he cut himself off. He’d almost called me his old lady. I waited patiently as he seemed to think about his words.



“I haven’t done this in a while but I think I’m supposed to ask you out on a date before I ask you to be my old lady. So… Do you want to go out with me?”



I laughed. “That sounds perfect. As long as you keep giving me these self-defense lessons.”



Ramsey hooked his arms under my thighs and dragged my body higher on his chest until I was vulgarly spread out right above his mouth. “Your next lesson? Never let a biker get his mouth on you. Once he does, you’re done for.”



He spread my legs until I was resting right on his mouth and then he moved his tongue. Oh, yeah. I was done for. One crazy day and I’d basically become someone’s old lady. Just my luck.







*****



THE END
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Undying Love



Summer days were always slow and lazy back home. Why I can remember one only worried about time, was to not be late for Sunday service. Our farm was quite a ways from town, but there was a short cut across the small stream that ran through the Gower farm.



 Col. Carter Hamilton Gower was one of the wealthiest men not just in the town but the whole county. I had only seen his farm from afar but it was beautiful. The Col. and his wife Miss Leta were fine folks, and always willing to help their neighbors. They gave to the poor in the town and always willing to give to the church. But they also knew where they stood on the social class of the town. Ms. Leta always made sure her dreams for her son were for him to attend West Point like his father. Yet here I was trying to get to the service before the first hymn was sung since I was usually running late to get to service and usually would cut across the stream. Heck I had been doing it for years and saw no reason to stop. I got to the stream and decided to take off my shoes, tie them over my shoulder, pick up my dress and start to wade across. I didn’t see the figure sitting across under the tree. Then I heard him laugh and knew it was Nathan Gower skipping Sunday service again. His mama and pa have tried to get him to go to church but Nathan well he seemed to like fishing on Sunday mornings more than hearing the reverend preach. Everyone knew that Col. loved that boy and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for him. As for me well I have loved Nathan since the first time I saw him I was in first grade and he was in third. The first time he smiled at me I knew one day I would marry him; mind you I was six years old at the time. It was something about him, his hair was the color of a beige white a real tow head and his eyes, there were the mystery they weren’t blue but more of a gray, but so light without the pupil there one would think his eyes were only white. He was even at age eight a handsome boy. Here he was now at eleven and still with the tow head and he’s now added a smile that would melt any girl’s heart and often did. We never seemed to think that one day we would have to go our own ways. This was the eighteen hundreds and there was this thing called social class and one to remember their place in society. Many of the families here have they lineage traced to the first settlers and Ms. Leta was one of them who never let you forget it. But today we didn’t seem to care about any class we were just two kids by that stream. He got up and moved closer to the streams bank.



 “Hey Darcy you fixing to cross the stream in that dress of yours?”



 “Well it’s the only way I can get across Nathan; I don’t want to be late for church.”



 He took off his shoes and stepped into the stream and made his way toward me. He slowly made it to the other side and toward me.



 “Nathan Gower what do you think you’re doing?”



 “Now girl just get on my back. I’m gonna carry you across wrap your legs around my waist and your arms around my neck.”



I climbed on his back and clung to him as we started across.



 “Are you sure you can do this? My ma would wop me good if I miss service, not to mention get my clothes dirty.”



 “Just hold on Darcy. Don’t worry I won’t drop you my pa would wop me if I did.”



Slowly he made his way to the other side of the stream. Once the other side at last he put me down and I began to put my shoes on. Nathan went back to his fishing pole and sat down.



 “Thank you Nathan.”



 He gave me a smile,



 “See you in school tomorrow.”



 “Yea see you tomorrow.”



 I continued my way to church and got there just in time. As I entered the doors I saw my parents and grandma sitting off to the left and walked over to them. Grandma was the only one who seemed to notice my braids were slightly at the bottom, but then again they were half way down my back. Through the whole service I kept thinking about Nathan still fishing by the stream. Ture I wished I could be there with him, but I knew if I had stayed my pa would wop me good. As the service ended I was ready to head back to the stream when my father stopped her. He noticed I had taken my shoes off as I left the church.



 “Are those your shoes I see around your neck Darcy?”



 “Well sure pa I always take them off when I leave church.”



 “Are you telling me Darcy Christine Meadows that you do this all the time? Walk the streets of this town bare footed like some homeless waif? You get in this wagon and not another word until we get home.”



 “ But pa.”



 “ Not another word.”



 I knew that asking to walk home was out of the question now. I knew the only thing to do was to just sit and wait to get home. It was my ma who tried to calm my father down.



 “John she hasn’t done anything wrong. She only takes them off to spare them. It’s not something wrong.”



 “Mary she was walking barefoot! I can’t believe my child walking in the streets of town on a Sunday bare footed. Why it’s. It’s so wrong. Makes it looks like I can’t afford to put shoes on my daughters feet.”



 “ Oh hush John you’re making a scene. No one is thinking that of you. Half the children go around barefoot and no one thinks anything of it”



For the next half hour ride back to ranch no one said a word but I could feel my grandma’s eyes on me as I kept my head down.



 I never knew that Nathan had waited for me to come back until he told me the next day at school. It soon became a regular meeting place on Saturday afternoons. Since I had church on Sunday mornings and I had to go in with the family since pa caught me with my shoes off. Nathan liked to fish and I found it a place I could relax and read. It soon became known to us as our stream. A special place for best friends, and that’s what we were best friends. It was a secret place that only we shared and I always felt that whatever happened Nathan was there to be by my side.



 As the clouds rolled by so did the years and soon we were not those young kids anymore. We were growing up and facing adulthood in Virginia had its drawbacks. That Nathan and I who had been friends for years now it was looked down upon. It wasn’t Nathan it was me. Well seems my grandma’s great grandma was the daughter of a Cherokee warrior a chief he was. Well t seemed that something like that even all those years back was still frowned upon. Well in society that is. I asked my grandma once about that and she told me this.



 “Darcy, when I was a young girl, my mama told me a story about a young man who was found half frozen in the woods by this tribe of Cherokee. Seems he was a hunter and somehow got lost in the storm and just seemed to wander until poor young fella was completely lost. Well you know how cold it gets in the winter well he was half frozen when my great grandfather took him to the village. Not many of the women had seen a white man before and they thought his beard was rather strange. I suppose I would too if I had never seen a white man. “



 “Why did they find his beard so odd grandma?”



 “ Well you have to remember Indians don’t have beards dear. Anyway back to the young man. He stayed with my great grandfather my grandmother helped nurse him back to health. If it wasn’t for my great grandfather finding him that day I wouldn’t be here. “



 “ Grandma you mean it was your grandmother who…?”



 “Yep my grandpa was a white man the same white man who almost froze to death that winter.”



“ Was he handsome grandma?”



 The old woman looked at her granddaughter and smiled.



 “Oh I suppose you’d call him handsome. My mother always said he had a smile that would charm the spirits but it was a nice smile. She always said that’s why she fell in love with him. Oh I know it sounds silly but I do believe it was love at first sight, and I think it he fell in love with her the same way. They came from such different cultures yet he loved her and they were married by the chief. Their marriage lasted thirty years and she bore him three children yet only I made it through infancy the others died before they could walk. He was killed by a drunk one Saturday night. He had gone into town to sell some of his firs, he was heading out of town when some cowboys were in town celebrating they were shooting their guns and well grandpa was in the wrong place at the wrong time. They never even saw him they were just shooting what they though was in the air. No one knew which gun really was the one that shot him but grandpa was dead in any case.“



Tears started to roll down her cheeks as she continues.



 “He never got to see me grow up, he would have been so proud. The only memories I have of him are what she told me. I was just a baby when he passed.’’



 It soon became a weekly thing as I would come down to the stream every Sunday and Nathan would carry me across to the other side and she would then go off to service. After Sunday service I would return to the stream and both of them would enjoy lazy afternoons just enjoying each other’s company. They spoke of hopes, dreams, and just watched as clouds roll by. It was one afternoon while we were watching the clouds Nathan looked over to me and told me he loved me. We were best friends and as I thought best friends loved each other, maybe he didn’t mean it but it was the first time he said it. But it would not be the last time. I remember I answered him with that I loved him too and I would love him always and forever. From that moment always and forever became a saying just for us and we meant it then and the years that followed.



 The year I turned fifteen things began to change, gone were the braids and it was replaced by my hair just hanging down my back, mind you it was almost to my waist. The awkward young tomboy was blossoming into a young lady and Nathan liked his what his best friend was turning into. The biggest social event of the year was going to be the spring dance. It was what every girl in town was not only talking about but was going to. Miss Ackers the seamstress was busy trying to keep up with all the orders. She had asked my ma to help her with all the dresses. It was extra money for the house and it was Miss Ackers who gave ma the material to make my dress. Well she had asked my ma if I was going to the dance and when my ma said I didn’t have a dress it was Miss Ackers who picked out the material and gave it to my ma to make it for me. I couldn’t believe my eyes when ma came home with this material. It was the most beautiful material I had ever seen. It was a coppery silk with gold thread inter twined in the material. No one would have anything like it. I stood in front the mirror just admiring the dress as grandma and was finishing up the hem of the dress.



 “Oh ma it’s so beautiful.”



I swirled around and the gown just floated across the room with me. Grandma’s eyes sparkled as she watched me smile at my image.



 “So Darcy are you ready to have all the men ask to dance with you?”



 I looked at her then reality hit.



“I don’t know grandma I’ve never been onto have men flock to me.”



 “Don’t be silly Darcy, why you’re beautiful, you have the prettiest dress and no one has one like it, what man wouldn’t ask you to dance with him? Why I even will say you are prettier that your mother was at that age.”



 “Well we’ll see about that, and I think ma was much prettier. I could never be as pretty as her.’’



I didn’t have the heart to tell grandma I didn’t know how to dance. Never seemed something I needed to learn. I never thought I would ever be going to a dance. I quickly took the dress off and headed for the stream. I wanted to tell Nathan about my dress. When I got there I saw him under the tree. No matter how many years had passed I always knew Nathan would be there waiting for me under that tree. I took off my shoes and rolled up my pants and like the first time Nathan would carry me across the stream and we’d sit on the other side and spend the afternoon enjoying each other’s company. I looked at the fishing pole and smiled back at him.



 “Hey Nathan did you get any fish?”



 “No, but I wasn’t really trying. I was just sitting here waiting for you to show up.”



 I looked at him



 “You seemed pretty sure I’d be here weren’t you?”



 “Well seeing the look on your face I’m glad I am here. What wrong Darcy?”



 I looked at him I was hoping I wouldn’t have to tell him but since he was the one to bring it up I decided to tell him.



 “Well there’s this dance in two weeks.”



 “I know everyone is talking about it are you going?”



 “Well yea but I well I have a problem ...”



 “Oh I know you need someone to take you. No problem I’ll be happy to take you.”



 I looked at him with a glare in my eyes.



 “Nathan! Can you just let me finish the sentence? I can’t dance.”



 “You can’t dance?”



 I looked at him and his question seemed to hurt me more than if he had laughed.



 “Oh if that’s the only problem I’ll teach you.”



 “You would?”



 He put his arm around my shoulder.



 “Heck you know I’d do anything for you Darcy. Ever since that first day I took you across the stream I knew you were something real special and always will be.”



 I turned and looked at him and suddenly he leaned forward and kissed me. It was a tender almost gentle kiss but a kiss just the same. I opened my eyes and there he was smiling at me.



 “Don’t forget you’re my girl and you can ask me anything. I’ll never let you down.”



 “When can we start?”



 “What about now?”



 He got up and held out his hands to help me up. He looked at me and smiled.



 “Now remember is real easy. I’ll start you with a waltz. Now watch my feet one, two, three, one, two, and three.”



He placed my hands in his and he proceeded to move and count.



 “See I told you it wasn’t hard.”



I had to agree he did make it seem so easy, and we spent the rest of the afternoon dancing or practicing how to dance. I wasn’t totally ignorant to the subject I had seen people dance before. I remember seeing my parents dance at a wedding two years ago. Oh my mother was like an angel floating across the floor as pa swirled her around. She was the prettiest woman there.



 Every afternoon after school I would meet Nathan at the stream for our dance lesson. It seemed I was doing nicely and with the dance only two weeks away I thought I could pull it off. I often wondered what if someone had gone by and saw us dancing there near the stream, but then again we were only dancing and having a good time but it would seem differently to someone else. A class mate Etta Mae Collingsworth followed me home from school one day. She had always liked Nathan and she had a feeling that he was interested in Darcy. Now that was not possible, after all everyone knew Darcy’s family lived on the wrong side of the tracks and also Darcy’s grandmother was part Cherokee. Well she followed Darcy to the main road and then noticed she turned off to a large tree stump that lead her to the stream. There she saw Nathan give her a hug and they preceded so sit and talk. All Etta could think of was what would Ms. Leta think when she told her this. Her Nathan with that lower class Meadows girl, oh she just had to go and tell her right away.



 Etta wasted no time to get the Gower farm. It was in the living room; Etta saw Ms. Leta and the Col. She proceeded to tell them both of the rendezvous that Nathan was having with the Meadows girl. It seems they were meeting down by the stream that cut through both properties. Etta continued to say that they had been dancing and she stated she saw the Meadows girl hug Nathan. It was Ms.Leta who was totally shocked and stood up from her seat.



 “Well we thank you very much Etta for bringing this to our attention. Matters like this should be nipped in the bud and I intend to get to the bottom and also stop this type of behavior as soon as Nathan gets home.”



 “Well I better get home my mama has to get the final fitting on my dress for the dance in two weeks.”



 Ms. Leta walks her out to the front porch and waves as Etta heads for home



 “Good bye Etta and thank you very much.”



 As she leaves Ms. Leta goes back into the house. She walks back into the living room where the Col. is still sitting and sits across from him.



 “Well I hope you’re happy Carter. Your son feel he has to go behind our backs and be with this this…”



“Her name is Darcy Meadows and she happens to be a lovely girl.”



 “Oh you would think so.”



 “Now what is that supposed to mean?”



 “Oh don’t tell me you think its fine for our son to go around with do you realize he could end his chances for getting into West Point. After all there has always been a Gower at the Point.”



She begins to sob and for the life of him the Col. has no idea what all the sobbing is for. The boy is friendly with a young girl as far as he knew it’s been happening since the beginning of time. He saw nothing wrong with the friendship and liked the girl as far as he knew about her.



Leta had to realize her little boy was a man and it’s time for her to see this.







Chapter Two



By the time Darcy had gotten home Ms. Leta had send a note to the Meadows home as to what their daughter has been doing. It was the cold stares of her father and mother that Darcy faced as she walked into the house. It was my pa who spoke first.



 “Where have you been girl?”



 “Nowhere special just walking.”



 “I’m only gonna say this one more time, where have you been all this time?”



 “I’m telling you I came from the short cut across the stream. You all know I’ve taken that short cut for years why are you asking me about it now? ”



 John Meadows looks at his wife then back to Darcy.



 “You mean to tell me you were not at the stream with the Gower boy?”



 I knew he caught me someone had found out . Well I might as well come clean,



 “I was down at the stream with Nathan he was teaching me to dance.”



 My pa looked as though he would take a swing at me but walked the other way. It was



 My ma’s turn now.



 “Darcy, dear why did you have Nathan teach you how to dance? You could have asked your father there was no need to have a stranger do it.”



 I looked at her



 “Nathan’s no stranger ma he’s my friend. Why we’ve been friends for years. He’s my best friend. If you can’t ask your best friend to do you a favor who can you ask? Didn’t you always tell me a best friend is worth more than gold?”



My father looked at me and gave me my punishment.



 “You are never to see the Gower boy again and you are not going to the dance that is my final ward on the subject.”



 “But pa.”



 “My final word Darcy, I’m sorry but I’ve made up my mind. Now go to your room.”



 I looked at all three of them and then headed for the stairs and up to my room. I still didn’t know what was so bad about what we were doing. It was only two people dancing. There was a gentle knock on the door and grandma’s soft voice



 “Darcy, are you alright?”



 I dried my eye and opened the door slowly.



 “Darcy, you’ve been crying.”



 “I can’t help it grandma. I worked so hard to learn how to dance and ma made this beautiful dress for me and now, now pa won’t let me go.”



 “ But why did you ask the Gower boy to teach you ?”



 “ Oh grandma have you ever seen Nathan Gower? Why he’s the handsomest man in the county. His smile just lights up a room and his eyes have you ever seen eyes like his anywhere? He’s..”



 The old woman smiles



 “And you’re in love with him.”



 “Does it show that much?”



 “My question does he feel the same way?”



 “I don’t know grandma. There are sometimes I feel he does and then there’s times I don’t know. I do know that I have loved him since the first day I saw him and we have been friends all these years. “



 “Well you hang in there dear I have a feeling you two were meant to be together.”



 “Do you really think so grandma? I mean sometimes I just feel it would be the right thing and now with pa the way he feels I don’t he’d let Nathan near the house.”



Downstairs John and Mary were still discussing the dance.



 “John you’re going to break your daughter’s heart because of what someone said. Since when did what someone said bother you?”



 “Mary, maybe you are not worried about our daughter’s reputation but I do.”



 Mary began so laugh at her husband.



 “John what are you talking about? What is wrong with her reputation by her talking dancing lessons with Nathan Gower? I fail to see where that will affect her reputation in anyway. ”



 “First it’s dancing lessons than who knows.”



 “Oh stop it you know Darcy and she would never do something to hurt you and I still think you are wrong not letting her go to the dance.”



 Across the stream the dinner table at the Gowers Ms. Leta is talking to her son.



 “So tell me Nathan what were you doing down at the stream today?”



 “Down at the stream? Well I was helping a friend.”



 Leta contoured.



 “Helping a friend do what?”



 “Mother if you must know I was teaching Darcy Meadows how to dance. “



 Leta was a bit surprised at his tone of voice.



 “I’m not sure I like your tone of voice Nathan.”



 “Well mother I find is strange to have to answer to you for every move I make. After all mother I am seventeen years old.”



 “Yes and that’s what I want to talk to you about. You know that we your father and I have been hoping to get you to go to West Point next year on your eighteenth birthday. “



 “And this would not happen if I taught lessons to Darcy Meadows because?”



 “Well for one thing it’s her background. I mean Nathan you have to understand you both are in different circles in society. Her great grandmother was a Cherokee, why is even talk that her mother’s side were responsible for some of the raids on the early settlers. I just feel it just wouldn’t be to your advantage to be seen with that girl.”



Nathan got up from his chair and looked at his mother



 “That girl has a name mother and it’s Darcy Meadows and for your information I will see her and been seen with her with or without your permission. I don’t care what her mother’s family did in the past. That’s in the past not now mother.”



On that note he turned and left the room. Leta composes herself and looks at her husband.



 “He would never have spoken to me that way a year ago. I tell you it’s that girl. She’s changing my son and she will end his chances of going to West Point. I won’t hear of it. I’m am going to put a stop to this before it gets out of hand.”



It was her husband who felt she was taking things out of proportion.



 “Leta, what harm did he do by giving a young girl a few dancing lessons? After all it’s not the end of the world.”



 “Sure a dance lesson today and then what? She’ll try to pass herself off as a lady and oh my Carter she’ll want to live here at the family home. I won’t hear of it. I must stop Nathan from making a big mistake. “



 “Leta what are you talking about?



 “The marriage of course. We can’t let Nathan marry that girl.”



The Col. looks at his wife in total amazement.



 “Leta you’re are blowing things out of proportion, I think you should just calm down.”



 “Well it’s obvious that I will have to make him understand. He’ll understand that I know what is best for him.”



 “Leta, leave the boy alone, he’s no longer your little boy.”



 “Carter, I’m not having him lose his chance in the military over some, some...”



 The Col. looks at his wife.



 “Leta, its best you stop before you’ll say something you’ll regret.”



 She looks at her husband



 “ Carter our son will be seventeen next July and he will be going to West Point whether he wants to or not. I know what’s best for my son.”







 Chapter Three







 Leta Gower wasted no time in making sure her son’s chances for West Point were secure. Leta had planned a pre celebration a week before the spring dance. It was a party to celebrate Nathan’s going to the Point even though nothing was definite yet. Sparing no expense Leta had invited some of the most prominent families not only in town but in the county. There was even talk that the governor was attending. Before the party Nathan slipped away and he wandered down to the stream under the tree like he’s done for the past week. Every now and then he would look up and see if Darcy was on the other side waiting to come over. He had heard that her pa told her she was to stay away from that Gower boy and Darcy obeyed his wishes. It was the night of the big party at the Gower Farm and he could hear from the road wagons heading to the party. As the carriages drive up the Col. and Ms. Leta are on the porch to greet their guests. It was Nathan who got in through the back door and up the stairs to change. All heads turned as the governor’s coach came up the driveway. As the coach came to a stop the Col. opens the door and offers his hand to the governor’s wife to get out of the coach. The governor emerges to the applause of the guests and kisses Ms. Leta’s hand as she offers it to him. It was at that moment Nathan emerges from the house all dressed in a suit . The governor greets the Col.



 “Carter, it’s good to see you. “



 It was at that moment that Nathan emerges from inside of the house and is greeted by the governor.



 “And this must be the lucky gentleman who will be moving on to the Point.”



Nathan shakes his hand and looks over to his mother and father.



 “Well nothing’s really certain governor but you know how my mother is.”



He gives a smile to his mother and she looks at the governor than back to Nathan.



 “I think you should tell him Leta.”



 “Tell me what?”



The governor looks at Nathan



 “Well your mother had contacted me and told me how much you had wanted to attend the Point since the Col. had and so had his father and well Nathan I’m proud to say you will attending the Academy next September as a cadet.”



 Leta looks at her son and has tears in her eyes



 “I was going to have the governor announce it at the party tonight, you will act surprised won’t you?”



 Nathan looked at his mother. Once again she had her own way. All this was just to prove she got her son into West Point. As the Col. escorts the governor into the house Etta and her family ride up. Leta sees Etta and smiles.



 “Nathan, do help Etta out of her carriage.”



 Etta smiles at Leta



 “Ms. Leta it’s good to see you. Thank you Nathan.”



 “I’m so glad you could come Etta. Oh Nathan would you show Etta inside?”



Nathan takes her hand and escorts her into the house. Once through the huge front doors the house seems so massive as much of the furniture has been removed for this party. Through the side massive glass doors is the patio where the party continues and the food and music are on the patio. Nathan looks at Etta.



 “Would you care to have some punch?”



 “Oh yes that would be lovely Nathan.”



 Across the other side of the stream Darcy was sitting by her window. The music from the party floated through the night air. AS I sat and listened tears rolled down my cheeks. Seems grandma had heard Nathan would be leaving for the Point next year after his birthday. The party was to be his pre celebration and of course I was not invited. Of course the two most important functions of the season and I’m not attending either of them. So here I sit looking out the window listening to the music.



 Downstairs my ma and grandma were in the living room.



 “It’s a darn shame Darcy couldn’t attend this party also.”



 My ma looked over to her mother.



 “Mother let’s not go through that all over again.”



 “I’m not but I’m sure it was all so innocent. I’ve seen the Gower boy and he really was just a friend.”



 “Maybe so mother, but have you ever seen Darcy’s face light up when she speaks about him?”



The older woman nodded and smiled.



 “Yes but that was when they were in grade school. A simple girl crush nothing more.”



 “Maybe but I’ve seen that look in her eyes when she was six and it’s still in her eyes now.”



 “ She loves that boy, always has. The bad thing about it is his folks and your husband will never let it happen.”



My ma looked at her.



 “Happen? Let what happen?”



 “Oh come Mary are you that blind”



 “I’m sure Darcy will find the right man when he comes along.”



 Grandma nods her head and goes back to her knitting as my ma sips her coffee.



 It was the evening of the spring dance and I sat quietly in my room. My folks had gone to Howards for supper. Pa and Mr. Howard worked together and both ladies have been trying to get together for months. I heard grandma call me from the hall.



 “Darcy, can you come down for a moment?”



 “Be right there grandma.”



I headed out of my room and down the stairs. As I got to the doorway of the living room Iswa grandma smiling.



 “What do you need grandma?”



 She stepped aside and there stood Nathan.



 “HI Darcy.”



 I was just stunned.



 “Nathan? “



Grandma had gotten behind me and gently shoved me in the room and closed the doors. I had to admit Nathan looked well.



 “Well how have you been?”



I still was a bit shocked but tried to answer.



 “I’ve been alright and you? I mean I heard you are going to West Point next year. You must be excited.”



I moved over to the nearest chair and sat down. Nathan sat on the sofa across from me.



 “I’ve been down at the stream I thought maybe I’d see you there but..”



 “Well I promised my pa I wouldn’t go there anymore.”



 “Oh I see.”



 “Truth is nothings the same without you there Darcy.”



 “I’m sorry Nathan. I’m sorry for so many things getting in trouble for asking you to teach me to dance, not being able to go to the dance tonight and now for making you sad.”



I got up and walked over to the widow and looked out into the darkness.



 “ I wish we could back in time and be the kids we were back then.”



Nathan had gotten up and slowly moved behind me until he was able to put his hands on my shoulders.



 “I’m not, I wouldn’t want to trade the beautiful woman I see here back to that young tomboy with the braids and her shoes tied over her shoulder.”



I had to smile when I thought about the first time he saw me I was in braids and my shoes were over my shoulder. I knew I had to tell him how I felt and if I didn’t do it now I would lose my nerve.



 “You know I have been keeping this inside me all these years and I feel I have to tell you. I know you’re going to think I’m silly but well I have been in love with you since I was six years old. Ok you can laugh at me now.”



He gently turned me around and with his hand he lifted my chin.



 “I’m not laughing and I don’t think it’s silly. I’m so glad you told me because I’ve been in love you with since the first day I saw you trying to wade across the stream.”



He slowly let his lips touch mine and my arms went around his neck as we shared a passionate embrace.



 “And now you’re going to West Point and we’ll be apart again.”



 He held me in his arms and I felt I could stay there forever.



 “I don’t care about West Point. I’d give it all up just to stay here by the stream with you. I love you Darcy Meadows for always.”



 I looked at him



 “Always and forever.”



 Later that evening I sat up in bed still excited that Nathan really did love me I was going to go to the stream tomorrow and we could sit there and plan our future together. But that was not to happen. As I was walking toward the stream my pa came along in the wagon. Just as I was about to turn off in the road he pulls up.



 “Darcy, come on I’ll give you a ride home.”



 I had no choice I had to take the ride home. Two days later news hit town Fort Sumter was fired on and we were at war. Every young man was rushing to join the army and every mother sat and prayed their son or sons would be safe.



 Nathan joined the army and with some help from his father he was sent under the command of General Albert S. Johnston and West Point graduate and highly respected officer. West Point would have to wait for Nathan he felt it was his duty to defend the south. It was the day before he was to leave and he waited by the stream hoping that Darcy would come to say good bye. He had almost given up when he say her across the stream making her way down to the stream. He made his way into the stream and she waited patiently like always. As he got to the other side she looked at him and took his hand.



 “This time I want to walk across with you. “



 “Are you sure, you’ll get wet.”



 “I’m sure.”



 Together we waded across the stream hand and hand. Once we made it to the other side we sat under the tree and held each other. I couldn’t bear to think of him leaving. I know he had to do this but the uncertainty of this war. Why couldn’t the Col. find a way to keep him away from the battlefield. He looked at me as I tried to stop the tears in my eyes.



 “What’s this tears? You don’t want me to remember you with tears in your eyes. Not the day before I leave. You don’t want me to have that as my memory of my girl. You do know you are my girl.”



I nodded.



 “And when I come back I’m going to marry you Darcy Meadows, and I’m going to purpose to you right here under this tree.”



 The next morning Nathan left by train for his basic training. Ms. Leta carried on so the Col. had to take her home. I promised I wouldn’t go to the train station I wanted to have the memory of us at the stream. It was our special place that no one could ever take from us. I heard the train whistle and knew Nathan was on his way. I wished he didn’t go yet I knew he had to it was what he was.



 It suddenly began to rain and as the drops hit the window sill I felt my own roll down my cheek.







 Chapter Four



 There wasn’t a day that went by that the townspeople gathered at the newspaper office to hear the latest on the war. Mrs. Rollins had not only her husband but her two sons also. Each day she waited to hear any news on the war. Grandma would sit with her sometimes. She felt sorry for the woman she had no one to lean on for strength. Then it came two days after the Battle of Shiloh it came out the wounded and the casualties. I looked over when I heard sobbing and saw Mrs. Rollins weeping. I looked at the names in the newspaper and saw all three Rollins men were lost in that battle. I felt an emptiness that was in the very core of my soul seeing Mrs. Rollins’ grief I couldn’t bear to read any farther than the fact that General Johnston died in battle. I wanted to look at the list but I just couldn’t I didn’t want to think that Nathan could be dead. Not after he told me he loved me and promised to marry me. He couldn’t be on the list. I forced myself to look at the G’s and there was no Gower. I said a silent prayer thanking the good Lord that he as spared.



 I walked back home only I stopped at the stream it was the one place I still felt I could reach Nathan. I felt no matter where he was if I just sat here he would know I was thinking of him. I closed my eyes and tried to picture him beside me when I heard grandma calling me.



I got up and walked through the trees and saw her on the road.



 “I knew I’d find you here. This came for you it’s a few weeks old but I thought you would still want it.”



She smiled and handed me a letter.



 “It’s from Nathan. Oh grandma thank you so much.”



 “Would you like to read it at home? I’m going that way I can give you a ride?”



 “I’d better thanks grandma.”



 In the privacy of my room I opened the letter and began to read ”Dear Darcy, I think of you often. There’s nothing glamorous about this war. We’re going to a place called Shiloh in a week and from there I’m not sure. I often think about you. I miss you and home. We’re all Virginia boys here but none of us are from the same town. We all talk about our homes and our families I even told them about you and they all want to meet you. It’s almost time for lights out and we’ll be leaving in the morning so I’ll end the letter here. I hope we can get home soon I’ve got to move on now hope this gets to you. I love you Darcy always and forever. Love Nathan.”



 That letter was over a week old we already had heard the news of the Battle of Shiloh and the death of . General Johnston died on the battle field of a gunshot wound to his leg. He unselfishly had his personal doctor sent to the front to aid the wounded; he on the other hand bled to death due to his wound. It was the bloodiest battle in the war so far. It was on a Sunday afternoon that is a place called Shiloh both sides lost 23,000 men. Among those brave men under Gen. Johnston that were also wounded was one young man Nathan Gower. It seemed a mortar hit right beside him and tore his left leg severely. At the army hospital they felt the only recourse to be was to amputate. It would be the end of his army career but a young surgeon had heard of a new method of saving the legs and arms of these wounded soldiers and after six hours of painstaking surgery Nathan’s leg was spared. The fact that he would always have a limp was a small price to pay to save the leg from amputation.



 It was a shattered Col. Gower who came to our house that afternoon a week after the battle.



He seemed a broken man as if he had lost all the will to live. I had thought oh no Nathan is dead. I began to sob and he gently touched my hand.



 “No, no Darcy, he’s not gone. He’s been wounded. He suffered a serve injury to his leg. They transferred him to another army hospital and Leta and I are going to see him as soon as we can get a train out.”



 The man just kept looking at me and smiled.



 “Is there anything I can do or get you Col.?”



 The old man just smiled and nodded his head.



 “I’m sorry my wife treated you so badly my dear I know how much Nathan cares for you. I intend to tell him I have been here to see you and you know of his injury. Would you like me to tell him anything?”



I looked at my parents and then my grandma who nodded her head and smiled.



 “Col. do tell him always and forever he’ll know what it means.”



A smile came to the old man’s face as he once again pats her hand.



 “I’ll tell him miss don’t you worry.”



He gets up and starts to head out the door. When my ma stops him.



 “Col. if there is anything you or Ms. Leta needs please let us know.”



 “Thank you Mrs. Meadows, thank you very much.”



 He walks out the door with my pa. I looked over to grandma.



 “He looks so broken. I wish there was something I could do for him.”



 “ You did just by what you said to him. “



Weeks passed and there was no news on Nathan. The war raged on and more young lives were lost on both sides. I found myself wondering if I would ever see Nathan and yet there was that one hope that I would turn around one day and he would be there at the stream and we could pick up our lives.



 It was a warm Sunday afternoon I sat under the tree by the stream as I had done since I spoke with the Col. Sometime I would just sit and watch the clouds, other times I would think of Nathan and pray he would come home to me. I closed my eyes and began to talk in a low voice as if Nathan was beside me.



 “Nathan, I wish you were here so I knew that you were alright. I’ve been worried for so long to hear any news on you. Oh I wish you could hear me.”



With my eyes closed I didn’t notice that Nathan had indeed walked to the banks of the stream and was standing there in front of me.



 “I can hear you silly. I’m right here.”



I opened my eyes and there was Nathan standing before me with on crutches but he was standing there before me. I jumped up and put my arms around me.



“Nathan!”



“Darcy, Darcy careful you’ll knock me down. “



I stepped back and tried to stop the tears in my eyes.



 “How did you get here? How are you, how…?”



He slowly made his way to the tree and leaned up against the trunk.



 “You’ll have to ask me one question at a time Darcy.”



 There were so many questions I wanted to ask and so many things I wanted to tell him but for now just to stand here and see him before me.



 “I know the last time we were here I promised you I would do something. Well if you can forgive me for not getting on one knee I’ll try to do this right.”



He gently takes my hand and smiles



 “Darcy Christine Meadows would you do me the favor and be my wife? I’d get on one knew if it would make you answer faster.”



I looked at him and smiled.



 “Yes, I will marry you Nathan, today, tomorrow whenever and where ever you want.”



 It was a dream come true for both of us. I was to be married in my mother’s wedding dress. As I stood in front of the mirror looking at the image. “Well girl this is it, the moment you’ve been waiting for since you were six years old. The day you become Mrs. Nathan Gower.” The door of her room opens and her father stands there looking at his little girl and smiles.



 “You look so happy Darcy and I’m so proud of you.”.



*****



THE END
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I got to have him



Most people strive for happiness with little success. One of the people who certainly got everything she wanted and more was Keisha Mosby. Keisha was better known to her family and friends as KeKe. She led a pretty charmed life. She never wanted for anything; she grew up in an affluent and loving family and was blessed with both brains and beauty. She was like the perfect storm.







 In spite of her many blessings, Keisha was not a spoiled, arrogant woman. She had always worked hard, tried to be kind to people and remained humble. People usually liked her and she was the classic over-achiever. There was just something about KeKe.







 As Keisha got older she lost none of her charm. She went away to college, which saddened not only her family, but her whole community just outside of Chicago. She was received with as much appreciation at college, becoming popular very quickly. One of the people she got along with best was her roommate, Takia. They were both nervous about starting college and they leaned on each other to help them through it. Their friendship continued through their college career, even after they moved into separate dorms and got swallowed up into different majors. Keisha moved into the business school crowd, preparing to join the family business. Takia started out as a nursing major, before becoming an engineering major, but by Keisha’s senior year, Takia had moved over to the business school as well. Keisha graduated at the top of the class and moved back to Chicago to begin work with the family. Takia continued on in her studies. The two friends tried their best to stay in touch.







 Keisha was very happy to be back home with her family. She picked up on the work very quickly, got a place of her own, and moved back into the social circle of her community. She was as popular as ever and her family was very proud of her. She had not been back long before she met a newcomer to town named Jason Weathers. Jason had moved into town to help take care of his ailing uncle. One night while out at a party, Keisha and Jason met and the connection was instant. They soon broke away from the party and talked through the night. From that night on they were pretty much inseparable.







 At this point Keisha was leading a full, happy life. She was balancing, work, family, friends and Jason very well. As the holidays approached, which was her favorite time of year, she found herself counting her blessings. They were so many she’d usually lose count at some point and have to start over. Then to put the sprinkles on top, one night at an event for Mosby Enterprises in front of all of her family and friends, Jason got down on one knee and asked for her hand in marriage. Keisha jumped up and down yelling yes at the top of her lungs. She thanked God for her perfect man, perfect family, and perfect life.







 The following week Keisha received some more happy news; Takia was moving to town. It was a very pleasant surprise. She had no idea that Takia was interested in moving to Chicago, but she would be more than happy to welcome her. Apparently Takia had just completed her business degree and would be moving to Chicago to look at the prospects in the job market. Keisha anxiously awaited her arrival.







 Within a month Keisha was meeting Takia at O’Hare Airport. They greeted each other eagerly and could barely make it out of the airport for all of the chatter between them. They caught up on the ride to Keisha’s condo. Keisha could not wait to intJohnuce Takia not only to her family, but also Jason. He was waiting for them when they got back to the condo. He rushed out to help them bring in Takia’s bags. As soon as they got settled Keisha formally intJohnuced them. As they sat down in her living room she turned to Takia and said, “Takia, this is my fiance, Jason. Jason, this is Takia Richards.”







“Fiancee? Oh my god, you’re getting married?”







“Yes, girl! He just asked me a few weeks ago. I wanted to wait til you got here to tell you face to face.” Keisha put up her left hand and showed Takia her beautiful 2 and a half carat, flawless princess cut ring.







“Oh my god, girl! Congratulations!”







Takia jumped up off of the couch and hugged Keisha tightly. They held a big hug for quite some time, until Takia broke away, turning to Jason and saying with a laugh, “Oh, sorry. Hello and congratulations to you too.” Before Jason could say anything Takia was going in for a hug. Keisha watched them embrace and smiled, glad to see them getting along already. Keisha then looked at the clock and realized it was dinner time. She said, “Oh, I’m gonna cook us something to eat.”







 Jason looked at Keisha apologetically and said, “Oh, I’m sorry baby. I have to go back and check on Uncle Junior. Tammy went back home today and he’s there by himself. You two go ahead. I’ll get with you all another time.”







“Aw, really? I understand.”







 Keisha got up and walked Jason out. She went out to the elevator with him and gave him a hug and kiss. After he got on and the doors closed she turned back around to walk to her condo. For a moment she thought she saw someone standing in her doorway, but there was no one there now so she shrugged it off. She went back into the condo and went to the kitchen to find what she would make to eat. Takia was standing at her bookshelf looking at her pictures. She said, “This is a really nice place, KeKe.”







“Thank you girl.”







“And you have a very nice looking family. And your fiance seems like a nice guy.”







“He really is. He’s amazing. I’m so lucky.”







“You have it all, girl.”







Keisha laughed and replied, “I don’t know if I have it all, but I do have a lot. I’m truly grateful. What about you? How have things been?”







“They’ve been alright. Just had to work and hustle to finish school, not to mention the student loans. I went back home for a while, but there’s nothing for me there. I figured I’d see what the Windy City had to offer.”







“You’re going to love it here. I always have. But what about your family? You’ve never really talked about them. All this time I’ve only ever really heard you mention your grandma and a sister.”







“Yeah there isn’t much to tell. My grandma died last year and my sister and I don’t really talk. My family isn’t like yours.”







“I’m sorry to hear that. But so long as you’re here my family is your family. I want you to make yourself at home and know that whatever is mines is yours.”







“Thank you so much, Keke. I really appreciate it. I know it seems kind of crazy coming out here with no job and no place to stay, but I just have a feeling that there is something here for me.”







“I have that feeling for you too.”







“Plus there’s you. You’re the closest thing I have to family. I’ve really missed you since you left.”







“Aw, I missed you too girl. Aw, come here.”







 Keisha came out of the kitchen and gave Takia another hug. They rocked slowly and held onto each other. After a few moments, Keisha broke away and said, “Alright now, I have to get dinner started. I’m making my famous chicken parmesan with spaghetti, a fresh salad and some homemade garlic cheese bread.”







“Sounds great.”







“It’s usually pretty good, if I do say so myself.”







“I know. I remember when you used to make stuff at school. Plus you do everything well.”







“Oh, stop it. I do alright. Just make yourself comfortable while I get dinner together.”







“Alright girl. I’m gonna go and shower this flight off of me while you do that.”







“Okay. There are towels in the linen closet inside the bathroom. Take your pick of soaps and whatever else is in there. I set up the room to the right of the bathroom for you. You can go on in and set your stuff up.”







“Okay, thanks girl.”







 Takia went off to take her shower. By the time she made it back out Keisha was putting the finishing touches on the meal, just taking her garlic cheesy bread out of the oven. She had already set the table. Takia took a seat and watched as Keisha brought the food out. Once she had brought out everything she sat down and said grace over the food before they began to eat. As soon as she had said Amen, Takia launched into the food. Keisha watched with a smile as Takia devoured the food on her plate. Once she had cleaned it she asked for some more. Keisha gladly got up and refilled her plate.







 Keisha was barely able to finish her own food before Takia was clearing her second plate. Chuckling a bit, Keisha said, “I’m glad to see you like it.”







“Girl, it is really good. Plus I hadn’t really eaten all day.”







“I see.” Keisha went to get up and clear the table, but Takia jumped up and picked up their plates. Takia said, “I’ll take care of it. It’s the least I can do.”







“Thank you, Takia. You really don’t have to.”







“It’s my pleasure. Go ahead and sit down.”







“Well, if you insist. I think I’m going to go ahead and take a bath. Do you need me to show you where everything is?”







“Oh, no. I’ll figure it out. You go ahead.”







 With that Keisha turned and went to her bathroom to run the bathwater. Once she got it running with her bath salts and a few candles, she went back into her bedroom to take off her jewelry and grab her robe. She walked back into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She pinned up her hair and began to take off her clothes. She turned off the bathwater and stepped into the tub, sitting down and letting the water come up to her neck. She lay back and closed her eyes. After a few minutes of silence, Keisha thought she heard footsteps past the bathroom, in the direction of her bedroom. She told herself it was probably just Takia going into her new room for something. She set up and began to wash herself. She noticed that a lot of the stuff in the bathroom had been moved. She guessed Takia had really helped herself. That was good. She slowly but surely washed herself, before pulling out the stopper with her toes and rising out of the water. She stepped out onto the rug and dried herself off before putting on her robe and heading out into her bedroom.







 Once Keisha got into her room, she began her post shower ritual, complete with moisturizing her skin and putting her pajama set on. She wrapped her hair and prepared to go back out and check on Takia. She automatically reached for her engagement ring on her way out. She always kept it sitting on top of her chest right next to the door. She reached into the little holder, but her ring was not there. She looked around it and it was not there either. She searched the area on the floor next to it, but saw nothing. She began to look everywhere, even going back into the bathroom to search. She didn’t find it there either. She decided to go back into the living room, perhaps she had taken it off while cooking and hadn’t put it back on.







 Keisha walked into the kitchen and looked on the counters around the sink, but it was not there either. She was beginning to panic and trying to remember the last time she had seen it. She remembered showing it to Takia. She decided to ask Takia if she had seen it. Right as she stepped out of the kitchen she noticed Takia sitting on the couch looking at something shiny on her hand. At closer look she realized it was her engagement ring. She felt a strong sense of relief that it was not lost. She said, “Girl, I was just looking everywhere for that ring. I thought I had lost it.”







Takia said, not taking her eyes off of it, “I’m sorry, girl. I couldn’t resist. It is so gorgeous; I had to try it on.”







“It’s okay, I’m just glad it’s not lost.”







“It is wonderful. How do you do anything, but look at it.”







Keisha laughed and said, “Oh, I do plenty of looking at it. Can I have it back now?”







Takia took another moment looking at it. Keisha felt a bit awkward standing there with her hand out, not to mention the way Takia was looking at the ring. It did not look like she wanted to take it off. After another few moments, however, Takia slowly removed it and placed it into Keisha’s hand. Keisha tried to shake off a queer feeling that she had and replaced the ring back on her finger. There was bit of awkward silence to follow as Keisha tried to figure out what to say. She didn’t know where Takia’s head was. She came around and sat on the couch next to her. She decided to power through the moment and asked, “So what were you thinking in terms of jobs?”







“To be honest, Keke, I don’t even know where to start.”







“You could start with us. Why don’t you come and work for my family’s company? I’m sure we can find a position for you.”







“Really?”







“Sure, we have plenty going on.”







“I don’t know, Keke. You’re too kind. I’m already staying with you; I don’t want to take a job from you too.”







“Girl, don’t worry about it. I’m more than happy to help you out.”







“I really appreciate it, but I think I should find work on my own.”







“Suit yourself, but just know it’s an option.”







“Thank you so much, Keke. For everything. You are so amazing.”







“Oh, don’t mention it. That’s what friends are for. Now, you want to watch a movie?”







“Okay.”







 Keisha got up and got the remote. She turned the TV on and began flipping through the channels. After finding nothing really good on, she pulled up her Netflix. They found a movie they both wanted to watch and put it on. Keisha got up and got them some popcorn. Once the movie went off, Takia wanted to watch another, but Keisha was tired and had to get up for work in the morning. She told Takia good night and reminded her that she was welcome to everything in the condo. She leaned in and kissed her on the forehead and headed for her bedroom. Before she made it out of the room she heard Takia say, “I love you, Keke.”







“I love you too, Takia.” Keisha smiled to herself as she headed back for bed. The next morning Keisha woke up to the smell of breakfast. She came into the kitchen to find Takia slaving away. She smiled and said, “Good morning. What’s that you have cooking there?”







“I decided to make my grandma’s homemade biscuit recipe. I found some bacon and eggs in the fridge. I hope you don’t mind.”







“Oh, no, it’s fine. I told you, you’re welcome to anything. That smells wonderful.”







“Yeah, this is how my grandma used to wake me up.”







“It’s a great way to get up. I usually just do something quick in the mornings. Especially if I’m heading to the gym before work.”







“You work out before work?”







“A few times a week. The rest of the week I work out after work.”







“Oh, wow, you’re committed. I guess that’s why you have that amazing body.”







“You have a nice figure there yourself.”







“Oh, girl, stop. With my bird legs? And I barely have any hips.”







“Girl, please. You’re fine. There are people who would kill for your figure.”







“You’re so sweet. I’m just about done with breakfast. Go ahead and sit down at the table, I’ll bring it out to you.”







“I can help.”







“No, sit down. This is the least I can do for you letting me stay here. It is really amazing. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”







“I told you, don’t worry about it. I’m happy to do it.”







“Still though…but go’on and sit down. I got this.”







“Okay.”







 Keisha took her seat at the table. She looked at the time to make sure she wouldn’t be late for work. It was her family’s company, but she still made sure to be at work on time. More times than not she was actually there early. She took her job very seriously. Takia brought her out a smoking hot plate of biscuits, eggs, and bacon. It looked and smelled wonderful. She also brought out the orange juice along with some syrup and butter. Keisha could hardly wait to dig in. As soon as she took a bite of the biscuits she was in heaven. They were so good. She barely wanted to put syrup on them. The whole breakfast was divine. She finished rather quickly and got up to start the dishes. Takia protested, but she insisted. After finishing the dishes she went off to her morning ritual. She washed her face and brushed her teeth, unwrapped her hair and combed it into a nice, neat style, moisturized her skin, and pulled together an outfit. By the time she stepped back out of her room, briefcase in hand, she was ready to go.







 Keisha walked into the living room and found Takia there dressed as well. She had on a nice pencil skirt with a white blouse and some black pumps to complete the look. Keisha smiled and said, “Wow, you look good, girl. Where you off to?”







“Out on the job hunt. I’m gonna pound the pavement and find something.”







“Oh, okay. I’m scared of you! Remember what I said about a job at Mosby Enterprises. I know you want to go your own way, but we would love to have you. One meeting with my family and I’m sure you’d be in.”







“I’ll keep that in mind, but I think I’ll see what else is out there first. I actually already setup an interview. I saw a listing online and they said I could come in.”







“Oh, that’s great. Good for you. Well, I have to go. I left a key on the island for you. Make sure you lock up before you go. You need me to drop you somewhere?”







“No, it’s okay. I’ll find my way. I want to do a bit of exploring today.”







“Okay, well good luck. I’ll see you later.”







“Thank you. Bye Keke.”







 Keisha gave Takia a kiss on the cheek and headed out for the office. She had a fairly pleasant day at work; mostly meetings. A lot of her family was there that day, including her younger sister Natasha and her younger cousin Sicily. They were still young, wild and free, not taking anything seriously yet. Both had graduated from college a year early and had decided to take the year to enjoy life before taking on responsibility. They weren’t too bad, just loved to have fun. Keisha decided to text Takia and have her come into the office so she could meet them. She figured it would be good for them to get to know each other and hang out while she was over at Jason’s. Takia replied that she would be there as soon as she could.







 About an hour later, Takia text that she was down in the lobby. Keisha told her to come on up. Takia walked into the office, visibly nervous. Keisha met her at the elevators and seeing her unease, told a few jokes to try and make her feel better. Takia smiled back in gratitude. Keisha took her around to meet her family members. First was her father, who seemed to take to her immediately. Her father was very charming and could make anybody feel comfortable. Keisha could see Takia relaxing in his presence. Next they went down to her Aunt Tori’s office to peek their head in. In there they ran into Natasha and Sicily who were harassing her for fun. Aunt Tori shook Takia’s hand and then told Keisha to get those two out of her office. They all laughed as they walked out into the hallway. Once the laughing died down Keisha turned to Natasha and Sicily and said, “Hey, this is my friend Takia I was telling you about. Takia, this is my little sister Natasha and my cousin Sicily.”







Takia gave a meek wave of the hand. Natasha moved her hand and went in for a hug. Sicily stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the both of them. They rocked and laughed like they were already great friends. With her arm around Takia’s shoulders, Natasha said, “So, Kia, can I call you that?...Anyway, Kia, welcome to our city. You are now with the best welcoming committee in all of Chicago. Stick with us and you’ll know all of the best spots and secrets around here. We are the plug.”







Sicily came on the other side and wrapped her arm around Takia. She said, “That’s right Kia, girl. It’s not happening in the Chi without our knowledge. We have all of the exclusives. We’ll have you loving the city in no time. You don’t have a job yet, do you?”







“No, I’m still looking.”







Natasha looked at her like she was crazy and said, “Girl why? You just got here. You’re rolling with us. You can worry about a job later. When the time comes just work here or one of our other businesses.”







“That’s very nice of you, but…”







Sicily cut in, “Unh unh, girl, as the empresses of this here city and one of the members on the board here we hereby decree that you will not be worrying about any job until further notice at which point we will find a space for you. You’re one of us now.”







“Really?”







“Girl, yeah. Any good friend of Keke’s is like family to us. We’re gonna put you onto everything. We can start now. I’m sure Keke will be going over to Jason’s to be all gross and lovey dovey later, so you can just roll with us for the night. We’re gonna hit up all of the good spots.”







“But it’s Thursday night.”







Natasha shrugged and said, “Every night with us is lit! We have taken the year off and girl we are getting it in for all 365 days. Possibly more.”







 Keisha smiled and looked on. She had hoped that Natasha and Sicily would take Takia under their wings. She knew how they were. They loved any opportunity to show somebody new around town, so she had little doubt that they would be Takia’s enthusiastic tour guides. She just hoped they wouldn’t run her too ragged. Keisha piped in, “Alright now girls. Don’t turn up too much. I know how y’all can get. Don’t have the girl out here exhausted and sick.”







Natasha rolled her eyes and said, “Girl, hush! I’m sure Takia is no amateur. She’s a big girl. We won’t do anything too bad. Well, not with her, anyway. We’ll drop her off.”







Sicily joined in, “Yeah, we’ll take good care of her. You’ll be alright, won’t you, Kia?”







“I think so. I’m not a complete square. I know how to have a good time.”







“Good, then you’re our type of girl. Now on that note, we have business to attend to. The tour starts now. We know this hot lunch spot to hit. The men in there are so fine and they have great drinks.”







Natasha jumped up and down and said, “Midday turn up!” She and Sicily began to twerk around. Keisha and Takia laughed as they danced. Keisha put an arm around Takia and whispered in her ear, “Look out for them, girl. They will run you ragged.” Takia whispered back, “I will. I’m excited. I think it’ll be fun.”







“Oh yeah, these two are a barrel of laughs.”







Natasha stopped and said, “Y’all talkin about us? Unh unh, CiCi, they talking about us.”







Sicily scrunched up her face and said, “It’s cool though, TaTa. Kia, don’t listen to her. We are perfect angels in the lord.” Natasha and Sicily put their hands together as if in prayer. Keisha pushed them and laughed. Natasha grabbed Takia’s left hand and Sicily grabbed the right, saying, “Alright sis, it’s time to go. Bye KeKe. Have fun workin.” Keisha stuck her tongue out at them and waved as they bustled Takia to the elevator. As they stepped inside Takia smiled from ear to ear. Keisha winked at her and chuckled as she made her way back to her office.







After a few more hours of phone calls and paperwork, Keisha was ready to leave the office. She had to stop at home and take a quick shower and get dolled up for a romantic evening with Jason. In spite of how long they had been together she still got butterflies every time she knew she was going to see him. She still felt like a teenage girl in love for the first time. She took extra care to look nice for him. She even got him a little present just to make him feel good. Before she left out for Jason’s, she texted Takia to check up on her. Takia assured her that she was fine and that she was having a great time. Keisha told her that she would be staying over at Jason’s so she would see her the next day.







Keisha drove over to Jason’s house and parked in his driveway. She took one more look at herself in her rearview mirror, before getting out and walking up to the door. Jason had given her a key a while ago, but she still rang the doorbell. Jason came to the door with his sleeves rolled up and his top buttons undone. He was clearly in the process of cooking. The smells wafted out of the house towards her as soon as he opened the door. He greeted her with a sweet smile and an even sweeter kiss. He took her hand and led her into the house, letting the door close behind them. Keisha had always been impressed with how beautifully decorated his home was. His mother had come in and done most of it for him, but he had added his own touches that made it truly endearing. Jason led her into the living room area right off of the kitchen and let her hand go to check in the pots on the stove. Keisha slipped out of her coat, put down her purse, and walked into the kitchen after him to see if she could help. When Jason turned around from the pots his eyes lit up and went wide. Keisha was standing there in a stunning, body-hugging short black number that could have replaced the stop signs on the street. The dark dress looked sensational against her light, graham cracker skin. She had completed the look with the diamond earrings and pendant Jason had given her along with some sexy 5 inch heels and her hair clipped up in a messy bun to complete the look. Jason’s eyes feasted on her like she was the most glorious thing they had ever seen. His mouth had actually dropped open and he was looking her up and down from head to foot.







Keisha blushed at the look and continued to walk towards him looking around to see what needed to be done. As soon as she was in arm’s reach, Jason grabbed her up into an embrace, holding her body against his and sprinkling kisses from her shoulder up her neck and finally to her lips for one lingering, passionate kiss. Keisha allowed herself to melt into him, countering his passion with her own. After what seemed like hours, she pulled away before it went any farther. Jason stood there panting, clearly not ready to let go. Keisha gave him one last kiss on the cheek before slipping around him and looking to see what he was cooking. She looked into a pot of potatoes and onions before looking over into another and seeing asparagus spears. From the smell wafting from the oven she could tell that he was pan-searing some steaks. As she stood there investigating she could feel Jason’s eyes on her body, specifically centered at her butt. She felt a hand rub across it and swatted it away playfully. She turned and looked at him. Even with his shirt a bit messy, he was still a very handsome, well put together man. He had the most dazzling smile, clean cut dark hair with waves, sparkling light brown eyes, chiseled features and a body to boot. She knew her eyes were feasting just as much as his were. Tall, dark and handsome. She was a truly lucky woman.







She turned back around to check the oven. After seeing the steaks were not done she turned to him and said, “What can I do?”







“Nothing. I got this.”







“There’s nothing I can help you with? Maybe some bread or something? Can I help you start cleaning up?”







“No, what you can do is put that beautiful derriere in a seat and let your man serve you.”







“ How about the wine?”







“See woman, you just can’t be still and let me work. Fine! You can pick out a wine and uncork it. Dinner should be ready in another 15 or 20 minutes.”







“Oh, yeah. I got you something.” Keisha went back over to her purse and took out a box with a ribbon around it. She put it on the counter and slid it towards Jason.







He looked down at the box, then back up at her and said, “What did I tell you about getting me presents? You’re gift enough. If it isn’t a holiday you don’t have to give me anything, but you.”







“I know, but I wanted to get you something nice. You’re always giving me things.”







“I’m your man. I’m gonna give you the world. That doesn’t mean you have to buy me things.”







“Now who’s being stubborn? Just open it and see what it is.”







 Jason gave her a look, but pulled the box towards him and began to pull off the ribbon. He took the top off the box and looked in. Keisha had gotten him a custom pocket watch complete with a chain, an inscription, and diamonds on the outside. In it Keisha had it engraved to say “With each tick of this clock, with each second that passes, I love you more and more and more. Forever is too short. Love Keisha.” Jason stared down at the engraving for a few moments, clearly allowing it to sink in. He then set the watch down on the counter and walked around to where Keisha stood. Her arms were already open and waiting for him. He walked into them and squeezed her tight. They stood there for some moments, letting the love pass between them. Jason put his lips to her ear and whispered, “You’re right. Forever is too short.” Then he jumped out of her arms and ran to look into the oven. He put on an oven mitt and took the pan with the steaks out and set it on an empty eye on the stove. He then stirred his potatoes and onions before heading to the refrigerator to add cheese. He had turned the eye with the asparagus off already.







After cutting up some bread and spreading it with butter, he instructed Keisha to take a seat so they could eat dinner. He set the table, complete with the meal before dimming the lights and lighting two candles in the center. Keisha completed the table with the wine she had uncorked, but Jason put it back, replacing it with champagne. He declared the night a celebration of their love and they ate and sipped the bubbly. Once they were finished, he placed the plates in the sink and turned on some slow music. Grabbing Keisha to prevent her from washing the dishes, he pulled her into him and they began to dance slowly around the dining room. They were so engrossed in the magic; they did not even realize when the music had gone off. They continued swaying until they heard the silence and laughed at each other. Keisha thought briefly about checking on Takia again, but decided she was fine and carried on with her evening. She and Jason made love and then fell asleep in each other’s arms.







The next few days were hectic at work with new deals in the works, so Keisha was really busy. She tried to check in on Takia at regular intervals, but she was swamped. Takia was still hanging around with Natasha and Sicily. Keisha had to cancel plans to go to a movie with Jason, so she suggested that he and Takia go together. They agreed, which made her feel better about neglecting them and she went on back to work. She was working long hours, staying late into the night, barely closing her eyes to sleep. These business deals were incredibly important and could take Mosby Enterprises to the next level. No one in the office rested until the ink was dry on the contracts on Saturday afternoon. They held a small celebration and each went home to try and get some sleep.







Keisha drove to her condo, eyes red-rimmed and watery and was pleasantly surprised to find Jason there waiting for her. He was sitting in the living room with Takia having a very animated conversation. There was a basketball game on the TV. The two of them barely noticed when Keisha walked in. Once they did, Jason got up and kissed her and Takia came around to give her a hug. Keisha gave them a tired smile and said, “Well, hello you two. What are you up to?”







Jason replied, “We were just sitting around watching some games. Takia is a big fan of basketball too, so we were just talking about it. I brought my game over too so we could play 2K.”







“That’s good, baby. Did you all eat?”







“Yeah, I ordered in. I got you something too. It’s in the microwave waiting for you. Damn, baby, you look tired. You need to go lay down.”







Takia chimed in, “Yeah, girl, you look dead on your feet. Go on to bed.”







Keisha shook her head and said, “Oh, no. I can hang with you guys for a minute.”







Jason got a stern look on his face and said, “You need to rest. Go take yourself a bath and go to sleep. We’ll be alright.”







 He kissed her and guided her towards the bathroom. Keisha did not have enough energy to protest. She went ahead and ran some bathwater and got ready to get in. She felt like there was something different about her bathroom, but she thought she was probably just tired. Maybe Takia had moved something around, she wasn’t sure. She just stepped into the nice hot bathwater and began to soak away all of the weariness from her work week. She washed over herself and then let some of the bathwater out so she could warm it up again. Before she knew it, she had fallen asleep. The next thing she knew she was being shaken awake. Jason was kneeling beside the tub smiling down at her. He said, “I knew you were tired. Get on out, baby. I’ll drain and wash out the tub. Go to bed.” He helped Keisha step out and put on her robe. She swayed sleepily into her room and fell into her bed. It felt slept in, but she may have left it that way. She had come in a few times throughout the week and slept in her clothes. She barely had any time to think this before she was drifting into sleep.







 Keisha woke up the next morning to noises coming from the living room. She rolled over and realized she was still in just her robe. She put on some clothes and went out into the living room to see where the noise was coming from. She found Takia and Jason seated next to each other on the floor playing 2K. They were whooping and talking smack, completely engrossed in the game. Jason tried to make a shot and Takia dropped her remote and began to wrestle him down to stop him. They struggled on the floor, laughing until they looked up and saw Keisha. Jason rolled off of the floor and got up to greet her. He put his arms around her and said, “Good morning, sleepyhead.”







 Keisha shook off a feeling of uneasiness and smiled at him and said, Good morning.”







“Hey, I made you some breakfast. It’s on the warmer in the oven.”







“Thank you, baby. You’re so good to me.”







 They hugged again and Keisha peeked over his shoulder. She could’ve sworn she saw a look of hostility on Takia’s face, but when she looked again she was wearing a sweet smile. She said, “Aw, you guys are so cute.” Keisha readjusted in Jason’s arms and asked, “Takia, have you talked to Natasha or Sicily. I texted them, but they haven’t responded.”







“Not today. I talked to them yesterday and they were headed off to some rowdy warehouse party. They’re probably still passed out.”







 Keisha thought about that as she stepped out of Jason’s grasp and went to get her food from the kitchen. She could not remember the last time she had talked to her sister. They usually talked at least every other day. The last time she recalled was the day she intJohnuced her to Takia. She made a mental note to call her in a little while to check in with her. Keisha took her plate and sat down at the table. Jason and Takia went back to playing the game. She noticed that Takia had repositioned herself a bit farther from Jason this time. She got up and sat on the couch, while he stayed on the floor. She quieted down a bit too. Keisha tried not to think anything of it. Just as Keisha got up and began to clear her plate, Takia said, still looking at the screen, “Oh, Keke, I decided to take that job with your company. CiCi and TaTa set me up so I can start this week.”







“Oh, wow! That’s great. Where will you be working?”







“I’ll be working with you in your department.”







“That’s awesome. I’m happy for you.”







“Yeah, I’m on my way. I’ll be like you in a little bit.”







“Ha ha ha!”







 Keisha laughed and continued to clean up the kitchen. There was an alarm going off in her head. Keisha was trying not to be paranoid, but something didn’t feel right. There was something happening and she didn’t understand what it was. She had always been sensitive and she could sometimes let her imagination get away with her, but it was something about the vibe she was getting from Takia that made her feel uncomfortable. She tried to shake the feeling, but it was a presence in the condo with her. She decided she needed to get out and get some fresh air. She wished Natasha had gotten back to her so she could hang out with her, but she would just have to find something else to do. Maybe she should just go out by herself for a while. All she knew was she needed to get out of the condo.







 She went into her room and put on a jogging suit. She decided while she was out she may as well go to the gym; she hadn’t been able to that week. She grabbed her gym bag and keys to get ready and go. She walked out into the living room and just as she was about to say bye, Takia turned around and asked, “Where are you going?” Jason paused the game and turned around too. Keisha felt caught, as if she had been sneaking out. She put a smile on her face and said, “Oh, I’m just gonna go run a few errands. I’ll be back a little later.” She tried to sound casual.







“Oh, do you want me to come with you?”







“No, that won’t be necessary. You two just stay here.” As she said it, it felt wrong. She felt like it would be a bad idea leaving the two of them there, but she did not want to stay. She hesitated for a moment, but proceeded for the door. Jason got up to give her a hug and a kiss. She accepted them half-heartedly and walked out. In her mind she felt she was being ridiculous, but the alarms inside of her were going off. All of the little things that she had been finding strange were starting to add up. She hoped that she would be able to go to the gym and sweat it out. She got in her car and began to drive away. Just being in control of the car seemed to settle her.







 She went to the gym and had a great workout. Then she went to a few stores, dropped off somethings at the post office, and picked up some dry-cleaning she had almost forgotten about. On her way home she stopped by her favorite sweet spot and grabbed some junk. She got herself an icee and stopped for gas before finally pulling back up to her condo. She sat outside for a minute, hesitant to go back in. She remembered her mental note to call Natasha. She picked up the cell phone to call. She realized she hadn’t turned her ringer back on. There were texts, calls, and emails waiting for her on the screen. She noticed Jason’s name and called him back. He answered, “Hey, baby. Where you been?”







“I went to the gym and took care of some other things. What’s up?”







“Nothing. I was just worried about you. I left the condo to go check on Uncle Junior. I’m gonna stay with him tonight to give Kira a break. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I love you.”







“I love you too. Bye.” Keisha hung up and called Natasha. The call went to her voicemail. She hung up, got her bags, and went up to the condo. When she walked in she found an empty living room and kitchen. She thought for a minute that Takia was not there. Then she heard the bathroom door open and saw her walking down the hall. She had on a dress with makeup and jewelry. But on closer inspection, Keisha realized that she was not just wearing a dress and jewelry, she was wearing HER dress and jewelry. She stood there blinking for a few moments. Then she said, slowly, “Um, hey. Is that my dress and jewelry?”







“Oh, yeah, girl. I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t really have anything nice enough to wear and you keep telling me to help myself to anything.”







“Oh, no. It’s okay. Is that my perfume too?”







“Yeah. You always smell so good.”







“Thank you. You look nice. Where are you going?”







“Oh, your family invited me over for Sunday dinner.”







“Oh, right. I almost forgot about that. I better get dressed.”







Keisha ran back into her room to get ready. Her family had a huge dinner every Sunday night. She must have been really tired to have forgotten. She put on one of her new outfits and put on some light makeup. She hurriedly found some shoes and grabbed her purse to go. She almost forgot Takia was out there waiting. As soon as she came to the living room Takia got up and headed for the door. They went down to the car and Johne to her parent’s house in silence. Keisha put in the code and they went through the gate up to the house. When they got there, Keisha had barely stopped the car before Takia was climbing out. Keisha grabbed her purse, got out and followed her to the door. Takia stopped to ring the bell, but Keisha stepped around her and walked right in. Her parents never locked the door on Sundays.







 Keisha walked into the kitchen just as her mother and the housekeeper were putting in the final touches. She gave her mother a big hug and kiss before turning to Rosetta, the long-time housekeeper, and giving her a hug as well. She turned around to intJohnuce Takia, but her mother was already approaching her. They hugged and chatted like they were very familiar. Keisha stood and watched in surprise. Apparently Natasha and Sicily had brought Takia around in her absence. Most of the family had already met her. Since she did not have to make intJohnuctions she went to find her seat. Just then Natasha and Sicily walked in, loud as ever. Natasha entered the room and said, “Hey KeKe.” Keisha turned around to greet her, only to realize that Natasha wasn’t talking to her. She was talking to Takia. Since when was she going by KeKe? All of the time she had known her, she had never heard her called that. Kia was one thing, but KeKe was another. She tried to shake it off.







She got up and went over to talk to Natasha and Sicily. They were talking animatedly with Takia. She waited patiently for a lull in the conversation to jump in. She said, “Hey y’all. I’ve been texting and calling you.” Natasha and Sicily turned to her. They looked agitated. She tried to think of what their reason could be. She thought maybe they were upset that she had put Takia off on them, but she couldn’t help it. She had to work to get the deal done. Natasha threw her a tight, “Hey” and turned back to Takia. Sicily said nothing at all. Keisha was extremely taken aback. She had never had any issues with either of them. She stood for a moment trying to think of something to say, but came up with nothing. She walked back over to her seat and sat down sadly.







The family dinner was as lively as usual. That is for everyone, but Keisha. She sat there quietly eating her dinner and watching. She couldn’t understand it, but it seemed like everyone was treating her differently. She didn’t get it. On the other hand, everyone seemed to love Takia, or KeKe as everyone was now calling her. She laughed and talked just like one of the family. Keisha felt all but forgotten. She thought it was silly; she had wanted Takia to feel a part of the clan, but not at the expense of her. She kept telling herself she was over-reacting.







That is until her Aunt Rita said, “I cannot wait until my party. It is going to be amazing. The best of the best.” Keisha sat in confusion. She hadn’t heard about any party. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t really heard from her family since she had left work. That may not be odd for other people, but for the Mosby clan that was major. They were in constant communication. Keisha piped up, “Aunt Rita, I didn’t know you were having a party.”







 At that everyone at the table turned to look at her. Before Aunt Rita could say anything Natasha stepped in and said, “Well, now I guess you know how it feels.” Keisha could only imagine the look on her face. She had no idea where that had come from. She wasn’t keeping any secrets from her family. She said, “Tasha, what are you talking about?” Sicily intervened and said, “We hear you like to keep a lot of things to yourself.” Keisha’s bewilderment continued. What the hell was going on here? She was completely confused. What were they talking about? Everyone at the table was staring at her. That is except for Takia. She was staring down into her lap. Keisha began to think that Takia had been telling her family things about her. She tried to think of what she could have possibly said. It had to be lies, because there was nothing that she could have told them truthfully that they had not heard from her. She was completely in the dark and she hated it. She wished that Jason was there with her.







 She sat there for a moment, feeling like she was in a nightmare. She cleared her throat, trying to loosen the lump forming there and said, “What do you mean? I haven’t kept anything from you guys.”







“Oh really? So what is this about you quitting the family business once you marry Jason?”







“What? I’m not quitting. Where is this coming from?”







“Apparently it’s coming from the place you keep everything from us at. I guess it should be no surprise that Little Miss KeKe isn’t as perfect as she seems.”







 Keisha felt very hurt. Not only was she being attacked, but no one was coming to her rescue. Her hurt slowly turned into anger as she became outraged. How could her family believe something from someone they had just met over her? The final straw was when Takia finally looked up and said, “You guys, don’t be upset. I only told you those things because I thought you knew. I’m sure Keisha wasn’t trying to deceive you. You know how it is. There are just things you don’t tell your family.”







Natasha turned around and said, “No! There is nothing you cannot tell your family. Keisha should know that.”







 At this Keisha jumped up out of her seat and went to stomp out of the room. Before she left though, her anger reached a boiling point and she launched at Takia saying, “How could you do this? All I’ve done is help you and this is what you do? You try to turn my family against me? You lousy…” Keisha flew at Takia. Her family got up to grab her and block her from getting to Takia. Once again, Keisha felt like she was on the outside looking in. The tears were falling down her face. She broke out of their arms and ran out of the door to her car. She could barely see, but she put the car in drive and Johne off.







 Keisha was completely rattled. She could not believe what had just happened. She wanted to stop and pinch herself to wake up. But it was all too real. Her family had just turned on her for someone who she thought was one of her best friends. She was having a complete out of body experience. She wanted to call her daddy. She knew if he had been there things would not have happened like that. Unfortunately he was away on business. She knew there was only one person she could turn to: Jason.







 She drove down the highway towards Uncle Junior’s house. Her mind was racing. She kept playing it over and over again to herself. She truly could not believe it. She welcomed Takia into her home and into her family and she completely flipped everything on her. The betrayal was so awful. And she had been concerned about leaving her with Jason. Apparently that was the least of her problems.







 Before she knew it Keisha was pulling onto Uncle Junior’s block. She found a park and got out of the car. She had not even thought to call Jason before she came. She just knew that she needed to be with Jason right now. She rang the doorbell and waited. She felt unsteady on her feet. It took a while for him to come to the door, probably unsure about the uninvited visitor. As soon as the door opened, she fell into Jason’s arms. He had to catch her and all but carry her over to the couch. He held her in his arms and rocked her as she cried. She could not even get the words out to tell him what had happened. It seemed she wouldn’t have to. Still holding her close, he said, “Your mother just called and told me what happened.”







 Keisha jolted upright and looked him in his eyes. Before she knew it, she was stumbling backwards on her feet. She could not believe it. They had gotten to him too. She felt like she was losing her mind. Everything was turning against her. She felt completely alone in the world. She looked at Jason. He was looking at her carefully, clearly trying to read her expression. She turned away from him. She began to walk towards the door. He said, “Keisha…” He took a step towards her. Keisha shook her head and backed out of the door.







 She ran back to her car and immediately drove away. At first she wasn’t sure of where she was going to go. But she realized that she was pointing her car towards home, which is probably where she needed to be. She would go in there, pack up Takia’s things and put them outside of her door. She must have been speeding because before she knew it she was coming to a screeching halt in her parking lot. She parked and went up to her condo, barely conscious of what she was doing.







 Keisha put her keys in the door and opened it to a nasty surprise. Takia was sitting on her couch waiting for her. She could not believe the gall of this woman. She must really be crazy. Not as crazy as Keisha felt, though. Keisha closed the door behind her and stepped inside. She felt a wild energy radiating through her body. She stood waiting. She refused to be the first to speak. She wanted to hear what Takia had to say for herself. After some heavy moments of silence, Takia stood up and took a step towards Keisha, but only one. There was a look of sympathy and remorse on her face. Keisha’s mood did not change. She continued to wait.







Finally Takia said, “KeKe I am so sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen. I was just talking to TaTa and CiCi and the next thing I know things were out of control.”







 Keisha stood there looking at her. She felt the apology was weak. She wanted answers. She demanded, “What did you tell them?” Takia maintained her expression and went on, “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and I would never do anything to hurt you. It’s just, I wanted to fit in and be a part of the family. I talked about the only thing I knew we had in common; you.”







“What did you tell them?”







“KeKe, this week has been so amazing. I have had the time of my life. Please forgive me.”







“WHAT DID YOU TELL THEM!!!” Keisha had lost patience. She was tired of listening to Takia’s so called explanation. She wanted the truth. Takia kept on, “KeKe…”







“Stop calling me that! That’s what my friends and family calls me.”







“Okay, Keisha. Please…”







“If you’re not gonna tell me the truth then just get your stuff and get out!”







 At first Takia maintained the same expression. She was clearly trying to convince Keisha of how sorry she was. Keisha did not relent. When Takia saw no change in Keisha’s stance or expression, hers began to change. Keisha watched as Takia’s face turned into something almost morbid. Her expression became something grotesque. Keisha felt a pang of fear burst through her anger. It was as if she was witnessing a transformation. Takia lost all pretense of sympathy and remorse. She had almost a snarl forming on her face. She took another step toward Keisha. Keisha forced herself to stay still.







Takia said, “You’ve always been like this. A self-righteous goody two shoes. Miss Perfect, pristine little KeKe. Miss Everything. Everybody loves you, you have it all. The family, the career, the man. I don’t have anything. Nothing. My parents never wanted me, my grandma only took me in for a check and I never had any friends. I had to struggle and scrape every step of the way to get to college and you just strolled in there like it was nothing. Nobody even paid me any attention. I was KeKe’s roommate. KeKe’s friend. Even after you left.”







 Keisha stood there listening in utter shock. All of this time she had thought that Takia was her friend, but she had clearly been wrong. The pain of it was too much, not to mention how stupid she now felt. She could barely stand to hear anymore.







Takia was not done yet. She said, “I tried to be nice about this, I really did. I was going to let you at least stick around, but I see you’re not going to let that happen. You want to know what I told them? I told them whatever I could think of to smear their perfect image of you. And Natasha and Sicily were more than happy to hear it. They knew what it was like to have to compete with the perfect KeKe. As soon as I started talking, they were all ears, more than willing to believe whatever I told them. About the sleeping around in college, the abortions, and the drinking. About how badly you talked about them behind their backs and your plans to push them aside and take over. You’d think how nice you’ve always been would count for you, but actually it went against you. It seems fake and people have always been waiting for you to mess up. I gave it to them. That’s your flaw. You are too perfect. You make the people around you feel bad about themselves. You’re not right. You’re not right for Jason. You neglect him. I’ll be so much better for everybody. When I’m you, I’ll be much more relatable.”







“When you’re me?”







“Yes, that’s right. I’m taking over. What do you think I’ve been doing this whole time? Getting in good with the family, the company, and your fiance. I’m going to be better than just like you. I’m going to be you. After everything I told them and how you acted tonight, no one’s going to miss you. I’ll make sure of it.”







 The hairs on the back of Keisha’s neck stood on end. She should have realized that the only reason Takia would have told her all of that was that she was planning to get rid of her. She had been so stunned by everything that she had not had time to think of that. She was officially more afraid than she was angry. Takia was not that far away. Keisha did not think that she could run out the door or into any room and lock the door behind her. She felt trapped. She could feel Takia watching her waiting to pounce. She felt like this was a moment of fight or flight. Since flight was not an option, it seemed she would have to fight.







 Keisha did not want to be a sitting duck, so she decided to make the first move. She began walking towards Takia. Takia prepared to pounce. Keisha circled around the room trying to find an angle. When she got to the space closest to Takia, Takia sprang at her. She was a lot stronger than Keisha was expecting. For such a slim woman, she packed a lot of punch. She was able to wrestle Keisha down to the ground. She used her knees to force Keisha’s legs closed and put her hands around her neck. Keisha tried to fight her off, but she couldn’t breathe.







 She was able to get her elbow lodged up into Takia’s ribs, knocking the wind out of her. When she loosened her grip, Keisha flipped her off of her and began to grab at her. Keisha had never been much of a fighter; she had never had to be. But now she was fighting for her life and she found strength she didn’t know she had. She pulled Takia back towards her end table. With her knees pushing down on her back, she reached for her lamp and brought it down on her head. Takia fell over with a thud and did not move. Keisha felt horrible watching the blood ooze from the wound on her head, but she had no choice. It was either her or Takia. It was not going to be Takia. She realized that at some point she had lost her phone. She began to look around for it so that she could call an ambulance. They had begun their struggle by the couches so she got down on her belly to look underneath. She spotted the phone on the far side by the wall.







 As she began to reach for it, she heard movement behind her. Just as she was about to come back out she felt something wrapping around her neck. It felt like Takia was using a belt to choke her. She struck out, grabbing at it and trying to get it loose. She could hear her phone going off beneath the couch. Her mind began to focus on her lack of air. The strap was pulled so tightly that her eyes began to blur. She could feel herself starting to lose consciousness. She heard Takia sneer, “That’s right. This is perfect. It’ll make your suicide by hanging that much easier to sell.” Keisha tried to buck back into her, but she was locked up tight. It felt like her world was coming to an end.







 Just as she thought she could take no more, she heard a commotion from somewhere in the room. The belt loosened a bit around her neck as Takia jolted up in surprise. In the next moments she could feel Takia getting off of her and the belt sprang loose. She fell forward on her stomach, coughing and gasping for air. She vomited on the floor in front of her. She could still hear struggling behind her. Takia was screaming at the top of her lungs. She turned around to see what was going on and she saw Jason holding Takia down trying to get control of her. She wanted to help, but she could barely move, still trying to refill her lungs with air. Just as she thought she was regaining herself she began to fade.







 The next thing she knew she was being shaken. She blinked her eyes open and looked up to see Jason over her. It took a few moments for her to understand what he was saying. As the buzzing went out of her ears she could hear him saying her name. She tried to answer him, but the words wouldn’t come. It took her a few tries, but finally she felt his name leaving her lips. He pulled her into his chest and rocked her. Her body ached all over. Even his embrace hurt. She kept blinking and trying to figure out what was going on. The lights were on all over her house and there were other people moving around the room. She tried to see who it was, but Jason was still holding on to her.







 Then she saw a hand pulling him back and reaching for her. It was her mother. Her face was streaming with tears as she pulled Keisha out of Jason’s arms and into her own. Keisha muttered a weak, “Mama?”







“Yes baby. I’m here. I’m so sorry, baby. I am so sorry. Your father is on his way.”







 Keisha sat up a bit to see who else was in the room. She realized that there were a few police officers and most of her family. They all began to gather around the couch where she had been laid. Her aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents all loomed around her, offering soothing touches. She could see towards the back, the devastated faces of Natasha and Sicily. They were both sobbing and didn’t seem to want to come any closer. Keisha drew a few deep breaths and said, “TaTa and CiCi, come here.”







 They looked at each other and slowly moved forward until they were standing at the front of the group. Keisha reached a hand out for her sister. Still shaking with tears, she stepped forward and took it. She leaned in and said, “KeKe, I’m so sorry. I should have never believed her. I feel like this is all my fault. I love you so much.”







“It’s okay. I understand. I love you too. And you CiCi.”







 Cici fell forward and put her head against Keisha’s. Keisha turned her head and planted a kiss on her forehead. Then she turned to Jason and said, “Where is she?” No one had to ask who she was referring to. Jason took her hand and said, “The police took her. Don’t worry, you won’t be seeing her again. There are outstanding warrants on her.”







 Keisha shook her hand in understanding. She still couldn’t believe it. Someone who she had held as a dear friend, almost family, had tried to kill her and take over her life. She would later learn about Takia’s history of psychological problems and the slew of crimes she had left behind her. The real reason she could not go back to her home town was that she had been tied to three assaults and at least two murders, the murders of her grandmother and her older sister. Keisha felt blessed just to have made it out alive.







 Jason moved up the wedding to the first available date. He said he had almost lost her and he was going to keep her close to make sure that it didn’t happen again. She moved into his house. She had always loved it anyway, but it was decidedly better than her condo now with everything that had happened there. In most ways things went back to normal.







 The one thing that did change was that Keisha decided not to be so nave. She realized that everyone trying to be in your life is not your friend. Some people are not there to add to your life, but to take away from it. She would try not to be bitter or paranoid, but she would be cautious. From now on she would be careful with anyone coming around trying to flatter her by saying they wanted to be just like her. They may just mean it…



*****



THE END
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