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      It was just supposed to be a luxurious yacht party. Until Ellie discovered that all the female guests were going to be auctioned off to the highest bidder. If you don't want to play, you can’t stay. But if you stay, you're in for a night of whatever he wants and you get to keep all the money. Ellie’s friend thinks she’s crazy. But she owes $150,000 in school loans. Plus, the guys are hot and very rich. What can go wrong?

      Mr. Black wanted to own her from the minute he saw her. He paid good money and has the paper to prove it. The contract is unbreakable. She has to do everything he wants tonight. But he doesn’t want just sex. Oh no…he wants more.

      Tonight, there are no rules.

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern day, dark erotic romance with an alpha billionaire for fans of EL James, Pepper Winters, and Alexa Riley. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, and a HEA.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

  




          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter 1

          

          When the invitation arrives…

        

      

    

    
      “Here it is! Here it is!” my roommate Caroline yells at the top of her lungs as she runs into my room. We were friends all through Yale and we moved to New York together after graduation. Even though I’ve known Caroline for what feels like a million years, I am still shocked by the exuberance of her voice. It’s quite loud given the smallness of her body.  

      Caroline is one of those super skinny girls who can eat pretty much anything without gaining a pound. Unfortunately, I am not that talented. In fact, my body seems to have the opposite gift. I can eat nothing but vegetables for a week straight, eat one slice of pizza, and gain a pound.  

      “What is it?” I ask, forcing myself to sit up. It’s noon and I’m still in bed. My mother thinks I’m depressed and wants me to see her shrink. She might be right, but I can’t fathom the strength.  

      “The invitation!” Caroline says jumping in bed next to me. I stare at her blankly. And then suddenly it hits me. This must be the invitation. 

      “You mean…it’s…” 

      “Yes!” she screams and hugs me with excitement. 

      “Oh my God!” She gasps for air and pulls away from me almost as quickly.  

      “Hey, you know I didn’t brush my teeth yet,” I say turning my face away from hers.  

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Go brush them,” she instructs.  

      Begrudgingly, I make my way to the bathroom.  

      We have been waiting for this invitation for some time now. And by we, I mean Caroline. I’ve just been playing along, pretending to care, not really expecting it to show up.  Without being able to contain her excitement, Caroline bursts through the door when my mouth is still full of toothpaste. She’s jumping up and down, holding a box in her hand.  

      “Wait, what’s that?” I mumble and wash my mouth out with water.  

      “This is it!” Caroline screeches and pulls me into the living room before I have a chance to wipe my mouth with a towel.  

      “But it’s a box,” I say staring at her.  

      “Okay, okay,” Caroline takes a couple of deep yoga breaths, exhaling loudly. She puts the box carefully on our dining room table. There’s no address on it. It looks something like a fancy gift box with a big monogrammed C in the middle. Is the C for Caroline?  

      “Is this how it came? There’s no address on it?” I ask.  

      “It was hand-delivered,” Caroline whispers. I hold my breath as she carefully removes the top part, revealing the satin and silk covered wood box inside. The top of it is gold plated with whimsical twirls all around the edges, and the mirrored area is engraved with her full name, Caroline Elizabeth Kennedy Spruce. Underneath her name is a date, one week in the future. 8 PM.  

      We stare at it for a few moments until Caroline reaches for the elegant knob to open the box. Inside, Caroline finds a custom monogram made of foil in gold on silk emblazoned on the inside of the flap cover. There’s also a folio covered in silk. Caroline carefully opens the folio and finds another foil monogram and the invitation. The inside invitation is one layer, shimmer white, with gold writing.  

      “Is this for real? How many layers of invitation are there?” I ask. But the presentation is definitely doing its job. We are both duly impressed.  

      “There’s another knob,” I say, pointing to the knob in front of the box. I’m not sure how we had missed it before.  

      Caroline carefully pulls on this knob, revealing a drawer that holds the inserts (a card with directions and a response card).  

      “Oh my God, I can’t go to this alone,” Caroline mumbles, turning to me. I stare blankly at her. Getting invited to this party has been her dream ever since she found out about it from someone in the Cicada 17, a super-secret society at Yale.  

      “Look, here, it says that I can bring a friend,” she yells out even though I’m standing right next to her.  

      “It probably says a date. A plus one?” I say.  

      “No, a friend. Girl preferred,” Caroline reads off the invitation card. That part of the invitation is in very small ink, as if someone made the person stick it on, without their express permission.  

      “I don’t want to crash,” I say. Frankly, I don’t really want to go. These kind of upper-class events always make me feel a little bit uncomfortable.  

      “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be at work?” I ask.  

      “Eh, I took a day off,” Caroline says waving her arm. “I knew that the invitation would come today and I just couldn’t deal with work. You know how it is.”  

      I nod. Sort of. Caroline and I seem like we come from the same world. We both graduated from private school, we both went to Yale, and our parents belong to the same exclusive country club in Greenwich, Connecticut. But we’re not really that alike.  

      Caroline’s family has had money for many generations going back to the railroads. My parents were an average middle class family from Connecticut. They were both teachers and our idea of summering was renting a 1-bedroom bungalow near Clearwater, FL for a week.  

      But then my parents got divorced when I was 8, and my mother started tutoring kids to make extra money. The pay was the best in Greenwich, where parents paid more than $100 an hour. And that’s how she met, Mitch Willoughby, my stepfather. He was a widower with a five-year old daughter who was not doing well after her mom’s untimely death. Even though Mom didn’t usually tutor anyone younger than 12, she agreed to take a meeting with Mitch and his daughter because $200 an hour was too much to turn down. Three months later, they were in love and six months later, he asked her to marry him on top of the Eiffel Tower. They got married, when I was 11, in a huge 450-person ceremony in Nantucket.  

      So even though Caroline and I run in the same circles, we’re not really from the same circle. It has nothing to do with her, she’s totally accepting, it’s me. I don’t always feel like I belong.  

      Caroline majored in art-history at Yale, and she now works at an exclusive contemporary art gallery in Soho. It’s chic and tiny, featuring only 3 pieces of art at a time. Ash, the owner - I’m not sure if that’s her first or last name - mainly keeps the space as a showcase. What the gallery really specializes in is going to wealthy people’s homes and choosing their art for them. They’re basically interior designers, but only for art. None of the pieces sell for anything less than $200 grand, but Caroline’s take home salary is about $21,000. Clearly, not enough to pay for our 2 bedroom apartment in Chelsea. Her parents cover her part of the rent and pay all of her other expenses. Mine do too, of course. Well, Mitch does. I only make about $27,000 at my writer’s assistant job and that’s obviously not covering my half of our $6,000 per month apartment.  

      So, what’s the difference between me and Caroline? I guess the only difference is that I feel bad about taking the money. I have a $150,000 school loan from Yale that I don't want Mitch to pay for. It’s my loan and I’m going to pay for it myself, dammit. Plus, unlike Caroline, I know that real people don’t really live like this. Real people like my dad, who is being pressured to sell the house for more than a million dollars that he and my mom bought back in the late 80’s (the neighborhood has gone up in price and teachers now have to make way for tech entrepreneurs and real estate moguls).  

      “How can you just not go to work like that? Didn’t you use all of your sick days flying to Costa Rica last month?” I ask.  

      “Eh, who cares? Ash totally understands. Besides, she totally owes me. If it weren’t for me, she would’ve never closed that geek millionaire who had the hots for me and ended up buying close to a million dollars’ worth of art for his new mansion.” 

      Caroline does have a way with men. She’s fun and outgoing and perky. The trick, she once told me, is to figure out exactly what the guy wants to hear. Because a geek millionaire, as she calls anyone who has made money in tech, does not want to hear the same thing that a football player wants to hear. And neither of them want to hear what a trust fund playboy wants to hear. But Caroline isn’t a gold digger. Not at all. Her family owns half the East Coast. And when it comes to men, she just likes to have fun.  

      I look at the time. It’s my day off, but that doesn’t mean that I want to spend it in bed in my pajamas, listening to Caroline obsessing over what she’s going to wear. No, today, is my day to actually get some writing done. I’m going to Starbucks, getting a table in the back, near the bathroom, and am actually going to finish this short story that I’ve been working on for a month. Or maybe start a new one.  

      I go to my room and start getting dressed. I have to wear something comfortable, but something that’s not exactly work clothes. I hate how all of my clothes have suddenly become work clothes. It’s like they’ve been tainted. They remind me of work and I can’t wear them out anymore on any other occasion. I’m not a big fan of my work, if you can’t tell.  

      Caroline follows me into my room and plops down on my bed. I take off my pajamas and pull on a pair of leggings. Ever since these have become the trend, I find myself struggling to force myself into a pair of jeans. They’re just so comfortable! 

      “Okay, I’ve come to a decision,” Caroline says. “You have to come with me!”  

      “Oh, I have to come with you?” I ask, incredulously. “Yeah, no, I don’t think so.” 

      “Oh c’mon! Please! Pretty please! It will be so much fun!” 

      “Actually, you can’t make any of those promises. You have no idea what it will be,” I say, putting on a long sleeve shirt and a sweater with a zipper in the front.

      Layers are important during this time of year. The leaves are changing colors, winds are picking up, and you never know if it’s going to be one of those gorgeous warm, crisp New York days they like to feature in all those romantic comedies or a soggy, overcast dreary day that only shows up in one scene at the end when the two main characters fight or break up (but before they get back together again).  

      “Okay, yes, I see your point,” Caroline says, sitting up and crossing her legs. “But here is what we do know. We do know that it’s going to be amazing. I mean, look at the invitation. It’s a freakin’ box with engravings and everything!” 

      Usually, Caroline is much more eloquent and better at expressing herself.  

      “Okay, yes, the invitation is impressive,” I admit.  

      “And as you know, the invitation is everything. I mean, it really sets the mood for the party. The event! And not just the mood. It establishes a certain expectation. And this box…” 

      “Yes, the invitation definitely sets up a certain expectation,” I agree.  

      “So?” 

      “So?” I ask her back.  

      “Don’t you want to find out what that expectation is?” 

      “No.” I shake my head categorically.  

      “Okay. So what else do we know?” Caroline asks rhetorically as I pack away my Mac into my bag.  

      “I have to go, Caroline,” I say.  

      “No, listen. The yacht. Of course, the yacht. How could I bury the lead like that?” She jumps up and down with excitement again.  

      “We also know that it’s going to be this super exclusive event on a yacht! And not just some small 100 footer, but a mega-yacht.” 

      I stare at her blankly, pretending to not be impressed. When Caroline first found out about this party, through her ex-boyfriend, we spent days trying to figure out what made this event so special. But given that neither of us have been on a yacht before, at least not a mega-yacht – we couldn’t quite get it.  

      “You know the yacht is going to be amazing!”  

      “Yes, of course,” I give in. “But that’s why I’m sure that you’re going to have a wonderful time by yourself. I have to go.” 

      I grab my keys and toss them into the bag.  

      “Ellie,” Caroline says. The tone of her voice suddenly gets very serious, to match the grave expression on her face. “Ellie, please. I don’t think I can go by myself.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

  




          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter 2

          

          When you have coffee with a guy you can’t have…

        

      

    

    
      And that’s pretty much how I was roped into going. You don’t know Caroline, but if you did, the first thing you’d find out is that she is not one to take things seriously. Nothing fazes her. Nothing worries her. Sometimes she is the most enlightened person on earth, other times she’s the densest. Most of the time, I’m jealous of the fact that she simply lives life in the present.  

      “So, you’re going?” my friend Tom asks. He brought me my pumpkin spice latte, the first one of the season!  

      I close my eyes and inhale it’s sweet aroma before taking the first sip. But even before its wonderful taste of cinnamon and nutmeg runs down my throat, Tom is already criticizing my decision.  

      “I can’t believe you’re actually going,” he says. 

      “Oh my God, now I know it’s officially fall,” I change the subject. “Was there actually such a thing as autumn before the pumpkin spice latte? I mean, I remember that we had falling leaves, changing colors, all that jazz, but without this…it’s like Christmas without a Christmas tree.” 

      “Ellie, it’s a day after Labor Day,” Tom rolls his eyes. “It’s not fall yet.” 

      I take another sip. “Oh yes, I do believe it is.” 

      “Stop changing the subject,” Tom takes a sip of his plain black coffee. How he doesn’t get bored with that thing, I’ll never know. But that’s the thing about Tom. He’s reliable. Always on time, never late. It’s nice. That’s what I have always liked about him. He’s basically the opposite of Caroline in every way.  

      And that’s what makes seeing him like this, as only a friend, so hard.  

      “Why are you going there? Can’t Caroline go by herself?” Tom asks, looking straight into my eyes. His hair has this annoying tendency of falling into his face just as he’s making a point – as a way of accentuating it. It’s actually quite vexing especially given how irresistible it makes him look. His eyes twinkle under the low light in the back of the Starbucks.  

      “I’m going as her plus one,” I announce. I make my voice extra perky on purpose. So that it portrays excitement, rather than apprehensiveness, which is actually how I’m feeling over the whole thing.  

      “She’s making you go as her plus one,” Tom announces as a matter a fact. He knows me too well.  

      “I just don’t get it, Ellie. I mean, why bother? It’s a super yacht filled with filthy rich people. I mean, how fun can that party be?” 

      “Jealous much?” I ask.  

      “I’m not jealous at all!” He jumps back in his seat. “If that’s what you think…” 

      He lets his words trail off and suddenly the conversation takes on a more serious mood.  

      “You don’t have to worry, I’m not going to miss your engagement party,” I say quietly. It’s the weekend after I get back.” 

      He shakes his head and insists that that’s not what he’s worried about.  

      “I just don’t get it Ellie,” he says.  

      You don’t get it? You don’t get why I’m going? I’ve had feelings for you for, what, two years now? But the time was never right. At first, I was with my boyfriend and the night of our breakup, you decided to kiss me. You totally caught me off guard. And after that long painful breakup, I wasn’t ready for a relationship. And you, my best friend, you weren’t really a rebound contender. And then, just as I was about to tell you how I felt, you spend the night with Carrie. Beautiful, wealthy, witty Carrie. Carrie Warrenhouse, the current editor of BuzzPost, the online magazine where we both work, and the daughter of Edward Warrenhouse, the owner of BuzzPost. Oh yeah, and on top of all that, you also started seeing her and then asked her to marry you. And now you two are getting married on Valentine’s Day. And I’m really happy for you. Really. Truly. The only problem is that I’m also in love with you. And now, I don’t know what the hell to do with all of this except get away from New York. Even if it’s just for a few days.  

      But of course, I can’t say any of these things. Especially the last part.  

      “This hasn’t been the best summer,” I say after a few moments. “And I just want to do something fun. Get out of town. Go to a party. Because that’s all this is, a party.” 

      “That’s not what I heard,” Tom says.  

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Ever since you told me you were going, I started looking into this event. And the rumor is that it’s not what it is.” 

      I shake my head, roll my eyes.  

      “What? You don’t believe me?” Tom asks incredulously.  

      I shake my head.  

      “Okay, what? What did you hear?” 

      “It’s basically like a Playboy Mansion party on steroids. It’s totally out of control. Like one big orgy.” 

      “And you would know what a Playboy Mansion party is like,” I joke.  

      “I’m being serious, Ellie. I’m not sure this is a good place for you. I mean, you’re not Caroline.” 

      “And what the hell does that mean?” I ask. Now, I’m actually insulted. At first, I was just listening because I thought he was being protective. But now... 

      “What you don’t think I’m fun enough? You don’t think I like to have a good time?” I ask.  

      “That’s not what I meant,” Tom backtracks. I start to gather my stuff. “What are you doing?” 

      “No, you know what,” I stop packing up my stuff. “I’m not leaving. You’re leaving.” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because I came here to write. I have work to do. I staked out this table and I’m not leaving until I have something written. I thought you wanted to have coffee with me. I thought we were friends. I didn’t realize that you came here to chastise me about my decisions.” 

      “That’s not what I’m doing,” Tom says, without getting out of his chair.  

      “You have to leave Tom. I want you to leave.” 

      “I just don’t understand what happened to us,” he says getting up, reluctantly. I stare at him as if he has lost his mind.  

      “You have no right to tell me what I can or can’t do. You don’t even have the right to tell your fiancée. Unless you don’t want her to stay your fiancée for long.” 

      “I’m not trying to tell you what to do, Ellie. I’m just worried. This super exclusive party on some mega-yacht, that’s not you. That’s not us.” 

      “Not us? You’ve got to be kidding,” I shake my head. “You graduated from Princeton, Tom. Your father is an attorney at one of the most prestigious law-firms in Boston. He has argued cases before the Supreme Court. You’re going to marry the heir to the Warrenhouse fortune. I’m so sick and tired of your working class hero attitude, I can’t even tell you. Now, are you going to leave or should I?”  

      The disappointment that I saw in Tom’s eyes hurt me to my very soul. But he had hurt me. His engagement came completely out of left field. I had asked him to give me some time after my breakup and after waiting for only two months, he started dating Carrie. And then they moved in together. And then he asked her to marry him.  

      And throughout all that, he just sort of pretended that we were still friends. Just like none of this ever happened. 

      I open my computer and stare at the half written story before me. Earlier today, before Caroline, before Tom, I had all of these ideas. I just couldn’t wait to get started. But now…I doubted that I could even spell my name right. Staring at a non-moving blinker never fuels the writing juices. I close my computer and look around the place. All around me, people are laughing and talking. Leggings and Uggs are back in season – even though the days are still warm and crispy. It hasn’t rained in close to a week and everyone’s good mood seems to be energized by the bright rays of the afternoon sun.  

      Last spring, I was certain that Tom and I would get together over the summer and I would spend the fall falling in love with my best friend. And now? Now, he’s engaged to someone else. Not just someone else – my boss! And we just had a fight over some stupid party that I don’t even really want to go to. He’s right, of course. It’s not my style. My family might have money, but that’s not the world in which I’m comfortable. I’m always standing on the sidelines and it’s not going to be any different at this party. But if I don’t go now, after this, that means that I’m listening to him. And he has no right to tell me what to do. So, I have to go. How did everything get so messed up?  

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

  




          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter 3

          

          When you go shopping for the party of a lifetime…

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you still doing hanging out with that asshole?” Caroline asks dismissively. We are in Elle’s, a small boutique in Soho, where you can shop by appointment only. I didn’t even know these places existed until Caroline introduced me to the concept.  

      Caroline is not a fan of Tom. They never got along, not since he called her an East Side snob at our junior year Christmas party at Yale and she called him a middle class poseur. Neither insult was very creative, but their insults got better over the years as their hatred for each other grew. You know how in the movies, two characters who hate each other in the beginning always end up falling in love by the end? Well, for a while, I actually thought that would happen to them. If not fall in love, at least hook up. But no, they stayed steadfast in their hatred.  

      “That guy is such a tool. I mean, who the hell is he to tell you what to do anyway? It’s not like you’re his girlfriend,” Caroline says placing a silver beaded bandage dress to her body and extending her right leg in front. Caroline is definitely a knock out. She’s 5’10’’, 125 pounds with legs that go up to her chin. In fact, from far away, she seems to be all blonde hair and legs and nothing else.   

      “I think he was just concerned, given all the stuff that is out there about this party.” 

      “Okay, first of all, you have to stop calling it a party.” 

      “Why? What is it?” 

      “It’s not a party. It’s like calling a wedding a party. Is it a party? Yes. But is it bigger than that.” 

      “I had no idea that you were so sensitive to language. Fine. What do you want me to call it?’ 

      “An experience,” she announces, completely seriously.  

      “Are you kidding me? No way. There’s no way I’m going to call it an experience.” 

      We browse in silence for a few moments. Some of the dresses and tops and shoes are pretty, some aren’t. I’m the first to admit that I do not have the vocabulary or knowledge to appreciate a place like this. Now, Caroline on the other hand… 

      “Oh my God, I’m just in love with all these one of a kind pieces you have here,” she says to the woman upfront who immediately starts to beam with pride.  

      “That’s what we’re going for.” 

      “These statement bags and the detailing on these booties – agh! To die for, right?” Caroline says and they both turn to me.  

      “Yeah, totally,” I agree blindly.  

      “And these high-end core pieces, I could just wear this every day!” Caroline pulls up a rather structured cream colored short sleeve shirt with a tassel hem and a boxy fit. I’m not sure what makes that shirt a so-called core piece, but I go with the flow. I’m out of my element and I know it.  

      “Okay, so what are we supposed to wear to this experience if we don’t even know what’s going to be going on there.” 

      “I’m not exactly sure but definitely not jeans and t-shirts,” Caroline says referring to my staple outfit. “But the invitation also said not to worry. They have all the necessities if we forget something.” 

      As I continue to aimlessly browse, my mind starts to wander. And goes back to Tom. I met Tom at the Harvard-Yale game. He was my roommate’s boyfriend’s high school best friend and he came up for the weekend to visit him. We became friends immediately. One smile from him, even on Skype, made all of my worries disappear. He just sort of got me, the way no one really did.  

      After graduation, we applied to work a million different online magazines and news outlets, but BuzzPost was the one place that took both of us. We didn’t exactly plan to end up at the same place, but it was a nice coincidence. He even asked if I wanted to be his roommate – but I had already agreed to room with Caroline.  

      He ended up in this crappy fourth floor walkup in Hell’s Kitchen – one of the only buildings that they haven’t gentrified yet. So, the rent was still somewhat affordable. Like I said, Tom likes to think of himself as a working class hero even though his upbringing is far from it. Whenever he came over to our place, he always made fun of how expensive the place was, but it was always in good fun. At least, it felt like it at the time. Now? I’m not so sure anymore.  

      “Do you think that Tom is really going to get married?” I ask Caroline while we’re changing.  

      She swings my curtain open in front of the whole store. I’m topless, but luckily I’m facing away from her and the assistant is buried in her phone.  

      “What are you doing?” I shriek and pull the curtain closed.  

      “What are you thinking?” she demands.  

      I manage to grab a shirt and cover myself before Caroline pulls the curtain open again. She is standing before me in only a bra and a matching pair of panties – completely confident and unapologetic. I think she’s my spirit animal.  

      “Who cares about Tom?” Caroline demands.  

      “I do,” I say meekly.  

      “Well, you shouldn’t. He’s a dick. You are way too good for him. I don’t even understand what you see in him.” 

      “He’s my friend,” I say as if that explains everything. Caroline knows how long I’ve been in love with Tom. She knows everything. At times, I wish I hadn’t been so open. But other times, it’s nice to have someone to talk to. Even if she isn’t exactly understanding.  

      “You can’t just go around pining for him, Ellie. You can do so much better than him. You were with your ex and he just hung around waiting and waiting. Never telling you how he felt. Never making any grand gestures.” 

      Caroline is big on gestures. The grander the better. She watches a lot of movies and she demands them of her dates. And the funny thing is that you often get exactly what you ask from the world.  

      “I don’t care about that,” I say. “We were in the wrong place for each other. I was with someone and then I wasn’t ready to jump into another relationship right away. And then…he and Carrie got together.” 

      “There’s no such thing as not the right time. Life is what you make it, Ellie. You’re in control of your life. And I hate the fact that you’re acting like you’re not the main character in your own movie.” 

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” I say.  

      “All I’m saying is that you deserve someone who tells you how he feels. Someone who isn’t afraid of rejection. Someone who isn’t afraid to put it all out there.” 

      “Maybe that’s who you want,” I say.  

      “And that’s not who you want?” Caroline says taking a step back away from me. I think about it for a moment.  

      “Well, no I wouldn’t say that. It is who I want,” I finally say. “But I had a boyfriend then. And Tom and I were friends. So I couldn’t expect him to—“ 

      “You couldn’t expect him to put it all out there? Tell you how he feels and take the risk of getting hurt?” Caroline cuts me off.  

      I hate to admit it, but that’s exactly what I want. That’s exactly what I wanted from him back then. I didn’t want him to just hang around being my friend, making me question my feelings for him. And if he had done that, if he had told me how he felt about me earlier, before my awful breakup, then I would’ve jumped in. I would’ve broken up with my ex immediately to be with him.  

      “So, is that what I should do now? Now that things are sort of reversed?” I ask.  

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I mean, now that he’s the one in the relationship. Should I just put it all out there? Tell him how I feel. Leave it all on the table, so to speak.” 

      Caroline takes a moment to think about this. I appreciate it because I know how little she thinks of him.  

      “Because I don’t know if I can,” I add quietly.  

      “Maybe that’s your answer right there,” Caroline finally says. “If you did want him, really want him to be yours, then you wouldn’t be able to not to. You’d have to tell him.” 

      I go back into my dressing room and pull the curtain closed. I look at myself in the mirror. The pale girl with green eyes and long dark hair is a coward. She is afraid of life. Afraid to really live. Would this ever change?  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

  




          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter 4

          

          When you decide to live your life…

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready?” Caroline bursts into my room. “Our cab is downstairs.” 

      No, I’m not ready. Not at all. But I’m going. I take one last look in the mirror and grab my suitcase. As the cab driver loads our bags into the trunk, Caroline takes my hand, giddy with excitement. Excited is not how I would describe my state of being. More like reluctant. And terrified. When I get into the cab, my stomach drops and I feel like I’m going to throw up. But then the feeling passes.  

      “I can’t believe this is actually happening,” I say.  

      “I know, right? I’m so happy you’re doing this with me, Ellie. I mean, really. I don’t know if I could go by myself.” 

      After ten minutes of meandering through the convoluted streets of lower Manhattan, the cab drops us off in front of a nondescript office building.   

      “Is the party here?” I ask.  

      Caroline shakes her head with a little smile on her face. She knows something I don’t know. I can tell by that mischievous look on her face.  

      “What’s going on?” I ask.  

      But she doesn’t give in. Instead, she just nudges me inside toward the security guard at the front desk.  

      She hands him a card, he nods, and shows us to the elevator.  

      “Top floor,” he says.  

      When we reach the top floor, the elevator doors swing open on the roof and a strong gust of wind knocks into me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see it. The helicopter. The blades are already going. A man approaches us and takes our bags.  

      “What are we doing here?” I yell on top of my lungs. But Caroline doesn’t hear me. I follow her inside the helicopter, ducking my head to make sure that I get in all in one piece.  

      A few minutes later, we take off. We fly high above Manhattan, maneuvering past the buildings as if we’re birds. I’ve never been in a helicopter before and, a part of me, wishes that I’d had some time to process this beforehand.  

      “I didn’t tell you because I thought you would freak,” Caroline says into her headset. She knows me too well. She pulls out her phone and we pose for a few selfies.  

      “It’s beautiful up here,” I say looking out the window.  

      In the afternoon sun, the Manhattan skyline is breathtaking. The yellowish red glow bounces off the glass buildings and shimmers in the twilight.  

      I don’t know where we are going, but for the first time in a long time, I don’t care. I stay in the moment and enjoy it for everything it’s worth.  

      Quickly the skyscrapers and the endless parade of bridges disappear and all that remains below us is the glistening of the deep blue sea.  

      And then suddenly, somewhere in the distance I see it. The yacht. At first, it appears as barely a speck on the horizon. But as we fly closer, it grows in size. By the time we land, it seems to be the size of its own island.  

      [image: ]

      A tall, beautiful woman waves to us as we get off the helicopter. She’s holding a plate with glasses of champagne and nods to a man in a tuxedo next to her to take our bags.  

      “Wow, that was quite an entrance,” Caroline says to me.  

      “Mr. Black knows how to welcome his guests,” the woman says. “My name is Lizbeth and I am here to serve you.”  

      Lizbeth shows us around the yacht and to our stateroom.  

      “There will be cocktails right outside when you’re ready,” Lizbeth said before leaving us alone.  

      As soon as she left, we grabbed hands and let out a big yelp.  

      “Oh my God! Can you believe this place?” Caroline asks.  

      “No, it’s amazing,” I say, running over to the balcony. The blueness of the ocean stretched out as far as the eye could see.  

      “Are you going to change for cocktails?” Caroline asks, sitting down at the vanity. “The helicopter did a number on my hair.” 

      We both crack up laughing. Neither of us have ever been on a helicopter before – let alone a boat this big.  

      I decide against a change of clothes – my Nordstrom leggings and polka dot blouse should do just fine for cocktail hour. But I do slip off my pair of flats and put on a nice pair of pumps, to dress up the outfit a little bit.  

      While Caroline changes into her short black dress, I brush the tangles out of my hair and reapply my lipstick.  

      “Ready?” Caroline asks.  

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          When you’re asked to change for the first time…

        

      

    

    
      Much to our surprise, when we get to the living room at the end of the hallway, there’s no one there. Not a single soul. I make my way through the French doors and onto the deck outside, but there’s no one there either.  

      “Are we just supposed to wait here?” Caroline asks. I shrug.  

      After a few minutes, Lizbeth reappears with one garment bag swung over her shoulder.  

      “Are we in the wrong place?” I ask.  

      “I’m terribly sorry. But Mr. Black wants you to wear this.” 

      I stare at her for a moment. Before it hits me that she’s talking to me.  

      “What?” 

      Lizbeth repeats the statement verbatim, without offering a single additional word of explanation.  

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I ask. A flash of heat pounces through my body. I turn to Caroline for some backup. But instead of offering her support, she grabs my arm and takes me back to our stateroom.  

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I demand.  

      She looks me up and down and shakes her head. “I don’t know. That’s actually a very nice outfit.” 

      I know she’s telling the truth because Caroline would never lie about something as important as fashion. She opens the garment bag. A part of me is still expecting it to contain two outfits. But no, it just has one. A short, sheer, red dress. Strapless.  

      “I’m not wearing this.” 

      There’s a loud knock on the door.  

      “Is everything alright in there?” Lizbeth asks through the door. 

      “I’m not wearing this!” I say loud enough for her to hear.  

      “Yes, she is,” Caroline says. “We’re fine. We’ll be out in a few minutes.” 

      I stare at Caroline with a perplexed look on my face.  

      “This is a beautiful dress. Numi. Her stuff is basically impossible to get. Really high end.” 

      I cross my arms. “I don’t care,” I say.  

      Caroline takes the dress and presses it to her body. She looks into the mirror with a forlorn look on her face.  

      “Seriously, Ellie. This dress is major!” 

      “I don’t care. Who the hell is he to tell me what to wear? I mean what kind of manners is that? And who the hell is Mr. Black anyway?” 

      “I don’t know. And that’s what I can’t wait to find out. And for us to find out, you have to put on this dress.” 

      I shake my head no. She continues to pester me. Minutes tick away and neither of us give in.  

      “If you insist on being such a baby, I’m going to go out there by myself,” Caroline finally says.  

      “Seriously? Who the hell does he think he is telling me what to wear?” 

      We go back and forth for a few more minutes. Eventually, I let up. I don’t want to stay in this room all by myself all evening. And clearly, I can’t go out without putting this on.  

      I go into the bathroom for some privacy.  

      Caroline has seen me naked on occasion but something about this dress is extra uncomfortable. It’s not like I’m putting on my own clothes.  

      I pull off my leggings and blouse. I hold the dress out in front of me and realize that I’m going to have to remove my bra as well. Damn. Slipping the dress over my head, I pray that it fits. My prayers are answered. It does!  

      After zipping it on the side, I look in the mirror. It’s short, but incredibly flattering. It hugs me in all the right places, accentuating only my best features.  

      “You’re gorgeous!” Caroline’s jaw drops open when I come out of the bathroom. 

      I nod. I hate to admit it, but it is quite pretty.  

      “I can’t believe they didn’t give me something like this to wear,” Caroline says as we walk back out into the living room. “That’s it, next time I’m showing up in a brown paper bag so they’ll have no choice.” 

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          When you meet a brooding stranger…

        

      

    

    
      This time the living room is filled with people. Really attractive people. Men in their twenties and early thirties are crowding around the bar. Others are sitting in leather chairs and on the couch. Beautiful women walk around with cocktails in their hands as if they own the place. Many are already coupled up – sitting close to each other with their legs pointing toward their partners.  

      Caroline heads straight to the bar and orders us two martinis. I’m happy to have a drink to relax me. Liquid courage, so to speak.  

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot one man sitting all by himself. He’s one of the most attractive guys here. But it’s the serious, brooding look on his face that really makes him stand out. I wonder if maybe one of his friends dragged him here as well. I take two big sips of my martini.  

      Following Caroline’s lead, I take a seat at one of the bar stools. She has a way of positioning herself in such a way that she’s half facing the room. This way, she can talk to me and still let any any interested parties out there know that it’s okay to approach. Two guys quickly take the bait.  

      No cheesy pickup lines here. Just straight out introductions. Ben is the taller one with honey blonde hair and grey eyes. He’s the one who seems more interested in me. Alex’s deep blue eyes are glued to Caroline.  

      Within a few minutes, we find out that they are both finance bros – investment bankers who work on Wall Street. Ben went to Brown and Alex to Dartmouth. They found out about the party pretty much the same way that Caroline did. Someone in a secret society talked who shouldn’t have. I don’t know whether the person was from the Cicada 17 or not. 

      “At first, we didn’t know if this was a girl-only party,” Alex says. “But as we found out more and more about it, we realized that it was just an awesome party.” 

      “Our boss, Logan, has been to one of these events, but no matter how much we pushed, he would not tell us a thing about it,” Ben boasted. “Except that there’s a masquerade ball.”  

      “Masquerade ball?” I ask.  

      “Yes, apparently only some of us from today will be invited to stay for the main attraction. But, honestly, I heard so many rumors about this place, who the hell knows which ones are true, right?” Ben says and we all laugh.  

      Caroline laughs the loudest, tossing her hair from one side to the other. Neither Ben nor Alex can seem to pull their eyes off her.  

      And then, the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I’m facing the bar, away from the rest of the room. But I can’t help but feel someone look at me. From behind. Slowly, I turn on the barstool and look around.  

      His dark piercing eyes stare at me from across the room. He’s dressed in an elegant expensive suit. It’s exquisitely tailored for his long lean body. His hair is thick, the color of dark chocolate.  

      The man sits back in his plush chair at the far end of the room. He’s the only one not mingling or laughing. Not even smiling.  

      His eyes meet mine and don’t let go. After a few moments, I get so uncomfortable, I can’t bear to hold his gaze anymore. And yet, he maintains his with grace and ease.  

      “Who’s that?” I ask, turning away from him. “Don’t look now,” I add, but it’s too late.  

      Ben, Alex, and Caroline all look over at the stranger at the same time. My cheeks flush in embarrassment.  

      “I don’ know,” they all shrug and say almost simultaneously.  

      The three of them don’t seem to be very concerned with the serious look on the stranger’s face and quickly go back to chatting among themselves. But I can’t look away. There’s something that’s pulling me toward him.  

      His eyes – are brilliant and deep – the color of the ocean – and they mesmerize me. I look over again, watch him watching me, and then look away. His gaze is disarming, it makes me feel naked and exposed, and I cannot hold it for long. And yet, I yearn to look at him again.  

      “If you’re so interested in that guy, why don’t you just go over and talk to him,” Caroline says, finishing her drink.  

      The thought of that sends shivers down my body.  

      “I can’t just go over there…And say what?” 

      “Tell him your name and ask him how he got here,” she says with a casual shrug. “This isn’t like in a bar. You have the perfect pickup line all ready and set to go.” 

      “No, I can’t,” I shake my head and order another martini. More liquid courage is in order.  

      “Hi there,” a deep voice startles me.  

      Before I have the chance to turn around, I see a big wide smile sweep over Caroline’s face.  

      “Well, hello there, stranger. I’m Caroline,” she says extending her hand. “This is Ben, Alex, and Ellie.” 

      How can she do that? Be so casual and confident. Does nothing faze her? I take a deep breath and look up. It’s him. The guy from the plush chair. The lonely stranger. I know that it’s him before even turning around.  

      When I finally do turn, my gaze lands on his broad shoulders and the thick weave of his pristine suit. My eyes slowly pan up to his face.  

      Strong square jaw.  

      Confident nose.  

      Tan skin.  

      Hair so thick and gorgeous that it’s begging to be stroked.  

      And those eyes….ahhh!  

      “I’m Blake Garrison,” he says quietly. My heart skips a beat. The top of his lips curl up into half a smile. They are lush and shiny. When he licks his lips, my heart skips another beat.  

      “So, what brings you to the party Blake?” Ben asks.  

      “Same as you, I gather,” Blake says and turns his eyes toward me.  

      “I was wondering if I could have a word with you,” he says. “In private.” 

      Caroline’s eyes get wide. 

      Aren’t we a little unacquainted for private words? I wonder.  

      “Um, sure,” I shrug and follow him to the other end of the bar. It’s not exactly private, but we are outside of earshot from the rest of the guests.  

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Blake says.  

      Carefully.  

      Meticulously.  

      Each word comes out with great difficulty.  

      “What?” 

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he repeats himself. This time, the words come out almost robotically.  

      “I don’t understand. Why?” 

      My eyes search his face for an answer. What could he possibly mean? Suddenly, I notice that his eyes are inspecting my face just as feverishly.  

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says quietly. “You just shouldn’t be here.” 

      “Why?” I ask. And suddenly, my moment of fear morphs into anger. Who the hell does he think he is telling me where I should and shouldn’t be?  

      “Because you don’t belong here,” he says. His eyes suddenly become overcome with sadness.  

      But I’ve had enough of his cryptic games.  

      “And you would know that, how exactly?” I ask. The question is rhetorical. I don’t wait for an answer. Instead, I walk away.  

      “Ellie!” he hisses. But I don’t turn around. Instead, I walk over to Caroline and take her arm.  

      “Are you okay?” she asks.  

      I nod.  

      “Let’s have another round of drinks,” I announce. “They’re on me.” 

      “The drinks are free, miss,” the bartender reminds me.  

      Another version of me would feel bad over the social faux pas, but I just let it go. The martini that I did have is already having an effect and I feel braver and stronger than I had before. Plus, walking away from that rude asshole was a statement. A moment of empowerment.  

      “Are you okay?” Caroline asks again. I can tell that she’s sensing that something’s wrong.  

      “What did he say to you?” 

      “He’s a weirdo,” I announce. “He said that I shouldn’t be here.” 

      Caroline shakes her head.  

      “Yeah, he just came out and said that out loud. I mean, is it just me, or is that a really rude thing to say?” I add. Caroline shrugs.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          When another stranger intrigues you…

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the cocktail hour proceeds without incident. Thanks to Caroline, we meet almost everyone in the room and get the basic info about them. 95% of them are Ivy League grads and the other 5% went to prestigious liberal arts schools like Swarthmore and Wellesley. Many work in finance and tech, some head non-profits and the rest are entrepreneurs. They all heard about the party one way or another through friends of friends and no one really knows what to expect. And none of them know the identity of the mysterious Mr. Black.  

      After mingling for what seems like forever, I decide to get some fresh air and get away from the stuffiness of all those pleasantries. Caroline is totally in her element – smiling, nodding, laughing at just the right times. Putting everyone at ease. Becoming everyone’s best friend. But I find that kind of stuff exhausting. Even after a half an hour of it, I'm ready to tear my hair out, 

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go to the ladies room,” I extricate myself from the tall, redheaded guy from Princeton who is on his second story about squash (the game, not the vegetable). I didn’t know it was possible for one person to have more than one story about squash, but apparently it is.  

      “Okay, hurry back,” he says flashing me a smile. Though his self-confidence and sense of his own importance are quite staggering, he is quite mesmerizing. For a second, I get lost in his eyes and almost forget to walk away.  

      “Ellie? You okay?” he takes my arm, bringing me back to reality.  

      “Oh right, sorry,” I mumble. “I’ll be right back.”  

      What was his name again? Dax? Wyatt? Delacorte? I’ve never been great with names, and my memory for matching faces with names is particularly bad at this party. They’re all so good looking and their names just seem to all blur together.  

      As I make my way away from him, I feel the Princeton guy’s eyes on me burning into the back of my head. So, instead of walking straight onto the deck from the main room, I head toward the hallway with the bathroom and then outside.  

      When I finally get outside, I inhale a deep breath of fresh salty air. That one breath is quickly followed up by another and another. Suddenly, all the boredom that had infected me during the cocktail hour vanishes and the chill of the outside air infuses me with new found energy.  

      “Well, hello there,” a deep voice says. It belongs to a man and it’s coming from somewhere behind me.  

      Great, another boring conversation coming up. I roll my eyes before turning to face him.  

      “Sometimes you just have to get out of there, right?” the man says.  

      That piques my interest. Intrigued, I turn around.  

      “Are you not having a good time?” I ask.  

      “Eh,” the man shrugs casually, looking far into the blueness. The sun is hovering just over the horizon, dipping in and out of the sea, as if it isn't sure if it wants to take the plunge.  

      “Isn’t the sunset beautiful?” the man asks without taking his eyes off it.  

      I turn to face him. He’s dressed in an impeccable black suit. His starched collar is unbuttoned and the sleeves of his suit are rolled up. He isn't wearing a tie. It suddenly hits me. He must be the only guy here without a tie! 

      “Yes,” I agree unable to pull my gaze away from him.  

      Casually, the man leans over the railing, staring into the distance. The wind casually tosses around his short, honey blonde hair without bothering him one bit.  

      “So, where did you go to school?” I ask.  

      This has been the go-to conversation starter throughout the cocktail party and bad habits die hard. I’m not really interested, but frankly I can’t think of anything else to ask.  

      “Oh c’mon,” he says turning to face me. “We can do better than that.” 

      Before I have the chance to figure out how to respond, the man effortlessly pulls himself up to the railing and sits on top of it.  

      “Oh my God, what are you doing?” I gasp. “You’re going to fall off.” 

      The railing is made of thick wood, reinforced by thin pieces of metal laid out in horizontal slats. Just over it, are the whites of the waves that crash into the ship. 

      “No, I’m not,” he says with a coy smile, wrapping his feet around one of the horizontal slats.  

      He puts his hand on mine. Suddenly, I realize that my hand is on his thigh and I quickly remove it.  

      “You can keep it there,” he says. “It feels nice.” 

      “You’re going to fall,” I say with exasperation. He’s toying with me. I can feel it. Making me mad. And he’s doing it on purpose.  

      “So, you’re not having a good time at the party?” he asks, brushing the windswept hair out of my face. I take a step back as soon as I feel his warm hand on my face.  

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I say.  

      “So, is that what you are doing here, on the deck, all by your lonesome? Getting away from everyone?” 

      Is this guy for real? Ever since my mom married Mitch, I’ve become quite acquainted with the kind of confidence that runs through the blood of those who summer in the Hamptons. But this guy, he’s taking it to a whole new level.  

      After a moment of silence, he jumps off the railing and positions himself right in front of me.  

      “I’m Harrison. Harrison Brooks. But people just call me Brooks.”   

      “Hi,” I say unamused. I’m getting quite sick of how casually he infringes on my personal space– both vertical and horizontal. 

      “And you are?” he asks, taking a step closer. I can feel his breath on my face. Even though I’m angry and annoyed, I find it intoxicating.  

      “Ellie,” I say, reluctantly extending my hand.  

      “Do you have a last name Ellie?” he asks shaking my hand.  

      “Yes,” I say and turn to walk away from him. Not that you're getting it. 

      “You have spunk, Ellie,” Brooks yells after me. “I like that.” 

      As I make my way around the empty deck, my mind wanders back to Brooks. Maybe I should’ve stayed. Perhaps I was a bit rude. No, he was the one who was rude. Sitting up on the railing. Coming too close to me. Breaking all rules of social conduct and politeness. Who the hell does he think he is? 

      And yet despite all of these things – or perhaps because of them – I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about him. His deep blue eyes. His soft lips. His arrogant demeanor. His shiny hair. Agh, someone stop me! I walk back into the main room where the cocktail party was still supposed to be in full bloom. But much to my surprise, it isn’t.  

      “Where is everyone?” I ask one of the servants who is wiping down the tables. How long was I out there? I wonder to myself.  

      “Back in their rooms, I guess,” he says with a shrug.  

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          When you think the party is over, but it’s just beginning…

        

      

    

    
      When I get back to our room, I find Caroline lying on top of her bed in her dress. She has a concerned look on her face and she’s picking at her newly polished nails.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “This is it,” she says. “Now, we’re actually going to find out who is going to stay and who is going to go.”

      I don’t know what she means exactly. But she’s quick to explain that apparently the cocktail party was a type of sorting event. Not every person who attends gets to stay on for the main event.

      “Do you mean the masquerade ball?” I ask.

      “I don’t really know,” she shrugs. “There are so many rumors flying around.”

      I sit down in front of the vanity and examine my face. I’m tempted to pull off my eyelashes, but Caroline stops me before I start.

      “Don’t you dare take off your makeup, or change. There’s going to be more stuff going on tonight and you don't want to get dressed all over again.”

      I roll my eyes. There’s no way I’m doing anything more today. All I want to do right now is take off these high heels, peel myself out of this tight dress and relax with a bag of chips in my sweats. Being this fabulous is exhausting. But then again, if there are more festivities on the way, I definitely don't want go through the trouble of changing back into this damn thing.

      “Okay, but I’m not waiting long,” I say, glancing at the time. “One hour tops.”

      I flip on the television, and click through the channels. Caroline fixes her lipstick and checks her teeth for any stains. I grab a water out of the minibar and spill some of it on my dress when I open it.

      “Shit,” I say, patting the spot dry, without much luck.

      Suddenly, there’s a knock at the door. Caroline freezes. I roll my eyes and open the door.

      “Will you two please join me in the main cabin in five minutes?” Lizbeth asks. I look her up and down. She’s dressed in a completely different outfit. This time, she’s wearing a long black dress, which cinches her tiny waist in a corset and pushes her perfect breasts up to the sky.

      “Yes, sure,” I say. Lizbeth flashes a polite but disapproving smile. As soon as I close the door, Caroline practically jumps on me.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she shrieks. “Do you know what this means?”

      “No, not really.”

      “We made an impression. They want us.”

      “For what?”

      I stump her for a moment with the question. She stares at me as if I just asked her to multiply 345 by 257 in her head.

      “I have no idea!” she screams, and runs over to the vanity to check her hair and makeup and dress again.

      “Do you think we both have to go?” I ask.

      “What?” she turns around, nearly dropping the perfume bottle in her hand.

      “Listen, the cocktail hour was fun, but I’m tired. I mean, this has been kind of a long day.”

      “Ellie, you HAVE to go! You just have to go.”

      I shake my head. Given her level of excitement, there’s no way that I’m going to get out of this anytime soon. I decide to just suck it up and get on with it. The sooner this starts, the sooner it will be over.

      When we get to the main cabin, there are women everywhere. And I do mean everywhere. They are sitting on the couches, at the bar, at the tables. They are all dressed impeccably in gorgeous dresses and high heels. Some have short hair, but very few. Most fall into the model category of physical beauty - impossibly tall, thin, and fabulous. Some have large breasts, some small breasts.

      “Where are all the men?” I ask Caroline.

      “I have no idea, maybe they’re in another room?”

      After Caroline and I get our drinks at the bar, we position ourselves near the far wall. All the seats are already taken.

      Lizbeth clinks her glass to get our attention. She’s standing at the front of the yacht, surrounded entirely by windows. Everyone looks up and quiets down when she clicks the glass a second time.

      “Ladies. Thank you all for joining us today. It has really been a pleasure to serve you all.”

      There’s that word again. Serve. Is it just me, or is that a really unusual word to use. There are so many other ones like ‘it has really been a pleasure to host you’ or ‘it has really been a pleasure to have you here.’ But serve?

      “So, let me take this time to fill you in about what’s going to happen. I know that there have been a lot of rumors flying around about what happens on this yacht party and I’m going to tell you.”

      “Oh my God, I’m so excited, I’m going to pee my pants!” Caroline hisses into my ear.

      “Tonight, we have a very special attraction planned. We are going to have an auction.”

      A hush goes over the room. Oh great, I think to myself. I don't have any money. Auctions are only fun for people who have free cash to spend.

      “But it’s not your typical auction. None of you will be expected to buy anything. In fact, it’s more exciting than that.”

      Well, that’s good, I think to myself. At least, this isn’t some elaborate charity ball auction where you’re expected to spend at least a few grand to attend. I’ve been to those plenty when Mitch’s firm bought a table and expected the partners to fill it with their wives and children. Those auctions were never as fun as the organizers seemed to think they were.

      “Mr. Black’s auction is nothing like any other auction you might have ever been to or may have heard of. What makes it particularly special is that, if you choose to participate, you will be the item that’s auctioned off.”

      Wait, a second, I turn to Caroline. Did I just hear that right?

      “Let me explain. The men you have all met today at the cocktail hour are just some of the men who will be bidding in the auction. If you choose to participate, you will stand up on the stage and the men will bid on you. What they’re bidding on is a night with you to do with whatever they want. Sexually speaking.”

      “What the hell?” I whisper to Caroline. But she is completely mesmerized by Lizbeth, hanging on her every word.

      “And in the morning, you will get a check for the winning bid.”

      A woman in front of me raises her hand. Lizbeth calls on her.

      “So, how much exactly do women here go for?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” Lizbeth smiles. “Now, we don't know exactly how the bidding process will go, so we can’t make promises. But you have all been pre-selected and you’re all very beautiful. And the men in this room have a lot of money. It’s not unusual for women to fetch 80 or $90,000. Some go for $150,000. We’ve even had one who went for $300,000.”

      Holy shit. Did I just hear that correctly? My school loans for four-years of college are $150,000. Would I really get a check for that much? This seems just too good to be true.

      “And what does it mean that the men get to do whatever they want? Sexually speaking?” the girl to the right of me asks.

      “It means exactly that. Some men will want to talk and then have a little sex. Others want only oral. Others want everything. Oral. Them on top. You on top. Him in your ass. You in his ass with a strap on. Whatever floats his boat.”

      “And what if we haven’t done anal before?” another girl asks.

      “Well, I’m sure you can tell him that and he will be much more gentle. There will also, of course, be plenty of lubricants available.”

      “Are you going to do it?” Caroline whispers to me. I shrug. I hate to admit it, but there is something tempting about this. The guys were really hot. I wouldn’t have minded sleeping with one or two of them on this yacht party for free.

      “Okay, if there are no more questions, I will pass out the contracts. Please read it carefully. If you are willing to be auctioned off, please sign it and return it to me. The auction will begin in an hour. If you are not interested in the auction, you will take the helicopter back to the mainland. Unfortunately, you will not be joining us for the next part of the festivities.”

      She makes her way around the room, handing each of us a piece of paper and a pen. I read over the contract carefully.

      “This looks pretty standard,” Caroline says. I look at her like she’s insane.

      “Pretty standard? There’s nothing standard about this.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. It just lays out everything that she just told us. Plus, look at this part here. As soon as the auction is over, before the night actually commences, they will wire you the full amount to the account of your choice or give a check.”

      “You think they’re good for it?” I joke.

      “From the looks of this yacht, I’d say they are.”

      I’ve been around plenty of rich people, but the thought of someone actually writing a check or wiring eighty or ninety grand into my account seems unbelievable.

      “I wonder why it has to be before the night commences,” I say, reading the contract.

      Lizbeth overhears me.

      “Because everything that happens here is optional. It’s up to you.”

      Now, that doesn’t really make much sense, but I don't question her. After she leaves, I turn back to Caroline.

      “I think it’s because then it would be prostitution. Now, it’s just some sort of present or a game or something,” I say.

      Caroline and I both sit there for a few minutes debating whether we should really go through with this. Honestly, I don't know. On one hand, it seems insane. An auction. A sex auction, in this day and age. We’re women. We’re supposed to be liberated and free. We can have sex with anyone we choose. On the other hand, being liberated and free also means that I’m free to participate in an auction if I want. Right? Would this really make me a prostitute? Or do you get some sort of one-night pass? I mean, I’ve had a one night stand before after a really nice dinner. How exactly would this be any different? While one part of me asks that question, another part is quick with the answer. It’s different because I wasn’t auctioned off. To a stranger. To do with what he wants for the night. That’s the fucking difference.

      “So, what do you think?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Caroline shrugs.

      I’m actually shocked by this. Caroline likes good sex and anything fabulous. What could be more fabulous than some hot rich guy paying double the average US annual salary to spend one night with him?

      “Are you serious?” I ask. “I thought you were down for this for sure.”

      “Why? Because I’m such a slut?”

      “No, of course, not. You know I don't think that. I just thought that you would think this is fun.”

      “I do,” she says, hesitantly. “I’m just not sure. Just something about this…sounds strange.”

      I nod. It does. It is very unusual.

      A girl near us waves Lizbeth over.

      “I just had a question. What is the auction like? Do we just stand up there in what we’re wearing now and they bid on us?” she asks.

      “Well, there’s an auctioneer who oversees the auction,” Lizbeth says. “They stand at a podium and you stand near the auction block near them. The auctioneer organizes the bids in standardized increments of about ten thousand and the prospective buyers raise their paddle if they want to place a bid for that particular increment. As far as what you wear… you will wear what you’re wearing now. The bidders do not have the right to ask you to remove any clothing or to show your breasts or anything like that. That’s for later.”

      “Wow, that was quite a thorough explanation,” I whisper to Caroline.

      “Okay, ladies,” Lizbeth says loudly. “If you are ready to participate, please turn your signed contracts over to me.”

      I look over at Caroline. It’s now or never. It’s not like we’re going to do this together, but there’s something comforting about having a friend go through something with you.

      “I can’t do this,” she says quietly.

      “Oh, are you sure?” I ask.

      She nods confidently, placing the pen on top of the contract.

      “I guess we’re both going home, huh?” she asks. “What a bummer.”

      “Well, actually, I think I’m going to do it.”

      “What?!”

      “I don’t know,” I shrug. “It’s a lot of money. And the guys are pretty hot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          When you are all alone and you suddenly regret your decision…

        

      

    

    
      The fact that Caroline is leaving is making me reconsider my decision. This whole thing was Caroline’s idea and it’s hard to imagine being here without her. I follow her back to our room and watch her pack up her clothes.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” she asks.

      I shrug my shoulders. I don't really know.

      “Why don't you want to?” I ask.

      “I don’t really know,” she shrugs as well. “I thought I would. I mean, when she first came out and talked about the auction, it sounded exciting. But now, I don't know. There’s something about it that’s just off. I mean, isn’t it a little odd?”

      I nod. “It’s definitely not a normal thing to do.”

      “I mean, don't get me wrong, the guys are really attractive. And obviously rich. I just don't think I can make it up there to the podium. And what if he wants me to do something that I don't want to do?”

      “Like what?” I ask. I don't mean to be cheeky, but I wasn't aware of anything sexual that Caroline didn’t do. She has had a threesome, she had anal sex, she even went to an orgy. I’m pretty sure that she has done everything there is to do, even tried a little bit of bondage and tying up.

      I look at Caroline. She is staring down at the floor and shuffling her feet a little.

      “I just can’t do this,” she says. She actually looks terrified. Suddenly, my trepidation about my own decision starts to feel more like anxiety. I’m not nearly as experienced as Caroline and if she’s not doing this, then maybe I shouldn’t be doing this either.

      The whole experience reminds me a lot of going to Six Flags when I was thirteen. I went with a good friend of mine and she was all set on riding the biggest rollercoasters. Then she chickened out. I was afraid to go in the first place, and after she refused to go, I was questioning my decision even more. That time in Six Flags, I decided to go along with her. But this time, something is keeping me here. I’m afraid and uncertain, but I can’t make myself go.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” Caroline asks, one last time. She’s holding her bag and Lizbeth is at the door waiting to escort her to the helicopter.

      I nod. Lizbeth has a satisfied look on her face and a small little smile. She knows what’s about to happen and she isn’t staying. I give Caroline a brief hug and tell her that I’ll see her soon. I don't actually know how long I’m going to stay on the yacht. Maybe I’ll be back tomorrow, maybe I’ll stay a few days. This whole place is so mysterious, I’m afraid that I’m going to make a wrong move and do something improper at any moment.

      When Caroline leaves, my chest seizes up. My hands feel clammy and all blood drains from my face. What have I done? I feel sick to my stomach and sit down on the bed to calm myself. Did I really just stay here all alone? How the hell am I going to get off this yacht if I do want to leave? Is the contract really binding? What if I watch the beginning of the auction and then I want to leave? A million thoughts run through my mind at a speed of a thousand miles per minute. I feel like I’m going to pass out. I lie down on the bed and close my eyes.

      A knock at the door wakes me up. I don't know how long I’ve been asleep.

      “Come in.”

      A girl who was sitting across the room from me walks in. She’s tall and thin and gorgeous and looks just as terrified as I feel. She introduces herself as Olivia.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, I’m just trying to find another person who stayed.”

      “Really? Did not many people stay?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so. I tried a number of rooms before I got to yours and no one responded,” Olivia says.

      Wow, that does not make me feel any better.

      There’s another knock on the door. Lizbeth comes in and tells us that the auction is starting soon.

      “What should we wear?” Olivia asks.

      “You can wear what you’re wearing now,” Lizbeth says. “Or you can change into something more provocative. It’s up to you and how you want to present yourself.”

      “More provocative?” I ask. I’m already wearing a hip hugging dress and heels.

      “Some girls have chosen to wear only a bra and panties and some even go up there naked.”

      Oh my God. My heart sinks. What have I done? Bra and panties? Going stark naked in a room full of strangers? Suddenly, I’m coming to the realization that I’m way out of my league. The girls who do this must be made of steel and have the confidence of a rich wealthy man. They must have gorgeous bodies without a single imperfection.

      “It’s really up to you,” Lizbeth says, probably sensing my hesitation. “The girls have been successful wearing dresses, pants, and everything in between. You really just want to go up there and be your true self.”

      Yeah right, I fight the urge to roll my eyes. When Lizbeth leaves, Olivia turns to me and says that she’s going to strip down to her bra and panties.

      “It’s just like a swimsuit and if it fetches a better price, then why not?”

      I shake my head.

      “No, I can’t do that,” I say. “Aren’t you scared, though?”

      “Yes, terrified,” she says, taking off her dress. Her push up bra makes her breasts look amazing. She’s wearing a thin lacy thong on the bottom. Her stomach is flat and almost chiseled.

      “You’ve got an amazing body,” I say.

      “Thanks, you too,” she says politely.

      “Yeah, right,” I say with a shrug. My stomach is not really flat and I’m about five inches shorter than she is. She seems to be all legs while my legs are kind of on the short side.

      “If you feel uncomfortable, you should just wear that dress. You look amazing in it.”

      I nod. That’s probably what I’m going to do. After giving myself a brief once over in the mirror, I follow Olivia back to the main cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          When the auction starts…

        

      

    

    
      Lizbeth meets us in the hallway right before we come in and shuttles us out to another room. This is the waiting room with some refreshments at the far corner of the room. I count the girls as we wait for the auction to start. There are ten girls there, all in various levels of undress. About four are completely naked, sitting and chatting so comfortably as if they’re wearing their pajamas. Then there are a couple in their bra and panties, two just in panties, and two who are still dressed in dresses. I’m one of those. Suddenly, I feel very overdressed for the occasion, as if I had shown up to a baseball game wearing a prom dress.

      The stage is right in front of us and Lizbeth positions herself at the podium. She’s going to be the auctioneer. I peek out to get a look at the men in the room. There are many familiar faces there including Blake Garrison and Harrison Brooks. Some are young like them, but there are also plenty of old men too. I’ve never been with anyone over thirty. But the men in the audience aren’t just old. They’re really old. Fifties and sixties. Maybe even older. Grey hair and overweight. Shit. What did I expect? I mean, this is a luxury super-yacht. Not many hot men in their twenties can afford this type of party.

      Lizbeth introduces herself to the audience and goes over the rules. They are supposed to stay quiet and raise their paddles when they want to make a bid. Once she calls out a price three times and no one goes higher, then the girl goes to that bidder. They are expected to make out a check, money order, or wire transfer to her choice of bank account before they are allowed to take her to their cabin.

      I tap my fingers on the table nervously waiting for the auction to start. A few minutes later, it finally starts. Lizbeth calls out the first name. Arabella, an excited nude girl in the back, jumps up and runs in four inch heels to the stage. I keep waiting for her to trip, but she’s an expert in those things.

      When she gets to the beginning of the stage, she takes a deep breath and walks out with poise and confidence. A bright flood light hits her body as the rest of the room goes dark. Lizbeth introduces the girl by her name and height but doesn’t say anything else about her. Then she starts the bidding at ten thousand.

      Quickly the paddles start to go up. The price starts to climb. When it reaches fifty thousand, Arabella smiles from ear to ear, turns around coyly and bends over. Her legs are spread shoulder-length apart and her head bends all the way to the floor in a perfect yoga pose. The bidding continues to climb higher. It quickly reaches ninety thousand. It stays there for three counts and Lizbeth yells, “Sold for $90,000 to the gentleman in the back.”

      I can’t quench my curiosity anymore. I go to the far corner of the stage and peak out to see who bought her. The men in the back high-five an older guy who is clearly in his sixties. My heart sinks. Really? Am I really going to have to sleep with a sixty-year-old?

      But Arabella comes back to the room with her head held high. She’s over the moon by the process.

      “I made forty-grand last year cleaning hotel rooms,” she says to her friend. “Ninety grand, tax free, for one night of sex? Yes please!”

      A meek little man with glasses and a brief case walks over to her and asks her how she wants the money. While they do the paperwork, Lizbeth starts the auction again. This time, she calls Olivia. Her eyes open wide and she takes a deep breath.

      “Good luck,” I whisper. She fakes a smile and heads to the stage. She’s not as excited as Arabella. But she walks out there with her head held high. Again, Lizbeth starts the bidding at ten thousand. That appears to be the starting point. Unlike Arabella, she does not do anything but stand there with her hands on her hips. She is dressed in a bra and panties and her body looks like it’s covered in glitter under the spotlight.

      Ten thousand dollars might not be ninety, but it’s still an insane amount of money, I say to myself. I mean, I make a third of that working all year. So, even if I only get ten thousand, that’s okay. But no matter how much I try to convince myself, I still feel like I’m going to throw up at the prospect of going up there.

      Olivia’s auction goes up to eighty thousand and she’s bought by a man in his forties. When she comes back to the table, she seems satisfied by that number. I would be too. I think ten grand is worth sleeping with someone who is much younger than Arabella’s man.

      When the little man with the briefcase comes over to Olivia, she asks if she can have the money in cash. He says that they don't have that much on hand. She debates whether she should get a money order or let the money be put directly into her checking account. She’s thinking about the tax repercussions. Obviously, cash is best then she doesn't have to lose thirty percent to the government. But who the hell wants to walk around with ninety thousand in cash around New York City? Finally, she gives him her checking account number.

      I’m so engrossed in their conversation that I don't notice that Lizbeth has started the auction again. And she called my name!

      “Ellie!” Lizbeth says again and again. Olivia elbows me in the ribs. I’m so caught-off guard that I don't even have time to worry about what is about to happen.

      “She’s calling you,” Olivia says. I nod and stand up. Is this really happening? I walk over to the stage. I’m a dead woman walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          When it’s my turn…

        

      

    

    
      The bright spotlight blinds me. I can’t see a thing in front me of me. I put on a smile and stand with my hands by my sides. Suddenly, I’m very well-aware of how much my high heeled shoes are pinching my feet. I struggle to breathe in this tight dress, which doesn't allow my legs more than an inch of movement.

      “Let’s start the auction at $10,000,” Lizbeth says into the microphone. “Can I get ten thousand?”

      “Twenty-thousand. Thirty-thousand.”

      My eyes finally adjust to the brightness of the stage. Paddles keep flying into the air as the numbers keep climbing high and higher.

      “Okay, how about eighty thousand,” Lizbeth says, clearly pleased with the way the auction is going.

      Am I really going to go for eighty thousand? That number floats around in my head as some unreachable goal.

      Somewhere near the back of the room I spot Blake Garrison and Harrison Brooks. They are sitting at the same table and raising their paddles each time the number jumps up. Please, let it be one of those two, I say to myself. At least, I already know them. And they’re my age.

      When the price reaches ninety-thousand, everyone else who was in the running drops off. It’s just these two. And they keep going. Am I really going to go for one hundred thousand dollars? That kind of money doesn’t even seem real.

      “Now, just to let those of you know who are still in the running, we do have one very exclusive bidder. He is currently not in the room, but he does a proxy who is bidding for him. He is, of course, watching what’s going on here and communicating with his proxy,” Lizbeth says.

      What? A secret bidder? Who is not in the room? What the hell is that? Who the hell is that?

      “Now, how about we go up to $110,000?”

      I look over and Blake and Brooks hold up their paddles. They are determined. Stay in this boys, I pray.

      “My bidder would like to offer $150,000,” the proxy bidder in the back yells out.

      “Okay then. How about $150,000?”

      The guys pause for a second. Please, bid, please bid, I say to myself over and over. I’m trying to compel them with my mind. Finally, Brooks raises his paddle. But Blake doesn’t. It’s too much money.

      “$250,000,” the proxy in the back yells out. Lizbeth looks absolutely shocked. But she quickly catches herself and pulls herself back together. She is a professional after all. “$250,000 going once.”

      I stare at Brooks I try to push up his paddle with my mind but he shakes his head.

      “$250,000 going twice.”

      Please, Brooks. Please do this for me, I want to scream out. You can’t let me go away with this mystery bidder.

      “Ellie is sold for $250,000 to Mr. Black.”

      Mr. Black. That’s the mystery bidder. I’ve heard that name before. It was whispered in hushed tones at the cocktail party. And now he bought me. Of all people. For $250,000. Now, that’s an insane amount of money.

      The rest of the auction is blur. The man with the suitcase comes over and I pull out my wallet to give him my checking account info. We wait, he transfers the $250,000 into my account. The bank calls to confirm. He talks to someone else on the phone. Finally, the money is mine. I log into my account on my phone and there it is. All $250,000 of it. What the hell? Is this really happening. Is this money real? It’s all so hard to believe.

      When the money transfer is complete, another woman comes up to me. She’s dressed in a short black latex dress and high heels. Her breasts are propped up so high they are basically spilling over her dress.

      “I will escort you to Mr. Black’s suite,” she says. “Please follow me.”

      I want to make some conversation with her, but I can’t physically open my mouth. I feel numb all over. I follow her all the way to the other end of the yacht. The rooms get more and more glamorous and ostentatious the further along we go. There’s a large library to one side, filled with gorgeous leather-bound books. I suddenly have an unstoppable urge to run away and lock myself in the library.

      No, you have to be professional. You just got paid more money than you would probably see in your whole life. It’s more than enough to pay off my four years of tuition, the taxes on the money and have some left over for a bit of fun. It’s the fun part that I try to focus on to keep myself going. I could buy a ticket to anywhere in the world and spend a month there. Or go to many different places. I can go to Europe for a few months. Or I can go traveling around South America. This is all going to be worth it, Ellie, I say to myself.

      When we reach the last door on the left, my beautiful escort opens it and lets us in. I walk through the double doors into a gigantic double room suite. There’s a large king sized bed at the far end, in another room, through the open sliding doors. The room where we enter is a beautiful carpeted area with a large wooden desk, couch, and chairs. I think this is what people used to refer to as the sitting room back in the day. Both rooms have floor to ceiling windows with a million lights streaming in. Out on the water, the stars are so bright, they almost hurt your eyes.

      “Mr. Black will be here shortly, but first I have to get you ready,” my escort says.

      “Get me ready? What do you mean?”

      “He is very particular. He wants things just so,” she says. She walks over to the closet and opens it. Inside, I see a bunch of perfect suits and one sheer gown with feathers along the edges. She pulls out the gown and holds it up front of me.

      “Please take off your dress,” she says.

      I’m caught off guard. I mean, I knew that he bought me for the night, but dictating what I wear, somehow seems wrong. But my escort continues to wait. Finally, I decide to undress. With great effort, I pull off my dress. My stomach has all of these lines on it from the dress poking into me while I sat. I put my arms in front of it to block her from seeing.

      “Please take off your bra and panties as well,” she says.

      My bra and panties as well? This is going too far! But then again, I am going to have sex with him. Did I really not think that for $250,000 I wouldn’t be expected to take off my bra and panties?

      Once I take off my bra, I kneel down to take off my shoes. At least, there’s one good thing about this. I can finally take off these pinching things.

      “Please, keep your heels on,” she says.

      Dammit, I mutter to myself. I peel off my panties and drop them on the chair along with my dress and bra. My escort takes the gown off the coat hanger and helps me into it. There is no front. It’s just a long sheer robe. A dressing gown. It’s entirely see-through.

      “Now, go and lie down on the bed,” my escort says.

      “On top of the sheets?” I ask. She nods. I find a spot in the middle, propping myself up with the pillows.

      She comes over and opens the drawer on the end table. She pulls out a long strap with a cuff at the end.

      “What’s that?”

      “Mr. Black would like you tied up,” she explains. Tied up? My mind begins to race. No, no, no, I can’t be tried up.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “It’s very sexy. He isn’t going to do anything to hurt you…unless you want him to.”

      “Why would I want him to?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Because you will. You’ll be begging him to.”

      I understand the words that are coming out of her mouth, but I also don’t. I have no idea what she’s talking about. Why would I want him to hurt me?

      I give her my one hand and watch as she puts the leather cuff around my wrist. She then tied the strap to the bed post. Carefully, walking around the bed, she does the same thing with my left hand. I pull on my wrists. No, this isn’t a joke. Both of my hands are tied to the bed posts.

      My escort than leans over me and arranges my robe. She makes sure that the feather trim covers up my breasts and other bits and then smiles at herself when she’s done.

      “Okay, one last thing,” she says and pulls something out of her pocket. It’s a black mask.

      “He doesn't want me to see him?” I ask. My heart starts to race a mile a minute. No, I can’t have my eyes covered. This is going too far.

      “I’m sure you will later. He just doesn’t want you to see him right away.”

      She puts the mask over my eyes. Suddenly, I become a lot more keenly aware of every sound that exists in the room. Somewhere in the distance, something is buzzing. My escort exhales small shallow breaths. The bedspread makes a rustling sound while she leans over me.

      “Okay, enjoy yourself,” she says and walks out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          When the mask is on…

        

      

    

    
      I wait on the bed breathing very fast for what feels like forever. My fingers nervously fidget and run along edge of my restraints. I can’t see the robe that I’m wearing, but I know it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever worn for a man. Plus, the feathers feel very soft and comfortable. It’s like I’m wrapped in luxury.

      Waiting is pure torture. There’s room in the mask for my eyes to open freely without my eyelashes touching the fabric, but all I see is blackness around me. How long do I have to wait like this? My thoughts keep going back to the amount of money that the mysterious Mr. Black paid for me. $250,000. That’s a lot of money. I wonder what kind of night he is expecting from all of this. To tell you the truth, I’m not the most exciting girl in bed. I’m actually quite boring. I don't like to do a lot and I’m not a huge fan of being on top. When I’m on top, I can never relax enough to actually orgasm.

      The door swings open. I exhale and inhale deeply, trying to compose myself. My body suddenly gets really cold and really hot at the same time. My hormones must be going nuts. I hear the footsteps approaching the bed.

      “Hello?” I ask, not able to bear the anticipation much longer.

      “Good evening,” he says after a moment. His voice is smooth, and deep, and has a kind of oak quality to it. He doesn’t sound very old, but then again, what do I know about voices?

      “Are you Mr. Black?” I ask.

      “Yes, I am,” he says slowly. “But you may call me Sir.”

      “Just sir?” I ask.

      “Yes, just sir.”

      I don’t know what he’s doing, but it sounds like he’s walking around the suite. At one point, the closet doors open and close. And the sound of his walk changes. It’s almost as if he took off his shoes.

      His footsteps are lighter, not as heavy. A moment later, I’m pretty certain that he’s either barefoot or at least in socks. I chew on my lower lip nervously, my eyes are fixed on the darkness inside the mask.

      Suddenly, something touches my lips. It’s soft. It takes me a minute to realize that it’s his finger. I listen to his easy breaths and feel his presence on top of me. Yet, the only thing that he’s touching is my lips.

      “It’s going to be fun,” he says slowly. His voice is almost smoldering now, as if a voice could be smoldering.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just a nervous habit of mine. I chew my lower lip a lot.”

      “Well, we’ll have to work on that, won’t we?” he says coyly.

      I can’t see his face or his body, and yet my body is suddenly having a very strong reaction to him. I don't know if it’s his voice or him touching my lips, but my legs suddenly have these little pangs running through them. I curl my toes to try to relax, but more come. I hate to admit it, but I only feel this when I’m strongly attracted to someone. So much so that I can’t control it. Just thinking about this, makes my whole body clench up for a moment.

      As he hovers somewhere over me, I’m not entirely sure where, but I do feel his weight to the right of me, I feel myself shrinking. My legs press together tightly and my arms pull the restraints tightly. I’m clamming up. I’m not a particularly outgoing person. I’m a writer, for crying out loud. And my shy way of being is getting the better of me.

      “Oh no, we can’t have this,” Mr. Black says quietly, brushing his fingers on my knees. They are raised up, and when he touches them, they fall back down to the bed without much effort. I feel myself melting like butter around him. He runs his fingers along the top of my legs and a little bit on my inner thighs. I begin to feel myself start to panic. A cold sweat runs downs my arm pits. I’ve never allowed a man who I wasn’t involved with romantically to touch me before. And I don't even know what he looks like. I can’t do this. I have to give him back his money and apologize. But I really, really can’t do this.

      I’m about to say this out loud, when he puts his hand gently around my neck. The feel of his skin is warm and inviting.

      “You can relax. I’m not going to hurt you,” he says. He runs his fingers around my clavicle and on my chest, right before my breasts he stops. I can feel my chest move up and down and his hand moves up and down along with each breath. I’m starting to relax and shut down at the same time. The intensity of this situation is getting too much, and we haven’t even done anything yet.

      “You can relax,” he whispers into my ear. His soft breath caresses my earlobe. “I’m not going to hurt you, unless you want me too.” As he says that, he presses his lips around my earlobe and kisses me lightly.

      There’s that phrase again. Unless I want him too. What does that mean exactly, I want to ask. But my mouth is as dry as a desert. It’s almost as if he had sucked all of the moisture out of the air. Except for the moisture between my legs. I rub my legs together to try to keep the moisture where it is.

      Mr. Black presses his fingertips beneath my chin, lifting my face up to him. He has a soft and demanding touch. It sends electricity through every inch of my body.

      “Would you like me to kiss you?” he asks. I want to say yes. But my mind is all muddy right now.

      “I don’t know,” I say. I have no idea why I said that.

      “That’s okay,” he says, lowering himself next to me on the bed. “But what is not okay is for you to not call me sir.”

      I nod.

      “Do you understand?” Mr. Black asks, running his fingertips around the contours of my breasts, underneath my robe.

      I nod again.

      “You have to say out loud.”

      “Yes, I understand,” I say.

      “No, apparently, not,” he says, opening the right side of my robe and exposing my breast. I feel both of my nipples getting hard. I tighten the grip on my restraints.

      “Yes, I understand, sir.”

      “That’s a good girl,” he says. He continues to run his fingers in concentric circles around my nipples, not once skirting either one. The game is starting to make me crazy.

      “Is there something you want?” he asks, probably sensing the disappointed look on my face.

      “That just feels really good…sir.”

      “Oh yes, I know.”

      I open my mouth slightly, and let a small gasp escape from my throat. I’ve never been so aroused just by someone’s touch before. I mean, he isn’t even really doing anything. Suddenly, his hand leaves my breasts and travels back to my lips. The tip of his thumb brushes across my lower lip. He’s teasing me. Toying with me. Then he presses his thumb inside my mouth and whispers, “suck.”

      I don’t even need the command. My lips instinctively press around his thumb as my tongue strokes it.

      “Mmm,” he moans into my ear.

      My cheeks heat up as my mouth opens and closes around his thumb inside of my mouth. I massage him with my tongue, taste his skin and realize that his fingers are soft and light. This is not the thumb that belongs to a man who works with his hands.

      “There’s going to be more of this to come,” he says, pulling his thumb out of my mouth. “But for now…”

      As he returns his fingers back to my body, I smile. I find his arrogance extremely sexy. I’m no stranger to arrogance - no one is who attends an Ivy League school.  But most of the time, I find it tiresome and boring. But with Mr. Black, it is different.  Authentic. Like he’s not just pretending to be an arrogant prick. Like he’s actually this unbelievably confident.

      “Am I ever going to see your face?” I ask. “Sir.”

      I feel him thinking about it as he returns his attention to my breasts. His fingertips are getting closer and closer to my nipples, and the wait is excruciating.

      “Yes, of course. Just not now.”

      “Why not, sir?”

      “You know, you have a lot of questions for a girl in your position.” He says laughing.

      “What do you mean, sir?” I ask. It’s not actually as awkward to say ‘sir’ at the end of each sentence. In fact, it’s kind of sexy.

      “Well, here you are, on my yacht. I just paid a quarter of a million dollars to spend the night with you. To do whatever I want with you and you are here making demands.”

      “No, not at all, sir,” I say.

      “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about,” he says. I hear some rustling of clothing, and then something silky and soft touches my lips.

      “We’re going to have to bind this mouth of yours since you can’t keep it closed,” he says, and wraps what feels like a silk tie around my mouth.

      I should be horrified and petrified by his tone and his actions. But instead, I’m incredibly turned on. I’m actually wet in between my legs. My nipples are so hard they’re like little razorblades.

      “We’re going to take things slowly. Trust me, you’re going to really enjoy yourself. But you will also need to follow my orders. You have to do anything I say, anything I ask of you. Immediately. Do you understand?”

      I nod my head. My mouth again feels like a desert, but that’s because all of my moisture has escaped elsewhere.

      Again, he starts to run his fingers around my breasts, only this time he does touch my nipples. Soft at first and then a bit harder. He presses his lips and sucks on them a little, sending my body into uncontrollable shivers.

      “You have to control yourself, Ellie. And under no circumstances can you orgasm without my permission.”

      What? I don't need his permission to orgasm. Do I? No, of course not. And yet, waiting for him to say it’s okay, is incredibly sexy.

      While his lips return to my nipples, caressing me with sucking and licking and even flicking with the tongue, his hand runs down my body. It pauses briefly near my belly button, but quickly continues its way down. The soft touch of his hands on my inner thighs, opens them up, widely.

      “Oh no, not yet, my dear,” he pushes my legs back together. The wetness has nowhere to go now. I can’t even get it aired out. I moan a little.

      “Oh are you disappointed, my dear?” he asks with my right nipple in between his teeth. He’s toying with me. Teasing me.

      I nod and say yes through the fabric in my mouth.

      “Well, you’re going to have to get used to it.”

      The thought of dissatisfaction causes a shiver to run down my legs. It pools somewhere in my pelvic region. After a few minutes of caressing my breasts, he finally says, “Okay, you can open your legs now.”

      My legs fly open immediately. I feel exposed and on display and incredibly sexy at the same time. I’m laying myself out as an offering to him. I’m waiting for him to claim me. The thought of him coming inside of me, sends shivers down my body. I’ve never felt this way about anyone I’ve never seen before. But right now I’m not thinking. I’m feeling. I’m existing entirely on another plane of existence - one that’s made entirely of emotions.

      He runs his hands around my thighs and around my belly button. Then he makes his way down to my thighs. He starts at the knees and goes up. I hear him lick his lips and I feel his eyes looking at my body. Admiring it. His fingers suddenly run upward, and trace a slow path in between my breasts and down to my stomach. I close my eyes under the mask and moan. His hands are so soft that his touch feels like little butterfly kisses. The whole experience is not only sexual, it’s also incredibly sensual.

      I relax against the restraints and allow myself to drift away into a fantasy. I feel him deep within me and my thighs start to move accordingly. I pretend that we have known each other forever, but this is the first time that we’re having sex. Suddenly, his touch gets more and more intense. His hands wrap around my legs and I realize how big his hands really are. Much bigger than they seemed from the touch of his fingers.

      He takes the trim of my bathrobe and runs it over my stomach. The bottom half of my body moans in ecstasy and I close my legs to try to push some of it away.

      “Oh no, we can’t have you doing this,” Mr. Black says, pushing my legs apart. My heart jumps into my throat and starts to beat extremely fast.

      Then he takes the feather trim and runs it across my clitoris. It almost screams out for more. He runs the feathers along my thighs and then around my vagina. The lips open up for more and he laughs. Then he kneels down in front of my opened thighs and blows on me.

      “Oh my God,” I mumble into the tie around my mouth.

      “Now, remember, you promised. You’re not going to orgasm without me saying so, are you?”

      “No, sir” I mumble. Though at this point, I’m actually getting very close. Usually, it takes me a long time to orgasm. I’m not naturally a very sexual person. But there’s something about Mr. Black that just makes me wet. There’s no other way, no other more delicate way, of putting it.

      After putting the feathers back to my sides, he positions himself right in front of my opened thighs. Oh my God. Here it is. He’s going to kiss me. Or stick a finger in me. He’s going to do something to release all this amazingly horrible pleasure that has been building up within me.

      But much to my surprise, I hear a quiet vibrating sound come on instead. And then it touches me. My clitoris. A sharp cry of pleasure-pain seizes through my body as the vibrating sensation spreads through me. I find myself intoxicated with this new kind of roughness. My legs open further and reach up, as my inhibitions seem to fall by the wayside.

      “That’s a good girl,” Mr. Black says. “How does this feel?”

      “Amazing,” I mumble.

      Suddenly, the vibrating sensation stops and the sound disappears.

      “Now, what did I say about calling me sir? If you don't do what I say, you don't get the pleasure that I’m wanting to give you,” he says.

      “It feels amazing, sir,” I mumble quickly. “Please don’t stop, sir. Please, sir.”

      He presses the vibrator back to me, only this time it goes into my vagina, and he starts the vibrations. The vibrations are faster this time, making me nearly choke up on my breaths.

      “You’re a very sexy girl, Ellie,” Mr. Black says. “I think you deserve something extra for being so sexy.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I mumble, floating away on pangs of pleasure.

      And just when I thought I couldn’t feel any better, suddenly, I feel his breath on my clit. He inhales deeply. And then exhales. And he presses his soft, almost liquid tongue on top of it. I feel my back arch off the bed and my body presses up to fill his mouth even more. He moans approvingly, pushing the vibrator deeper inside of me.

      “That’s it, beautiful. Show me what you’re made of,” he whispers and begins to suck on it more aggressively.

      “Oh my God. I’m getting so close, sir” I say, feeling that warm sensation running up my legs. My toes have already gone numb.

      “Tell me, when you’re about to come,” he says. I nod.

      “There, there, sir” I start to moan and I feel like I’m just about to climax.

      And suddenly, everything stops. He pulls his mouth away from me and turns off the vibrator.

      “Not now, Ellie,” he says coyly.

      Wait, what? I don't understand. My legs flop down onto the bed in disappointment.

      “You can’t come so soon, honey,” he says, running his fingers over my breasts. “The night is young. We are just getting started.”

      My mind starts to swim. I don't understand anything he’s saying. It takes me a few minutes to feel okay again. My heartbeat slowly returns to normal. My body temperature slowly drops and I start to feel cold. I’ve never felt so dissatisfied before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          When the mask come off…

        

      

    

    
      After Mr. Black pulls out of me without letting me get off, I feel angry. Really angry. Who the hell does he think he is? Why the fuck is he toying with me? He might have paid for me for the night, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’m a free woman and he has no right to do this to me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I ask. I must’ve caught him off guard, because he doesn’t respond for a few moments. I wish my arms weren’t tied up anymore, so I could take off this damn mask.

      “Excuse me?” he asks. The tone of his voice changes. It drops about an octave.

      “Why didn’t you let me get off?” I ask.

      “Because…this is just the beginning.”

      “Or maybe it’s the end,” I say. I’m sulking. Upset. I guess this is what men refer to as blue balls, because I’m livid. My cheeks are actually burning with anger.

      He leans over me. I cower away from him. Get the fuck away from me you asshole, I want to say. But when he takes the tie from my mouth and takes off my blindfold, I’m glad that I kept my mouth shut.

      The lights in the room have been dimmed, making the place look like it has been lit up by candlelight. When my eyes focus on Mr. Black, I’m taken a little bit aback. I don't know what I was expecting, but for some reason I thought that he might be wearing some leather. Being tied up isn’t full on bondage, of course, but he was clearly into it and isn’t that what BDSM is about? From what I’ve seen on the internet, the dress code seems to be quite important to the community.

      But Mr. Black is dressed in an impeccably tailored suit. I wouldn’t be surprised if it cost a couple of grand and was by some sort of fancy designer. It’s dark-gray and the pants are tailored with a snug fit that accentuates his lean muscular legs. He is tall and broad-shouldered and I immediately try to imagine him in the nude. What does he look like under all those clothes? My eyes slowly drift up to his face.

      “Are you going to untie me?” I ask.

      He smiles out of the corner of his mouth.

      “You’re kind of a feisty one, aren’t you?”

      “Listen, I may have signed a contract to anything sexually, but you clearly didn’t want to finish what you started. So that part is over…for now.”

      Who is this talking? Are these my words coming out of my mind? There is something about being tied up that’s making me incredibly confident. And cocky. Usually, I’m the girl who is cowering in the corner, but now I feel like I am the most powerful woman in the world.

      “So, are you going to untie me?” I ask again. This time, I use an even more forceful voice.

      As Mr. Black glides over to the bed - he does not walk like normal men, no, he glides - I glance into his impossibly blue-green eyes. They are a perfect compliment to his tan, sun kissed skin. Shivers run up my spine. Mr. Black looks dangerous and I like it.  He takes his time untying my hands, occasionally looking over at me. When our eyes meet, it takes all of my strength not to look away. But I’m done cowering. And he’s done having the upper hand in all of this.

      Once my hands are free, I rub my wrists and ask him where the bathroom is. He points me to the room on the other side of the suite. The bathroom is all tile and has a very high ceiling like the rest of the suite. I’ve been on sailboats before, but only small thirty-footers, with ancient wooden paneling and crammed interiors. I’ve never been on a boat this big. Come to think of it, it’s actually hard to believe that this is a boat at all. The yacht is so large that you can barely feel that it’s moving at all. The only indication that you have that it’s a boat at all is the 360-degree views of the blue water out of each window.

      I lean over the marble vanity and look at myself in the mirror. The sheer robe with the feather trim is quite becoming. The feathers hide all of the imperfections and make me feel very luxurious  and incredibly sexy. I kneel down and flip my hair a couple of times. Laying on my back for so long, made it fall flat a bit and I want to infuse it with a little bit more body.

      Next, I check my eye makeup. My eyeliner is a little smeared on the right eye, giving it an unintended smoky eye look. I wipe some of it off and flash myself a smile. I’m usually not this vain. In fact, I hardly care about makeup and frilly clothes at all. But there’s something about Mr. Black and this yacht that makes me want to try.

      What the hell are you doing, Ellie? I ask silently, looking at myself in the mirror. This whole scene isn’t you. If it’s anyone, it’s Caroline, but it was too much for even her. Why are you really here? There’s of course the usual answer. I owe over one hundred and fifty thousand dollars in student loans. And while they won’t pay themselves, Mitch and my mom are more than happy to cover the expenses. Christ, they didn’t even want me to take out any loans. So, why did I? Pride. It’s this stubborn, middle-class pride that I must’ve inherited from my father, who also famously refuses to take any money from my mom. But at least my dad has an excuse, she’s his ex-wife.

      Still, there is something to be said for paying your own way. I know that I’m not paying my own rent, but I am paying for everything else. I’ve always thought that it would really mean something if I was actually able to pay off my student loans on my own. Maybe it would mean that I’m actually a success. That I’ve actually made something of myself as a writer.

      And when this opportunity came up…I don't know, it just felt right. But more than that, it felt exciting. And besides being a stubborn, stick-in-the-mud, I’m also not the type of girl to do a lot of exciting things. For crying out loud, I never even tried pot in high school because I was too much of a wimp. I hardly took a sip of beer until I was eighteen. I’ve never let myself go in anything. I wanted to audition for the school play my senior year, but I chickened out. I wanted to go away on a study abroad semester, but again I was too much of a coward. I’m not very old, but I’ve lived a very sheltered life. Mostly, because of my own decisions. So, when this auction came about, I decided that I’ve had enough. Enough of being scared. Enough of not taking chances. Enough of not living my life to the fullest.

      “Are you okay in there?” Mr. Black asks through the door. Suddenly, I realize that I’ve been in the bathroom for a very long time.

      “Yes, I’ll be out in a minute.”

      I look in the mirror one last time. I don't know what’s in store for me for the rest of the night, but at least I’m doing something unexpected. I’m living life on the edge. I’m jumping off a cliff without a parachute. What can be more exciting that?

      I walk out of the bathroom with my head held high. I straighten out my shoulders and flash Mr. Black a mischievous smile. He’s standing in front of the large circular table in the middle of the living room suite with a Champagne bottle in one hand and two glasses in another.

      “I thought that some Champagne might be in order,” he says. As I make my way over to the table, I see the large bowl of bright red strawberries.

      “Those look good.”

      “Yes, they are. Organic. Freshly picked from a farmer’s market.”

      I’m somewhat of a lover of fruit. And if they’re actually from a farmer’s market, and they look that beautiful, they must’ve cost $10 a pound. Champagne on the other hand is something I don't really know very well. But given where we are and who Mr. Black is, I doubt that it’s from the discount aisle.

      He pops the bottle and fills two glasses. Then he sits down and looks at me.

      “Why don't you have a seat right here?” he asks, patting his thigh. There are plenty of places to sit all around, but I comply. I find his confidence, that’s bordering on arrogance, intoxicating.

      When I sit down on his thigh and make myself comfortable, the first thing I feel is the bulge in his crotch. It’s rather big and I’m rather pleased by that fact. The size of the penis doesn’t really make much difference to me. However, it is nice to know that everything about Mr. Black is in proportion, starting with his huge yacht, his enormous suite, and ending with his gorgeous face, lean broad-shouldered body, and his substantial package. It’s good to know that all of this money and wealth isn’t just some way of compensating for certain shortcomings.

      After I’m in place on his lap, Mr. Black dunks a strawberry in the glass of Champagne.

      “Open wide,” he instructs. When the strawberry, covered in cold bubbles, brushes along my lower lip, shivers run up my entire body and a warm sensation starts to build somewhere in between my legs. I bite into the strawberry and marvel at the sweetness as it runs down my throat.

      “Mmm-mmm,” I say, licking my lips. Before I get the chance to finish the strawberry, a small drop of Champagne falls on my collarbone. I’m about to wipe it with my hand, when Mr. Black brushes them away and presses his lips to my skin. After kissing me lightly, he then licks my skin and sucks on it with a little force. I toss my head back and close my eyes, to enjoy the moment.

      “Mmm-mmm,” I say. “That’s even better.”

      After kissing my collarbone and neck, he takes a sip of his champagne.

      “So, I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” I say.

      He looks at me and waits for the question.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I thought you knew my name.”

      “Well, I know you as Mr. Black,” I say.

      “That’s what you can call me,” he says and takes another sip.

      Is he for real? I stare at him but my glares don't seem to faze him one bit. Suddenly, I feel like a total idiot. What am I doing here if the man won’t even tell me his real name?

      “Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but we don't really know each other very well. I mean, I’d like to change that. But for now, please just call me Mr. Black,” he says. The tone of his voice is more appeasing and apologetic, but I’m not satisfied.

      “And one more thing,” he adds with a smile and a twinkle in his eye. “Don’t forget to refer to me as Sir.”

      I nod, not really knowing how to respond to him. He’s both flirting and demanding of me. A part of me is insulted. How dare he speak to me that way? Who does he think he is? But another part, knows that it’s just a game. I’m his for the night and if he wants me to call him Sir for a quarter million dollars, then why not? What’s the big deal?

      “Here, I have a surprise for you,” he says and picks up a remote control even though there isn’t a television in sight. He points it at the curtains across from us. Pressing the button, the curtains swing open.

      Expecting to see the wide dark ocean and a starry sky, I am genuinely taken aback by the show that’s taking place before my very eyes. Shocked, actually. There, on a bit of a raised stage, behind glass as if they are in an aquarium, are three people in various levels of undress. There are three people, two girls and a guy, who are all having sex with one another.

      “You like?” Mr. Black asks.

      I look at the stage and then at Mr. Black and then back at the stage. I actually don't know how to respond to this. I’ve never seen anything like this before. I get up for a closer look. There are three of them. The blonde girl is dressed in a pink bra and crotch-less panties. The brunette is on all fours and kissing the blonde’s breasts and then going down on her. The toned, bronzed blonde guy with the physique of a Greek god, kissing the brunette’s tight ass and slowly inserting his finger inside of her.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “It’s a private show. Something to get us in the mood.”

      I didn’t realize that we needed to get in the mood. Though, I hate to admit it but I am suddenly keenly aware of how aroused I am.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” I say.

      “Yes, not many people have. It’s not exactly like watching porn, is it?” Mr. Black asks.

      I shake my head. No, it’s not. It’s so much more real. There’s a real authenticity to the group. I mean, they are actually here. Right before us. Doing things to each other. I look closer at their faces to try to see if any of them look familiar.

      “You didn’t meet them at the party,” Mr. Black says. “They are performers not guests.”

      “Performers?” I ask.

      “Yes.” He shrugs nonchalantly. “This is what they do for a living. They are hired by very exclusive private parties as performers. They only have sex with each other and they have the whole thing very choreographed and practiced so that it’s always exciting to watch.”

      Sex performers? Besides strippers and escorts, I’ve never heard of this particular type of sex performance. Wow, what a world.

      Mr. Black pulls over two large soft chairs, which look much more comfortable than the ones around the dining room table. He positions them right in front of the window.

      “Come here,” Mr. Black pats the seat next to him. “Don’t overanalyze this. Let’s just enjoy.”

      I sit down in my chair and look up at the stage. The brunette is on all fours with her tongue in the blonde’s pussy. The guy is having sex with her from behind. A few minutes later, he pulls out and goes over to the blonde. She licks him and goes down on him while the brunette uses a large vibrator on her, making her scream with pleasure.

      “Are you turned on?” Mr. Black asks.

      I nod, making the understatement of the century. I’ve never been this turned on. I cross and uncross my legs to try to get the warming sensation to go away, but it doesn’t. He had teased me enough, gotten me to the edge and now any thought, let alone a real life visual takes me back to full arousal.

      Suddenly, I can’t keep my hands to myself anymore. I start to rub my breasts lightly and my hands run down my body without asking for my consent or permission. When I touch my clit and reach further inside of myself, I know immediately that this won’t take long.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” Mr. Black turns to me, pulling my hand out of me. He takes my fingers and licks them carefully, one by one, and then looks straight into my eyes. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “This is very arousing, Sir.”

      “Yes, I know,” he says with a coy smile. “But you can’t orgasm yet. Not without my permission.”

      I stare at him, not entirely understanding the words that are coming out of his mouth.

      “Well, do you want to have sex then?” I ask. “Sir?”

      “Oh no, honey, tonight won’t be that easy.”

      “I don’t understand, Sir.”

      “You are mine for the night, Ellie. And that means I tell you when and where you will orgasm. Right now, we’re just building anticipation.”

      I shake my head.

      “Disappointed?” he asks, flashing his pearly whites at me.

      “I’ve already built anticipation, Sir.”

      “Oh yes, I can see that. And taste that.”

      I return my eyes to the stage and try to focus on something else. But all I see before me is the thing that brings me back to the thing that apparently I can’t do. The brunette is laying on her back with the blonde on top of her on all fours. They are each eating each other out while the guy goes back and forth between getting a blow job and having sex with one and then the other. My yearning gets mixed up with anger and disappointment and, frankly, I don't know how to deal with it.

      I glance over at Mr. Black. His eyes are transfixed on the stage as well. I decide that this is my chance. Maybe I can do this and be very quiet. I take my left hand, the one that’s furthest away from him, and slowly slide it under my butt. Much to my surprise, I don't even have to put it in very far. Suddenly, an overwhelming warm sensation floods my whole body and I moan from pleasure.

      When I get control of my senses, I open my eyes and see Mr. Black’s eyes staring at me.

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” I say quietly. “I just couldn’t help it.”

      Mr. Black shakes his head, disapprovingly. I don't know him well enough to know whether he is secretly pleased or not.

      “Well, then, Ellie,” he says slowly. “You’ve been a very bad girl. And you know what happens to bad girls?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “They get punished.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          When I get punished…

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know what getting punished meant, but I was secretly excited to see that disapproving look on his face. There was something about the way he said it. It sent chills through my whole body.

      Mr. Black got out of his chair and walked over to the bed.

      “Come here,” he instructed me. The tone of his voice sent chills through my body. Suddenly, I got even more excited than I was before. What the hell was he going to do to me for doing this? I couldn’t wait to find out.

      “Take off your robe.”

      I hesitate for a moment. This whole time, my feather-trimmed robe has been my protector. My shield. And now, I had to remove it and stand here naked before him in all of my glory.

      “Take off your robe,” he says. “Or I’ll take it off for you.”

      I consider the option. Maybe I should just make him do it. But in the end, I chicken out. I open the robe and let it fall to the floor.

      “Get on the bed on all fours,” he says. “Facing the headboard.”

      After I’m in position, he comes over with more restraints. I watch as he snaps on leather cuffs around my ankles, before he ties the black ribbons attached to the cuffs to the bed post. I lay down flat on my stomach as he does this, but he prompts my butt up in the air, making sure that my ass and pussy are fully exposed. Then he snaps on leather cuffs around my wrists and ties those to the bedposts as well. The restraints are pulled tight, but not so tightly that I’m flat on my stomach.

      Mr. Black slowly walks around the bed.

      “You’ve been a bad girl, Ellie,” he says. I nod.

      “Have you been a bad girl?”

      “Yes, I have, Sir,” I whisper. Shivers are running down my body and a warming sensation pools in between my thighs. Mr. Black runs his fingers over my back, and gives my ass cheek a little slap. Then he walks over to the side, and cups my breasts. My hard-rock nipples gently fall into his hands. He massages them gently and then a little harder. He squeezes my nipples in between his fingers, taking me somewhere to the border of pain and pleasure.

      Then he makes his way to my thighs. I’ve never been in this position in front of a man before. It’s not even the fact that I’m tied, but that I’m so exposed and on display. I try to put all of that aside and stay in the moment.

      Mr. Black runs his finger around my butt cheeks and my inner thighs, toying with me. He makes large concentric circles. Quickly, they become smaller and smaller ones. He’s focusing his energy on my vagina and clitoris, but he isn’t touching either. He’s flirting with me, teasing me. I’m not sure how much more of this I can stand. And then suddenly, he presses his finger into my ass. I feel him going deeper and deeper and the sensation is overwhelming. He blows a little on my exposed and aroused labia, but does not touch, making me want to scream.

      “Oh my God,” I moan over and over.

      Suddenly, he gives me a little lick. His rough tongue runs over my clitoris, briefly going inside of me, while his finger continues to move around in my ass. The sensation is so overwhelming that I feel like I’m going to pass out. I feel myself dripping on his lips.

      “Look to the stage,” he says. I open my eyes and turn my head toward the stage. The scene looks very much like ours, except that no one is tied up. The brunette is also on all fours, with the guy’s finger in her ass and his lips on her vagina.

      Seeing what is being done to me being done to someone else completely overwhelms me. I feel myself reaching climax. Suddenly, my legs cramp up and my body starts to go into convulsions. I have no control over anything including how loud I scream. When I start to climax, Mr. Black follows my body’s rhythms. He speeds up as I speed up, and I ride a long wave of pleasure until I collapse onto the bed.

      “That was really good,” I say after I come back to my senses a little bit. “I can’t feel my legs.”

      “Good,” Mr. Black says with a smile and starts to untie my restraints.

      [image: ]

      Mr. Black opens the room service menu and asks me what I want. We’re sitting around the dining room table and the sex show curtain is closed. Given the mind blowing orgasm, I’m still a little muddled in my head. I can’t quite decide so he orders the Caesar salad and grilled salmon for both of us.

      “So, tell me about yourself, Ellie,” he says while we wait.

      I tell him about Yale and my job at BuzzPost.

      “Do you like working there?”

      “Yes, it’s okay. But I sort of want to do more writing. Right now, I mainly just make up quizzes and fun content, but I really want to be a writer.

      “What do you write?”

      “Right now, I write mainly short stories. Some essays about my life.”

      “Will you write about this?”

      That takes me aback for a second. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, this is quite an adventure, isn’t it? Going to a luxury yacht party and then being auctioned off to a man you’ve never seen before.”

      “If I wrote this, this story would have a lot of sex in it.”

      “Yes, but sex sells,” Mr. Black says.

      “Would you mind if I wrote about you?”

      “Oh no, not at all. People already write and print a lot of lies about me. It would be refreshing to actually have something true out there.”

      I stare at him. I don't really know what he means.

      “You don't know who I am, do you?” Mr. Black asks, flashing me a crooked, mischievous smile.

      I shrug. I really don’t.

      “I’m the founder and CEO of Owl. We’re the leading competitor to Amazon.”

      “Oh, I didn't know that,” I say.

      “That’s okay. It’s nice actually. It’s not every day that I meet a person who doesn’t already have some preconception about me and what I’m like.”

      I nod as if I understand. But I really don’t. I really wish I had my phone right now so I could Google him. Who is he really? What is this reputation that he’s talking about?

      A knock at the door breaks up my train of thought. Our food has arrived. I dig into it as soon as the delivery man leaves. After a night of all that emotion and pleasure, I’m starving.

      “So, how did you get started in your line of work?” I ask.

      “Eh, I always loved computers. Girls didn’t really like me so I just spent all of my time in the basement building computers and writing code. I went to Yale as well, but dropped out when I first started Owl. My junior year.”

      It turns out that Mr. Black was at Yale exactly ten years before me. I look him up and down as he carefully cuts his salmon.

      “You don't really seem like a guy who girls wouldn’t like.”

      “You’d be surprised. I didn't always look like this. I never worked out in high school and I was this tall scrawny kid who just knew too much about video games and not much else.”

      “So, if I were to google you, what else would I find out?” I ask.

      “That I’ve been linked to a lot of models and actresses over the last seven years. That I like to have large, lavish parties that cost way too much money. Maybe I’m just trying to compensate for the fact that I couldn’t get a date to my high school prom so I never went.”

      I really like Mr. Black’s authenticity. He’s so honest about himself and his past. He is also not a stranger to psychoanalysis and is quite self-aware. From what I’ve learned, that’s quite a rare thing in a man. Even if some of them are self-aware like this, very few would actually come out and put it all out there. Especially, with a stranger.

      “Can I ask you something?” he asks. I nod.

      “Have you ever been tied up before?”

      “No, never,” I shake my head.

      “But you seemed to really enjoy yourself.”

      I think about this for a moment chewing my salad. “Actually, I did. There was something about being completely restrained and not being able to move that made the whole thing feel very freeing. It’s almost as if I could finally let myself go.”

      “That’s good,” Mr. Black smiles. “Not everyone enjoys it but those who do, really get off on it.”

      “Oh, are you talking about me?” I ask, jokingly.

      “Yes, I definitely got that impression.”

      Taking a sip of wine, I take a moment to think about what he had just said. I’ve never tried anything like that before. It was definitely a new experience. But it was also a very hot and erotic experience. Sensual. Mind blowing. It was hard to think about all the adjectives that would describe it without reliving it. There was something about being restrained that really turned me on. I had to give myself to this man and put a lot of trust in him. But it wasn’t just the trust. Surprisingly, the most freeing thing about being tied up was the fact that you suddenly feel completely free to be yourself. There’s no posing. No pretending. As a woman, you are, a lot of times, the entertainment when it comes to the bedroom. You are the one who is on top or doing a lot of the work. But tonight, I had to be perfectly still. I couldn’t really move. And it forced me to relax and really dive into my pleasure unlike I ever had before. There is no other word for it. It was liberating.

      “So, what are you going to do with all that money?” Mr. Black asks, opening another bottle of wine. We’ve had two glasses each and I feel like I’m floating on air.

      “I don’t really know,” I shrug. “I haven’t given it much thought.”

      “It’s a lot of money.”

      “Yes, I know. You want to make sure that I use it wisely?”

      “Wisely? Are you kidding?” he laughs, tossing his hair back. I can see the muscles peek out a little bit through his jacket, and I wonder if I’m going to see him fully naked, in the flesh, today.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You may be surprised to learn this about me, Ellie, but I don't really care about money.”

      “Well, that’s because you have a lot of it,” I say.

      “Yeah, you’d think that. But I never really cared about money. I grew up in a two bedroom one bath house with my parents and my little brother. My parents weren’t poor, but we were not rich by any standard. And even back then, money never really interested me much.”

      “So, how did you end up so rich?”

      “I went after what I was interested in. I spent all of my time with computers and I started a company in college. I didn’t start it to make myself rich. I did it because it was what I was genuinely interested in. I’d be doing it if it only grew to $100,000 in revenue or $1 million.”

      I don’t really buy it. I’ve met plenty of Mitch’s friends and colleagues who make the same statements while paying mortgages on their three bedroom apartments on Park Avenue and their seven bedroom summer houses in the Hamptons. It’s my experience that rich people like to pretend that they aren't interested in money, when in reality that’s pretty much all that they’re interested in.

      “So, what about all this? Why do you have a multi-million dollar yacht if you say you don't care about money?” I ask.

      “Oh, I never said that I didn’t enjoy the perks that money affords. That’s the thing about money. I think it’s useless just sitting around in a bank account doing nothing. Life’s short and you never know how long you have on this earth? So, why not live it up?”

      I smile. “So, let me get this straight. You don't want me to be wise with the money that I got from the auction?”

      “No, I don’t. I want you to be very unwise. I want you to go out there and get something extravagant that you have always wanted but could never afford. I want you to embrace the money for what it is - something that gives you pleasure.”

      I shake my head.

      “What?” he asks, pushing a strand of hair out of my face. Shivers run up my spine when he touches me and I shudder.

      “I don’t think I can do that,” I say. “The main reason why I participated in the auction was that I wanted my student loans to be paid off. I didn’t want to take the money from my stepfather and I wanted to take care of them myself.”

      “How much do you owe?”

      “One hundred and fifty thousand,” I say. “And I make about thirty thousand and live in lower Manhattan. So, without the auction, I’d be paying off that loan for a very, very long time.”

      He thinks about that for a second.

      “Okay, but what are you going to do with the money that’s left over?” he asks after a moment. “You’d still have one hundred grand left if you write Yale a big ol’ check for the rest.”

      “I don't owe the money to Yale, but to Sallie Mae,” I flash him a smile. “But I see your point. Um, I don't really know what to do with the rest. Probably just put it in savings for a rainy day. It rains a lot in New York.”

      “You don't even want to take a trip somewhere exotic? It doesn’t have to be expensive. You could go backpacking in Belize. You can go live for a few months in Barcelona. Or Rome.”

      “And what would I do there?” I ask.

      “You could write,” he says, without taking a pause. Suddenly, in this moment, I realize that I’ve never had another person see me like Mr. Black sees me. He sees through all my bullshit and posturing down to the core of who I really am.

      “But I have my job,” I mumble quietly.

      “But then you wouldn’t need it, would you?”

      I shrug. I was so lucky to just get this job after graduation that I have a hard time imagining quitting it for no other reason than money. I mean, I want to write, of course. I want to write what I want to write and this money would definitely give me the freedom to do just that. But can I actually just go out there and quit the best job that I could get? I mean, what would I do when the money runs out?

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Mr. Black says, lifting my chin up with his hand.

      I repeat everything that just occurred to me. I tell him every insecurity and trepidation that I have without pausing for a moment.

      “Well, by the time the money runs out, you’ll have something written, right?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. It’s not so easy. I mean, I have a lot of doubts. About myself. About my dedication and my ability to write.”

      “Let me tell you something, Ellie,” he says. “Let me tell you something that I have learned getting to where I have gotten. There are a lot of entrepreneurs out there with startup companies. We’re a dime a dozen. It’s a cutthroat business, not so unlike the writing business. When I first got started, I had my doubts too. But I also knew that there was nothing else that I wanted to do. Frankly, there was nothing else that I could do. So, I had to believe in myself. I had to give this a shot. And not just a shot. I had to do it until I could tell all of those people who told me that I needed a backup plan, that they’re full of shit. If you have a backup plan then you’ll end up doing your backup plan and not commit yourself fully to what you need to do. To succeed in anything, you have to do it 100%. And to succeed in a creative career, you have to do it until…”

      “Until what?” I ask.

      “You have to do it until all of your competition falls away. You do it longer than any other people. You do it despite the failures. You do it despite the setbacks. Failures and setbacks are what make other people drop out and that’s good for you. Because you keep doing it until it works out. That’s the only mindset you can have.”

      “But what if I’m not good?” I ask.

      “That doesn’t matter. If you enjoy writing, you will find your niche. It may be journalism, it may be fiction, it may be short stories, it may be romance or thrillers. And the other important ingredient besides determination is confidence. No one is going to believe you unless you believe in you. So, if you have to start the day with affirmations, telling yourself that you can and will become a writer, or better yet, that you are already a writer, then that’s what you have to do. Success starts with a mindset and everything else follows from hard work.”

      I nod and try to take that all in. I know in my heart that what he is saying is right and true, but my mind is having a hard time processing it. Accepting it.

      Suddenly, as if he can read my thoughts, Mr. Black leans over and pokes me in my chest with his index finger.

      “You have to believe in yourself right here,” he says. “And everything else will follow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          When Mr. Black becomes less of a mystery…

        

      

    

    
      My feelings for Mr. Black undergo a change. What was just pure physical attraction and arousal suddenly changes and becomes something deeper and stronger. What is this thing that I’m feeling? Without my consent, my thoughts go back to Tom. I don't really know why he pops into my head, except that I’ve been in love with him for a very long time. It was always from a distance and, as a result, there was always a separation between us. But thinking about Tom now, in the presence of Mr. Black, I almost want to laugh. The infatuation that I felt for him was nothing in comparison to what I feel now. I feel actually drawn to Mr. Black. Like I have to have him and I’ll scream if I don’t. But I don't just have to have him sexually. I also want him emotionally. Oh shit. This could be bad.

      I watch as he walks over to the bar and pours himself a whiskey. He asks if I want one, but I decline.

      This is very, very wrong, Ellie. You can’t let yourself be swept off your feet by him. He’s a man who runs a large multinational company and owns a yacht and who knows what else. Be kind to yourself and protect your heart. He probably just wants you for the night and that’s it.

      “Why did you bid on me?” I ask. I don't know what made me ask that question at this moment except that maybe it’ll give me an idea of how he really feels about me.

      “I saw you when you first boarded the yacht. And at the cocktail party. You were not like the other girls there. I was drawn to you immediately,” he says without hesitation.

      “Is that why you sent me that dress to wear?”

      “Yes,” he nods. “I find it intoxicating telling women what to wear.”

      I sigh. There it is again. Women. He didn’t just want to dress me. He likes to dress women. No, I can’t get more emotionally involved with him than I already am. And it would be better to get a little bit less involved. This is not the type of man who can ever give me what I want.

      “What’s wrong, Ellie?” he asks.

      I shrug.

      “Nothing. I don’t know,” I say. And then before I have the chance to tape my mouth shut, I blurt out, “I just feel different being here with you. Different than I’ve ever felt.”

      Shut the fuck up, Ellie. What the hell are you doing? What’s going to happen next? You’re going to tell him that you think you might be falling in love with him? You just met him!

      “Different how?” he asks.

      I look away. “Different in a good way. But also kind of a scary way, I guess. I mean, I don’t really know anything about you.”

      “What would you like to know?” Mr. Black asks. Your name, for one, I want to say. But I bite my tongue. He already made it clear that he does not want me to know that.

      “Have you ever been married?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I’m taken aback by his frankness. I was definitely not expecting that answer. Mr. Black does not put off a married vibe. He definitely seems like a lifelong bachelor, but I guess maybe not.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      He pauses for a moment and looks down at the table and then back into my eyes.

      “I usually don't tell anyone this,” he says. I flash him a smile and wait.

      “I got married in college. We dated for two years and one day I just asked her to marry me. It was all very spontaneous and romantic.”

      “Sounds like it. So, what happened?”

      “I don’t know. We just went to city hall one afternoon and did it. But then things started to go wrong. She said she felt guilty that we didn’t have a big wedding and didn’t invite all of our friends and family. Then she said she needed time off and went home to Ohio. Not long after that, she called me up and said that she wanted a divorce because she was having a baby with her high school boyfriend.”

      I can see the pain on his face as he tell me the story. He can’t meet my gaze and when he finally looks up, he wipes a small teardrop that runs down the outside of his cheekbone.

      “That was the most difficult thing I’ve ever experienced,” Mr. Black says. “And I’ve never told anyone about it before. Not even a shrink.”

      I lean over and wrap my arms around his strong, powerful shoulders. On the outside he looks like a completely put-together man that nothing fazes. But now I’ve seen a glimpse of the truth. There are so many layers to him and I’ve just started to uncover them all.

      “So, why did you tell me?” I ask. He shrugs, shying away again.

      “I don’t really know. But there’s something about you Ellie. I just feel like I can tell you anything, my deepest darkest secrets, and it would all be okay.”

      “You can,” I whisper into his ear.

      I look at his face, examining every angle and pore. I admire the angle of his lips and the strength in his jaw. I brush away the few strands of hair that fall into his eyes.

      “So, what about you? Have you ever been married?” he asks.

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “Have you ever been close?”

      “No, not at all. For the last few years, I’ve been in love with a friend of mine, but he is engaged to someone else.”

      Oh shit. There’s that word. Love. That may be the truth, but I don't know why I said that out loud. To Mr. Black of all people. It’s not something that another guy wants to hear.

      “That can be difficult,” he says after a moment. “Unrequited love.”

      “Um, I don’t really know if it was love or not. I mean, maybe it was just some sort of infatuation.”

      “Isn’t that the funny thing about love?” Mr. Black asks. “It’s not until you start to feel something stronger that you realize that what you felt before wasn’t love at all.”

      I’ve never thought of it that way. But I guess he’s right. You only have the experiences that you have and it’s not until new experiences replace them that you gain the knowledge of what you were truly experiencing.

      “So, let me ask you something else, Ellie,” Mr. Black asks. “What’s your biggest fear?”

      I don’t really know how to answer that. Does he mean a fear like heights or the fear of never really becoming a writer? Or the fear that I will never really fall in love and have someone love me back?

      “It can be anything really,” he says. “We all have fears.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I have a theory. I believe that what we are afraid of is the thing that we have to pursue in life because our fears give us insight into who we are.”

      “So, you think that people who are afraid of public speaking should become public speakers?”

      “Yes, probably. They are afraid of it for a reason and once they identify why that is and conquer their fear then they will be so much better as not only human beings, but also as individuals.”

      That’s one way of thinking about it, I’ll give him that.

      “I’m afraid of a lot of things actually,” I say quietly. “But I don’t like talking about those things.”

      He nods as if he understands.

      “Why not?” he asks.

      “I don’t know…I guess, they make me feel like I’m naked or something.”

      A coy smile comes over his face.

      “I have an idea,” Mr. Black says. “Why don’t we get into bed and you take off your robe and tell me what you’re afraid of it.”

      The thought of that sends shivers up my spine.

      “No, I can’t do that.”

      “You’ve done a lot more than that already.”

      “I know, but this is…private.”

      “No, it’s not private. It’s something you’re afraid of. Let’s just try it?”

      I look into his eyes. There’s an honesty and truth in them that I’ve never seen before in another human being. A part of me thinks this is a crazy thing to do and is resisting full on. But another parts asking, ‘what if.’ What if I did this? Would it be so horrible? Suddenly, my heart starts to beat faster. The thought of doing it makes me anxious, but in a good way. Excited.

      I walk over to the bed and remove my robe. I drop it to the floor and climb in. Mr. Black follows me there and gets in on the other side.

      I’m laying completely nude before him, while he is still dressed in his perfectly tailored suit and tie. He’s even still wearing shoes and his jacket. And yet, something about laying here before him, puts me at ease. There is no judgement. His eyes are full of adoration and love.

      He runs his fingers over the outside of my arm, around my collarbone and down my left breast, pausing briefly to admire my nipple.

      I take a deep sigh and let it out.

      “What are you afraid of Ellie?” Mr. Black whispers.

      I close my eyes.

      “I’m afraid of everything. I’m afraid of making mistakes so I live my life without taking any chances. I want to be a writer, but I’m afraid that I’ll fail so I spend my days writing quizzes instead of something that really interests me.”

      “And what interests you?” he asks, making his way down to my navel.

      “Well, right now, sex.”

      “And what about writing about sex?” he asks, teasing me.

      “I’ve never thought about it before. But it seems like a scary thing to do. I mean, what if people I knew read my books?”

      “And what if writing about this fulfilled your every desire and quenched every fear? What if it made you a writer? Would you take that chance?”

      I nod without opening my eyes.

      “Tell me how you would’ve wanted to lose your virginity, Ellie,” Mr. Black says.

      “What do you mean?” I open my eyes.

      “The real stories of how we lost our virginities are often fraught with conflict and are quite sad. At least, that’s my experience. So, I want you to tell me how you would’ve wanted to lose your virginity if you could do it again. Tell me your fantasy, Ellie.”

      I close my eyes and try to think about what he had just asked of me. I’ve never really given it much thought. But my thoughts return to what happened on the yacht today. This has been one of the most erotic and sensual experiences of my life. What would it be like to lose my virginity here?

      “I guess it would have to be at an auction,” I say slowly.

      “An auction? Really?” He is genuinely surprised by the concept.

      “Yeah. Actually, it was really sexy not knowing who was going to buy me, so to speak. It helped that most of the men on the boat were quite sexy, though,” I say, laughing.

      “But what about the old dudes?”

      “Okay, maybe in this make believe virgin auction only hot guys are allowed to participate.”

      “Yes, of course. Hot guys with lots of money,” he says. “Okay, keep going. I want to hear more about your fantasy.”

      “Well, I’m standing at the auction and the auctioneer makes me take off my clothes. I have to remove every last stitch.”

      “Mmm-mmm,” Mr. Black licks his lips.

      “And the auction goes high. There’s a bidding frenzy. Because all the men want me.”

      “I can see that. Does it go up to a quarter million?”

      “Yes, actually, higher than that. Remember, I am a virgin,” I say.

      “Wow, now that’s hot. Going where no man has ever gone before.”

      “And then a tall, dark, handsome man in the back gets the winning bid. Once they transfer the money to my account, he leads me away to his room and does bad things to me.”

      “Bad things like what?”

      “Actually, nothing like what we’ve done of course. I mean, I am a virgin. But he really pleasures me. And I pleasure him.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he says. Suddenly, he leans over and kisses me. His lips are soft and persistent and they force mine open. When our tongues touch, a warm sensation spreads through my whole body.

      He climbs on top of me. He wraps my head with his large hands and cradles it with his strong powerful body. When he starts to grind on me, I feel that large bulge that I’ve already felt, but have not yet seen.

      “Slow down,” I whisper. He looks up, briefly pulling away from my mouth.

      “I want to watch you undress,” I say.

      I feel the power dynamic between us shifting. I’m no longer his servant and now I’m the one who is making demands. He flashes me a smile, with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Okay, then,” he says and gets off the bed.

      He stands with his legs slightly apart and begins to take off his clothes. First he removes his tie and throws it over me. Jokingly, I put the loop over my head and drop it in between my breasts.

      “Mmmm, that’s a delicious look.”

      “Okay, okay, keep going,” I say.

      Next, Mr. Black removes his jacket and slowly unbuttons his starched, white shirt. Once it’s unbuttoned, I finally get a glimpse of that rock hard body that I’ve been feeling through his clothes. When he removes the shirt, I admire the outline of every muscle and indentation. His skin is tan and smooth without a single hair. His stomach is a perfect six pack even when he’s just standing there, relaxing before me. His shoulder muscles bulge out giving his broad shoulders a wide and rounded look, making me even wetter than I was already.

      I watch as his hands move to his pants and he slowly unbuckles the belt and the top button. It pops open with ease and the zipper quickly follows. Suddenly, the pants drop to the floor, exposing his strong powerful thigh muscles.

      “Someone didn’t skip leg day at the gym,” I joke.

      “Hell no,” he shakes his head.

      Once he steps out of his pants and removes his socks, all that’s left is tight, short, briefs. They’re black and fit him like a glove, perfectly accentuating the large hard-on that’s bursting out from underneath.

      “You like?” Mr. Black asks.

      I nod my head and lick my lips. When he tenses his stomach muscles to pull off his briefs, a defined V forms on the outside of them, pointing straight at his cock. I inhale deeply, unable to believe that I’m about to have all of this inside of me.

      His body is so perfect that I have to pinch myself just to convince myself that this isn’t a dream and that I didn’t accidentally die and go to heaven.

      “Are you drooling?” he asks, pulling off his briefs.

      I wipe my mouth and realize that yes, I actually am.

      “Well, it’s not every day that a girl sees something like this.”

      I have to physically force myself to look away from his body and to his face. But as soon as he stands back up, I know that there’s no way I will be able to. There’s a large, gorgeous, erect cock staring back at me.

      “Kiss me,” he whispers.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say and grab his cock and wrap my lips around him.

      “Oh wow, that’s not what I meant…but okay…” he says, moaning in pleasure.

      I’m not a girl who really enjoys blow jobs, not at all. In fact, most of the time, the thought doesn’t even really occur to me unless the guy asks. But Mr. Black is different. After everything he’s done to me tonight, after all the teasing and the flirting, I just had to have it. I love the way he fills up my mouth and I get wet thinking about what it would be like to have him inside of me. I want to have him like I never wanted to have anyone. No, it’s more than want. I need to have him.

      He puts his hands around my head and moves his body faster and faster in and out of my mouth. When I look up at him, I see that he has his head tilted back and his eyes closed from pleasure. But then suddenly, he slows down and pulls out of me.

      “Kiss me,” he says, lifting my chin up. I pull myself up on my knees, so that we’re almost at eye level. His voice sounds so desperate and raw and needy that it sends shivers through my body.

      I press my lips to his. His bottom lip is a little bit fuller than his top and my lips collide softly with his. We fall into a natural rhythm. First, he tilts my head to one side. And then another. Somehow, breaths manage to make it in between us. Our tongues intertwine and become one.

      I pull away a little, but then he pulls me closer. He puts his right hand around my jaw and slowly makes his way toward the back of my neck and head. His fingers dig into my hair and pull slightly. The sensation feels so good, I nearly lose control. His lips pull stronger on me. They are trying to devour me. Taste every last bit of me. I bathe in the softness of the warm draft of air that escapes his lips in between our kisses.

      Quietly, I start to moan. I am losing all control, beginning with the sounds that are escaping from my mouth. His body presses closer to me. I feel the thickness of his beautiful cock on my pelvic bone and my legs open up by themselves. His dick starts to nudge me in between my thighs, not really going all the way in, just teasing me. Just then he pulls away for a second and slips on a condom. It’s a good thing one of us is being safe because I’m so lost in his body and in the moment that the thought of safe sex didn’t even occur to me.

      A few seconds later, he’s back in front of me. Pushing into my body with his. Teasing me with his kisses. Suddenly, my legs give out and we collapse onto the bed. Even though I feel like I can’t handle anymore, I want more. I need more of him. Finally, he pushes himself inside of me and I scream out in pleasure. He is taking me and giving me everything that I never knew I needed or wanted. I never felt pleasure like this. It’s like every molecule in my body is suddenly excited and dancing.

      He continues to thrust in and out of me and I continue to moan with each thrust. I feel like I’m on the verge of orgasm, but I don't want to get there just yet. I need this to last. I want to stay in this moment forever. Suddenly, and without pulling out of me, he bows his head and places my breast into his mouth.

      “You have the most perfect breasts, Ellie,” he whispers. “I want to have them in my mouth always.”

      He bites down on my nipple slightly, sending a shooting sensation of pleasure mixed with pain through my whole body. Whatever little space existed between us becomes filled with pleasure. I close my eyes and allow myself to feel everything, every last delicious bit of his body, and this moment that we’re sharing.

      “Oh my God,” I moan. He groans on top of me, pushing himself even further within me. Suddenly, I lose all control. I fall into euphoria and start to see stars, both with my eyes open and closed. My hips buck into him and the warmest sensation releases over my entire body. But this time, it’s not just warm. It’s hot. I actually have something of a hot flash as my body starts to convulse underneath him. I want him more than I ever wanted anything in my whole life. The thought of him pulling out of me in this moment is enough to make me weep. Big round tears roll down my cheeks without my permission. They just appear from the pleasure of the orgasm.

      “Wow,” he whispers in my ear, as he continues to thrust into me but much slower and gentler this time. “How was that?”

      I wipe my tears and stretch out my toes. I can’t feel my legs and I can barely even feel him anymore.

      “Earth-shattering,” I whisper.

      “I kind of figured that,” he smiles.

      He continues to thrust within me. His movements are getting faster and faster. His bites become more hurried and his kisses become sloppier. He is losing control. I look into his eyes and watch it happen. He tilts his head back in pleasure. He also pulls away from my face, exposing his chiseled torso. As he pulls in and out of me, I watch as each muscle tenses and relaxes over and over. I feel a tingling come over my body again. I’m starting to get excited again. How many of these can I even have in one night?

      “Ellie,” he whispers and pushes in and out of me faster and faster. His breathing speeds up and then he finally reaches the climax. Every muscle in his body tenses including his face before a big relief sweeps over him. He gives me a few more small thrusts, before collapsing on top of me, covered in sweat.

      “Oh my God, Ellie,” he says, trying to catch his breath. “That was amazing.”

      “Yes, it was,” I nod.

      The room is silent while we both think about what we’ve just done. The experience was something beyond what I ever experienced before, or thought I would ever experience.

      “It felt like we were dancing, didn’t it? Like we were totally in sync?” he asks.

      I nod. “It felt like we were one.”

      He nods and rolls over on his back, then pulls off the condom with one swift motion. Drops of sweat glisten on his six pack and it takes all of my willpower not to lean over and lick them off him.

      I run my finger up and down his washboard abs, pausing over each grove.

      “Your body is…unreal,” I say. He smiles.

      “I have seven percent body fat,” he boasts.

      “Wow. That must take a lot of effort.”

      “It did at first,” he says. “But now, it’s just my life. I love working out. I actually feel sick if I skip a day or two.”

      “So, what we just did? Does that count as exercise?” I ask, coyly.

      “Actually, given the amount that I’m sweating, I’d say yes.”

      We lay there staring into space for some time. It takes a few minutes of staring into space and trying to collect my thoughts about what just happened to realize just how comfortable the bed really is. The sheets are so luxurious, they are probably 1000-thread count. The pillows are just fluffy enough without losing their shape, molding perfectly to my head. I close my eyes to savor the moment.

      [image: ]

      Sometime later, I wake up. I’m not sure how much time has passed, but Mr. Black is not in the bed next to me. I stretch, marvel at the comfort of the sheets again and then finally pull myself out of bed. When I walk over to the windows and pull on the curtains, I see that the sun is high in the sky. It’s daylight.

      Last night, seems like nothing but a dream. Did it really happen? Did all that really take place? Frankly, I have a hard time believing that Mr. Black is even real. Do people like him even exist? So, kind and caring and demanding at the same time. Someone who is both a mystery and an open book?

      I look around the suite and after confirming that he is not there, I leave and make my way toward my own room. There, I jump into the shower and wash off all the sweat and sex from my body. On one hand, the shower is refreshing, but on the other, it makes me feel sad. I love the smell of Mr. Black on my hands and body and now a little part of him is gone.

      After putting on some eyeliner and mascara and darkening my brows a little bit, I hear a knock at the door. It’s Lizbeth.

      “I’m just here to check on you. How was everything last night?” she asks.

      “Great,” I say. “Actually it was really great.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” she says smiling from ear to ear.

      “And everything is alright with your account?” she asks.

      “Um, I don’t actually know. That’s a good question.”

      “Well, I can wait while you double check, it’s no problem.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but okay. I pull out my phone and log into my Bank of America account. I have exactly $251,459.39 in there. The quarter million is from last night and the $1,459 and some change is what I previously had to live on for the rest of the month. Wow, it didn’t seem like such a paltry amount until just now.

      “Yes, everything seems to be in order.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Well, in any case, I just want to let you know that there’s breakfast in the dining room. And the helicopter is ready to take you back to Manhattan at any time.”

      Oh. Wait, what? A helicopter? I’m stunned for a moment.

      “Do I have to go back right now?” I ask.

      “No, of course not, you can definitely have breakfast first, if you like.”

      “No, that’s not exactly what I meant,” I say hesitantly. “What I mean is that I thought that this was going to be a weekend thing. I thought there was maybe another party later on?”

      Lizbeth flashes a mysterious smile at me.

      “Oh, so you really had a good time last night,” she says. My cheeks turn bright red and then I blush even more from the thought that I’m embarrassed.

      “Mr. Black does leave an impression, doesn’t he?” Lizbeth asks.

      From the tone of her voice, I can tell that she’s probably not a stranger in his bed. The thought of that makes me really mad, but I try to keep a hold of my temper.

      “Never-mind. I guess I was misinformed,” I mumble and turn back to my suitcase and pretend to pack.

      “Listen, the party was just for one night. I mean the party continues, but there will be another auction tonight. With all new girls. The men here like fresh meat so to say.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m such an idiot.”

      “No, you’re not,” Lizbeth says, putting her arm around my shoulder. “You just didn’t know.”

      There’s a real tenderness in this moment. I suddenly feel like she knows exactly how I feel. The disappointment and the regret mixed with anger and jealousy. I want to know more about her.

      “So, how did you get this job?” I ask her.

      “I came here just like you, a few years go. Someone bought me and we had a very good time. Then he asked me to stay for a week. And then a month. And then I started to serve him all the time.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, we have what you would call a master-slave relationship. I am here to serve him and do anything he wants. Indefinitely.”

      “And you like that?”

      “Oh yes,” she nods her head. “I have never felt anything this exhilarating in my entire life. It helps that we are very sexually compatible.”

      “So, who is he? Your master?” I ask. The word feels uncomfortable in my mouth and I cringe a little when it comes out. But there’s also something exciting about the thought.

      “He’s a friend of Mr. Black’s. He’s away now on business, that’s why I’m here entertaining you all on Mr. Black’s yacht. Otherwise, I’d be on his yacht.”

      “What’s his name?” I ask.

      “Mr. White.”

      I laugh out loud. “Do they all have names like that?”

      “Yes, they do,” she nods her head. “They are part of a loose organization called The Billionaire Boys Club. The members are the ones who own the yachts. The other men who were in the hall bidding are prospective members.”

      “Wow, I had no idea,” I whisper.

      “It’s somewhat of a secret organization. They don't like to talk about it very openly because many run very large, multinational companies with shareholders. Lots of people to answer to.”

      “So, how long have you been with Mr. White?” I ask. “And are you two together?”

      “Yes, actually. We have been exclusive for more than two years now. He even asked me to marry him.”

      “Oh wow, congratulations,” I say.

      She smiles. “It’s definitely not what my parents from Kentucky had in mind, but I love him. Very much.”

      With that, Lizbeth bids me farewell. Before she leaves she does tell me that if Mr. Black wants to contact me again, he will. Otherwise, I will probably never see him again.

      I decide to forgo breakfast and head straight to the helicopter. If I’m not invited to stay here any longer then that’s fine by me. I have my quarter of a million dollars and quite a memory.

      When I get to the helicopter pad, I see that I’m the only one there. The pilot waves me over. Rolling my suitcase behind me, I walk over to the helicopter. The pilot asks me for my address and says that he’ll land on top of a building only a few blocks away. He helps me with my luggage and hands me a headset to wear. I climb into the backseat.

      Someone comes over the radio and tells him to wait. I figure that there’re more girls going back, so I sit back in my chair and look out at the deep blue ocean spreading all the way to the horizon.

      “Hey there,” a familiar deep voice says. When I turn around, I see that it’s none other than Mr. Black.

      Shivers run down my spine and a big wide smile comes over my face.

      “You didn’t think you’d get rid of me so soon,” he says and helps me out of the helicopter.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Just wanted to say good-bye. After the night we had, we need a proper good-bye, don’t you think?”

      I nod and press my lips to his. I wrap my arms around his strong muscular shoulders and let him hold me up as he kisses me back.

      “I’m sorry. I’d ask you stay another night, but I have a work thing back in New York,” Mr. Black says after he finally pulls away.

      “That’s okay, I understand.”

      “So, I just wanted to wish you a good flight and tell you that I want to see you again. Soon.”

      A big smile comes over my face. I actually feel my eyes twinkle from happiness. I know that it’s probably not a good idea, but there’s something that’s drawing me to him. I have to be with him. Need to be with him on some sub-atomic level.

      “I’d like that,” I say coyly trying not to sound too eager.

      “Good,” he says. “Here’s my card. It has my private cell number on it.”

      I look at the elegant white business card on thick, expensive paper. It may be a business card, but it’s not the one he uses for work. The name on the card reads Mr. Black.

      “Do you need mine?” I ask.

      “Actually, Lizbeth already gave it to me. She had it on the paperwork you filled out for the auction.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I kiss him again. He reciprocates in kind.

      “By the way, my name is Aiden,” he whispers into my ear after he pulls away. “Aiden Black.”

      I climb back into the helicopter as if I’m floating on a cloud. Before closing the door, he kisses me on the hand and wishes me a good flight.

      I keep my eyes on Aiden as we fly away and I keep looking long after he and the yacht disappear into the ocean.

      When the New York skyline appears before us on the horizon, my phone beeps and I look down at the text.

      “Now, you have the full $250,000 to be unwise with. Go live your life to the fullest. Pursue your dreams. Nothing else in the world is worth it.”

      The number is a perfect match to the one on the card that Aiden gave me. It takes me a minute to realize what he means by the full $250,000. But I still don’t believe it until I can see it with my own eyes. Quickly, I log into my student loan account. And instead of $151,329, which I owed last month, the balance now reads $0.00.

      “You paid off my student loans??” I text Aiden.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you deserve the full quarter million to be unwise with.”

      I shake my head, not believing that any of this is really real. Who the hell are you Aiden Black?

      

      THE END (for now)
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      Aiden

      I wanted to own her from the minute I saw her. That’s why I bought her for the night at my yacht party, but that one night wasn’t enough. I crave her. I have to have her. And for the first time, in a long time, I feel like I’m falling for someone. That can’t be right. I’m a confirmed bachelor. I love one-night stands and women who leave in the morning. But Ellie is different. She challenges me. She doesn’t listen. She frustrates me on every level and that makes me want her even more. It’s not just sex I want. Oh, no…I want more. This week, there are no rules.

      Ellie

      I’m a good girl who has never had a one-night stand, let alone let myself be auctioned off to the highest bidder. But that night with Mr. Black on his yacht was amazing and it gave me enough money to pay off all of my school loans. I doubted that I would ever see him again. He is a manwhore, after all. He may be beautiful and flawless on the outside, and damaged and tormented on the inside, but he’s still a manwhore.

      But then he called. Now I know that what I felt was real. It’s not just the dark pleasures that are pulling me back to him. It’s something more, but Aiden Black doesn’t just want to go on a date like a normal person. No, he wants me to be his for a week. On call. To do whatever he demands. Do I dare comply?

      WARNING: This is a HOT modern day dark erotic romance with an alpha billionaire for fans of EL James, Kira Blakely, and Madison Faye. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger, and a Happily Ever After for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Auctioned to Him 2

          

        

      

    

    
      If you haven’t read Auctioned to Him 2: His for a Week, you can get it for FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Here are the links:

      Amazon US: http://amzn.to/2vNxGqc

      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2wf5n74

      Amazon AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/d/Auctioned-Him-2-His-Week-ebook/B074D54L9Q/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Auctioned to Him 3: Back to the Yacht

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The hotly anticipated third book of the Auctioned to Him series continues the sensual saga of Ellie and Aiden.

      Mr. Black is Aiden and Aiden is Mr. Black. They are the same person except that they’re not. Aiden is kind and sweet and Mr. Black is demanding and rule-oriented. One thing is for sure, Aiden Black is as beautiful and flawless on the outside as he is tormented and damaged on the inside.

      I’m a good girl who had never even had a one-night stand before I went to his yacht party. And there, I let myself be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Ever since that night, Mr. Black’s scorching flames have singed me with the darkest of pleasures. I crave him and I couldn’t stay away from him even if I wanted to. He is my addiction. He is my every desire.

      So, when he invites me to another one of his yacht parties…I can’t say no.

      WARNING: This is a HOT modern-day, dark, erotic, romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James, Kira Blakely, and Madison Faye. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After for now.
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      If you haven’t read Auctioned to Him 3: Back to the Yacht, you can get it for FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Here are the links:

      Amazon US: http://amzn.to/2x9wAHH

      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2x6Y1jK

      Amazon AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/s/ref=nav_ya_signin?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=auctioned+to+him+3&
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      The hotly anticipated fourth book of the Auctioned to Him series continues the sensual saga of Ellie and Aiden.

      Aiden Black is beautiful and flawless and tormented and damaged. I’m a good girl who never thought that she would fall for a man who would buy her at an auction. But what started out as a relationship of pure lust has evolved into something more…love. The more I fall in love with him, the more I crave him. I can’t stay away.

      And now that his business is falling apart, he needs me more than ever. When I see the opportunity to help him, I have to take it…

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern-day, dark erotic romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James, Kira Blakely, and Pepper Winters. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After, for now.
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      If you haven’t read Auctioned to Him 4: His Addiction, you can get it for FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Here are the links:

      Amazon US: http://amzn.to/2fRWEkL

      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2fL6bGJ

      Amazon AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/d/Auctioned-Him-4-His-Addiction-ebook/B075QHT6X2/
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      Book 5 in the Bestselling series - includes Book 1 as a BONUS! The hotly anticipated 5th book continues the sensual saga of Ellie and Aiden.

      I never expected to participate in an auction, let alone fall in love with a man who would buy me. But here we are. Aiden Black is beautiful and damaged. Our love started out as pure lust and now it’s so much more. His business is going up in flames and he needs me as much as I need him.

      But when we attend a lavish party in Maine, everything that was going so right, suddenly starts to go wrong. Suddenly, there’s no way out. Or is there? Can our love survive this?

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern-day, dark erotic romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James, Kira Blakely, and Pepper Winters. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After, for now.
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      If you haven’t read Auctioned to Him 5: Her Addiction, you can get it for FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Here are the links:

      Amazon US: http://amzn.to/2j9przh

      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2oz3sHF

      Amazon AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/Auctioned-Him-5-Her-Addiction-ebook/dp/B0764F3C7Y/
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      The hotly anticipated 6th book of the Auctioned to Him series continues the sensual saga of Ellie and Aiden.

      “Whenever you’re not around, it’s all I can do to think about you. I crave you…You make me want to be a better man, Ellie.” With these words, the beautiful and damaged Aiden Black asked me to marry him.

      He has made me the happiest woman in the world, even though our life together is far from perfect. My best friend needs justice for what happened to her in Maine and Aiden is now unemployed after his billion dollar company was stolen from him. Will all this turmoil make us stronger or will it just make us fall apart?

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern-day, dark erotic romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After, for now.

      Auctioned to Him 6 also contains free BONUS, steamy, standalone, billionaire romance novels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue - Aiden

          

          When I decided to ask her to marry me…

        

      

    

    
      When I first met Ellie, I thought it was just infatuation. She is so beautiful that she took my breath away. And then I got to know her. Her kind heart and witty sense of humor surprised me at every turn. But still, never in a million years did I think that I would be ready to ask her to marry me.

      The thing is that I do not have the best opinions about marriage. I see it as an old-fashioned institution that’s in place to keep people in their place. Instead of being free agents, individuals, we are forced into being couples, or family groups. To share every part of ourselves, even down to our names. Of course, sharing a name isn’t compulsory, but still, there’s the expectation.

      These are all the things that I’ve hated about marriage. But mostly, I hated the idea of being with just one person forever. But then I met Ellie. And now, somehow, everything that I was afraid of, everything that I dreaded, everything that I raged against, became insignificant. Instead of hating the idea of waking up with the same woman every morning, I look forward to it. Instead of worrying that I will get bored with her in a year, or five, or even within the month, I know that I won’t and I look forward to starting the adventure of a lifetime.

      Despite my reservations about marriage and love everlasting, I bought Ellie’s engagement ring a week after I met her. It had rained all night and I tossed and turned and couldn’t get a wink of shut-eye. In the morning, I decided to go on a run to clear my head. It wasn’t even seven o’clock when I ran past a small boutique jewelry store, down an unfamiliar alleyway that I’d never gone down before. Most of the stores are still closed at this hour, but there was an old man shuffling around in the front, cleaning the windows. And that’s when I saw it.

      The ring had somewhat of an antique design with a glittering oval yellow gemstone at the center, surrounded by shiny bright stones all around and all the way down the band. I was going to just keep going, but I couldn’t. It’s as if it had stopped me and pulled me inside. I knocked on the door, but the old man waved me off.

      “We’re not open yet,” he said.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” I yelled so he could hear me through the glass. “But if you could show me that ring there, I’d be really grateful.”

      The old man’s face told me that he was nowhere near being convinced, but against his better judgement, he opened the front door.

      “Which one?” he asked, grumpily.

      “The one with the yellow stone,” I said.

      “It’s a two-carat yellow diamond,” he says, handing me the ring. “Are you going to propose?”

      His salesmanship left much to be desired, but I liked him anyway. He wasn’t a people-pleaser and that was a refreshing alternative to most people I dealt with on a daily basis.

      “I don’t know. I just met her,” I said, picking up the ring and looking at it closer. Even though it was dark in the store and the clouds outside hung low and looming, this ring still sparkled as if it could make its own light.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      “Yes, I know. It’s one of my favorites.”

      “And these are all diamonds around the band?”

      “Of course. High quality ones too.”

      I nodded, admiring the ring on my finger.

      “Tell me about this girl.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, taken a little aback.

      “Well, this is my favorite ring. I bought this ring from a lonely old lady with no family or friends, but lots of money, who wanted it to go to a good home. She asked me what my dream was and I told her that my dream was to open a jewelry store. She gave me money to open this store, right here, and asked me to display this ring in the front. It was one of her favorites. She also asked me to sell it only to the right person.”

      “Oh wow,” I mumble.

      “Yes,” the old man nodded. “And so far, in forty-seven years, I have not encountered such a person.”

      I smiled. Perhaps, this ring is not to be after all.

      “So, tell me about this girl.”

      I took a deep breath. For a moment, I thought about lying about how we met because a man of his age probably wouldn’t approve of our unconventional meeting place. But then, at the last minute, I decided against it. I was probably not going to get this ring anyway, so why lie?

      I told him the truth. I told him about the yacht and the auction. I told him how I always assumed that I would be a bachelor for life, that I was simply incapable of loving one person forever.

      “And you’ve only known her for a week?” the old man asked after listening very carefully.

      Again, I was tempted to lie or at least obfuscate the truth. It sounded so sappy and stupid that I would feel this way about someone after such a short period of time. But again, I decided to go against my better judgement.

      “Maybe that’s not enough time, but it’s just how I feel,” I finally said. “I don’t know much about her, of course, but every part of my being feels at home with her. I feel like I belong with her.”

      The man listened very carefully, and looked away after a few moments. I was sure that I had blown it. But I was glad that I told him the truth, even if I didn’t deserve the ring. I had finally admitted something out loud that I had been terrified to admit to myself. I had admitted it and I was a better person for it.

      “Well, thank you for your time,” I said after a few moments. “You have a very beautiful ring, but I will not take up any more of your time.”

      I turned to leave, when the old man said, “And where do you think you’re going?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you want the ring or don’t you?”

      “You’re really going to sell it to me?” I asked, not quite believing my ears.

      “That is if you can afford it. It’s not cheap.”

      “I didn’t think it was.”

      The old man looked me up and down and then named the price. Fifty-eight thousand dollars. I nodded. It definitely wasn’t cheap. But I just pulled out my credit card and handed it to him.

      “So, what made you sell this ring to me after all of this time?” I asked, signing the receipt.

      The old man looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “When you were telling me about Ellie, it reminded me a lot of how I felt about my Althea when we first met. I laid my eyes on her and I knew almost immediately. I did wait a week to ask her to marry me and then it took another month for her to agree. But once we got married, we were very happy for thirty-five glorious years. Until she passed away.”

      My heart tightened up at the thought. It both went out to him for all the pain that he went through and for myself, at the thought of losing Ellie.

      “I’m so sorry about your loss,” I whispered.

      “Life happens,” the old man shrugged. “But no matter how much it hurts now, I know that we were very happy when we were together and that nothing can take that away.”

      The old man packed the ring into a velvet ring box and handed it to me.

      “Thank you very much,” I said, and turned to leave.

      “Oh, young man,” he said, stopping me at the door. “Since you are now the owner of this very special ring, I thought you should know a little bit more about it.”

      I nodded.

      “It was designed by a man named Captain Ludlow in England in 1860, for his beloved fiancé. She was sick with tuberculosis, and unfortunately it wasn’t finished before she passed away. After her death, Captain Ludlow took the ring with him as he sailed around the world. It had been with him in South Africa, Argentina, Tahiti, China, San Francisco, and all around the Caribbean and the Mediterranean.

      Captain Ludlow never married again, but instead held onto the ring as if it were his beloved’s heart. He had it in his pocket when his ship went down off the coast of Veracruz, Mexico and he was rescued after surviving three long days and nights alone at sea, on a piece of wood. He had it when he was attacked by pirates off the coast of Algeria. Captain Ludlow continued to sail well into his eighties and he came to believe that the ring protected him from the many dangers he encountered.

      He finally died from pneumonia doing what he loved best, sailing around the South Pacific. On his deathbed, he bequeathed the ring to his grand-niece, Ms. Elizabeth Ludlow, who later sold it to me and helped me to achieve my own dream. So, you see, Mr. Black, this is a very special ring. It will not only protect you in times of peril and turmoil, but also give you hope when all feels lost. I hope you treat it well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Ellie

          

          When we get back to New York…

        

      

    

    
      We got back from Maine a couple of days ago. Aiden spent the night last night and has been gone all day, busy with work stuff. Caroline is out of the hospital and spending a lot of time alone in her room. I check on her every few hours, bring her food and tea, but she isn’t very interested. According to the hospital staff, she’s all better, physically. But the emotional toll of what happened in Maine will take a lot to recover from. I want her to see a psychologist or a therapist, but I haven’t gotten the courage to bring it up quite yet. She’s not even ready to leave her room yet. I doubt that she has the energy to go talk to anyone. Luckily, there was a psychiatrist at the hospital who prescribed her some medication to calm her down. That should tide her over for some time.

      I sit at my desk, looking at the gloomy late fall weather outside. Thanksgiving is over and Christmas isn’t for another month. Holiday decorations are popping up all over town, brightening the mood that the gray weather has put a damper onto. As I stare at the open document in front of me, with barely a paragraph written on my new book, my gaze drops down to my fingers. There it is. Wow.

      My heart skips a beat.

      It’s still hard to believe that this perfect canary yellow diamond ring is a symbol of my engagement to the most amazing man in the world. I love the antique style of the ring and it must’ve cost him a fortune, but I would’ve loved it even if it were sterling silver and a cubic zirconia. I would’ve loved it even if it were a ring pop. I know that now. I would’ve loved it no matter what, because it was given to me by Aiden Black, the man who stole my heart.

      A tear forms at the corner of my eye and I gasp for air. I still can’t believe that this is happening. A proposal was the last thing that I expected. I knew that we were in love, but I had no idea that he was ready for such a commitment. Frankly, I didn’t think I was either until I said yes. His proposal caught me off guard, but not as much as my own reply. And yet, at the same time, it felt like the most normal and natural thing in the world. The word ‘yes’ loomed in my mind even before he finished asking me. I almost didn’t have the patience to wait until he was done.

      Okay, enough with all of this, I say to myself. I check my emails to distract myself. There are about twenty from my readers. They are in love with my book and can’t wait for the next installment. This warms my heart. Not many readers know this, but one of the main reasons we, writers, write is for this moment. Writing is a very solitary endeavor where you spend a lot of time alone in your room with your nose buried in the computer screen. But then, once the book comes out, all bets are off. Even the most experienced and famous writers will tell you that (if they dare to admit it to themselves) there’s nothing like hearing from a reader about how much your book has impacted their life.

      When I first started, I promised myself that I would reply to each and every one of the emails. My readers took the time to write and I will take a few moments to show them my appreciation. After replying to the first seven emails in my inbox, I open the eighth. This one is different. This one doesn’t just say how much she loved my book even though it does say that.

      

      I loved your book. I loved the premise and your writing. It really took me away to another world and for that I’m forever thankful. My husband, the love of my life, was recently diagnosed with cancer and I’ve been spending a lot of time with him in the hospital. As you probably know, hospitals are dreary places especially if you’re there helping the love of your life fight for his. And so, the reason why I’m reaching out is that I want to thank you. From the bottom of my heart. Your book took me away to another world and helped me forget about my own life, if only for a brief period of time. It’s an escape that I won’t soon forget and I can’t wait for the next book.

      

      Tears are running down my face when I finish reading her email. I never knew that my writing could make such an impact on someone’s life, and for her to share this with me, makes my heart swell. I want to wrap my arms around her and tell her that it’s all going to be okay. But of course, I can’t. No, I need to express my feelings in words, which isn’t always an easy thing.

      For a moment, I think about putting this task to the side and doing it sometime later, but as more tears stream down my cheeks, I know that I can’t.

      

      I’m sorry to hear about your husband’s diagnosis. I wish there were something I could do. You are a very strong woman and going through this will make you even stronger. I am thinking about you and your husband and hope that everything turns out okay.

      You have no idea how much your email means to me. I write partly because I have to for myself and partly for my readers. I love hearing how much you enjoyed my book, but I had no idea that it would help you so much in your time of need. I am truly humbled. I will get back to work ASAP to give you more enjoyment and a moment of escape. Again, my thoughts are with you and your husband and please keep me updated about his treatment.

      

      After I finish the email, my head is not in a good place to produce fiction (or even mostly autobiographical fiction). I close my computer and say a silent thank you. Even though my life is full of its own struggles, I can’t imagine going through something like this.

      

      ***

      

      When I come out to the living room, I find Caroline on the couch, flipping through the channels. She’s dressed in pajamas, thick socks, and a bathrobe. Her hair is a total mess, unwashed for many days, and she isn’t wearing a spot of makeup. If you know anything about Caroline like I do, you know that she isn’t one to even exit her room without a full face of makeup in the morning. Despite this, I decide to take her presence in the living room as a good sign.

      “Can I watch with you?” I ask. She shrugs. I watch her flip on HGTV, then on local news, CNN, and then back to HGTV. Finally, she seems to settle on a show about a couple looking to buy a house in Costa Rica.

      “Is this place really real?” Caroline asks absentmindedly.

      “Apparently,” I say. I know exactly what she means. The color of the water that appears on the screen seems unreal, just as unreal as the palm trees gently swaying in the breeze.

      “Maybe we can go there sometime,” I say. “Just you and me.”

      She pauses for a moment, as if she’s actually considering the proposition. “Yeah, maybe,” she says after a moment. I want to believe her, but I know that she’s just placating me. Still, I choose to believe that one day, when all of this blows over, it will be possible.

      We watch one episode and then another and another. I keep wanting to bring up what happened in Maine or what is going on with the investigation now, but I can’t summon the strength. Every time I look over at Caroline, the only thing I can think of is the phrase ‘shell-shocked.’ It’s a term used to describe soldiers returning from World War I, before we got more sophisticated phrases like ‘post-traumatic stress disorder.’ I know that this is what she’s going through, yet the phrase ‘shell-shocked’ seems much more appropriate than PTSD, at this point. Caroline looks lost. Buried somewhere deep within herself. I know that it hasn’t been very long since we got back from Maine. I know that I need to give her time to recover. But I’m impatient. I want my friend back. I want to see her smiling face. Her carefree demeanor. I want to hear her witty comments. And, more than anything, I’m terrified that if I let her disappear into herself like this for any length of time, I will lose her forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2 - Ellie

          

          When they find out…

        

      

    

    
      A few hours later, I get a text. Aiden is downstairs and I buzz him in. I meet him at the front door and he gives me a big kiss on the lips. It sends shivers down my spine and I revel in the total feeling of adoration and love. When we finally pull away from one another, I catch a glance of us in the hallway mirror. He has his strong arms wrapped tightly around my shoulders. His eyes are cast down a bit and a few strands of hair fall in his face. He licks his lips and flashes me a smile.

      “What ya staring at, beautiful?”

      “You.”

      Aiden tilts my body back and runs his fingers down my neck and over the top of my breasts as he kisses me behind the ear.

      A few moments later, I suddenly catch myself and pull away from him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “No, nothing,” I say. That’s not entirely true. “Well, the thing is that Caroline’s in her room. And I don’t want her to come out and see us…”

      I don’t really know why I don’t want her to see us. But Aiden fills in the blank.

      “Yes, that would be difficult for her.”

      I smile at him. We have not known each other for very long and yet he already knows what I’m thinking. Is this really happening?

      “So, shall we?” Aiden asks, taking me by the hand. I squeeze it and follow him into the living room.

      No fancy night out tonight. No high heels or short black dresses. No suit for Aiden.

      “We have quite a glamorous affair planned for tonight, don’t we?” I ask, as I open the drawer with all the takeout menus.

      Aiden laughs as he plops himself in front of the television.

      “An evening spent in our pajamas, vegetating on the couch?”

      “Vegetating?” he asks.

      “You know, like Cher from Clueless called it? Being still like vegetables.” I say.

      “Wow, now that’s a blast from the past.”

      We order some Thai food from my favorite place around the corner and flip on Netflix to try to find the perfect complement to their amazing stir fry ginger dish and yellow curry. Ten minutes later, when the food arrives, Aiden and I fight over who is going to cover the bill. Finally, he gives in. I recognize that this is a small victory, but I’m glad to take whatever I can get.

      “Caroline?” I knock on her door. “We got a lot of Thai food. Do you want to come out and have some?”

      I don’t hear a response for a few moments. “No thanks,” she says after a while through the door.

      “Can I bring you some in there then? You haven’t had much to eat today.”

      “No thanks.”

      I look back at Aiden who just shrugs his shoulders and digs in. He knows that there isn’t much we can do to make her eat or feel better unless she lets us. But I have a much harder time accepting this fact.

      “Okay, fine,” I finally give in and plop onto the couch next to Aiden. He picks some crime thriller on Netflix and I agree to watch it because my mind is elsewhere. I’m really worried about Caroline and I hate feeling this helpless. Whenever there’s a problem I like to take the initiative. I’m not someone who wallows for long. But then again, I’ve never been through anything like Caroline experienced.

      “She just needs time,” Aiden says. “It’s going to take a bit for her to process everything.”

      “Yes, I know. You’re right. Of course, you’re right.”

      As Aiden turns his attention to his fried wontons and the movie, I pull out my phone. My mind is going a mile a minute and somehow scrolling through meaningless stuff online makes it slow down. Maybe not slow down exactly, but at least distract me somewhat.

      My guilty pleasure is the juicy gossip sites about celebrities. I hate to admit it, but I love looking at the pictures of the pregnancy and birth announcements. I love reading about how so and so lost twenty pounds and who is dating who now. I’m not proud of it, but that’s why it’s a guilty pleasure, right?

      “Oh my God,” I say, nearly dropping my phone. The image that pops up onto the screen makes me jump out of my seat. I look closer to make sure that my eyes aren’t deceiving me.

      “This can’t be real,” I mumble.

      Aiden is too engrossed in the action on screen to pay much attention to me.

      “Aiden,” I say slowly. “Look.”

      It takes him a few moments to pull himself away from the television.

      “What?” he asks, absentmindedly.

      I hand him the phone. He looks at the screen and then at me. And then back to the screen.

      “What is this?”

      “The Daily Dish,” I say.

      “No, I mean, why are there pictures of us here?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      But it’s as clear as day, there are two pictures of us. In the first, we are walking hand in hand together from a restaurant. By the outfit, I know that it was taken before we went to Maine. And in the second, Aiden is kissing me under a tree.

      “Is this one from the party?” Aiden asks.

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “So, someone at the Warrenhouse party took a picture of us and sold it to this trash mag?”

      It definitely looks like it. But why? I mean, who the hell am I to be in a gossip magazine? And even Aiden? I mean, he runs a big company, but he isn’t a celebrity. At least, not in any real way. Right?

      “I don’t understand why we’re here at all. I mean, who cares?”

      “Well, with my business blowing up in a very public way, I guess people are much more interested in me than they used to be.”

      Of course. Man, am I an idiot. I completely forgot. Aiden Black is a public figure. And even though he was never really in that many gossip magazines before, except maybe on Page Six, when he was seen with a particular socialite, now that Owl is in trouble, there’s much more fodder for gossip.

      Before I even have a few minutes to process any of this, my phone lights up. It’s my mom. I press ignore and turn off my phone. A voicemail appears a minute later. It’s then quickly followed by a succession of texts.

      

      Where are you?

      I just saw your picture in the Daily Dish.

      

      You’re seeing Aiden Black?

      

      Why didn’t you tell me?

      

      Ellie, answer the phone!

      

      Shit, I had forgotten that I got my love for gossip magazines from none other than my own mother.

      “Who is that?” Aiden asks.

      “My mom. She saw the article too.”

      “Answer it,” he says, absentmindedly.

      “The thing is that I never told her about us,” I say. My mouth can’t keep up with my thoughts as I start to slur my words in an effort to get everything out at once. “Not yet. I mean, you asked me to marry you so suddenly and now it seems like a big secret, but it’s really not.”

      Aiden shrugs. “It’s no big deal. I didn’t tell anyone either.”

      “So, what should I do now?”

      “I guess, you should tell her that you are seeing me. I mean, what’s the point of lying now?”

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re right,” I nod.

      I take a deep breath and pick up the phone. “Mom?”

      

      ***

      To say that my mom is freaking out over seeing my picture in the Daily Dish would be the understatement of a lifetime. She is over the moon. She wants to know all the details. Where did I meet Aiden? How long have we been together? What is he like? And, most importantly, why didn’t I tell her?

      I don’t really have any good answers to any of this, so I decide to be as vague as possible. We met at a party that Caroline invited me to. It was on a yacht, but I don’t mention the auction. He’s wonderful, of course, but I don’t mention that we are engaged quite yet. That can wait until we meet in person. Why didn’t I tell her? Because I wasn’t sure where it was going and I wasn’t ready to talk about it quite yet.

      “Well, you absolutely have to invite him over for dinner,” Mom says after listening very carefully. “We must meet him as soon as possible.”

      “Mom…” I start to say.

      “Don’t Mom me,” she says sternly. “You kept the biggest story of the year from me and I had to find out about you dating a billionaire in an online magazine!”

      “I’m not sure about it being the biggest story of the year.”

      “It is for me!”

      “Okay, I’ll give you that,” I say.

      “So, I can give you a choice of dates. This Wednesday or Thursday.”

      “Wednesday is tomorrow!” I protest.

      “And Thursday is the day after. I’m glad that Ivy League education is finally paying off.”

      She can’t see me, but I’m rolling my eyes.

      “Okay, hold on,” I say, putting my hand over the bottom of the phone.

      “My mom wants us to come over for dinner,” I whisper. “Tomorrow or the day after. I can try to postpone it until next week, but that will probably be it.”

      Aiden looks up at me. “Tomorrow is fine,” he says with a shrug.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, why not? I’d love to meet your parents.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3 - Ellie

          

          When we go to Connecticut…

        

      

    

    
      After eating takeout and watching Netflix on the couch, I want Aiden to spend the night, but he has an early meeting the following day so he goes back home to his apartment. He has an important meeting with the shareholders tomorrow morning and has to be in fighting spirits.

      The following day, I spend writing, answering emails, trying to get Caroline to leave her room, and deciding what to wear. I don’t want to be too dressed up because then Mom will immediately know what’s up. But at the same time, I can’t very well just show up in a pair of pajamas. Aiden will be picking me up straight from work, so he will be wearing an expensive suit and looking quite dashing like always. What about a pair of skinny jeans and heels and a blazer? Jeans would say it’s a casual evening, but the heels would go well with Aiden’s outfit and not make me look too out of place. Shit, this is exactly what I need Caroline around for. Clothes are her specialty, not mine. But when I knock on her door and ask her for help, she just says she’s tired.

      I wash my hair and put on my makeup. I look at myself in the mirror and my heart skips a beat. Tonight, everything is going to become real. My mom will know that I’m engaged. It’s not like the engagement didn’t feel real before this moment, but there’s nothing like those people who are closest to you sharing in your joy. At least, that’s what all the movies say, right?

      Okay, okay, calm down, I say to myself. Mom is going to be very excited and somebody has to remain calm in this type of situation. I pull on the skinny jeans and wedges. These are really summer shoes, the old Caroline would point out, but I love that they have the toes covered. My feet always get really cold walking the New York streets in early December. Plus, wedges are much easier to walk in than regular stilettos or even high heels.

      My phone lights up. It’s a text from Aiden.

      

      I’m downstairs.

      

      “Caroline, I’m leaving. See you later,” I yell. I wait for a moment in the hallway as I put on my jacket, but she doesn’t respond.

      

      ***

      “Hey!” I climb into Aiden’s car and give him a kiss on the lips. “Man, it’s cold out there.” ***

      “Yeah, I know,” he mumbles and pulls away from the curb.

      “You know the address?”

      “Nope,” he says.

      Something about his one line responses feels odd. We drive for a while without saying a word. This is unusual, but I try not to pay too much attention to it. Not yet, anyway.

      “I’m really nervous about your meeting Mom and Mitch,” I say. I want to develop some sort of strategy in how to deal with everything at their house. Maybe even a code. But we don’t have much time. And, from the looks of it, Aiden doesn’t seem to be in the mood.

      “Why is that?” he asks.

      “Well, you know, it’s not every day that I bring a fiancé over to their house,” I say jokingly. I expect him to flash a knowing smile. Or at least, chuckle a little bit. But instead, I get nothing.

      “Are you okay?” I ask after a moment of silence. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, not really,” he says with a shrug. Then he leans over and turns up the music.

      Annoyed, I shake my head. I give out an audible sigh to get his attention. But it’s all to no avail. I lean over and turn down the music.

      “Aiden?”

      “What?” he asks, without taking his eyes off the road.

      “What’s going on? Do you not want to do this?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “So, why do things feel so…off?”

      He doesn’t say anything for a moment. “I don’t know.”

      I continue to press the situation, but unfortunately I don’t get any further with this line of questioning. We listen to music the rest of the drive over. It is one of the longest forty minutes of my life.

      When we finally arrive at Mom and Mitch’s house in Greenwich, Connecticut, I’m regretting the whole night, but it’s too late to go back. Mom will be furious if I were to cancel and I know that she probably went all out for dinner. No matter how much money they have, she rarely caters or hires a chef. Cooking is one of her favorite things to do in the world.

      “Aiden, you have to talk to me. We’re going in there to meet my parents. You can’t be so closed off,” I say. “If you don’t want to be here then tell me. I can do this myself.”

      “No, let’s just get this over with,” he mumbles as he pulls into the driveway. I shake my head. This is not going to go well, I know it already. But I’m at a loss as to what to do.

      Aiden gets out of the car first and waits for me to walk to the door. He doesn’t make one comment about how beautiful the house looks with all the Christmas lights outside. I, on the other hand, find them breathtaking. The house that I grew up in from the age of eleven looks like it belongs in the pages of Connecticut Life or Town and Country magazine. Perfect white lights illuminate and frame the gables, window and the front door. I see my mom standing in the foyer even before we get to the steps.

      “Mom!” I yell and wrap my arms around her neck. She gives me a warm hug in return. “It’s so nice to see you.”

      Mom is dressed in an elegant short black dress, black tights and stilettos. She is petite with short blonde hair that falls into her face, framing it just so. Her diamond stud earrings shine brightly and her tiny waist is accentuated by the white and red apron wrapped tightly around it.

      “You look beautiful,” I say. “As always.”

      Mom pulls away from me and looks me up and down. “As do you.”

      “Mom, I’d like you to meet Aiden.”

      “Yes, of course,” Mom says, extending her hand to him. Aiden is standing slightly behind me and takes a moment to approach her and come into the light. I hate that she is meeting him on such a sour occasion. I hate that he isn’t his usual charming self, but there isn’t much I can do about it.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Rhodes.”

      “Oh please, call me Margie,” Mom says, laughing and throwing her head back. “And I haven’t been Mrs. Rhodes for a long time.”

      When she closes the door behind us and hangs my coat in the closet, I see Mitch come downstairs. He’s dressed in an elegant suit and his thick dark hair is only now getting a few sprinkles of salt and pepper in it. Even though it has been years, he’s as handsome as he was when Mom married him.

      After giving me a warm hug, I introduce Aiden and he and Mitch shake hands.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Aiden. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “All good, I hope,” Aiden jokes. I’m surprised that he says this and hope that perhaps he can fake some pleasantries long enough to get through dinner.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “The house looks amazing,” I say, looking around at all the expert Christmas decor around their six-bedroom, six bath home with a two-bedroom pool house out back. “It’s like you’re living in a Pottery Barn catalog.”

      “Close,” Mitch laughs. “But a tad more expensive. Try West Elm.”

      “Oh c’mon,” Mom laughs. “You said you liked how it looked.”

      “And I do. But I didn’t enjoy getting the credit card bill for this little project, let me tell you, Ellie,” Mitch says.

      I smile and give Mitch a brief squeeze. This is how they have been since they’ve met. They banter and complain about each other and they also love each other to pieces. Never for a moment did I ever doubt that Mom and Mitch belong together, unlike Mom and Dad. I hate to admit it, but my mom and dad were never a good fit. When they argued, they were mean-spirited and when they weren’t fighting, things weren’t much better. Even back then, when I was quite little, I knew that my parents weren’t meant to be together and I made a promise to myself that I would never be in a relationship like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4 - Aiden

          

          At dinner…

        

      

    

    
      I knew that it was a mistake to come here even before I even picked up Ellie. It would’ve been selfish to cancel, but it’s more selfish to go despite the fact that I’m not in the right headspace to meet my fiancée’s parents. Fiancée. At this point, that word doesn’t even make sense anymore. I mean, who the hell am I to marry this beautiful woman? Can I even make her happy? Definitely not as long as I’m in the state that I’m in. And how long will this last? Likely a very long time.

      They fired me.

      I showed up to the meeting with the Board of Directors to try to figure out a way to make all of this work and they just fucking fired me. It didn’t matter that I started the company. It didn’t matter that I was the CEO. None of that mattered. The shareholders are unhappy with the direction that Owl is going in, so they just got rid of me.

      I knew they were unhappy, but I never knew they were capable of anything like this. I mean, who the hell do they think they are? Did they invest their blood, sweat and tears into this? No, they’re just a bunch of old rich assholes who don’t know their elbows from their assholes. And yet, they have the power to fire me at will and hire some dick who probably never even heard of Owl before to run it.

      My blood boils at the thought of that, and yet here we are. Thanks to Blake, all major investors pulled out and that’s somehow my fault. If only they knew the truth. If only they knew that Blake deserves to be in jail for what he did, and tried to do, to Ellie. But no, he’s out there walking free and there are people who are actually listening to him about the direction that Owl should take.

      “Aiden, are you listening?” Ellie whispers in my ear as her mom gives me a tour of their house.

      “Yes, of course,” I say quickly. My eyes meet Margie’s and when she launches into another aspect of the recent remodel that the house underwent, I nod quickly and ferociously to look as interested as I possibly can.

      I know that this evening is going all wrong. I shouldn’t be here. Hell, Ellie shouldn’t be here. This is not how I wanted to meet her parents. What I should be doing is telling Ellie what happened today at work. But I can’t think straight tonight. All I feel is anger boiling up from somewhere deep within me.

      “Well, I think we’re ready for dinner now,” Margie says and I nod again. After handing me a glass of whiskey, Mitch disappears into the kitchen with Margie.

      I follow Ellie into the living room, taking three big gulps of my drink. As the dark brown liquid runs down the back of my throat, I feel some of the stress lift from my shoulders.

      “What the hell, Aiden?” Ellie whispers as she shows me to the dining room table.

      “What?”

      “It’s like you’re not here. Why did you even agree to come?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just going through some things at work.”

      I want to tell her the truth. More than anything. But I can’t. Her parents will return any minute and then what? She will have more questions and I’m just not ready for this conversation. Not until I drown my sorrows in the whole bottle of whiskey.

      When everyone is seated and Margie and Mitch bring out the food, we both oh and ah over how delicious it is. I make a great effort to appear as if everything is as normal as possible, but I’m having a hard time judging whether or not anyone is buying it.

      “So, Aiden, I can’t lie, I have of course heard of Owl and the great success that you made of that company,” Mitch says. He works on Wall Street and not in some junior associate position either. I’m sure that Mitch Willoughby not only heard about Owl’s success, but also its downfall.

      “Well, thank you, sir,” I say. “It has been quite a ride.”

      “Tell me, how did you get it started? I love to hear stories about entrepreneurship.”

      “Mitch is a big Shark Tank fan, in case you were wondering,” Ellie adds. I smile.

      “I was in college - Yale…”

      “Oh! Ellie’s and my alma mater!”

      “Yes, Ellie told me that, sir,” I say. “I was always into computers a lot. Didn’t have many friends growing up. And the idea sort of came to me. It’s not really that original, of course. It’s just an online retailer like Amazon.”

      “Oh, you’re just being modest,” Mitch says. “There are, of course, a lot of online retailers. But very few of them are Amazon. Seriously, it’s quite remarkable that you were able to grow it to the level at which it exists today. Amazon considers you to be their main threat. Even more so than Walmart. Of course, I’m sure you know that already.”

      I smile, nod, and finish my whiskey. He quickly pours me another - a man after my own heart. After I’m sufficiently lubricated, I feel a lot looser and not so standoffish. Suddenly, engaging in conversation doesn’t require that much effort. Mitch and Margie continue to ask me about Owl and I actually reply in more than a few words.

      “So, can you tell me of any big mergers or acquisitions that are coming up?” Mitch asks when we all finish our food.

      “Oh c’mon, you and I both know that I can’t talk about that,” I say.

      “We will just keep this between friends.”

      I shake my head. This is how investment bankers are. He’s asking me to break the law. He’s asking me to commit insider trading, but to him it barely registers as an offense.

      “Your father wants insider information, Ellie,” I say. “Do you know what that means?”

      “Isn’t that what Martha Stewart went to jail for?”

      “No, that’s what she went to prison for,” I correct her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5 - Aiden

          

          When things get a little tense…

        

      

    

    
      My joke about Martha Stewart puts a stop to Mitch’s casual search for insider information. Normally, I’d continue with the easy-going banter so that Mitch would start to feel more comfortable with me. But today, I don’t have the energy.

      Luckily, Margie changes the subject.

      “So, Ellie, how’s your writing going?”

      The expression on Ellie’s face changes immediately.

      “Um, fine,” she mumbles and takes a few sips of wine. “Well, actually, really well. The readers are really responding well to my work.”

      “Now that’s really exciting,” Margie says.

      “Yes, it’s really refreshing.”

      “How so?” Mitch asks.

      “Well, you know when I worked at Buzz Post, no one really cared about those stupid little quizzes that I wrote. I mean, people liked them, they brought in all the clicks, but no one reached out to me like they do now.”

      “Readers are loving her book,” I pipe in. Finally, I can contribute something positive to the conversation and avoid talking about work, my own rather sad state of affairs. “You should see all the emails that she’s getting.”

      Ellie smiles from ear to ear. “I never knew that I could have such an impact. Or that anyone would be affected enough to actually reach out to me. I mean, I myself, have read and enjoyed a lot of books, but I never really wrote the author and told them how I felt.”

      “Yes, I had no idea that anyone really did that,” Margie says.

      “Well, they do,” Ellie says beaming. “At least my fans do. And it’s amazing. I mean, writing can be quite solitary work, so it’s nice to get real feedback. And not just feedback, really good, kind words. My writing is actually helping some of my readers get through some very hard times in their lives. Providing an escape, you know?”

      “Is that so?” Margie asks.

      Ellie nods and gives me a smile. Despite everything that’s going on with my own career, I’m really proud of her. Her dreams are finally coming true and it’s a privilege to be here to experience it with her.

      “I’m really happy for you,” I say.

      “Aiden has been very supportive,” Ellie explains as if an explanation is necessary. But by the look on Margie’s face, apparently, it is.

      “Aren’t you proud of your daughter?” I ask. “I know I am.”

      “Yes, of course,” Margie says with not much enthusiasm. “But you know, of course, Mitch and I hope that she starts to write something more serious in the future.”

      “More serious?” I ask, glancing over at Ellie. The smile on her face vanishes in an instant.

      “Well, you know. Romance?” Margie says with a smirk. “And self-publishing?”

      “I don’t understand,” Ellie whispers.

      “Oh c’mon, Ellie, please” Margie scoffs at her. “You know that you are capable of so much more than self-publishing so-called romance.”

      “Your daughter is very talented,” I interrupt. I can’t stand listening to this shit, but Ellie puts her hand on my knee under the table to calm me down.

      “Yes, I know that. That’s why I’m saying what I’m saying. We all know that she is very talented and this line of work just isn’t suitable for someone like her. I mean, you went to Yale for crying out loud. You were on your way to becoming a serious journalist.”

      “I was not,” Ellie says. “I was writing stupid little quizzes at some online magazine that gets advertising money through click bait articles.”

      “They do publish serious news as well.”

      “So what? That wasn’t my job. Besides, I never wanted to be a journalist. I always wanted to write fiction.”

      “And you’re happy writing what you’re writing?”

      “And what am I writing, mother?” Ellie asks, crossing her arms across her chest.

      “You know very well. But if you want me to come out and say it, then I guess I will.”

      “Why don’t you?” she asks, squeezing my knee ever harder.

      “Porn. You write porn, my darling,” Margie says. “You and I know this very well. And so does anyone else who comes across your books.”

      “No, I don’t write porn, mother. I write romance books with sex in them. I write romance the way it exists in the world. It doesn’t just all fade to black you know, when people go to bed. I describe what happens between people because what happens in bed is important. And sexy. And relevant. My book has a sexually-empowered main character and I won’t apologize for creating her. Not to you. And not to anyone else.”

      “You’re impossible,” Margie whispers, shaking her head. “Mitch talk to her.”

      “Margie, I think it’s fine for Ellie to do what she wants to do. She seems to be enjoying her work, so why not?”

      “Oh, c’mon, Mitch. Please. Give me a break. You think what she writes is smut and you told me so yourself. So, why the fuck are you giving us this cop out now?”

      “Well, my darling,” Mitch says. I’m starting to notice that their use of terms of endearment aren’t exactly the same as other people’s. “Because we have company here and perhaps this isn’t the best time to talk about Ellie’s career choices.”

      Margie shakes her head.

      “Listen, mom, I’m going to make this really easy on you. We don’t have to talk about this anymore. Aiden and I are going to go.”

      “What? No.”

      “Yes,” Ellie says and gets up to leave.

      “But we haven’t had dessert yet.”

      “We’re going to pass.”

      “Aiden,” Margie reaches out to me. She puts her long cold fingers on my forearm, but I just brush her off.

      “Your daughter is a very talented writer and I’m sorry for you that you don’t understand that,” I say. “Thank you for dinner.”

      “Ellie, I don’t understand why you’re getting so mad. I was just expressing my opinion.”

      “Well, your opinion…sucks. It really sucks, Mom. I don’t know what I’m going to do in the future. I don’t know what kind of books I’m going to write. But for right now, I’m really enjoying doing what I’m doing. I love the emails that I’m getting from my readers and when I shared that with you, you just pissed all over it. Why? Does it make you feel better to put me down?”

      “I didn’t mean to put you down. I just wanted you to know that you are capable of so much more.”

      It’s hard to put into words the rage and hatred I feel for Margie at this very moment. I hate her passive aggressive bullshit and her backhanded compliment that’s not a compliment at all. And most of all, I hate the pain that she is causing Ellie.

      I’m about to say something, when Ellie breaks out in laughter. Then she shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “Fuck you, Mom. Okay? How about that? Why don’t you just go fuck yourself?”

      She takes me by the arm and pulls me toward the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6 - Ellie

          

          After dinner…

        

      

    

    
      Well, that didn’t go as well as I thought it would. Aiden gives me a brief hug as we leave their house, but I just push him away. I can’t deal with physical contact right now. I’m fuming. My heart is racing and I need to get myself under control first.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Aiden says. I nod in agreement, but I don’t believe him. I want to scream at the top of my lungs and pound on something really hard. But instead, I let him lead me to his car. He opens the door and waits for me to get in. He gives me too much time. He hesitates for too long. Everything is compounding my anger. I reach out and close the door myself. I shut it right in his face, but he doesn’t seem fazed by it.

      When he gets into the car, he doesn’t say anything else. He simply starts the engine and drives off. I let out a big sigh of relief. The heaviness of the world doesn’t disappear off my shoulders, but it feels like someone is there holding up some of it for me.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m finally ready to talk again.

      “I’m really sorry about dinner,” I say. “I shouldn’t have made a scene like that.”

      “Your mom was really out of line.”

      “I know, but still. She’s always like that. She isn’t exactly the most supportive person when it comes to…anything.”

      “You don’t say,” he jokes.

      “I don’t really understand what her issue is. I mean, she’s married to Mitch, they have a lot of money. Mitch will always provide for me if I let him. He’s quite generous like that. So, why was she always so unhappy about me becoming a writer?”

      “Even before you started writing romance?”

      “Yes. She acts like BuzzPost is this ideal place for me to work, but you should’ve heard her comments about it when I started. ‘You spent four years at Yale. Your education cost over two-hundred thousand dollars, and now you’re writing online quizzes asking people what kind of wedding they should have based on their favorite Harry Potter house.’”

      “I’m sorry,” Aiden says.

      I know that I’m overwhelming him with my problem when he clearly has enough of his own, but I can’t help it. I’m fuming. Why does my mother have to be this way? Why can’t she be happy for me? Doesn’t she know how few people there are out there who get paid anything at all for their writing? And I have people buying my books? Who cares if the first book was only ninety-nine cents and my cut of it is only thirty-five cents. It’s still something. She has no idea how hard it is for writers to get anyone to pay for their books.

      “She just makes me so angry, Aiden. I mean, I have readers who are actually paying money to read my fiction. I mean, that’s a miracle. Most people will pay three bucks for a cup of coffee at Starbucks every day and think nothing of it. But then they will also complain that a whole book, which takes a couple of months to write, costs more than ninety-nine cents. And yet, I have people buying my books. Not many people, but enough to make me feel like I’m doing something worthwhile.”

      “I’m really sorry, Ellie. I wish she was more supportive. Not sure if it matters, but I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Of course it matters. His support means everything. And yet, it doesn’t erase the bad taste in my mouth from my mom’s reaction at dinner.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t let this bother me so much,” I say when we pull up to my apartment building. “She’s always been this way. And it doesn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things.”

      “Of course, it does,” Aiden says. “But I understand what you mean.”

      We sit in silence for a bit, listening to Adele, who just came on the radio. Her song Hello makes for a good soundtrack for this evening.

      “Would you like to come up?” I ask.

      He shrugs.

      “You don’t?”

      “No, it’s not that. I do. But I have a lot on my mind,” he says after a moment.

      I nod and wait for him to continue. But he doesn’t.

      “So, you aren’t going to come up?” I ask. He shrugs.

      “Do you have something going on at work tomorrow?” I press.

      He shrugs.

      “Aiden, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      I feel like I’m pulling teeth. But this time he doesn’t give in.

      “C’mon, why don’t you come up? We can have some tea and cookies? Go to bed?”

      I need him to spend the night with me. How much more obvious do I have to be?

      “Not tonight,” he says after a moment.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, refusing to let the subject go. He hesitates for a bit, but when he realizes that I’m not going to let him off that easily, he finally caves.

      “Something happened at work today,” Aiden says. “Something bad.”

      “What?”

      My head starts to buzz when he says the word ‘fired.’

      “But I don’t understand…”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Aiden shrugs. “I had a meeting with the board today and they let me go.”

      “But you’re the founder of the company. How can they just fire you?”

      “Because they’re the board. They have more power than I do. If I stop making the shareholders money, then they can replace me with someone who will. It’s business.”

      I shake my head.

      “But you never even sexually harassed anyone or had any scandals. I thought that’s what people got fired for.”

      “Well, actually, you are much less likely to get fired for sexually harassing a woman than for not making money. Unfortunately.”

      I continue to pepper him with questions even as I can see that he is reluctant to answer them. But a few minutes later, he shuts down.

      “Ellie, I’m sorry, but you have to get out of the car,” he says. “I just can’t talk about this anymore. And I know that if I come up that’s all we’re going to talk about.”

      He’s right, of course. I know that. But it still hurts. Tears start to well up in the back of my throat. I’m not sure if I’m about to cry because of his job, my mom, or the fact that I didn’t much sleep the night before.

      I take a deep breath and open the door.

      “I’ll call you later,” he says, grabbing my arm just as I’m about to exit. I give him a brief squeeze back and slam the door behind me. Once I disappear behind the safety of my building’s front door, and I’m well out of earshot and eyesight of Aiden, I burst into tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7 - Ellie

          

          More news…

        

      

    

    
      I wipe my tears before entering my apartment. I don’t want Caroline to see me distraught. She has enough to worry about for now. I like the idea of being there for her, and being her rock, but I’m not sure if I’m strong enough for anyone to break against right now. When I walk into the foyer, I expect to see the door to Caroline’s room closed as it had been for days. When I see that it is, I head straight to my room.

      “Hey,” Caroline says from the couch.

      “Oh hey. How are you?”

      I want to climb under my covers and go to sleep forever. But Caroline hasn’t been out and about under her own volition for a while. I know that I wouldn’t be a good friend if I didn’t take a few moments to acknowledge this momentous achievement.

      “How are you?” I ask, heading to the refrigerator.

      After staring absent-mindedly at the empty shelves, I pour myself a glass of water. I hope that I’ve wasted enough time that my eyes no longer look like they’ve recently seen tears.

      “Okay,” she shrugs. “I ordered some Chinese. Want some?”

      Wow, she actually took the initiative to order takeout? She must be feeling a lot better.

      “No thanks. I just got back from dinner.”

      “With Aiden?”

      “And my parents.”

      “Wow, that must’ve been intense.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say. And just like that, within practically a moment, things suddenly feel somewhat normal. It’s almost as if Maine never happened.

      “So…” Caroline says, changing the channel back to Property Brothers on HGTV. “Oh, I love this part. The reveal.”

      We watch the transformation for a few moments and comment on how much nicer the new house looks. When the episode comes to an end, Caroline puts the TV on mute and turns to face me.

      “So…Tom has been arrested.”

      I’m so stunned, I nearly choke on my water

      “My lawyer called and told me today. He pled not guilty, of course.”

      “So, what’s going to happen now?”

      “There’s going to be a trial,” she says. I lean a little closer to her to see whether her eyes are actually lit up or whether it’s just the light from the screen streaming into the living room.

      “You seem happy,” I say, cautiously.

      “I am,” she nods. Her lips curl at the edges forming a delicate smile.

      “Well, in that case, I’m excited for you.”

      “You’re surprised,” Caroline says.

      I nod. Actually, she’s right. I am more than surprised. I’m shocked. I’ve never been part of any situation like this, but I’ve read about other victims and witnesses and most of them are not that excited about the idea of going to trial. When I tell Caroline this, she just laughs.

      “I’m actually kind of caught off guard by this as well,” she admits. “All of these days I didn’t know what I was feeling or how I was supposed to feel. And then my lawyer called and told me about the trial and it was like this big weight was lifted off my shoulders.”

      “And you’re not afraid of what might happen at trial?” I ask before I get the chance to stop myself. I hate it when I speak before I think. I mean, why even bring this up if she’s feeling so good right now?

      But Caroline just laughs. “Of course, I don’t know what’s going to happen. But I’m sort of looking forward to testifying. The thing is Ellie, that I’m really angry. Mad. I feel it all the way down in the pit of my stomach. And telling the jury what he did to me so he can pay for it, well, actually, I can’t wait.”

      “Oh my god, you are much braver than I am. You’re kind of amazing, Caroline,” I say and wrap my arms around her.

      “You know, you’re going to have to testify too,” she adds. My heart sinks to the bottom of my stomach and my fingers turn ice-cold. But I force a smile.

      “Of course, I will,” I say quickly. “That asshole needs to go to jail for what he did.”

      Before we get a chance to talk about this anymore, the buzzer rings. Someone’s at the front door.

      “Who is it?” I ask into the intercom.

      “It’s me,” Aiden says. A big wide natural smile comes over my face as I buzz him in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8 - Aiden

          

          When he shows up…

        

      

    

    
      My heart skips a beat and the end of my fingertips get that familiar tingly feeling.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, opening the door. Aiden smiles and shrugs his shoulders. A few strands of hair fall into his face, making his eyes even more mesmerizing. He leans on the doorway and runs his tongue over his luscious lips.

      “I should’ve never left,” he says slowly. “I’m sorry.”

      I nod. I’m about to invite him in when he takes my hand in his and pulls me toward him. Aiden wraps his arms around me and suddenly all my worries melt away. I know that no matter what, we’re going to be okay. Everything is going to work out. Slowly, he runs his fingers up my spine, eventually settling at the nape of my neck. I let my head drop into his hand. Holding me up, he presses his lips onto mine. It’s a slow, passionate kiss that seems to last forever. It’s one of those kisses, which you remember for a lifetime. When I’m ninety and I find myself sitting on my front porch with my granddaughter and she asks me what it means to be in love, my mind will immediately go to this kiss.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers again as he pulls away.

      “No, I’m the one who should be sorry. You had such a hard day and you still went to dinner with my folks. But why did you? We could’ve rescheduled.”

      “Eh, I don’t know. I promised you that I would. But I should’ve told you about getting fired sooner. I was just…embarrassed.”

      I give him a warm hug. I can see that admitting this fact made Aiden grow weak at the knees.

      “So, why did you come back?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I made it a few blocks before it hit me. We both had really shitty days, so why the hell should we be apart? I mean, I thought I wanted to be alone, but that’s just because that’s what I’m used to doing when I have a bad day. But the further I got away from your house, the more I realized just how much I missed you.”

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I say. “I didn’t want to be alone either.”

      I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him. I bury my fingers in his thick hair and pull slightly until he gives out a moan.

      “Caroline is in the living room,” I say, pulling away. The warning is not really necessary since he’s going to find this out momentarily anyway.

      We walk to the living room holding hands.

      “Hey, how are you?” Aiden asks.

      “Oh hey,” Caroline says, turning around on the couch. “I’m okay, I guess. Better.”

      “Glad to hear that.”

      Caroline flashes him a small smile. We sit in the living room with her a bit. I want to take Aiden back to my room, but since she’s out here, we both feel like we should spend time with her. Caroline flips through the channels and then settles on a re-run of The Notebook.

      “Oh my god, what a cheesy movie,” Aiden says, helping himself to a spring roll.

      Caroline’s eyes grow wide and she looks from him to me and then back again.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I don’t know if you know, but this is your girlfriend’s favorite movie,” she says, bursting into laughter.

      “It is not my favorite,” I say quickly. I don’t know why I feel the need to apologize or explain except that I know that it’s sappy and romantic. And that’s why I love it.

      “Okay, one of her favorites,” Caroline concedes.

      “Okay, I’ll give you that,” I say.

      “Seriously?” Aiden asks.

      I nod and shrug.

      “Is it all because of Ryan Gosling?”

      “Well, yes, and no. I mean, I just love him and Rachel McAdams together. And this movie…it’s perfect.”

      Aiden laughs. “I have no idea how we made it this far into our relationship without this coming up. But now that I know…I don’t know if I can keep this thing going.”

      “Oh please,” I wave my left hand at him. Aiden grabs it and pulls me close to him.

      “Oh my God, please. You two are so cute and in love, you’re making me gag,” Caroline says. “Don’t you know that I just got out of the hospital?”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. That was my fault,” Aiden says and pushes me away from him. “Oh hey, wait a second. Where’s your ring?”

      He looks at my hand and then up at me. I shrug.

      “I took it off because we were going to my parents’ house. And I didn’t want them to know until it was the right time.”

      “Wait a second,” Caroline sits straight up. “Ring? What ring?”

      Aiden and I exchange looks.

      “What ring?!” Caroline demands to know. Finally, I smile and cave.

      “Aiden…asked me to marry him,” I say.

      “He did? You did? And what did you say?”

      I walk over to my purse, fish out the ring from the inside pocket and put it on my finger. Then I walk over to the couch, holding my left hand in the air, to showcase the ring.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Caroline squeals and runs over to me. “Ellie! Oh my God!”

      She keeps going back and forth between hugging and kissing me and admiring my ring. From her reaction, you’d think that she was the one who got engaged. I glance over at Aiden and he’s equally surprised.

      “Wow, I had no idea you would be so happy,” I say. “I mean, I knew that you would be happy for me…but still.”

      “Of course! This is the most exciting thing that’s happened…in a very long time. And this ring…you did good, Aiden. Really good,” she says. “Oh Ellie, you have to let me help you plan your wedding.”

      I inhale deeply. Plan my wedding. Wow. Of course, this is the natural next step after a person gets engaged, but somehow the idea of actually having a wedding didn’t occur to me. My heart skips a beat. I’m not a huge fan of parties and the thought of having one where I would be the center of attention makes me sick to my stomach.

      “I’m sure you already know what kind of dress and venue you want, but I really want to be there when you make all the arrangements,” Caroline gushes.

      And that’s where she’s wrong. I actually have no idea what I want. To tell you the truth, I have devoted exactly zero thoughts to this subject.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yes, of course!” Caroline’s eyes light up.

      “Ellie, I think you have to let her do it,” Aiden says. “I mean, look how happy she is.”

      Caroline grins from ear to ear. “But honestly, Ellie, in all seriousness. I’m really happy for you, both of you. And it would be just the biggest honor to help you plan even a few aspects of this momentous event.”

      This brings tears to my eyes. Before I completely break down, I wrap my arms around my friend and kiss her on her cheek.

      “I’d love for you to help,” I whisper into her ear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9 - Ellie

          

          When we go back to my room…

        

      

    

    
      “I still can’t believe how excited Caroline is for us,” I say.

      “I know. I was really not expecting that either.” Aiden makes himself comfortable on my bed as I wash my face and remove my makeup in the sink.

      “I was actually worried about telling her. I mean, she went through so much in Maine and I didn’t want to throw it in her face about how happy I am.”

      “Are you that happy that you are worried that you will make someone jealous?” Aiden jokes. I roll my eyes. “No, I know what you mean.”

      He gets off the bed and walks over to me. He puts his arms around my waist and kisses my neck as I try to get soap out of my eyes. It’s still hard to believe that we haven’t known each other for that long. It feels like we have been together forever. And yet, every moment also feels like it’s completely new.

      “I love you,” he whispers and licks my earlobe.

      “I love you too, but you have to let me wash this stuff from my face. It’s starting to sting.”

      He loosens his grip a bit, but doesn’t let me go. My knees grow weak. I feel myself melting into him. He intertwines his fingers into my hair and pulls on it slightly. I moan as my whole body tingles in pleasure. He then moves my hair off my shoulders and kisses me forcefully. I bury my hands in his hair, moving his head toward mine. I feel his cock swell and I can’t help but grab it.

      “No,” he says, smiling.

      “What? Why?”

      “You ask a lot of questions, do you know that?”

      “Yes,” I smile. I don’t know if he knows, but these coy conversations drive me wild.

      Without saying another word, he pulls off my clothes one by one. I try to protest, but he simply puts his finger over my mouth.

      “Shh,” he whispers. I let him do as he pleases, watching the way the soft light wraps itself around us.

      After running his hands over my thighs, Aiden positions me across his chest. He pulls off my bra and frees my breasts. I run my fingers up his arms, watching the veins bulge in and out with each movement. I lose myself in the moment as he cups my breasts with his big warm hands.

      His hands are strong. Even after all of this time, I’m surprised by just how powerful they are. His suits are quite deceiving in this respect. A moment later, I’m standing completely naked before him. Normally, I would feel vulnerable and exposed, but in his arms, I just feel loved.

      His lips make their way down to my nipples as I thread my fingers into his hair. Shivers run up my spine as he presses my nipple in between his teeth. He sits me back down on his lap, facing away from him. He walks his fingers down my body and my legs spread before him. He easily finds my clit and, when he touches it, my whole body starts to throb for him.

      My thighs clench, but I open them up again and inhale deeply. Despite all of this time, I still have trouble receiving pleasure and letting a man just focus entirely on me. But when I let go, that’s when I finally feel free.

      Aiden kisses me behind my ears as his fingers get deeper and deeper within me. They start to move faster and faster and I feel a rush of warmth concentrate in between my legs. Suddenly, a surge of energy starts to build within me.

      “I’m getting close,” I warn.

      “That’s what I want to hear,” Aiden says, and speeds up his movements.

      “Come for me,” he orders, and his fingers swirl faster and faster.

      This command sends me completely over the edge. My whole body starts to shake and vibrate with pleasure. A few moments later, I collapse on top of him. The release is so intense that it made my mind go completely blank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10 - Ellie

          

          When a bomb drops…

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, I sit down to finish the third book in my series, Auctioned Off. I’m surprised by how well the writing is going. The words are just flowing out of me and I can barely keep up. I guess that’s the thing about writing about your life. There isn’t much to make up and there’s plenty of material to rely upon. As I get to the chapter with another sex scene, I pause for a moment and stare at the cursor on my computer screen. Despite my best efforts to keep these kinds of thoughts at bay, my mind goes back to dinner last night and the hurtful things that my mom said.

      The thing that she doesn’t understand is that writing about sex is very liberating. In our culture, sex is a very popular topic of conversation. It’s something we often discuss on talk shows and in magazines. But these discussions are clinical and sterile. There are always evaluations of how much sex people are having, a rating of how good it is, or practical steps to making it better. The thing that isn’t discussed very often, though, is pleasure.

      When I write about sex, I want my readers to enter a world where sex isn’t something that happens behind closed doors. I want them to enter a world where sex is a beautiful thing that’s shared between two people who are in love. I want to transport them to a place where anything is possible. But it goes beyond my readers even. When I’m writing, I don’t think about the people who will eventually read my books. No, I write for myself. And in the case of this series of books, I write to put down my own experiences.

      Sometimes, I find it hard to believe that Aiden is real. I find it even harder to accept that we went through everything that we went through. So, writing it down, exactly as it happened is my way of processing it. I’m recording the truth, as I have experienced it. If Aiden were to write this story, I’m sure that it would be a little different than my own, but that’s the thing about perspectives, isn’t it? We each have our own and we each live in our own reality according to our perceptions of the world around us.

      Before I start writing the first sex scene in the third book, I take a moment. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I let it out slowly as I open my eyes. Now, when my fingers touch the keys of my laptop, I’m free to write what I want. My mother’s opinions about my chosen profession and her attitude toward the things that I choose to write about in my books no longer matter. They get buried somewhere in the back of my mind, a place that I will not access for at least the rest of the afternoon. I don’t know if this is what it’s like for others who slice open their wrists and bleed in words, but that’s what it’s like for me.

      An hour later, I finish the scene and crack my knuckles. My hands are cramped from typing so fast and I’m turned on from reliving one of the hottest nights that I’ve shared with Aiden. I’m pretty sure that everyone who will read this book will assume that it’s all fiction, but it gives me great pleasure to know that it’s actually 100% true. I could easily change the front matter and call it non-fiction, but I’m not sure I’d sell as many copies. Or perhaps, I would sell even more. Who knows?

      Before I get up from behind the desk and take a proper break, I check my KDP dashboard. Wow, twenty books sold already today. My whole body rejoices. I don’t know how many copies the top authors sell a day or how much money they make, all I know is that every sale makes my heart soar. I’m eternally grateful and thankful for the fact that there are people out there who are not only enjoying my work but also paying to read these books. Growing up, I always wanted to be a writer. I love the process of writing, it’s one of the most cathartic things I’ve ever experienced. But the thing that surprised me most when I started publishing was how much I enjoyed the feedback that I get from my readers. Suddenly, writing no longer seems like such a solitary exercise. Instead, I gained an audience that really engages with me and my work.

      

      ***

      After spending so much concentrated time hunched over the computer keyboard, it feels good to stretch my limbs. I raise my hands above my head and do a couple of sun salutations. Just as I’m about to close the computer, I get a Google alert.

      Hmm, what could this be?

      When I first started working at BuzzPost, Caroline set up a Google alert for me to my name. It never would’ve occurred to me to do that but Caroline said that since I was now going to be a proper writer with a byline and everything, I need to be alerted whenever my name appears anywhere else on the web. I’m not sure if this really needs to be said, but I’ve never been alerted before for anything except for my own articles.

      The first thought I have when I see my name is that BuzzPost must’ve re-published one of my old quizzes and that’s why the alert came up all of the sudden. The alert is set up only with my real name - I have no idea why I thought that I should publish inane online quizzes using Ellie Rhodes instead of a pseudonym - so this definitely doesn’t have anything to do with my romance books.

      Oh my God.

      My mouth drops open reading when the page loads. I can’t believe it. No, this can’t be happening.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      The article that appears on the screen is not just some online gossip rag that no one reads. Oh no. It’s the fucking New York Post.

      I’m on Page Six of the fucking New York Post.

      I look at the pictures first. There’s a picture of me from my Facebook profile. Then there’s the picture of Aiden and I together from the Daily Dish. And then there’s the cover of my book, Auctioned Off.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      I skim the article. Then I read it more thoroughly. Then I re-read the parts that are particularly damaging to make sure that I didn’t misunderstand anything. No, it’s pretty much as bad as I had thought. Unfortunately.

      My heart sinks into the pit of my stomach and I stare at the window for a while, losing myself in a trance. What can I really do about this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11 - Ellie

          

          When I try to figure out what to do…

        

      

    

    
      I lose track of time. When I finally come to, I notice that more than forty minutes have passed with me just sitting here staring into the abyss. The screen has gone dark, but when I press the power button, it all comes back. The first thing that I see is that stupid Page Six article. This story has exposed me not just as a romance writer, printing both my real name and my pseudonym, but also as the girlfriend of the recently fired CEO of Owl, Aiden Black. If these were the only things that the article mentioned, that would’ve been bad enough. But it’s worse. Much worse.

      In addition to all of that, the article also discusses the auction. According to some anonymous source, the writer mentions that Aiden and I first met when I allowed myself to be auctioned off for a large sum of money. Whoever talked to this writer was there. He or she didn’t get the full amount exactly right, but they were only off by ten thousand dollars. Of course, we could deny all of this. I mean, it’s so outrageous, who would believe it, right? Except that my fucking novel confirms pretty much every aspect of it.

      I feel sick to my stomach. I don’t even make it all the way to the bathroom before vomiting. When I do finally reach the toilet, it seems like everything I ate during the last two days comes up.

      After I feel a tiny bit better, I wash my face and look at myself in the mirror. It’s not a pretty sight to say the least. My eyes are puffy, my mascara is runny and my lips are swollen. *** And the worst part of this whole thing? As horrible as I look, I feel ten times worse.

      My phone goes off. It’s my mom. I press ignore. I’m not interested in anything that she has to say. She leaves a message and then texts me as well. When I don’t reply, she continues to write as if I did.

      

      Call me.

      Where are you?

      Have you seen Page Six today? There’s an article about you and Aiden. And the auction. Is that where you met??

      Call me as soon as you get this.

      

      I shake my head and toss my phone on the bed. I don’t know how to deal with any of this. A few moments later, Caroline bursts into my room.

      “Have you see Page Six??” she yells.

      This is the most animated I’ve seen her since Maine. Well, except for when we told her about our engagement. Nothing like a little gossip and drama to get her out of her funk.

      I nod and hang my head.

      “Oh my God, what are you going to do?” she asks.

      “I have no idea,” I say, shrugging. “Everything just turned to shit."

      “They mentioned the auction on the yacht.”

      “I know. That’s the worst thing. And my book pretty much confirms their story.”

      Caroline sighs. “It’s going to be okay. Maybe it will just blow over?”

      “I sort of doubt it.”

      “What I mean is that maybe Aiden isn’t that famous. And we both know you aren’t.”

      “Thanks?” I say, not knowing exactly where she is headed with this whole thing.

      “No, what I mean is that Aiden is important and all, but it’s not like he’s a celebrity. And neither are you. So maybe this story won’t really matter to anyone.”

      “That would be true except for the auction bit. Wealthy men buying women on a yacht? Trust me, this story is going to stick around because it’s going to sell papers.”

      “Papers?”

      “You know what I mean. Generate clicks, whatever.”

      “Well, let’s hope you didn’t make it into the print edition,” Caroline says.

      I nod and exhale deeply.

      The buzzer goes off. Caroline goes to see who it is.

      “Who is it?” I ask when she comes back to my room.

      “Aiden.”

      “You let him up?”

      “Of course, I let him up. He’s your fiancé.”

      She’s right. Of course, she’s right. Still, he’s the last person I want to see right now. None of this is my fault and yet it is. At least, it feels like it is.

      When Aiden appears in the doorway, Caroline says hello and then leaves us alone. I can tell by the look on his face that he already knows.

      “I thought you were busy today,” I say.

      “I was.”

      I nod and wait for him to continue. I have no idea where to start so all I can do is let him take the lead.

      “Have you seen Page Six?” he asks. I nod and look away.

      He sits down on the bed next to me. “It’s a fucking mess, Ellie.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” he says, hanging his head. “My attorneys want me to deny the whole auction bit ever happened. It’s a PR nightmare.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s not really something that I can really explain without sounding like a total asshole,” he says.

      “So, what if you deny it? Can’t you file a defamation or slander lawsuit?”

      “I could if it weren’t true,” Aiden says. “The thing is that whoever is the source of this story, he or she knows a lot about what happened on that yacht. I mean, it happened pretty much the way they described it in the article.”

      I know all of this.

      “I’m really sorry.”

      “This is such a cluster-fuck, Ellie. Maybe we could deny the whole thing but your novel pretty much confirms the whole thing.”

      “It’s fiction,” I whisper.

      “Except that it’s not. I mean, you say that it is, but we both know that it’s not. And them outing you as a romance author and the writer of Auctioned Off, well that’s as much corroboration as they need to make everyone believe that what they’re saying is true.”

      I nod and stare at the floor.

      “You know what?” I say. “So what?”

      “So what?”

      “Yeah, so what? We’re all consenting adults. It’s not like anyone was auctioning off women who weren’t into it. It was just a game.”

      “Yes, but that’s not really how it looks in the paper.”

      “You didn’t do anything illegal, Aiden.”

      “Are you serious, Ellie? I paid you to have sex with me.”

      “It was a tip.”

      “I facilitated other people paying for, and getting paid for sex,” Aiden says. “And even if this whole thing blows over in terms of the police getting involved, I’m never getting my job back at Owl now.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Not a chance. CEO’s have to be held to a certain standard. No investors, let alone anyone on the board of directors, will want to have me anywhere near that company anymore. It makes them look bad and that’s not something they can tolerate.”

      I shake my head.

      “I’m sorry?” I say.

      “Is that a question?”

      I feel like he’s picking a fight. Like he’s egging me on. And I can’t do anything to stop it.

      “I don’t know why you’re getting mad at me over this,” I say.

      “Because you were the one who wrote the book!” he says.

      “You supported it when I first started writing. You said, you believed in my writing.”

      “I did and I do. I mean, if you want to write, then write. But I had no idea that your self-published book under a pseudonym would make my whole life go up in flames.”

      I shake my head.

      “What, you don’t believe me?”

      “No, I don’t. Your life was already in flames, way before this. You already got fired. Your investors already pulled out. This story…it’s nothing. It’s going to blow over. No one’s going to care.”

      “Fuck you, Ellie. Those investors pulled out because of Blake. I worked my whole life to make Owl what it is today and now just as it’s about to become huge, I’m forced to sit on the sidelines and watch someone else take the credit for it. Do you know how that feels?”

      “No, I don’t. And I’m sorry that this is all happening. I know that it’s all because of Blake. And I also told you that there was no reason to keep what he did quiet.”

      “Are you saying that I prevented you from going to the cops?” he asks, incensed.

      Frankly, I have no idea. That whole night is a blur, a bad dream. I definitely didn’t want to go the police. I mainly just wanted to forget that any of that ever happened. But now, I’m no longer so certain that this was the right decision. Maybe if I had filed charges, none of this would’ve happened. I thought that by covering up his assault, he would just go away. I had no idea that he would have the gall to go after Aiden. I had no idea that he would get his investors to pull out of Owl and eventually get Aiden fired. He was the one who was wrong and now I doubt that anyone would believe me about what happened that night.

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I just think that we handled this whole thing very badly.”

      Aiden nods and looks down at the floor.

      “This is such a mess, Aiden. I’m really sorry. I had no idea that any of this would turn out this way.”

      “Me either,” he says quietly.

      I walk over and put my arm around him. He brushes it off, but I try again. This time, he lets me keep it there.

      “We’re going to get through this. I promise.”

      Neither of us says anything for a while.

      “The thing is, Ellie, that I’ve been giving this whole thing some thought today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, when I met you, I had a thriving business whose main competitor was Amazon. We were on an upswing and everyone wanted to get in on the action.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly. I have no idea where he’s going with this, but I don’t like the tone of his voice.

      “And then I met you. And things just started to go awry.”

      I shake my head. “That’s really unfair, Aiden.”

      “Fair or not, that’s what has been happening. I know that none of this is directly your fault, except for maybe writing a romance book detailing every aspect of the auction and our sex life and then not protecting your pseudonym enough.”

      “Aiden—“ I start to say as tears well up in my eyes.

      “I know that I encouraged it, so it’s probably all my fault. But still, I can’t help but notice all the stupid little coincidences that have occurred since we started dating. And then things got even worse when we got engaged.”

      “What are you saying Aiden?” I whisper.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying,” he says, walking over to the window. I take a deep breath. He’s just talking out of his ass. He doesn’t mean any of this. He’s just angry and doesn’t have anyone else to take this out on.

      I stand a few feet behind him and peer into the darkness outside. Maybe he’s right. Maybe this is all my fault. I shouldn’t have written that book. But how could I have known that anyone would read it at all? How could I have known that someone would make the connection between this little self-published book by someone with a pseudonym and the real me?

      “I can’t do this anymore, Ellie,” Aiden says, still facing away from me.

      “What?”

      “I can’t. I really can’t.”

      My heart skips a beat. And then another. I forget to breathe and feel dizzy. I want him to take it back. I need him to take it back. But when he turns around to face me, I can see by the expression on his face that this is not likely.

      “I’m not sure I can marry you, Ellie,” Aiden says after a moment.

      “You’re not sure?” I whisper in a last ditch effort to make him clarify his words.

      “I can’t marry you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12 - Aiden

          

          When everything goes to black…

        

      

    

    
      I leave her apartment with tears in my eyes. I love Ellie. I want to marry her. But not right now. The world is spinning out of control and I can’t have her in my orbit. I know that I was wrong to blame everything on her. None of this is her fault. Actually, it’s probably all mine. But it just feels like my whole life is imploding and I’m not sure I want her to see the person that I will likely become at the other end.

      The challenges we face define us. Isn’t that what they always say? We proceed with our lives thinking that everything is fine and that we’re basically good people, until something happens that really pushes the boundaries of this idea. Are we really as good as we thought we were? Are we as talented? Maybe we are just hacks? Maybe we have just been lying to ourselves this whole time.

      I don’t really know what I’m thinking, nothing makes sense anymore. All of my thoughts become like run-on sentences that melt together to form something foreign and strange. I climb into my car and press on the accelerator. Oh, how I wish that instead of being in the middle of Manhattan, I was somewhere out west where I could drive for miles down an empty stretch of highway without seeing another person. Maybe out there I could forget everything that has happened recently and find another way out.

      But instead, I pull up to my building and give my car keys to the valet. I ride up the elevator and enter my empty apartment. The modern sleek design with sharp 90 degree edges and stainless steel appliances feels very far from home. This was always the place that gave me peace and comfort, and yet I feel none of that now. Now, it seems like something out of that old movie, Beetlejuice, and I would give anything to be in Ellie’s small cramped room and in her arms again.

      I know that I have done this to myself. If it weren’t for me, Ellie and I would still be engaged. But despite the pain that I feel now, it felt like the right decision. Haste, yes. But also, not entirely wrong. Or maybe that’s my mind playing tricks on me again?

      After pouring myself a glass of cranberry juice and adding some sparkling water, I take a moment to enjoy the cold bubbly liquid as it runs down the back of my throat. It doesn’t do much to make the feeling of complete loss go away, but it does focus my mind somewhat. Yes, Ellie wasn’t too careful with her new identity as an author and perhaps I should’ve asked her not to write about the auction on the yacht in such precise and honest detail. But the story that appeared in Page Six didn’t come from her. No, it had to come from someone who was there - and someone with an ax to grind.

      The most obvious suspect is Blake. Of course. Why not, right? He attacked the love of my life, stole my company, got me fired as CEO and now he’s going to embarrass me and make me look like a pervert in front of all of America. For someone who did the wrong thing, he sure does have an ax to grind. But why does he have all of this hatred toward me? For a long time, I thought that we were friends. I always considered him one of my closest confidantes. I had no idea that he had these deep-seated, dark feelings toward me. Was I just blind to it all? Or did I just ignore something that I should’ve spotted from miles away?

      My phone goes off. It’s Leslie Marks my public relations specialist. She’s a woman in her fifties with four little kids. To say that she’s a workaholic would be an understatement. And that’s coming from a workaholic who surrounded himself with workaholics. No, Leslie is a cut above. She’s either a chronic insomniac or she has made a deal with the devil to give her more hours in the day while the rest of us are stuck with only twenty-four.  I used to have a whole team of PR people at Owl, but they never focused exclusively on me or performing any type of extensive damage control. Leslie, on the other hand, came recommended directly from my team of attorneys.

      “I have a plan going forward,” Leslie says as soon as I answer. She begins all conversations in the middle and I spend half the time playing catch up. I’m not sure if she does this because she’s just a fast talker naturally or to save time.

      “We need to go on the offensive. We need to find out who was the source of that article and discredit him.”

      Him. She means Blake except that she doesn’t really know it yet. Neither do I, not for sure anyway.

      “How do you know it’s a him?” I ask.

      “I guess it could be a her. Do you have any possible candidates?”

      I do, but I’m not ready to disclose Blake’s name yet. The article mentioned the auction, and Ellie laid out a lot of details about the process in her book. But there was no mention of Blake in either story. Not even a hint. And no matter how much I hate him, I have to tread carefully. There’s Ellie to consider.

      “I have a really good private detective. He will get to the bottom of this, one way or the other.”

      “And if he is able to find out who the source is,” I say. “What then?”

      “Well, once we know for sure, we go after him. Hard. Of course, that most certainly means getting your fiancée, Ellie, involved.”

      Shit. I haven’t told her that I broke our engagement yet. I inhale deeply.

      “Well, actually, things are sort of complicated with Ellie.”

      “What happened? You didn’t break up with her, did you?” Leslie barks. Having been CEO for some time now, I haven’t had the pleasure of anyone being quite so direct with me in a long time. It’s actually somewhat refreshing. Being CEO, you exist in this bubble where everyone kisses your ass. And if you aren’t careful, you might end up believing their lies that you do indeed walk on water. That’s one of the most dangerous things that could happen.

      “Aiden?” Leslie asks. “Are you there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Listen, this is not a good time to have things complicated with Ellie. You need her on your side. She wrote that book. Who the hell knows what else she will do?”

      “She won’t do anything bad,” I assure her. But she’s way ahead of me.

      “Actually, maybe you breaking up with her is actually a good thing. This way you can deny the whole auction thing all together.”

      I shake my head.

      “Listen, let’s talk about this later, okay?” I say, yawning.

      “Okay, I’ll call you first thing.”

      Last time she called me first thing in the morning, it was at five am. I tell her I don’t want to talk her before nine and she begrudgingly agrees to wait until then.

      When I hang up the phone, I consider Leslie’s proposition. Perhaps I should tell her and her private investigator about Blake. He is the reason for all this shit. But I can’t hurt him without hurting Ellie. When it first happened, she didn’t go to the police and file a report. And to come out now would make it very easy for all those naysayers to not believe her. Why didn’t she come forward in the first place? the better ones of them will likely say. And the cruel ones? Well, they will probably say that she deserved everything that happened because she let herself be auctioned off in the first place. No, all of those people can just go fuck themselves. I won’t let them question Ellie’s integrity. I won’t let her go through that. Not for me. I love her too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13 - Ellie

          

          When nothing makes sense…

        

      

    

    
      After Aiden left, every day melted into the next without much differentiation. Nothing seems to matter anymore. There is no reason to get up in the morning. There is no reason to go to bed. I stay up late watching television and I sleep at random times throughout the day. I can’t manage to sleep more than two hours a time, but my body continues to crave some shut-eye so I start to exist in this perpetual state where I’m not fully awake nor fully asleep.

      When I am awake, I cry. My eyes get puffy and stay swollen for days. No amount of ice, nor hot or cool teabags takes away the redness. It gets so depressing that after a while, I stop looking at myself in the mirror completely. Why does it matter what I look like? The sight of my uncombed and unwashed hair, a bathrobe that I’ve been living in for close to a week, if not more, and pale pasty skin is not something that I can face.

      “Ellie, you have to snap out of it,” Caroline says one day when the sun is shining brightly through my curtains. She comes in and opens them with one violent motion, making me squirm and hide my face under the blankets.

      “You haven’t showered or changed your clothes or been outside in days.”

      Okay, days is actually good. I thought it was longer.

      “Many, many days,” Caroline clarifies. Many, many days do add up to a week or more. This is less good.

      “I can’t today.”

      “You have to. This is the first sunny day we’ve had in a while and we have to go outside. You need to stretch your legs. Your muscles are probably all atrophied by now.”

      Caroline pulls my blankets off me and pulls me up by my arms. I want to protest, but that seems more work than to just go along with her. I let her push me into the bathroom.

      “If you don’t strip and get into the shower, I’ll do it for you,” she threatens.

      “Can I have some privacy please?”

      “No,” she says. “But I will turn around.”

      I guess that’s better than nothing. Slowly, I take off my bathrobe and pajamas and socks. My clothes definitely have a distinctively well-worn smell to them. Or is that just me? Perhaps, a shower isn’t such a horrible idea after all. I turn on the water and wait for it to turn warm. When I see the steam rising to the top, I climb in slowly and let it cover me from my head to my toes.

      “How does it feel?” Caroline asks. I close my eyes and lose myself in the pleasure. Every pore in my body seems to open up and welcome the refreshment. I lather up the shampoo in my hands and run it through my hair. The shampoo runs down my face and body and I revel in the feeling.

      “Really good,” I mumble.

      “Told you.”

      After I get out of the shower, I wrap myself in a towel and flash Caroline a small smile. It’s not much, but I’m making an effort. That seems to be enough for her.

      “I’m tossing all of these clothes into the wash,” she announces, probably half expecting me to protest. But I’m glad they’re going. I’ve been wearing them since the night he told me he doesn’t want to marry me and I can’t stand the sight of them.

      “How are you?” I ask. “I’m sorry I’ve been in such a funk and I haven’t been here for you.”

      I’m a terrible friend, I know that. But there was literally nothing I could do.

      “I’m fine actually. I guess all those days of moping around were good for me.”

      “And here you are trying to get me to stop.”

      “Wow, a joke?” Caroline says. “I guess you’ll make it through this yet.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “That’s the thing about time, isn’t it? It keeps going even if you want it to stop. And as it marches on, it starts to take away some of the pain,” Caroline adds.

      I know she’s right, but the idea of time healing all things is a foreign concept to me now. I mean, intellectually, of course, I agree. But deep down in my soul, my heart still hurts thinking about Aiden.

      

      ***

      

      An hour later, I’m doing something I didn’t think I could ever do again, eat waffles for breakfast and enjoy them. Caroline makes them and slathers them in maple syrup. Oddly, they are one of the few things that she can make entirely from scratch.

      “These are amazing,” I mumble, as I stuff them into my mouth.

      “Yes, they’re pretty good, aren’t they?”

      We sit there in silence for a few moments enjoying the delicious breakfast. Just when I don’t think I can stomach another bite, the buzzer goes off.

      “Who could that be?” I ask, getting up. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand before I press on the intercom button. When I hear her voice, chills run down my back.

      “It’s my mom!” I yell, running back to the kitchen. Since I was the one who answered, I couldn’t not let her in. But now I’m freaking out.

      “So what?” Caroline asks, clearly not understanding the urgency of the situation.

      I only have a few moments before she rides up the elevator and walks over to our door. I glance around the living room and the kitchen. There are things around, but the place doesn’t look that bad. I run into my room. Now, this place is much more of a disaster area.

      “Can you get that?” I turn to Caroline when I hear my mom knock on the door. The fact that I kept it locked was not an accident.

      While Caroline gets the door, I quickly cram all the clothes and shoes that are coving my floor into the closet. The closet door barely closes but with a little bit of muscle and determination, I manage to get it shut.

      “Hey there,” I say. When I give her a warm hug, I see my reflection in the mirror on the wall.

      Holy crap!

      How could I forget?

      Shit!

      “Ellie, what’s going on?” my mom asks. “You look….”

      She doesn’t finish her sentence because she hasn’t seen me without makeup since high school. But today, the situation is much worse than me just not wearing a full fresh face. I’m freshly showered, but that doesn’t exactly remove evidence of not sleeping and crying my eyes out for days.

      “You look awful,” Mom says, shaking her head.

      “Gee thanks,” I say.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. I wasn’t really feeling like myself for a while,” I say, shrugging. I know that my mom doesn’t really mean anything when she comments on my appearance, but that doesn’t change the fact that it still hurts and makes me feel like crap. It’s also the main reason that I always feel compelled to look perfect when I come over for dinner. Nothing can be off. Everything has to be perfect, otherwise she will make a comment about it and act ‘concerned.’

      “Mom, what are you doing here?”

      “I had to come see you. I called and texted you a million times and I didn’t hear back. I was getting worried.”

      “I’m fine,” I say with a shrug.

      “You don’t look fine.”

      “She is, Margie,” Caroline says. “She was just going through something.”

      “With Aiden?”

      “Yes.”

      Mom shakes her head and crosses her arms at her chest. “That guy is trouble,” she announces, as if she knows anything about him.

      “I thought you would be excited about us being together. I mean, he is somewhat of a celebrity.”

      “Do you really think I’m that shallow?”

      I shrug again. I didn’t think so, but recently she has changed quite a lot. She has been hanging out with way too many people with apartments on Park Avenue and houses in the Hamptons. And with enough contact with them, things tend to change.

      “Listen, you don’t have to worry, okay,” I say after a moment. “We’re not together anymore.”

      “What?”

      I take a deep breath. This part is so embarrassing. I mean, I just introduced him as my boyfriend and now it’s over. Now, I know why people wait for months or even years to introduce their significant others to their parents. So, you don’t have to go through stuff like this.

      “Oh my God!” Mom gasps and grabs my left hand. As soon as I look down, I realize my mistake.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, and hide my hand behind my back. I had put my engagement ring back on last night when I was feeling particularly pitiful and sorry for myself and I had forgotten to take it off.

      “This is an engagement ring!”

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Caroline pipes in. If this is her idea of a joke, it’s not funny. I give her a look to shut her up.

      “We’re not engaged, okay? I forgot to take this off.”

      “But you were engaged. And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I was going to, but then things got kind of complicated at dinner.”

      Mom shakes her head and paces around the room.

      “So, you were engaged when you came over? And you deliberately didn’t wear the ring?”

      “Yes, okay? So, what?”

      “So, what? I thought that we were close, Ellie. I thought that we had a good mother-daughter bond and then you go and get engaged and don’t even tell me. What the hell?”

      I shrug. I don’t really have an answer except that I have no idea what mother-daughter bond she’s talking about. Ever since I became a teenager, we have always had somewhat of a cool relationship. We used to fight a lot, and now that we don’t, we don’t talk much anymore either. She hardly knows anything about me or my life and what she does know, she criticizes. This makes it kind of difficult to share new and potentially dramatic information about my life. Of course, I can’t really go into any of this right now because it will just open a big can of worms that I’m not really equipped to deal with at the moment.

      “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything earlier. The conversation at dinner sort of went off the rails and it didn’t seem like the right time. And now…well, it kind of doesn’t matter anymore since we broke up.”

      “Was it because of what you wrote in your novel?” Mom asks. She’s well aware of the Page Six article and, knowing her, she probably went out and researched me as a romance writer as well. I didn’t explicitly tell her not to read my books, but I did warn her that they have rather sexually explicit content that she might not want to read (mainly, because the writer is her daughter). Initially, I was pretty certain that she hadn’t read my work. But now with everything that has come out about it? I’m not so sure anymore.

      “No, not really. He was really supportive of my writing actually,” I say. It’s hard to explain why exactly we broke up. I hardly understand it myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14 - Ellie

          

          When I try to distract myself…

        

      

    

    
      My mom stays for the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, but luckily we don’t spend all of our time talking about what a fuck up I am. Instead, we actually manage to have an okay time. She asks me a bit about Aiden, but when I give her a few one sentence answers and don’t elaborate, she lets it go. Same goes for my romance writing career. I still have no idea if she has read my books. She doesn’t mention them and I don’t bring them up either. When my mom finally leaves, I promise to call and text back whenever she contacts me. In return, she promises not to be so hard on my choice of career.

      “I like your mom,” Caroline announces after we both say goodbye.

      “That’s ‘cause you didn’t have to live with her for eighteen years,” I say.

      “Eh, she’s not that bad.”

      “No, she’s not,” I concede. “We’re just really different.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      After a day of socializing, I’m exhausted. I head to my room for some much needed me time. Hanging out with my mom tires me out on my good days, let alone when I don’t have any time to prepare for her visit at all. The truth is that I’m basically an introvert, so spending a lot of time with people can be quite exhausting for me. I feel the need to perform and be on my best behavior - act friendly and sweet and kind when those are often the last things in the world that I want to be.

      “Hey, so, I was thinking,” Caroline pops into my room just as I put my favorite Christmas music playlist on Spotify on my phone.

      “Yeah?” I ask, without taking out my earplugs. I don’t want to do anything to encourage her to stick around longer than she absolutely must.

      “What if we go out tonight?”

      “Where?” I look out the window. It’s already dark. Even though it’s warm in our apartment, I can almost feel the cold wind blowing outside.

      “I don’t know,” she shrugs. “Somewhere. A club maybe.”

      I shrug.

      “Oh c’mon, please. I haven’t been out in ages. And neither have you. I don’t want to go out myself.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “It’s cold out there. I don’t really want to put on high heels and a short dress.”

      “C’mon, you’re going to look amazing. And when you get hot guys hitting on you…well, that will be pretty awesome too.”

      “I don’t need hot guys to hit on me to feel good.”

      “You may not need it, but it will definitely help,” Caroline says. “Okay, fine. Just come dancing then. It will be good for both of us to get out given what we’ve been through recently.”

      She’s right, of course. I know that. I’ve been spending way too much time hanging out in bed and on the couch, doing absolutely nothing.

      “But why do we have to go out to a club? Why can’t we just go out to lunch tomorrow when it’s light out?”

      “Because lunch isn’t the same thing as going dancing. It’s not as fun. It doesn’t get your endorphins going the same way.”

      I continue to protest for a while longer, but eventually I give in. I think I give in because I know deep down that Caroline is right, but I mostly give in because everyone eventually does when Caroline asks them for something.

      

      ***

      A few hours later, I am doing the unthinkable. I’m actually getting dressed to go out to a club. I put on one of my most comfortable yet still club-appropriate dresses in my closet and a pair of black high heel boots. Since the weather outside is below freezing, I also opt for a pair of tights. This won’t keep me that warm, but I know that I will be warmer than Caroline who is dressed in a short strapless dress, open-toe shoes and a light summer jacket. There’s no scarf or hat in sight.

      “You’re going to get pneumonia going out like that,” I say.

      “Hey, go big or go home,” she says with a smile. “Besides, we’re just going to go in and out of a cab.

      “And what if we have to wait outside in a line?”

      “I’ll deal with it.”

      Half an hour later, I find myself in the warmth of a hopping club, where sweat quickly starts to roll down the small of my back. I immediately regret the tights, and the closed-toe boots, but there isn’t much to do about it. Luckily, they have a coat check.

      After Caroline and I get our drinks at the bar, we start dancing. I brace myself for the headache that I’m sure is about to come on at any moment now. I’ve never had a migraine, but I am prone to annoying pain at the back of my head especially when I find myself in hot, crowded places. But as we start dancing, something unlikely happens. The tension in my shoulders quickly starts to vanish. One song replaces another and we start to dance harder. I no longer care that I’m drenched in sweat. I’m just enjoying moving my body to the beat and lose myself in the music. I completely forget to worry about a possible headache and an hour later, when we take a little break to get another drink, I realize that I never got one.

      As we wait for our drinks, my feet continue to move to the music. I hate to admit it, but coming dancing actually did improve my mood. Somehow, it lifted all of my worries away and made me forget about all the things that I’ve been obsessing about for the last few days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15 - Ellie

          

          When this isn’t such a good idea…

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to the bathroom,” Caroline yells into my ear over the music. Still, I barely hear her.

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      I head back out to the dance floor and lose myself in the crowd. Most people are paired off into couples, grinding on each other as a prelude to what is to come later. But I feel totally content dancing by myself. There isn’t much separation between me and everyone else so it’s not like I’m all alone in front of the world. No, this feels good. More than good. Amazing. As my body moves to the beats blaring from the speakers, I lose myself in the expression. Words and thoughts melt into my physical experience and I’m able to show the crappiness that I’ve felt about the breakup through my movements.

      I’ve taken dancing lessons when I was a little girl, but I’m not much of a dancer. Still, in this moment, it finally hits me why some people are so driven to dance. The exhilarating feeling seems to fill every crevice and molecule of my body. And for the first time since he called off the engagement, I feel like maybe I’m going to survive this after all.

      I don’t know how much time passes as I dance, but when I look down at my phone, I realize that it has been more than forty minutes since Caroline left.

      I head straight there. Slowly, I make my way through the crowd, which only intensifies near the bathrooms.

      “Hey, the line starts back there,” a girl says when I almost get to the entrance.

      “I’m just looking for a friend,” I explain and walk past them toward the stalls.

      “Caroline?”

      The bathroom is actually quite spacious with more than twenty stalls. I can’t imagine how long the line would be if it weren’t this big.

      “Caroline!” I yell when I spot her sitting at the far end of the waiting and makeup area, on the floor, behind the couches.

      The couches are overflowing with women in gorgeous dresses laughing and talking amongst themselves, paying absolutely no attention to the tears streaming down Caroline’s face.

      “What’s wrong?” I run over.

      “I don’t know,” she mumbles through the tears. “I just started crying and I couldn’t stop.”

      “Did something happen?” I ask and immediately regret it. Of course, something happened. It happened back in Maine and being here has just brought it all back up to the surface.

      “I don’t know,” Caroline mumbles as I wipe her tears. “This guy came up and hit on me while I was in line. He was very sweet and ridiculously hot and I just couldn’t deal with it. I wanted him to leave, but we were both in line and…I just felt trapped.”

      She chokes up when she says the last bit and my heart breaks for her.

      “C’mon, let’s get out of here,” I say, helping her up.

      “But you were having such a good time.”

      “No, I wasn’t,” I lie. “I was just pretending because I thought you were.”

      “Really?’

      “Yes, of course. It’s hard for me to be out here. I just don’t think either of us are ready to party quite yet.”

      She smiles. “This is just dancing. I’m not sure it’s much of a party.”

      “Okay, okay,” I say, shaking my head. “I see that you’re not that upset since you still have the energy to make fun of me.”

      “Oh, you know, I love you.”

      Caroline and I walk hand in hand to the coat check. I get her ticket and hold her up as we wait for other people ahead of us to get their coats. The fact that everything around here has a line makes it feel like Disneyland, but with no kids. I want to ask her more about how she’s feeling while we wait, but it doesn’t feel like the right time. Instead, we talk about what we’re going to do when we get home. Neither of us are really sleepy, so we decide to rent a couple of stupid movies on Amazon and watch them.

      “What kind of movie do you want to see?” she asks.

      “I don’t care. As long as it’s stupid and mindless,” I say. Caroline starts to go through possible options on her phone. I tune her out a bit and look around. There are happy couples all around. Some have known each other for some time. Others have just met and are just at the beginning of whatever their relationship is going to be. It might last only a few hours and they will never see each other again. It might last until morning, a few months, or a lifetime. That’s the thing about meeting the love of your life, isn’t it? You never know when and where it will happen.

      And that’s when I see him.

      He walks past me and into the main dancing area of the club. The thing that makes my heart sink is not that he’s here, but the fact that there’s a gorgeous blonde with her arm around his shoulder. She gives him a peck on the cheek as they walk past us and whispers something funny into his ear.

      “I have to go,” I say to Caroline. My chest seizes up and I can’t breathe.

      “What? But you need to get your coat.”

      I manage to press both coat check tickets into her hand before everything turns to black. My feet carry me outside where the cold air hits me like a ton of bricks. I can’t catch my breath and I feel like I’m going to pass out. I want to run, get away from this place as fast as possible, but my chest seizes up and all I can do is kneel down to the ground and wrap my arms around my knees.

      “Ellie?” Aiden asks. “Are you okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16 - Aiden

          

          When I see a light at the end of the tunnel…

        

      

    

    
      I never knew that it would be so difficult to be unemployed. I’ve never not worked before. Even though I seemed like a slacker growing up, not paying much attention in school and turning in many homework assignments late, I spent all of my free time working on computers. And once I started Owl, that’s pretty much all I’ve been doing. The idea of working for forty hours a week was pretty foreign. I typically put in at least sixty hours. But the thing about doing something you love is that it doesn’t really feel like work. Sometimes it does, you get tired and need a break. But most of the time, the work itself fuels the sleepless nights. If I couldn’t sleep, I would just get up and work through it.

      And now? Well, now things are different. I’m not allowed to set foot in my company. I stopped contacting people who I considered my closest friends because most wouldn’t respond to my emails and calls. In a matter of a few weeks, my whole life has been hijacked. Taken. Kidnapped. All I’m left with is a huge severance package and a signed non-disclosure agreement promising never to talk about any of this again.

      Poor me, right? God, all of this makes me sick to my stomach. I’m actually complaining when there are lots of people out there who get fired without so much as a good-bye. They aren’t given millions of dollars of their company’s money to just go away. When they are told to get the hell out at Christmas, they get to go home wondering how the hell they’re going to afford their kids presents that year and pay rent. Or their health care insurance payment.

      I know that I’m incredibly lucky, but I still can’t help but feel like shit. I walk around my apartment and suddenly hate the cold, modern way in which it’s decorated. When I first hired the woman who did it for me, I loved this look. Contemporary and rich. Everything is a tone of silver, white and grey. But now the place just reminds me of a hospital. And not even a hospital, the morgue. The sterility of this place makes me sick to my stomach.

      I’m lost. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with myself now. Owl was my life for all of my adult life. How am I supposed to just pick myself up and start something else? I guess I could get a job. But who the hell is going to hire a washed up CEO who got fired from one of the biggest start ups around? Besides, I’m pretty unqualified for basically every position out there. And that’s not even mentioning the fact that I don’t really need the money.

      No, the only way forward with any of this is to start something else. But the thought of that is too daunting to consider. I’m still mourning what I had lost, or what was taken from me. And I don’t mean just Owl.

      I try to focus all of my thinking on the company because thinking about her is just too painful. I made a horrible, irreversible mistake for which I know that she will never forgive me for. I hardly forgive myself for it. Breaking off my engagement with Ellie was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. I want her back more than anything. I should’ve told her how I was feeling. I should’ve opened up to her about everything that I’ve been going through. But instead, I acted like a coward. I pushed her away. And now it’s too late. She has probably moved on, or she will very soon. She’s gorgeous and kind and when she walks into a room, she lights it up. Frankly, she deserves a lot more than me. She deserves someone outgoing and patient and loving. Someone who will treat her like the queen that she is, rather than cause her pain. She deserves someone who isn’t a fuck up, someone who has their life together. I mean, what can I really offer her besides money? My eternal devotion and love, yes. But is that enough to get past all the shit that I come with as well? I don’t know.

      My buzzer rings. It’s John and Annie and I let them up. They storm into my apartment like a hurricane, carrying bags of takeout and sweet gifts. I can’t resist grabbing a cupcake from my favorite place down in Chelsea and stuffing it in my mouth. John is one of the Vice-Presidents from Owl, a guy I’ve known since I first hired him straight out of Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Annie is his fiancée. They’ve been together since high school. They are one of those couples that have never broken up once and have been eternally and blissfully happy since they first met. Annie’s parents went through a bad divorce so the fact that they are only recently engaged is all of her doing. John has told me that if she had let him, he would’ve married her after their senior prom.

      John and Annie are here to make me feel better. John complains about work and how busy things are at Owl and the bad direction that they’re taking under the new CEO. I appreciate his efforts, but I doubt things are really that bad. Annie dances around the topic of Ellie without coming straight out and asking about her. When she finally does ask how I’m dealing with the breakup, I can’t help but lie. Even though they’re my close friends, how can I just come out and say that life isn’t worth living without her?

      “I have an idea!” Annie announces after we are all sufficiently stuffed with Chinese takeout. “Why don’t we all go out dancing tonight?”

      John starts to protest immediately, to say that he has two left feet would be an understatement. But Annie insists. It’s up to me to break the tie. I’m about to say no, when for some reason I agree.

      “Yeah, sure, why not?” I say with a shrug. I don’t really know what has come over me, except that the idea of staying home and staring at the television screen for another night is not something that I can handle.

      “What? Really?” John asks.

      I shrug.

      

      ***

      A few hours later, when they pick me up in the cab, we are all dressed to impress. John is still in shock over my agreement to go.

      “You’ve been in such a funk lately,” he says. “What made you change your mind?”

      “I don’t know. Just reached that point, I guess. Like that line from Shawshank Redemption - Get busy living or get busy dying, right?”

      We arrive at the club that Annie has picked out a few minutes later. Though there’s a line of people waiting in the cold to get in, the bouncer recognizes me and waves us through. It doesn’t hurt that Annie looks amazing. Her long blonde hair catches every ray of light, her strapless gold dress and four-inch heels accentuate her curves. She puts her arm around my shoulder as we walk in and whispers, “It’s going to be okay, Aiden. Everything is going to work out.”

      I nod and give her a small smile. John is a very lucky man and not because Annie is so hot. She’s thoughtful and sweet and loving. In this moment, I would give anything to switch lives with John just so I could have with Ellie what he has with Annie.

      Suddenly, someone runs into me. I get spun around and turn back toward the entrance. That’s when I see the glimpse of her. I can’t be sure it’s her, but I have to find out.

      “I’ll be right back,” I mumble and take off after the girl running from the coat check line.

      This can’t be her. What would she be doing here? No, I’m wrong and stupid for even thinking this. When I step outside into the freezing cold, I see a girl kneeling down on the pavement. Her head is buried in her arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17 - Ellie

          

          When I see him again…

        

      

    

    
      “Ellie?” Aiden asks. “Are you okay?”

      I recognize his voice immediately, but it takes a moment or two gather my strength to look up at him.

      “Ellie?” he touches my shoulder, sending shivers through my body.

      “Hey,” I say, getting up. He tries to help me, but I push him away. “What…what are you doing here?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” I say, wrapping my arms around my arms. Suddenly, I realize just how cold I really am. I can’t feel my toes and fingertips. I lick my lips and immediately regret it. When a cold breeze comes through, they turn to ice.

      “I just saw you running out…” his voice drops off.

      “I’m fine,” I say quickly. Why won’t you just go away? I’m lying. He knows I’m lying. What’s the point of this stupid game?

      Finally, Caroline comes out, carrying my coat.

      “Aiden?” she asks, handing me my coat. I put it on as fast as humanly possible, and relish in the warmth.  “What are you doing here?"

      “I was just heading inside with some friends when I saw Ellie run out.”

      Friends, huh? Okay, fine if that’s what you want to call her. I can’t help but roll my eyes at his ridiculous explanation.

      I walk over to the curb and hail a cab. One pulls over right away.

      “Let’s go Caroline,” I say in my most decisive voice.

      “Ellie, please, wait,” Aiden grabs my arm. I turn to look at him. A lump of tears is building up in the back of my throat and I say a word out loud out of fear that they will all bubble to the surface.

      The look on my face must say a lot because he drops my arm and Caroline and I get into the cab. As soon as we pull away from the curb, tears start to stream down my face.

      Caroline takes my hand in hers and squeezes lightly.

      “Oh my God, I’m so, so sorry,” I mumble. “I’m supposed to be here for you and I’m acting like such a fool.”

      “No, it’s fine. Really.”

      We don’t talk much the rest of the drive and, when we get home, I immediately head to my room.

      “Hey, are you going to be okay?” I ask. “I’m sorry that tonight didn’t really work out.”

      “I’m sorry that I freaked out a little. It was just all too much, you know?”

      I nod and we bid each other good-night.

      As I change into my pajamas and climb into bed, my phone goes off. It’s Aiden. I press ignore and put on some mindless YouTube video instead. A few moments later, my phone goes off again. This time it’s a text from Aiden. I want to ignore it, but I can’t. Against my better judgement, I open it.

      

      I’m really sorry.

      

      I need to talk to you.

      

      Please.

      

      I refuse to reply, but my phone keeps going off.

      

      I know you’re not asleep yet because your light is on.

      

      Can I please come up?

      

      My heart skips a beat. He’s downstairs. Shit. The feeling that surges through my body is hard to explain. It’s some combination of dread and excitement. What is he doing here? Why isn’t he still with that blonde? A hundred other questions rush through my mind as I try to decide what to do.

      

      No. I’m going to bed, I text back.

      

      Ellie, please. I have to talk to you.  I need you.

      

      I need you. What does that mean? I wonder. I’m tempted to say no again, but I know that I won’t be able to sleep a wink if I do.

      

      You have five minutes, I text and climb out of bed. I walk down the cold parquet floor barefoot, regretting the fact that I didn’t put on a pair of socks. When I buzz him in, I unlock the front door and head back to my room to look for a pair of slippers.

      “Hey,” Aiden whispers, startling me. He’s leaning on the doorframe to my room, looking as handsome and brooding as ever.

      “How did you get here so fast?” I ask as he tries to catch his breath.

      “The elevator was taking too long so I ran up the stairs.”

      “Four floors?”

      He shrugs. “It probably would’ve been faster to just go wait, but I couldn’t keep my legs still.”

      I smile at the thought of this.

      “Listen, Ellie, the reason I wanted to come up is to tell you…” his voice drops off. I wait for him to continue, but he doesn’t.

      “Yes?”

      “Just seeing you again at the club…it just made me realize what a horrible mistake I made.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “It was so stupid of me to break our engagement. I hate to say that I didn’t mean it, but I actually didn’t. I was just going through a lot with getting fired and then that article came out. I wasn’t thinking. I was totally lost.”

      I nod and look away. I understand and sympathize with what he was going through, but that doesn’t change all the hurt that he caused me.

      “It’s okay, I guess,” I say after a moment. It’s definitely not okay, but there isn’t much to say in situations like these, is there?

      “No, it’s not. I was an asshole. And I was wrong. And I’m here to apologize to you. I know that you probably can’t forgive me immediately, but I just need you to know that.”

      I nod.

      “There’s something else, too.”

      I wait for him to elaborate.

      “Do you think there’s any chance that you could take me back?” he asks, taking a step toward me.

      “What?” I take a step back.

      “I love you, Ellie. I should have never said any of those things. I didn’t mean a word of it. I want you back, Ellie.”

      Tears of frustration and anger start to well up somewhere in the back of my throat, but I refuse to let him see them. I swallow hard and clench my fists.

      “What are you doing, Aiden?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You think I’m an idiot? A fool or something?”

      “No, not at all!”

      “Yes, you do,” I say. “We don’t know each other well, but I never thought that you were this cruel and heartless.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aiden shakes his head.

      “I saw you!” My voice breaks a little. He stares at me, dumbfounded.

      “You need to leave,” I say after a moment. “If you refuse to admit it then I just can’t deal with it. You’re not the person I thought you were.”

      “Ellie, seriously, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I stare at him. How can he just lie to me like this? So effortlessly. Maybe I didn’t know him as well as I thought I did.

      “I need you to leave,” I say after a moment.

      “Ellie, please. Can you just tell me what you’re talking about?”

      I finally lose it. “I’m talking about tonight. I saw you with that blonde with the long legs. She was all over you.”

      “What?” Aiden asks with a perplexed look on his face. “Oh, Annie? You mean the girl I walked into the club with?”

      I nod and cross my arms across my chest. I don’t have time for this charade.

      “That’s Annie. She’s my friend, John’s, fiancée. I’ve known her for years.”

      This is not the direction that I had expected this conversation to go.

      “Why was she all over you like that?”

      “She wasn’t. I was really upset tonight. It was their idea to take me out. She was just hugging me to make me feel better. John was right there.”

      I still don’t fully believe him, but I also know that Aiden is either telling the truth or the biggest sociopath ever.

      “Listen, I can tell that you don’t believe me. Let me show you,” he says, taking out his phone. He flips to Facebook and shows me pictures of Annie and John, the happy couple since high school. I didn’t see John there, but that was definitely Annie who had her arm around Aiden.

      “If you want, I can call them right now. Or just call John and ask them where we were tonight.”

      I don’t really want him to do that because I know it will make me look like the most insecure girl ever, and yet I do. When I don’t reply right away, Aiden dials John’s number. Without really explaining why, he tells him that he’s on speakerphone and asks him where he and Annie were today.

      “Um, are you okay, Aiden?”

      “Yes. Just please answer, okay.”

      “Okay…we were with you, at the club in Chelsea. That is until you ran out on us.”

      “Yeah, why did you do that, Aiden?” Annie pipes in. “You know we were only going there to cheer you up. It’s not exactly our scene.”

      After joking around for a few minutes, Aiden hangs up the phone and looks at me.

      “Okay, I guess she is who you say she is,” I say.

      “I would never lie to you, Ellie. Maybe I should’ve back then after dinner with your parents, but I couldn’t lie to you then either. I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18 - Ellie

          

          When he sleeps over…

        

      

    

    
      I’m not one for quick decision making, especially when my mind is still in somewhat of a fog. After talking to Aiden for close to an hour about where he stands and where I stand, I’m no closer to getting any sort of clarity about any of this. What I do get though, is a throbbing headache.

      “Let me get you some Advil,” Aiden says. “It’s getting late, then you need to rest.”

      He’s right, of course. But I can’t help wondering whether my need to rest also comes with his need to leave. Frankly, that’s the last thing I want.

      Aiden comes back from the kitchen with a glass of water and a bottle of headache medicine. I swallow a few tablets and sit down on my bed.

      “Can I ask you something? But you have to promise not to take it the wrong way.”

      “Okay,” he says quietly, bracing himself for the worst.

      “Would you mind spending the night?”

      “What?” his eyes light up.

      “Just as friend for now. I can’t think about all of the rest of that stuff right now.”

      I expect the expression on his face to fall, but much to my surprise, it doesn’t. His eyes continue to shine with brilliance.

      “Yes, of course. I’d love to,” he whispers. “Why don’t you get in bed and I’ll just make myself comfortable right here.”

      “On the chair?” I ask.

      “Yep.”

      “No, no, no. You can’t sleep on the chair,” I say. “That chair is awful. I get a backache just from sitting in it for an hour. Just come and sleep in bed with me, okay? Friends do that you know.”

      “Really?” Aiden asks. “I’ve never heard of friends sleeping together in the same bed except maybe on Dawson’s Creek.”

      “Now, that’s a blast from the past,” I say, pulling back the covers.

      

      ***

      I sleep in late. It’s after ten when I finally open my eyes. Even though I’ve been getting a lot of sleep over the last few days, this is the first time that I actually wake up rested.

      “Oh hey,” I say, sitting up in bed and stretching. “What are you doing here?”

      “You asked me to spend the night,” Aiden says. He’s sitting in the chair in the corner of the room, reading a book.

      “Are you reading Danielle Steel?” I ask.

      “I’ve never read her before. She’s actually quite good.”

      “Well, yeah, she did sell like six-hundred and fifty million books.”

      “Is that true?”

      I nod. I actually looked it up recently. I’ve never read her stuff until a month ago either, and since then I raced through four books, unable to put them down.

      Aiden puts the book on the nearby table and walks over to me.

      “You look beautiful,” Aiden says, sitting down on the bed. I look away, slightly embarrassed at his comment. I haven’t even brushed my teeth or washed my face, let alone put on some makeup.

      Suddenly, he reaches out and brushes his fingers along my bottom lip. He leans closer to me. His fingertips feel rough and effervescent at the same time. I close my eyes and lick my lips as I feel the softness of his breath on my cheek. Slowly, Aiden cradles my face and buries his fingers in my hair. I close my eyes and press my lips against his.

      His lips are as soft as I remember, I can almost taste the kindness through them. He tilts my head back, dropping his. Slowly, he runs his lips up my neck. Shivers run up my spine in exhilaration. When he takes my shoulders in his hands, our legs touch and I feel his body against mine. He’s pressing against me, and my legs open up on their own. Within a few moments, our bodies intertwine and we become one.

      “Wait,” I whisper.

      Aiden pulls away, reluctantly and waits. I don’t really have anything else to say except that this feels…strange. Not really wrong, but not really entirely right either. I look up at him. His face is so close to mine that when his hair falls into his face, it brushes against mine as well.

      “What’s wrong?” Aiden asks.

      I shrug, and look away. He takes a step closer, even though it hardly feels as if there’s any room for a step to take between us.

      “Nothing. I don’t know.”

      He moves his face closer to mine, but does not kiss me. Instead, he closes and opens his eyes and lets me feel the softness of his eyelashes on my cheek. These butterfly kisses make my knees grow weak.

      “I want you,” he whispers, without moving a muscle. He wants me to make the next move. And suddenly, I can’t think of a reason not to. Whatever reasons I had to push him away are no longer relevant. I’d give anything to be in the warm embrace of his strong arms again. We belong together.

      “I want you too,” I say.

      “Show me,” he says, smiling with his whole face. His piercing eyes twinkle in the morning light.

      I take him by the hand and lead him back to bed. I lay down first and pull him on top of me. He lowers himself slowly. When he settles on top of me, his smile disappears, and yet his face keeps that familiar whimsical and mysterious expression.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whisper. “You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my whole life.”

      He smiles again. I’ve never been that open with anyone before, not even with Aiden himself.

      “I love you,” he whispers. My cheeks flush red. How, after everything that we’ve been through, he can still make me blush is difficult to comprehend. He kisses me again, this time more forcefully. Pressing his whole body into mine, he overwhelms me with his strength. I love how hard his body feels on top of me, taking mine as his. I kiss him back, with just as much force. As I push back into him, I feel him rise a little above me.

      Quickly, our bodies begin to move as one. We are no longer tepid or unfamiliar with what each of us desires. Through his pants, I feel the largeness of his hard cock and I can’t wait to see it again. I need to feel it in my bare hand. I need to taste it.

      Aiden’s hand slides down my body, making its way under my shirt and underneath my pajama pants. His lips pull away from mine and make their way down to my belly button. When he kisses my hip bones, my hips move up and down involuntarily.

      Aiden pulls off my pajama pants and panties and then helps me out of my shirt. He swiftly takes off his own pants and shirt and settles back on top of me. He licks my belly button and then runs his tongue along the top of my panties. With each kiss, my body rises and falls and I close my legs to stop myself from getting wet. But it’s too late for that.

      Seeing my legs closing access, Aiden pushes them open and buries his face within them. My mouth immediately dries up, sucking all moisture within my body and concentrating it between my legs. I throw my head back in pleasure and run my hands over my rock hard nipples.

      “I’ve missed you,” Aiden says, running his tongue around my clit in small concentric circles that make me want to scream. I bury my hands in his hair and pull until he moans.

      I’ve missed him. I’ve wanted him for so long and now that he’s mine, I can’t keep my pleasure at bay. A few moments later, Aiden pulls away from me and I reach down to grab his cock.

      “I want you,” he says, taking my nipple in between his teeth.

      “I want you too,” I mumble.

      Unable to keep my body from salivating further, I push him deep within me. I relish in the surprise look on his face for a moment, until the pleasure of him being within me overwhelms me completely. My legs get that all too familiar cramping feeling, before going numb and a warm sensation starts to fill my body from my core out to every extremity.

      “I love you,” I whisper as my body gets closer and closer to that blissful release.

      “I love you, too,” Aiden moans in my ear. He pushes himself in and out of me faster and faster until we both collapse into each other’s arms a few moments later. A simultaneous orgasm. I’ve never had one before and I close my eyes to keep the room from spinning around me.

      

      ***

      We lay in each other’s arms in total bliss for close to an hour without really saying much. It’s nice to just be with someone without feeling the need to talk to fill dead air.

      “I love you, Ellie,” Aiden says after a while.

      “I love you too.”

      “I just wanted to tell you that when I wasn’t inside of you.”

      “Thanks? I guess. I don’t really know how to respond to that,” I laugh.

      “No, what I mean is that I didn’t want you to think that I only said that because I was overwhelmed by pleasure. I mean, I was, but I love you for real, whether or not we’re having sex.”

      I laugh.

      “Okay, that came out quite awkward as well. You’ll have to forgive me. I’ve had a very emotional twenty-four hours.”

      Wow, has it only been twenty-four hours? I wonder to myself.

      “Okay, so, I’ve been thinking about something,” Aiden says. “I don’t know where you stand on the whole engagement thing anymore, and I don’t want to pressure you in any way. But I have another proposal for you.”

      “Another proposal?”

      “Yes. Now that I’m a properly unemployed bum—”

      “With millions of dollars,” I interrupt jokingly.

      “You’re right. Now that I’m a properly unemployed bum with millions of dollars, I was wondering if you would be interested in taking a trip with me. I’m thinking of taking my yacht and sailing it down to the Caribbean.”

      I sit up and look at him.

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know,” he shrugs. “A couple of weeks. A couple of months. Forever?”

      I inhale deeply and consider the proposition.

      “C’mon, imagine all those turquoise waters, palm trees swaying in the gentle breeze, eight-five degree weather, swimming with manatees? How can you say no to that?”

      I think about it for a moment. That does sound like an amazing experience.

      “What about your work?” I ask.

      “What work?”

      “I don’t know. But weren’t you going to try to figure out what you were going to do next?”

      “Yes. And what better place than on some white sandy beach holding a drink with a little straw hat?”

      I nod. He has a good point there.

      “And you can always write there as well. Or on the yacht. I have a number of rooms, which you can use as your office.”

      “And this would be for an indefinite period of time?” I ask.

      “For as long as or as little as you want.”

      “So, what you’re basically asking me, Aiden Black, is whether or not I want to move in with you on your yacht?” I ask, jokingly.

      “Yes, I guess I am. What do you say?”

      Who doesn’t love the idea of sailing away to some exotic place, far away from all of their problems? I’m no exception. I take one last moment to try to think of a reason to say no, but nothing comes to me.

      “Okay, why not?” I finally say.

      Aiden throws his arms around me and pushes me back down on the bed.

      “You have made me very happy Ellie Rhodes,” he whispers in my ear in between his kisses. “I just hope you give me the chance to do the same for you.”

      You already have, I think to myself and kiss him back.

      

      The End (for now)
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      But I do have something that is much more powerful: a group of readers who love my books. Reviews help me spread the word about my books and help me find new readers.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, please take a few seconds and leave a review on the book’s page (it can be as short as you want).

      

      To leave a review, just click through to the end of this book.

      I really appreciate it.

      

      Charlotte Byrd

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCLUSIVE BONUS CONTENT

          

        

      

    

    
      For a limited time, this book includes a number of my other #1 bestsellers. Hope you enjoy them!

      

      Love,

      Charlotte Byrd

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Indebted (Book 1)

          

        

      

    

    
      When 25 yr. old waitress, Brielle, receives a mysterious check for $250,000, she uses the money to pay for her mother's very expensive cancer treatment, saving her life.

      Two years later, she is called to pay back her debt. All she has to do is travel to an isolated mansion and work for one year as a personal assistant to an arrogant asshole whom she hates.

      Wyatt Wild is a gorgeous alpha billionaire playboy who is not used to girls saying no to him. He has bedded models, actresses and socialites and then a waitress from some crappy roadside cafe dares to reject him. Who does she think she is?

      Wyatt always gets what he wants and his desires focus on the innocent and stubborn Brielle. Neither give in easily and they quickly get locked in a game of seduction.

      

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to fuck her the first time I saw her. She wasn’t my type. Not at all. A little plump with messy, brown hair and a sweaty forehead from taking too many orders and delivering food to strangers who left her fifty cent tips.

      She was dressed in a plain white t-shirt and ratty jeans. The jeans dragged a bit on the floor and the holes were definitely not made by a manufacturer. No respectable girl I knew would ever wear something like that, and that made me want her even more.

      Her jeans were tight at the waist, and she adjusted them periodically. Pulling them up over her hips while pulling down her shirt. She was trying to hide her figure, as if she was embarrassed by her gorgeous thighs, hips, and breasts. Contemporary society is all fucked up. This girl’s –this woman’s body, was what every man wants. Every straight man of every race, ethnicity, and creed. A tiny waist, shapely hips and legs, and breasts big enough to grab on to. Despite that, all the women’s magazines try to do is to convince them that they’re too fat because they’re not shaped like 12-year-old boys!

      The name tag on her shirt said, ‘Brielle,’ which was a fancy French name to have for a girl who worked at a crappy roadside diner in the middle of the workday. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that this was her full-time job. I would be surprised if she worked here to get through school. There wasn’t a college for a hundred miles in any direction.

      No, this Brielle was all wrong for me, and the worst part was that she didn’t have any money!

      I don’t like girls without money. It’s not because I’m shallow. It’s because I’m practical. I don’t fuck girls without money, because it gets too complicated. It’s much more likely to make things more complicated. Girls without money feel taken advantage of. They want to see me more. They think that a one night stand is unreasonable, and if it goes past one or two nights then they want me to save them. Rescue them from their pathetic little lives. But I’m not a prince. I’m not a white knight either. I don’t have it in me, even though I do own a white horse that I love to ride.

      I don’t like to rescue girls. I don’t like needy girls. No, the girls I fuck have to have their own careers – a starring role in a TV show, a signed contract with a prominent modeling agency, or at the very least, a reasonably-sized trust fund with one or two million from mommy and daddy. Oh hell, who are we kidding? It’s always from daddy.

      I established these rules long ago, and I abide by them religiously. They are there to keep both of us safe. To make sure that we both have fun, but not too much. I don’t want the girls I fuck to have expectations about me. Expectations that I will never live up to.

      And now, walking into this café and seeing Brielle, I’m ready to toss them out of the window. I want her. I want to put my throbbing cock in her wet pussy and pull her hair until she moans.

      I get hard in anticipation as I watch her take an order from an old trucker at the next table.

      “Hey, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Brielle says, pushing his hand away from her ass.

      I was too focused on her breasts that I hadn’t even noticed the trucker’s itchy hand reach out and grab her ass.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he says sarcastically and laughs to his friend.

      “Not as sorry as you’re going to be,” she says, grabbing his uneaten plate of food.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I don’t know where you think you are, but this isn’t that kind of establishment. You can’t just go around touching women inappropriately here. And you’d better get the hell out.”

      “But I didn’t finish eating,” the trucker stands up dumbfounded. He reaches out for his plate, but she moves it away from him.

      “You’re done,” she says with the kind of determination in her voice that makes me ever more hard. “Please leave,” Brielle says. “And don’t come back.”

      “I’d like to see your manager, you little cunt. You’re going to get fired.”

      “I’m the manager here. Now, get the fuck out!”

      I get out of the booth and stand next to her. I’m thankful for my loose fitting jeans.

      “You heard her, sir,” I say. “The lady would like you to leave. So please leave.”

      People at the next booths start to clap and cheer, and my friends join in. The trucker and his friend curse her out, but head towards the door.

      “You’re a real cunt. You know that? You’re going to be sorry for this!”

      I’m standing right next to her and, though, she’s trying to stay strong, I can see that she’s really shaken. Her chest is flushed, and the trucker’s plate is rattling slightly in her hand.

      “That was really impressive,” I say.

      She turns to me.

      “I’m probably going to get fired over it.”

      “I thought you were the manager?”

      “No,” she shakes her head and starts to gather the plates and cutlery from the trucker’s booth. “The manager’s coming in later tonight. I’m just the waitress.”

      “Well, I don’t see why you’d get fired. He had no right to grab your ass like that. He was a real asshole.”

      “Thanks,” she smiles. Her smile lights up the room. “Can I get that in writing from you?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      I startle her. Catch her off-guard, in a good way. I like that.

      “I’m just kidding,” she finally says. “Let me just get all this stuff to the kitchen, and I’ll come back and take your order.”

      When I return to the booth, the guys laugh and slap me on the shoulders. They know she’s not my type, they know that I’m breaking my rules.

      “I don’t know, Tyler. Looks like Wyatt’s in love,” Logan laughs.

      “With a waitress!” Tyler chimes in.

      “What happened to only dating girls with jobs or rich girls? Preferably both?” Ryan asks.

      “She’s got a job,” I say. “We’re at her job.”

      “Oh, please. A waitress? That’s not a real job. You’re breaking your rules, and you know it,” Logan jokes.

      It’s all in good fun, but right now I hate their teasing. They’re right of course, and still I want her.

      “Nothing’s happening. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say as assertively as possible.

      “We see the way you’re looking at her,” Ryan says. “We’re not blind.”

      “I was just impressed with what she did. Brielle’s got spunk.”

      “Oh, Brielle, is it? You two are on a first name basis already?” Tyler chuckles. Dammit. I shouldn’t have let that slip.

      “It’s on her fuckin’ name tag, idiot,” I try to save myself. But they’re not buying it.

      Brielle comes back to our table to take our order. After writing down everyone else’s orders, she looks up at me from her notepad. My cock gets hard again, and I push it back down, under the table.

      “You know, you made quite an impression on our friend, Wyatt, here,” Logan suddenly says.

      “Is that so?”

      “I really liked how you handled that trucker,” I say. I feel like I’m on my back foot. I don’t like coming on to girls in this manner. I glare at Logan, but he doesn’t stop.

      “Wyatt was just telling us that you’re not at all like the girls we’re used to,” Logan continues.

      “Well, working for a living would do that to you,” she says with a smile. I hate how she mocks me for having money. I want her even more now. I want to push her down on the bed, and I want her to let me tie her hands to the bedpost. I want to tease her until she screams my name.

      “So what would you like? Wyatt, is it?” she turns to me.

      I had picked out something on the menu, but now I couldn’t remember what it was.

      “What would you recommend, Brielle?” I say reading her name tag. Her name is burned on my cock, but I can’t let her know that. Not yet.

      “Our spinach omelet with feta cheese is quite good.”

      “Okay, I’ll take that.”

      

      The café clears out a bit. While my friends continue to pick at their food, I excuse myself and head towards the bathroom. Before I get there, I pop into the back and find Brielle sitting on a crate reading a book. She quickly puts it away, but not before I catch the title. Jane Eyre. My sister’s favorite.

      “Can I help you with something?”

      “No, not really.”

      She stares at me. I know I need a reason for being here.

      “Yes, actually. I was just wondering if I can take you out for a drink sometime.”

      I catch her off-guard. Her face lights up, and a brief smile crosses her face.

      “That’s probably not a good idea,” she says with a forlorn sigh.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, for one thing, you don’t even live here.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      She furrows her brows and folds her arms across her chest, pressing her breasts together in front of me. They look as if they are on a platter, and it requires all the strength within me not to reach out and touch them.

      “People who drive Bentleys don’t live around here.”

      She’s right, of course.

      “And the other thing?”

      She takes a deep breath.

      “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      “Who said anything about a relationship?” I ask and immediately regret my choice of words.

      “And I’m definitely not looking for anything casual.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask.

      I should just drop it, but I can’t. No one, and I mean no one, has ever turned me down. I can’t even believe that this is really happening. Maybe she’s just toying with me. Maybe she’s just flirting.

      “Because I’m not into one night stands, Wyatt,” she says and walks away. I love the sound of my name in her mouth. I want to put more of me there.

      

      Brielle avoids eye contact with me the rest of the time that we are there. That makes me want her even more. She iss feisty and hot, and she doesn’t take shit from anyone. An unusual girl. I wanted her so much then, I thought I was going to explode.

      When she comes over with the check, I purposely extend my hand. She tries to place the plastic cover with the check into my hand, but I take the opportunity to reach out and touch her. Her touch is electric. It sends shivers through my body.

      Suddenly, Brielle lets go of the plastic cover, and it drops to the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m so clumsy.”

      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” I apologize.

      I see Logan, Tyler, and Ryan smirking at me from around the table, but my eyes remain fixed on Brielle. When she bends over, her cleavage expands, and her breasts look like they are going to spill out of her t-shirt.

      “Thank you,” I say and hand Logan the check.

      It is Logan’s turn to cover the bill. We never split the bill, unless it was a VIP table at a Vegas nightclub or something extravagant like that. The bill at this roadside café hardly registered as real money. Logan’s family is equally wealthy, but he is cheap on tips. If the girl didn’t flirt with him or go really out of her way to impress him, he didn’t like to leave her more than fifteen percent.

      I make sure that I am the last one out of the booth and quickly slip a $100 bill under the check.
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      I notice him just as he pulls into our little dusty parking lot with his Bentley. That car costs more money than I’ll make in a decade. There are five guys in it, all equally attractive and cocky, but he is the only one who catches my attention.

      Tall, handsome, tan. Blue eyes and dark sandy hair that made him look like a brooding dark stranger and a surfer boy depending on the light.

      He strolled into my café with a confident and laid back swagger that would make male models jealous. There’s a carefree nature to his demeanor and yet, at the same time, there’s something very intense about him.

      I like the way that he says my name. I like the way that he’s impressed with my ability to deal with annoying pestering old men. What he doesn’t know is that, unfortunately, I’m used to unwanted sexual advances from gross strangers. What that trucker did was one of the least offensive things, frankly. The men who come in the middle of the night try worse things.

      Wyatt wants to take me out for a drink. Yes, yes, yes, I say to myself. Say yes. You deserve this. But I reject him. I want to say yes, more than anything, but I can’t. I’m too fragile to have my heart broken by the likes of him. Of course, it would happen. He’s cocky and rich and arrogant, and guys like that only want one thing. The thing that I certainly want to have with him, but not now. Not considering everything else I have that’s going on.

      [image: ]

      The following day, just as the sun throws its harshest rays on our dusty part of the world, my mind drifts back to Wyatt. If only he would walk back into this place. If only he would ask me again. Then maybe I would say yes. But it’s all a daydream.

      My mind drifts from one part of his body to another. He’s got the kind of veins lining his forearms that make me wet in my panties. I want to pull off that $200 t-shirt and run my fingers over his chiseled abs. I want to grab both of his butt cheeks at the same time and get down on my knees before him.

      “Brielle?”

      A familiar voice startles me and brings me back down to earth. It’s Wyatt. He’s casually leaning on the countertop and tapping his fingers.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey.”

      I’m at a loss for words. My mouth gets parched.

      “So I was in the neighborhood, and I thought I’d stop by.”

      “Oh, okay,” I smile. “Can I get you a menu?”

      “You can, but I’ll just get whatever you recommend anyway.”

      His cockiness is oozing out of him. I look around. His friends are nowhere to be found, but the Bentley is parked in the first available non-handicapped parking spot.

      “Where are your friends?” I ask.

      “Not here,” he smiles.

      “Why are you?”

      He takes a breath. “Like I said, I was passing through the neighborhood.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No,” I shake my head. This guy is dangerous. In a good way. No, in a bad way.

      “Well, take a seat. Anywhere you want,” I say.

      He looks around the café. There are three other people here. The lunch ‘rush’ just left, meaning the four other people who typically pop in for lunch. Wyatt chooses the seat at the counter. Right in front of me.

      I grab a rag to pick up the few crumbs left over by the last customer and notice that my book is still in my hand.

      “Jane Eyre,” he nods. I hide the book behind the counter and wipe the counter around him. He doesn’t move his arms and I stop to see if he will. He takes a moment before lifting his arms.

      “You were reading that yesterday,” he says. I nod and get my pad out. I can’t find my pen and frantically look for it at the cash register. I can feel his gaze burning a hole in the back of my jeans. He’s checking out my ass. I don’t want to admit it, but I like it. A lot.

      “Yes, I’m not done yet. Have you read it?”

      “Yes, in school. It’s got a good story. Love and tension. Lots of awkward situations.

      It just needs something.”

      “You think a classic of English literature needs something? Seriously?” My tongue often gets away from me, but this is one of those situations where I don’t really care. I love talking about literature, and he was the one who brought it up.

      “Yes, so what?” he shrugs.

      I shake my head at his arrogance. He’s an asshole, and he knows it. He also knows that in some situations, like this one, it’s ridiculously hot.

      “So what does Jane Eyre need? How would you improve on Emily Brontë’s masterpiece?”

      “Hey, I’m not saying it’s bad. I’m just saying that it’s missing something that would really make it complete.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and wait for him to answer my question. This should be good!

      “It needs sex. Lots of sex.”

      I stare at him.

      “They have so much sexual tension. They are cooped up in this house together. They have all of these feelings developing for one another. We, as the audience, need a release. We need them to have sex. And lots of it.”

      I can hardly believe what I’m hearing.

      “That’s crazy,” I shake my head. “Jane Eyre doesn’t need sex.”

      “Oh yes, she does. C’mon, aren’t you just aching to read about them doing it?”

      “Doing it? In Jane Eyre? Tempting, but no,” I say definitively. How crude and vulgar and insulting can he be?

      “Okay, it doesn’t have to actually use those words. It can be much more poetic than that. But still as graphic.”

      “Like what, for example?”

      He takes a moment to think about it. I wonder if he’s going to choose a metaphor or go straight for a direct and honest description.

      “How about this?” Wyatt leans back from the counter tilting his head back. He lifts up his hand in the pose I’ve only seen professors do in movies.

      “He slid his big cock into that heavenly place between her legs.”

      The words dangle in the air between us as if they are suspended by a string. I don’t say anything for a moment. I’m speechless. I want to be embarrassed, but I’m more turned on than anything.

      “So both graphic and romantic is your suggestion?” I finally say.

      He nods. “I thought that struck an interesting tension between the two, depicting both his masculinity and her femininity in just the right way.”

      I smile and blush. I think so, too.

      “You know you can’t really talk like this in a public place,” I say.

      “Well, I’d love to go somewhere private,” he leans closer to me.

      His confidence is exuberant. I want to say yes. More than anything I want to say, yes. I want him to take me somewhere private and have his way with me.

      “I’m sorry,” I start.

      “Aw, why?” he leans even closer and runs his fingers over my hand. I want to grab it and pull him close to me. I want to kiss his luscious lips and suck his tongue into my mouth.

      But I pull my hand away.

      “I just can’t, not now.”

      “When? Why?” At that moment, Wyatt’s deep set eyes resemble those I’ve seen in photographs of the Great Depression. Lost. Forgotten. Broken.

      I can’t explain. He’s a stranger, and I feel like if I say it out loud to someone, I will burst out crying and never stop.
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      Her words pierce through my heart. Now, I want her even more. I thought that things would be different, since I  came alone. I left my friends back home and drove two hours back to this godforsaken town to see her again. She doesn’t know this, of course. I hate the feelings of helplessness that she evokes in me. Why? Why didn’t she say yes this time?

      I have to have her. Not against her will. I have to make her beg for me.

      I look at Brielle. She stares at me with a blank stare that’s impossible to read. She brings me my food and disappears back into the kitchen. She’s not staying around to talk. I have no reason to eat at this shitty place without her presence.

      “Don’t take it personally,” an older woman with a lifelong smoker’s voice says.

      She has been sitting at the far end of the counter all this time, but I didn’t notice her until now. The woman comes closer. She smells of cigarettes and wears a small white apron with pockets, just like Brielle. There’s no dress code here, but I know she’s a waitress.  Her name tag is old and worn, and I can’t read her name.

      “Brielle’s going through a lot right now.”

      I nod as if I understand. The old woman is thin but looks as strong as an ox. She leans over the counter.

      “Brielle just doesn’t want more complications in her life right now,” she whispers.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know about her mom, right?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “Well, she’s getting worse. Neither of them can afford the chemo treatments anymore, and the insurance ran out a few months ago. It’s looking really grim.”

      I nod. Her mom’s dying of cancer.

      “There’s some experimental procedure that’s available and looks like it could be an excellent option for her.”

      “That’s good,” I say.

      “Yeah, except that Brielle can’t afford it. She can’t even come close.”

      “How much does it cost?”

      “Not sure. Thousands. A couple hundred or so, I heard. And who’s got that kind of money?”

      I look away. My gaze drifts outside to my Bentley. That car costs as much as a cancer treatment to save someone’s life. I’ve never put it in that perspective before.

      The old woman startles me when she puts her long shriveled up fingers on my face and turns it toward her.

      “So don’t take it personally, kid. She’s got a lot on her mind. But I know she likes you. I saw the way she was looking at you. In the seven years that I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her look like that at a guy before.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve entered the double-wide trailer, which has been my home since I was six, with a sense of dread. My Momma’s hospital bed barely fits into the back room, and ever since we had that installed everything else had to be moved around and put into every crevice throughout the house it would fit in. Clothes and boxes and shoes and magazines are everywhere. Now that Momma’s not working at the bar, I have to work twice as many hours just to make the same amount of money. And it’s never enough.

      She has to take more and more pills, and the prices are constantly changing. Last month, one of her pills costs $40 for a week supply, and now it’s $325 for the same amount, without much of explanation as to why. I empty my pockets. The tips from the regulars after an 8-hour shift are a little over $12. I don’t blame them. They don’t have much to spare themselves. But it’s not enough. Not nearly enough.

      I reach into my other pocket and pull out a crisp $100 bill. Wyatt left it before I could come back and stop him. He left me a $100 tip yesterday, too. I’m eternally grateful. These $200 will go a long way in paying this month’s rent and the rest of the bills. Might even let me get some of my mom’s jewelry from that pawn shop. No, I can’t think like that. Medication is more important than heirlooms.

      “Is that you, Brielle?” I hate how faint my Momma’s voice is. She used to be such a tough and strong woman. She never took shit from anyone, especially not the men. I’m much shyer and unsure of myself than she is. Not as confident. Not as strong. But now, my Momma is weak and tired.

      “Don’t come in yet,” she says when I approach the door.

      “Momma, it’s okay,” I say through the door. I hear her moving around in the bed and making a ruckus. Things are falling over and a glass shatters.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” she says. I’m about to open the door.

      “Don’t you dare open that door, Brielle Elizabeth Cole.”

      When Momma uses my full name, I know she really means it.

      After a couple more minutes, she shouts,“Okay, I’m ready.”

      I walk in. She’s looking into her compact and adjusting her wig. Her face is made up to the ten. Her eyebrows are penciled in, and she’s even wearing fake eyelashes. She finishes off the look with a generous slather of lipstick and smiles at me.

      “You look beautiful,” I say trying to hold back tears.

      “Oh, C’mon, don’t start now. If you cry, you’ll make me cry, and then all this work will go to hell.”

      I smile. I love my Momma’s soft Southern accent. She was born in Kentucky and moved to California when she was sixteen with her first husband, but her accent never went away.

      “What would you like for dinner?” I ask, trying to change the subject. Momma looks like she’s ready to go to a ball, but all we will be doing is sitting around the television with tray tables and eating whatever concoction I dream up.

      “Macaroni and cheese?” she asks.

      “Again?” We’ve had it for a week straight.

      “I’m afraid it’s the only thing I can keep down nowadays.”

      I nod and head to the kitchen. When I get the butter out, tears are flowing out of my eyes uncontrollably, and I can’t stop them.

      Momma worked hard all of her life. She’s worked since the age of fourteen, and she deserves better than this. She’s only 44 years old, for goodness sake! And now she’s dying a slow and horrible death. She can’t eat anything without throwing it up again. The chemo is poisoning her, and we can’t even afford the poison anymore. And there’s nothing I can do to stop any of this.

      [image: ]

      A week later

      

      I am driving home from work on a beautiful, sunny day, thinking that the sky is so blue and there’s not a single cloud as far as the eye can see. My legs are cramping up, and I can’t wait to get home to climb into bed. I’m not much of a morning person, and these morning shifts are killing me.

      I worked from 4 a.m. until noon, and this eight-hour shift was harder than the busy evenings shifts any day. Barely anyone comes in after ten, and breakfast customers don’t like to tip as much as dinner customers.

      I finally pull onto our street and see the house in the distance. The paint is peeling on the side, and the porch is cluttered with junk, which we no longer have room for inside the house. I need to take care of that one of these days. Just don’t know how or when. Paint costs money. Putting junk away doesn’t, but I don’t know where to put it. A shed is close to $1000, and I’m not going to have that kind of money anytime soon. Cardboard boxes? Perhaps. But boxes full of junk are easier to steal than loose junk.

      The street leading up to the house isn’t really a street, but a dirt road. When we first moved here and Momma’s second husband, my father, was still around, we would wash the car every week. Within a day, the desert’s dry climate and our dirt road would deposit a thin layer of dust on the car, making the exercise fruitless. My father insisted that we had to do it because of pride, but he left by the time I turned eight and took the car. I guess his pride extended only to the car, not to his family. We didn’t have another car for more than a year after that.

      I pull up to the chain link gate and get out. The neighbor’s pit bull and Rottweiler are already going nuts. They welcome me home from work multiple times a day with the excitement of a full marching band and always put a smile on my face.

      “Hey, Bella. Boomer,” I wave to them. “I’ll be right over.”

      I put the car in park, get out and pull the gate open. I get back in the car, park and head over to the dogs. The other neighbors are afraid of them, but they are the sweetest dogs I’ve ever met. I stick my hands through the chain link fence and pet them each on their heads.

      After the brief hello, which is honestly the highlight of my day, I try to pull the gate closed before heading in. Usually, this is barely a process at all. But today, the wheels on the bottom, which squeak so loudly they send shivers up my spine, get stuck. When I pull them harder, they take off and run over my foot.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I curse hopping on one foot. “Dammit.”

      The gate needs to be oiled, but I don’t really have any extra money to spend on WD-40 or the time to drive out to Home Depot to get it.

      “Stupid gate!” I kick it, instead. Not a great solution.

      I’m about to head inside when, out of the corner of my eye, I see the mail truck. I am about to turn back, but something keeps me there. Getting the mail is not as exciting of an event as it once was. A long time ago, I remembered looking forward to getting cards in the mail from my grandparents and tearing through envelopes with the words “Sweepstakes” and “Winner” on the cover. Nowadays, the only thing that comes in the mail is medical bills.

      Despite that, something is holding me back. I wait for the mail truck to pull next to the house. The mailman is a sweet old man who has been delivering mail for close to thirty years or so. Whenever we are short on money, and I have to say that the check is in the mail, even though it isn’t, I’ve always felt bad about it, because I know that I’m blaming it on him.

      “How’s your mom?” he asks. There’s no way to really answer that question. Throwing up every morning, afternoon, and night. Staying in bed all day long. People don’t want to hear these things.

      “Hanging in there,” I say. It’s the best way to describe the teetering that she’s doing between this world and the next.

      The mailman hands me a thick stack of envelopes. All are approximately the same size, and I know they’re all bills. I sigh and head to the house.

      I don’t have any money to pay any of the bills. I will have to spend days in the coming week on the phone talking with various administrators at the hospital and Momma’s different doctors’ offices, all with the hopes of getting some of the bills reduced.

      

      I toss the pile of bills on the kitchen table and open the refrigerator door looking for something to eat. I’ve been up since 3:30 a.m, so a simple grilled cheese sandwich is a no-brainer. While the skillet is heating up, I check on Momma, who’s fast asleep with the blinds still down.

      When I sit down at the kitchen table, I reach for the remote to flip on the TV and accidentally knock the stack of bills onto the floor.

      “Dammit,” I say. I gather all the envelopes, but one stands out. It’s different than the rest, and my name is written on it in a beautiful cursive script.

      Ms. Brielle Elizabeth Cole

      I look at the envelope closer. The paper is fancier than the others, and the stamp is unusual not the standard issue stamps that they sell at the post office. It has a detailed painting of a buffalo in a field of grass.

      There’s no return address in the upper left-hand corner. When I turn the envelope around, I see that it’s from The Wild Foundation. Something about that name sounds familiar. Wild. What’s Wild? Is it Wild International, the pharmaceutical company?

      Instead of tearing the envelope open like I usually do, I get a knife and carefully slice open the top.

      

      Dear Ms. Brielle Elizabeth Cole,

      It has come to our attention that your mother is gravely ill. Please use the following check to pay for her treatment.

      

      There’s more to the letter, but that’s the only part I see. I read it over and over, not believing my eyes. I look into the envelope again and pull out a check.

      

      $250,000

      

      The check is for a quarter of a million dollars! I don’t believe it. This must be some sort of fake. A joke. But why? Who would do this? Why would someone play a joke on me like this?

      

      When Momma wakes up, I show her the check and the letter.

      “I’ve seen this on Dr. Phil, Brielle. Don’t cash it. It’s from some scammer. A love scam.”

      “But you gotta be talking to someone for them to send you a check like this, don’t you?”

      “Who have you been talking to?” she asks furrowing her brows.

      “No one! All I do is go to work and take you to doctors appointments. I don’t have any time to waste talking to strangers.”

      Momma tells me to throw the check away, but I don’t listen. Instead, I stay up late after my evening shift and go online. I look up Wild International. It’s a big pharmaceutical company, which has just gone public. It’s owned by some cute young guy named Gatsby Wild. Why the hell his parents would name him after someone so tragic is beyond me!

      The next morning, I look up the Wild Foundation on my phone and call them. A pleasant young woman answers and confirms that the foundation does indeed exist, and they’re located in Los Angeles.

      “So are you in the habit of mailing out large checks to strangers?” I ask. I don’t mean to be rude or direct, but I don’t know how else to go about finding out if this is indeed a real check.

      “Ms. Cole, that’s primarily all we do,” she says.

      I’m dumbfounded. I explain my situation to her and wait for her to laugh at me in my face. But she doesn’t.

      “I can always check your name in our database, and make sure that this is a legitimate check that came from us.”

      “Yes, please, do that.”

      She asks me to wait on the phone and puts me on hold. I don’t wait too long, but the few minutes that do pass feels like it takes a century to expire.

      I put on the teapot to pass the time. I also find one of the last tea bags at the back of the cupboard and make a note to buy more.

      “Ms. Cole?” she says. I can barely hear her over the boiling water in the teapot, and I quickly shut it off.

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “I’ve got good news for you. Your name is on the list of approved donations, and I also double checked whether a check was actually issued to you, and I see that it was issued five days ago.”

      I can’t respond. I’ve lost the ability to speak.

      “Ms. Cole? Are you there?” she asks. Louder this time.

      “Yes, yes, I’m here,” I mumble. “So it’s okay? I can cash the check?”

      “Yes, please do. And if the bank gives you any trouble, just tell them to call this number.”

      She dictates the number of her boss, and I write it down on the back of the envelope.

      When I get off the phone, I don’t know if I’m going to cry or laugh. I feel like I could do either. Tears start streaming down my face, and I call for Momma. She’s still asleep, but I don’t care. We have the money to pay for her treatment. Whatever treatment she needs. My whole body begins to shake, and both my hands and feet go numb.

      “Oh my god, Brielle? What’s wrong?” Momma comes out of her room and slowly makes her way to me.

      “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      She wraps her arms around me and begins to rock me from side to side. Tears continue to run down my face, but they are not tears of sorrow. I just can’t catch my breath long enough to tell her.

      “It’s going to be okay, baby girl. Whatever it is, we’ll get through it.”

      Suddenly, I start to laugh. “Yes, yes, it is,” I say hugging her back. “It’s going to be more than okay, Momma.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I just got off the phone with the Wild Foundation, and the check’s legit. They’re paying for your treatment. You’re going to get some real help now, Momma. And we’re going to be okay.”

      “What are you talking about?” Momma stares at me. I explain, but she just keeps asking me that same question over and over again. Eventually, it sinks in, and I get up and jump around the house shaking it so hard it feels like it’s going to fall over. Momma’s too weak to jump around, but she does nod along.
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      Two Years Later

      It has been two years since I got that check from the Wild Foundation and it has been one and a half years since Momma went into remission. Every three months she goes for a checkup, and the more checkups that come and go without a resurgence of cancer, the better her luck is in surviving in the long run.

      Every day, I am thankful for that check from that mysterious benefactor. I don’t know why we were chosen, but I want more than anything to thank him or her in person. But even that won’t do it justice. It’s impossible to explain how I really feel about this, because it’s not just my Momma’s life that that check saved. It also saved my life.

      When Momma was dying, I was living my life day to day, week to week. I made no plans for the future. The future didn’t really exist. I barely knew how I was going to get through the week. Now, the future is open and bright.

      I even moved out!

      I don’t live too far now, only a few streets over, but Momma insisted on it.

      “A young woman such as yourself needs her own space,” she says. “What if you want to bring a guy over? Where are you guys going to hang out? In the living room, while I’m snoring in the back room?”

      “Momma,” I roll my eyes, “I don’t want to bring a guy over.”

      “Well, I want you to,” she looks straight at me. “You’re twenty-seven years old now. You’ve been taking care of me for almost seven years. That’s a big burden. You should’ve been living your own life.”

      She’s right, of course, but I can’t say that. I don’t regret a moment that I spent caring for her, but a small part of me does wonder how different my life could be.

      “Besides,” I remember Momma saying. “You need your own place so you can find a guy so you can finally give me grandchildren!”

      Grandchildren! I’ve been caring for her for so long, I can’t even imagine having the time in the day to care for children! Let alone a husband.

      And so, with her insistence, I moved out. I got my own trailer a couple of streets away from hers. It’s definitely nice to come home to my own place with everything put away neatly in its place. No boxes here. No clothes all over the floor. I have more time to focus on this now. I even have time to focus on other things. Like my future.

      My gaze goes to the course catalog laying on my brand-new kitchen table. Well, it’s not brand-new, it’s from the thrift store down the street, but it’s nevertheless my kitchen table. All mine. I leaf through the course catalog. I wonder what else could be mine? Perhaps, I could have my own career. A nurse, maybe? I have a lot of experience now. The pay is really good, in comparison to a waitress, anyway. But I don’t know if I can care for anyone anymore. Momma’s cancer has really worn me out.

      “Ding Dong! Ding Dong!” My new door bell goes off, startling me. Who could that be?

      “Yes, may I help you?” I open the door.

      There’s a mailman at the door.  I’ve never seen him before, so he must be new.

      “I’ve got a certified letter here for you, Miss,” he says. He doesn’t know my name.

      “Where’s Mr. Thompson, isn’t he still working?”

      He looks surprised that I know the other mailman’s name.

      “Yes, but he’s transitioning to an internal role. So I’m going to be filling in for him sometimes.”

      I nod and sign for the letter.

      The envelope looks familiar. The same fancy paper and the same elegant script which has saved Momma’s life.

      After he pulls away, I turn the envelope over. This time, it’s not from the Wild Foundation.  It’s from someone named Mr. Francis Whitewater. I open the envelope and take a deep breath. If they’re asking for all the money back, I have no way of paying. We’ve spent it all!

      Dear Ms. Brielle Elizabeth Cole,

      

      We have recently learned that your mother has made quite a recovery, and her cancer is now in remission. What great news!

      We are pleased that you were able to put the money to such good use, and we are very happy for you.

      However, we are now in need of your help. It is my pleasure to invite you to the Wild House for a brief residency, lasting no longer than a year. We hope you accept the invitation, so that the process of you paying the debt back goes smoothly.

      

      Sincerely,

      Mr. Francis Whitewater

      

      Certain words and phrases stand out. I read them over and over again, but they don’t make any more sense.

      Residency.

      No longer than a year.

      Debt.

      

      What does that mean? What is he talking about? What debt?

      “Well, you didn’t think you got that money for nothing, did you?” Dottie asks when I show her the letter at work.

      She’s close to 90-years-old, and she’s the only one who I trusted enough to tell her about the check. I didn’t even tell her anything until after half the money was spent and Momma was on her way to recovery.

      “I don’t know,” I shake my head. “I guess I did.”

      Dottie laughs. “I’ve seen a lot in my long life, but this is a new one for me.”

      “What should I do?”

      “I don’t know what to do, child,” she shakes her head. “But from the looks of this, the letter doesn’t seem menacing at all. Maybe they just want you to work there until you pay off your debt.”

      “Work there? Where?”

      “At the Wild House. Whatever the hell that is.”

      “But I didn’t even know this was a debt. Don’t they have the obligation to tell me? Shouldn’t I sign for something, if it was going to be a debt?”

      “Perhaps, but I don’t think this is any normal kind of debt. This isn’t the bank. They would’ve never given you the money.”

      I know she’s right, of course. No one gave us any money when we needed it. They all turned their backs on us.

      “Well, do you think it’s something sinister? Like some sort of brothel? Or prostitution ring?” I ask.

      I don’t know why my mind went there, except that I watch a lot of crime investigation shows on my days off.

      Dottie thinks about it for a moment.

      “I doubt it,” she finally says.

      “Those kind of places usually promise you lots of money first and then use you up and toss you out. These people gave you a quarter of a million dollars first without even getting you to sign anything for it.”

      “And since I didn’t sign anything for it, I technically don’t have to do anything they say,” I say. I feel my eyes lighting up with excitement.

      “Well, technically, no,” Dottie nods, “but I wouldn’t want to play with Karma like that, honey. That might bring a whole lot of bad luck on you.”

      She’s right, of course. I had to go. I owed a debt, and if there was some reasonable and honest way that I could pay it back, then I owed it to them to try.
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      Two weeks later

      Within a week of receiving the letter, I quit my job at the café. I had worked there for many years, and I promised to come back, but I couldn’t leave them hanging,  I didn’t know how long I would be away.

      Before I quit my job, I called Wild House and spoke to Mr. Francis Whitewater, who came off quite polite and well spoken. He said that my duties at the Wild House would consist of acting as a personal assistant, answering emails and phone calls, and maybe participating in light cleaning and nursing. When I asked about the nursing aspect, he was very brief and practically refused to give out details, but said that someone had to be taken care of, but the nursing duties are mild. Nothing like the ones I had to perform for my mother.

      After I had agreed to go on the phone, he sent me an email with the work contract, which I had to sign and return before I could  go. I read through the contract carefully, and was surprised to learn that I was actually going to get paid for this job. Four times more money than I made at the café, and I would also be provided with a one bedroom apartment in which to live on the property.

      After all the details were ironed out, I finally told Momma what I was going to do. I didn’t tell her about the initial letter, but I did say that I got a new job and it was more than five hours away from her, somewhere in central California. Without missing a beat, she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a warm and encouraging hug.

      “I’m so so happy for you, Brielle,” she whispered into my ear, her voice cracking. “I’m so happy that you’re finally starting your life out. Going somewhere new. I will definitely come visit you soon!”

      Come visit me? I had no idea if this was allowed or proper or acceptable. I didn’t know anything about this place, but I agree.

      “Yes, that will be great.”

      I still had a few months until then to figure things out.
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      To get to the Wild House, I had to take a plane to Chino, California, then a car. I was planning on driving, but Mr. Thompson insisted that I did not need a car there. I didn’t believe him, of course. There’s no place in California that doesn’t require a car, except maybe the city of San Francisco, but I eventually and reluctantly agreed. Momma and I have only one car, and we share it. I can’t take it away from her.

      In the baggage claim area of the small local airport, I meet my driver. We drive for some time down a lonely two-lane road leading somewhere into the desert. Desert mountains rise on either side of us, near the horizon. This isn’t an unfamiliar sight. I’m used to the nature that far-flung places in the wilds of California have to offer.

      During the drive, I try to talk to the driver, but he offers very little in the way of information.

      “I don’t know, miss. You’ll find out when you get there,” he says over and over again. That’s his canned response to almost every question I have about this whole experience.

      We turn off the main highway and onto a lonely desert road. My heart starts to pound and matches the bumps in the road that we drive over. The car isn’t your typical sedan. It’s a tall Jeep, which is meant for off road. Just as I thought that the road couldn’t be any more off road, we turn onto an actual off-road road. There are no signs, but the driver turns to the left at the sandy fork in the road. Now we’re driving through the desert. Across its wide expanse and over little shrubs and around tall creosote bushes that dot the area.

      Finally, somewhere in the distance, I see a large house. It’s actually in the middle of nowhere. As we get closer, I make out the beautiful tall white columns that give it grandeur and stature. There are two large white lion statues at the gate. The driver pulls to the intercom and pushes the button.

      “We’re here,” he says. The iron-wrought gates open and let us in. The lions don’t move, but continue to stare somewhere into the distance, probably wondering the same thing that I am at this moment: how the hell did we get here?

      The driveway is expansive and circular, and the driver pulls up right to the steps of the mansion. I’ve never been to the White House, but this house looks just like it. The columns are a pristine ivory color. How the hell they keep them so white in the middle of this dusty desert is beyond me.

      “Go on up,” the driver says when he comes around and opens my door.

      “What about you?” I ask. I don’t know him, but I don’t want him to leave. I have no idea what awaits me inside. I look at my phone and see that I don’t even have one bar! There’s absolutely no reception here.

      “Oh, I’m not going in there, miss.”

      There? Why did he say it like that? My heart starts to pound harder. It’s so loud, I can barely hear my own thoughts in my head.

      The driver gets my two modest suitcases out of the trunk and takes them up the few steps to the porch. The porch is made of beautiful polished wooden slats, and it seems to wrap all the way around the building.

      There are two imposing double doors before me. The driver picks up the large metal door knocker and slams it into the door. After two knocks, the door finally opens.

      “Ms. Brielle Cole,” a small older gentleman says. He’s dressed up like a butler from Downtown Abbey.

      “My name is Mr. Francis Whitewater, it’s my pleasure to meet you.”

      I shake his extended hand.

      “May I help you with your bags?”

      I nod, leave one bag on the porch and go inside with the other one.

      “Let me show you to your room,” he says walking past me.

      When I enter the lobby, my mouth drops open. The ceilings are close to 20 feet high and gorgeous natural light permeates the space. The desert sun is rather harsh outside, but in here the temperature is a cool and comfortable 75 degrees, without a whiff of central air. There’s a beautiful round marble entry table with a bouquet of flowers in the middle of the entry room the size of a ballroom and two winding staircases frame the table on either side, leading up to the second floor.

      “What a beautiful…house?” I say. House doesn’t seem like the right word. Mansion? Castle?

      “Thank you. I’ll let, Mr. Wild know that you approve.”

      “So, Mr. Wild? Is that who requested my presence here?” I take the opportunity to ask.

      “Yes, of course. I thought that was clear from the letter.”

      “No,” I shake my head. “The letter wasn’t very clear about much. The thing is, Mr. Whitewater, I don’t even know who Mr. Wild is. I have no idea why he wants me here. Or what he expects me to do.”

      Mr. Whitewater turns to face me. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to insinuate by that, Ms. Cole, but you are not expected to do anything that you are not 100% willing and interested in doing. Mr. Wild invited you here as a guest. There is nothing sinister about his intentions.”

      I nod politely. I’m trying to understand, but rich people have a way of saying things that don’t make sense. Supposedly, I’m only here as a guest, but the letter was also quite clear about a certain debt that had to be paid. So what would happen if I didn’t pay it?

      Mr. Whitewater led me through the foyer, the gigantic living room with even taller windows, which looked out to the expanse of the desert in the background. The windows were so large, floor to ceiling, and clear that I felt like I was walking outside.

      “You probably have some problems with birds here,” I say. I don’t know why I bring this up, but large floor to ceiling windows always make me wonder about birds.

      “How do you mean?” Mr. Whitewater asks with a grave expression of concern on his face.

      Now, I’m totally regretting bringing anything up at all. Me and my stupid mouth!

      “Well, it’s just that, the windows are so big and crystal clear…”

      He stares at me, waiting to continue.

      “I just think that you probably have a lot of birds flying into it.”

      Mr. Whitewater takes a moment to consider the situation. “You know, come to think of it, yes, we do. It’s almost every morning or so that I find one or two dead birds laying on the back porch.”

      “Oh, how sad,” I say. “Well, I guess that’s something I can try to fix.”

      Mr. Whitewater smiles at me. “Perhaps, perhaps.”

      “You don’t think so?” I ask. I’m usually quite good at reading people. Waitressing for seven years has taught me that if nothing else, but I find Mr. Whitewater difficult to read and analyze. Perhaps, it’s his English accent that’s throwing me off.

      “No, not at all. I just wasn’t sure that would be part of your job description.”

      “I’m not sure either, but I was told that I am here to be a personal assistant and caregiver of the place. Perhaps, within the scope of those duties, I can make some time to try to prevent the deaths of one or two birds per day.”

      I don’t mean to be smug and condescending, but as soon as these words come out of my mouth, I realize that I am. Luckily, Mr. Whitewater lets it slide.

      I follow him to the left wing of the house, past the kitchen the size of three doublewide trailers, without another word.

      “Well, here we are,” Mr. Whitewater reaches into his pocket and gets a keycard. He slides it into an opening on the card reader and then hands it to me.

      “This is your room. And this is your card.”

      We walk into a spacious one-bedroom suite with a full entry way leading to the living room and a large bedroom. The living room and bedroom are separated by French doors and there’s also another pair of French doors leading to the private patio outside of the bedroom.

      “Wow, this is beautiful.”

      Mr. Whitewater puts down my bag.

      “I’m glad that it’s too your liking.”

      “Yes, definitely. Thank you.”

      Mr. Whitewater starts to leave, but turns around.

      “Oh yes, I almost forgot. Mr. Wild is expecting you for dinner at 6 p.m. There are dresses and shoes in the closet. And you are, of course, welcome to wear your own clothes as well.”

      I nod, but he doesn’t let me off the hook that easily.

      “Can I tell him that you are coming?”

      “Yes, of course,” I mumble.

      Of course, I know that I’m supposed to meet this Mr. Wild at some point. I just didn’t think it would be so soon. No, not so soon. It’s not soon. It’s in a few hours, and I thought I’d meet him right away. I just didn’t think that it would be so formal. Dinner? Why doesn’t he just come up here? Or I could come to his office? I don’t know if I can manage a whole dinner.

      After Mr. Whitewater excuses himself, I open the closet. The closet is almost as big as the bedroom!

      I’ve seen these closets before. Walk-in closet with shelves lining all three walls and a large island in the middle. On elegant, real wooden hangers, I find five dresses. Pink, red, black, blue and green. Each one is more beautiful than the others. One is knee-length made of chiffon. One is short and tight with built in bra cups. I run my fingers over the dresses and inhale the luxury.

      Below the dresses, I find 10 pairs of different kinds of shoes. All pristine, never worn, without one scuffed up bottom. The heels vary in size, and I quickly try on each one. The flats are the most comfortable, but the high heeled five inch heels with red bottoms make me feel most like a woman.

      “Oh my God! What am I doing here?” I say out loud walking out of the walk-in closet. “People don’t do this for nothing. Why does he want me here? To live here?”

      Crazy, anti-social thoughts flooded my mind. He wants something from me, and whatever he wants isn’t easy to get. But what? I shake my head. I don’t know.

      I sit on the couch and put my feet up on the soft upholstered coffee table. I need to decide what to do. Hours crawl by, but I am still at an impasse. Finally close to 5:45, I decide that I will go downstairs and find out what this is all about. I’m a guest here, at least so far, and I will act like a guest. But I won’t do anything that I don’t feel comfortable with.

      I look at the dresses hanging in the closet. They are beautiful, of course, but I’m not a charity case. I don’t know who this man is, and I need to retain some power in this relationship. I open my suitcase and look for the best thing that I have. Jeans are too casual. Besides, I don’t really have any without any holes in them. T-shirts are also too casual. Aha! A button-down shirt and a pair of khakis. Practical. Professional. Not too sexy. Not sexy at all, actually.
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      I still had some time to kill before dinner. There was no television in the room. A part of me was relieved, yet another was horrified. My phone didn’t work and, though I brought my laptop, there was also no internet connection to be found. What the hell did people do here? I wish that I brought some paperbacks from home. My mom has an extensive collection of romance books, and a handful of those would at least keep me entertained in the evenings.

      I walk over to the window. The sun is setting and hugging the whole world outside with a warm, comforting hue. This is the color of possibility. Nothing can go wrong in a world bathed in this color. I feel like that’s true, but I’m afraid it’s not. I look out of the window and see horses grazing in the distance. There’s no grass to speak off, but hay is scattered for them on the ground, and they stand with steadfast calmness, which puts me at ease.

      I’ve never ridden a horse, but I’ve always wanted to. There were only a couple girls from my high school who rode horses, and both of their families were quite wealthy and owned many acres of ranch land. I always found the idea of living on a ranch very romantic, but now that I was on one, I wasn’t so sure. The idea of Mr. Wild freaks me out. What kind of elusive and crazy millionaire would ask a stranger to come and live and work in his house for a year? What did he want me from me? My mind immediately went somewhere dark and scary, and I couldn’t let it wander too much. Too much thinking, too many scary thoughts, are not good. Especially since I have to be here for some time.

      On the other hand, my mind continues wandering without my permission, this isn’t mandatory. Of course, he could keep me here without my permission, but I have no indication that it’s what he means to do. So far, everyone has been nothing but nice and professional. Maybe, there’s nothing sinister about this place at all!
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      I look at the clock again. I have ten minutes until dinner. Most girls would need more time, but I don’t. I slowly change into my khakis and a pink button down shirt. Something about the pink shirt makes it clash with the khakis, so I try on the blue polka dot button down shirt.

      “Yes, this looks much better,” I say out loud into the mirror. There’s no one around. I’m not used to having so much privacy, given that I grew up in a double-wide with my mom. I’m kind of enjoying the space and the solitude.

      “This looks great,” I say to myself. I take out my hair tie and flip my head over. When I bring my head back up, my hair falls with much more volume than before. Though it’s usually as straight as straw, today it’s all in waves around my face.

      “Not bad,” I smile and run my fingers through it. “Not bad at all.”

      Makeup. The heat from the long ride from the airport has all but melted off whatever little amount of eyeliner and mascara I’d applied earlier this morning.

      I apply a generous amount of eyeliner with my mouth open. I’m not sure what opening my mouth does for eyeliner application, but it’s been a habit since I was 13. I’ve also seen girls do it on television, so it must be how it’s done.

      When all of my makeup, hair and clothes were done, I again look in the mirror, then at the clock. I still have nine minutes left! How’s that possible? Should I go down early? No, I decide. I can’t go down early.

      My eyes drift back to the closet. I open it again and look at the dresses. I run my fingers over the different fabrics. Each is different from the next. All are much more expensive than any fabric I’ve ever owned.

      I start to unbutton my shirt and pulling off my pants before I even realize what I’m doing. Suddenly, I’m pulling on the dress with the thick taffeta skirt on the button. The dress poofs out at my hips, and I love how small it makes my legs and waist look.

      “Amazing.”

      I twirl and the dress continues without me. I try on the pair of high heels that are placed right underneath the dress. I’ve never heard of the company, but I love how pointy the front is and how high the heels are.

      I twirl again in front of the window.

      I feel like I’m a princess. The fabric feels amazing next to my skin. The taffeta skirt hides my hips and emphasizes my breasts. The polka dots make me feel young, friendly and alive.

      I look back at the clock. I still have a few minutes before dinner. If I want to change.

      “You should change,” I say to myself in the mirror, but the girl who looks back at me doesn’t want to.

      “If I don’t ever see Mr. Wild again, if I leave tonight after dinner, then at least I got to wear this beautiful dress once,” I reason.

      I’m rationalizing. Justifying. Trying to give myself reasons to wear it. But I don’t need to. I want to wear it. That should be enough.

      “Okay,” I look in the mirror. “Okay, this is it.”
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      I walk down the elaborate and ornate staircase in my taffeta polka dot dress and high heels. My steps are cautious and deliberate. All I hear is the sound my shoes make when they hit the marble and echo off the walls. The walls are lined with beautiful ornate rugs I’ve only seen in expensive stores on Rodeo Drive. The stairs are a little slippery, and I hold on to the railing. Why they don’t put some of those rugs on the staircase is beyond me.

      I remember where the kitchen is, and I see Mr. Whitewater in the distance. Near the dining room. I take a deep breath and nearly float the rest of the way over.

      “Ms. Brielle Cole, thank you for coming,” Mr. Whitewater says to me. He’s holding a tray and one tall glass with something in it.

      “Would you care for some champagne with strawberries?”

      I nod, and he hands me the glass.

      “Mr. Wild is waiting for you in the library.”

      Library? I wasn’t  shown a library before! My heart skips a beat. I’m not sure who I’m more excited to see: Mr. Wild or the library. The presence of a library solves the entire problem of what the hell I’m going to do in my room when I’m not working.

      Mr. Whitewater takes me down a hallway which was not part of today’s tour. In the end, he turns off to the right into a large spacious room entirely covered in books. Books line every imaginable part of it, from floor to ceiling. The ceiling is about twenty feet, just like in the rest of the house. What really makes the place special is the large bay window overlooking an orange grove.

      There’s a man sitting there in the shadows. I can’t see his face, but I can see his well fitted suit and handsome profile. His hair is brushed back and his nose reminds me a Roman emperor.

      “Mr. Wild. May I present, Ms. Brielle Elizabeth Cole,” Mr. Whitewater announces.

      I’ve never been presented before! I don’t know what to do. Mr. Wild gets up and approaches me. His walk is deliberate and considerate. His shoes are so shiny they are bouncing light into my eyes even though it’s relatively dark in the library. So dark, in fact, that I can barely make out his face.

      “Ms. Brielle Cole,” Mr. Wild says. Immediately, his voice sounds incredibly familiar, but I can’t place it. Do I know him? How in the world would I know him?

      Finally, Mr. Wild steps into the light and I see his face.

      It’s him!

      No, it can’t be! Can it?

      My mouth runs dry. I can’t speak.

      It’s the guy from the café. The one who drives the Bentley. The one who asked me out twice!

      “It’s very nice of you to join me,” Mr. Wild says extending his hand. I don’t know what to do. I take his hand and bend down at the knees before him. Just a bit, but enough for him to notice.

      “What are you doing?” Wyatt smiles. “Did you just curtsy?”

      Wyatt tilts his head back and laughs. His laugh is deep and strong and the sounds of which echo around the books in the library.

      “Don’t laugh,” I finally say. My mouth is still entirely dry, but I manage to get the words out without a crack. “Why are you laughing?” I ask. I’m so embarrassed. I don’t know what came over me. I didn’t mean to curtsy, but I’ve never been presented before. For some reason, it seemed to be like the right thing to do. Agh, I’m so stupid! I feel my cheeks growing hot, but Wyatt doesn’t stop laughing.

      “Why are you laughing?” I ask again. Now, my embarrassment is turning into anger. I make a fist and I get ready to punch him. Maybe not in that beautiful face of his, but at least in the shoulder, or chest or stomach, at the very least.

      “I’m sorry,” Wyatt says, still chuckling. “I just never had anyone curtsy for me before. I gotta say, I kinda liked it. Maybe you can do it again later tonight.”

      “It was an accident. I’m definitely not going to do it again later tonight.”

      “Okay, okay. Sorry!” he says sarcastically. “I’m just having a good time with you, Brielle. Lighten up.”

      I take a moment to collect my thoughts. The curtsy has definitely broken the ice, but it got us nowhere closer to where we needed to be. I have so many questions for this man. The last man on earth, I thought I would see.

      “Why am I here, Wyatt?” I ask.

      I’m trying to be as serious as I can be. Even though, a huge part of me is relieved that Mr. Wild is NOT some 70-year-old man with hemorrhoids.

      “What do you mean?” he asks, nonchalantly. As if he has nothing to explain. Nothing to hide.

      “Why am I here?” I shrug. “What do you want from me?”

      He shifts his weight from one foot to another and looks down.

      “I don’t know. I don’t really have an answer,” he finally says.

      “You don’t? You brought me all the way over here, and you don’t have an answer?”

      “No, not really,” he shakes his head. “I just wanted you to come. You didn’t want to go out with me…”

      He doesn’t finish his sentence. I wait for him to complete it.

      “I didn’t want to go out with you, so you decided to bring me here for a year. Force me to work for you?”

      That gets his attention. And insults him, judging from how red his face gets.

      “You are free to leave anytime, Ms. Cole,” Wyatt looks straight at me. “You’re not my slave or anything like that. Who do you think I am?”

      I shake my head. Now, it’s my turn to get incensed. “No, I can’t. Not really, though,” I say.

      “Yes, you can.”

      “You paid for my Momma’s very expensive treatment, Wyatt. I really appreciate it. Why? Why did you do that?”

      “Because I heard that she needed help. You needed help.”

      “But there are millions of people in the world to help. Why me?”

      “Okay, there you got me,” he shrugs. “I did it because I like you. I wanted to help you. I didn’t want you to lose her. I heard she’s doing really good.”

      “Yes, she is. And I’m very grateful for that. I want you to know that I am.”

      “Great, that’s what I wanted to hear.”

      “But I still don’t understand this,” I wave my hands in between both of our chests. He grabs my hand and wraps his warm, strong fingers around each wrist. My heart skips a beat.  I feel a surge of electricity pass through him to me. It’s just a spark, but it makes me feel warm all over. All the shivers and uncertainty that I’d felt before dissipates. Now, I just want him to kiss me. I want him to keep holding my wrists and for him to slam his body into mine.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper. I don’t know how long he’s been holding my wrists, but I never want him to stop.

      “I wanted you…” he whispers. Wyatt takes a beat and looks straight into my eyes. “I want you.”

      That’s it. The words just hang there in between us. I don’t want to breath in or out for fear that I will make them dissipate.

      “You want me?” I whisper. He stares at me. “You want me to do what?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he shrugs. “Nothing you don’t want to do. I just want you here.”

      I nod. I don’t understand, but I don’t really need to right now.

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Mr. Wild? Ms. Cole?” Mr. Whitewater says. “Dinner is ready.”

      Wyatt hands me my glass of champagne. At some point, I had put it down on the coffee table, but I have no memory of doing that.

      “This is delicious,” I whisper.

      “Yes, it’s quite lovely,” Wyatt smiles. “We grow the strawberries ourselves. Fresh from the garden.”

      I bite into a strawberry. Its flavor explodes in my mouth and fills my nose and mouth with the most luxurious aroma I’ve ever experienced.

      “Thank you for wearing one of the dresses,” Wyatt whispers over my shoulder as I follow Mr. Whitewater down the hallway. “I know it wasn’t easy for you.”

      I turn back. How does he know that? What the hell do you know about me? I want to ask, but I know he’s right.

      “I don’t want to make you mad. I just want to say, thank you. You look stunning.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say. Though I have no idea why he’s thanking me for it.

      “It’s just such a treat for me,” Wyatt explains as if he knows what I was thinking.

      His words send shivers up my spine.

      The large 12-person table that I had seen in the dining room earlier that day is gone. Now, there’s a small table there instead. It’s elegantly set with sparkling silverware and crystal glasses. The plates are ivory white, and the pottery is so magnificent, I can’t help but touch it.

      “I love these plates,” I say running my fingers over the middle of my plate. Then I realize that this is probably really not polite. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,” I say, embarrassed.

      “No, it’s okay,” Wyatt laughs. “I didn’t know someone could love plates.”

      I stare at him as if he was speaking a foreign language. “What are you talking about? These are magnificent! Look at how many little man-made imperfections there are in the middle. These are not factory made. They are crafted by an artisan. A very special artist.”

      He smiles at me. “You know, you’re quite a surprise, Brielle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      She sits across from me staring at my mother’s Mexican plates. She is doe-eyed, and I want nothing more than to grab her and kiss her. Her innocence is enchanting and contagious. She’s making me look at the plates my mother has bragged about for ages in a completely new way.

      “You know, these plates are from Mexico,” I say. “My mother brought them back with her many years ago. Apparently, they are quite unique and expensive, because they are so plain. Mexican pottery isn’t known for that.”

      Brielle’s eyes open even wider than before. Now, I have her full attention. I just wish we weren’t talking about fuckin’ plates.

      “Oh wow,” she says running her fingers lightly against the grain of her plate. I want more than anything to be that plate. No, I want my cock to be that plate. I want her to run her fingers so carefully and lovingly along the curve of my erect cock.

      “Wyatt?”

      “Huh?” I come back to reality. Unfortunately.

      “I just asked if you know what time period these are from.”

      “Oh, before the revolution. Mexican revolution. So, at least at the beginning of last century.”

      When can we stop talking about the goddamn plates?

      Finally, Mr. Whitewater emerges with two servants. They are carrying two plates.

      “Pine nuts and kale salad with strawberries,” Mr. Whitewater presents the food.

      Brielle smiles and the world lights up.

      “This looks delicious,” she whispers and smiles at me, then back at Mr. Whitewater.

      I pick up my glass to make a toast, but she has already dug into her salad.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she swallows quickly and drops her fork. Her crudeness makes me horny.

      “No, it’s okay. I just wanted to say thank you for joining me here. It’s a pleasure.”

      I have a whole speech planned out, but I leave it at that. She waits for me to continue, but I don’t. Something is making me tongue-tied. I’m never tongue-tied.

      “Thank you,” she smiles. We clink glasses.

      The rest of dinner goes without a hitch. We don’t speak much, and when we do we are consumed with formalities. By the time, the dessert comes, I realize that this wasn’t the best idea. I shouldn’t have made this dinner so formal. She feels awkward, and her awkwardness is making me feel uncomfortable. This place, this formality, isn’t her. It’s not me, either. I just thought that it would be impressive. It worked on so many other girls that I’m lost as to what I should’ve done.

      After dinner, I walk her back to her room. She walks a few steps ahead of me, and I watch the way the taffeta under the dress bounces as she walks. I want to push it up and wrap my fingers around her ass.

      “Did you have a good time?” I ask when we reach her door.

      “Yes, very much so,” Brielle smiles at me. “Dinner was delicious.”

      “And besides dinner?”

      “You mean with you?”

      I nod.

      “Yes, I had a good time. To tell you the truth, I’m really glad you didn’t end up being some 70-year-old creep. I had no idea who Mr. Wild was when I got here.”

      “Well, I’m not 70-years-old. Whether or not I’m a creep is for you to decide.”

      I take a step forward, and she takes a step back. Suddenly, there’s nowhere to go. Her head hits the back of the wall. I take another step forward.

      I take her chin and tilt her head toward mine. Our lips touch, and I run my tongue on the side of her lips. She tastes like honey and lavender. She smells like the cheesecake, which we just ate for dinner. I pull her face closer to mine, and she wraps her hands around my shoulders. My cock grows large and pushes into her taffeta. She steps up on her tip toes, and my cock slides just a bit in between her legs.

      Our kisses grow stronger and more powerful. I am thrust into a passion the kind of which I have never felt before. I grab her breasts and pull on the straps of her dress.

      “Wyatt,” Brielle whispers.

      “Brielle,” I manage to say. I kiss her neck. The urgency in my kisses intensifies, and I run my fingers up her naked leg.

      “Wyatt,” she pushes on me. I push back on her and continue to kiss her. “Wyatt, stop!”	 her voice is powerful and needy, but I continue to kiss her. She’s feeling just like I am. She must be!

      “No, no, no, I can’t,” I whisper.

      “Wyatt, stop!” she knees me in the balls. Shooting pain surges through my body, and I drop to the floor.

      “What the hell, Wyatt?”

      “I’m sorry…” I whisper. I can’t say it any louder. I’m laying on my back in the fetal position on the floor. I hear Brielle go into her room and lock the door. After a few minutes, the pain subsides, and I manage to scramble up to my feet.

      I knock on her door.  No one answers. I knock again, and for some reason try the door knob.

      “It’s locked, you asshole!” Brielle says.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry, Brielle.”

      “Go away!”

      “Please, Brielle. I’m really sorry. You don’t have to let me in…”

      “I know that! I mean, what did you think? You invite me here, get me a pretty dress, wine and dine me, and I’ll just do whatever you want? I’m not a whore, Wyatt.”

      “I know,” I say. “I never meant for it look like that. I just got carried away. I thought we were both feeling something, Brielle. I didn’t mean to take it too far.”

      “Well, you did. And you’re an asshole. When a girl says no, it means no. Keep that in mind for the future.”

      I’m so embarrassed. I can’t believe this happened. I can’t believe I did that.

      “I honestly thought that we were both into it, Brielle. Please. You’ve got to believe me.” My voice cracks a bit at the end.

      “Fuck you!” Brielle says. “Oh yeah, and I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”

      She can’t! I will stop her! She has no right! “You are?” I ask. Please, don’t.

      “I’ve decided that I’m not in debt to you,” she says. “You paid for my Momma’s treatment knowing that full well. And I’m not going to sleep with you. Not for any amount of money. Not even for a quarter of a million dollars.”

      She’s right, of course. I did all that knowing that. I just thought that maybe as a thank you. No, that’s not right. I wanted her to want me. I didn’t want her to just sleep with me once. There’s something about her that makes me want more. It’s like she has some sort of spell on me.

      “Okay,” I finally say. “I understand. I’m leaving now.”

      I walk back to the library. I don’t know where I’m headed. I’m just lost. Distraught. Ashamed. Who was that person back there? Not me, for sure. Brielle’s right. I was an asshole. Am an asshole. She deserves much better than that. Who knows how far I would’ve taken it if she hadn’t kneed me in the balls.

      “Agh, I’m such an idiot!” I say out loud. The words echo across the library chamber.

      I hit my fist on the built-in bookshelves.

      “Dammit!” I say. Now, my hand is hurting, and my heart is pounding even faster than before. I take a deep breath and look up.

      The bookshelves are stacked three high with old books, but only one stands out. Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. The library is poorly lit, but this book seems to have a spotlight on it. I look out of the window and see the bright yellow moon looming high in the sky.

      She’ll like this, I decide. I pick up the first edition and flip through the pages. She won’t be able to throw this gift away, I decide.

      There’s my grandfather’s old writing desk in the corner. I sit down and open the top. I take a small piece of decorative paper from the top shelf and pick up the old ink pen, which miraculously still writes.

      

      Brielle,

      This is a first edition of Jane Eyre. I hope you like it. I hope you accept this gift as my apology. I’m sorry.

      Love,

      Wyatt

      

      I read the note over. Of course, she will know it’s a first edition. It says so in the front! I ball up the piece of paper and toss it in the trash can.

      

      Brielle,

      I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do any of that this evening. Well, that’s not true. I did mean to kiss you. I loved kissing you. I loved tasting you on my lips – I want to taste your sweet cunt.

      

      I read this note over again and again then crumple it up. This is supposed to be an apology. And like all apologies, it will have to be partly true and partly untrue. I can’t say everything I want to say. Otherwise, she won’t accept it.

      I write another note. My final note. When I’m finished, I wait for the ink to dry before carefully folding it and place it in front of the title page. In the back of the writing desk, I find a small box, which ends up being the perfect fit for the book. Now it really looks like a gift.

      I walk back to Brielle’s room and knock on the door. She doesn’t answer. I don’t know if she can hear me, but I decide to leave the box right outside. After trying one last time, I finally give up and walk away.

      I’ve done all I could. At this point, I have no choice but to accept her decision. Whatever it might be. No matter how much I hate it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the night crying into my pillow. How dare he do that to me? I sob. My pillow is damp from all the tears I shed. I’m not just crying over what happened. I’m crying over what it means. He was such an asshole, and now I can never trust him again. I had to physically push him off me. Who the hell does that? How far would he have gone if I wasn’t strong enough to push him away? To knee him in his balls?

      Millions of thoughts swirl in my head. I hate him. And I love him. I want to kiss him. And I want to punch him. I want him to knock harder on my door and knock it down. And I want him to go away and leave me alone. My makeup is running down my face, and my eyes burn from all the cheap mascara getting into them. Finally, when they start to burn so much that it becomes unbearable, I force myself to go to the bathroom and wash my face.

      “Why do you have to be such an asshole?” I say to myself in the mirror as if I’m talking to Wyatt. “We had such a great dinner. You were lovely. Polite. I was kind of a mess, but you weren’t. You were…a gentleman. And then that. That happened. How can I forgive that?”

      I shake my head. No, I can’t forgive that, because next time it might be much worse. I sigh.

      I tried. I really tried. I came here. I had dinner. I even kissed him. This is all that he could’ve expected from me. It’s okay if I go now. I’ve tried to repay my debt. It didn’t work out. Because of him. So it’s not my fault, right? Right.

      There’s a knock at the door. Then another. And another. I don’t answer. I’ve said enough. I don’t want to argue anymore. My mind is made up. In the morning, Mr. Whitewater is ordering me a cab or a driver, and I’m getting out of here.
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      The following morning, I sleep in late. I’m still in bed at eight a.m. The bed is made of feathers and softness beyond my imagination. I feel like I’ve slept on a cloud, and I’m not looking forward to going home to my thin, uncomfortable mattress at home. I got it for $99 on sale, and it feels like it.

      I pull on the most comfortable pair of jeans I own and my favorite turquoise tank top. Someone once told me that I looked great in turquoise, and I’ve stocked my closet with turquoise tops ever since. I always thought they were right, but this morning, I’m not so sure. I look pale and tired. A big part of me is regretting the fact that I’m leaving, but I’m not sure I have the courage to go back on my word.

      There’s a light knock on the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “Good morning, Ms. Cole,” Mr. Whitewater says after I open the door.

      “Good morning, Mr. Whitewater,” I say with a yawn.

      He looks like he has been awake for hours. His hair is perfectly groomed and coiffed, and his suit is starched and ironed, or whatever one does to suits to keep them wrinkle-free.

      “Mr. Wild told me that you will be leaving this morning. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes, me too,” I nod. I am sorry. I wish this weren’t happening.

      He doesn’t say another word, doesn’t make a move either. I stare at him. What’s wrong? Slowly, his eyes tilt down. I follow them to the floor and see a light pink box.

      “Oh, what’s this?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. But it’s for you,” Mr. Whitewater says.  He quickly takes a step back and turns away from me to give me some privacy.

      I examine the box carefully in my hand. The cardboard looks old and smells a bit like cake. I carefully open the flap and peek in. It’s a book! A book?

      I pull out the book and let the box drop to the ground. Oh, my God. My heart starts to pound. Is this really what I think it is?

      A first edition of Jane Eyre!?!?

      The book is rather small and weathered, but otherwise it’s in excellent condition. I open it and run my hand along the smooth spine. I flip through the pages until I get some resistance at the very front. The pages are thicker here. Carefully, I flip the pages one at a time until I get to the title page and discover a note. It’s written on perfumed paper, the kind that you see in expensive paper stores. There’s a delicate floral design gracing each of the ends.

      I open the note.

      It’s from Wyatt. I see his name written in beautiful, careful script on the bottom. The W is elongated and flowery, the y is elegant and the two sets of t’s are defiant and proud.

      

      Dear Brielle,

      I’m sorry. For everything.

      You deserve a lot better than me, of course. But please give me another chance.

      

      Yours,

      Wyatt

      

      Yours. I like the sound of that. I’ve never had anyone who was mine, in that way. My heart skips a beat again. And then another.

      Mr. Whitewater clears his throat, and I remember that he’s still here.

      “I think I need a moment, Mr. Whitewater,” I finally manage to utter. I go back into my room and close the door.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. “A first edition of Jane Eyre!”

      I press the hardback book to my breasts and inhale its beautiful musty smell. This book has been around for hundreds of years, and now it’s mine. It belongs to me.

      But can I accept it if I decide not to stay here? I want to. He owes me an apology, and this was a marvelous apology.

      My thoughts drift back to Wyatt. Suddenly, I remember the softness of his lips and how they danced with mine to a tune that only we heard. I remember how hot I felt in between my legs and how much I wanted him to push up my taffeta skirt and let me wrap my legs around his strong, powerful torso.

      He wasn’t alone in feeling what he was feeling. I was there right along with him. We shared a chemical and electric connection. I was drawn to him as if he were a magnet, and I had trouble pulling away as well. I loved how hard his cock felt pushing into me, pressing me to the wall. I wanted to rip off his clothes. I wanted him to rip off mine. And then it was just too much. In a split second, it was suddenly too much.
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      I don’t know what I should do. I want to stay, but I also want to go. I want to stay to get to know Wyatt more. And I want to run away from this place and its games.

      The sound of a startled horse scares me, and I walk over to the window. I lift the window and open the shutters. I didn’t notice it last night, but there are stables to the right of me. The horse makes another piercing cry, sending shivers over my body.

      “It’s okay, Sebastian. It’s okay, guy,” Wyatt says. I can’t see him, but his voice is firm and commanding, and I really believe that it’s going to be okay.

      Suddenly, they emerge. Wyatt is dressed in jeans, a pair of brown boots, and a simple white t-shirt. He’s tan, and his sweaty body glistens in the sun. His hair looks wet, either from sweat or water. He’s riding a tall black horse with a thick black mane that flies up with each gallop. They are moving as one. I look closer, and I see that the horse is not wearing a saddle. Wyatt is riding bareback!

      The horse and the rider dance together for a few moments in a circle. The horse kicks up  swirls of dust, which in the sunlight look like periwinkle. Then suddenly, the horse shifts his weight and raises his front legs in the air.

      “Oh wow,” I whisper in awe. Wyatt remains in place on his back holding on by nothing but his powerful thighs. It looks like the horse is going to land on his front legs and morph into a trot, but he doesn’t. Instead, he lands hard on his front hooves and lifts his back hooves up high in the air. Then he does it all again.

      My smile fades quickly after I realize that something’s going wrong.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper and bring my hands to my face. “No, no, no…”

      But it’s too late. The horse bucks one last time, and this time, Wyatt doesn’t hold on. I see him flying through the air. He misses the chain-link fence by less than a foot and lands flat on his back.

      “Oh my God!” I scream. My voice echoes around the room, but Wyatt doesn’t get up.

      “Get up! Please get up,” I scream, but he doesn’t.

      For a brief second, I consider running to the back of the room, down the long hallway, down the winding staircase, out of the front door, and around the entire 10,000 square foot house, but then I see a simpler way down.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Whitewater enters my room.

      I’m already hanging out of the window, half of my body is on the roof of the patio.

      “Wyatt is hurt, call 911!”

      I climb down the post of the patio, jump into the orange grove below and run toward Wyatt.

      I finally reach him. His face is so pale that it’s the color of those white Mexican plates from dinner. All blood has drained from his face, and his lips are blue.

      “Wyatt? Wyatt?” I scream. I want to shake him and bring him back to life. But I’m afraid he has broken something in his body, and that will make it worse.

      “Wyatt? Wyatt? Please wake up. Please, please, please,” I shout cradling my arms around him.

      Mr. Whitewater runs over.

      “How is he? Oh my God. He’s unconscious.”

      I nod. I don’t know what else to do.

      “I just called 911, but they won’t be here for some time.”

      “What, why?” I demand to know.

      “Twenty minutes at the earliest,” he says and puts the receiver back to his ear. “They say that we shouldn’t move him until they get here. He might’ve broken his back.”

      The world fades to black with those words. ‘He might’ve broken his back’ is all I hear in my head over and over again. The paramedics arrive sometime later. They have to scream at me to get out of the way. I don’t move. I don’t even know if I can move. Someone pushes me out of the way, and they take Wyatt away. They strap him onto a gurney and roll him to the ambulance.

      I can’t go along. No one can. They tell me and Mr. Whitewater that we can follow along behind the ambulance if we want.

      I’m in a daze. I don’t know what to do. I follow Mr. Whitewater to his car.

      “Are you sure you want to come? I thought you wanted to leave this morning? You still can, if you want to.”

      I stare at him. All thoughts of leaving have all but dissipated. I don’t even know what he’s talking about. All I know is that I can’t leave now. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, and I can’t leave until I find out. What if he needs my help?
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      Twelve hours later.

      I’ve spent the last twelve hours in the hospital looking at magazines and mindlessly reading books that I did not understand on my phone. I read the words, but they don’t make any sense. I don’t know who wrote them or for what reason. The only thing that makes sense to me is the pictures. I leaf through the celebrity magazines and pay close attention to which movie stars have lost and gained weight. Which ones were pregnant. Which ones got engaged and which ones got divorced. It’s all things that I used to find interesting, but now none of it makes any sense.

      This hospital reminds me of the one back home, where I waited for hours for my mom to get out of her various surgeries. Time stands still here. It’s as if the waiting room is some secret time travel chamber in which I can go into and not age for hours and days and months. I age, of course. I noticed it whenever I went into to the bathroom and looked at the horror that was my face, but I never felt time passing. Not even one second.

      Breathe, I say to myself. Breathe.

      I take a deep breath. And then another. And another. I feel a little better, but as soon as I look around, all of my thoughts and concerns and regrets creep back in.

      A doctor who is in charge of Wyatt and his condition comes out from behind the double doors with a smile on his face.

      “Wyatt’s awake now,” he tells Mr. Whitewater. “He’s one lucky young man. Even though both of his legs are broken.”

      Broken legs. I sigh. He is lucky.

      “Wait here,” Mr. Whitewater tells me. I have no right to go see Wyatt. I’m not really anybody to him. Barely an employee. Still, I hope that I can go in to see him.

      “And he doesn’t have any brain damage?” Mr. Whitewater asks the doctor.

      “No, not that I can tell. But it’s too soon to know for sure.”

      I wait for what seems like a century for Mr. Whitewater to come back. Now time is positively moving backward. I wonder if it’s 1993. Finally, he comes out.

      “He’d like to see you,” Mr. Whitewater says.

      “How is he?”

      “Fine. Definitely all there.”

      I smile. A wave of relief sweeps over me.
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      Brielle walks into my hospital room carefully and cautiously. It’s as if she’s walking on eggshells.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “Don’t be afraid.” I sit up in my bed, trying not to look so sickly and powerless, even though I have a pounding headache.

      “How are you?” she asks sheepishly.

      Her hair falls into her face slightly as she walks, and she pushes it aside without much regard. Her lips look soft and exquisite even under the harsh fluorescent lights of the hospital room. Her skin is tan, and her cheeks are full of color. Brielle is wearing a long sleeve hoodie, and she wraps her arms around her shoulders as if she is trying to hold on to the entire world.

      “I’m good. Fine,” I say confidently. It’s almost true. I want it to be true. I’ll act like it is until it becomes true.

      “Broke both legs,” I say nudging at the cast. “Imagine the luck.”

      “It could’ve been much worse, Wyatt,” she comes closer. I love the sound of my name in her mouth.

      “Nah,” I wave my hand. But she slaps it away.

      “No, I’m serious. It could’ve been much, much worse. I saw you out there. You passed out. You were unconscious. I thought you would go into a coma and never wake up.”

      “Hah, like you’d care. You’d just be happy that you got off the hook,” I joke.

      She stares at me and raises her hand to slap me again. This time across the face. But something stops her.

      “Fuck you, Wyatt. Fuck you for even thinking something that terrible.”

      That was a pretty shitty thing to say. I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I was just trying to make you laugh.”

      “How would that make me laugh, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. I’d shrug, but my shoulders hurt too much.”

      This one does make her laugh. She opens her lips just a bit and lets out a small, willowy laugh. The world is alright again.
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      “How did this happen?” Brielle asks after a few silent moments.

      “That’s what you get for riding a four-year-old stallion bareback,” I laugh.

      Her face turns white. “What do you mean? Are you joking again?”

      I shake my head no. Then suddenly, something comes over me, and I tell her something I never would otherwise.

      “I was really upset that you were leaving. That I did that to you. Disrespected you like that. But I want you to know that it was really an accident. I must’ve not heard you or something. I would never keep going beyond what you said was okay. I’m not that guy.”

      I stop and look at her. She waits for me to continue.

      “So I was really angry with myself over the whole thing. Over what I did. Over the fact that you were now scared of me. And leaving. That’s the last thing I wanted. So  this morning, I went for a walk and ended up in the stables. I saw Sebastian. He’s a powerful thoroughbred. But he’s not broken yet. He’s wild and crazy, and I felt wild and crazy at that moment. It was like we were breathing the same air and feeling the same energy. I opened the gate, and he let me get on top of him. I really thought we were connecting, and we wanted the same thing. But I was just feeling crazy. He ignited something within me, some long forgotten feeling of hope and love and wildness. And so I urged him outside of the stable. And that’s when it got bad. He started to buck, and he wouldn’t slow down long enough for me to get off. And then I just flew off.”

      “You remember it all?”

      “I remember every single moment.”

      “And what about afterward?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “Once I hit the ground, I don’t remember anything.”

      She looks at me. Tears well up inside of her eyes. One large tear breaks free and rolls down her cheek. I reach out and wipe it off her face.

      “I was so scared, Wyatt. You were just laying there. Motionless. Unconscious. I wanted to shake you so much, but I was afraid something was broken. And then…”

      Her voice drops off, and she looks out of the window. A tiny sparrow dances on a branch. We both watch the sparrow for a moment before she turns back to me.

      “And then?” I ask.

      “And then I thought that maybe it was even worse than that. You didn’t wake up Wyatt. Not for a long time.”

      I nod.

      “You scare me, Brielle,” I finally say.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. But I feel something for you, and it scares me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she waves her hand and smiles. “How can I scare you?”

      I try to shrug again. Again I feel pain.

      “Come here,” I say and wave my index finger to get her to come closer to me.

      “What?” she leans down.

      “You scare me,” I whisper and press my lips up to hers. I lift my body a bit toward hers and my neck throbs in pain.

      I sigh in pain when I pull away.

      “Are you okay?” she says with a smile licking her lips.

      “No,” I shake my head. “But it was worth it.”
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      That evening, the nurse gives me some morphine, and I fall asleep quickly. When I wake up in the morning, my back is throbbing, and I find Brielle half asleep in the chair.

      “Hey, you’re awake,” she smiles at me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “I can’t believe you slept the whole night here.”

      “Oh, I just dozed off. It’s no big deal.”

      “No, it is,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to get us some coffee,” she jumps up to her feet.

      I’m jealous of the spring in her step, and I wish more than anything that I could jump as well. I’ve only been in bed for one day, and the thought of not being active for another two months scares me to death.

      “Brielle…”

      She turns at the door. Her hair leaps one last time before landing softly around her shoulders.

      “Yes?”

      “I was just wondering…” I don’t know how to phrase the question exactly. She waits for me as I try.

      “I was just wondering if you were planning on going back home today?”

      “No,” she shakes her head. A wave of relief sweeps over me, but I’m not sure if I have been clear enough.

      “And tomorrow?” I ask.

      Suddenly, it hits her what I’m asking. She walks back to my bed.

      “I’m not going home for awhile, Wyatt. But under one condition.”

      “What's that?”

      “If you promise me that we will be friends. Just friends.”

      I thought about that for a moment. Just friends was better than nothing. “Okay,” I nodded.
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      How do you know if you truly love someone?

      There was a time a time in my life when I never believed in love. I grew up in a world of privilege. My two brothers, Gatsby and Atticus, and my sister, Ophelia, were raised by our nannies and had everything we ever wanted. Our parents had houses in Los Angeles, New York, Montana, an apartment in Paris, and another one is being built in Dubai.

      When we were little, the family had more cars than I could even count – our father, Dr. Wild – is an avid collector. We each got a new car of our choosing as soon as we turned 16, and each one of us promptly crashed it soon after. I think it was O – we’ve always called Ophelia O – who kept her first car, a brand new Mercedes, the most expensive class of that year, the longest. Six months, I believe.

      My mother never cooked, but every night that we had dinner at home, we always had a delicious gourmet meal prepared by our personal chef. Our birthdays were lavish and expensive. Each one probably cost as much as a regular couple’s wedding. They were extravagant, with different themes and costumes and close to 400 guests each time. That doesn’t sound like a fun birthday party for a five-year-old, but the entire school was invited so most of them were.

      Our exclusive private school didn’t have a school bus to get us to school, and the responsibility fell to our nannies to deliver us there and pick us up after each of our after school activities. O did theater. Gatsby and I played lacrosse. Atticus was in the band.

      Our parents were always there to cheer for us – always physically present – and yet emotionally and metaphysically away. It’s hard to explain now, difficult to put into words, but it was as if they were never really there.

      Ever since I can remember, our parents had their own lives. My father, the renowned doctor and later the founder of a prosperous pharmaceutical company, worked late into the night and all weekends. He was always traveling and running meetings.

      My mother had her philanthropic activities. She was the head of a number of boards that raised money for a variety of noble causes. She didn’t get paid, but she worked nearly as hard as he did and organized all of our days and the house staff on top of all that.

      It’s maybe cruel to say this, but my parents gave me the impression that love only meant one thing. My parents said that they loved us, but their love was complicated. It came with expectations and, inevitably, disappointments. It was never the kind of love often featured in movies. They were never mushy and hopeful and exuberant. They were both too busy with either work or their social obligations to really show love. Or at least, the way I expected it to be.

      And so, coming back to my original thought. How do you know if you truly love someone? How am I expected to know if I love someone if their love was the kind of love I had only ever known?

      Before I broke both of my legs riding a wild stallion, I never had time to think about these things. But now that I’m bed bound for more than six weeks, it seems all I do is think. I had to remain active somehow, and my mind was the only place I had left.

      Brielle enters the room carrying two cups of tea on a tray. She has been here for six weeks. Six of the happiest weeks of my life. I have never been immobile for this long before, and yet her presence has made it, somehow, bearable. If it weren’t for her, I’d be tearing my hair out. I’d be drunk all day just to pass the time. And yet, with her here, we find things to do that do not involve going outside much or using our legs.

      [image: ]

      I think I’m falling in love with Brielle. Her long hair, her tender eyes, her soft skin. I don’t know anything about love, I’m the first to admit it. Yet, I also know that I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Sometimes, when I see her, my heart jumps into my throat, and I forget to breathe.

      Other times, when she’s away from me for a couple of hours, I feel anxious and uncertain. I don’t know what to do with myself and spend the hours just looking out of the window or staring aimlessly at the television screen. I can’t read a word that makes sense. All I can do is wait for her to return.

      Brielle has been bringing me breakfast, lunch, and dinner and has made Mr. Whitewater all but useless. The responsibility of those things would’ve fallen to him, but she asked him if she could do it. I think she likes being useful. In fact, I’ve never met someone who enjoys being useful so much. It’s almost as if she really loves taking care of me.

      I feel myself falling in love with Brielle, even though I’m not sure if I know what that means. But does anyone? Isn’t love just some sort of feeling that bubbles up from within us, from some place deep within our core that we didn’t even know existed?

      There is one problem, however. And it’s a big one. We – Brielle and I – have decided to keep things professional. I believe that the only reason she’s even here is that our relationship is now strictly professional. Or so she has called it. But in reality, it’s not professional at all. Only a fool would think that our interaction is professional. We are more like friends. Close, close friends. And it’s clear, at least I think it is, that I want more.

      “What a beautiful morning, right?” she says plopping down on the couch next to me. “What do you want to do today?”

      I want to kiss you, undress and lay in bed looking at and exploring your naked body until dinner. I want to say this to her, but instead I lie.

      “Not sure, whatever,” I shrug and remember her hurtful words.

      “No more kissing, no more romance, or whatever it was that was happening between us,” she said in my hospital room. I felt woozy from all the pain killers, but I remember each one of her words as if she said it a minute ago. “I just want to work here for the year, like I’d agreed, and be friends.”

      “Okay,” I had agreed.

      “You promise?” she asked. “This is one of my conditions of staying. The only one.”

      I remember looking into her deep brown eyes and nodding. Then agreeing verbally to the only thing that would keep her in my life.
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      “You feeling alright?” she asks. Neither of us has said a word in a few moments. She touches my hand with hers sending shivers up and down my legs, as always. My cock grows hard, and I press down on it, trying to calm it. Ever since we’d decided to be friends, she started touching me more and more. More than she ever had before. But the touching is not sexual, at least not on her part. Just a pat of the hand, a small hug, a nudge, but each touch still makes me get hard.

      I want her. I want her up against the wall. On the bed. Outside in the desert. In the shower.

      “Hey, Wyatt?” she asks leaning close to me with a look of concern on her face. “How are you, today? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m good,” I fake a smile. “Why?”

      “Something seems off,” she shrugs. “Oh, I almost forgot, I got your pills, here.”

      I stare at her. Brielle mentions the pills in the same nonchalant way she has for the last six weeks, but this is the first day that I turn them down.

      “Nah, I’m feeling okay. I don’t think I need them today.”

      Her face lights up. “That’s great!” she wraps her arms around me. “I’m so happy. You’re making so much progress. Maybe you’ll be able to take the casts off soon, too.”

      Now, there’s a thought. To stand up and hold my body weight with my own two feet. I’ve taken that for granted for so many years. Then when I suddenly couldn’t stand up on my feet and had to use crutches…the helplessness that came with that was unimaginable.

      I smile with my whole body at the thought of taking the casts off.

      “Yeah, I can’t wait,” I say. “I hate being a blimp. I feel like I’m totally useless. And like I’m getting fat.”

      Brielle laughs. It’s a small, quiet laugh that only gives me a small peek at her perfect white teeth. Then she looks me up and down.

      “No, not at all.”

      “You have no idea how hard this has been for me. I mean, I know it hasn’t been easy for you at all, waiting on me all the time. Which again, you don’t really have to do. We have staff here for that,” I say.

      She starts to say something, but I cut her off. I know what she’s going to say. She is the staff, she’s happy to do it, or something in that vein.

      “That’s not what I want to say. What I mean is that it’s been really hard for me to be so inactive for so long. I love being outdoors. I love riding horses. Playing basketball. Football. Baseball. Whatever. Using my body is a huge part of my life, and these past six weeks, it’s like I’ve become someone else. I couldn’t do that. And if it weren’t for you…I would’ve been completely lost. It would’ve been much more hard. So what I’m really trying to say, very artfully, is thank you. Thank you so much for being here. And being you.”

      Brielle takes a moment to internalize what I’ve said. Then she leans close to me. It takes all of my strength not to place my lips on hers, but I’ve long made myself a promise that it would be her, this time, who has to make the first move.

      “It has been my pleasure,” she whispers in my ear and pulls away.
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      Brielle jumps off the couch and the mood in the room changes. I watch her walk over to the large floor to ceiling window looking out onto the desert in front of us. A large raven perches on top of a crooked Joshua tree in the distance and then flies away.

      “I finally found some tape, and I’m going to take care of that bird problem,” she says. By bird problem, she means that too many birds are flying into our spotless window and killing themselves. Mr. Whitewater, who washes that window almost every other day, isn’t going to be happy, and we both know it.

      “You know, he has been hiding this thing from me for all of these weeks,” she says with a smile and picks up the roll of duct tape from the tray. “I’ve been asking him for it forever.”

      “What can I say, he loves keeping that window clean.”

      “I know he does, and the view from it is beautiful. But we can’t just sit by and do nothing as birds continue to kill themselves on it practically every day.”

      “I guess not,” I chuckle.

      “Where do you think I should put it?” Brielle asks.

      Over my hands and then to the headboard, so that I can’t touch you as you go down on me. And then I will wrap it around your hands and do the same to you.

      Of course, I don’t say any of that out loud. Instead, I point to a few spots on the window, which have resulted in the largest amount of casualties.

      “You know, I talked to my mother again this morning,” Brielle says as she tapes the window.

      “Oh yeah, how is she?” I ask. I only mildly care. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s doing bette,r but mainly because that means that Brielle doesn’t have to go back home and take care of her.

      “She’s doing even better than before,” she smiles.

      The $250,000 check that I sent her for her mother’s treatment was worth that smile alone. Brielle starts telling me all the details about how her mother’s feeling. Her breathing is improving, not much pain in her hips, blah, blah, blah. All the information comes into one ear and goes out the other. I’m not paying attention. Not even a little bit.

      Instead, my mind drifts elsewhere. I look at Brielle’s round butt and the way it fills out her jeans. Her jeans have little decorative hearts on the back pockets, and they draw my eye on the roundest part of her body. I don’t know why clothing designers put them there. Do they know that they make women’s butts look irresistible? Is that the whole point? Do the women know just how hard it is to look away from those two little hearts? Does Brielle?

      When she turns to face me and tell me something else about her mom’s condition, my gaze runs up her body. Brielle’s small waist accentuates her hips, making them appear wider than they really are. Then I land on her breasts. She doesn’t wear a bra often, but her breasts are firm and erect. When the temperature in the room falls below 75 degrees Fahrenheit, her nipples get erect and resemble the tips of a ripe strawberry. I’ve gotten into the habit of turning down the furnace and praying each morning that today would be the day that she again chooses to go without a bra.

      “Hey, are you listening?” Brielle asks.

      “Yeah, so your mom is happy with the new doctor?” I parrot the last thing that she said to me. I developed this talent of reiterating the last line that someone said back in sixth grade, and it has served me well way after I was done with formal education.

      My words put her at ease, and she continues on with her story while I curse myself for ever agreeing to be this hot girl’s friend.

      Fuck being friends!

      We shouldn’t be just friends.

      Friends with benefits maybe.

      Fuck buddies.

      Lovers.

      Girlfriend?

      Fiancé even.

      Maybe more.

      I shudder at the places that mind is going. Girlfriend, maybe. I’ve had a few girls who I liked enough to call my girlfriend. But fiancé?  Really, Wyatt? What are you thinking? That’s exactly it, though. I’m not thinking. I’m just feeling.
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      I don’t know why the fuck I ever insisted on being friends with Wyatt. The friends status was supposed to protect me. It was supposed to make me feel safe and to make me feel as if nothing is going to happen between us. I thought that it would create distance between us and release some of the tension that forms whenever we occupy the same room. But it’s only making things worse.

      I want him.

      I want him to want me.

      He does. I can feel it. But he won’t make a move. He made me a promise, and he’s keen on keeping it.

      Even now, standing on this stupid chair, taping tape onto the glass to stop the damn birds from crashing into it every day, I feel Wyatt’s eyes burning a hole in my back pocket.

      He’s staring at my ass, and the scary thing is that I want him to But more than that, I want him to grab it and pull me up to his lap and kiss me.

      Of course, he won’t. He has made a promise.

      So now it’s all up to me. And I’m afraid. And I’m a coward.
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      After I taped all the spots where birds have crashed into the past week, I get down and sit next to him on the couch, which has become his home. Wyatt hasn’t moved much in weeks. He pretends that he’s fine, but I can feel his anxiety growing.

      “I need to get the hell out of here. Out of this room. Away from this couch. I want to see Sebastian again.”

      I get goosebumps at the thought. Sebastian is the crazy, untamed, three-year-old stallion that broke both of his legs the last time he tried to ride him. I don’t want Wyatt anywhere near him. He was lucky to get out of that situation with only both legs broken. The doctors said it could’ve been much worse. He could’ve broken his back and ended up like Christopher Reeves.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask.

      Wyatt nods and waits for the question.

      “Why did you ever get on him, in the first place? What were you trying to prove?”

      I don’t know much about horses, but I do know that no one in their right mind rides stallions. All the testosterone makes them crazy and wild. Unbroken.

      “Nothing,” he shrugs in the casual way that makes me swoon. “I just felt like riding him, that’s all.”

      I don’t believe him. “I don’t think so,” I say staring straight into Wyatt’s deep eyes.

      “You don’t? Why?”

      “I think you were angry with yourself.  And you wanted to, I don’t know, take some of that anger out on yourself.”

      Wyatt’s eyes meet mine. I can tell by the way he sits back in the couch and adjusts his stature that I’ve hit on something.

      “Oh, please,” he shrugs and rolls his eyes. He’s lying. Either to just me or to the both of us.

      “No, I do,” I smile. “Really.”

      Then his face grows serious. The casualness that just danced across it all but disappears.

      “Listen, Brielle,” Wyatt says. All I hear is the irritation in his voice. “Please don’t psychoanalyze me, okay? I’ve been through that enough with a ton of real doctors. The last thing I need is some more psycho babble from some novice.”

      His words sting. More than that even. They pierce my heart. I feel tears bubbling up and I’m about to let them all out.

      “Fuck you,” I say and leave before I show even more vulnerability.

      “Brielle, I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I hear Wyatt yell after me, but I don’t turn around. At this moment, I hate him. I hate him the way I never hated anyone.

      [image: ]

      We don’t speak the rest of the day. By the next day, my anger with Wyatt dissipates a bit. He apologizes again, and, this time, I accept his apology. By the afternoon, we joke and laugh like before. I’m glad that things between us have improved, but I am still keenly aware of the boundaries that separate us. Now, I’m also more cautious. Certain things can’t be talked about or joked about.

      That afternoon, over a very late lunch or an early dinner, I ask Wyatt about his family. He tells me about his domineering father and the pharmaceutical company that he started when all the kids were little.

      “My father’s got four kids, but that company was his real baby,” he says. “And we all knew that for many years.”

      “What about your mom?” I ask.

      “Mom was there and not there. She had her own commitments, but most of the time she was absent. It’s like she had her own interests that none of us kids ever fit into.”

      “Not even Ophelia?” I ask. I know that mothers can often be closer to their daughters than to their sons.

      “Not even O. We’ve all had nannies, though, so that was supposed to make up for everything, I guess. It felt like they loved me, all of us, I mean, in their own way, but it was somehow never enough. You know?”

      I nod. I try to understand, but Wyatt and I come from two completely different worlds.

      “What about you?” he asks. “What was it like for you growing up?”

      I take a moment to consider the question.

      “It wasn’t really easy,” I say. “My father left when I was little when my little sister was only two.”

      “I didn’t know you had siblings.”

      “I don’t. Well, not anymore. I never know how to answer that question about brothers or sisters.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks. He moves closer to me with a steadfast look of concern on his face.

      “Well, I used to have a sister until I was fifteen, but then she died. She was sick almost her whole little life and, after she passed, my mother was never the same after that.”

      “What did she die of?” he asks even though I have the feeling that he already knows.

      “Cancer. What else?” I shrug.

      “Like your mother?” he gasps.

      I nod. “My mom was diagnosed soon after. Right when I graduated from high school. That’s why I never went to college. She was the sole breadwinner and, after her diagnosis, she couldn’t really work. Not with all the chemo and radiation. So I got a job at the diner. And then another one at the bar. And I’ve been sort of stuck there ever since.”

      I look at him. I like the way he looks at me. There’s pity and sorrow on his face, but it isn’t as depressing as the looks other people typically have.

      “But it’s okay now,” I smile. “Thanks largely to you.”

      “I just wish that I’d met you earlier,” he says.

      A big part of me wishes that too. I’ve spent so many years being poor and living paycheck to paycheck, on even less than a paycheck, that having money seemed like an answer to all of my problems. People like to say that money is not the answer to all of your problems, but for many years it would’ve been the answer to all of mine.

      We share more this day than any other day. I feel us growing closer and closer. Even if we don’t fully comprehend or understand or conceptualize each other’s childhood experiences, we are at least aware of them.

      After we finish our salads, Mr. Whitewater brings us soup. I hand Wyatt his bowl and take mine. It’s not very comfortable to eat soup on the couch, but I don’t want to move.

      “What did you want to be when you grew up?” Wyatt asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “You mean for work? I thought I’d be lucky if I became a nurse or something like that. It would give me a steady job or profession. The pay is much better than a waitress’s.”

      “No,” he shakes his head. “That’s not what I mean. Not just for work. Didn’t you have dreams of what you wanted to do or to be when you were older? No matter how unrealistic.”

      I smile. I’m about to tell him that only wealthy or privileged kids spend their days thinking about unrealistic dreams and go about pursuing those, but then I really think about it and realize that I, too, had a dream once. And, perhaps, still do.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you, but only if you promise to keep it a secret.”

      “Keep it a secret? Don’t you know that dreams can’t become a reality unless you verbalize it? Unless you infuse them with the power of speech?”

      “Actually, no, I didn’t know that. But if you want to hear this then you have to promise.”

      He takes a moment, then agrees.

      “I’ve never told anyone this before, but I want to be a writer,” I say.

      “That’s great! That’s an amazing thing to want to be,” Wyatt smiles with his whole face.

      I feel overwhelmed by his exuberance.

      “But why don’t you want anyone to know? It’s so inspiring and beautiful!”

      Inspiring and beautiful? I’m not so sure.

      “Because it’s embarrassing,” I mumble.

      “What? How?”

      I stare at him. “I just don’t think you understand, because you were probably raised to think that you can be anyone you want. Do anything you want. Right? But I wasn’t. I don’t even have a bachelor’s degree, Wyatt. Only a high school diploma. I’m practically illiterate in the writing world.”

      “That’s crap! Don’t say that. Degrees don’t matter. All that matters is whether or not you want to do it. And then you gotta take steps to do it.”

      “That’s your privileged upbringing talking,” I joke.

      “No, it’s not,” he leans closer to me. His face gets really serious. “To be a writer you need heart. And you have that. I think you can be a writer. No, I know you can.”

      His words wash over me like a wave. Overwhelmed by his support and encouragement, I have trouble taking a full breath. A knot forms in the back of my throat. If I don’t inhale slowly, I’m afraid that I won’t be able to take a full breath again.

      No one has ever believed in me so much before.

      We both return to our food. Wyatt takes two last scoops of the soup. I lean across him to put the bowl on his side of the side table.

      I’ve done this hundreds of times over the last six weeks, but today is different. There’s a warmth emanating from Wyatt, the kind that I haven’t felt since our last kiss. I watch him take a breath and inhale the world around us, the way people smell a bouquet of flowers.

      When he opens his eyes, he catches me staring at him and sits back. He’s giving me room to collect myself. He’s respecting my boundaries and the rules that we have both agreed to play by. But this time, I don’t – can’t – respect those boundaries anymore. This time, I don’t pull away. I look at his sweet, beautiful lips and press mine to them.

      Immediately, his lips respond to mine. He pulls me closer to him and wraps his arms around my shoulders. In a split second, the whole world fades away. His hands move through my hair and my fingers run along his jawline. It’s strong and powerful and touching it makes me want him even more.

      “This is wrong,” I whisper without pulling away.

      “Yes, and yet it’s so right,” he mumbles.

      And then suddenly, he stops and looks at me.

      “Do you want to stop?” he asks. “Is that what you meant?”

      Yes and no. I don’t know.

      He waits for me to answer, but I’ve lost the ability to speak. Instead, I reach up to him again and run my tongue on the inside of his mouth.

      “Oh, Brielle,” he moans. He lifts up my head with his hands, then runs his hands down to my hips. With one swift motion, he lifts me up and places me on top of him.

      I laugh and continue kissing him. I feel how hard he is, and it makes me feel all tingly all over my body. He pulls away from my lips and starts to kiss down my neck. I tilt my head back and sigh from pleasure. His lips make his way down my collarbone and toward my breasts. He takes one of my breasts in his hand and kisses the top.

      I close my eyes. I want this moment to last forever.

      “Oh my, I’m so sorry!” a female voice shatters our bliss. I pull away from Wyatt but remain firmly on top of him.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, O?” Wyatt yells out. His deep voice startles me, and I fall to the side. I scramble to adjust my clothes. When everything seems in place, I look back up.

      There’s a tall, gorgeous woman in five-inch heels standing before me. Her hair is jet black and cut in an aggressive slant. Her makeup is flawless, and her eyeslashes are long and powerful. She has pale skin, and her blood red lipstick makes her look like something of a clash between a 50’s pinup and a vampire.

      “I live here, too, remember?” she laughs and tosses her hair. “Besides, I’ve come to see how you were feeling. And from what I can see, you’re doing quite well.”

      Neither Wyatt nor I say a word. I probably look as dumbfounded as he does.

      “Well, since my brother seems to have forgotten his manners, I’ll introduce myself. I’m Ophelia, Wyatt’s older sister.”

      Ophelia extends her hand to me. When I shake it, what strikes me most about it is how cold it is. Her fingers are long, and her long gray nails are filed down to a point at the end. In fact, come to think of it, everything about Ophelia is pointy. She has pointy heels, a pointy nose, pointy nails, and even pointy elbows.

      “I’m Brielle. I’m Wyatt’s personal assistant,” I mumble.

      “Yes, I see. You’re definitely assisting him on a very personal level,” she says lifting one of her eyebrows.

      “O, please. Play nice,” Wyatt says. “Brielle’s a friend.”

      Ophelia puts her sunglasses back over her eyes, turns on her heel and waves her hand. “Well, I gotta get my bag.”

      Wyatt and I watch her walk out. Before she reaches the end of the hallway, she turns around briefly and says, “Brielle, can you help me with something here?”

      I look at Wyatt, unsure as to what to do.

      “No, O, take care of it yourself,” he yells back.

      “No, it’s okay,” I get up. “I’ll help her, it’s no problem.”
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      Mr. Whitewater takes O’s Louis Vuitton bags to a guest room upstairs and places them near the bed.

      “You don’t mind unpacking these for me, do you? Brielle, is it?” Ophelia asks walking toward the door.

      “What?” I ask. I’m not sure if I had heard that right.

      “You work here, right? Or do you just get paid to fuck my brother?”

      I stare at her.

      “Hello? Earth to Brielle! Do you work here or not?”

      “Yes,” I mumble.

      “Well, please unpack my bags for me, then,” she says and walks out.

      I’m dumbfounded. I’ve never been treated like that by anyone. I’m not sure what to do. I look at her three bags. How dare she speak to me that way? I’m not a maid! I’m not a servant!

      I want to toss her bags over the railing and punch her in her stupid face.

      I sit down on the bed.

      Suddenly, I come to an unfortunate realization. If I don’t do this for her, if I don’t act like a servant, then what am I really here for? What am I getting paid for? Well, I do help Wyatt out a lot. I serve him food and help him with his crutches. Take him outside. But now that our relationship has turned into something more interesting, will I still be doing that? Yes, of course! I decide. I’m here as a personal assistant. He’s definitely not paying me to sleep with him. And we haven’t even slept together yet. Perhaps, in the future…

      My mind drifts again. I hate Ophelia for her snooty attitude and her self-importance. But there’s also something else that I hate about her. I hate her for interrupting us. Our kiss. Now, instead of sitting around thinking about how wonderful our kiss was and how it could’ve become something more and what that could be, I’m sitting here thinking about Ophelia! Fuck her!

      Slowly, I pick up one of her bags and unzip the top. I’ve never touched a Louis Vuitton bag before, and it’s even nicer than I expected it to be. I love how soft and delicate the leather is. The structured frame of the bag reminds me of those vintage bags that everyone used to travel with in the movies from the 40’s and 50’s. If only my phone worked in this place, then I could actually look up how much one of these bags costs. Agh, why do you even bother, Brielle? I ask myself. It’s Louis Vuitton, each one must cost a fortune! So the Wild family is loaded, what else is new?

      Inside Ophelia’s bags, I find some gorgeous dresses, crop tops, designer jeans, and three smaller Louis Vuitton bags full of makeup. Once all the dresses are hung up in the closet and all the jeans and tops are folded nicely on the shelves, I check the bags for any left over things that I might’ve forgotten. In the front pocket of the smallest bag, I find a box of pregnancy tests. I don’t know what compels me, but I decide to count them. The box says that there should be ten, but she only has seven. Three are gone. Hmm. Why would three be gone?

      I’ve never been in this situation, but my friend got pregnant in the eleventh grade. I remember standing next to her and holding her hand as we waited for the results of the first test. It was between third and fourth period. When the first test said that she was pregnant, she immediately took another one. That one confirmed the results of the first so she took another one and another one. We went through four tests before she finally gave up and believed that she was indeed pregnant.

      I sit back down on the bed. I can’t believe what I’ve discovered. Ophelia is pregnant! Or at least, she might be. Oh, my God! I want to tell Wyatt, but I can’t. Right? It’s not my place. I was snooping through her stuff…Well, actually that’s not true. She asked me to put everything away, and I made this discovery of the three missing tests inadvertently.

      My mind continues to race. I don’t know why I’m so involved with this. So what if Ophelia is pregnant? She’s in her late twenties. It’s not even that surprising. It’s not like she’s a teenager. It’s not a big deal.

      I try to remember whether she was wearing a ring of any sort when I saw her. Wedding ring? Engagement ring? No, the only ring that I saw on her hand was a small twist ring around her thumb. If that was anything sentimental, then it definitely wasn’t from a significant other in her life.

      But even if that was the case, who cares? She’s in her late twenties, and she has every right to be pregnant even if she isn’t married or engaged or with anyone. It’s none of my business, and no matter how much I want to tell Wyatt, it’s none of his business either. Damn it!

      “Brielle! Brielle!” I hear Ophelia’s voice traveling up the stairs.

      Jesus Christ, I say to myself. I just met her a few minutes ago and she’s already treating me like a servant.

      “Yes?” I say walking to the top of the stairs.

      “Are you done yet?”

      “Yes,” I nod.

      “Okay, great. Can you be a darling and get me some ice tea, please. I can’t find Mr. Whitewater anywhere and I’m so thirsty. It’s so fucking hot outside!”

      I stare at her.

      “Brielle?” she asks and snaps her fingers. “Are you there?”

      “Did you just snap at me?”

      “Sorry, sorry, it’s a dumb habit. I know we’re not supposed to do that to the staff anymore. But who can keep up with all of these changes in socioeconomic relationships?”

      Who the hell is this woman? And does she live on this planet?

      “Brielle? Ice tea, please?” she says and walks away.

      I sigh. I have to talk to her about this, but something tells me that it will be a very long and tedious conversation.

      I go down to the kitchen and get the pitcher of ice tea from the refrigerator. I pour her a glass and bring it to her in the living room, where Wyatt is still sitting on the couch.

      “Here you go, Ophelia,” I say.

      “So how did you two meet?” she asks when I turn around to leave the room.

      I don’t know what to say.

      “In a diner actually,” Wyatt says after a moment.

      “A diner, really?” Ophelia asks in her snooty, stuck up way. “That’s weird.”

      “Why’s that?” Wyatt challenges her.

      “Just a step down from your typical fare, isn’t it?”

      “And what’s that?” he asks. I’m on a verge of crying, and he’s actually going to make her say it. Why is he doing this? Why are they both acting like I’m not here?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Ophelia tosses her hair. She opens her compact and fixes her perfect lipstick application. “Cocktail waitresses in five-star hotels? They aren’t doing it for you anymore?”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Which tight end will it be this week, O? Or are you over football players in general now that certain quarterback dumped you for a Victoria Secret model?”

      “Fuck you!” she turns to him. Wyatt wipes little droplets of spit off his face.

      “Don’t start something you don’t want to finish, big sister. Or you’ll be up way past your bedtime.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Wyatt,” Ophelia gets up from her seat.

      “Oh, what’s the matter? You can dish it out, but you can’t take it?” Wyatt yells at her.

      “He was my fucking fiancé, Wyatt,” she says. Her voice cracks a bit. Is she actually tearing up? No, that can’t be it.

      “I don’t care,” Wyatt shrugs, unfazed. “Brielle is my guest, and you’re going to treat her with a little respect.”

      Ophelia gets a hold of her feelings and returns back to normal. “This is my house, too, and I’m going to treat the help any way I want to, bro.”

      Wyatt stood up for me. I’m grateful, but I also get the feeling that it made things a lot worse.

      “Just so you know, we’re not having dinner together tonight,” Wyatt yells after her, but she simply slams the door behind her.

      “I don’t think she was expecting to,” I say.

      “Fuck,” Wyatt shakes his head. “I don’t know why she has to be like that.”

      “Like what?” I joke.

      “She’s not always like this. Sometimes, she’s nice. She can be really nice and kind. I don’t know what the hell is going on with her, but ever since that son of a bitch dumped her, she’s been a real bitch.”

      I find it hard to believe that Ophelia wasn’t always a bitch, but I take his word for it.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry about her.”

      “It’s okay,” I sigh. I don’t really know how else to respond to this whole situation. I’ve never been treated like this by complete strangers before. “I just feel like she hates me or something. For no good reason. Do you think she’s jealous of me?”

      Wyatt laughs. “No, I don’t think so.” His nonchalant laughter makes me tense up.

      “Why are you laughing?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Just the thought of O being jealous of you?”

      “You’re such a dick, Wyatt. You know that?” I shake my head and get up to leave.

      “What? What did I say?”

      I turn around to face him. The expression on his face is blank. He’s either a total idiot or completely clueless.

      “For your information, I didn’t mean that O is jealous of me…I meant that she might be jealous of you and me. But you just had to take it somewhere shitty, didn’t you? You know, I have a lot to offer. Just because you all have money and I don’t have any doesn’t mean that no one can be jealous of me. You fuckin’ stuck up asshole.”

      I turn and walk out the door.
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      I don’t want to see his face again for a long time, but a few hours later, there’s knock at the door. I know who it is, but I don’t answer.

      “Go away.”

      “Brielle, please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of that. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “I don’t care. Go away,” I say without getting off the bed.

      “I was just really mad at my sister for how she was treating you. I don’t know why she said any of those things.”

      “It’s not her I’m mad at right now, Wyatt.”

      “I know. I know,” he says and slaps the door with his hand. The slap is angry, but not at me. It sounds as if he’s angry with himself. “Brielle, please open the door. I really want to apologize to you face to face. And then I’m going to go.”

      I take a moment, but eventually give in.

      “What?” I ask opening the door. My hands are folded across my chest. I am in no mood to hear anything, but his most heartfelt apology.

      “Brielle, I didn’t mean any of that. I’m not going to make any excuses. That was wrong of me to say. It was wrong, and it was also untrue. I was an asshole. You know it. I know it. I’m sorry.”

      Wow. That was a much better apology than I’d expected. I thought he would make excuses, try to explain. I thought he would cloud up his apology with all the things that we usually say to diminish our wrongdoing. But he didn’t.

      I look at him. He’s pressing both of his arms against the sides of the doorway and leaning into my room. But only slightly. He’s no longer the cocky, arrogant Wyatt, who I’ve come to find so attractive. There’s another side to him. A vulnerable side. And I find this side is just as attractive.

      “Okay,” I nod.

      “Okay?” his face lights up.

      I nod again. I hate this part of the argument. That transition when one person apologizes and the other person accepts the apology. After that, there’s this gap or space that forms between the two people. The space demands to be filled with some sort of bodily contact, but neither of us seems sure of who the first person should be to make the contact. He’s the one who was wrong, the one who apologized, so I think it should be him. But looking at him and the way that his eyes are asking my permission, it seems like he thinks it should be me. Finally, I take a step forward.

      That’s enough of a lead for him to lean forward and take me into his arms.

      “You know I can’t stand your sister, right?” I say pulling away from him.

      “Yes, I know that,” he presses his lips to mine.

      “No, I don’t think you do,” I mumble. This time, I’m unable to pull away successfully. I struggle a little but eventually give in. His lips taste like strawberries, and his tongue dances with mine.

      “How long is she staying here for?” I ask. I have to ask now before things get more out of control.

      “Can we not talk about my sister right now?” Wyatt pulls at my tank top. “It’s a little hard to get in the mood.”

      “Really?” I laugh. “You seem to be having no trouble.” I nudge him a little pointing at the hard thing in his jeans thats pushing into my stomach.

      He laughs and continues to kiss me. He kisses my neck and makes his way down to the top of my breasts.

      “How long will she be here for?” I ask again. I need to have a date that I can look forward to.

      “I don’t know,” he mumbles with his face buried in my cleavage. “A few days. A week, maybe.”

      I nod. I try to believe him. I want to tell him that it may be months, because she might be pregnant. Who the hell gets pregnant like that in today’s day and age, anyway? How stupid could she be? My mind wanders again, but Wyatt’s sloppy kisses bring me back into this moment. Whatever I may know or not know, I’m not going to tell him tonight. That would ruin everything.

      “Let’s not talk about her anymore,” I say.

      “Good idea,” he smiles.

      Wyatt pushes me back against the wall and presses his whole body against mine. He pulls on my hair slightly as he kisses my neck and my lips. The pressing and the pulling gives me goosebumps, and I feel myself getting wet. After a moment of high intensity, the kissing slows to a more measured pace. It’s like the desperation for our each other has vanished, if only for a moment, and we can really enjoy our time together.

      But then Wyatt pulls away. His face has a very serious expression on his face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “I’m just not sure what all of this is going to do to our agreed upon friendship.”

      I don’t even wait a second to answer. “Nothing. It’s going to be good for it.”

      “Really? Are most friendships improved with jumping into bed together?” His lips are forming into a coy, little smile. I realize that he’s joking. Making fun of me. Teasing me, even.

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he shakes his head. He’s back to the cocky, arrogant guy I first laid my eyes on. “The ball’s in your court.”

      Fuck! I don’t want the ball. I want him to push me down and have his way with me. I want to just be taken over by feelings and pleasure without any of the responsibility of owning my feelings or decisions. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

      “What are you going to do, Brielle?” Wyatt mocks me. “Are you going to ask me to stay a little longer? Or are you going to play by the rules?”

      He’s joking and making fun, but I know that his heart will be broken if I say I want to play by the rules. Stupid rules of friendship. Why did I put that in place anyway?

      “And what if I asked you to leave?” I ask licking my lips. He stares at them as if he can’t look away.

      “Then I’ll  leave,” he says quietly.

      “You promise?” I ask.

      He cracks a smile. Who’s going to give in first? I don’t really care as long as it’s someone.

      “Please ask me to come in,” he finally whispers.

      I can’t believe it! I’ve actually got him to do it!

      “You’re such a pushover,” I laugh.

      “No, not at all,” he wraps his arms around me. “I just want you a lot.”

      Wyatt’s lips are soft and irresistible. He holds me tight against his hard body, and we float over to the bed. I don’t even know how it’s possible, but it feels like floating even though he’s still completely in a cast.

      His hands travel over my body, and I moan softly. There are no more rules to be break – all of them have already been broken. No, all of them are about to be broken. And that’s okay.

      He strokes and kneads my thighs and they open up for him as if they were petals of a flower at sunrise. I get flushed with lust.

      His hands pull my tank top over my head and allow my breasts to fall out. Wyatt grabs one with his hand and puts the other into his mouth. It feels like an electric current is running through me, making it impossible to concentrate on anything but this moment. Suddenly, the current focuses itself on the lower part of my body.

      Wyatt’s tongue starts to move his way down my body in endless circles. He sends me into a spiral of pleasure. I groan and buckle against him. I move my hands down his rock hard  body and discover that he’s already naked. No jeans. No underwear. I’m not sure how or when he had taken them off, but I’m happy to find his hard cock straining for me.

      I grip his cock and start to pump it slowly. Wyatt’s hands make their way inside of me and push me to the brink of the unknown. I wrap my legs around his body and push his cock inside of me.

      It doesn’t take either of us very long. A shuddering swell of sensation rises from somewhere deep within me. Wyatt starts to groan and I gasp. I throw my head back and a strong orgasm washes over me, rippling throughout my body and reaching its furthest extremes. With one last moan, Wyatt collapses on top of me.
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      The rest of the night passes in a blur. We stay up late eating junk food and laughing about every idiotic thing imaginable. He tells me stories of his brothers and how much they had as little kids, and I tell him funny stories of my own sister. I thought that having sex would change something for the worse. That’s why I didn’t want to do it originally. I thought it would make things odd and awkward, but instead I discovered that it only made things better.

      “You know, I don’t get you,” I say. Wyatt is lying with his head on my pelvis, and we’re both staring at the ceiling.

      “What don’t you get?”

      “Well, with other guys, my other boyfriends, they just rolled over and fell asleep almost immediately after.”

      “Agh, Brielle,” he waves his hand in disgust. “I don’t want to hear about other guys right now. Not after that.”

      “That was good. There’s no denying that.”

      “Okay? So?”

      “I was just trying to give you a compliment. All I wanted to say was that you’re not like all of them.”

      “How’s that?” Wyatt turns to me and props up his head with his hand.

      “Well, we just had awesome sex, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Awesome, mind-blowing sex?”

      “Yes, I agree,” he smiles.

      “And you still want to talk to me afterward?”

      “Who the hell have you been sleeping with that they didn’t want to talk to you afterward?” he jokes. “Geez! And I thought I had bad taste in the opposite sex.”

      “No, no, no,” I laugh. I love the easiness of our relationship. It’s so easy to joke and laugh with him. It’s almost as if it’s unreal. “It’s not that they don’t want to talk to me afterward…it’s just different after sex. It’s like the chase is over, and now they just want to relax.”

      “Well, I’m not like that,” he kisses me.

      “Yes, I can see that,” I kiss him back.

      “Besides, those guys are idiots.”

      “How so?”

      “The chase is never over,” he says confidently with his head tilted back. “What they don’t take into account is that it doesn’t just have to be a one time thing. One night does not mean one time.”

      I look at him. His face is very serious and stern. Then with a little crack of the lips, a small smile starts to form, and I laugh out loud.

      “Oh I see. So you’re taking the long view of things, are you?”

      He comes close to me again. His kisses me on my upper lip then my lower lip. Then he starts to kiss down my neck.

      “The long view is all there is,” he whispers. “And the night’s still young.”

      He pushes me back down on the bed with one arm and pulls up my nightie.

      “No panties, huh?” he kisses my belly button.

      “You’re going to regret it.” Wyatt’s kisses go further and further down. At first, I try to resist, but eventually I tilt my head back and open my thighs.

      “I kinda doubt that,” I whisper and let a waterfall of pleasure cover me from head to toe.
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      Brielle is the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted. I don’t know who those idiots were that fell asleep immediately after having sex with her, but all I want to do is stay up and worship her all night. I can’t believe that I’m lucky enough to be with her. It is almost five o’clock when we finally fall asleep in each other’s arms after a long night of lovemaking. I thought I was in shape, but my whole body is sore all over. Not just my cock.

      The following morning, I wake up and notice that it’s almost noon. Brielle is nowhere to be found, but comes back after I get dressed.

      “I made you some breakfast,” she says carrying a tray with waffles, pancakes, and fresh fruit. “I would’ve loved to go out and gotten some bagels and some store bought coffee, but this will have to do.”

      I wobble to her and kiss her on the mouth. My cock has a mind of his own and quickly gets other ideas.

      “Okay, okay,” she quiets me down. “Let’s at least have breakfast first.”

      I sit down on the bed next to her. Man, am I hungry. I grab the top waffle and shove it in my mouth.

      “Last night was amazing,” I say. “I had an awesome time.”

      “Me too,” she says with a wide smile. She is freshly showered and smells of lavender and honey. Her hair glistens in the sunlight.

      “What do you want to do today?” she asks.

      “You mean besides spend the whole day with you in bed?”

      “Yes, besides that,” she chuckles.

      “I want to go outside. See the horses. Say hi to Sebastian,” I say without a moment’s hesitation.

      The expression on her face changes immediately.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing, don’t worry. I’m not going to ride him.”

      “I hope not,” she says. But the gravity does not vanish from her face.

      I put my arm around her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. You just scared me,” she says.

      I don’t understand. Then it hits me. “Just by mentioning the horses?”

      She nods.

      “It’s going to be okay. It was just an accident. Sebastian’s a good horse. He’s sweet, you’ll see. And the others. Well, they haven’t done anything at all.”

      Brielle shakes her head. “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I know. And it won’t,” I kiss her on the top of her head.

      “You promise?” she looks up at me with those big wide brown eyes. They are impossible to say no to.

      “Yes, I promise,” I say.
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      Brielle and I got ready to go out and see the horses. After interrupting her in her process of getting dressed and pulling her back into bed, we finally got it together enough to exit the bedroom.

      “Mr. Wild?”  Mr. Whitewater says standing right outside the door.

      “Oh, my God, you nearly gave me a heart attack!” Brielle jumps back into me.

      “I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Mr. Whitewater apologizes. “But there’s a woman downstairs that’s asking for you. Are you expecting anyone, Mr. Wild?”

      I shrug, shake my head. “Brielle?”

      She shakes her head no.

      Mr. Whitewater explains. “The woman downstairs is claiming to be your mother.”

      “Mom? Mom?” Brielle rushes past him and runs down the stairs. “Mom?”

      From the top of the stairs, I see a woman dressed in a blue suit and a matching wide-rimmed hat standing in the foyer.

      “Mom, what are you doing here?” Brielle asks. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, of course!” Brielle’s mom hugs her. She then gives her a peck on each cheek, careful not to smudge her makeup.

      “Wyatt, this is my mom,” Brielle says without actually giving me a name. “Mom, this is Wyatt.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Cole,” I shake her hand. Her hand is warm and firm, and her whole way of occupying the room reminds me of one of my favorite aunts.

      “Oh, please, call me Danielle.”

      “Danielle,” I repeat the name to burn it into my memory. “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you. Brielle, why didn’t you tell me that your mother looks like she could be your sister?”

      Both Brielle and Danielle blush. Women always do when I say something like that to them. The only difference in this statement is that I actually mean it. Danielle looks so young and full of life that an unsuspecting stranger could actually confuse her for Brielle’s sister.

      “What a beautiful home you have here Wyatt,” Danielle walks around the foyer. She carries herself with a familiar strength and confidence that reminds me of my mother and sister, but the likes of which I’ve rarely seen in strangers entering the house.

      “This vase, it’s absolutely marvelous!” Danielle points to one of my mother’s favorite vases standing tall on a side table. Its history stems back all of the way to the seventeenth century.

      “You’ve got an excellent eye, Danielle,” I say. “It used to belong to my great great great grandmother who came from Virginia.”

      Suddenly, I notice the strange expression on Brielle’s face.

      “Mom? What are you talking about?” she whispers.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. Danielle walks to the other side of the room were I doubt she can hear us.

      “I don’t know who this woman is,” Brielle whispers to me.

      “What are you talking about? Isn’t this your mom?”

      “Yes, of course! But it’s also not her. I don’t know. I don’t know why she’s dressed like that. Or how she knows about 17th century vases.”

      “I know about 17th century vases because I watch a healthy amount of Antiques Roadshow,” Danielle says. She either has excellent hearing or must not have been far enough away to be out of our earshot. Brielle blushes.

      “Mom? Can I talk to you, in private?” Brielle asks.

      “No, Brielle. That would be rude,” Danielle waves her hand in a casual manner that I’ve often seen my mother and her rich girlfriends do to their servants.

      I feel the tension between them building, at least on Brielle’s side, and step in to broker  peace.

      “Ms. Cole, I mean, Danielle, would you like to join us for lunch? My sister’s visiting us as well, and I know she’d love to meet you.”

      Danielle quickly agrees, and I excuse myself to make arrangements.
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      An hour later, we all sit down for lunch – Brielle, Danielle, O, and I.  This was not the way that I’d planned the day to go. The last thing I want to do is spend more time with O, who still hasn’t apologized for her rude behavior. And who, I am yet to forgive. But the presence of Brielle’s mother at lunch is quite interesting. I’ve never met this woman, whose life I saved, or rather my money has saved, and a big part of me is eager to get to know her more.

      Danielle makes herself comfortable at the head of the table and talks almost non-stop about how well she’s doing and about her new husband.

      “Luke and I have been practically living together for these last two months,” she says with an exuberant flair that reminds me of O.

      “Luke?” Brielle asks.

      “Yes, Luke. Remember, I told you about him?”

      “Yes, you told me that you were seeing a guy named Luke, but you haven’t really mentioned him for a month.”

      Brielle is steaming. Anger is bubbling up from some dark place within her.

      “Tell me more about Luke, Danielle. What’s he like?” O pipes in. She can’t help herself, can she? What I can’t figure out is why is she doing this? Is she doing this because she hates Brielle? Or just for fun? And what reason can she possibly have to hate Brielle?

      “Oh, my darling, Ophelia. Luke is fabulous! He’s Swiss, and he lives in France. He’s got plenty of money, and he wants me to move to France with him as soon as possible after the wedding.”

      “What are you talking about, Mom?” Brielle’s face grows pale. “You’d just met him! And now you’re moving to France?”

      “Brielle, I know that this seems sudden. But Luke and I are in love. I know that I might seem a bit different to you—“

      “A bit different?” Brielle gasps. “It’s like you morphed into some rich, stuck up princess overnight.”

      “Now, there’s no need to be rude.”

      “Yes, yes, there is, mother,” Brielle says. She uses the word mother in a derogatory way, the way preteen girls on television usually say it. “It’s like you’ve lost your mind or something!”

      Danielle shakes her head and looks away.

      “So how did you meet your Luke?” O asks. At this moment, I’m thankful that O is here with us. The tension between Brielle and her mom is growing, and I’m not pretty certain that it will result in an explosion. The only thing I’m not sure about is whether I can stop it.

      “Online. We met up in downtown LA and have been inseparable since.”

      Brielle shakes her head. She’s about to say something, but I put my hand down on her knee to stop her.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Somehow, we make it through the rest of lunch. I manage to calm Brielle down and give space for O to connect with Danielle. By the end of lunch, they seem inseparable. They are laughing at each other’s corny jokes. I’ve never seen O act this way with anyone else except for her close friends and never our own mother. It’s as if Danielle is the mother that O never had.
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      “I don’t know who that person is in there,” Brielle says to me when we are finally alone in my bedroom. O is showing Danielle around the gardens, and I sneak away with Brielle. It gives her some breathing room.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That woman is not my mother,” Brielle says, sitting down on the bed. She buries her hands in her hair. I try to rub the back of her neck, but she pushes me away.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I say. “She seems perfectly lovely.”

      “You don’t fuckin’ get it, do you, Wyatt? She’s not my mother. She looks like her and sounds like her, but it’s not her.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know what this Luke wants, but he wants something.”

      “What could he want?”

      “Something. Why else would he be with her?”

      That hurts my feelings. She doesn’t even know what she’s saying, but her words cut deep.

      “I don’t want anything. And I’m with you.” I say and turn away from her.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she whispers. She approaches me, wraps her hands around my shoulders, but this time it is me who brushes her away.

      “You think that I want something from you?” I ask. Looking far into the horizon, I see Danielle and O laughing by the rose bushes.

      “No, that’s not what I meant. But then again…”

      She lets her words trail off. I wait for her to explain. Finally, she does.

      “But then again, I am here because you requested my presence here.”

      “Do you want to leave?”

      “No, not anymore. But I did originally come here to pay off a debt.”

      “Fuck you, Brielle. Everything I did for you and your mom was because I wanted to. I asked you to come. I asked you. I didn’t demand you to. You could’ve came or not. And you can leave at any time.”

      I turn around to walk toward the door. She catches up with me.

      “Wyatt, please. I’m sorry.”

      But I’m not in the mood to forgive.

      “You can go anytime,” I say and head for the door. Before I get there, she stops me. She forces me to turn around. I didn’t know that she was so strong. She pushes herself up to my lips and presses hers onto mine.

      Something takes over me. I’m mad at her; I don’t want to kiss her. But I do. My cock grows large as she rubs it, and she unbuckles my jeans and lets them fall to the floor. We kiss as if the world is going to end in a minute and rip our clothes off, with the same ferocity.

      I want her.

      I need her.

      She wants me.

      She has to have me.

      My shirt falls to the floor. Her shirt lands on top. I undo her bra and grab her breasts with my hands. She moans from pleasure. I rip off her panties and step out of my underpants.

      She buries her fingers in my hair, kisses the back of my neck. She lets her hands slide down my washboard abs and squeezes my cock. I wince from the mixture of pain and pleasure.

      With one quick motion, I toss her on the bed and spread open her legs. Within another second, I’m in her again. I pull in and out, and pleasure builds within my thighs.

      “Oh Wyatt,” she moans as I pull gently on her hair. Her moans get louder and more powerful. I’m getting closer too.

      A few more thrusts and I collapse on top of her. Satisfied. From the smile on her face, I know she is too.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “No, thank you.”
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      After sex, I try not talk about her mother anymore, but that’s the only thing that is on Brielle’s mind.

      “I just don’t know why she’s acting like this. Why she’s dressed like that? Why she’s hanging out with Ophelia? Do you think she’s having some sort of mental breakdown?” She rants.

      I’m only half listening. I’m sleepy and tired, and all I want to do is turn over and go to sleep. But I nod along and try to be supportive. I don’t know much about women, but what I do know is that they want their men to be supportive. And being supportive means listening along to their rants and nodding in agreement.

      “So?” Brielle stops talking. I open my eyes and look around the room. She’s already fully dressed in the same thing she was wearing only an hour ago.

      “So what?” I ask.

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know, Brielle,” I shrug. I already told her what I thought, and she didn’t want to hear it.

      “I really want to know.”

      “I already told you what I thought,” I say. I’m trying to avoid actually saying the words, but all signs are pointing to the fact that this might be inevitable.

      “I want to hear it again. If it’s still what you think,” she says cautiously. She’s no longer ranting. If I do this, I’m going to have to proceed with caution.

      “I don’t know your mother, Brielle, but the woman I met today seemed fine to me. She seemed happy. Maybe she seems so different to you because she’s actually happy for once. She’s no longer worried about her cancer or dying. Maybe she’s just trying to live her life to the fullest.”

      Brielle doesn’t say anything. I wait for her to process what I said. Her face remains expressionless, and, after awhile, I start to get worried that this was the wrong way to proceed. She’s not getting this. She’s not in agreement, and we’re going to get into another big fight. But then she surprises me.

      “Maybe you’re right,” she shrugs. “I’m going to go downstairs and talk to her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      That night at dinner, things between Brielle and Danielle are at a stalemate. Brielle spoke with her mother in private, and I don’t know what was said. All I know is that somehow things got worse. They are no longer fighting, just ignoring each other.

      Danielle was planning on leaving before dinner, but O, of course, got in the middle of it all and insisted that she stay.

      “You can’t leave now, you just got here. Please stay for dinner. You must stay for dinner!” she said grabbing her arm. Much to my and Brielle’s dismay, Danielle agreed.

      Dinner becomes divided into two camps. Brielle only speaks to me and Danielle only speaks to O. O doesn’t bother to speak to Brielle, whom I’m now convinced that she hates wholeheartedly, but she does speak to me. Brielle doesn’t speak to O nor her mother. I try to speak to both O and Danielle, but when I do, Brielle ignores me and stares at her plate.

      Awful. Shitty. Ridiculous. All words that come to mind to describe this dinner, one of the worst ones of my life.

      Finally, when the dessert comes, I finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. It’s almost over, I say to myself. You just gotta hang in there for half an hour more. Forty-five max.

      “Ahem,” Danielle stands up and raises her glass. “I’d like to make a toast.”

      O leans forward in her seat, exhibiting the eagerness of a first grader on her first day of school. Brielle, on the other hand, shrinks in her seat as if she wants to disappear.

      “I would like to thank you, Ophelia, for being such a wonderful hostess. I know that I came without much of an announcement, but meeting you has been quite a treat.”

      “No, please,” O blushes. “It has been my pleasure.”

      “I would also like to thank you, Brielle. You aren’t as excited about me being here as I thought you would be, but nevertheless, it has been wonderful to see you again. I really missed you, honey.”

      I look closer and there are small tears pooling at the bottom of her eyes. Brielle looks at her, too.

      “Thanks for coming,” she manages, which seems to be enough for her mom, who smiles widely.

      “And finally, I would like to thank you, Wyatt.”

      That’s unexpected.

      “Thank me? For what?”

      “For everything, of course. For my life. The money that you gave us. No, that you gave Brielle for my treatments. It has been a lifesaver, in the truest sense.”

      “What money?” O perks up.

      “Oh you know, the money that Wyatt gave me to pay for cancer treatments. Our insurance company refused to pay for the experimental treatment and, if it weren’t for that money, I’d be dead right now.”

      I shake my head.

      “No, I’m serious, Wyatt. I would be. You save my life. And of course, I have to go back and thank my little Bree for taking care of me during all of those years and for finally getting out of the house, so that I had some space to date and find myself a man.”

      “Mom,” Brielle shakes her head. But Danielle ignores her.

      “I’m terribly sorry that my daughter is acting like this,” she says to Ophelia and I. “I’ve taught her to behave better than this, that’s for sure.”

      “Oh really? Is that what you did, mother? And when was that? When I gave up my future to stay home and work at some shitty diner to take care of you when you were dying of cancer? Or when I came here to pay off the debt for your cancer treatments?”

      How did this nice toast suddenly get so out of hand?

      “Debt? What debt?” O turns to me. “What is she talking about, Wyatt?”

      She finally got it. I can’t believe it took her this long. But then again, she’s always been a bit slow.

      Damn.

      Fuck.

      Shit.

      How the fuck did this come out? Why didn’t Brielle keep her mouth shut?

      “Nothing, no debt,” I mumble. My mind races to find just the right excuse that makes sense to this story.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      No one says anything for a few moments.

      “I don’t understand,” O says. “How much money did you give them exactly?”

      “Not much,” I shrug.

      “Oh my God, no! It was a lot, O,” Danielle insists. Fuck her. Fuck her!! I want to scream.

      “But how much, exactly?” O asks.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Danielle turns to me. “You were so generous and you didn’t brag about it? O, it was $250,000. Can you believe that? It was more money that I’ve ever seen. And your wonderful brother, he just wrote Brielle a check after meeting her only a few times. His heart is so big.”

      I can see the anger building within O. She purses her lips. Narrows her eyes. “That’s definitely one way of putting it.”

      “What? Whatever you’re going to say just say it already, O. Come on out with it.” I can’t stand this anymore.

      “Oh, you want me to just say it? Okay. Fine. What about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “You knew that I needed money. That mom and dad cut me off. And instead, you just chose to give that money away to strangers. How could you?”

      “They needed it for something better, O. All you would do is go shopping and party.”

      “Fuck you, Wyatt! I’m your sister. Who cares what the hell some strangers in a diner need the money for? That’s their problem. This money, it’s our money. Our family’s money. And you had no right to give it away just to get some pussy.”

      “That’s not why I did it.”

      “I don’t care!!” O is hysterical. She’s walking around, pacing, screaming. I’m keeping my distance. I feel like she’s going to explode at any minute.
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      O and I continue to scream at each other. It’s like we’re children again. Nothing matters now, but to yell at each other. Who ever says the meanest, loudest thing wins. Wins what, though? Neither of us knows.

      “I can’t believe you did this for her!” O’s face is flushed. She feels like she’s losing. I know because she always starts to bring in other people into the fight when she feels like she’s losing ground.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I ask. “She’s perfect.”

      I say it. I mean it. I glance over at Brielle. She smiles.

      “She’s white trash!” O screams. “Trash! Trash!”

      “Fuck you, Ophelia!” Brielle pipes in. I don’t want her part of this, but she already is.

      “Who the hell do you think you’re calling trash?”

      “You, you bitch!”

      O puts her hands on her hips. She thinks she’s gaining ground. Her attention is diverted to someone weaker. Someone without a strong position. Or so she thinks. I look over at Brielle. Her face is expressionless. Her eyes are unflinching. It’s like she has something on O. She knows something she shouldn’t.

      “At least, I’m not the one who’s pregnant. And unmarried. Single. Am I right, Ophelia?”

      Pregnant! What the hell is she talking about? O’s not pregnant.

      “What’s she talking about, O?”

      I wait for O to fight back. Tell Brielle to shut up, send her to hell. But she doesn’t. Instead, she breaks down. Her legs buckle under her and she drops to the floor.

      “O!” I go to her and wrap my arms around her. I’ve never seen O this fragile. At least, not since her boyfriend killed himself the day before their prom.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Brielle?”

      “It’s true,” she shrugs. I hate how cold she is. A few moments, I felt nothing but love and warmth for her. But now, all that’s gone.

      “It’s true,” Brielle insists. “Isn’t it, O?”

      I’ve never heard her call O that, and I hate the way she says it.

      “O?” I ask. Her face is buried in my shoulders. She’s sobbing.

      “Yes,” she mumbles. “I think so.”

      I continue to hold her. Brielle stares at me. Something in her eyes tells me that she’s sorry. I pull away from O and she stands up on her own two feet.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “He left. He left me,” she sobs. “And your girlfriend has no right to go through my bags!”

      “Yes, I do! You were the one who told me to put all your shit away because you’re such a princess that you couldn’t do it yourself.”

      “Brielle, please,” I say.

      “You’re telling me to be quiet?” Brielle gasps.

      “Yes, I am. Can’t you see that O’s having a difficult time here?”

      “I can’t believe you’re taking her side!”

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side. There are no sides. There’s just this crazy situation that I just heard about,” I say.

      I turn to O. “How did this happen? Why?”

      But she doesn’t say a word. Instead, she sobs and buries her face in her hands. I fuckin’ knew it. I knew it. O’s ex, if you can call him that, was such an asshole. He never had a job. He was a ruthless playboy that cheated on her incessantly and told her he loved her.

      “I just don’t understand what you saw in him, O. He was such a dick.”

      She shrugs and continues to cry.

      The three of us stand in a semi-circle, unsure as to what to do. Danielle sits motionless at the table.

      Finally, I turn to Brielle.

      “How long did you know?” I ask.

      “Ever since I unpacked her bags the other day. I was going to keep this private, but…”

      “You had no right to keep it private,” I say. I don’t know why I said that. When Brielle’s eyes grow big with astonishment and shock, I want to take those words back immediately, but I can’t.

      “What are you talking about?” Brielle crosses her arms across her chest.

      “Nothing,” I shrug.

      “This wasn’t even her news to reveal! You bitch,” O hisses.

      “Okay, I’ve had enough of this,” Brielle throws her hands up and turns to leave the room.

      “Where are you going, darling?” Danielle walks after.

      “I need to get out of here.”

      Danielle follows her out leaving O and me alone in the room. I turn to her. I don’t know what to say. I want to yell at her for being so stupid. How could she just get pregnant like this with that moron’s baby? And is she planning on keeping it? What will our parents say?

      But she looks at me with her large puppy dog eyes, and I can’t do any of those things. All I see is my sister and that she’s lost. Alone. Scared. Terrified, probably. I would be, and I wouldn’t even be the one who’s pregnant.

      “Are you okay?” I ask quietly. “Can I get you something?”

      She shakes her head, no. She sits back down. I look her over, up and down. I look for signs of pregnancy, but there are none. Except that she didn’t drink this evening. Strange. I didn’t notice that before.

      “I hate that girl,” she says. I sigh.

      “You two just got off to a bad start. You came in here ordering her around. What did you think was going to happen?”

      “I thought she was the fuckin’ help, Wyatt. How was I supposed to know that she’s your girlfriend? You said that she worked here.”

      “She does. But that’s not all she is. I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

      She smiles. I don’t remember the last time I saw that beautiful smile. It puts me at ease.

      “Tell me about it,” she says rubbing her non-existent belly.

      I ask her about the father. At first, she doesn’t want to talk, but eventually she caves. They have been on and off for two years. This happened during one of the on-times.

      “At least, he’s got money,” I say.

      She shrugs. “I don’t care about the money.”

      I look around the room. Frantically, as if I’m searching for something.

      “What wrong?” she asks.

      “I’m just looking for my sister. Because this girl in front of me who said that she doesn’t care about money, that can’t possibly be my sister!”

      “Oh shut up,” O laughs. I’m glad that I’m still able to make her laugh. “I’ve grown up. I’m going to be a mom.”

      “So I heard.”

      “She had no right to tell you. That’s why I got so mad at her. That and my hormones are all out of whack now.”

      “I know,” I nod. “But she did. So what? Do you want me to keep your secret for you?”

      “Yes,” she nods. “I just can’t tell anyone else yet. I can’t have mom and dad finding out. Not before I decided what to do about all this.”

      “Oh, so you’re not decided?” I ask.

      “Don’t get so excited. I’m pretty sure I’m going to keep it. I just need some time. I’m not sure how to break it to them quite yet. I need time.”

      I nod. I understand. Mom and Dad are difficult people to break things to. They have so many standards and rules. Plus, they are way too easily disappointed by their children. Whenever you present them with a new idea, it’s very important to have an answer for everything. And with this whole situation, they will eat her alive.

      “Will you help me?” O asks. “Help me come up with a plan?”

      I smile, nod. Not sure what kind of plan we can come up with, but some sort of plan would be better than nothing. I knew that for sure.

      “You owe me,” she adds.

      “Owe you for what?”

      “For giving away a quarter of a million dollars to some strangers!” The tone of her voice shows that she’s joking, but not really.

      “It was for a good cause.”

      “Oh, please,” O rolls her eyes. “Good cause my ass. If that had been some guy with a humpback and his mother was dying, you wouldn’t give two shits about them.”

      I roll my eyes. Shrug. Shake my head, no. But we both know that she’s right.

      “Just tell me one thing, okay?”

      “What?”

      “Why her? What’s so special about her?”

      I think about it for a moment. I want to say it’s because she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. Or the funniest. Or the wittiest. But none of those things are true.

      “She was the only one who said no. A couple of times, too. And then, I just had to have her.”

      O throws her head back and laughs. “You guys are all the same.”

      I nod in agreement. Perhaps, we are.

      “Okay, so? Now, that you had her? Was she worth it?”

      “Yes,” I say immediately. “Yes, she was.” I would say that to O anyway, even if Brielle wasn’t worth it, but it’s not a lie. Everything in my body says that I’m right. That what we have has been right and good and perfect.

      “So now that you know the truth, that Brielle and I are the real thing, you’re going to have to treat her a little better. A lot better.”

      O laughs and rolls her eyes, but agrees.

      

      Before leaving, Brielle’s mother stops by to bid us good-bye. I’m not sad to have her go, but I’m surprised that she’s leaving so soon. I invite her to stay half-heartedly, but she insists that she must go. Luke is waiting for her. She has a plane to catch out of LAX. Our goodbye is short. She thanks me again for the money and shakes my hand. She congratulates O on her pregnancy, tells her to not worry and call her at any time, if she has any concerns. O agrees and, by the tone of her voice, I know that she actually might. It’s odd how well O and Danielle connected. O isn’t one to make friends easily with other women. The closeness that I see between them reminds me of how far apart O is from our own mother. But then again, relationships between mothers and daughters are often difficult and treacherous. My mother barely spoke two words to my grandmother, and I have hardly anything to say to my father.

      “What about Brielle? Should I call her down?” I ask.

      “Oh no, there’s no need. We already said our goodbyes. It was a pleasure to meet you both!”
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      After Danielle leaves, I go upstairs to see Brielle. Something doesn’t feel right. I call her name going up the stairs, but she doesn’t reply. I say it again when I knock on her door. But again I hear back nothing.

      “Brielle?” I ask opening the door. “Are you okay? Your mom just left.”

      Her bags lay open on her bed. They are half full of clothes and she sits on her bed facing the window. She doesn’t turn around, but as I get closer, I can see that she has been crying. Her eyes are puffy. Her makeup is smeared and her cheeks are red.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head, no. She opens her mouth to say something but gets choked up by her tears.

      “Why are your bags out? Where are you going?”

      She takes a moment to gather herself. She stands up and wipes away her tears. “I’m leaving,” she says.

      “What!?” All air gets knocked out of me.

      “I’m leaving,” she repeats herself quietly. “I can’t stay here anymore.”

      “But why?”

      “Ophelia’s pregnant. And now that you know, she needs you. My mom is going to be in

      France for awhile, I’m going back home. You don’t need me here.”

      I don’t understand anything she’s saying. “What does any of this, of us, have to do with O?”

      “What does it have to do with O?” she yells. “Everything! She doesn’t want me here. She hates me. She wants me gone. And now that she’s going to stay here, I’m going to leave.”She breaks down as she yells, but then gathers her thoughts and continues. “Okay, listen. I’m sorry about yelling. But O is pregnant. And she needs you. And she wants me out.”

      “I don’t care what O wants,” I shake my head. No, this can’t be happening.

      “But I do. She’s going to stay here in her house. And I don’t need to be here.”

      I search my mind for things I can say to make her stay.

      “What about the debt?” I finally ask. I don’t want to bring it up, but nothing else comes to mind.

      “What about it?” Brielle crosses her arms across her chest.

      “We have an arrangement here. Don’t we?”

      “Oh is that what this is about? You think that whatever job I was doing here is worth a quarter of a million dollars a year?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “Well, in that case, I’m just going to get a real job and pay you back every cent from that.”

      “That’s the last thing I want. You know that,” I say. “And that’s going to take forever, anyway.”

      Brielle walks over to the closet and starts throwing clothes into her suitcase.

      “How about this? Why don’t you just hire someone a little more compatible with your sister to be your servant around here. I bet she’ll like that.”

      “Of course, she will!” I close the suitcase. I try to stop her from packing like a little child. I’m pathetic and stupid, and it’s all I can be right now. “But this, this thing between us, it has nothing to do with her. I thought that you liked being here. Liked spending time with me. Was I wrong?”

      Brielle sighs deeply. “No, you weren’t.”

      “So why are you leaving?”

      “Because it’s all getting too much. It’s not just us here anymore. And I need some time to think about everything that has happened.”

      I know there’s nothing else I can say or do to change her mind. I’m not here to keep her hostage. If she wants to leave, she has every right to. No matter how much it hurts me. In silence, I watch her pack her bag. She’s no longer tossing them into it mindlessly, she’s folding each one. Her mind is made up. All I can do now is let her go and see if she comes back to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      Two Weeks Later

      

      Shorter days of the approaching winter descended upon my mom’s trailer, wrapping it in a dark cloud. In the past, this place was my space to be myself. It infused me with hope and made me feel as if everything was going to be okay. But not anymore.

      I came back home to get back something I felt like I lost. My sense of myself. But this place was no longer my space for solace. It wasn’t home.

      As I looked around these two rooms, everything was in its place. The pots and pans were in the bottom cupboard next to the stove. The plates were on the lower shelf near the stove. All utensils were in the broken drawer next to the sink. Mom had cleaned this place before she left, and it was the cleanest I’ve ever seen it. But that wasn’t why everything felt different.

      Mom’s not here anymore, I remember saying to myself. This place is all mine for a while. It’s okay to make it my own.

      But these words rang hollow. The person who came back here was a stranger. Her mother was now marrying some rich Swiss guy who she’s never met. She was falling in love with a spoiled billionaire who was a little too used to buying everything he ever wanted. And beyond all that, she, Brielle Cole, was also a stranger. She didn’t know who she was. She didn’t know what she was meant to do here. She didn’t know why she left or why she came back home.
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      Leaving that night was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I have been sitting around my mom’s trailer for days now, doing nothing, and feeling no better about what had happened. Thinking back now, I don’t even know what the hell propelled me to leave. On one hand, it was Ophelia. Her cruelty and attitude and hatred for everything that I was. But, on the other hand, it was more than just Ophelia.

      It was my mom’s sudden announcement and her ability to just move on with her life. I’ve never seen my mom act that way. For as long as I’ve ever known her, she has been dwelling and living in the past. It’s as if the present didn’t exist. All that existed was her life back then, even before her cancer diagnosis…when my sister was still alive. I’ve spent years trying to get her to move on with her life. To embrace what life had to offer. And now that she has, finally, Idon’t know what to do with myself. I’m angry at her. I’m pissed off. How dare she move on? How dare she be happy?

      Agh, what a petulant and spoiled brat I am! I hate myself for these thoughts, and yet it is beyond me to make them stop. They’re like a streaming video that I can’t turn off. They simply come without an invitation and continue until they are done.

      When I finally do get a quiet second, my thoughts turn to other things. Wyatt.

      Why did I run out on him like that? Because of Ophelia, but she wasn’t the only reason. She was only a pretense.

      I’m also angry. I started to pack my bags for one reason. I was angry with my mom, and I wanted to stop her. I wanted to beg her to stay. But then when I’d realized that that was impossible, I needed to keep going. My anger at her morphed into something else completely. It became anger at Ophelia and, eventually, anger with Wyatt. Why didn’t he defend me more to Ophelia? Why didn’t he take my side? I didn’t care that I was wrong. That I acted like a child, telling everyone the secret that I had no right to tell anyone.

      I could’ve used that secret to connect with O. I could’ve told just her and I could’ve opened myself up to be her confidant. I could’ve kept her secret, and she would’ve thanked me for it. But instead, I did something else. I acted like a brat. I thought that he would be mad at her, but why would he be? She’s his sister, and he loves her. He wants her in his life. He’s going to be there for her.

      “Fuck you, Wyatt,” I mutter. It has been more than two weeks since I left, but my anger at him and myself has only multiplied. “No, Fuck you, Brielle.”

      I’m hungrier than usual. I open the refrigerator and eat a cold slice of last night’s pizza. Nothing too nutritious can satisfy my hunger now.

      That fateful night when I decided to leave runs over and over in my head. And then an unexpected thought hits me.

      I’m afraid.

      There. I finally thought those words out loud. The next step is to say it out loud.

      “I’m afraid. I was afraid,” I say. But of what? Of being happy. Of fighting for what I wanted. For staying with Wyatt and seeing where our relationship can go.

      “And what relationship is that?” I’m now talking to myself. “You had sex a few times, so what? That hardly constitutes a relationship. Lots of people have sex without much of a relationship. I’m sure that Wyatt has had sex plenty without being in any relationship.”

      I say those words out loud, partly because I feel like I have to and partly because I want to make them true. But they aren’t. We didn’t label it or define it, but what Wyatt and I had, had been a relationship. At least the beginning of one. And that was worth a lot. To both him and I.

      “And I ruined it,” I whisper.
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      Another two weeks pass without one incident. I see that I’ve fallen into darkness, engulfed with boredom, but I can’t do anything about it to change it. The world outside is sunny and sparkly. The sky is bright blue without a single cloud, but it doesn’t bring me any happiness. I know I need to get up off the couch and go outside, at least for a walk, but I don’t have the energy. All I muster to do all day is to dial to get some food delivered. Even going to the grocery store seems like a task that’s too big to conquer.

      This has to stop, I say to myself. I need to get a job. At least my old one. Then I can start thinking of what else to do with my life. But instead, I just pick up my phone and read the gossip magazines. Cellulite and how to lose ten pounds are the most important problems in the issues, and I’m terrified of stepping on the scale. I feel like I have gained at least ten pounds, if not more, in the last month.

      Wait a second. Has it been a month already?

      Suddenly, I’m filled with energy. I run over to the kitchen and leaf through the old calendar. It’s three months off, but the year is correct.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      My hands grow cold and my fingers get numb. I touch my neck and it feels like a stranger is touching me. I shudder and zip my hoodie.

      “No, this can’t be. No. No. No.”

      I shake my head. But it definitely can. I grab the keys to the car. On the way to the pharmacy, I pray that it’s not true.

      “Please, please, don’t let this be true. This has to be a mistake. We just did it a few times. This can’t be happening.”

      I turn up the radio to drown out my thoughts, but they refuse to go away. It wasn’t just one time. It was twice. And both times, we didn’t use any protection. Why? How could I’ve been so stupid??

      I’ve never had sex with anyone without protection before! What if he has some sort of disease? What if I have it now?

      But a mysterious illness is not the most important thing on my mind.

      When was the last time I had my period? I try to remember. I count the days, but I can’t quite remember. All I know is that it definitely wasn’t this month.

      Fuck!! I scream and shake myself grabbing onto the steering wheel.

      “No, no, no. This isn’t happening,” I whisper to myself. I try to calm myself down, but nothing works.

      I get home from the pharmacy in a daze. There were like a million different pregnancy test brands at the pharmacy. How the hell are you supposed to choose one? I couldn’t, so I bought three different ones. I read the instructions. They are not too difficult, only three steps, but I still have trouble understanding. Eventually, I take one into the bathroom and pee on the stick. I leave the stick in the sink. I have to wait three minutes for the results to develop.

      Three minutes. Doesn’t sound too long, but it also sounds like an eternity. I turn on the television, but all the channels annoy me. They are too loud and too bright. The shows are too stupid.

      I need a drink.

      I search the cabinets for my mom’s not-so-secret stash. I find a bottle of wine and pour myself a glass. This will calm me down. I put the glass to my lips and take a sip.

      Shit!

      I spit it all out.

      What if I’m pregnant? I can’t have a drink while I’m pregnant!

      Agh! I scream. I’m not much of a drinker, but I hate how when the craziness of the situation finally calls for a drink, I can’t have one!

      “That’s fucking perfect!” I say. I put on the kettle instead. Tea. Soothing, calming tea. It will put me at ease. At least, a little bit.

      I listen for the kettle to get louder and louder until it gives off one last puff and turns off once and for all. I take a moment to choose just the right kind of tea bag. Ginger tea is one of my favorites, but before I left I bought another kind of tea, Jasmine green tea with orange. I’ve yet to try it.

      I rip off the foil and place the tea bag into my cup. The timer on my phone goes off. Three minutes are up. The results of the pregnancy test are up, but I can’t  look at it yet.

      That’s funny, I smile to myself. For the last hour, I’ve acted like a crazy person rushing around – running to the car, speeding to the pharmacy, speeding back home – all in an effort to find out if I’m pregnant or not in the shortest amount of time. And now that the test is done, I need more time.

      I bring my tea cup to the kitchen table and sit down. I can’t look just yet. My whole life is about to change completely, if the result is positive, and I can’t bring myself to face that quite yet.

      The tea is boiling hot, but I take a sip anyway. I dunk a biscuit into the tea and take a bite.

      Well, this would definitely explain why I’ve been so hungry and lethargic.

      When I’m done with my cup of tea, I walk over to the bathroom. “Be brave. Either way, it’s going to be okay,” I say to myself.

      I walk over to the sink and pick up the pregnancy stick.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      The words are in blue, and they stand out against the whiteness of the pregnancy test. I thought that I would throw the test down and sob and cry if I saw that I was pregnant. But I don’t. Instead, I feel calm and at peace. I’m not terrified or upset. I’m fine.

      Wow, I’m actually fine.

      I smile at myself in the mirror.

      “I’m pregnant, and I’m fine,” I say.

      I go into the living room and sit down on the couch. I wait for my head to get flooded with thoughts of incompetence and all sorts of doubts, but nothing comes. My mind is clear. Free. Empty. Happy, perhaps?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      That night I called the only person I could think of. I haven’t spoken to Tara in years. We went to high school together, but after high school she moved a few towns over, and we fell out of touch. From social media, I know that she has been married since we were 18 and has a ten year-old stepson. Her husband was a teen father, and he now works as a volunteer firefighter while she stays home and takes care of their son.

      I don’t know what else to do. I pick up the phone and dial her number. I need someone to talk to, and I just hope that she answers.

      Two hours later, Tara is sitting across from me in my living room. She’s exuberant and red-cheeked and here. Actually here.

      “I can’t believe you came over so quickly. It has been so many years and still…” I say.

      “Yes, of course, I’m here for you, honey. I’ve wanted to reach out to you for so long. I’m happy to be here,” she gives me another hug.

      I told her what happened. I told her I was pregnant and a brief overview of what I’ve been doing with my life and my situation with Wyatt. But tonight, I cover the details. She listens carefully hanging onto each word.

      “So, that’s pretty much it,” I say when I get to the end of the story. “Would you like anything else to eat?”

      Tara is much bigger than I am. She was always a heavy girl, but now she’s quite large. But despite that, she’s beautiful. Her kindness oozes from her, and I wonder how every single person she encounters doesn’t fall in love with her.

      “No, I’m fine,” she says. “So what do you think you want to do? About the baby?”

      I shrug. I don’t know.

      “Either way, you should probably tell Wyatt.”

      I nod. I know she’s right. “I don’t know.”

      “What don’t you know? You don’t think he’ll take it well?”

      I think about that for a moment. “I actually have no idea how he’s going to take it. But shouldn’t I know what I want to do before I tell him?”

      “Perhaps. But you know, it’s not just your decision entirely. Besides, he might be very supportive about either decision you make.”

      “But what if I don’t want to keep it and he does? What then?”

      She shrugs. The very thought of that sends chills through my body. Can I really have this baby just for him to raise it? But what if I don’t want to have it and he does? Does that give me the right to get rid of it?

      “I just don’t know. That’s why I wanted to call you. You’re my oldest friend, even though we haven’t been very close recently.”

      “I’m always here for you. You know that, right?”

      I nod. “I do now.”

      We sit together without saying a word for some time. I don’t know what to say or do, but the mere presence of her puts me at ease. Breathing gets a little easier. My jaw doesn’t clench so much.

      “What about your mom? Did you tell her?” Tara asks.

      Oh, crap. My mom! “No, I didn’t,” I shake my head and tell her what happened with my mom. About her sickness and recovery. About her becoming a completely different person. A person that would take a long time to get to know.

      “You shouldn’t judge her so harshly, Brielle,” Tara says after listening to the whole story. “You don’t know what it’s like to be on a brink of death like that. It’s very difficult and probably terrifying. She’s just trying to live her life now. Who knows what kind of regrets she’s trying to get past now that she’s actually alive.”

      I never thought of it that way. To me, as it is with probably many people, my mom isn’t a whole person with her own desires and hopes and regrets. She’s just some reflection of me. It’s crazy to say that out loud, but I never thought of my mom out of my own context. She was always my mom. Not Danielle. Not a woman who survived the death of a child and her own battle with cancer. Thinking of her now as Danielle, I see her in a different light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      I decided to keep the baby. I’d thought about it for a while, going back and forth for more than a week, talking to Tara on the phone, going through all pros and cons. Then one day, I just woke up and decided to go with my gut. And my gut said to keep it.

      After making the decision, I seemed to have come alive. Energy sprouted from somewhere within me, and I no longer spent my days wallowing or laying around on the couch. I went back to the diner and got my job back. Today is Friday, and I am going to start it on the following Monday.

      When before I could barely muster up the strength to drive to the grocery store and make frozen dinners in the microwave, once I made the decision to keep the baby, I bought nothing but healthy ingredients and started to cook elaborate and nutritious dinners.

      I also decided to tell Wyatt, but not until I go the confirmation from the doctor that I was, indeed, pregnant. That’s where I’m headed to now. My appointment is at one in the afternoon, and sitting here at the stop light, I can’t help but think about how different my life has become in the short weeks that all of this has happened.

      The phone rings. I answer and put it on speaker.

      “So how are you feeling?” Tara asks. We are now talking at least once a day, and often more than a couple of times a day.

      “Good. Excited. I’m on my way to the doctor now.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Brielle.”

      “I’m going to tell Wyatt as soon as the doctor confirms it. You wouldn’t believe how much energy I suddenly have. I was moping around for weeks, and now I just can’t wait to get up in the morning and start the day.”

      

      And then…the world fades to black.

      

      Some time later.

      

      “Brielle? Brielle?” Someone’s calling my name. But it sounds very far away like it’s at the other end of a long tunnel.

      I give up. My eyelids are just too heavy. I can’t open them. Not yet.

      

      Some more time later.

      

      “Brielle? Brielle?” This time, the words are closer. They are no longer a tunnel away. My eyelids are a little less heavy. I manage to open them. Harsh light floods in blinding me.

      “Brielle? She’s opening her eyes! Brielle?”

      The voice sounds familiar. The sound of it makes my heart seize up.

      “Brielle, please wake up. Please.”

      I try harder. Someone’s rooting for me. Someone very important.

      When I finally open my eyes, I see Wyatt. The concerned look on his face morphs into relief. His eyes are filled with hope.

      “W-y-a-t-t?” I manage to say. There’s something in my mouth. But someone removes it. My mouth is dry. My lips are chapped. I’ve never been this thirsty.

      “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      

      Some more time later.

      

      I wake up and sit up in a hospital bed. I don’t know how much time has passed or what day it is. All I know is that Wyatt is no longer wearing his casts, but is walking around on his own.

      “I love you,” he says over and over again. “Do you know that? I love you. I should’ve told you a long time ago, but I was afraid. And I didn’t know how to say it.”

      I stare at him. I don’t understand what he’s saying. Or why.

      Tara’s also there. She looks guilty. Happy to see me, but guilty.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. And then I remember.

      “You were in a car accident. A tractor trailer ran the red light. You’re lucky to be alive,” Tara says.

      And then I remember. It’s not just me.

      “And my baby…” I ask.

      No one says anything. I don’t know if Wyatt knows. But by the look on his face, I suspect that he does.

      “What happened to my baby?” I ask. No one wants to say it. It’s not good news.

      “You lost the baby,” Tara finally says. “I’m so sorry.”

      

      The world fades to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      Tara was the one who called and told me about the accident. I drove to the hospital in a daze. From the tone of her voice, I could tell it was bad. Strangers don’t just call other strangers about accidents if things aren’t bad.

      When I finally got there, I saw a girl laying in a hospital bed. She was Brielle, but at the same time, she wasn’t Brielle. Gone was the exuberant, feisty girl who became one of my closest friends over the last few months. Gone were her laughter and her smile. Instead, what remained was some sort of fragile shell of a person she once was.

      And then Tara told me about the pregnancy. About how she was going to keep the baby. My baby. A million thoughts swirled around in my head. Thoughts that I was ill-equipped to deal with. Thoughts that I had to simply put out of my head just to get through the days.

      Brielle lay in an induced coma for three days. We didn’t know if she was going to live or die. I stayed the whole time. When I called O and told her what happened, she came to stay with me. She didn’t have to. I asked her not to, but she insisted. It was like something was different about her too.

      “I love you. I love you,” I said to Brielle when she first opened her eyes. I didn’t say it when we were together and lived to regret it. So now that she was awake, I wasn’t going to miss my chance again.

      “I love you,” I say to her again this morning. “I want you to know that I always did.”

      She smiles at me. She knows about the baby but doesn’t say anything else about it. We try to focus on today. I try to make her laugh. I read funny stories to her from my phone. I show her funny videos of cats and dogs. Finally, she cracks a smile. A few hours later, she manages a laugh.
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      My sister had  wanted to see her for the last two days. Ever since she woke up. But I didn’t want her to. Things between them got so bad and so complicated, I didn’t want Brielle to be uncomfortable in any way. Finally, after Brielle finally laughs, I decide to ask her about it.

      “O is here. She has been here this whole time. For the three days that you were in a coma and the last two days that you were awake.”

      “Really?” Brielle looks surprised.

      “Yes. And she wants to see you.”

      Brielle shakes her head.

      “Please?” I ask again. But Brielle again shakes her head.

      “She doesn’t want to see you,” I say to O, who’s waiting outside.

      “No, I have to see her.”

      “You can’t.”

      I’m adamant, firm in my position. “If Brielle doesn’t want to see you, then that’s it. You can’t.”

      I think she believes me. I think that she accepts Brielle’s decision. But I should know better. As soon as I start to walk over to the vending machine to get a cup of some terrible hospital coffee, O marches right into Brielle’s room.

      “Brielle, I’m so sorry,” I hear O say.“I’m so sorry about everything. I was such a bitch to you. I don’t know what came over me. But I shouldn’t have acted that way.”

      I come back to the room to pull O out.

      “You can’t be here,” I say. “She doesn’t want to see you.”

      “I know. I’m leaving. I just wanted you to know that. Okay? I feel terrible about all this.”

      I’m about to drag O out, but Brielle stops me.

      “It’s okay,” she whispers and sits up in her bed. “Go on.”

      O apologizes in the way I’ve never seen her apologize before. I’ve never heard her be so sincere and honest. She talks about how awful she felt after her boyfriend dumped her and she wound up pregnant. She talks about how lost she’d felt and how coming back home was the only place she felt safe. And she talks about how much she hated Brielle for being there.

      “I’m sorry, okay,” O sits down on the bed next to Brielle. “I was awful. I just wanted to apologize for being so awful and ask you to forgive me.”

      Brielle takes a moment.

      “Okay,” she finally nods and smiles. “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      I have been back “home” with Wyatt and O for three weeks. He says that this house is my home, and slowly but surely, I started to believe him. Did I really have another home? The trailer where I grew up and lived with my mother for all of those years wasn’t really a home anymore. Not really. She was gone, traveling around Europe with her new boyfriend. And now that she was basically an entirely different person, the place that we had shared no longer felt like home.

      I continued to get better and better every day. The car accident had some residual effects, of course. Goosebumps run up my arms whenever I hear the screeching of the tires or a honk. But otherwise, I was starting to feel like my old self.

      “At least you never lost your memory,” O keeps saying. She’s right. I remember almost everything leading up to the accident and everything after I came out of that coma. What I remember most about her was how shitty she treated me when she first came to live here. But, the funny thing about life is that, just when you think you have something figured out, it changes on you.

      “From the way O and I are getting along now, you’d think it was she who fell into a coma,” I remember joking with Wyatt. To say that O is now nice to me is to say the understatement of the century. She’s kind, sweet, accommodating. She’s starting to show now, and every day that goes by, every day that the baby grows bigger inside of her, the nicer she seems to get.

      “I thought the hormones were supposed to make her worse,” Wyatt asks laying in bed with me one morning.

      “Maybe only in the first trimester,” I shrug.
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      It has been three weeks since I left the hospital, and it has been longer than that since we talked about our own baby.  The only real casualty of that fateful car crash. I don’t know how to bring it up, and I get the feeling that Wyatt doesn’t want to bring it up. Though I love this new O, who has somehow become one of my closest friends, seeing her belly swell does make me sad. I’m excited for her, but I am also devastated for my own child.

      Everything about the accident is unfair, but it is out of my control. What I can control is how I react to it. How I allow it to affect my life. At least, that’s what I read on some new age self-help site. And when I first read those words, I thought they were the answers that I was seeking. I felt better. Calmer. But now, I realize that everything that has happened to me over the last year has been pretty unfair. It was just the accident that was particularly unfair and bad. But what is there to do? Nothing. I have no control over this. None of this.

      It is in this mercurial state that I checked my email on my phone. The sun is shining brightly outside, and Wyatt keeps wanting me to go horseback riding with him, but I can’t muster the energy to get out of bed. Now that Wyatt got me a phone with better cell reception and actual coverage to allow me to go online, I have very little energy to do anything but lay around in bed.

      There’s an email from Danielle. My heart drops and, at first, I don’t dare open it. What the hell does she want? I don’t know what my main issue is with my mom, but something about the thought of her makes my whole body tense up. On one hand, I’m happy for her. At least, I want to be. I’m happy that she found someone to spend time with, someone who can afford to take her to Europe. I’m glad that she’s living her life to the fullest. After everything that she has been through with losing my sister and getting diagnosed herself and nearly dying in the process, she really deserves to be happy. So why can’t I be happy for her? Perhaps, I’m a selfish, self-centered girl who wants her to be unhappy for the rest of her life. No, that can’t be it. It’s more than that. At least, it’s not all that.

      I finally get the courage to press ‘open’ and scan the email. I don’t read any of the words carefully enough. I don’t linger. I simply move on from line to line.  My mom rambles on and on how much she loves Switzerland and Barcelona and Madrid – apparently, they’re in Spain now. She asks about how I’m feeling and mentions that she’s glad that I have such a wonderful boyfriend to take care of me. Again, she apologizes for not coming to see me in the hospital and mentions that she totally would’ve if Wyatt had said that things were turning for the worst.

      “I was in a fuckin’ coma, Mom! How much worse could things get?” I talk at my phone. I want to toss it across the room, but it’s not the phone’s problem that I don’t want to get this email. I take a break, breathe in and out, before continuing.

      “Great news: I’m getting married!” I read the line over and over. It’s at the end of the email. I read all the words around it and read it again, but it still doesn’t make sense.

      “We want to get married in LA when he comes here on business next month. It’s not going to be a big wedding, just our closest family, and friends. I’ll write you more about it later, when we get the details figured out! How exciting!”

      Getting married? Is my mom kidding? How the hell is she getting married!?

      I get up and pace around the room. I can’t breathe. My chest hurts. I crack my knuckles and wince from the pain. I didn’t do it right. Fuck. How is this happening? She doesn’t even know this person that she’s marrying. They’ve only known each other a few months! That’s not enough time, at all.

      “Can you believe it?” I ask Wyatt as soon as he comes into the room. He doesn’t know what I’m talking about it. I show him the email. It takes him forever to read it and respond.

      And when he finally does, he simply asks “So what? Isn’t this great news?”

      I don’t even know who this person is standing before me and pretending to be Wyatt.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t get it,” he shrugs. “Your mom’s getting married. She sounds happy. What’s wrong with that?’

      

      The way he phrases it puts me off guard. I take a step back. There really shouldn’t be anything wrong with it. This would be fine for someone else’s mother, but not mine. She’s not the type. She worked in a diner almost her whole life. She lived in a trailer park. She doesn’t have any prospects. She has fought cancer her whole life. First with her daughter and then with herself. My mom simply does not do this!

      “My mom isn’t the type,” I finally say. “My mom isn’t the type of woman who meets a European stranger late in life and has this torrid affair with him. And then marries him.”

      “I can see that you’re very upset about this,” Wyatt says. “But let me put it this way. Aren’t you a lot like her?”

      “How so?”

      “Well, you grew up in the same trailer park. You had basically the same life minus  cancer. And yet you found me. I’m also not a very typical option for someone like you.”

      Now, I’m not sure if he’s insulting her or me.

      “I didn’t really mean it like that,” Wyatt quickly corrects himself. “All I’m trying to say is that you never know what kind of things happen in life. And you can’t just go around trying to live in some sort of box that you put yourself in. Your mom has lived her life in a box for a long time. Maybe this is her  way to just try to get out of it.”

      I nod. Perhaps.

      “Besides, it’s not like you two have any money.”

      “So? What does that mean?”

      “I mean, it’s one thing if you had money or some sort of trust fund or something. Then you’d worry about this guy’s intentions with her. But you don’t. So that’s one thing you don’t really have to worry about.”

      I thought about that for a moment. Wyatt was right. My mom and I didn’t offer this stranger very much in terms of finances. It was probably his family that was worried about some poor American who he was going to marry. Perhaps, things between them were simpler than I thought.

      “There you go,” Wyatt smiles at me. “I can tell that I’m starting to make sense to you.”

      I smile too. “Maybe, you’re right. Maybe she is in love.”

      He wraps his arm around my shoulder. “But what if she doesn’t know him enough? I mean, this hasn’t been that much time. She’s only met him a few months ago.”

      “Even if it’s not, even if this is a big mistake. So what? Isn’t that what life is about? Giving it all even if it is a mistake?”

      So what, huh? I thought to myself. Maybe I need to adopt that attitude as well. So what?

      My phone beeped again. Another email. But Wyatt took it away from me and pressed his lips onto mine.

      “What are you doing?” I mumble.

      “Nothing,” he mumbles back through the kisses. “I want to kiss you.”

      “Oh you do, do you?” I say. He presses his body to mine and intertwines his fingers with mine. A rush of excitement courses through my body as he pulls me on top of him. We fall onto a soft feather bed. Wyatt starts kissing my shoulder and neck. I close my eyes and enjoy the moment.

      His tongue is soft and kind and strong when it needs to be, and it has sent me to the heights of ecstasy and the depths of despair.

      Beep. Beep.

      The sounds breaks my concentration. I’m not usually the one who’s obsessed with my phone. Even out of the two of us, Wyatt is the one who checks his a lot more. But something is pushing me to look at it. Why? Another email from my mother? Perhaps. It’s not like I have a job that sends me emails. Still, I have to answer it.

      “Oh, where are you going?” Wyatt tries to grab me and pull me back into bed. He’s only successful in pulling off my button down shirt. “Leave it alone. It’s just a phone. Who cares who it is.”

      “Let me just look at it for a second, and I’ll be right back,” I smile. Want to be back in bed with him. I want to kiss him and touch him and take off all his clothes.

      I pick up the phone and look at the screen. The new email takes a moment to load. As soon as it loads, I drop the phone. I pray that Wyatt thinks it’s an accident even though it wasn’t. I dropped it because of his name.

      Ryan.

      Ryan?

      Ryan!

      How the hell did he find me? No, no, no.

      “Oh shit,” I get down on my knees. I reach for the phone, but Wyatt is quicker than I am in my fragile state. My mind is racing, but my body is standing still. I can’t make one decision or perform one action. I’m lost and afraid. My frozen hands shake uncontrollably.

      “Let me see this,” Wyatt jokes. “What is so important for you to get out of bed and look at. It better be from your mom.”

      His smiling and joking, but I can barely crack a smile. My mouth runs completely dry and my lips are chapped.

      “Okay, so Danielle says…” his voice trails off. I can’t see what he’s looking at, but I know it’s bad.

      “Brielle, who is Ryan?” he turns to me. His voice isn’t accusatory or distant. More like curious.

      “Um, Ryan…” I say. I don’t know where to begin or how to explain. This is my secret. My shame. One that I never planned on sharing with Wyatt. “No one. Not really,” I say.

      He stares at me. Then hands me the phone. Reluctantly, I take it.

      “Hi, sweetie. I’m coming back to town. Would love to catch up. Love always, Ryan.”

      I read the email silently. I don’t know what to do with myself. His words aren’t frightening or scary on the outside, but they cut me to my very core.

      “It’s no one,” I toss the phone aside. “No one important.”

      “Well, I didn’t think so,” Wyatt says. “But then I was just witness to the expression on your face. What’s wrong? Who is this guy?”

      I shrug. I don’t know how to begin to explain.

      “And why is he writing ‘love always’? Is he your old boyfriend?”

      I nod. “Yes, he’s just not quite over it.”

      This part is true. Ryan McPhee is an old boyfriend. He’s someone I cared a lot about at one time. But that was such a long time ago, I can’t even remember who I was then.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” Wyatt asks. He’s not letting it go. And the more I resist, the worse it’s going to get. And yet, I still can’t find the words to explain.

      “Seriously, he’s nobody. Just some old jerk I have no intention of ever contacting again,” I put on a brave face, but it’s no longer just brave. I’m acting a role of someone who’s not really scared. Someone who is powerful and strong and untouchable. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. We fall into bed together again, and I just hope that the passion in our kisses is enough to erase any memory of Ryan and his email.
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      Over the next couple of days, I got two additional emails from Ryan. They said basically the same thing, but they scared me just as much. Each email made me more and more nervous. Each email made my blood run cold, if not colder than the one before. The second email also came with an apology.

      “Listen, I’m sorry for everything that happened. Let’s make up. Love always.”

      The casualness in his tone made me want to rip his eyes out. Who the hell does he think he is? But instead of letting him get a rise out of me, I simply reply.

      “Please, don’t contact me again.”

      I’d debated whether I should’ve written that to Ryan for some time. Each time going back and forth. Changing my mind over and over again. On one hand, it would be good to just ignore him. Completely. Not give him any reply at all. Just pretend that I didn’t get the messages. On the other hand, I thought that telling him to stop would let him, asking him, to stop might evoke some remaining feelings of humanity left within him. Perhaps, if I’d asked to stop then he might actually comply with my wishes. Eventually, I did write back and spent the next day agonizing over if this was the right decision. And then another day later, I finally decided to send it.

      My thumb hovers over the word ‘Send.’ To send or not to send. That is the question. I press send. And regret the decision almost immediately. My throat closes up. My chest begins to ache. I can’t take a full breath of air.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      My mind goes blank. This can’t be happening.

      “Hey, Brielle,” Wyatt barges into my room. I whip around in the chair and drop the phone. He walks in cautiously and picks up the phone.

      “Are you okay? You’ve been kinda off ever since that email.”

      I nod. I still don’t know how to tell him the truth. I should, but I can’t.

      “I’m fine,” I give him a little peck on the cheek. He deserves a lot more than that, but I just can’t bring myself to show him any attention. Not ever since I got the emails.

      “I’m just a little freaked out about my mom’s wedding,” I lie. I’ve almost entirely forgotten how freaked out I was about her wedding. It scares me too, but not like this. Nothing scares me as much as this.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Wyatt tries to comfort me. He puts his arms around me. Kisses me. But I can’t reciprocate. I feel like I can’t breath. Like the world is closing in around me.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks looking me straight in the eye. He doesn’t believe what I’m saying. And I don’t think that my body language is any more convincing.

      “Please tell me if something’s wrong, Brielle. Things have been off ever since that day. But I get the feeling that it’s not just your mom’s impending nuptials.”

      “What do you mean? What are you talking about?” I try to act innocent. My acting is abysmal. My hands get impossibly cold. I can’t even open up my fists to warm them up.

      “I just don’t really understand what’s wrong with you. I feel like there’s a lot you’re not telling me.”

      “About what? About Ryan?”

      Shit. Why did I have to say his name? He probably wasn’t even thinking about him!

      “Yes, about Ryan,” Wyatt crosses his arms across his chest. “I know you better than you think, Brielle. I know when something’s off. You’ve been walking around in a daze around here for days. It’s like..you’re afraid of him, or something.”

      I’m terrified, I think. But I don’t say a word.

      “So, are you?”

      No, I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say with a shrug. “Everything’s fine. I’m just feeling a little under the weather, that’s all.”

      “But if something is wrong, you’ll tell me, right?” Wyatt asks.

      I nod.

      “No, you have to promise me. Out loud,” he says and waits.

      I’m not confident that my voice can manage it without giving me away. I take a deep breath.

      “I promise,” I say.
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      Brielle doesn’t know this, but I checked her phone. She had been acting so scared and awkward that I had to find out what else was wrong. I was expecting to see more emails from her mom. But what I found instead made my heart sink.

      Two more emails from that guy Ryan McPhee. Two more emails!

      Each email had an apology for what had happened. What?

      Each email asked Brielle for a chance to see her again. To apologize in person, presumingly, but this wasn’t stated explicitly.

      And the worst thing: each email ended with the same “Love Always, Ryan.”

      What does this mean? Who is this Ryan McPhee? And why does the mere mention of him make Brielle so uncomfortable? I try to put myself in her shoes. I have ex-girlfriends, too. Some I like more than others. There might be one or two of them who would freak me out if they ever contacted me and wanted to make amends, but I doubt that I would ever react like she has. Like she is reacting. What is her reaction exactly? A shutdown. But not a quick, shutdown with a one swoop motion. Instead, it’s a slow shutting down like the way people die after a long illness. One organ shuts down at a time.

      The only thing I could think to do is to look him up on the internet. I googled him last night and came up with a list of 18 pages long of Ryan McPhees, who all live in California. Of course, I don’t even know if he does live in California. That’s just an assumption and one that can easily be wrong. What it seems like from the emails is that he doesn’t live anywhere near her mom’s place, but that’s about as narrow as I can get it. And, that too, is also an assumption.

      

      O is now as big as a house. I can’t tell her this without fearing for my life. She walks briskly, but all of her movements are so exaggerated I sometimes think that she resembles a clown in a fat suit. I’m not really this immature, of course, I know enough not to mention any of this. It’s just that I’ve never seen a pregnant woman before. Not so up close and personal.

      Today, she enters the kitchen with both arms full of groceries and fresh flowers.

      “Please take these now, NOW!” She yells. I run over and grab everything from her just in time. The groceries are from the farmer’s market. So they are all packaged in bulky, eco-friendly, recyclable paper bags, which are bulky and awkward to carry.

      “You think you got enough groceries?” I ask. O has become obsessed with eating cleanly. No frozen dinners. Nothing with MSG, whatever that is. Nothing processed. She even started to make her own hummus!

      “I’m going to make a quiche for dinner tonight,” she announces with a wide smile. I stare at her. I’m still not used to this new and vastly improved version of O. She cooks and cleans and nests as if there’s no tomorrow.

      We have yet to talk about her ex. The father of her unborn child. But she has been so friendly, upbeat and happy ever since Brielle came home from the hospital that I didn’t want to break the spell by bringing him up. Clearly, she wasn’t in the mood to discuss him or she would’ve brought him up herself, I reason. O was never one to shy away from an uncomfortable topic of conversation.

      “A quiche, really?” I ask furrowing my brows. That sounds complicated.

      “Yes, really,” she rolls her eyes. I’m sure she knows why I’m surprised. How can I not be? I’ve never seen my sister bake a thing in her life. Up until a few months ago, I doubted that she even knew what an oven was or how to turn it on.

      “You’ve really come a long way, O,” I say. I hope that I sound encouraging rather than sarcastic.

      “How so?”

      “Well, remember how I got you that ‘Microwaving for One’ cookbook for your birthday a few years back? And you told me that you tried making something from it and it was too complicated.”

      O bursts into a laugh. Strong and powerful and unashamed. I’m suddenly reminded of my old sister, the one who was never afraid to laugh too loud or dance as if no one was watching.

      “I have come a long way since then, didn’t I?”

      I nod. “I like this version, though. It’s a good version.”

      She smiles and winks. “Me too.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask when she starts to lay out all the ingredients for the quiche. I figure it’s as good of a time as any.

      “Sure, shoot.”

      “Brielle got these emails from some guy named Ryan.”

      “What kind of emails?”

      I tell her everything. She listens carefully as she chops the spinach. She thinks about it for a moment while whipping the eggs.

      “No, I don’t believe it’s anything, Wyatt. That girl loves you. I see it in the way she acts around you.”

      I think about that for a second. She’s right. Of course, she’s right. And yet, something in the back of my mind gives me pause.

      “I know,” I finally say. “I know. But I’m just not so sure. What if I’m wrong?”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “Okay,” I take a deep breath. I didn’t want it to come to this, but I need a second opinion. “Well, that’s why I sent them to myself.”

      “You did what?” O’s eyes grow wide.

      “She just acted so weirdly. I didn’t think anything at first. But then, I wasn’t so sure. So I sent them to myself when she was in the shower.”

      O shakes her head.

      “I know, I know. It was a really shitty thing to do, wasn’t it?”

      “Kind of. You know, if this turns out to be nothing, then she’ll really feel like you violated her trust.”

      “I know,” I hang my head. I feel my shoulders sloping down and taking the whole world with them.

      I get my phone out and show her the emails. O reads them carefully. I wait, trying to guess her reaction.

      “I don’t know,” she finally says. “This guy, Ryan, sounds desperate, in love maybe. But I still don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      I try to figure out what’s worrying me. I just don’t know.

      “The thing is that it’s not even really him or what he says. It’s her reaction. She looked…I don’t know, uncertain? Scared? In some instances, petrified even. She was trembling when she got the first one.”

      “Trembling?”

      I try to convey exactly what I saw, experienced, but whatever words I find are not enough. There was a lostness to her. A kind of sorrow.

      “Maybe she’s just afraid of your reaction to them. Seeing you two together these past few weeks,” O smiles. “You two are getting along so well. You’re so happy. I just don’t think this is anything for you to get jealous over.”

      O is trying to be reassuring, but I’m not convinced. On one hand, I know she’s right, of course. But on the other, I’m not so sure. There are other factors in play. Facts that I’m not aware of. And that makes me worried. We are happy. It’s not an act. But the emails, they have to mean something, right? Why else would she react that way?

      “How about this?” O puts her hand around my neck. “Why don’t you just ask her?’

      “Just ask her?”

      “Yeah, what’s the worse that can happen?”
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      The following day, Brielle is still acting strangely. I’ve tried to bring the emails up a few times, but the problem is that I’m not supposed to know about the emails. Plural. I’m only supposed to know about one. And I can’t very well accuse her of keeping the others away from me without incriminating myself.

      But there’s something else on my mind as well. Brielle and I haven’t had sex since she got Ryan’s first email. She’s trying to act normal, but it doesn’t feel natural. It’s like she’s forcing herself to be friendly. Or maybe it’s just my own feelings being mirrored back to me?

      “Want to go horseback riding, today?” I ask Brielle, popping into her room after breakfast. I’m not expecting a yes, by any means. I’ve gone horseback riding multiple times without her, and she has avoided going with me for weeks for a variety of reasons. For one, she’s afraid of horses. She can’t even let one smell her hand without recoiling. This isn’t really a good sign, not according to most horse experts. According to lore, only people who are inauthentic are afraid of horses, because horses can spot a fake from a mile away.

      Another reason is that she’s angry at Sebastian for breaking my legs. They’re not all like Sebastian, of course. For one thing, they’re not all young stallions. I’ve reassured her about this multiple times, but she still won’t step foot into his part of the barn.

      “Sure, that will be great,” Brielle says. I look at her, unsure if I heard her correctly.

      “What?” I ask. I’ve forgotten the question.

      “Let’s go horseback riding,” she smiles. I’m not sure if I believe her.

      “Really? Why the sudden change of mind?” I ask her when we are already  on our way over to the barn.

      “Just looks fun,” Brielle says. There’s a slight hesitation in her voice as if she’s trying to cover something up. But I’m not going to let her back out.
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      “Hey! Hey!” I hear someone yell behind us. I turn around and see O wobbling toward us. It’s supposed to be a run, but at this point she’s so pregnant that it’s not really a run anymore.

      “Hey! Wait up!” she yells when we are already standing still near the barn. When she finally reaches us, her beet-red face sparkles in the sun. She grins from ear to ear.

      “Are you okay?” Brielle asks. “What’s wrong?”

      “No, nothing,” O says catching her breath. “Really good news. Just give me a moment.”

      We wait in anticipation for her to get a handle on her breathing. She seems to be taking her sweet time.

      “I just talked to your mom,” she finally manages. “She’s getting married. Do you know that?”

      Brielle’s face falls. She looks at the ground. There’s a mixture of anger and disappointment building behind her eyes.

      Finally, she nods. O doesn’t seem to notice a thing. Excitement flows out of her and she loses her breath again.

      “I just talked to her and she’s really into doing a very small wedding. She was actually thinking of eloping, but then she thought about you and how much she wants you to be there.”

      “Oh thanks,” Brielle says sarcastically. “I’m glad that she gave her only daughter at least that much thought.”

      “Anyway,” O rolls her eyes. “Danielle and I talked about what she wanted, and she was thinking of going to a courthouse and doing some small dinner in LA. And then I said, why doesn’t she just come to our house?”

      “Our house?” The prospect of a wedding at our house scared the hell out of me. “No, no, no, O. Don’t you remember the disaster that was Mom and Dad’s vow renewal ceremony? It took like a year to plan and occupied the house for nearly a month!”

      “Hear me out, Wyatt!” O put her hand up.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I can’t help but laugh. “Sticking your hand in my face? What is this the 90’s?”

      “Okay, sorry! I just need you to hear me out. Brielle! Where are you going?”

      I turn around and see that Brielle is already halfway back to the house. I run after her calling her name. O follows slowly behind me.

      “Brielle! Wait up!” I grab her arm and spin her around.

      “Leave me alone.” Brielle’s crying. Large, round tears are slowly rolling down her face. Her lips are puffy and the lipgloss that had only a minute ago glistened on them has disappeared.

      “Where are you going?”

      “What does it matter? Leave me alone!”

      “Brielle, please,” I try again. But I feel like I’m losing her.

      “Leave me alone, Wyatt! Let go. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      I let her go. O finally catches up.

      “Brielle, please. Wait. I didn’t tell you everything,” O says. Brielle turns on her heel to walk away but then stops.

      “And what is it that you left out? How you’re going to have this glamorous wedding for my mother and her wealthy fiancé here at the house? And how much fun you two will have planning all the details? And picking out the dress?

      “No,” O shakes her head. Brielle doesn’t understand. “No, not at all. That’s the thing. Your mom doesn’t want a big wedding. It’s going to be hardly a wedding at all. More like a special occasion dinner. They’re just going to say their vows, and then we’ll all have dinner. No one’s coming besides you and us. And the only reason I think Wyatt and I are even invited is because we live at this house.”

      Brielle hesitates. I feel her processing all the information.

      “She doesn’t want a wedding?” she finally asks.

      O shakes her head. “No, not at all.”

      “Not at all?” I ask. A wave of relief covers me from head to toe.

      “I knew you’d be ecstatic about this too,” O says pointing to me. “He’s not one for lavish parties.”
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      I can’t believe the roller coaster of emotions that I went through when I heard about my mom’s wedding. I’d agreed to go horseback riding with Wyatt, because I’ve reached the end of my rope regarding reasonable excuses. He has become really suspicious of practically everything I do ever since the Ryan emails, and I needed to find a way to reconnect with him. We haven’t had sex since I got that first email from Ryan. And that’s unacceptable!!

      Walking over to the barn, I was trembling. Shaking like a leaf on a cool autumn day. I heard somewhere the horses can tell right away if you’re not being honest, and I was terrified that my secret from Wyatt would come to the surface. Then, just when I was worrying about the whole Ryan debacle, a whole other thing shook my world.

      My mom is getting married. She’s actually doing it!

      And she’s coming here. I’m not exactly sure how I feel about this last part. O is excited. She’s over the moon to be exact. But me? I don’t know.

      “Are you okay?” Wyatt says. I turn to face him. I’d completely forgotten that he was in the room. How long had I been staring into space like this?

      “Yeah,” I flash him a quick smile. “Fine.”

      “Not so sure,” he says picking up his phone.

      In the span of only a few weeks, we have managed to become an old married couple. Not sure how all of this took place, but suddenly, there is an ocean between us, even though there are only inches that separate our bodies.

      Only a few weeks ago, just laying this close to him would’ve sent shivers over my whole body. All I would’ve thought about is how to find just the location for my arm so that I can brush up against him, accidentally. But now. Now things are different. My mind is elsewhere. On two things specifically. My mom’s impending nuptials and Ryan’s disconcerting emails.

      “Brielle? What can I do? What’s wrong?” he puts his phone away and faces me.

      “I want this to work,” he says. I’m covered in cold sweat.

      “What do you mean? I want this to work, too. Very much so.”

      “I’m no so sure,” he shrugs. “Things are so different between us, now. It’s like you’re running away from me or something. Every time I see you, you make some excuse to avoid me. To not spend time with me.”

      “No, no I don’t.” I don’t know what else to say but deny the truth.

      “Yes, yes, you do,” he’s not letting me get off that easily. “There’s something going on that you’re not telling me.”

      I shake my head.

      “Why are you lying to me, Brielle? Why?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “Really? Really? You’re going to go there?” he gets up and takes his phone. I shrug and wait.

      “And what about these emails? You got two other emails from Ryan after that first one. He’s apologizing. He wants to see you.”

      The whole world went silent. I felt like I was punched in my stomach. How does he know about the other emails?

      “Are you going through my phone?”

      “Yes, I did. I’m sorry about that. But you were acting very weird, Brielle. I had to do something. I had to find out what was wrong.”

      I can’t speak. My mouth is parched and I feel like I’m going to pass out any second now. “I can’t believe you went through my phone.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry about that. But please tell me what’s going on with Ryan. At first, I thought it was nothing. Just some ex. But your behavior after you got the emails just got stranger and stranger. Now, I know that something’s going on.”

      I can’t say a word. I feel like I’m choking. I also want to choke him.

      “No,” I finally manage. “Nothing’s going on.”

      It’s not true. A part of me is screaming on the inside to tell him. Tell him the truth. It’s not as bad as he’s imagining it to be, but my fear is not letting me. I’m too scared to tell the truth. So all I can do is lie. And get mad.

      “There’s nothing going on, Wyatt. Not with Ryan and me. But I can’t believe you went through my phone. Are you that fuckin’ insecure? Are you that much of a coward?”

      I’m riling myself up to make all of this his fault. It’s not right, but blaming him is all I can do in this situation. There’s a look of disappointment in his eyes. Quickly, it turns into anger.

      “I thought you were better than this, Brielle. I thought that we had something. Real.”

      “We do. But we can’t continue to have it without you trusting me.”

      “I do trust you,” he whispers. “At least, I did until right now. I know that something is going on. With you and Ryan. Otherwise, you wouldn’t react like this.”

      “You don’t know shit,” I say and turn away from him. Just tell him the truth. The truth. It’s not this bad. It will stop him from thinking all these bad things about you. About you and Ryan. I try to find the words, but nothing comes out.

      “There is no me and Ryan. He’s some ex. That’s it,” I finally manage to utter.

      “Why is he writing you? What does he want?”

      I can’t even imagine. I can’t let my mind go there. Shivers run up my spine, and I start to shake. Wyatt doesn’t know what he’s talking about. What he’s asking me to say.

      “What is he apologizing for, Brielle? What happened between you two?” He asks carefully. He can probably sense my anxiousness. The depths of which he will hopefully never know.

      “Nothing really,” I shrug. But I have to offer him more than that. “Okay, we dated. For a bit. Not long. And then I broke up with him. That’s it.”

      I pray that that’s enough information. But it’s not.

      “So what is he apologizing for?”

      I need to offer him more. Tell him the truth, I say to myself over and over again while Wyatt waits patiently.

      “He just didn’t take it very well, that’s it,” I finally say. I can’t look Wyatt in the eye. I feel like he can sense the truth just by looking at me. When we finally do make eye contact, I realize that he can’t. His expression is completely blank. Like one of those that Buddhist monks have when they reach enlightenment. I saw a documentary on them recently on Netflix, and it clearly left an impression.

      “Is that all?” Wyatt asks quietly.

      “Yes,” I nod. Please leave this alone. Please. Please. Pretty please.

      “You’re full of shit, Brielle. You know that?”

      His words hit me so hard, they knock the breath out of me.

      “It’s true,” I whisper.

      “No. No, it’s not. You know that. And I know that,” he says and walks away.

      When he reaches the door, I start after him.

      “Wyatt, please.”

      “We have nothing else to talk about, Brielle. Unless you want to tell me the truth.”

      “This is the truth,” I start to sob. Please believe me.

      “No, it’s not,” he shakes his head and walks out.

      Big fat tears start to roll down my face. I’m a coward. I’m a freak. Why couldn’t I just tell him the truth? I love this man. I did nothing wrong. And yet, something kept me silent.

      Of course, I know perfectly well what it was that kept me silent.

      Pain. Shame.

      To admit what happened was to make it true again. It was to contaminate this house with all that darkness and hopelessness. No, I couldn’t do that. I can’t do.

      But was that worth this? Worth Wyatt thinking that Ryan and I was anything at all? Worth Wyatt having doubts about me and how much I love him?

      Love. We haven’t used that word yet. Not really. But I love him. I’ve known I loved him for a long time now. And until the emails, I was pretty sure that he loved me too. Shit. Shit. Shit. How could I screw this up so badly? I buried my head in my knees and cried until all sense of time disappeared.
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      One day passed. And then another. And then another five. Wyatt and I still didn’t speak. He avoided me in the hallways and ate dinner and lunch at different times from me. O still spoke to me, thankfully, and she was sweet and kind and a friend that I really needed.

      “I think I’m going to leave soon,” I tell O at dinner on the sixth day of our silence.

      “What? No!”

      “Yes,” I nod. “After the wedding.”

      The wedding is in two days. My mom is arriving tomorrow morning. I tried to get out of it. I tried to get her to move it to somewhere else. But O interfered. She said that she didn’t care that Wyatt and I were no longer together or were having drama. Danielle was her friend, and the wedding was not getting cancelled just because things got a little tense.

      “No, you can’t leave!”

      “I have to. I don’t think Wyatt and I are together anymore. He won’t say a word to me. And I just can’t stay here like this. I don’t really know what I’m doing here.”

      “But you’re my friend, too. Please stay. Stay until after the birth, at least.”

      I think about it for a moment. She’s due in two months, but I don’t think I can manage here for that long.

      “I don’t know, O. I’d love to. But this thing with Wyatt and me is serious. He won’t say a word to me. I don’t think I can stay here for two more months like that.”

      “Are you sure you can’t work it out?”

      O knows about Ryan. At least, as much as Wyatt does. And that’s enough. I can’t share any more than that.

      I nod. “I don’t know what he wants from me. He doesn’t believe me when I tell him the truth. What else can I do?”

      O shrugs. She feels my pain. I can tell by the hurt expression on her face. The problem is that I know what else I can do. I can tell him the truth. The real truth. The one that he feels is somewhere below the surface of all our conversations. The only problem is that I’m a coward, and I can’t bring myself to tell him any of it. I can’t bring myself to say any of it out loud.

      And the worst part of all this? Is that I’m willing to give up the best thing that ever happened because I’m such a coward. It makes me sick to my stomach!

      My mom arrives the following morning. She is as radiant as I’ve ever seen her. Her hair shines in the sunlight, and her skin has a beautiful glow to it. Her eyes are wide, and she’s wearing fake eyelashes that make them look triple their normal size. And there’s something else. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “Hello, darlings,” she hugs me and then O. “Oh what a beautiful place you have here! It seems to get more gorgeous every time I visit.”

      When she embraces O, I finally realize what it is that adds to her beauty. Her lips. They aren’t pursed from tension and anxiety anymore. Instead, they are calm and relaxed. Glowing just like the rest of her.

      “Here, let me introduce you to my darling husband to be. Luke!”

      A distinguished man with a few gray hairs on the sides extends his hand. I’m about to shake it, but instead he brings it up to his lips and kisses the back of my hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Brielle,” Luke says with a slight French accent. His words are soothing.

      I watch my mom introduce Luke to O, Mr. Whitewater and eventually Wyatt who all respond warmly to his calm demeanor. After all the introductions are made, Luke takes my mother’s hand and tells everyone what a pleasure it is to meet her friends.

      There’s a genuine goodness to his way of being in the world. He hugs my mother when he doesn’t have to, as if he is drawn to her by some invisible magnet. Not long ago, Wyatt and I had this same way of being. It’s called being in love. Even before O takes my mom and me upstairs for the dress fittings and the men head to the other part of the house to try on tuxedos, I know that what my mom and Luke have is real.

      “So what do you think?” Mom takes my arm on our way up the stairs.

      “I like him,” I say. “He seems to really love you.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” she wraps her arms around my shoulders. A wave of relief sweeps over her face. It’s like she has been holding her breath, and now she can let it out.

      It makes me happy that I can provide this sense of relief for my mom. And it makes me even more happy that, at this moment, I’m not lying. I’m telling the truth. It feels good. So good, that for a brief moment, I consider telling Wyatt the truth.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” O takes my hand. “Danielle, I can’t wait to see you try on the dresses that I picked out for you.”

      My mom stares at her dumbfounded. “I thought I would just wear something I already have. I have this little yellow summer dress that Luke got me in Paris.”

      The smile nearly vanishes from O’s face, but she is quick to recover.

      “Yes, of course. Whatever you’d like. But since the dresses are already upstairs, maybe you’d like to take a look?” O says with a mischievous look in her eye.

      I’m sure that that look has served O very well over the years and has had quite an effect on many men.

      My mom’s eyes light up. She has always loved shopping. Even when we had absolutely no money, she would go to Target or Ross and browse the aisles. Inevitably, she would come home with some crazy marked down pair of jeans or a beautiful top, which she only paid $5 for.

      “When did you have time to get dresses?” I ask on our way up the stairs.

      “Oh, you don’t think I was just laying around here all day doing nothing, did you? I’ve been hard at work planning this little shindig ever since I heard of it.”

      I shake my head and smile. I’m glad that there are women like O in the world. Women who get immense pleasure from planning and organizing events. I’m glad, mainly, for selfish reasons. Because I don’t have that event planning gene, and if the world was made up of people like me, then civilization would be doomed.

      I wait on the couch in O’s room for my mom to try on her first dress. O is in the walk-in closet with her, because according to O, “trying on wedding dresses is a three or four woman job, but we’ll manage.”

      I offered to help out, but both of them insisted that I stay put.

      Finally, my mom comes out. My jaw drops. That’s not an exaggeration. It actually drops open, as if I’m in one of those old school cartoons.

      The woman before me is tall and elegant and looks like she’s ten years younger than my mom actually is.

      “So? What do you think?” My mom asks smoothing the large taffeta skirt of the wedding dress with her hands.

      “Beautiful,” I manage to say. Tears come to my eyes, but I try to hold them off. I can’t believe that this is my mother standing before me. I’ve never seen her this beautiful and radiant. This effervescent.

      “Yes, you do look lovely, Danielle,” O cuts in. “But there’s another one that I think might be a little bit more you.”

      “Another one?” I ask.

      “Yes, how many dresses do you think I got exactly? Just one? What kind of fitting would this be?” O tosses her hair and rolls her eyes. I smile.

      When my mom disappears into the dressing room, O turns to me.

      “You really like that dress?”

      I nod.

      “I think the skirt is a little full. It makes her look a little bit like a recently groomed poodle.”

      I nod. I don’t know what to say. That was the most extravagant thing I’ve ever seen in real life, and I’m in awe by its grandeur.

      Before I get the chance to gather my thoughts, my mom comes out again. This time, she’s wearing a long gown that hugs her hips and makes her look as if she were six feet tall.

      “This is an A-line dress,” O explains. “It accentuates your figure a lot more giving you a very, very nice shape. What do you think, Danielle?”

      This time, it is my mom who has tears in her eyes. She wipes them off with the back of her hand.

      “I’m sorry. So sorry, I didn’t want to just disintegrate into a puddle, but it’s beautiful.”

      “Well, this is it then,” O says decidedly.

      “This is it? Aren’t there more dresses to try to on?” I ask.

      “You don’t know the first thing about shopping for a wedding dress. Do you, Brielle?” O asks.

      “No, why?”

      “Well, if you did, then you’d know that the first dress that makes the bride to be cry is the dress. No ifs, ands, or buts. This isn’t a science, darling. This is an art. And the first dress that produces that reaction is the one!”

      We both turn to my mom. She’s staring at herself in the mirror. She’s never looked lovelier, and she knows it. Tears are streaming down her face. Tears of happiness and joy. The kind I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen. The kind that I really wish my little sister was here for.

      “And for us, the bridesmaids, I got us these lavender dresses.” They are cut to the knee with built in cups and thin straps going over the shoulder. The material is the lightest thing I’ve ever felt. This must be what it feels like to be a butterfly, I think to myself when I look at myself in the dress in the mirror.

      “The color really compliments Brielle’s skin tone, don’t you think, Danielle?” O asks.

      “You’re breathtaking,” my mom says choking up again.

      We start to do our own makeup, but O remains in charge.

      “First, you’ve got to put on the primer,” she instructs. “It’s like painting a house. Would you ever paint a wall without putting on primer first?”

      Mom and I just stare at her. I don’t actually know, since I’ve never painted a wall or a house. I have put on foundation before, but apparently without primer, and that’s all wrong.

      “All of these years of applying makeup and I’ve been doing it all wrong,” Mom jokes.

      O sprays on our foundation then blends it with a wide brush. Fake eyelashes are next. The glue frightens me, so I just close my eyes and pray that O doesn’t glue them shut. She applies the eyeliner and the eyeshadow next, and follows that up by filling in my eyebrows.

      At first, I try to protest and do my own makeup. But once the fake eyelashes come out, I just give up and give in. So does Mom.

      When O’s finally done, I look at myself in the mirror and don’t recognize the beautiful woman staring back at me.
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      By four o’clock in the afternoon, we are all ready. Just in time for the ceremony. O leads the way, taking us to the garden. My mom looks like a movie star. She moves as if she were floating on air.

      The wedding will take place in the garden’s gazebo. When we walk into the garden, Mr. Whitewater is standing at the head with a small book before him. Luke is right next to him on the right, and Wyatt is next to him. Luke looks like all fiancés do in movies: nervous, lonely, and incredibly handsome.

      I follow O down the aisle. In the end, I turn to Wyatt. He’s radiant. The tux accentuates every hard line of his body. It looks as if it were made to just be worn by him in this world.

      “Doesn’t Wyatt look handsome?” O whispers.

      “Very,” I say. I try to meet his eyes, but he purposely avoids mine.

      When the music starts, I turn away from him and look at my mother. She walks down the aisle slowly and majestically, as if she was born to do this. At this moment, she is no longer my mother. She’s Danielle. A woman on the verge of starting her new life with the love of her life, and I can’t be any happier with her than I already am.

      When she gets closer, I see that the most beautiful thing that she’s wearing is the smile on her face. The last time, I saw her this happy was when my little sister was still alive. And that was many, many years ago.

      The wedding passes in no time. Mr. Whitewater reads from the Bible and asks the bride and groom if they promise to care for each other in sickness and in health, for better and for worse. They say their “I do’s” and lock lips.

      [image: ]

      “Okay, let’s all head out to the foyer for cocktails,” O says as we walk down the aisle following the happy couple. Throughout the ceremony, I tried to meet eyes with Wyatt, but he had successfully evaded me until we were supposed to lock arms and walk back down the aisle. Finally, I thought. This will be my opportunity to at least touch him. No matter how chaste.

      But he didn’t give me his arm. When I reached for it, he recoiled and walked slightly ahead of me. It took a lot of courage for me to reach out to him. I hope he knows that. I also know what he would say if I’d said that out loud. “Why don’t you get just the courage to tell me the truth?”

      I will. Later this evening. I will tell you everything, I promise myself.

      

      ***

      When I get to the foyer, I head straight to the bar.

      “What would you like?” the bartender asks. He doesn’t look familiar. He was was probably just hired just for the occasion.

      “Martini. Dry, please.”

      I should’ve started drinking a long time ago. At least, way ahead of the ceremony.

      “Here you go, madam,” he hands me the drink.

      “Excuse me, sir. You can’t be here. This is a private party,” I hear someone say behind me.

      “Don’t worry, this won’t take long. Only a few minutes.”

      I drop my glass to the floor. That voice is all too familiar and frightening.

      Time stops. I turn around. Everyone’s still mingling, talking, and for a brief moment Ryan and I are the only ones in the room.

      “Hi sweetie,” he takes a few steps forward and is suddenly right next to me. He’s breathing on the back of my neck. Suffocating me. I want to move my feet and run, but I’m bound to the floor. Frozen from fear.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see that he’s carrying a handgun.

      “Wow, you’re even more beautiful than I remember,” Ryan says brushing his hand against mine.

      I shudder and recoil from his touch.

      His wide black eyes are devilish and sinister. Arrogant. I can’t believe that I was ever drawn to them.

      “Can I help you?” Wyatt comes closer. I don’t know if he knows about the gun. I want to scream for him to go away and stay away. This man is armed and dangerous. But I remain still and barely breathing.

      “Yes, you can, actually. I’m here to pick up Brielle,” Ryan says tossing his head back. His shoulders are square with Wyatt’s. He’s challenging him.

      “Pick her up for what?” Wyatt asks.

      “Not for anything. Just pick her up. She’s coming with me.”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Wyatt asks. “Do you know this man, Brielle?”

      “Tell him, Bree,” Ryan says.

      But tell him what? The truth that I should’ve told him a long time ago. I can’t do it now as much as I couldn’t do it before.

      “Okay, then. If she won’t do it, let me do it. My name’s Ryan McPhee. And Brielle and I are together. She’s the love of my life. She got lost for a little bit, but now she’s back.”

      Wyatt stares at him. And then turns to me.

      Finally, I summon courage from some place deep within me that I didn’t even know existed. I’m shaking. But my words are steadfast.

      “We are not together, Ryan. I have a restraining order against you. Or did you forget that?”

      Wyatt gets it immediately.

      “You have to leave, Ryan. This is a private party.”

      “Oh yes, I know. But I’m not leaving without Brielle,” he say and pulls out his handgun. The whole room grows quiet. It gets so quiet I can hear my mom’s pulse from across the room.

      Ryan grabs my hand, shaking me out of a daze. “Let’s go, Brielle.”

      “Ryan,” Wyatt steps forward. Ryan is too fast for him. “Another step forward and I’ll shoot you. You better stay back now, you hear?”

      Everyone stops in their tracks. Out of the corner of my eye, I see O’s terrified face.

      “Let’s go, Brielle,” Ryan wraps his cold, strong hands around my waist and pushes me forward.

      A thousand thoughts rush through my mind. I can run, but then he’ll shoot me. Someone can get hurt. I’m not sure everyone in the room realizes just how crazy he is. Just how out of control.

      Outside, the clouds that have been gathering ever since the ceremony finished, suddenly break out into thunder. A few aggressive flashes of lighting follow, and all of the lights go out. My mom screams. Ryan pulls me closer. I can’t see a thing anymore. The whole room is a blur. It’s pitch black, and I have no idea where Ryan is pulling me.

      A few moments later, my eyes adjust to the darkness. Then, from the distance I see him. I want to yell out to him to stop, to get away, but I don’t want to alarm Ryan, who has yet to see him.

      With one swift motion, Wyatt knocks the gun out of Ryan’s hand and punches him. Ryan falls to the floor, but he doesn’t let go of my hand, and I tumble onto the floor along with him. Wyatt looks around for the gun, but Ryan is quick. He grabs him at the ankles. Wyatt falls to the floor. Thump. Ryan’s back on his feet. He’s holding the gun over Wyatt’s head.

      “No!” I scream out. My voice can’t stop a bullet. Wyatt moans. He’s been shot!

      Rage boils within me. The fireplace is right next to me. I see the metal poker Mr. Whitewater used to adjust the wood on the flame. I grab it, put it behind my back, and turn to face Ryan.

      “Oh you think, you’re so brave, defending Brielle like that? What, you think you’re some sort of hero?”

      Ryan’s talking to Wyatt, who’s withering in pain on the floor. He doesn’t see me. This is my only chance. I don’t think, don’t give a thought. I simply act.

      I run straight for him, poker extended. It goes through his chest. Blood spurts out of his mouth. I step back to keep it from touching me.

      “Brielle,” Ryan shakes his head. “Brielle.”

      Those two words will haunt me forever. Ryan’s legs give out, and he drops to the floor.

      “You’re going to be okay, Wyatt. You’re going to be okay,” I grab Wyatt and cradle his head with my body. He’s still breathing, but each breath is laborious. He has been shot in the stomach. I hear O calling the police and feel everyone circling the two of us. I feel them there, but at that moment, we’re alone. No one else exists, but us.

      Wyatt opens his mouth and tries to say something.

      “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. You don’t have to say anything,” I say. Hot tears run down my face, and I pray that I’m right. But Wyatt keeps trying. Eventually, he manages to form the words.

      “I…love….you.”
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      Wyatt, O, and I often talk about that fateful day, the day my mother got married. O had her baby while Wyatt was still recovering at the hospital from the gunshot to his abdomen. Wyatt spent four days in the hospital recovering from the gunshot to his abdomen. I spent another two weeks telling him everything about Ryan and I. Everything that I should’ve told him earlier. He was my boyfriend for a year, but he got a little clingy. So I decided to break up with him. At first, I thought he took it alright, but he said that he wanted to be friends. And continued to contact me. When I told him that we could no longer be friends, he got angry. Hit me. Pushed me down. I tried to call the cops, but he smashed my phone. When he finally left, I went to the police station and got a restraining order. He was told to stay away, but he didn’t. I saw him cruising past my house. He came to the café and sat in the parking lot until someone told him to leave. I called the cops. They enforced the restraining order, told him to stay away, but he kept breaking it. And each time that I saw him, I got more and more afraid.

      Then I came to Wyatt’s house. This was the one place where I felt incredibly safe. Ryan couldn’t reach me here. He didn’t know where I was, nor did anyone else. I stopped hearing from him. Months passed, and I thought that he had moved on with his life. Then I got that first email.

      My whole life was turned upside down. I started to panic. Fear ate me up inside. I was terrified. I couldn’t think of anything but him. The only thing that kept me going was that I really believed that he didn’t know where to find me. And then he did.

      I didn’t know how he found out about this place, but then I got a call from my mom. Apparently, her trailer had a break in and some documents were missing. One of them was the letter from Wild, Inc. and another from Wyatt about repaying the debt, along with the letter was his return address.

      “He must’ve just come here on a hunch,” Wyatt says when we talk about it again. Wyatt’s home now, but still a little weak from the medication.

      “Yeah, that must be it,” I agree.

      “I still can’t believe you did that,” he says.

      “Did what?”

      “Kill him like that. That took a lot of courage, Brielle.”

      “I’m just sorry that I didn’t do it earlier, before he shot you,” I put my hand in his. “I knew how dangerous he was, and I just let it go. Let the scenario play out.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Wyatt smiles and kisses the top of my head. “You didn’t know he was going to shoot me. He’s crazy. You couldn’t have predicted any of this.”

      I try to believe him.

      “Hey, I’ve been meaningto ask you something. I’m thinking of taking that job in LA working for my father’s company. After I get a little better. What do you think?”

      “I think that would be so exciting. Yes, definitely. A nice change of place. You need that.”

      I’m happy for him, but another small part of me is a little sad. What would that mean for us, then?

      “Well, I can only do it on one condition, though,” Wyatt flashes his mischievous smile.

      “What’s that?”

      “You have to come with me. Will you?”

      I look at him. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “What would I do there?” I ask.

      “Anything you want. It will be a new start for us. What do you think? Please say yes.”

      I think about it for less than a second. “Yes! Yes!” I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. “Of course, yes!”

      Then something occurs to me.

      “But only under one condition,” I say pulling away from him. “We go horseback riding first. After you get a little better, that is.”

      “You want to go horseback riding?” he asks. “I thought you were afraid?”

      “I am,” I smile. “Well, no. That’s not entirely true. I’m a little apprehensive, but I’m not afraid anymore.”

      Wyatt pulls me closer to him and kisses me.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal,” he whispers through the kisses.

      

      THE END

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Indebted (Book 2)

          

        

      

    

    
      When unemployed college graduate Annabelle receives a mysterious job offer from a company to which she has never applied to, she can't say no. But the job comes with a complication.

      Her boss is a sexy and arrogant soon-to-be billionaire playboy who always gets what he wants. He likes to play games and he's keeping a secret: he's Annabelle's one and only one night stand.

      As they get locked into a game of seduction, both are shocked to find themselves falling for each other...

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!
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      I came here so that no one would hear me scream. The redwoods surrounding me are muffling my sobs. Birds are flying away frightened, and rabbits are running for their lives.

      I have been here for a few days already, all alone, surviving on energy bars and bags of dried fruit and nuts. I brought real food – dried soups and pasta – and a tiny camping stove for heating up food and water, but I just don’t have the energy for all that.

      I haven’t had much of an appetite in weeks, actually. Not since it happened. A part of me thought that my appetite might return here. But it hasn’t. Now, the forty-pound bag stuffed with all the food and supplies that I have no use for serves no purpose except to make my shoulders raw.

      But there’s nothing to do. I’m lost and angry and self-destructive, but not self-destructive enough to throw away food. I’m in the backcountry of the Yosemite National Park. I haven’t seen another human in four days. Who knows what awaits me in the five days to come. My supplies could mean the difference between life and death, and I am not throwing them away.

      

      Looking down at my topographical map, I try to figure out how much longer it will take me to get to the lake. I have been hiking for five hours, and I want to get there before the sun dips below the horizon and the chill of the night returns. I haven’t had a shower in days, and I need to wash off the thick layer of dirt covering every inch of my body.

      According to where I think I am on the map, the lake is still about half an hour away. But I’m wrong… I take a few steps around the bend and see it right in front of me.

      Majestic and elegant, a thick forest of pines surrounds the lake, which cradles it as if it’s a gem.

      I drop my bag and run down to a barely-existent path through the pine trees. As I run, I peel off my clothes piece by piece until I step out of my panties and jump into the ice cold, glacier water.

      “Oh my God! Oh  my God!” I yelp.

      The water rushes over me and through me and, for a brief moment, I forget everything that has happened. My mom isn’t dead. I didn't spend two years of my life nursing her. I didn't hate my dad for leaving her right before she got sick and never returning.

      

      I rise out of the water. The warm sun feels nice on my erect nipples, comforting even. I dip back down, this time submerging my head. Freezing water rushes over my head, and I scream under water.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuck!”

      I scream. The water is so cold I feel like my lungs are collapsing within my chest. I scream again. I had to be a rock for two years, and I just can’t take it anymore.

      The temperature difference between the air and the water is probably more than 50 degrees, and I can’t get enough of the water. It’s focusing my mind. Nothing else exists except right here and now.

      It’s quite a change from the world where I came from. That world of anxiety over the future and the depression over the past makes me wish that I were the one who had gotten cancer instead of her. It would've been easier for me to handle.

      Here, I don’t dwell on the past or worry about the future. My mind doesn’t spin in circles on what could’ve been or what might be. Rising out and diving back into the crystal-clear water centers me.

      Alive.

      Awake.

      Aware.

      I’m present in this moment, and this moment is all that matters. It’s all I have.

      

      “Hey! Hey, there!” A deep voice pierces my solitude.

      Who is this asshole infringing on my one moment of fun and hope? I turn around.

      “Mind if I join you?” he yells from the shore. “You’re the first person I’ve seen in two days.”

      “Whatever,” I yell back and dive under the water.

      It’s going to be okay. I’m not going to let this stranger invade my fun. The lake is more than two miles across. There’s room for both of us here.

      When I come back up for air, the stranger is waist deep in the water. His body is tan and strong. He descends into the water and comes back up again. When he comes up, every defined muscle in his body glistens in the sun as if he is a Greek god.

      “Wow, it’s cold,” he laughs. I smile and try to look away from his toned stomach and all six clearly defined muscles that form his six-pack.

      My fingers sweep over my thighs. Suddenly, I come to my senses. Somewhat.

      I am naked. Completely naked. Shit.

      “This feels amazing, doesn’t it?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I nod. Are we really going to talk about the temperature of the water?

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, coming closer.

      He submerges into the water up to his shoulders. My mind focuses on his face. He hasn’t shaved in a couple of days, but his jawline is strong and powerful. His eyes are piercing blue, the color of the cloudless sky. Long strands of light brown hair fall into his face.

      He dives under the water. I wrap my hands around my body as if there is anything I can do if he opens his eyes under the water.

      He rises out of the water a god. He tosses his head and all hair from his face dances and falls into place. A beautiful, friendly smile forms on his lips.

      

      “I’m Tristan,” he says. “What’s your name?”

      I want to lie but lose my train of thought. “Annabelle.”

      “Annabelle? I’ve never met anyone by that name before,” he smiles. His white teeth sparkle in the sunlight.

      “I’ve never met anyone named Tristan before,” I mumble.

      I’m flirting. I haven’t flirted in who knows how long, and something about saying those words reminds me that I am a woman. It’s a nice feeling.

      “Tristan? Where’s that from?”

      He smiles again. It takes everything I have to not reach out and brush my fingers along his luscious, soft lips.

      “From a lot of places, but really it’s from an old English story about star-crossed lovers, Tristan and Isolde.”

      Of course, I know that. I wrote a term paper on Tristan and Isolde junior year in college. I meant why the hell he has that name.

      “Sounds like your parents were romantics,” I smile.

      “You can say many things about my parents,” Tristan says, “but I’m not sure you can say that.”

      I nod. My arms are no longer shielding my body. I spread them out wide around me. It’s not deep enough in this spot that I can’t reach the ground, but I like treading water. I bob up and down, periodically exposing my collarbones and a bit below that, all the while still staying decent.

      “And what about you, Annabelle?” He smiles. “Annabelle is kind of a literary name too, wouldn’t you say?”

      I roll my eyes. He is, of course, referring to the famous Annabel Lee from Edgar Allen Poe.

      “Yes, it was as if my mom wanted me to become depressive.”

      I don’t mean to mention her, but I do. And the very thought of her makes my throat close. This is why I have come here – to get away from thoughts of her. To get away from a world that is made up of her.

      “Oh no, not at all,” he laughs.

      There is a sweetness in his smile. The type of kindness I have never seen in people out in the real world. He is real, true, and honest.

      “I think it’s simpler than that. I don’t know your mom, of course, but she probably loved Edgar Allen Poe, and he loved Annabel Lee, and so she fell in love with his love for her and everything that that name represented.”

      “You think it was as simple as that?”

      “Yes, I do,” he nods. “Things typically are.”

      That isn’t even a bit true – things in the real world are complicated and complex, full of layers and emotions and misunderstandings. Yet here, with Tristan, the world seems simple. Black and white. Easy to navigate. I nod.

      “So how are we going to do this?” Tristan asks.

      I have no idea what he is talking about.

      “Get out of the water.” He smiles.

      I look down and remember that I am naked. I look up at him. Through the crystal-clear water, I can see that he is completely naked as well. But I can’t make out any details. I feel a strange tingling in the area between my legs. If the water wasn’t so cold, I know that I would also feel warm and moist.
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      “Okay, okay. I’ll be a gentleman, I’ll get out first. But you have to look away.”

      Look away? Why? I don’t want to look away.

      “Because it’s cold here. I have a lot more to offer than what you’ll see coming out of this glacier water.”

      I smile and turn around. “Okay, I promise.”

      I hear him rise out of the water and splash on his way to shore. I have every intention of keeping my promise, but then I don’t. I turn around slightly and sneak a peek.

      Tristan’s back is to me, but I can see his perfectly toned legs and firm buttocks walking toward the shore.

      “Okay, I’m done,” he yells, his voice echoing across the lake.

      I turn around. “Okay, don’t look!”

      Tristan turns his back and disappears into the woods.

      I climb out slowly, suddenly well aware of my body and its various shortcomings. My legs are a little too short, my stomach a bit too big, my breasts a little too small. But as I get closer to shore, I feel a strange kind of confidence building up within me.

      I have been hiking in the woods by myself for days, and I have not seen a mirror in close to a week. And yet, looking down at my body, I can see that I am wrong. My stomach is flatter and somewhat defined. My arms are strong and my shoulders powerful. My breasts are firm and small, but pleasant to look at.

      Infused with an unfamiliar sensation of confidence, I feel my shoulders straighten out. This is my body, and I am okay with it. In this moment, I want Tristan to look. I hope that he too will break his promise.

      I don’t see Tristan on the way to my backpack. Dripping wet, I search my bag for something clean to wear. Finally, I find a thin white dress, which I packed in case it got really hot and I had to wash all of my clothes. It seems perfect for the occasion. I put it on, gather all of my discarded clothes from the path leading to the shore and leave to find him.

      I find Tristan around the bend. His tent is already set up, and he’s busy stirring something that smells amazing on a tiny camping stove.

      “Annabelle, I’m glad you’re here.”

      I nod. I am glad I am here too.

      “I was wondering if you will join me for dinner.”

      I smile. “Yes, of course. That sounds nice.”

      He flashes his beautiful pearly whites at me and brushes his hair out of his face with the back of his hand.

      “What are you making?”

      “Vegetarian chili. From a pouch. Hope that’s okay.”

      “That’s better than what I’ve been having for almost a week now.”

      “How’s that?”

      I laugh and pull out a handful of energy bars from the top of my backpack.

      “Oh, that’s not good. Did you not pack anything more substantial?”

      “Yes, I did, actually.” I shrug. I don’t want to get into this. “But I wasn’t really in the mood to cook.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, I hope you’re in the mood for this.”

      I nod. For the first time in what seems like ages, I am in the mood to eat a hearty and filling meal.

      

      As Tristan continues to stir the pot, he tells me about his life. He’s 27-years-old, three years older than I am. In the winters, he works as a ski instructor around California – Tahoe, Mammoth, and even Big Bear, here in Southern California. In the summers, he works as a rafting guide in Colorado.

      As we talk, we discover that we both attended the University of Southern California and were there at the same time but majored in different things. He was a Communications and Business double major because his family had wanted him to follow his father and pursue a career in business. But he didn’t feel like that was right for him, so he skies and rafts instead.

      I like the way that he stood up to his family, pursuing his dreams and living his life on his own terms.

      I like the straightforward way in which he speaks to me. I try to be honest with him as well. As honest as I can be without mentioning anything personal.

      I tell him that I graduated a couple of years ago with a degree in English and work as a freelance editor. What I don’t tell him is that I work freelance because I can’t find anything better. I don’t tell him that I have been looking for a full-time position for over a year now, sent out over a hundred resumes and cover letters and have only been asked to come in to interview for five positions. I don’t tell him that no one will hire me for anything and that I am already four months behind on my student loan payments and would be out on the street were it not for my wonderful and generous roommate.

      There is a world of things that I don’t tell Tristan, and I feel bad about every single one of them.

      “So why vegetarian chili?” I ask. I’m trying to distract myself from all the things that I want to tell this perfect human being.

      “Why not?” Tristan’s blue eyes twinkle when he smiles.

      “No reason, just wondering,” I say. “I like vegetarian chili better than regular chili, anyway.”

      “Well, that’s good,” he says. “Me too. But I also don’t eat meat.”

      The words surprise me. My brows furrow in disbelief. I’ve always thought of vegetarians as weak and slight in stature. I’ve never met a guy who was a vegetarian, but I always imagined them to be boring and unattractive.

      Tristan is none of these things. He’s powerful and solid and defined, both in personality and body. His arms and hands are strong and capable, and yet he’s supposedly a vegetarian?

      “Really? That’s hard to believe.” I smile.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because…because vegetarians aren’t…” I can’t think of a word that is both inoffensive and appropriate.

      “Aren’t manly?” he fills in the blank.

      I nod.

      “Well, I am manly, and I’m a vegetarian. I don’t see why someone has to eat animals to be considered a real man.”

      His words blow me away. I’ve never given vegetarians much thought except that I’ve always thought of them as a bit too self-obsessed and egomaniacal and weak. But Tristan isn’t that at all.

      “Oh, I see.” I nod.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Annabelle. It’s just something that works for me, and that’s why I do it. It doesn’t mean that I think there’s something wrong with you.”

      “I hope not,” I mumble, hating myself for thinking that there is something wrong with him. When there isn’t. He’s the most perfect human that I’ve laid my eyes on. And the fact that he is a vegetarian on top of that, someone who cares about the well-being of those who are weaker than him, makes him even more attractive.

      Tristan pours me a bowl of the chili. I grab a spoon and eat more than I’ve eaten in weeks. It tastes so delicious and wonderful that I feel completely powerless in stopping myself. Once I finish one bowl, he pours me another and another. He doesn’t stop me from filling myself, and he doesn’t ask questions as to why I’m so hungry. He simply eats his bowl of food in silence, occasionally looking up at me with an inquisitive look in his eye.

      After dinner, we make s’mores. I haven’t had a s’more in a decade. I love peeling off the burned parts of the marshmallow and licking the gooey, stretchy filling. After ravenously consuming two s’mores, I look up at Tristan and catch him staring at me. With the sun setting, his eyes turn a deeper shade of blue but do not lose the innocent and yet mysterious quality that draws me to him.

      Suddenly, he reaches out and brushes his fingers along my bottom lip. His fingertips feel rough but soft at the same time. Slowly, he leans in close to me. I can feel his breath on my face, and I lick my lips.

      He cradles my face as he buries his fingers in my hair. When I close my eyes, our lips touch.
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      His lips are soft and effervescent. His tongue feels both foreign and familiar at the same time. He tilts my head back and drops his. His lips are on my neck. He’s kissing me so slowly that I can feel the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Our legs touch, and his hands slowly caress the top of my shoulders. I feel him pushing me backward onto the ground, and I let him. My legs open on their own, and we intertwine as one.

      “Wait, wait,” I whisper.

      Reluctantly, Tristan pulls away. His face is so close to mine that his hair falls into my eyes, and his eyelashes are giving me butterfly kisses.

      “What’s wrong?” he whispers. “Do you want to take things slow?”

      Yes, I do, I say to myself. This isn’t right. I’m not the kind of girl who has one night stands. I’m careful and cautious. I am the girl who has boyfriends and who always waits until at least the third date to sleep with a guy.

      And yet, there’s something about Tristan that makes me feel safe and comfortable. I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. Like we belong together. I don’t feel as if I’ve just met him; I feel like I’ve known him forever.

      “No,” I decide and shake my head.

      “Are you sure?” he whispers, kissing my neck again.

      I nod. “I just want to go into your tent. Is that okay?”

      He smiles with his whole face, and his blue eyes pierce through my heart and body.

      “Is that okay?” he jokes, grabbing my hand and pulling me up into the air. “Is that okay? Of course, it’s okay.”

      The tent is twenty feet away, but I barely walk a step. With Tristan’s arms around me, I am as light as a feather and float into the tent.

      The tent is small, meant for one person, and neither of us can stand up all the way. I dive in first, landing softly on his sleeping bag. Tristan lowers himself, slowly, on top of me. His smile vanishes, but his face keeps its whimsical look.

      “What?” I smile. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” he says without missing a beat.

      My cheeks flush. No one has ever said that to me before. The confidence in his voice is disarming.

      He kisses me again. This time his lips are more forceful. He presses his whole body into mine, and every last inch of it is hard and powerful. He kisses me hard – so hard that it borders on painful. I kiss him back. I push back into him and feel him rise a little above me. I didn’t know that I could have so much power.

      Slowly, our bodies start to move as one. Through his jeans, I can feel how large and hard his cock is, and I want to see it. I want to feel it in my hand. I want to taste it.

      His hands start to slide down my body until they find where my dress ends. Then they start sliding back up, across the curves of my hips, up my hips bones, and stopping briefly to tease my belly button. His lips pull away from mine and land there. He’s licking my belly button and then running his tongue along the top of my panties. My body rises and falls with each kiss. I close my legs to stop myself from getting even wetter than I already am.

      “Oh no, no, no,” he whispers and forces my legs open once more. My mouth dries and all moisture in my body concentrates itself in that one place between my legs.

      Unfortunately, he doesn’t stay there for long. He comes back up and pulls my dress over the top of my head.

      I’m not wearing a bra, and my erect nipples are holding my breasts in place.

      “Oh wow, wow,” he whispers, placing the tip of my breast into his mouth.

      “I love your breasts, Annabelle,” Tristan whispers.

      I love the way he says my name, and I want to hear him scream it at the top of his lungs.

      “Oh, Tristan,” I whisper, wanting to scream his name too, but I seem to have lost all ability to speak.

      He comes back up to my face, and I can taste the sweetness of his luscious lips. As we kiss, he kicks off his loose fitting jeans.

      “No underwear?” I ask, grabbing his hard, solid ass.

      My fingernails are probably leaving marks, but I don’t care. The muscles in his butt are hard and strong, but the skin is soft and delicate. Grabbing it makes me so aroused that it’s all I can do not to push him onto his stomach and bite it.

      “I didn’t have a clean pair. I’ve been out here for days.”

      Yes, of course. I completely forgot where we are.

      Looking up through the mesh of his tent, I can see the magnificent night sky above our heads. 80-foot pines cradle our world as we reach toward the heavens and star-studded sky.

      Grabbing on to my breasts, as if for support, Tristan runs his tongue along the top of my panties again. I relax and let my legs fall open for him. With one swift motion, he pulls my panties off completely. It happens so fast that he must’ve ripped them, but I don’t care. Now my legs are tense, and the area between my legs is salivating for him.

      “I want you, Annabelle,” he says and pushes himself into me.

      “I want you too,” I mumble.

      We move in unison, and I can feel him going deeper and deeper within me with each motion.

      I wonder where he has been this whole time. It’s as if I have been missing something my whole life that I didn’t know I needed or wanted.

      Suddenly, with one swift and smooth motion, he moves my leg out of the way and lies down next to me. We’re both on our sides, and my left leg is draping over his. We are still one. His fingers find my clit and starts massaging gently with each thrust.

      My legs start to cramp up and then go numb, and a warm, soothing sensation starts to fill my entire body. My body is getting closer and closer to my blissful release.

      “I’m getting close,” I whisper. It’s a warning, but it comes out as an apology. He is driving me wild.

      “I know,” he says confidently. He continues to massage my clit and to push himself in and out of me.

      Suddenly, I’m on top of him. I’m still on my back, and he’s still inside of me with his fingers on my clit, but he’s now below me. Our movements are speeding up, except that I’m no longer moving. I simply let him take me wherever he wants to go.

      I give up. I give in. I let go completely. I am exposed, and he’s doing whatever he wants.

      “Tristan!” I moan as ultimate pleasure starts coursing through my body. My legs go numb and goose bumps cover my body.

      “Annabelle!” he screams into my ear.

      “Oh, Annabelle,” he says over and over as he moves his hips faster and faster.

      “Annabelle,” he whispers again when he finishes.
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      After he throws away the condom – the one that I didn’t even see him put on but was really thankful that he had – he comes back to the tent. We lie around for hours talking, laughing, and exploring each other’s bodies.

      He tells me all the things that he loves about my body, and his admiration makes me think differently about it too. I thought I had big hips, but he says that they are just big enough to hold on to. I have always thought I had small breasts, but Tristan disagrees.

      “They’re the perfect size. I don’t understand how you don’t see it. Look, they fit right into my mouth, hardly any spillover!”

      I blush. No one has talked about my body like this before, and I feel myself falling in love with his admiration. I love the way he looks at me and the way his words make me feel.

      [image: ]

      When I wake up a few hours later, the sun is beaming down on me through the mesh screen of the tent. I’m all alone, and the combination of sleeping bag and sun is making me sweat profusely.

      “Hey, how are you?” I climb out of the tent. I feel a little groggy and tired from last night, and my legs are sore. I try to hold on to the top of the tent for support, but it collapses under my weight.

      “Hey, you’re finally up,” Tristan says.

      His hair is tossed, and he’s not wearing a shirt. Every muscle in his strong, wide shoulders bulges as he stuffs the rest of his remaining supplies into his already overstuffed backpack.

      “Yeah, sorry, I must’ve slept in.” I shield my eyes from the sun. Am I really seeing this? Why is he packing his backpack?

      My backpack is near the pine tree on the other side of the campsite. I hadn’t unpacked it at all.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry to do this.” He looks up and comes over to me.

      “Do what?” I ask even though I already know. He is leaving. Leaving me.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “What? Why?” My voice goes high, and I want to stomp my feet. I want to do everything and anything to change his mind.

      “I’m sorry, Annabelle. It just came up.” He tries to put his arms around me.

      “What came up?” I pull away. “What’s so important?”

      I know that I sound like a child. We just met yesterday. I have no right to make any demands on his time. He doesn’t owe me anything. And yet, I can’t help myself.

      “What about everything we talked about last night? About going on today. Together? At least for a few more days? What about that?”

      “I know. I know. And I really wish I could do that. I want to do those things with you. You have no idea how much. But I just can’t. It’s something for work. I can’t really explain, but I have to go.”

      I shake my head.

      “You’re a rafting guide, what kind of emergency could’ve possibly come up?”

      He stares at me. Then looks away. The expression on his face looks as if he had forgotten that.

      “I’m sorry. It’s something for my dad. It’s something I do on the side,” he says.

      But the words don’t come out easily. He’s searching for them, trying to remember something. It’s a lie. I can feel it. Was all of this a lie?

      He’s rejecting me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him.

      “But I want to stay in touch. We both live in LA. I want to see you again,” Tristan says, wrapping his arms around me.

      I try to push him away. But he doesn’t let me.

      “No,” he whispers. “I want you to know that I don’t think last night was a mistake. Everything I said was true. Everything we had last night was true.”

      “If it were then you wouldn’t be leaving.”

      “No, that’s not true. Sometimes there are things beyond our control.”

      Tristan leans down and presses his lips to mine. I want to push him away, but,at the same time, I want to savor this moment. This will be the last time that I will see him.

      I know that even though he has promised that it wouldn’t be. So I kiss him back as passionately and with the most love that I can muster. Our lips pressing hard and our tongues intertwining. I want to stay in this moment forever, but I have to be strong.

      I pull away first. He’s just tilting my head to get a little bit more of a taste when I push him away.

      “Okay, go. If you have to go, go!” I say and start to walk away.

      “Annabelle.” He catches up to me just as I grab my backpack, tossing it onto my shoulders. It’s much heavier than I remember, and I wince from the pain.

      “I don’t even know your last name,” Tristan says.

      “York,” I say, immediately regretting telling him.

      “Annabelle York,” he whispers. “How beautiful.”

      “I have to go, Tristan,” I say, turning away from him.

      I don’t want him to see the tears that are building up in my eyes. They’re tears of loss and pain. Tears of the wonderful moments we shared and how they are now gone. Tears of the pain of never having him again. But mostly, they are tears of pity over everything else that I have lost in my life and the sadness that I feel for myself in this moment.

      “How can I contact you? What’s your number?” Tristan asks, refusing to let go of my arm.

      I gather whatever molecules of strength I have left within me and reply, “I’m not giving you my number.”

      [image: ]

      I refuse to give Tristan my number because I know that he only asked for it to be nice. He wouldn’t be leaving right now if he actually felt the way I thought he had felt. And asking for my number and pretending that he is going to call is a lie.

      A beautiful lie that I desperately want to believe, but I can’t. I have been disappointed enough in my life.

      My pride makes me walk away from Tristan even though all I want to do is run back to him, wrap my arms around him, and beg him to stay. I hate the feeling that he has over me, the feeling that makes me into a needy, helpless little girl. And yet I am stronger than that.

      He’s leaving me, so I decide to leave him first. Who the hell does he think he is? Does he think that I’m just going to wait around for him? Does he think that I actually believe him when he tells me he’s going to call?

      Contradictory thoughts swirl around in my head making me dizzy and tired. Last night, for the first time in weeks and months, had been a high. It made me realize that perhaps there is something about life worth living.

      And right now, I feel lower than I have felt in months.

      I want to run to get further away from Tristan and my feelings for him. But the bag that I carry is too heavy for that. All I can do is walk a little faster. Put one foot in front of the other a little quicker.

      And the further I get away from him and the night we shared, the better I start to feel. The pines grow thicker, cradling my sorrow in their blossom. As the undergrowth gets taller and lusher and the trail gets narrower and narrower, I start to feel an unfamiliar tingling.

      No matter what has happened, no matter how I feel now knowing that I will never see him again, Tristan has opened my eyes.

      He reminded me of the life that I am missing, the life that I once had. He isn’t just Tristan. He’s also a symbol of life and hope and passion. All the things that have disappeared from my life over the last few months. All the things that make life worth living.

      And for that, I am grateful.
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      Three days later.

      I walk into our apartment and drop my heavy backpack on the ground for good. It’s the middle of the afternoon. My roommate and best friend, Maggie Mae, should be home unless she is at an audition, and I am looking forward to seeing her.

      “You’re home! You’re home!” she runs up to me and wraps her arms around my neck.

      Maggie Mae has always been there for me. She has been with me throughout my mom’s sickness and death, and she has been there for me afterward – when I wasn’t the nicest person to be around.

      “So? How was it? I’m ordering pizza, and you’re going to tell me everything!” Maggie Mae screams from the kitchen even though our walls are paper-thin.

      Maggie Mae and I have a wonderful afternoon at home. I tell her about the trees, the earth, the trails, and the lake. I tell her that it was the most beautiful place that I’ve ever been and that it really helped me put myself and my place in the world in perspective.

      She listens and nods along. Maggie Mae is not an outdoorsy girl, but she’s a really good friend, and that means that she supports me in doing things that are good for me.

      Of course, I save the best for last.

      Tristan.

      “I’m so happy you had a good time,” she says, tossing her long blonde hair from one shoulder to the next. Her hair is always shiny and beautiful, and if she weren't such a nice and kind girl, I would hate her for it.

      “And, in the end…” I take a deep breath. I have to tell her about Tristan. She loves men, and she loves hearing stories about men. And she would really appreciate this one.

      “And in the end, I met someone.”

      “You met someone!?” Her eyes open wide, and she leans in closer to me.

      She smells of figs and apricots, the argon oil sugar scrub that we had picked out together, the one civilized thing that I missed while I was away.

      “Don’t get too excited, I’m not seeing him again,” I warn her. “But it was really an amazing night.”

      Maggie Mae’s eyes light up, and she yelps and hugs me tight. “Tell me everything!”

      [image: ]

      Later that night, Maggie Mae goes to her job at Brucci’s, one of the most expensive and fabulous restaurants in LA. It’s located in the hip area of Melrose Avenue, and you have to have a big name or big pockets to get a table there. The rest of us mere mortals have to wait for months for a reservation.

      Maggie Mae is a waitress there, and it was the hardest audition that she had ever had. She faced a panel of five judges who asked her a million different questions about her life, thoughts, opinions covering a variety of topics, including politics and religion. It was a casting director who had put her name through to Brucci’s Human Capitol staff, and the same casting director had prepped her for the interviews.

      “You have to be knowledgeable about what was going on in the world, but tactful. You had to have an opinion, but not a particularly offensive one. Honestly, it was like the most advanced and difficult improv class that I had ever participated in,” she had told me.

      But now, it was all worth it. She had passed the 90-day period where she could be fired without cause and became a full-time employee. Being a full-time employee at Brucci’s meant a lot. It meant a salary of more money than a nurse at a hospital with five years of experience. Plus tips.

      “I can’t ever quit this job, Annabelle,” she had told me. “Even if I ever quit acting and going to auditions, this is still the best job that I could ever get.”

      I am really happy for her. After years of struggling and barely making ends meet, she is now making as much money being a waitress as someone with twice her education and experience.

      And it’s this money, and her generosity, that pretty much help me to continue to exist.

      Unfortunately, my financial situation is completely different. I have little to no money to speak of and no prospects of any money on the horizon. I graduated from the University of Southern California with a 3.7-grade-point-average, but I couldn’t find a job after graduation. I didn’t have any internships, and I didn’t really know what I wanted to do with my life. I like writing, but I don’t know of anyone who actually makes a living writing except journalists. And current events aren’t my thing.

      I owe over a hundred thousand dollars in loans, and the first payments had to be made six months after graduation. After months of searching for full-time positions at a variety of companies, I finally landed a full-time, temporary freelance position. This position basically involved me going around to different companies and filling in when people took vacations or maternity leave.

      As a full-time temp, all my job titles were different even though I did the same thing. Personal assistant, administrative assistant, assistant to the executive assistant. Basically, I answered the phone and replied to emails.

      Maggie Mae didn’t know why I’d bothered. “Just come and get a bartending or waitressing gig just like me,” she had said on numerous occasions. “The tips pay way more than you make at that dumb white collar job.”

      At first, I had resisted. I thought I was better than serving people food and drinks. But after nine months of working for minimum wage at a job that required a suit to work, I gave up. It was then that I also got fired from the temp agency. Not fired but let go. Apparently there were way too many college grads seeking work and companies preferred people with more experience.

      By that time, I was ready for a waitressing job. Maggie Mae was already working at Brucci’s, and there was no way in hell that I was going to pass their grueling entry interviews.

      This all happened about a month ago, and if it weren’t for Maggie Mae, I wouldn’t have a roof over my head. She’s patient with me for not being able to pay rent, and she’s patient when I say I can’t find work.

      In fact, it was her idea that I go camping at all. She’s not into it, but I love it, and she worked hard to convince me that I could go on that trip even though I had approximately $200 in my bank account and no job.

      “You need to clear your head, Annabelle,” she had insisted. “After everything you’ve been through with your mom, this will be really good for you.”

      She was right. The trip had cleared my head. What it didn’t do was improve my financial situation. I am two months behind on rent, and I’m borrowing more money to pay for food and utilities. My credit cards are maxed out, and I’m months late on making my student loan payments.

      The week after I get back passes slowly. I worry about money and search job sites for possible options. I work on my resume and update my cover letter. I send them out to every single place available, but it will be weeks before I hear back - if I even hear back.

      Basically, I worry. I worry about what I will do when (not if) Maggie Mae gets sick of me.

      What will I do if Maggie Mae ever decides to move out of this dingy building with window air conditioners and cockroaches? She can afford a lot more. Yes, I kill all the cockroaches for her while she jumps on the couch and screams in a high pitched little-girl voice, but she can also afford to move out of this dump altogether. I can’t.

      What if she gets tired of walking past homeless people and drug addicts every day and decides to move to a better part of town?

      What if she meets someone and decides to move in with him?

      What will I do then? I can’t even pay my own share of the rent, all $800, let alone afford a studio apartment of my own, which usually runs into the $1200s.

      If not for Maggie Mae, I would be out on the street. Homeless. Surfing friends’ couches, if I were lucky. Fighting for a spot in a shelter, if I were unlucky.

      I desperately need a job.
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      No one writes me back. The week I got back, I sent out twenty resumes, cover letters, and numerous letters of interest, but not one company writes back. I’m starting to panic.

      And then I receive a call.

      My cell phone rings at nine in the morning, and the number is marked private. I usually don’t answer private or unknown numbers. Typically they are debt collectors calling about late payments. But I do today. What if it’s a recruiter? A human resources person? How lucky would I be?

      “May I speak to Ms. York?” a smooth voice asks.

      “Yes, this is me,” I say and immediately kick myself for not sounding more professional. Less casual. Would it kill you to say, yes, this is Ms. York? Dammit!

      “My name is Margaret Black, and I’m calling to set up an interview with you at Wild International. I’m looking at your resume, and you seem like a good fit.”

      “Oh yes, of course. That sounds perfect,” I say.

      Wild International? What the heck is Wild International?

      “Are you available later on today? We have a lot of people interviewing, and the spot will go fast.”

      “Yes, I am. Of course. What time?” I ask quickly. This is the first person who has called me in months. I’m not going to pass this up.

      “How about noon?”

      I look at my phone. Three hours is not enough time to get ready – mentally and physically – but I don’t have a choice.

      “Noon is perfect.”

      Ms. Greaves gives me the address of the building and tells me to arrive fifteen minutes ahead of time to take care of some paperwork.

      I hang up the phone in a daze. Did this really just happen? Do I really have an interview?! I can’t believe it. Also, for the life of me, I can’t remember ever applying to any Wild International. Something about that company sounds familiar, but I don’t know what.

      I pour myself a bowl of cereal and sit down on the couch with my laptop. According to their website, Wild International is a global pharmaceutical company that does drug testing and clinical trials on a variety of different drugs to treat a variety of different diseases. Biology was never my strong suit, but from what I gather, they develop and test drugs on cancer, tumors, and other kinds of diseases.

      Now that I know what they do, I try to find what position I actually applied for.

      I search my inbox for a confirmation email but find nothing.

      I then search my documents folder where I label each resume and cover letter that I send out to keep track of all of my applications. I had read online that resumes and cover letters should be tailored to each position to show the prospective employers that you’re interested in them and them alone. So I copy and paste my generic resume and cover letter and alter them with the name of each company and position that I apply to.

      I search the documents folder visually and find no trace of Wild International. Then I search it again using the ‘find’ button, but still nothing!

      How can this be? How did they invite me to an interview without an application? Did they think I was someone else?

      No, they couldn’t have. My mind continues to race as I start to get ready. I take a shower and lay out my outfit – a black pencil skirt, a pink polka dot blouse, and black heels.

      No, they couldn’t have thought that I was someone else. Ms. Greaves called me by name. Or did she? She did just say Ms. York, not Ms. Annabelle York. But if she wasn’t calling me, how did she get my number?

      By eleven, I’m ready. My makeup is demure and professional, but feminine. The high-waisted skirt makes it hard for me to breathe, but it does make me stand up straight and prevents me from slouching. The blouse is frilly and something that a hot secretary would wear in a movie. The stilettoes pinch my toes and send shooting pain up my heels into my hips. I haven’t worn heels in months, and I’m not adjusting well. But I’m ready.

      In the car, I put the address into Google Maps and turn up the speaker on my phone. The place isn’t very far away. About a ten minute drive. I’m sweating profusely, and my hands are ice-cold and shaking. I turn down the radio and try to focus.

      Wild International is right in the heart of downtown LA. That means that there’s no street parking, and I have to bite the bullet and pay $20 for parking in their parking garage. That was half of my food budget for the week. Maybe they validate. Either way, this interview had better be worth it!

      On the first floor, I hand the security guard my ID and wait for him to call upstairs to confirm my appointment. When I pick up a magazine, my hand is so sweaty and cold that it sticks to the cover. I decide against it, placing the magazine down once more.

      “Ms. York, you can go on up now,” the security guard announces. “Take the elevator all the way to the 67th floor. Take the elevator on the far right – it’s the only one that goes all the way up there.”

      The walls of the elevator are fabric. I don’t want to wipe my sweat off on my clothes, so I slide my hands against the wall behind me to get rid of some of the moisture.

      “Calm down, calm down, calm down,” I say to myself aloud. “You can do this.”

      On the 66th floor, I take a deep breath and only breathe out when the doors open to the 67th floor.

      The doors open to a large spacious lobby surrounded by windows. The entire space has not one wall. Clouds are hugging the windows, and a few specks of sunlight break through. The lack of sunlight is the least unusual thing about this Los Angeles day.

      “Ms. York, I’m glad you made it,” a familiar voice says. It’s Ms. Greaves. She is a middle-aged woman who looks a lot like Kathy Bates. She also puts off a no-nonsense vibe that makes me feel comfortable.

      “I’m going to be the one conducting the interview,” Ms. Greaves says. I can feel my shoulders relax. Even though she comes off a bit confrontational, she’s also straightforward, and I appreciate that.

      “Follow me, please.” Ms. Greaves leads me into a large ballroom with floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides. The ballroom is empty except for one small circular table and two chairs. She sits down and opens my file. I follow her lead.

      “Well, first of all, I would like to know why you applied to work here?” she questions, looking straight at me. I know that I should keep her gaze, but I can’t help but look away. I have no good reason for applying here since I never did, but I can’t blow this question.

      “Well, I’ve always admired Wild International and all the good that they’re doing all over the world. I want to be part of something like that. I want to work for a place that makes a difference.”

      Where did those words come from? I have no idea.

      “Excellent, okay then.” Ms. Greaves nods. I try reading her, but I can’t tell if she’s one of those people who say excellent all the time, the way that others say ‘okay’, or if she really is impressed with my insane answer. The one thing I know for sure is that I am certainly impressed with myself. Thinking on my feet is not one of my strong suits.
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      Ms. Greaves asks a few more general questions about my experience with working as an assistant and receptionist and what I did in my previous positions at the temp agency. Answering those, I relax a bit. My hands stop shaking, and my voice grows stronger and more confident.

      And then she asks, “How do you see yourself making a difference in this position?”

      My mind goes completely blank. I have no idea. I’m not even sure what the position is, let alone how I am going to make a difference in it. So I just open my mouth and let whatever is going to come out, spill out.

      “Well, I’m a very prompt and diligent and hard-working professional, and I will bring those same exact skills and attributes to this position. I will make a difference by being the best possible person for this position, and I will give my best in all situations.”

      The answer isn’t great, but it’s not crap either. Ms. Greaves smiles. I hope that she thinks that I referred to the job as ‘the position’ instead of its actual job title because I’m professional – not because I have no idea what position I’m interviewing for.

      “Well, Ms. York,” Ms. Greaves says, closing a thick manila folder with my name on it. “I think you will be an excellent fit for this position.”

      I nearly lose my ability to breathe. “You do? Really? Thank you. I really, really appreciate it!”

      “You’re quite an impressive young woman,” she continues. “Your file checks out well, and the thing that I was particularly impressed with was your ability to think on your feet.”

      “Oh really?” I nod. I can’t stop smiling.

      “Yes, especially since you came here without having the faintest idea what position you were interviewing for and had never even sent in an application.”

      My mouth drops open. She knew! How did she know?!

      “Oh don’t worry, Ms. York. It’s okay. You have been pre-selected, and now that I’ve interviewed you, you have been approved for the position.”

      “Pre-selected? How? Why?” I mutter.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. We can’t discuss those details. What I can do is give you this packet with all the information for you to look over, and you can let me know if you’re still interested.”

      I nod and take the packet.

      “Please let me know by the end of the day. An email is fine,” she says. “If you’re interested, you start tomorrow morning.”

      I nod and say good-bye.
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      I open the packet at home, sitting at the dining room table and holding my breath. The contract is long and tedious, covering everything imaginable. It’s close to seven pages in length and of a very small font. I skim it looking for the only thing that matters: the salary.

      Finally, in the last paragraph on the last page, I see it.

      

      $4000 per month!

      Four fucking grand!

      

      I can’t believe it. I never imagined making that much money. I pour myself a glass of wine and read the contract more carefully.

      I’m going to be a receptionist, a personal/executive assistant. My duties include answering phones, replying to emails, and miscellaneous other duties including picking up groceries and dropping off packages.

      The next two weeks will be my trial period, and if that goes well, then I will get full-time pay: an additional $1000 per month, plus benefits.

      Benefits. No other company I have worked with has ever offered benefits, and I’m constantly afraid of going to the doctor when I get sick out of fear of the medical bills that I’d incur. This place is amazing!

      I don’t sleep a wink that night and get up around five to get ready. Even though my hair and makeup usually take me less than twenty minutes to do, today I spend a full hour on it. I blow-dry my hair and then flat-iron it, spray it with moose, and curl it with Maggie Mae’s thick curling iron.

      I arrive at work half an hour early and decide to go on up anyway. This time the security guard, whose name is Tom, is ready for me. He takes my picture and hands me my badge. The whole process takes a bit of time, and I start to worry that I won’t make it to the 67th floor on time. But Tom assures me that everything is going to be okay.

      I smile and wait.

      Finally, with my newly minted warm badge in hand, I step into the elevator and press 67. To my surprise, my hands are no longer shaking. The badge with my full name, Annabelle York, and the best standardized picture I’ve ever taken gives me a strange and unfamiliar feeling of confidence.

      I am Annabelle York, and I belong here. I was hand-selected as a personal/executive assistant to work at Wild International, and I can really do a good job here.

      “Ms. York, you’re right on time.” Ms. Greaves flashes me a smile from her desk. “I like that.”

      Instead of the main receptionist desk in the middle of the lobby, there are suddenly two desks sitting before me. One large glass one where Ms. Greaves sits and one smaller, wooden one with the same elegant Scandinavian design where I will sit.

      Ms. Greaves turns on the computer for me and gives me all the login information. She also shows me how to answer the phone. “This is Mr. Wild’s office. How may I direct your call?”

      “You will be getting all the calls for Mr. Wild today. I will be supervising,” she explains. She shows me all the buttons and what each one means. One puts someone through to Mr. Wild, and the others send the callers to various other departments in the building.

      “You will not be putting anyone through to Mr. Wild today. If someone asks directly for him, you tell that person that he is in a meeting and take a message. This is very important, do you understand?”

      I nod. “Does Mr. Wild never take calls?” I ask.

      “That’s none of your concern, Ms. York,” she says. “But no, that’s not always the case. But until you know him well, you will not know which calls he’s taking and which ones he’s not. So I will take care of that for now.”

      I nod. Suddenly it occurs to me that I have no idea who this Mr. Wild is. I imagine an old, ugly CEO or executive man who looks good in a suit but is basically a walking corpse. Someone with a really old wife, and grandchildren. Someone who probably misses seeing his kids and grandkids grow up because of all the hours he puts in at work.

      Or worse yet, what if he’s some elderly bachelor who dates twenty-year-olds? Yuck!

      I’m about to ask Ms. Greaves about him, but I feel like it’s a stupid question. It definitely isn’t professional to talk about the boss in this way, and I am not going to start my first day here on the wrong foot. Whatever he looks like and whoever he is is fine by me. It’s none of my concern, as Ms. Greaves said.
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      One Week Later

      The day starts out just like all the others. I get to the office on time, and my phone starts ringing off the hook as soon as I sit down. I have clear instructions from Ms. Greaves about who I can put through and who I can’t, and all the other calls have to be screened through her first.

      To screen the calls, I put the callers on hold, dial Ms. Greaves, tell her who it is, and then wait for her answer. It’s an easy enough job, and I have no idea why they are paying as much as they are to do it, but I’m not complaining.

      Last week during lunch, I had looked through all of my bills and finally started to make arrangements to pay some of them off. I wouldn’t get a paycheck for another week, but I was already making plans. Maggie Mae would be paid first, then the credit cards with their exorbitant interest rates, and then finally the student loans.

      Typically, the calls keep me busy from nine am until eleven am, and then they taper off. But Ms. Greaves makes sure that I don’t stay idle. Last Friday, she showed me Mr. Wild’s expense reports and showed me how to go through them and compare the receipts that he had turned in. Apparently, everything that he decides to spend money on is acceptable, no matter how great the amount, as long as there are receipts that go along with them.

      “Here’s the expense report for last week. You remember what to do?” Ms. Greaves hands me the file of freshly printed pages.

      “Yes.” I nod. I have no idea why they are still printing the expense reports and printing the credit card expenditures, but Ms. Greaves insists that it’s necessary.

      “Okay, I expect them to be done by the end of the day.”

      I nod and open the file. The expense report doesn’t take all that long. What takes the majority of my time is staring at all the insane things that Mr. Wild has spent his money on. Or rather, the company’s money on.

      

      $3,000 on a flight to Las Vegas.

      $6,000 on a new suit.

      $10,000 for a one night stay in a penthouse.

      And last, but not least, $3,000 on a fucking shower curtain!

      There are tons of tiny expenses, too, but these are the most insane. People work hard to make three grand a month at some shitty job, and here he is spending that much on a shower curtain. It makes me sick! Who does he think he is?

      My temper is getting the best of me, but I have to talk to Ms. Greaves.

      “Ms. Greaves, can I ask you something?” I ask. “Here’s a receipt for a $3,000 shower curtain. Is this really appropriate to expense through the company? It seems like a personal purchase.”

      I do my best to hide my disgust, but it is oozing out of me anyway.

      “Ms. York.” Ms. Greaves looks up at me through her glasses. “It is not your job to make judgment calls about Mr. Wild’s spending habits. As I told you before, you are here just to compare the expenses to the receipts.”

      “I know, I know. I just thought-”

      “Yes, I know you thought. But, you see, my dear, you’re not really paid to think,” Ms. Greaves says.

      Shaking my head, I go back to my desk. She doesn’t have to be so rude. I am making a perfectly legitimate point! I am angry with myself for even bringing it up, and I am angry at her for being such a bitch about the whole thing. Who does she think she is, talking to me like that?

      [image: ]

      That afternoon, just as the day can’t get any longer and time seems to have stopped moving at all, the doors to one of the internal offices burst open, and a long-legged woman with gorgeous blonde hair and epic breasts comes out. Her makeup is running down her face, and she wipes her tears with her shoulder.

      Two large men, security guards I guess, escort her.

      “You’re such an asshole, Gatsby! I’m going to sue you for this!” she yells, turning back toward Mr. Wild’s office, but the security guards nudge her toward the elevators.

      “Don’t touch me! Don’t you touch me!” she yells at them. She is holding a large cardboard box in her hands, filled to the brim with all sorts of stuff: office supplies, pictures, personal things, and a fica plant.

      I have seen this scene in the movies. She’s getting fired.

      “You’re an asshole, Gatsby! Can you hear me? I bet you can!” she continues to holler as the three of them wait for the elevator.

      “And you too, Ms. Greaves. You can just go fuck yourself!”

      I look at Ms. Greaves, but she doesn’t even take her eyes off her computer screen. She doesn’t make one movement to acknowledge the woman’s presence. That makes the woman even madder. She continues to rave and rant until the elevator doors close and even after that probably, but she is out of earshot.

      “Who was that?” I ask Ms. Greaves.

      “Ms. York, we don’t gossip in this office.”

      “I’m not gossiping; I’m just asking about an incident that we both clearly saw occur. Or are you going to deny it?”

      I can’t believe that I called Ms. Greaves on her shit like that. I’m not really confrontational, but after this morning she is really getting on my nerves.

      I must’ve caught her off-guard.

      “She was Mr. Wild’s assistant,” Ms. Greaves says after a beat. “Mr. Wild was planning on laying her off for some time now. You were brought in to fill her spot.”

      I take a step back. “Really? I had no idea.”

      “As I said before, you working here, in this office, is just a trial period. If things went well here, you were going to get promoted to his office. Behind those doors.”

      She points to the mahogany doors with elaborate carvings from which the woman just came out.

      “Why did she say that she was going to sue him? Did they have an affair?” I ask.

      Ms. Greaves finally looks up from her computer screen. She takes off her glasses and lets them dangle around her neck.

      “Ms. York, that is none of your business. And in this office, we do not discuss such things.”

      I nod; immediately I regret bringing it up.

      “It’s bad enough that they do it in magazines all the time. Even reputable ones, like Fortune,” Ms. Greaves mumbles under her breath.

      I don’t mean to be such a gossip. I’m really not in real life. I have just never really worked in an office like this before, an office veiled in so much secrecy. I really wish that a few other people worked here besides Ms. Greaves. Then I could get a more accurate picture of what is going on.

      I go back to my desk and try to get back to work. But no one calls, and the expense reports are all done. My mind starts to wander. Magazines? Did Ms. Greaves say that Mr. Wild is written about in magazines? Fortune?

      Of course! How could I be so stupid? I should’ve done this days ago, but I finally go online and look up Mr. Wild. What prevented me from doing this before is that I was afraid to find out that he is some grotesque old man. But now that he is being gossiped about in magazines, I have to see for myself.

      And there it is! An article in Fortune magazine on one of the most eligible bachelors around – Mr. Gatsby Wild.

      For some reason, the picture of him is taking a while to load on my phone, so I scroll down and skim the article.

      “Gatsby Wild, only 27, is about to become a billionaire after Wild International goes public…Is famous around the LA club scenes…often seen rubbing elbows with models and celebrities…”

      And then I stop reading.

      

      His photo loads.

      

      I drop my phone.

      

      Tristan! Gatsby Wild is Tristan from the lake.
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      I come home in a daze. My mind feels like it has been put through a blender. I have no idea what to do. Or what to think. My mind is going around in circles. It is Tristan. My boss is Tristan. How can that be? What the hell is Tristan doing running this company? What the hell is my boss doing hiking along in the Californian wilderness? Tristan said that he was a skiing instructor – a ski bum. He said that he rafted in the summer – a river rat. How can a river rat and a ski bum run a multi-national corporation?

      “How was work?” Maggie Mae asks without looking away from some reality television program she’s watching. I’m a sucker for reality TV too – together we enjoy all the favorites. Real Housewives of New Jersey and Atlanta are my true guilty pleasures.

      “You’ll love this one,” she says. “It’s about these five girls from Alaska who’ve had enough of dating men in Alaska. So they’ve gone down to Miami to see what else is out there. Apparently it’s been out for a while; I don’t know how we’ve missed it.”

      “Sounds good,” I mumble and stumble into my room. I can’t deal with other people’s problems right now. I have plenty of my own reality. Too much, actually.

      Maggie Mae must’ve sensed that something wrong. I am in the middle of pulling off my pencil skirt, which is now suffocating me when I hear her standing in the doorway.

      “What’s up? Is something wrong?” she asks.

      I can’t turn around. My eyes are welling up with tears. My shoulders collapse, and I burst out into tears using my skirt as a tissue.

      “Okay, okay, okay, Annabelle.” She puts her arms around me. “Let’s not ruin my skirt over this.”

      Shit! I can’t believe I did that. This is her $100 skirt! “I’m so sorry, I forgot,” I mumble through my tears.

      “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay,” she says. The tone of her voice is so calm and steadfast that I have no choice but to believe her.

      She helps me get out of my clothes and put on a set of sweats: a pair of comfy black tights and my favorite USC sweatshirt.

      In the kitchen, she hands me a glass of Smart Water – my favorite, even though it’s ridiculously expensive and I only buy it on special occasions. I drink the whole glass and feel a bit better. At least no new tears are rolling down my cheeks.

      “So, can you tell me what’s going on?” she asks. “If you lost your job, it’s going to be okay.”

      Wow, I must’ve really freaked her out. No, this news isn’t that bad. Or perhaps it is equally bad, just about something else. I have no way of evaluating the degree of badness right now.

      “No, it’s not about my job,” I say. “Well, that’s not entirely true.”

      I have no idea of how to go about trying to explain what has happened. I only briefly told Maggie Mae what had happened with Tristan. Or whatever his name is.

      I had said that we parted, that I would probably never hear from him again, but I didn’t exactly tell her how disappointed I was.

      “Do we have any wine?” I ask. I’m not a big drinker, but I need a drink to go into all of this in detail and not start bawling again.

      “No, we don’t,” Maggie Mae says, opening the refrigerator. “Damn it, we don’t have any alcohol at all.”

      “Would you mind going out?” I ask.

      [image: ]

      The bar on the corner is dingy and quiet. The seats are made of worn leather and, judging from the lines on their faces, the clientele is leathery as well. For some reason, it’s one of Maggie Mae’s favorite places, and she often goes here for her dates. I never liked it here much, but tonight it feels just right.

      I order a Bloody Mary and tell Maggie Mae everything that happened. She listens carefully, nodding the whole time.

      “So let me get this straight,” she finally says. She finishes her margarita and waves to the bartender for another. “You slept with this wonderful guy who you thought was just a hiker and a ski bum or whatever, basically a guy with no money.”

      I nod.

      “And you had a great time, and then he had to go because of work and you thought he was blowing you off. And then you got this new job for which you didn’t even apply and discovered that he actually heads the company?”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumble.

      “And this is bad news why?”

      “Well, the way you just summed it up…it’s true and not true,” I say.

      “What’s not true?” she asks licking the rim of her second margarita.

      She opens her blue eyes wide, and I lose my train of thought. Something is still wrong with the whole story, but now I can’t really remember.

      “You just don’t get it,” I finally say. “He lied to me.”

      “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes. “He didn’t lie to you. He just didn’t tell you everything.”

      “What about the whole thing with his job? He’s clearly not a skiing and rafting instructor.”

      “Eh, okay,” she gives in. “But so what? He was probably there to get away from work. God knows why people like you and him go out there into the wilderness and feel the need to get lost there.”

      “I don’t feel the need to get lost in the wilderness,” I say. “I wasn’t lost. I was there hiking. Thinking.”

      “Okay, fine. To each his or her own. Well, maybe that’s what he was doing there too. Thinking.”

      Maggie Mae goes on and on arguing that this whole thing that happened isn’t actually a tragedy at all.

      “Don’t you see how exciting this is? This is probably why you even got called in for that job since you never sent in an application.”

      She’s right, of course. Now it all makes perfect sense.

      “But why did he want me to work there? Wasn’t he worried that I would find out?” I ask.

      “Maybe he wanted you to.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. I hadn’t considered that before. “You think this was some sort of ploy to get me to forgive him? Forgive him for what?”

      “Exactly.” Maggie Mae smiles in her mischievous way. The smile that can make men everywhere swoon.

      Lying in bed later that night, I try to convince myself that what Maggie Mae said is true. I want to believe that I now have some sort of upper hand over Tristan, or whatever his name is, in this so-called relationship. But I don’t feel like I do. Maggie Mae said that I should feel empowered somehow, but I don’t feel like that at all. Instead, I feel lost. Like I no longer belong there.

      But what can I do? I have to go back to work. Quitting isn’t an option. The job pays more than any other job that I’ve ever had. And next week, it will start paying even more. I have way too much debt, and this is my only way out.

      I have to face him. I have to make him admit that he had lied, or at least acknowledge me as the girl from the lake.

      Will you do that, Tristan? I whisper into the darkness.

      The Tristan that I had met would, but would you? Whatever your name is. I’m not so sure.

      The following morning, I wake up with an unfamiliar amount of inner strength. Who the hell does Gatsby think he is lying to me like that? Playing these games with me? Does he do this to all the girls that he meets? Does he expect me just to roll over and let him make a fool of me?
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      I arrive at work with a new sense of determination and focus. I picked out the blouse with the most plunging neckline, the tightest skirt, and the highest heels I could find from Maggie Mae’s closet. I am wearing a lot more makeup than I usually do, which doesn’t say much since I barely wear any on any given day. And I flat-ironed my hair.

      All of these things - new outfit, hair, and makeup – are my suit of armor. Today, I am going into battle, and I just hope that this is enough.

      I take a deep breath before the elevator doors open to the 67th floor and go straight to Ms. Greaves desk.

      “Ms. Greaves, I really need to speak to Mr. Wild,” I say. She pulls away from her computer with an incredulous look on her face.

      “Pardon me?” she asks.

      “It’s very important,” I say, hating the hesitation that my voice suddenly acquires. I need to be more direct. Strong. Be strong.

      “I really need to speak to Mr. Wild. It’s very important,” I say.

      She takes a moment to think about it. It feels like a century passes before she speaks again.

      “I’m sorry, Annabelle, but that’s impossible.”

      Annabelle? Why the hell did she call me Annabelle? My knees go weak, and I need to sit down. But as a result of some invisible force, I remain standing. It’s as if she knows what I am talking about or why I want to talk to him. I search her face for answers. But it remains flat, revealing nothing. I’m just about to open my mouth and try again, but she cuts me off.

      “You will not meet Mr. Wild until he is ready to meet you,” she says and turns back to her computer.

      Defeated, I go back to my desk. There is a large sticky note with Ms. Greaves elegant handwriting near the keyboard. It has five names on it.

      

      Ms. Allison Read

      Mr. Thomas Lane

      Mr. Samuel Johnson

      Mr. Tanner Hall

      Dr. Elizabeth Cullen

      

      To say that Ms. Greaves is detail-oriented is an understatement. Ms. Greaves is a borderline compulsive obsessive. This is just a simple note with five names of people who are supposed to be put through immediately to Mr. Wild, no ifs, ands, or buts. I certainly don’t need to know their formal titles – Mr., Ms., Dr. – but Ms. Greaves includes them anyway.

      Her handwriting is impeccable, and it actually makes me a little jealous. I’ve had a very limited amount of exposure to handwriting and only write in blocky print letters, occasionally connecting the y’s and the e’s, but never the n’s or s’s. Every afternoon, when the office gets a little slow and the calls aren’t streaming in, I try to copy her handwriting but fail almost every time. Well, today is a new day.

      The first call comes a minute or two after nine, just as it has all the previous days. It is someone’s assistant from Japan calling about setting up a meeting. I’m supposed to put the call through to Ms. Greaves to ask whether it should be forwarded further on down the line, but I don’t. I don’t really know why except that I can’t. I need to talk to Tristan, and he is going to talk to me one way or another. Instead of putting Mr. Yokomoto through, I write down his name and number and wait for the next call.

      The second call of the day is from Ms. Allison Read. She sounds young, and I don’t have to wait on the line for her assistant to put her on. She actually calls herself, and her voice sounds urgent.

      For a moment, I waver. I want to put her through, but I don’t. This is the only leverage I have. This is the only way that I knew how to get the chance to talk to and confront Tristan. Er, Mr. Wild.

      By lunchtime, both Dr. Elizabeth Cullen and Mr. Thomas Lane also call, and I don’t forward either of their calls. Though no one seems to have noticed anything unusual, I start getting worried. It’s not just Tristan who I am messing with. It’s also all of these other people who have urgent business to conduct with him, and it isn’t right for me to keep their calls.

      So I decide to go directly to the source. Mr. Wild’s email is on his expense reports.

      

      Tristan, Mr. Wild,

      

      I know who you are.

      I know that you know who I am.

      We need to speak.

      

      Annabelle York

      

      The words on the screen seem so threatening, and I debate whether I should make them kinder and sweeter somehow.

      More personal.

      No, fuck him. He’s an asshole who doesn’t deserve kindness I decide and go to lunch.

      Hours pass and nothing. I thought that he would have written me back immediately. I thought he would have gotten scared that I knew the truth, but he’s not. I can see that he read it almost a minute after I sent it, but he still chooses not to reply.

      Agh! What a dick! I want to scream.

      

      But instead, I write another email.

      

      I’m holding all of your calls until you meet with me.

      

      This one gets his attention right away.

      

      Annabelle,

      

      Fine. Meet me at 6 at Louis’ at the corner.

      [image: ]

      I’m done with work at 5:30 and the half an hour before our meeting is the longest of my life. Time doesn’t just stop. In fact, it seems to be moving in the opposite direction. I get to Louis’ early and find a seat near the wall. I’m not in the mood to talk or chitchat, but I do need a drink. My hands are shaking, and my heart feels like it is going to jump out of my chest.

      I’ve never been to Louis’ before. It’s a ridiculous place with special lighting for expensive bottles of cognac and vodka that line the back shelves. Everything here seems to be made of glass and mirrors, and I hate the reflection that I can see in the mirror.

      I am still wearing my suit of armor, but my makeup is a little worn and smudged, and the position of my body says that I am a lost kitten looking for a home. Luckily, I have a chance to correct this before I see him.

      I go to the bathroom, apply extra eyeliner and mascara and toss my hair. I broaden my shoulders and remind myself that if it hurts my stomach to breathe that means that I was sitting up straight.

      “You can do this, you can do this, you can do this,” I say to myself in the mirror.

      When I come out again, the population inside Louis’ seems to have multiplied threefold. Almost every seat is taken by men wearing $3000 suits who are talking to women in $1000 heels. I make my way back to my old spot, but it too is taken. The man in it is facing the bar nursing beautiful Old-fashioned. The orange peel floats on top and dances in the light.

      “I saved you a seat,” the man says without turning around.

      I recognize the voice immediately. It belongs to Tristan. My heart starts to beat uncontrollably fast, but I try to disguise my apprehension as best I can. I sit down next to him.

      “Apple martini, please,” I say to the bartender without making eye contact with Tristan.

      “So what did you want to talk about?” he asks.

      I turn to face him. He looks different. Completely different from how he had looked in the woods. His hair is freshly cut, his face smooth and closely shaven.

      And yet, he looks kind of the same. There’s a deep golden hue to his face, and his eyes are blue and effervescent. I look at the way my drink reflects in them, and it takes everything I have not to pull his face close to mine and kiss him.
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      “Why am I working for you?” I ask.

      “I knew you needed a job. And there was an opening,” he shrugs.

      “But why go through all that? Just to get me to work for you. Why do you even want me to work for you?” I ramble.

      Once he makes eye contact with me, he doesn’t let me go. His eyes are disarming.

      “Which one of those questions do you want me to answer first?” he finally says.

      “I don’t know.” I give in, looking away.

      “Listen,” he begins, softening up. He places his hand on my arm, sending shivers up my spine. “You didn’t believe that I had to go, and then I found out that you were out of work, looking for a job. I wasn’t sure that you would take the position if you knew the truth. So, I didn’t tell you.”

      I shake my head. None of this makes any sense, and yet it does.

      “But why did you tell me that your name was Tristan? Why did you lie about being a CEO, about everything?”

      He looks away for a moment. “I didn’t lie about everything. I was a ski and rafting instructor five years ago before I started working for my father. I didn’t tell you everything about who I was because I had just met you. I didn’t think it would matter.”

      I don’t say anything. I didn’t tell him everything either. But I hate that he has lied to me more than I hate myself for lying to him. I, at least, had good reasons for lying.

      “And my name is Tristan. It’s my middle name. Gatsby Tristan Wild.”

      “Gatsby?” I ask. “Really? Like The Great Gatsby?”

      He nods.

      “And you go by that?”

      He nods again.

      “Why would your parents want to name their son after one of the most disappointed and unhappy men in all of American literature?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “You’re going to have to ask them about that.”

      The way he says it makes me feel really sorry for him.

      “Listen, I’m not here to talk about my parents,” Gatsby says. “If you want to talk about them, then I’m going to go.”

      This sounds familiar.

      “Okay, fine. I’m sorry.”

      We sit in silence for a while. I have a million more questions, but something keeps me from unleashing them on him. It’s nice just to sit here and enjoy each other’s company. I can’t remember the last time I sat like this with a guy and actually felt comfortable and at peace, all without saying a word.

      He takes a deep breath. My eyes meet his, and we hold each other’s gaze for a long time. In his eyes, I can see kindness and sweetness with just a tinge of danger. I feel his gaze pulling me toward him, but I remain where I am. I still have questions, and I can’t let my feelings for this man overpower me.

      “What?” I finally ask. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because you’re beautiful. It’s actually remarkable just how beautiful you are.” I blush. No one beside him has ever said that to me, at least not those words exactly.

      “Oh, stop.” I wave my hand at him. Gatsby grabs my hand and puts it in between his two hands. I feel a jolt pass through me as if he has just conducted electricity through my body.

      “Thank you,” I mumble under my breath and try to change the subject. I know I’m not particularly beautiful or that special looking, and compliments make me feel very uncomfortable. As if he is trying to sell me something.

      “I still don’t understand why I’m working for you,” I say.

      “Are you trying to change the subject?” he asks, leaning close to me. I feel his breath on my lips. Not able to help myself, I run my tongue over my bottom lip to catch some of him.

      “Now, that is very sexy.” He leans even closer, brushing his lips along mine.

      We’re kissing and not kissing at the same time. A warm sensation concentrates in between my legs and spreads throughout my body. My face is flushing, and even my fingertips, which are almost perpetually cold, get hot.

      “You don’t believe me?” he whispers. Our lips are still brushing against each other, and I can’t remember my name, let alone what the hell we are talking about.

      “One of these days, you’re going to see yourself the way I see you. If it’s the last thing I do.” Gatsby smiles and pulls away from me.

      Slowly, my ability to think and act returns. I order another drink and ask him why I’m working for him again.

      “I like you, Annabelle. And I don’t like many girls,” he says.

      “Really?” I furrow my brows. Now that, for sure, is a lie. “Those pictures of you in all the magazines with various models say otherwise.”

      Uttering those words hurts me more than they probably hurt him. Gatsby dates models! Many are Victoria Secret models. What the hell does he see in me?  How dare he call me beautiful given who is on his regular roster? Does he think I am an idiot? I’m not as pretty as those girls, and those are his regulars.

      “Don’t believe everything you read.” He looks away.

      “Listen, I don’t have a problem with you dating. What I have a problem with is you pretending that you don’t date or don’t spend a lot of time with beautiful women.”

      “Yes, I spend time with women. Some of them are beautiful. Most aren’t as beautiful as you,” he says.

      I roll my eyes and start to gather my things. If there is one thing I can’t stand it’s people pretending that celebrities and movie stars and models aren’t drop dead gorgeous in comparison to regular people. 99% of them look better than 99% of us, including me. Maybe he is just trying to be nice and compliment me, but it’s ridiculous.

      “Where are you going?” he asks touching my hand again. Again, little sparks of electricity course through me, but I don’t give in. I’m too angry.

      “What? What did I say?”

      There’s a genuine look of surprise and awe on his face like he actually has no idea, so I explain.

      “I don’t think you see what I see in you,” he says. No, definitely not. I roll my eyes again.

      “You know, that’s very annoying,” he says. “Rolling your eyes like that.”

      “Well, you’re very annoying.” I can feel my blood boiling. “I don’t need you to give me shallow compliments. I appreciate it, but they’re really insincere. And I don’t need you lying to me about how much you love women. I thought we’d understood each other, but I guess not.”

      He grabs my arm, and I pull away. I turn around and leave him with the check. Outside the bar, I stop to gather my breath and try to figure out what to do.

      “Okay, you got me,” he says, walking out. “I do like women. It’s just that what the magazines report isn’t always true. I’m not dating those women.”

      “So what are you doing?” I ask without taking a moment to think about it.

      “We’re just hanging out,” he says.

      Of course, how stupid can I be? He’s just sleeping with them.

      “Okay, I get it.” I shrug. That’s fine by me. I had a good time. I’m the one who didn’t give him my number. What we had was fine, it was more than fine, but this is okay too.

      “But you’re different.” Gatsby comes closer to me. He puts his arms around my shoulders, and I look up into his deep blue eyes and see a lost girl looking back at me. It’s me.
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      The moment we share is like the ones they show in the movies. The light is perfect; the moon is shining. The sky is big, and the street is deserted. The space we occupy is grand, and yet we are all alone – the privacy we share is deafening.

      “This all came out wrong,” Gatsby says, holding me.

      We’re breathing the same air, and I want to stay here forever.

      “What I meant to say was that I think you’re different. No, I know you are. I feel different about you than I did about those girls. I knew that right off the bat. Right, when we met. I’ve never met any girl out there all alone. I didn’t know girls did that. And I’m sorry that I had to leave like that, but I did have an emergency at work. A fuckin’ helicopter came to pick me up from the clearing after you left. But because I lied to you about who I was, I couldn’t very well tell you the truth. At least, not right there.”

      I stare up at him. No one has ever talked to me like this. The truth spills out of him as if it’s beyond his control. I like it.

      “And so when I got home, I couldn’t put you out of my mind. I had to see you again. So I had someone look you up.”

      The words ‘look me up’ send shivers up my back, but they are good shivers. I’m not afraid, just energized. He cared enough to investigate me. I didn’t know someone could ever find me so curious.

      “What did he find out?” I ask.

      “That you were looking for work. That you have been out of work for sometime. That you owe a lot of money. I wanted to help. So I got you a job at Wild International.”

      I smile, and Gatsby exhales deeply. He has been holding his breath waiting to see what I will say. I like the power that I seem to have over him. It’s exciting! And then, with one swift movement, he takes it away from me. He leans down and presses his lips to mine.

      His tongue brushes the inside of my lips, and the warm sensations between my legs engulf my body again. My arms move up his face and bury themselves in his hair. His arms press the small of my back to him, and I can feel that familiar hardness through his pristine suit. I lose myself in him, and for a few precious moments, we are one. I push my body against his, and he holds me in his arms as if he has no intention of ever letting me go.

      I feel like we are falling. I never want to get back on that ledge without him, and I never want to hit the ground. I want to stay in this falling world always.

      But I involuntarily pull away. I don’t mean to, but there is a voice somewhere deep within me, the voice that I rarely listen to, that pushes me away from him.

      “Annabelle,” he whispers my name. The longing in his voice is indescribable. No one has ever wanted me more than he does at this moment.

      “I have to go, Tristan,” I whisper back.

      I don’t mean to say his other name – the name that I fear I will always think of him as – and the pain of his lies flood in. I hate him for lying to me. I hate who he is right now.

      Why did he have to be some rich CEO in a suit? Why couldn’t he just remain the beautiful rafting instructor who I met near Yosemite on that warm summer afternoon? Why did he have to take that person away from me?

      Gatsby must’ve seen the pain on my face. The expression on his face changes as well. An unfamiliar kind of intensity comes back, and a darkness that emanates from him engulfs both of us.

      “Annabelle, I’m sorry,” he says. His voice is confident and strong. He doesn’t whisper, and he looks me straight in the eyes. “Do you believe me?”

      “I have to go,” I say turning away.

      I do believe him. But that doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t make everything okay.

      How am I supposed to forgive him for making up the one person who made me feel as though he had understood everything about me without saying a word? It’s as if he made up my soul mate, my perfect guy, and then took him away. I hate him for that. Also, I wish more than anything that I can tell him this, but words are failing me.

      “Please, you have to believe me. I am sorry. Really, really sorry. I didn’t know who I was going to meet out there. I didn’t know I was going to meet you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have lied. I was there to not be myself. I wanted to escape. I wanted to be someone else. Someone who was just a guy living under those magnificent pines and breathing in that wonderful clear air. For just a couple of days, I didn’t want to be CEO of Wild International. I didn’t want to make a million decisions and be responsible for thousands of people’s jobs. I just wanted to be a regular guy. Someone who I used to be. Someone who I always found in nature. You know what I mean?”

      I don’t reply. But I know what he’s talking about. That’s why I went into the wild. I needed to find the person who I had lost. I needed to remind myself of the things that make life worth living in this world. The trees, the birds, the animals, the water, the sky, and the earth.

      “Yes, I know that you know what I mean. I can see it in your eyes.”

      I smile. I can’t help it. Again, I see the person, Tristan, who had caught my attention. The person who is endearing, disarming, honest, and yet full of lies.

      “I’m sorry, Annabelle. Will you forgive me?” Gatsby stands before me in a three-piece suit, but those words make him naked and vulnerable. It is as if he has nothing, and he is asking for a lifeline. He is asking for everything. His crystal blue eyes don’t leave mine until I nod. Is it a lie? Perhaps.

      “Yes,” I say. “I forgive you,” I add. The words come out before I can censor myself and a wave of relief sweeps over my body. I am speaking the truth. I just didn’t know it until I said it.

      [image: ]

      I go home and immediately jump into the shower. I need to clear my head, and I am too tired to go for a run. The rushing water will wash away all of my confusion. Standing in the shower and rubbing my face with a delicious-smelling sugar scrub, I wait for my heart and my mind to stop fighting with one another.

      My head says to stay away, to find another job, to get away from him. But my heart says the complete opposite. Forgive, open yourself up to love, and you just might find it. But what is there even to open myself up to? We kissed and hugged, but we didn’t make plans.

      “Annabelle! Annabelle!!”
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      Maggie Mae’s voice at full volume pierces through the quiet moaning of Adele, who I am blasting to try to drown out my thoughts.

      “What?” I scream from the shower. Why can’t she just wait until I am out?

      Maggie Mae takes that as an invitation to barge in. Now there is just a thin shower curtain separating us. She doesn’t care, of course, because she doesn’t have any issues with her perfect 5’7” body and perky breasts. But I am not that tall. My thighs aren’t that slim, and my breasts aren’t that perky.

      “One of my apps wasn’t loading right, so I tried it on your phone.”

      “Okay?” The water is starting to turn cold, but I don’t want to get out as long as she is standing here. If she doesn’t hurry it along, I won’t have much choice.

      “I saw what he texted you!”

      “Who?”

      “Gatsby!” Maggie Mae screams his name even though we are in the same fifty square foot room. “He wrote, ‘I want to make it up to you. Please go on a date with me this Friday.’”

      The water turns ice-cold. I turn it off and peek from behind the shower curtain.

      “He wrote that?” I ask, unable to keep the excitement in my voice from escaping.

      She shows me the phone. I can’t believe the words on the screen.

      “Oh my god, oh my god, Annabelle! I can’t believe you’re going out with a CEO! Oh my god, this is the most exciting thing that ever happened to me!”

      I smile.

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say, trying to remain calm, but Maggie Mae’s excitement is contagious.

      [image: ]

      Friday can’t come fast enough. It is four days away, and every hour that I spend at work not seeing Gatsby feels like an eternity. I hate this desperate, bored little girl that I am turning into. I’m not a teenager, for crying out loud! And even when I was, I didn’t behave this way. I always kept a level head. I always made time for my friends. I didn’t just sit around waiting. But Gatsby does strange things to me.

      I’m not expecting to see him the following day – I never see him at work. We met in secret after work, and I doubt that Ms. Greaves is aware that I had even met him. But I want to see him, and I wish that he would break the rules and call me into his office.

      But he doesn’t.

      Late Tuesday night, he does send me a text:

      

      Still at the office. Swamped with work. Can’t wait until Friday!

      

      My heart jumps into my chest. I write a million text messages before sending one.

      

      I’m home. Don’t work too hard. Can’t wait until Friday, either.

      I’m home. You work too hard.

      You work too hard. Can’t wait until Friday! I really want to see you.

      I want to see you. Kiss you. Fuck you.

      

      Don’t work too hard! Looking forward to Friday.

      

      The following day, he texts: Hope you’re having a good day. Friday is only two days away!

      

      This time I don’t debate too long: You too. Can’t wait.

      

      Short and sweet. Perhaps, too short. But it’s enough to keep him wanting more. At least, I hope so.

      On Thursday, Ms. Greaves has a lot of expense reports for me to do – not just Mr. Wild’s, but other people’s as well. They keep me busy through the morning and into the afternoon. I’m actually glad for the extra work and put all of my efforts into it. I need something to take my mind off tomorrow.

      “You’re working quite hard today, Ms. York,” she says with a smile.

      I am caught off guard. I didn’t actually know that she ever noticed how hard I worked or didn’t work. Suddenly, a pang of guilt and horror come over me. Shit. Maybe she also knows that I hadn’t been working that hard earlier!

      “Thank you,” I mumble.

      “It’s good. Everyone here has been swamped with work recently. I’m glad that you’re pulling your weight. Your efforts aren’t unnoticed.”

      No, she is just being nice. Genuinely nice. It is so unusual that I don’t really know how to respond.

      “What do you mean everyone? Why has there been so much more work recently?” I ask.

      She stares at me, and her mouth falls open. “Oh, I’m sorry, I completely forgot. You’re quite new here.”

      I nod.

      “Well, I thought you knew, but I guess not. You’re just the assistant.”

      That hurts my feelings, but I need to know what she is talking about.

      “Wild International is in the middle of going public. Berkshire Brothers, the investment bank, is taking it public and if everything goes well then Mr. Wild is going to be a very, very rich man. Not to mention powerful as well.”

      I’ve heard the phrase ‘going public’; it is something many companies do. But I’m not entirely sure what it means.

      “You do know what going public means, right?”

      “Yes, of course.” I nod confidently.

      Thankfully, she explains anyway. “Wild International is currently a private company, but if the deal goes through then it will be available on the stock exchange. Anyone can buy shares in it. It’s a good way to go for some companies. Ours included.”

      I nod.

      “As you can imagine, Mr. Wild is under a lot of pressure as a result of all this.”

      “Yes, it must be tough.”

      And then she seems to have forgotten that I am here. “So I have no idea why the hell he’s got it in his head to go away this Friday. There’s so much to do. I just hope his personal life doesn’t interfere with this company’s future.”

      I’m nodding along until I realize that she is talking about me. Me! I am his personal life. I am the person he is going away with this weekend. And I didn’t even know we were going away. I thought we were just going on a date.

      “Oh, Christ. I’m sorry!” Ms. Greaves suddenly remembers whom she is talking to. “That’s none of your business. It’s not even any of my business. Forget that I said anything. Please. And go back to work.”

      I go back to my desk. I am both excited and scared. I pick my phone and start texting. My hands are shaking, and I have a hard time spelling everything correctly. The damn autocorrect keeps correcting to words that I don’t mean to say.

      

      Are we going away this weekend? I thought we were just going on a date.

      

      I wait for his reply. I thought he would reply right away. But nothing comes. I don’t hear from him for the rest of the day. I don’t know what to do. Did I text something wrong? Did I do something wrong? I start drowning in doubts.

      On Friday morning, I make an executive decision. I am taking back control of my life. I am no longer going to be a sad little teenage girl spending all her time checking her phone to see if her boyfriend called. He’s not even my boyfriend! He is my boss. My lying sack of shit boss!

      Whatever takes place or does not take place tonight is out of my hands. I promised him that I would go on a date with him, and that is what I am going to do. Nothing more, nothing less. He doesn’t owe me texts, so I’m not going to expect any more texts from him.

      No, I can’t control him, nor do I want to really. What I can control is my reaction. What I choose to do. And what I choose to do, starting with right now, is not sit around waiting.

      In the precise moment I make this decision, my phone vibrates.

      

      Just wanted to confirm our date tonight. Meet me on the roof at 5:30 pm.

      

      I gasp. Before I get the chance to ask him about my previous messages, he texts again.

      

      Sorry, I didn’t text yesterday. I dropped my phone in the bathtub, so I just got this one. To tell you the truth, it was kind of nice being disconnected for once. The only thing that sucked was not texting with you.

      

      Goosebumps dance up my arms.

      

      I gotta go. Big meeting. See you at 5:30. On the ROOF.
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      Three executives who have been waiting patiently in the lobby for close to half an hour stand up. The double doors with murky glass, which holds on to both light and secrets, open and Gatsby comes out.

      His impeccable suit hugs his body in all the right places, showcasing his powerful thighs and broad shoulders. He is wearing a bright blue silk tie, which brings out his eyes. I watch him give each of the men a firm handshake and flash his beautiful smile. He invites them through the double doors and waits for them to go inside. Right before he disappears, Gatsby gives me a brief nod, and his platinum cufflinks catch the sunlight, blinding me.

      I have never seen him emerge from his office and, as I sit there at my desk, staring at the computer screen, I wonder if I had imagined it.

      “Ms. York, please put away the tea set,” Ms. Greaves says, walking past my desk. Her voice breaks through my trance, and I realize that I wasn’t dreaming.

      The three men in expensive suits were all tall, poised, flirtatious and had one of those British accents that make all American girls panties melt away. Ms. Greaves always makes sure that all of Gatsby’s – er, Mr. Wild’s – visitors are comfortable and calls ahead to their assistants to find out what kind of drinks and snacks they prefer. These men were served the highest quality loose leaf Darjeeling tea she could find along with an assortment of miniature pastries.

      They drank all the tea but left the pastries untouched. This is a common occurrence. At first, I thought it was rude, but then Ms. Greaves explained that the visitors often left the food untouched because they didn’t want to get their suits dirty or have crumbs on their hands. What’s more important is to have it out for them in case they do want something.

      [image: ]

      It’s five o’clock in the evening, so I make my way to the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. In the morning, I didn’t know whether we were still going on our date, and now I have no idea why I am supposed to meet him on the roof. But I still wish that I wore some sort of clothes that were more date appropriate. Not that the pencil skirt with a pale pink satin blouse and Maggie Mae’s stilettos aren’t sexy, this outfit just feels like work. It had Ms. Greaves all over it.

      But I don’t really have a choice. I have no idea what is happening or what Gatsby has planned, so I have no way to dress for it properly. I wash out my mouth, reapply the lipstick, and touch up my eye makeup. I flip my head upside down and toss my hair, giving it some volume and life. I look back in the mirror. Not bad, not bad at all, I say to myself.

      There’s only one elevator that goes all the way to the roof, so I decide to take the stairs instead. I have no idea why we have to go to the roof. My overactive imagination takes over, and a million different thoughts run through my head. What is there even to do up there? Does he really want to take me on a date on the roof? Maybe he has set up a table, and we are going to have dinner up there. Could be cool.

      I push on the metal portion of the door and the exit sign above my head flashes. The unforgiving sunlight hits me like a ton of bricks, and for a moment, I go blind. My sunglasses are in my purse, so I block some of the sun with my hand. And then I see it.

      A helicopter.

      I stop in my tracks, staring at it. I have never been so close to a helicopter before. Is this the LAPD? Is there some sort emergency? Am I on the right roof?

      “Hey, Annabelle,” I hear Gatsby’s muffled voice. He is standing right next to me, but I can barely hear him. The helicopter’s propeller is so loud that I can only make out his words by reading his luscious lips.

      Gatsby takes my hand. He is wearing the same suit. Again, his cufflinks send the sun’s rays into my eyes. But this time, they are so close to me; I can make out the details. They are an elegant square design, studded with little diamonds.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” he screams in my ear, but I barely hear a word. I just let him lead me up to the helicopter and help me inside.

      [image: ]

      The helicopter takes off, and the complicated and convoluted city of Los Angeles descends away from us. We fly higher and higher up, near the clouds it feels like we aren’t just above the traffic but also above all the other petty problems of everyday life.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” Gatsby says. His mouth forms into a mischievous little smile. I look around the inside of the helicopter. I don’t see a suitcase. So probably not far.

      The helicopter lands at an airport that I’ve never been to before. It’s small and relatively empty. Gatsby helps me out of the helicopter. Continuing to hold my hand, he leads me across the runway.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “Burbank Airport.” I didn’t even know there was an airport in Burbank.

      “It’s a private airport,” he explains.

      Gatsby leads me up the stairs to a luxurious white plane. It’s unlike any other plane I have ever been on. It only has a handful of seats, and all are facing each other as if this isn’t a  plane at all but a coffee shop. The space smells of lavender, and a tall, gorgeous woman only a few years older than I greets us at the door.

      “Welcome, Mr. Wild. Ms. York.” she nods. “My name’s Stacey, please let me know if there’s anything you need.”

      I sit down in a large recliner seat with a little table in the middle of the plane. Stacey closes the door of the plane as soon as we get on, and we start moving down the runway. There are no announcements or annoying safety precaution instructions.

      We don’t even have to buckle in. We take off, and Stacey comes around with the menu. Gatsby orders a whiskey, and I order a Bloody Mary. Stacey comes back a few minutes later with a delightful Bloody Mary.

      “This is amazing,” I say, taking a sip.

      “Well, all the tomatoes are organic and local. I like supporting local farmers. They work really hard.”

      I smile at him. Who is this man? I have underestimated him so much. Here I am thinking that he is just some self-obsessed millionaire playboy who doesn’t give a shit about how hard other people worked for their paltry salaries. But he is really surprising me. He gives big tips, he is generous, and he seems to really care.

      For dinner, Gatsby orders Tuscan vegetarian soup and an assortment of sushi. I have an open-faced salmon sandwich with avocado.

      After devouring my delicious food, I turn to Gatsby and ask the question that has been gnawing at me for some time now.

      “Why are we taking a plane on our date?”

      “Because it would take too long to drive.” He cracks a smile. He is a smart-ass, one of his most annoying yet endearing qualities.

      “I know.” I roll my eyes. “But if I remember correctly, I said yes to a date, not a trip.”

      “I am taking you on a date. It’s just that this place happens to be a little too far from LA, and this is the quickest way to get there. You can leave anytime you want, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      He is toying with me, and he knows it.

      “Oh yeah, and why is that?”

      “Because I know you’ll love it.”
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      Now, I know he is wrong. But his confidence is disarming. “What makes you think so? You don’t know the first thing about me.”

      “I may not know much about you, yet,” Gatsby says. His lips pause a bit on the word ‘yet’, as if they are massaging the word. “But I do know one thing. Maybe one of the most important things about you.”

      I stare him down. I challenge him to tell me what it is that he thinks is the most important thing about me.

      “You’re not just a regular girl, Annabelle. You’re quite special. Regular girls don’t go hiking for five days in the wilderness. Alone.”

      I want to say maybe they do if something really bad has happened. If they really need to clear their heads. If it’s the only place in the world where they can be somewhere else. But I don’t.

      “No matter what caused you to do that,” he says, as if he’s able to read my mind. “But ordinary girls don’t go into the wilderness unless they really love it there. Unless it gives them solace and hope and life. So what I know about you is that you love the wild.”

      I give up my stare and look away. He’s right, of course. I do love nature. I love its beauty and its life. I love the animals, the trees, the bugs, and the earth.

      And the thing that I love most about it is that it lacks people. People and their complications. There is no traffic, no cars, no waiting around. There is just you and the world how it is meant to be.

      “Okay, yes, I like the wild,” I say.

      “Well, that’s how I know that you don’t want to cut this date short. If you like the wild, you’ll love this place.”

      I nod and give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “Besides, this place isn’t just for you. It’s also for me. I like the wild too. And with everything that has been going on at the office, I needed some time away. Sometime somewhere else. In nature.”

      “Because of the company going public?”

      “Yes, the IPO process has been a big pain.”

      I want to offer words of encouragement, but nothing comes to mind except, “I heard that it will make you a very rich man.”

      This time, it’s he who rolls his eyes.

      “I’m already a very rich man.” He shrugs. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t really want to get into all of this in the first place. It was my brothers’ idea. And it’s my father’s company, so I’m trying to keep the peace.”

      I had no idea any of this was going on. But then again, I hardly know anything about him in the first place. Gatsby stops talking and looks away. I want to push him for more information, but I feel like he needs space.

      We sit in silence for a while, the airplane cruising through the air barely making a ripple. There is a familiar sound coming from the surround sound. And then I realize that it is Adele’s song Rolling in the Deep without the words. Just the instrumental part. An instrumental version of My Immortal takes over after that.

      I cross my legs in the seat and close my eyes. This is the most comfortable place, and not just for an airplane. We might as well have been in a luxurious hotel room. The flight is so smooth that the water in my teacup barely moves.

      “The air here is different somehow, right?” I ask. “It doesn’t feel like typical airplane air.”

      Gatsby shrugs. I stick my tongue out and taste it. “Most of the air on planes is dry, sort of lacking in moisture. But here, it’s different. Humidified maybe.”

      Lost in my thoughts, I look at Gatsby and am caught off guard by the strange look on his face. His eyebrows are furrowed, and his lips part in a small smile.

      “What?” I ask.

      “What are you doing to me?” he demands.

      I blush. I’m honestly not flirting. I’m just tasting the air.

      “Come here,” he says, tapping his hand on his leg. The sternness in his voice turns me on, and I obey.

      “Am I supposed to be out of my seat like this? I don’t think the FAA would approve.”

      “This is my plane, and if I say it’s okay, it’s okay.”

      My knees grow weak, and I melt into his lap. I want him to pull my hair back and kiss me forcefully, but he just moves my hair off my shoulders and lightly kisses my neck. This small erotic gesture drives me wild, and I lean toward him and kiss him on the mouth. I bury my hands in his hair and tilt his head up to mine. His hands remain at his sides, but his lips kiss mine, and his large cock swells beneath me.

      “No, we can’t do this here.” I suddenly remember where I am. I pull away from him and look around for Stacey, but she is nowhere to be found. Maybe she’s hiding somewhere near the cockpit.

      “Oh yes, we can.” He wraps his arms around me and draws me back to him.

      “Should we go somewhere more private?” I ask. I can’t stand the fact that Stacey will know what I am doing here with him. I’m not this kind of girl. Gatsby just does something to me. He makes me do crazy things.

      “Like a bathroom, you mean?” he mumbles through the kisses. I nod. Suddenly, he pulls away from me and looks me straight in the eyes.

      “We don’t need to go to the bathroom, Annabelle. You see that button over there?”

      A small button with the words ‘Private’ on it is glowing. “That means no one’s going to bother us.”

      Gatsby presses another button, and the light around us dims. Wrapped in a soft light as if from a candle, I look at him.

      “No one is going to walk in on us, Annabelle. You don’t have to worry,” he whispers and moves closer. Wordlessly, he pulls off my work jacket and untucks my blouse from my skirt. He runs his fingers over my thighs.

      “I don’t know…” I mumble, but he silences me with a kiss.

      He positions me across his chest, pulling off my blouse and undoing my bra, freeing my breasts. He runs my fingers up his arm, feeling the veins that bulge out of it, as he cups my breasts.

      His arms are strong and powerful, much stronger than they look in that tailored suit of his. Kissing me along my neck, he pushes me back to my feet and takes off my shoes. Once I am barefoot and topless before him, he unzips my skirt and drops it down.

      I thread my fingers into his hair as his lips graze my nipples. Shivers run up my spine. His thick hair is so silky that my fingers can’t find traction, and I end up just caressing his hair instead of tugging on it as I had planned.

      Completely nude, he sits me back down on his lap, facing away from him. His fingers find my clit, and my pussy begins to throb. I resist the urge to clench my thighs and open up instead. I pull up my feet to the top of his knees and open wide. He is still fully dressed, yet I am completely naked and spread wide like an eagle. It’s not like me. I’m not this girl, and yet I feel no shame.

      He starts to kiss me behind my ears as his fingers find their way inside of me. The faster his fingers move, the more energy starts to build up within me. It builds quickly, spreading from my clit outwards toward my toes and fingers.

      I let out a moan. “I’m getting close.”

      “I know.”

      His fingers swirl faster.

      “Come for me,” he orders.

      That sends me over the edge. The orgasm pulsates throughout me, and my body starts to shake. My mind goes blank, and my body goes limp on top of him. The release is so intense that I close my eyes and disappear as if into another world.

      Whenever I come back, I am wrapped in a blanket in a fully reclined seat with Gatsby lying next to me.

      “How was that?” he asks, pushing hair out of my face.

      “Wonderful,” I mumble.

      “Good. We’re almost there.”

      I look out the window, but it’s pitch black and I can’t see a thing. “Where?”

      “Yellowstone.”
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      Gatsby is so close to me. I want to rip off his clothes. I want him to have his way with me. But Stacey, the flight attendant, is back with dessert. We’re having strawberry cheesecake made with real strawberries and delicious organic cream from grass-fed, free range cows.

      The gorgeous cheesecake is presented to me on a plate monogrammed with the initials GTW.

      

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      

      Gatsby Tristan Wild, the owner of this private plane, and my one and only one-night stand.

      Gatsby Tristan Wild is also the guy I met in Yosemite National Park after I had spent days alone in the wild without seeing another soul.

      But I’m forgetting something. Oh yeah, Gatsby Tristan Wild is also my boss.

      It’s our first date. I thought it was just going to be dinner, but he decided to take me to Yellowstone on his private plane for the weekend.

      The trip is an apology. It’s supposed to make up for his lies. It’s his way of showing me how sorry he is.

      I try not to be impressed. I’m trying to stay cool. I don’t want to forgive him just because of all of this. But I know that I would’ve forgiven him even if he had just given me flowers.

      Glancing over at Gatsby staring out of the window, I again see the hiker who I initially fell for deep in the woods, under the bright starry sky and away from all this civilization.

      He has kind eyes and a relaxed demeanor. His tan skin compliments the hair that’s falling into his face. It’s a little longer than customary for a man who makes his living wearing a $ 3,000 suit, but that’s what makes me want him even more.

      Gatsby’s breathing is steady. I wonder what he is thinking about. He brings his fingers to his nose and inhales as if he’s smelling an aromatic perfume. He gives me a wink.

      My cheeks get flush. He had just given me one of the most intense and pleasurable orgasms of my life. It drew me closer to him than I thought was possible, making me want him even more.

      Well, tonight, I will turn the tables. Tonight, as soon as the plane lands, I will make it about him. I will make him want me as much he has made me want him. I promise this to myself.

      Hundreds of contradictory thoughts swirl around in my head. Is this whole relationship appropriate? It’s like I’m sleeping my way to the top. Except that I’m not. I had already slept with him when I thought he was just a white water rafting instructor. It was he who hired me for this job without revealing that he’s actually the CEO of this company.

      Still, Gatsby is my boss. He hired me when I couldn’t find a job anywhere else. But after this weekend, he will go back to being my boss. He will go back to his glass office on the 67th floor of Wild International, and he will go back to dealing with the upcoming IPO offering that his pharmaceutical company is going through.

      And I will go back to being his assistant. Or rather, an assistant in his office, since technically my boss is the indifferent Ms. Greaves. First name unknown. She’s technically his personal assistant/secretary/everything else. And I just work for her.

      A startling thought suddenly pops into my head. What if I lose my job?

      Don’t worry about it, I say to myself. It doesn’t really matter because I shouldn’t even have this job in the first place, given that I never applied for it! Were it not for Gatsby, I wouldn’t even be working there!

      What would Ms. Greaves think if she ever found out about Gatsby and me? Who the hell cares what she would think? Who is she to judge me, anyway?

      [image: ]

      Gatsby leans closer to me. I can feel his breath on my face. He smells of mint and whiskey. He reaches down to the table and picks up the ornate silver spoon. The daintiness of the spoon makes his strong hand appear even more powerful. His fingers are long, but not delicate at all. He might not work with them for a living, but he works out, and his hands show it.

      With one swift motion, Gatsby breaks through the masterpiece that is this cheesecake and lifts the spoon up to my mouth.

      “Open wide,” he whispers. He places the cheesecake carefully onto my tongue, and I let it melt in my mouth. The aroma of real strawberries and the coolness of the cheesecake consume my senses, and I lay back in the recliner and disappear into another world.

      Gatsby takes a bite and looks out the window.

      “We’re landing soon.”

      [image: ]

      It is dark when we land, but through the lights of the runway, I can still make out the thick forests that surround us on all sides. The wilderness is so thick that it takes my breath away. It’s a different park and a completely different ecosystem than the one in which we met. But it reminds me of the first time we met anyway. It is in this kind of wilderness that I had first laid my eyes on this man who changed my life so much in only a few brief weeks.

      Gatsby helps me out of the plane by holding my hand and doesn’t let go until we get to the lodge.

      “Mr. Wild,” a pleasant young man greets, waving to us as soon as we step over the threshold.

      Gatsby walks directly to him while I take a moment to take everything in.

      The lodge is made of thick, whole pine trees, and the ceiling is at least twenty feet high, if not higher. It is pitch black outside, but there are windows lining one whole side of the lodge, looking over the wilderness outside.

      I am relieved that the décor inside isn’t lined with busts of taxidermic animals. There is just one ominous chandelier made of antlers. At each point of the antler, there is a large lit candle. The candles bathe the room in soothing candlelight and put me at ease.

      Gatsby makes small talk with the front desk attendant while I continue to explore. I have been to Yellowstone before, a long time ago, on a high school trip. But we stayed in a Motel 6 about twenty miles away from the entrance. I had no idea this place even existed.

      Gatsby waves me over and leads me down one of the hallways on the other side of the enormous stone fireplace. We walk to the end of the rustic hallway to two double doors.

      “This is our suite.”

      When he opens the door, I am greeted by another gigantic fireplace made of rounded stones. The fireplace extends all the way up to the ceiling, which is made of exposed beams. The suite is elegant and five-star yet comfy in design. Somehow, this unusually refined style manages to evoke feelings of solace and tranquility.

      “In the brochure, they call it rustic elegance,” Gatsby says. “What do you think?”

      I don’t know what to think. I stand in awe. The suite is made of multiple rooms, each grander than the last. The grandeur does not come from expensive chandeliers and wide open spaces and modern design like it does in Los Angeles. Here, grandeur is evoked by simplicity.

      “Rustic elegance is probably appropriate.” I nod. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      “All the walls were created from dead standing trees, and the fireplace was built of locally quarried stones, which were found on the property. They are local in the truest sense; they weren’t even brought over from a neighboring county.”

      I walk over to the fireplace and run my fingers over the smooth gray and tan stones that make up the fireplace. They have been polished and arranged so that the colors and sizes compliment their neighbors. There aren’t too many gray stones on one side. Instead, the gray and tan stones intertwine to make up a delightful tapestry.

      “I love how organic they look,” I say. “It’s almost as if they were alive and moving.”

      Gatsby smiles and puts his hand over mine. We run both of our hands together over the stones.

      “It’s like they are taking on lives of their own,” he says and moves my hair off my neck. When he kneels down to me, his hair tickles my ears. I feel his breath on my neck and his lips on my shoulder. I close my eyes and enjoy the moment.

      When I open them again, my gaze turns toward the floor-to-ceiling window. Millions of stars surround the full moon, and the path towards the suite is lit up. I spot something in the shadows near the pine trees.

      “What’s that?” I whisper, pulling away from Gatsby.

      “Oh c’mon.” He reaches for me, annoyed. But I run toward the window.

      “It’s a buffalo! It’s an actual buffalo right outside the window,” I whisper. And then I see the other two.
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      Gatsby and I stand in awe looking at the majestic creatures walking through the snow peppered valley in front of our window. Their enormous heads are pointed toward the earth, chomping on the grass in the alpine meadow, and they move slowly and without worry. My heart skips a beat. Under the moonlight, their thick fur looks like a shawl, and their horns look like a crown. Bathed in moonlight, they look like gods.

      I can’t believe that I am standing here watching these amazing animals graze only a few feet away from me.

      “Aren’t they beautiful?” Gatsby whispers.

      I nod.

      I cannot talk.

      I am speechless.

      We stand there in silence looking at the buffalo for a long time. Slowly, they start to move away from us, further and further into the grass prairie. Eventually, they are just dots on the horizon, dots that I still can’t take my eyes away from.

      

      When they completely disappear behind the horizon, I turn back to Gatsby. He has lit the fireplace and is sitting on the bed.

      “Are you hungry? Do you want to get room service?” I ask. He shakes his hand waving me over. I smile and slowly walk across the room.

      “You don’t want dinner?” I ask again, already knowing the answer.

      His eyes are twinkling in that familiar way that I am already used to. I know what he wants.

      “No, I want you.”

      I want him too. Being that close to a wild buffalo awakened something within me. It was as if the wildness in his eyes penetrated me, infecting me with an unfamiliar kind of hunger.

      “I want you, too,” I whisper.

      Gatsby is sitting on the edge of the bed. When I get close to him, I spread his legs and foist my body in between them. My hair drapes around his head as if it were a curtain, and he takes a deep breath.

      “I love the way your hair smells,” he whispers as I move my lips down to his.

      Then he surprises me. Instead of taking things slow, building up tension through teasing and time, he grabs my head and presses his lips onto mine.

      With what seems to be one swift motion, he takes off my clothes. This time, however, I don’t give in. I push back against him.

      He smiles. “And what do you think you’re doing?”

      I loosen his tie and unbutton his shirt. “I’m not going to be the only one naked this time,” I say and let his pants drop to the floor.

      His body is chiseled, as if out of stone. The light from the fire dances across his pecks and hugs every curve of his six-pack. His shoulders seem broader now. I feel smaller.

      I look down. His hands are on his hips. The veins in his forearms stand out and lead my eyes further down to his beautiful cock. Large and erect, it stands before me with an invitation. I wrap my hands around it and put it in my mouth.

      Gatsby moans from pleasure and buries his hands in my hair. He pulls on it a little too tight, teeter totting on the border between pain and pleasure.

      

      ***

      

      Lost in a world of motion, I drift to another world until I hear someone say, “I’m so, so sorry, Mr. Wild.”

      Reality crashes into my world, and hatred and anger builds within me for the speaker of those words.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Wild,” the man from the front desk keeps saying as two men barrel past him into the suite.

      Quickly, I scramble for my clothes. They are scattered all over the floor, and none of them are big enough to cover me up completely without me first figuring out how to put my arms through the arm sleeves.

      Dammit, dammit, dammit, I say to myself. Out of the corner of my eye, I see an open closet door. A brand new bathrobe is hanging inside. I grab it and wrap it around myself. I take a moment to enjoy the warmth and solace of the bathrobe before turning around and facing the men.

      Who the hell are they? What the hell are they doing here? How dare they interrupt us? I hate the front desk guy with all of my might for letting them inside, and I hate them even more for being here.

      

      “What the fuck do you want?” I hear Gatsby say to them. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I turn around and face them. The men look roughly Gatsby’s age, maybe a few years younger. One is taller and the other is shorter, but both have similar shaped eyes and lips. The taller one has darker hair than Gatsby’s, and the shorter one’s hair is blonder. But other than that, they look just like Gatsby!

      The men say nothing. They just stare at me with a whimsical look in their eyes. I know that they like what they have seen, and I hate them for it. How dare they impose themselves on our private time together?

      “Well?” Gatsby crosses his arms. It is then that I look down at him and discover that he is still not dressed. I go to the closet and get the other bathrobe.

      “Here,” I say, handing it to him. He looks at me, confused.

      “No, Annabelle. I’m fine. If my brothers want to interrupt me in my own suite, then it’s their problem if they see me naked. I have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      His words pinch my heart. I’m not embarrassed by my nudity. I hate them thinking that I was. I just don’t want them to see me naked. Gatsby must’ve sensed my discomfort because he quickly adds, “I didn’t mean it like that Annabelle.”

      Then he turns to his brother and repeats his initial questions.

      “What the fuck do you want? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Oh c’mon, brother.” The blonder one comes forward. He’s just as lean and toned and tanned as Gatsby, and I hate how beautiful he is.

      “C’mon, now. Don’t be like that. We’re just here to talk.”

      “Oh yeah? Is that why you’re both barging into my room when I have company? Is that why you’re making this kind young man worry about his job?”

      We all look at the man from the front desk. He is responsible for letting them in, and he is covered in sweat from head to toe. A minute ago, I wanted him fired, but now I feel sorry for him. He and I are the same. We’re not rich and wealthy, and we need our jobs to pay our bills. This is all he has. My pity for his situation softens my disposition towards him, and instead I focus my anger and discontent on Gatsby’s brothers.

      “He had nothing to do with this,” the taller brother with the darker hair says. “He just ran up here to warn you, even though he wasn’t as fast as you would’ve wanted him to be. We have our own keys, and you know that. You’re not the only one who owns this lodge. Even though you have decided to hog the largest suite yet again.”

      Own this lodge? Gatsby’s brother’s words echo in my head.

      “Gatsby, we need to talk. You know that. That’s why you ran away to Montana like you always do when there’s something you don’t want to face,” he adds.

      “Fuck you, Atticus,” Gatsby says. “It’s none of your business why I’m here.”

      “And there, you couldn’t be more wrong,” the shorter one interrupts. “You may be the CEO, but you’re not the only owner of Wild International. We’re owners, too. And we need to know what’s going on. What would the shareholders think if they found out that their CEO ran off to Yellowstone with some whore right before one of the most important days in the life of the organization? Our father worked hard for this –”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Gatsby threw a punch that knocked him to the floor, and his nose started to bleed.
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      “Oh my God!” I yelp. “Gatsby, what are you doing?”

      “Stay out of this, Annabelle,” he says.

      I look at Atticus, who simply shakes his head and folds his arms across his chest.

      “Can we please have one meeting that doesn’t erupt in violence?” he asks rhetorically. I stare at him in disbelief.

      “Annabelle, is it?” he continues. “You probably don’t know this, but my brothers have been at each other’s throats like this since they were children. I’m just sorry Gatsby dragged you into this.”

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” the shorter brother climbed back up to his feet.

      “Man, you’re so lucky that you’re the fucking face of our company. Otherwise, I’d bash your head in for this!”

      “Yeah, right,” Gatsby says mockingly.

      I want him to stop, to apologize, but before I can get a word to him, his brother lunges at him and knocks him on his back. They start to tussle and hit each other in the face. I try to get in the middle, but someone pulls me away from them.

      “Ms. Annabelle, please, don’t get involved,” he whispers. And I realize that the voice belongs to the front desk employee, who is still in the room.

      Atticus jumps in the middle and pushes his brothers apart. It takes all the strength he has, but because he’s taller than both of them, they respond.

      When they are finally separated, I see that Gatsby’s bleeding from his left eye and his lip is busted.

      “Gatsby!” I run toward him, unsure of what to do.

      I try to comfort him, but he pushes me away. He’s too focused on the anger and hatred that he feels for his brother, the one whose name I still don’t know.

      “You don’t ever call her that!” He says quietly, somewhat under his breath. His voice is calm now, and I see his brother’s eyes narrow.

      “Annabelle is different,” he explains. “But that’s none of your business, anyway. You don’t ever call her that again. If you do, we’re through. For good. Do you understand, Wyatt?”

      Something in Wyatt’s expression changes. Remorse creeps onto his face. Reluctantly, he nods.

      “Listen.” Atticus steps in between them and tries to make peace. “I need to talk to you Gatsby. Okay?”

      “Don’t worry, your millions are safe,” Gatsby says.

      “That’s not what we’re worried about,” Wyatt pipes in, even though Atticus tries to stop him. “We’re worried about our billions--”

      “Wyatt, please,” Atticus interrupts. “Gatsby, please? We need to speak. Somewhere in private.”

      Gatsby nods and points to the other side of the suite.

      “Can you please put some clothes on first?” Atticus asks. Gatsby laughs mockingly, but on the way to the study grabs a bathrobe out of the closet.

      They disappear behind a thick double door, and I am left all alone with Wyatt. I search the room for the front desk attendant, but he is gone. Now, it’s just the two of us. I don’t know what to say. Anger is bubbling within me, but I also have the urge to offer him something to eat or drink.

      “Look, I’m sorry I said that about you. I’m sorry I called you that. I didn’t mean to insult you…” Wyatt says with his body turned away from me.

      He’s looking out the window onto the grass prairie outside. It’s still pitch black. I yearn for the buffalo to return.

      “Yet, you did.” I am not quick to forgive. His words weren’t meant for me. I know that. But I don’t care.

      “I know, but I’m apologizing now. Okay? I was really trying to insult Gatsby.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know.” he turns around to face me.

      His blonde hair falls into his face, and his body exudes cockiness. It looks familiar. It reminds me of Gatsby, and I wonder if cockiness is hereditary. Or is it something you get from your environment? There’s no way to know because they are brothers, same genetics, same environment.

      “Gatsby has always been a hothead,” Wyatt says, walking away from me. That hasn’t been my experience.

      “And you?”

      He laughs. “Me too. He just brings out the worst in me.”

      Wyatt goes to the liquor cabinet, which I hadn’t even noticed before. He pours himself a whiskey and asks me what I want. I request a martini. When he hands me the drink, he apologizes again for what he had said, and this time, I accept his apology.

      We stand in silence looking at the dark meadow outside. I take a few sips of my martini, and I feel myself relaxing as it courses through me.

      I should’ve had a drink before getting here!

      Transferring his glass from one hand to another, Wyatt takes off his jacket. He’s not wearing a tie, just a crisp, white shirt. He unbuttons the top button and adjusts his stance. I look down and see his beautiful Italian leather loafers. He’s wearing them without socks.

      “I’ve always wondered what kind of girl would finally keep my brother’s interest,” he says, not so much to me but out into the ether.

      “And?”

      “From what I can see, you’re a good option.” He turns to me. His eyes are also piercing blue. His eyelashes are longer than Gatsby’s, which make his face look more delicate and fragile.

      “How do you know that I’m keeping his interest? Or will keep his interest?” I ask.

      Gatsby gives me butterflies, but given our working relationship, I’m not entirely decided whether this whole thing is such a great idea. Still it’s good to know that you’re keeping someone’s interest.

      Wyatt turns to me with a perplexed look in his eye. “What are you talking about? He brought you here, didn’t he?”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about. So he explains.

      “This place used to be our summer home. It’s something of an ancestral home. It was first built by our great-grandfather, and for many years, it was the only private residence in Yellowstone. Our great-grandfather was a good friend of Teddy Roosevelt, and he refused to sell this place when Teddy wanted to make Yellowstone a national park. So they came to an agreement. The land belongs to the Park, and the house remains in the family. It was called Wild Yellowstone back then.”

      “So what happened?”

      “My father decided to sell it to the Park a few years ago, so it was converted to a lodge for the public. I’m not exactly sure why, and Gatsby has never forgiven him for it either.”

      I had no idea. I thought this was just some sort of five-star hotel. Exclusive and private, but not ancestral.

      “Gatsby has always loved this place. We all did, but him especially. And he has never invited any girl here before. Not even his high school girl friend who he had dated for close to a year. That’s how I know you’re different.”

      I shake my head. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I don’t know why Wyatt is sharing all of this with me, but I don’t stop him. I want to know more about Gatsby. As much as I can.

      “We grew up in LA, so we didn’t technically grow up here, but this place has always felt like home. It was the closest thing we had to a home. This was our grandparents’ house, and we spent a lot of time here as children. Every summer, every holiday, and occasional weekends whenever we got tired of our parents and all of their bullshit.”

      For a moment, he says nothing. We look into the distance – on the sea of grass dancing under the moonlight. A small fox runs across in front of the window, bringing a smile to my face. In the shadows, the fox looks black, but I imagine the vibrant orange color of his fur and how it shines in the sunlight.

      “And it was here that it happened,” Wyatt finally says.
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      I have no idea what Wyatt is talking about.

      “What happened?”

      He says nothing and continues to stare into space.

      “What happened?” I repeat myself. For a moment, I think that he hasn’t heard me, but when he turns to face me, I know that he has and is just trying to decide whether he should tell me.

      “The accident,” he says under his breath.

      His cryptic words are starting to annoy me. What accident?

      I want to ask him. But I need to pace myself. He has already revealed a lot more to me than Gatsby has. It is through Wyatt that I realize that I know next to nothing about Gatsby and his life. I didn’t even know that he had brothers until an hour ago. Gatsby shields himself in mystery, and if he’s not willing to tell me about his past, I can’t make enemies of people who are.

      Wyatt stares at me. The expression on his face tells me that he had no idea that I didn’t know. I ask him to explain. Reluctantly, he gets into it.

      “This happened a few years back. When Gatsby wasn’t part of the family business. When our father still ran things. Atticus was still in law school, and he was planning on getting involved after graduation because Gatsby turned away from the family. Or, at least, that’s what our father liked to call it.” Wyatt laughs.

      “To tell you the truth, even though I’d never admit it to Gatsby, I kind of admired him back then. I was still in college, and I really liked how he stood up to our father and followed his own path. Even if he was just some ski bum. It meant a lot to me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because no one ever stands up to Dr. William H. Wild,” Wyatt says.

      He looks me straight in the eye and then looks away. All families are complicated, but I am getting the sense that the Wild family is particularly complex.

      “So what happened?” I ask, unable to conceal my anticipation in hearing the rest of the story.

      “I was home from school for the summer, and Gatsby showed up for a few days during July 4th weekend as well. At that time, Atticus was living at home and shadowing our father. Man, he’s always been such as kiss ass. Anyway, the whole family was over. Our uncle Henry, our aunt Mary, and their two grown sons, Harry and Logan. They are both our age. Logan’s a few years older than I am, and Harry’s between Atticus and Gatsby.

      “What you have to know about Harry and Logan is that they’re avid hunters. Uncle Henry’s a hunter too, but our father has never liked it much, much to the disappointment of his own father. But that’s another story. Anyway, Gatsby’s not a hunter.”

      I nod. I didn’t know that, but it makes perfect sense.

      “And not only is he not a hunter, but he’s also vehemently opposed to it. He’s always loved animals, but it’s also because of that thing that happened when he was younger.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “That’s a whole other story. If you want me to get into that, I can, but it’s best that Gatsby tells you himself.”

      I nod reluctantly and wait for him to continue.

      “Well, Logan was sick, and I wasn’t in the mood, so Harry and Gatsby decided to go hiking themselves. They pack their backpacks for a day-long hike and leave early in the morning.”

      Wyatt stops talking and looks away again. Why can’t he just go on with it? I feel myself getting angry.

      “So what happens?”

      “What happens is that Wyatt should keep his dumb mouth shut,” Gatsby says.

      His voice is deeper than Wyatt’s, and he startles me. Where did he come from? How long has he been here?

      “Sorry.” Wyatt shrugs. He doesn’t seem bothered at all. “I thought she knew and then she insisted that I tell her.”

      “Fuck you, Wyatt.” Gatsby shakes his head.

      “No, it’s true,” I insist. I’m trying to cover for Wyatt, but I also want him to finish. I want to know what happened.

      “So what happened?” I turn to Gatsby.

      I reach out to touch him, but he’s steaming. His face is flushed. He is still wearing a bathrobe, which he takes off. He starts changing into a pair of jeans and a light sweater, which he retrieves from the closet. Wyatt excuses himself and leaves the room.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      Atticus is nowhere to be found. I figure it didn’t go well.

      “I don’t know what the fuck they’re doing here,” he says. “This is supposed to be our weekend. I don’t need all this family drama in my life right now. I’m here to unwind. I just hate them for bringing all this shit here.”

      I don’t know what to say to make things better, and I really want to hear the rest of the story. But I need to give him time, so I suggest that we go on a little walk instead.

      The air is crisp, and a cold front is blowing in. I take his arm and lead him through the sea of grass toward the pines. We don’t speak for awhile and just enjoy the silence instead.

      “You know, I’m starting to think that I’ll always associate you with nature,” Gatsby says, finally breaking the silence. I nod. I feel the same way.

      We had met in the wild. And now, in my mind, the wide open sky, the effervescent pines, and the green grasses remind me of Gatsby. His kind eyes. His rough hands. His wide shoulders. His toned body.

      But my feelings for him are starting to develop into something else. It isn’t just his physical attributes that draw me to him. Now it is beyond that. It is the way he smells, the way he treats me, the way he looks at me. He is a mystery that I want to unravel.

      “The story that Wyatt started to tell you wasn’t his to tell.”

      Gatsby looks into the distance at the eagle floating among the clouds. He is holding my hand so tightly that I can feel his heartbeat.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Harry and I were just supposed to go on a hike. That was it. And if it weren’t for him, none of that would’ve happened.”

      He stops talking, and I give him space to continue. I want him to get lost in thought and let the words just spill out without a filter. I fear that if he remembers that I’m here then he won’t tell me.

      “We packed for a day-long hike, not an overnight, and drove to the Gallatin Mountains. It was a beautiful early summer day, and I don’t let those pass me by without going outside when I’m in Montana.

      “Deep in the Gallatin Mountains, the wildlife just takes your breath away. There’s elk, moose, wolves, coyotes, tons of rabbits. I want to take you there sometime. I think you’ll really appreciate it.”

      I smile. I want to go.

      “Harry and I don’t have much in common,” Gatsby continues. “He’s brash and boisterous and unkind in many ways. But we used to be really close when we were little. And he wanted to go, so I thought, what the hell? What’s the worst that could happen?” Gatsby laughs sarcastically under his breath.

      “It happened in the afternoon. After we had been hiking for a few hours. We came upon this meadow with pines all around. The sun was shining brightly in the sky. In the middle of the meadow, we saw a sleeping grizzly. He was gorgeous. Large and imposing and yet so peaceful. We were so close to him we could hear him snoring.

      “But I knew that it wasn’t safe to be so close to him. He could wake up at any moment, and then we could really be in trouble. So I signaled to Harry to get back. I wanted us to back up into the woods and just make our way around the meadow.

      “But Harry had other ideas.”
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      Gatsby stopped talking and dropped my hand. I wait for him to continue.

      “What?” I finally ask. “What did he do?”

      Gatsby turns toward me. The only thing I see in his eyes is pain.

      “He reached into his backpack and got out a gun. A nine millimeter. I couldn’t believe my eyes. The gun was already loaded, and he pointed it at the sleeping grizzly.”

      “Oh my god,” I whisper and put my hands over my mouth. I don’t want to hear what happened next. I can’t stand the idea of someone shooting a sleeping bear.

      “I didn’t know how much time we had. But there was no way he was killing that bear while I stood and watched. So I knocked the gun out of his hand. It fell to the ground, and we started to fight over it. He grabbed my hair, and I punched him in the stomach. Somehow, he got on top of me, and then I managed to push him off.

      “I have no idea what we were doing really. We were tussling and fighting and grabbing for the gun, paying no attention to the fact that it was a gun or that there was a sleeping grizzly less than fifty yards away.

      “And then the gun went off. Startled, I jumped back and saw that Harry was hit. He was crying and moaning and holding his right shoulder. Blood was gushing out all over his arm. I froze. I didn’t know what to do.

      “It was then that I remembered the bear. He wasn’t that far away from us, and Harry was bleeding so much, I could smell his blood!

      “But when I turned around toward the bear, all I saw was his huge behind disappearing into the forest at the edge of the meadow. The gunshot must’ve scared him, and he got the hell out of there. I remember letting out a huge sigh of relief.”

      “It could’ve been much worse,” I say. “You were lucky, really lucky. That bear could’ve just as easily rushed both of you.”

      Gatsby nods and again looks away. A howl of a wolf pierces the silence.

      “The rest of the day was pretty much a blur,” Gatsby continues. “I don’t really remember much of it. But somehow, we hiked the ten miles back to the car. It took much longer than a couple of hours it took us on the way out. Harry could barely move, and I had to almost carry him the whole way. It was pitch black by the time we got to the car and then another hour before we got to the hospital. Our parents arrived when he was almost out of surgery.

      “All I remember now about the rest of that day was just how mad I was at him. Oh god, Annabelle, I was just so so mad at him. Why did he bring that stupid gun with him? Why did he want to shoot a sleeping bear? But throughout all that, I wasn’t sorry. I just know that what I did was right. He had no right to take that bear’s life. Harry was wrong and, a part of me was glad that he was in pain.”

      I look at Gatsby, and I see just how personal and intimate the story that he had just shared with me is. His eyes are glazed over with a bit of moisture, and he can’t make eye contact with me. I am grateful to him for sharing it with me.

      “My days as a ski bum were pretty much done then.” Gatsby gathers his thoughts and smiles.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “My father had to make a lot of arrangements with his brother, Harry’s father, and the authorities to keep it all on the down low. Secret. To keep the newspapers and the gossip columns out of our business. But not just that, to keep me out of jail.

      “Our attorney was flown out from LA, and there were a lot of tense talks with the local prosecutor. Finally, they agreed to defer to Harry and his family. Then we had to wait for Harry to feel a little better so that he could make legal decisions.

      “At first, he didn’t want anything to do with it. He wanted me to serve time in jail. He hated me for doing that to him. He was an avid tennis player, and getting shot in the arm was going to put his career on hold, according to him. His father reminded him that he didn’t really have much of a tennis career, but he was still mad as hell. He wanted me to pay for what I did.”

      Gatsby smiles and shrugs, as if he finds this whole situation whimsical and humorous.

      “I hope you didn’t have the same attitude then that you do now,” I say. He shakes his head. “Of course not. I mean, I did, but I couldn’t show it. They would’ve never let me slide otherwise.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Harry finally agreed not to press charges. But only in exchange for my father’s beloved fifty-foot yacht in Marina Del Ray. You should’ve seen my father’s face when he asked him for it. I thought father was going to shoot him in the other shoulder just for requesting it.

      “But that was all he wanted. And so, very reluctantly, father signed over the Mona Lisa to him for his pain and suffering.”

      Everything suddenly becomes very clear to me. Why he is such a reluctant CEO. Why he seems to be running away from his family. Why his brothers have to chase him just to deal with the IPO situation.

      “So that’s why you’re the CEO?”

      “Yes, partly. I didn’t start out being CEO, of course. But working here is my punishment for what I did. And I also have to pay off the yacht.”

      “How much does it cost?” I ask. He takes a beat and smiles.

      “Close to a million dollars.”

      [image: ]

      I lean toward him and plant a kiss on his lips. We are still outside. Lost in the story, we have wandered far away from the lodge. We are all alone, and darkness wraps us in a warm blanket giving us the illusion of privacy.

      Gatsby pulls me close to him. He is in control, and I love how this makes me feel. I like him pushing and pulling my body in whatever direction he sees fit. I especially like the thump that my body makes colliding with his.

      I feel a shiver of excitement as Gatsby lifts me up in the air. Without giving it a thought, I wrap my legs around his torso and hold on tight. His arms are holding my ass, and I smile when he gives it a few flirtatious squeezes.

      Then things get more serious. Gatsby carries me somewhere even darker. All stars disappear from the sky, and all I see are branches. The back of my head hits something hard. It’s a trunk of a seventy-foot pine tree. Luckily, this one has a bare trunk at the bottom and no spiky branches impale me.

      Now, Gatsby pushes his body into mine against the tree trunk, and I revel in exhilaration.

      He turns me on. Excitement is sparking through me.

      Our bodies are intertwined. Gatsby pushes his lips onto mine, parting them forcefully with his tongue.

      I moan and bury my fingers in his hair. I want to be close to him. Even closer than we are now. I want the layers of clothes that separate us to disappear.

      I want him. All of him. On me and in me.

      My wish is his command.

      Suddenly, our kissing becomes even more frantic. He drops my legs, and I land on the ground. Shaken from the impact, I am unstable on my feet, and he is forced to hold me up.

      He unzips his pants and takes them off over his shoes. I am in my work clothes from earlier that day again. It’s the only thing I have.

      He pulls my skirt up toward my waist and then takes a step back in wonderment.

      “No panties?”

      It’s dark, and he can’t see me blush. I look away. “I’m sorry, we got out of the room so quickly that I couldn’t find them.”

      I mumble on, but he is already kissing me. I feel his hands slide down in between my legs. His large cock pushes against my stomach as he pushes me against the tree. I’m in the air, and he is holding me up. I pray that he doesn’t drop me suddenly because this time I will not have the strength to remain on my feet.

      He eases himself slowly into me and then begins to move up and down. I don’t know whether he is pushing himself in and out of me or if he’s moving my body up and down the tree trunk. Either way, I am lost in ecstasy.

      We orgasm almost at the same time, but he continues to hold me up after he climaxes. Eventually, he pulls out of me, and we drop down to the forest floor.

      Intertwining ourselves in each other’s arms, we fall asleep and wake up only when the bright rays of the unforgiving morning sun shine into our eyes.
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      In the morning, we go down to have breakfast in the dining room with the rest of the Lodge’s guests. Gatsby doesn’t want to, but I insist. Both Wyatt and Atticus are already there, their plates overflowing with all sorts of delicious goodies from the buffet.

      I am starving and pile spoonfuls of omelet onto my plate. The Belgian waffle, which is made before my very eyes, makes me salivate, and I pour a generous amount of maple syrup into each square.

      Wyatt waves to me, and I head in his direction. They are sitting at a four-person table and move their trays to accommodate Gatsby and me. It’s is the first time that I see his brothers in the daylight.

      They are even more beautiful than they were last night. They both have strong jaws, defined cheekbones, and large eyes. Wyatt’s eyelashes are so long that they give him a wide-open look, which I am sure he expertly uses to his advantage to woo girls. Atticus is more serious. He doesn’t smile much, and he looks as if he is holding up the world on his shoulders.

      “So which one of you is the oldest?” I ask after we make pleasant chitchat about how everyone’s night was.

      I suspect that Atticus is, but I’m not sure. Wyatt is definitely the youngest. He has this carefree attitude that suggests nothing bothers him and that everything’s going to be fine, which I know runs in youngest children.

      “I am,” Gatsby says, sitting down next to me.

      From the look on his face, I can tell that he’s not happy that I have decided to join his brothers for breakfast. But I am curious about them because they are part of him, and I want to know more.

      “Gatsby’s the oldest, but Atticus won’t forgive him for it,” Wyatt jokes.

      Atticus rolls his eyes, and Gatsby just looks away with a guilty look on his face. The tension between them can be cut with a knife, but Wyatt seems to just find the whole thing curious.

      “So what are your plans today?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      Atticus ignores me, but Wyatt says, “We were actually planning on going sky diving.”

      I feel my eyes open wide. Sky diving! He mentions sky diving as if the idea is as casual as going to get some coffee.

      “Really?” I ask excitedly. I never told anyone this, but I have been wanting to go sky diving for sometime now. I am terrified at the thought, but that’s what draws me to it.

      “Yeah.” Wyatt nods and looks at me. “Why? Do you want to go?”

      The invitation is so informal that I am not sure if it’s real. But before I know it, I accept.

      “It’s okay if we go, right?” I turn to Gatsby.

      He nods, but the expression on his face says something else completely. He is not happy. At this moment, I don’t care.

      I am suddenly filled with a strange mixture of adrenaline, anticipation, and fear. I don’t know what came over me, and I say yes before even coming to my senses. But a big part of me is glad. Sometimes coming to one’s senses is overrated.

      “It’s just that I’ve never been,” I add, trying to explain myself. “You don’t have anything planned, do you?”

      Gatsby opens his mouth to say something, but Wyatt cuts him off.

      “Even if he does, there’s no way it’s as cool as sky diving.”

      I smile. I know he’s right. But the expression on Gatsby’s face worries me.

      “No,” he says reluctantly. I know he doesn’t want to go, but I feel an unexplainable urge to go. I am afraid and excited at the same time. And I can’t pay attention to how Gatsby feels.

      “Great,” I say quickly, well aware of my self-involvement. “Then we’re in.”

      After Wyatt and Atticus leave the room, Gatsby and I are left alone at the table. He looks at me with a disapproving expression on his face. His eyes are narrowed and his lips are turned downward.

      I look away. I don’t care that he’s upset. No, that’s not entirely true. I don’t want to care. I want to go, and I don’t want him to take this away from me.

      “Why did you do that?” he asks, finishing the rest of his mimosa.

      I eat the rest of my Belgian waffle before answering.

      “Because I really want to go. I’m scared shitless, but who isn’t, right? I’ve wanted to go sky diving for a long time, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity. To go with you, I mean.”

      “Yes, except that you didn’t ask me.”

      “I thought you’d be down for it.”

      He looks away from me. Now he doesn’t look so much disapproving as disappointed. “It’s not that I don’t want go to skydiving with you. It’s that I don’t want to go with them.”

      “They seem perfectly fine,” I say naively. I realize how innocent I come off. It’s not that I’m trying to take their side, I’m just trying to make peace. At least for this weekend.

      “You don’t know them,” Gatsby says.

      “I think it’ll be fun,” I insist.

      I need to make this a good decision. I basically hijacked the whole day, and I need for it to work out. Otherwise…otherwise, I’m not sure if we’re going to have another date.

      “Skydiving will be fun, but my brothers aren’t fun.” Gatsby shakes his head. “I’m afraid that you’ll discover that soon enough.”

      I don’t know what he means. I don’t want to.

      [image: ]

      We arrive at a small airport later that afternoon. The office where we fill out all the releases and pages and pages of paperwork smells of diesel and adrenaline. When we watch the introductory video, my heart starts to race, and I take deep breaths to calm it down. I’m starting to have second thoughts. But Gatsby takes my hand and flashes me a smile. I feel a little better.

      The eighteen-year-old kid at the front desk has an infectious, upbeat personality that puts me at ease even more.

      “Are you sure want to do this, Gatsby?” the kid asks.

      Gatsby nods and shrugs. A familiar, mischievous smile appears on his face, confusing me.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. Wyatt shakes his head and laughs.

      “You’ll see,” Gatsby says. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      He leads me to the place in the back where Atticus is already paired up with an instructor.

      Gatsby goes to the open closet and picks out a jumpsuit for me. He hands it to me.

      “This should be a fit,” he says. When I step into it and zip it up, he hands me the helmet and the goggles and then tells me to step into the harness.

      “Shouldn’t my partner be doing this?” I ask looking at Wyatt and Atticus, who are both getting strapped in by their partners.

      “He is,” Gatsby says, tightening the straps.

      I look around. Gatsby’s partner is also nowhere to be found. Finally, I get it.

      “You’re…but how…?”

      “I’ve done this a few times before,” he jokes. “Don’t worry.”

      While adjusting his own straps and checking the other instructors’ straps, I learn that he’s been sky diving since he was eighteen. He’s been qualified to take other people on tandem jumps since he was twenty.

      A big part of me is relieved that he’s the one that I’m jumping with. But not enough to make blood come back into my ice-cold hands and to stop my heart from beating out of my chest.

      When we’re all ready to walk toward the plane, Gatsby gives me a quick peck on the cheek and whispers,

      “Don’t worry, no one I’ve dove with has died yet.”

      He’s joking, of course, trying to put me at ease. I laugh, but I don’t find it funny.
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      By the time we start the long walk to the runway, I am ready to chicken out. I want to run away and cry and stomp my feet. But I am too embarrassed to quit. It was all my idea, and now, finally, Gatsby seems genuinely excited. The plane is parked on the runway, and I walk up the staircase well aware of the fact that the only reason I am still going through with this is that I’m too afraid not to. And that’s an awful reason!

      The door to the plane locks behind me, shutting out the outside world. I am sitting next to Gatsby. He takes my hand. He is so excited; his eyes are twinkling in anticipation. No one seems to notice that this airplane looks like it’s a cargo plane from a third world country. The seats are metal benches. There are no seat belts to buckle. The windows are tiny and covered in dead bugs.

      We take off. My heart starts to race. My throat closes up. Gatsby starts to push and tug on me, connecting all our straps together. He makes me sit on his lap and buckles us closer together. But I am in a daze. I barely pay attention. The world is closing in around me. I want to escape. I need someone to open the door to let in some air.

      Soon enough, at about 30,000 feet, my wish is their command.

      “Ready?” someone yells. The door opens.

      “Woo-hooo!” Wyatt screams as he and his partner jump.

      Gatsby scoots across the bench. I am helpless to resist. Now that the door is open I don’t want go. Cold air rushes in, and the sound that it makes frightens me. I don’t watch Logan go. I take a deep breath and try to focus my mind. This isn’t normal. This is crazy. Outrageous. Why the hell did I ever suggest this?

      My mind is racing so fast; it’s impossible for me to keep my breath still. I try to take a full breath of air, but my lungs contract. I try again, but even less air gets in.

      “You ready?” Gatsby asks. He is scooting toward the opening. I am sitting on his lap and have no leverage to resist.

      “No!” I scream. But he laughs.

      “C’mon, it going to be awesome!”

      

      We jump.

      It’s not so much of a jump as a tumble. A gust of wind hits me like a ton of bricks. We start falling to the earth at hundreds of feet per second.

      It should feel like flying, but it doesn’t. Wind is gushing passed me, forcing my mouth open and filling my cheeks with cold air. My cheeks and the skin on my face is flapping around as if it were fabric. The air is so cold my teeth hurt.

      I feel air pushing us out toward the sky even though we are getting closer and closer to the earth.

      And then suddenly, there’s a jolt.

      We stop rushing all together. The parachute above our heads is open and filled with air. Now, we are gliding toward earth. Barely moving.

      “How was that?” Gatsby asks.

      “Awesome! Amazing!”

      “I knew you’d like it.” He laughs. He steers the parachute with his hands and hands me the controls.

      We are still falling, but it no longer feels like falling. It feels like we’re gliding. There’s no air rushing past me anymore. A wave of relief sweeps over me as blood starts to circulate within me.

      I lose all track of time as we glide above the earth. Mountains hug the horizon and frame the valleys below. A small, winding line cutting through the valley is the highway we drove on. The tiny moving spots on the line are the cars.

      The road is so insignificant from above. The cars are barely the size of ants. I find it hard to believe that there are people in them. Being so high makes me think about perspective. The people back on earth barely register as creatures, and it’s difficult to consider them as fellow creatures. Being so high makes me feel as if I am separated from them, somehow. As if I am not one of them. Like I am someone higher and more important. It’s a dangerous thought. And an irresponsible one.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Gatsby yells into my ear.

      “Yes!”

      The mountains are getting closer to us and more majestic. I can now make out the trees. The pines are thick, and many are more than seventy feet tall. From up here, they appear like matchsticks.

      

      When my feet get close to the ground, the earth reaches up and pulls me in. A new wave of adrenaline surges through my veins.

      Gatsby quickly disengages our harness. We embrace before it hits the ground. He throws his arms around my shoulders and brings my face to him. I feel the warmth of the sun on my eyelids as I kiss his lips. Tears of exhilaration and relief are building behind my eyes. I kiss him harder to try to keep them at bay.

      But before we get too lost in the moment, somebody collides into us.

      I open my eyes.

      It’s Wyatt and Atticus. They are slapping us on our backs. Gatsby pulls away from me and shakes his brothers’ hands.

      But quickly, as if on a second thought, the chaste and reserved handshakes that they exchange morph into something more. They all start to laugh and hug each other.

      [image: ]

      Everyone’s riding a high, which we carry with us into lunch. We continue to smile and laugh and joke around well into the main course. During a brief moment of reflection, while they order a third round of drinks, I realize how different these people are from the ones I met yesterday.

      Last night, I saw three brothers who did not have much in common with one another. They were strangers, but even worse than that. They knew each other and chose not to spend time together. They carried a hatred and contempt for one another, the likes of which I only saw once before.

      But today, the three men who sit before me are no longer afraid of each other. They do not have regrets, resentments, or hatred for one another. They are smiling, laughing, and joking around. Their worlds aren’t divided. Instead, they are connected.

      “Hey, do you remember that camping trip we went on in high school?” Atticus turns to Gatsby.

      “The one you almost didn’t come back from?” Gatsby jokes. “Atticus decided to climb a giant boulder somewhere in Utah. It was perfectly smooth. Hardly a groove to hold onto.”

      “I got up there just fine,” Atticus cuts in.

      “Yeah, that was pretty impressive,” Wyatt admits. “Gatsby and I could barely get a few feet off the ground.”

      “As it turned out, that was the easy part.” Atticus shrugs.

      “Why? What happened?” I ask.

      “He got all the way to the top but then couldn’t get down,” Gatsby says.

      “He was up there for close to an hour trying to get down,” Wyatt explains. “The boulder was about twenty feet or so high.”

      “Oh my god, I can’t believe I survived that.” Atticus laughs and shakes his head. I still don’t know what happened.

      “Me too. Getting away with a broken foot was lucky,” Wyatt adds.

      “You broke your foot?” I ask.

      “Yep. I couldn’t really climb down because it was so smooth and it was getting dark. So I just grabbed onto the top and tried to ease myself down. But that didn’t work out too well. I fell and broke my foot. I thought it was a sprain at first, but the doc in the emergency room confirmed it.

      “But that’s not even the really impressive part. What was really amazing was what these two guys did for me.”

      “Oh please,” Gatsby cuts in. “What did you want us to do? Just leave you there?”

      Atticus turns to me. “I couldn’t really walk, so they basically carried me all the way back to the car. It was like ten miles up and down really steep terrain.”

      “You did?” I ask them. They smile and nod but look a bit embarrassed.

      “Man, that was fun,” Wyatt jokes. “I had no idea you were such a lard ass!”

      “Yeah, I know. He was so fucking heavy, wasn’t he?” Gatsby adds.

      They continue to make jokes, and through the laughter, I can see that they were both happy to do it. The incident tied them to each other, connecting them in a way only adversity can. We all clink our glasses to that night. Taking a sip, I realize that this is how brothers should be.
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      Gatsby doesn’t know this yet, but I know what it’s like to not talk to your siblings. My sisters, and I don’t speak, and I am familiar with the distance and the wide space that it can create between you and your childhood. There are so many memories that connect these people.

      You can’t imagine your childhood without them. They are the only ones who truly understand how crazy your parents are. So when you are grown, and you don’t speak or don’t have a relationship with them, it is as if these memories and emotions and feelings are shelved. Boxed. Put away in a safe. Locked in some room without a key.

      Looking at Gatsby laughing and carrying on with his brothers, I start to really miss my sisters. I want us to have a reconciliation or, at least, a conversation. All the things that I am mad at them for, all of our arguments, now seem so insignificant. I try to remember the details, but even those are vague.

      I have two sisters. The three of us used to be very close, but then we started to grow apart in high school. When our mom got sick, we came together again. We all came to visit, and in the end, the three of us practically lived there. Our dad left when I was two, and my sisters were five and seven, so it was just the three of us in the end. But then, after the funeral, things fell apart again.

      We lead different lives in different cities. After mom’s death, we promised that we would call and email, but quickly reverted to our old ways. I called too much and got mad when they didn’t return my calls. They got mad when I didn’t send them any gifts for their birthdays and holidays.

      We all had our excuses. They said that they texted and emailed instead of called. I said that I didn’t have any money to buy groceries let alone gifts. We were all wrong.

      We promised to meet up for the holidays, but when one cancelled so did the other one. Old resentments crept in and took the place of the love that we had once felt for one another.

      But now, seeing Gatsby with his brothers, I have an overwhelming urge to call them. To try to make things right. Maybe even take them sky diving.

      [image: ]

      Back at the lodge, Gatsby goes downstairs to the business center to get some work done. Only this place would have a business center in the middle of the wilderness! I have an hour to myself and I decide to take a bath. I haven’t taken a bath in ages, and I’ve never taken one in a bathroom like this!

      The space is bigger than my apartment back home. The toilet is sequestered to one side, and the rest of the space is taken up by the spacious two, or even three, person shower and the giant claw foot tub. There’s a floor-to-ceiling window looking outside into the setting sun. The pines look like they are hanging their heads, kneeling before the sun.

      Somewhere in the distance, I see a small round creature rolling across the horizon. I lean in closer and block my eyes from the harshness of the sun.

      It’s a bear!

      Oh my god! I can’t believe my eyes. A bear? A real bear!

      For some inexplicable reason, I turn off the water to see better. When I look up again, the bear is closer, and now I am certain. Except that it’s not just one bear. There is a little one and the big one right next to him. They are wandering across the grasses in front of the window, going from one section of the forest to another.

      The cub makes a summersault. And then another one! His mother looks back at him patiently and waits. I can almost see her rolling her eyes and laughing to herself! I can’t believe that I am privy to this! It is amazing! I’m astounded!

      When they finally disappear into the other patch of pine trees on the other side, I sit on the edge of the bathtub in awe.

      Eventually, I come back to my senses. I turn the water back on. Then I remember that my iPad is in the other room. I turn off the water again, wrap myself in my bathrobe, and head out to retrieve it. I need to take my mind off of everything that’s happened today. And there’s no better cure than to watch something mindless to space out in the bath.

      I thought that the iPad would be in the main bedroom, but it isn’t. I can’t remember the last time I used it, but it must be in my bag, which is the dining room.

      In the living room, I hear voices.

      Someone is shouting. Who can that be? I thought I was alone. I look around and see that the double doors to the porch are slightly open.

      Atticus is on the porch, talking on the phone. He is pacing, walking from one side of the porch to the other in a circle. He is waving his arms around as if he’s trying to convince someone of something. As if the person on the other end can see him.

      I’ve never seen him like this. Wyatt seemed like the more exuberant and excitable brother to me. Atticus was always calmer, more collected.

      He’s facing away from me, so I can’t really make out what he’s saying. I don’t know what comes over me, but for some unknown reason I take a few steps closer to the door.

      Suddenly, his words become clearer.

      “I don’t know what you want me to do,” he yells into the phone. “I’m only going to get the money when the IPO goes through.”

      “That’s all I can do,” he says after a moment.

      “Okay, okay, I know. Yes, I know the juice is running. But I can’t get the money from anywhere else. If you want me to pay you a few grand at a time, yes. But not if you want the whole thing. Do you want me to pay you a few grand at a time?”

      “No? I didn’t think so!

      “I don’t understand what you don’t understand. The only way I can pay is after the IPO.”

      I take a step forward, and the floorboards creak. Shit! I walk away from the double doors and grab my iPad.

      “Annabelle?” Atticus says, walking into the room.

      “Oh hey.” I avoid eye contact with him and pretend that I didn’t hear a word.

      “Agh, girlfriends, they’re impossible. Am I right?” he says. He’s as pale as a ghost.

      “What?”

      “I was just on the phone with my girlfriend, and I don’t know if you heard me. Sorry if I was shouting.”

      I stare at him. I hate it how some guys have the tendency to insult women to other women’s faces and then ask for their approval.

      “Yeah, right,” I mumble.

      Atticus shifts his weight from one foot to another and doesn’t look me in the eye. Now, I know for sure that I had no business hearing that conversation.

      “I didn’t actually hear anything, I just came out to get my iPad,” I assure him. He smiles, looks like he believes me.

      “Okay, well, I’ll see you around then.”

      I watch him leave.
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      Gatsby comes back right as I get out of the bath. He is wearing a new suit and looks as sharp as ever. His hair is brushed back, and his eyes are twinkling.

      “Must’ve been some meeting,” I say. I want to wrap my arms around him, but I’m soaking wet.

      “I had a video conference. I had to look presentable.” He comes closer to me, wrapping his arms around me. He’s not as concerned about his suit as I am.

      “Oh wow, if I knew I was going to miss this, I would have never gone downstairs,” he says, kissing me.

      I feel how hard he is through his pants, and he undoes my towel, dropping it to the floor.

      “Come to me,” he says, kneeling down on the floor and kissing my breasts.

      His lips start to meander down toward my belly button.

      I feel hot all over, and it’s not just the bath. But before I lose all control over my faculties, I pull away.

      “I have to ask you something,” I say.

      “Anything,” he says, kissing my collarbone. “Just talk while I keep doing this.”

      Gatsby pushes hair off my neck.

      “No, c’mon. This is serious. Please.” I pull away and pick up the towel off the floor.

      “Okay, okay.” He folds his arms across his chest. “What? What’s so important?”

      I have to wrap myself in the towel before asking him. I have never been totally comfortable with my own nudity. Plus, I need to buy myself some time. This is very difficult to say. I can’t find the words. I don’t really know what I heard, but I know it’s not good. I know that it’s something that Gatsby should know about. Yet I am conflicted.

      Things have just started to get better between them. When we first arrived, Gatsby didn’t even acknowledge that he had brothers. And then today, everything changed. I saw him not just admit that they exist but actually have fun with them. I saw him laughing with Atticus, reminiscing about their childhood.

      Given my own experience with my sisters, I don’t want to take that away from him. I want to just pretend that everything is okay. I want them to remain brothers. Even more than that, I want them to remain friends.

      But am I willing to lie for Atticus to do this? No, I can’t. My allegiance lies with Gatsby. Atticus didn’t ask me to. And I don’t even know what it is that I am lying about.

      I have to choose my words carefully.

      “I was just wondering…” I start.

      He waits for me to finish. I can’t find the words. I don’t know how to ask about something that I’m not supposed to know anything about. I don’t want to alarm him if it’s really nothing. If this just has to do with Atticus and not the company.

      “I was just wondering why Atticus is so worried about the IPO.”

      Gatsby gives off a sigh of relief. “Oh, Christ, Annabelle. I thought you were going to say that you wanted to leave or something. Don’t scare me like that!”

      He is relieved too soon, but I just nod and wait for his reply.

      “Because we’re all going to get really rich after it goes through.”

      “Okay.” I nod. That doesn’t really explain anything.

      “Well, everyone but him, I guess,” Gatsby adds as an afterthought. I don’t trust my ears. I am not sure if I heard that correctly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, technically, Atticus won’t be getting any money from the deal. All of his shares are held in a trust.”

      That’s when I realize that what I heard was really bad. Atticus has some plan to get money that’s not his, and that’s why he has to wait for the IPO. Something’s wrong. I tell Gatsby everything. Every last part of the conversation that I over heard Atticus have over the phone. And I remember every detail.

      

      “No, that can’t be right.” Gatsby shakes his head after I stop talking. “There must be some explanation.”

      I shrug. I don’t know anything except what I heard.

      “I’m going to go talk to him,” he says. I start to get up and get dressed, but he stops me. “Wait here, okay?”

      “No, I want to come.”

      “This is private, Annabelle. I need to speak to him in private.”

      I’m about to protest again, but then there’s a knock at the door.

      

      It’s Atticus.

      

      “Stay here,” Gatsby orders me. I roll my eyes and cross my hands. I can’t believe that he is talking to me like this.

      “Please?” he gives me a quick kiss. “Please, I just need to talk to him in private. Brother to brother.”

      “Okay,” I give in. I appreciate his kind words. I give him his space.

      I am left alone in the bedroom. I pick out a pair of jeans, a tank top, and a light sweater that the concierge brought over for me. Then I pick up my phone. I check my email and then mindlessly scan through the books on my Kindle app. Hundreds of different thoughts swirl through my head, and I need to make them stop. I need to focus on something else, but it’s not working.

      “Annabelle, can you come here a moment?” Gatsby walks back into the room.

      I shake my head, no, no, no.

      “What are you doing? What I said to you I said in confidence!” I whisper.

      “I know, but I have to get this out in the open. It sounds like it was some sort of misunderstanding.”

      “It wasn’t a misunderstanding!”

      “Well, that’s why I want you to come out here and talk to Atticus.”

      I can’t believe he’s making me do this. This is so unfair.

      “Hi, Atticus.” I nod and stand slightly behind Gatsby. I can’t confront him. I don’t want to. This isn’t my business.

      “Annabelle, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that you overheard my conversation earlier today.”

      “I’m sorry, too.” I shake my head at Gatsby. He has betrayed me!

      “I’m sorry Gatsby has dragged you into this. It’s really embarrassing.”

      “For me, too,” I add.

      “The thing is that what you heard, it’s nothing big. I just owe people a little money. That’s it. It all has to do with this fantasy football thing I’m in.”

      Atticus is smiling and nodding. His voice is high-pitched, and he’s the friendliest he’s ever been to me. It’s all an act, but Gatsby doesn’t see it.

      “But what about what you said, that you’ll only be able to pay your debt after the IPO goes through?” I say. I don’t want to be confrontational. I shouldn’t even be here. But I can’t just let him cover this up so easily. I can’t let him get away with this, whatever this is.

      “Oh, that?” He smiles and hesitates. I can see that he’s trying to buy himself some time. I look at Gatsby, who is anxiously waiting for his reply. “That was just something I was telling him. I do owe him some money, but I’m pretending that I don’t have it. So I was just trying to put him off for a few weeks. So I made up the IPO thing.”

      I nod.

      “Well, you see.” Gatsby smiles. “It’s nothing.”

      “Yeah, it’s nothing. I’m just sorry you two got all messed up in this. I really should keep my private phone calls private.”

      Gatsby laughs along with Atticus. I barely crack a smile. I can’t stand what he is doing, how manipulative he’s being, but I need to be alone with Gatsby to tell him this. I can’t call him out on this now. Besides, there’s nothing really to call out. I don’t have any proof.
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      I go back to the bedroom while Gatsby and Atticus share a drink. When Gatsby comes back to the room, I’m already in bed. I can see the relief that’s painted all across his face. I hate to be the one to crush it. But I have to tell him the truth.

      “Well, I’m glad that got all figured out.” He smiles and gets into bed with me. “You really scared me for a moment.”

      I stare at him.

      “I’m not sure it is,” I say. Again, choosing my words carefully. I don’t want to offend, but I can’t let it go.

      “What are you talking about? Didn’t you hear Atticus?”

      “Yes, I heard his explanation. But I also know what I heard and saw. It isn’t just a small debt. He was seriously freaking out on the phone, Gatsby. You have to believe me.”

      “I do believe you, Annabelle. I just think you’re confused. He was just acting.”

      “Why? Why would he act?”

      “To get that guy to give him some more time. I don’t know. Atticus is a man of large appetites. He likes to gamble. He likes to bet on horses. He spends a lot.”

      “Exactly my point,” I say.

      “But this is just another example of that. It’s nothing more. So he owes someone some money in fantasy football. So what? Why is this my problem?”

      “Gatsby—”

      “Or better yet,” Gatsby cuts me off. “Why is this your problem, Annabelle??”

      I don’t say anything. I wait for him to explain. I hate the tone of his voice and the way that he’s towering over me. Trying to intimidate me.

      “It’s not…” I whisper.

      “Exactly. It’s not. You just met him last night. Until yesterday, you didn’t even know he existed. You don’t know anything about him.”

      “But I know what I heard.”

      “No, I don’t think you do. I’m sure you just misheard something,” Gatsby insists. His voice gets tamer now. He’s not so threatening. Trying to make peace. Perhaps, I should let it go. Maybe, he’s right.

      “I know what I heard. This is serious. He’s lying, Gatsby.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Neither do you,” I insist. “Yesterday, you acted as if he didn’t exist. As if you didn’t have a brother. And after a day of skydiving suddenly you’re what, best friends?”

      He gets off the bed and paces around the room.

      “You’re the one who wanted that, remember?” he bellows.

      “Listen.” I get up. I walk close to him and wrap my arms around him. “We’re getting off track. It’s not about you and your brother, not really. I want you to have a relationship with him. A happy one. You have no idea how much I want that.”

      I kiss him on the lips. Tears are starting to well up in my eyes. I want to push them away, but I can’t. I can’t see anymore, and I just turn my head away from him to wipe my tears. The crying isn’t just about him. It’s really about me. But I have to stay focused. I’m here to convince him of what I saw and what I heard.

      “I want you to be friends, Gatsby. But I also know what I saw and what I heard him say. And how he said it. It wasn’t an act. Something is really wrong.”

      “What? What’s wrong?” Gatsby rolls his eyes and folds his arms across his chest.

      “You said that he’s not getting any money from the IPO. Why is that?”

      “Because he’s been irresponsible before, and our father and he came to an arrangement. All of his shares go to his trust fund. But they’ll go to him eventually.”

      My mind is racing. I’m trying to think of all the things that could be wrong. All the reasons why he would want the money. But I don’t know enough about finances. And I don’t know nearly enough about the Wild family.

      “So why would Atticus want for the IPO to go through in order to pay off his debt?” I ask. It doesn’t make any sense.

      “He wouldn’t! That’s the whole point, Annabelle!” Gatsby’s exasperated. “It’s just something he told the guy on the phone to buy some time to pay his debts.”

      I shake my head. No, no, no. It makes sense, but it doesn’t. Something feels wrong.

      “I don’t understand why you don’t believe me,” I finally say. “I was there when he was on the phone. And it wasn’t a lie. He was really scared. Really upset.”

      “Annabelle, you have to drop this.” Gatsby’s face grows stern. All color banishes within a moment, and all that remains is the stranger I first saw in the pages of the gossip magazine.

      “I can’t.” I shake my head.

      “You have to!” Gatsby slams his hand on the desk startling me. “Dammit, Annabelle. You just met him. Yesterday! You think that makes you some sort of authority on him? On our family? You don’t know anything about us!”

      I nod and look away. I am not getting through, and the more I push, the thicker the wall gets. I hate Atticus for doing this to us.

      “What is it that you think you know about Atticus?” Gatsby continues. Now, he is ranting. I turn around and go to the living room. He follows me.

      “You think you heard him curse someone on the phone, and that means you know everything there’s to know about him. Is that how you feel about me? You’re so fuckin’ judgmental, Annabelle.”

      I hate the way he’s talking to me. I can’t stand it.

      “No, I never said that!” I turn around to face him.

      I will not stand for how he’s talking to me. I don’t mean to yell, but the words just come tumbling out.

      “All I’ve been trying to convince you of is what I saw and heard. I don’t know what it means. But you know what hurts the most? I’m here. I’m standing here, trying to protect you. Because that’s all this is.”

      “Well, I don’t need your fuckin’ protection!” Gatsby shouts across the room. “Who do you think you are, anyway? You’re not in any position to protect me. You don’t know anything about me!”

      “I don’t need to know anything about you to protect you,” I shout back. His words are starting to make less and less sense. And mine are completely incomprehensible. All I want is for all of this to stop. I can’t stand the drama. The strife. I’m not this person. We’re not this couple. We’re not at a couple at all. Just two people on their first date. First date!  Oh my god, I can’t believe it’s our first date.

      I grab my bag and start gathering my things. I don’t have much. My phone. My iPad. My work clothes. Skirt. Blouse. Jacket. Panties. Maggie Mae’s high-heeled shoes. Can’t forget those.

      “What are you doing?” Gatsby walks over.

      “I’m leaving,” I say calmly. As far as I’m concerned, our fight is over.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” he says mockingly.

      I look up at him. Our eyes meet, and for a brief moment, I remember how nice it was to get lost in the blueness of his gaze. But then the moment passes, and I see the person who is staring back at me. A stranger.

      “Home.”

      The mocking expression on his face vanishes. He collects himself, and his face returns to its natural color.

      “Okay,” he nods. “I’ll make the arrangements.”

      I wait for him to call me a car to take me to his plane. I watch the way he moves as he talks on the phone, confident, self-assured, honest. More than anything, I wish for that person to return to me. He is there, within arm’s reach, but I just can’t go to him. I can’t apologize. I have nothing to feel sorry about. I can’t go back.
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      My heart is breaking into a million pieces. It takes all the power within my body to hold back my tears. After we get out of the car, Gatsby walks me to the plane. I want to go by myself. I want him to leave so that I can cry in peace. But I say nothing.

      There’s a moment when I think our hands will touch. My body pulls for him as if he were a magnet. I am about to run my fingertips over his hand. But he grabs the railing.

      “What, you don’t think I can make it into the plane by myself?” I am angry. I’m not afraid to show it.

      “I need to tell the pilot where you’re going,” he says nonchalantly.

      Coldness is emanating from him. I hate this side of him. I hate all of him.

      I drop my bag on the floor and take a seat. Less than twenty-four hours ago, we were both in this exact seat doing something else completely. I look out at the runaway at the empty pavement. He’s talking to the pilot, but I feel as if I’m all alone. As if no other soul exists in the world.

      Gatsby walks towards me and sits in the recliner opposite from me. He looks me straight in the eyes. Sadness and disillusionment looking back at me.

      “I’m sorry,” he finally says. “I’m sorry for raising my voice. I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry for getting so mad. But most of all, I’m sorry that you’re leaving.”

      Ask me to stay! Ask me to stay!

      “I’m sorry too,” I say. “For everything.”

      I want him to touch me. If we were just to touch again, everything would go back to normal. The chemistry between us would take over. But I can’t move. Something is holding me back. It’s as if my body is stuck to the seat. When I finally break free, he’s already walking down the runway.

      Run out there after him! I scream to myself. Go! What’s stopping you? Don’t think. Just act!

      But I remain motionless. My mind and my heart are fighting an epic battle within me, leaving me completely powerless.

      Suddenly, I start to choke. Big fat tears start rolling down my face. I can’t catch my breath. My throat closes in. I gasp for air, but no air enters.

      My sobs are so loud. They echo off the walls of the plane. I bury my head in my knees and rock from side to side.

      I cry for everything that I have lost. I cry for losing what we had and for what we could’ve had.

      Regret is a dark storm cloud that swirls around me, turning everything black.

      Slowly, my thick, all-consuming sobs turn into a stream of tears. My pangs of regret over Gatsby morph into other regrets.

      I regret never telling him about my sisters and how much I love them despite everything that has happened.

      I regret not telling him about my mother’s death and how much her passing affected me.

      I regret not telling him how alone I feel all the time and how retreating into nature actually makes me feel less alone than when I’m with people.

      I regret not telling him about my father leaving when I was young and how I act like it’s nothing, like everyone goes through that, and yet I hate him for it.

      But mostly, I regret all of these regrets.

      If only I knew that we would have so little time together, then I would’ve spent more of it being who I am. Showing him who I really am. The good, the bad, the ugly. It’s not like I want to show him the bad and the ugly, I just wish that he knew the deepest parts of me. Maybe then he would see me as…no, maybe then he would just see me for me.

      I am more than his personal assistant. I am more than this girl with whom he has amazing sexual chemistry. I am layered, dimensional, and complicated. And now, all those parts of me seem lost or gone.

      [image: ]

      When the plane starts to taxi down the runway, the constant flow of tears slows down to a trickle. But then the plane stops. I look out the window.

      Is it Gatsby? Is he stopping the plane so that he can get on and reverse this whole, horrible thing?

      The plane makes its way back to the beginning of the runway.

      My hopes soar.

      Why would we be going back were it not for Gatsby? I didn’t ask them to return. It has to be him!

      I wait anxiously for the door to open.

      My heart feels like it’s about to jump out of my chest. I’ve wiped my tears. I am ready to run into his arms. The doors finally open.

      A beautiful, poised young woman walks in. My head starts to spin. I wait for Gatsby to follow her inside, but he’s not there. Stacey closes the door, and the woman walks towards me.

      She looks about Gatsby’s age, late twenties. Her short, black hair makes her look like that actress from the 30s. She’s smoking an e-cigarette and carrying a Birkin bag on her arm.

      “Oh my God, sweetie, what’s wrong?” she plops down right next to me and puts her arm around my shoulder.

      I shake my head. I don’t know what’s going on. Where’s Gatsby? Who is she?

      “Nothing,” I mumble. I’m so embarrassed.

      My face feels puffy, and my jeans are wet from when I buried my face in my lap. My hair is a total mess.

      I don’t even dare think about how bloodshot and awful my eyes must look right now. Or how black my cheeks are from all the smeared mascara. I just want to pull the hoodie over my head and hide. But I can’t.

      “No, seriously, I want to know. What happened?” she insists.

      How can she be this perfect? Each strand of her hair lays neatly in place. Her lips shimmer in the light, and her manicured nails are painted blood red.

      I don’t know her, but something about her looks familiar. I have seen those eyes before. Almond shaped and inquisitive. And her lips are turned up just a little at the corners. A straight, pointy nose completes the look. If she were animated, she would be a fairy.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” I say clearing my throat.

      My voice comes in more powerful this time. I’m not mumbling. I wipe the rest of my tears away with the back of my hand.

      “Oh, of course! I’m terribly sorry. I’m O.” O extends her hand. We shake hands, and I am keenly aware of how cold my hand is. It’s as if it belongs to a dead person!

      “O? Is that short for something?”

      “Yep, O like the letter. Ophelia.”

      Ophelia. What a beautiful name! What a tragic character! Definitely more tragic than I am, I think to myself. I’m not tragic, just pathetic.

      “So are you going to tell me which one of my brothers did this to you or what?” O looks me straight in the eye. I’m taken aback. So that’s why she looks so familiar!

      “I’d rather not say.”

      “Oh, c’mon, please.” She bounces up and down and grabs my hand. Her pale face and severe hair cut are a complete mismatch to how warm and kind she comes off.

      “All three of them are assholes. I just want to know which one you fell for.”

      “Gatsby,” I whisper, embarrassed. I shake my head.

      “But it’s not like he did this to me.” I’m trying to gain some of my dignity back, but all efforts are in vain. “It just happened.”

      It. What was it that happened? I can’t call it a breakup, we were just on our first date! But something did happen, and that’s why I’m now sitting on his private plane all alone. Well, not all alone.
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      O shakes her head. “Honestly, I didn’t expect that. Gatsby never brings anyone here. And he should know better. He is the oldest.”

      “Oldest of all of you?”

      “No, oldest of the guys. I’m the oldest oldest.”

      I nod. She must be close to thirty, but she could easily pass for twenty-one. I want to shift the conversation away from me. I tell O my name and ask her why she’s in Montana.

      “Charity event for the American Prairie Preserve.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Oh, it’s an amazing organization. They are buying up land and letting a herd of buffalo roam around it, in the wild, just like they did a hundred and fifty years ago. Before they were all almost slaughtered to extinction.”

      She hands me a pamphlet. The buffalo on the cover looks just like the one I saw outside our window last night. Oh, how I wish that I could go back to that moment. There would be so much that I would do over. So many things that I wouldn’t say or say properly.

      After an hour or so of flight time, I start to feel groggy and take a nap. When I wake up, O is asleep. I don’t know much about her, but I really like her anyway. She has a calm demeanor about her, the kind that puts me at ease right away. Her haircut and dark clothes don’t go with her sunny personality. But there must be an explanation for that as well. I hope that we will see each other again. However unlikely.

      When we start to descend towards the lights of Los Angeles that span toward the horizon as far as the eyes can see, O grabs my hand and asks to exchange numbers.

      “If you ever want to talk, please call. I live in Malibu, but I’ll be right over.”

      People in LA always promise to call and text but never do. But something about O makes me believe her.

      “I will,” I say. “You too. Call or text whenever you need anything.”

      I have no idea how I could help someone who has a bigger monthly spending allowance than I will probably make in a lifetime, but I want to be of use as well.

      “I’m serious,” she says. “I know we all say that, but I really mean it.”

      “Everyone says that, too,” I laugh.

      “Well, I want to stay in touch. I kinda like you, Annabelle. And I don’t like too many people.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’re not stupid. And I know you’ll make me laugh when you’re not so heartbroken.”

      Her words cut right through me, and I gasp.

      “How do you know?” I whisper.

      “How could I not? Look at you. If you look like this in your every day life, you have some things to answer to.”

      I smile. I’m surprised at myself. Only a few hours ago, I didn’t think that I would ever, or could ever, laugh again. Yet, after a flight with O, I was on my way back to being my normal self. Gatsby didn’t take it all out of me. No, I’ve been through a lot. But I’m more resilient than that.

      I may have been falling in love with him, but at least it stopped before it actually got that far. I gasp again. Falling in love? Was that what was happening?

      “Isn’t life amazing?” O asks. “Just when you think you’re going to be spending the whole evening alone, being bored, you end up meeting a friend.”

      She’s talking about herself, but I feel the same way. Yes, life is amazing.

      [image: ]

      I arrive at work early the following Monday. I set my alarm extra early, take a shower, and spend time picking out my outfit and doing my hair and makeup. I have to look as normal as possible. I don’t want Ms. Greaves to be alarmed. And most of all, I don’t want Gatsby to know that anything is wrong. The best way to deal with all of this and keep my job is to act as professionally as possible. And that means to pretend that nothing is wrong.

      Ms. Greaves and her perfectly coiffed hair and impossibly high heels are already there. She must be pushing sixty, and yet she has more energy than I do most mornings. I’ve never seen her drink a cup of coffee. What is powering her? Caffeine pills? ADHD? Coke?

      I nod hello and sit down at my desk. We rarely exchange any more pleasantries than that. I tried, but Ms. Greaves thinks that everything is gossip. News, politics, entertainment. Even regular water cooler talk is gossip to her. “And this office has no space for gossip.”

      Maggie Mae wasn’t home yesterday, and today, of all days, I really regret that no one else works with me at the office. It would be nice to talk to someone about something to take my mind off things.

      “I’ve got good news for you, Ms. York,” Ms. Greaves says, standing over my desk. She moves as quietly as a mouse. How long has she been there? I minimize Facebook and look up.

      “You’re moving to your new office today.”

      “New office?”

      “Close to Mr. Wild.”

      “Really?”

      After this weekend, I wasn’t even sure if I would still have my job, let alone get the promotion a week early.

      “I know. You’re not the only one who’s surprised. Personally, I don’t think you’re ready. But it’s all up to Mr. Wild.” She shakes her head.

      “Are you sure?” I ask. I still can’t believe it. How can this be? Perhaps, it’s a request that he put in last week when everything was fine. Yeah, that must be it.

      “I wouldn’t be doing this otherwise. Got strict instructions from Mr. Wild this morning. Guess you made an impression.”

      I shake my head. This morning! What kind of impression could I have made this weekend? Not a good one, that’s for sure!

      My chest grows tight, and my throat closes up. I feel like I’m about to lose my job. Last night, I wasn’t sure. But now I’m certain. What if this is some sort of ruse to humiliate me? What if he wants to fire me but make a big show first? No, that can’t be it, Gatsby wouldn’t do that. Would he?

      “You ready?” Ms. Greaves asks.

      “For what?”

      “To see your new office?”

      No, no, no. I get up and follow her through the double doors. Just keep calm. Keep cool. Act professional. Everything will be okay. I say these things to myself over and over without believing a single word.

      The elevator doors open. Gatsby walks in. He is wearing an impeccably tailored gray suit that accentuates his narrow waist and wide shoulders. The collar of his white shirt is so starched that it looks like it would stand up to the worst desert heat.

      He nods hello. First to Ms. Greaves and then to me. I give him a little nod back. When he grabs the stack of paperwork off Ms. Greaves desk, his cufflinks sparkle like starlight. Each cufflink is a parallelogram made of white gold with a wavy line of diamonds going down the middle.

      Gatsby’s perfectly polished Italian shoes squeak right before he goes through the double doors, breaking my concentration. He pauses for a moment as if he’s waiting for something. I don’t know whether I should follow him inside.

      “We’ll be right in, Mr. Wild.” Ms. Greaves stands up from her chair. Without a word, he disappears into his office.

      “Well, c’mon.” Ms. Greaves waves to me. “Let me show you to your new place.”

      “What? Now?” I’m not ready. I can’t.

      “Yes, now!”

      I take a deep breath and follow her through the double doors.
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      I enter a room the size of a football field. I had no idea that this floor was even that big. I thought that our room was unnecessarily large for two people, but this one is even bigger. The ceiling is close to twenty feet. The office has only one real wall and that one houses the elevator. The rest of it is glass, from floor to ceiling.

      I see Gatsby on the far end of the room. A full living room with three couches and two sofas and a beautiful coffee table separates us.

      “Here, this is it,” Ms. Greaves says, focusin my concentration. I turn to face her. She’s inside a cube. There’s a smaller glass office within the large space. I follow her inside.

      “This will be your space. This way you can have some privacy and so can Mr. Wild when he has meetings. But you will also be right here if he needs you.”

      If Gatsby needs me. I like the sound of that.

      My office is entirely constructed of glass. Even the door is glass. But the size of it is quite manageable. It’s the size of my living room.

      I’m relieved. Large spaces make me uncomfortable. I’m glad that I don’t have to sit at a table in the middle of an enormous room.

      The desk, which is luckily not made of glass, is facing the window. I sit down and look out. The glass is so clean that I feel like I am outside. A bird flies by. It seems like it’s flying right in front of me even though there are two layers of glass separating us.

      “Isn’t this nice?” Ms. Greaves says, walking around my office. I’m not sure if she’s just complimenting the place or is jealous that she’s not the one working here.

      “Can I ask you something, Ms. Greaves? Is there a reason you don’t work here? You have so much more experience, and you know everything about Mr. Wild and what he needs.”

      “Mr. Wild and I go way back, Ms. York. I don’t like to gossip, but let’s just say that I’m happy in my permanent position.”

      “Permanent?” I ask. What does that mean? Does that mean that Gatsby is going to fire me soon?

      “Is this position not permanent?” I ask when she doesn’t reply.

      “It’s complicated. You and I fulfill different functions. Let’s just say, this position isn’t for me,” she finally says. “But I’m sure you’re going to be very happy here.”

      After Ms. Greaves leaves, I sit down in the most comfortable office chair I’ve ever sat in and swivel around in a circle. I stop spinning, facing Gatsby, who is talking on the phone and walking around his office. He pours himself a coffee at the bar and meanders around the living room with it. The conversation is heated, but I can’t hear a word.

      He signals that he’ll be off soon when he catches me staring at him. I turn away from him and face the computer. It’s a good time to get some work done. If not work, then at least set up all the things that need to be set up. My email. Facebook. Save some important tabs into favorites. Like CNN. Buzzfeed.

      

      “Hey, sorry, about that,” Gatsby opens the door. “How do you like your office?”

      My office. I like the sound of that!

      “It’s great, thanks.”

      “Did Ms. Greaves show you everything?”

      “Yep. Thanks. This place is amazing, Gatsby. The view, it’s unbelievable. But you know, I wanted to talk to you about something. I mean, after everything that happened, are you sure that you want me working here?”

      He takes a moment to collect his thoughts.

      “Yes, I do, Ms. York. I wouldn’t have asked for you otherwise.”

      “Ms. York?”

      “Ms. York. And it’s Mr. Wild to you. I have to get back to work now.”

      I nod. I can’t believe my ears. Ms. York. Mr. Wild. The formalities make me cringe. It’s as if we are strangers again. Calls start streaming in before I get the chance to really think about this and what it all means. I answer calls, putting some of them through. Ms. Greaves was kind enough to leave a list of people who were to be put through immediately on my desk. I screen all other calls, take notes on their issues and desires and pleas.

      The rest of the day comes and goes, but we don’t speak again. At least, not in person. There are a couple of times when Gatsby, er, Mr. Wild, calls me on the phone and asks for his messages, but other than that, nothing.

      Around 5:30 pm, I’m ready to leave. I’ve been ready to leave for close to forty-five minutes already, but I’m not sure what to do. Gatsby is still at his desk, going through paperwork and making calls. When he’s not doing that, he’s staring at the computer screen and clicking ferociously.

      I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to leave too early. I don’t know if I should ask permission. I never did before with Ms. Greaves, but this is different.

      I watch the clock. Time passes slowly.

      5:45 pm.

      6:00 pm.

      7:15 pm.

      7:29 pm.

      

      This is getting ridiculous. What am I waiting for? Clearly, there’s no more work for me to do. If Gatsby needs to stay late, that’s his problem. I have searched every website imaginable. Finally, at 7:31pm, I turn off the screen and officially end my day.

      “Hey, Gatsby…I mean, Mr. Wild,” I correct myself as quickly as I can. “I’m going to take off now.”

      “Oh, wow, you’re still here?”

      I catch him off guard. He’s no longer wearing his tie. His starched shirt is just as starched, but the two buttons at the top are open. He’s not wearing his suit jacket anymore. When I get closer to his desk, I see that he’s also barefoot. His shoes are tossed casually aside, and his perfect, powerful feet are naked. No socks!

      “I thought you’d left already,” he says, leaning back in his chair. There’s a half drunk gin and tonic on his desk.

      “You did?” I don’t understand how that’s possible. “Why?”

      “Yeah. I can’t really see you,” he says, pointing his drink at my office.

      I turn around. The glass cube is completely opaque. I can see out, but no one can see in.

      “Oh, I had no idea. Why is it like that?”

      Gatsby shrugs and smiles.

      “If you want to be in a fishbowl, you can always turn it off.”

      I don’t know what he’s talking about. He walks me back to my office and shows me that there’s a button on my desk that makes the glass all around the office either opaque or see-through. My office has been opaque the whole day. He couldn’t see a thing!

      “I just thought you wanted some privacy.”

      I shake my head. I had been wrong this whole day. I spent so much time pretending to work that I actually got some work done.

      I start to laugh.

      “What? What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing really. I just didn’t know. That’s all.”

      “Ah, I see. You feel like the day has been wasted because you were just pretending to work, huh?” he jokes. For a moment, I see the old Gatsby and my heart breaks.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Would you like a drink?” he asks. He doesn’t apologize for being rude in not offering me one before, he simply stares into my eyes and asks the question like he means it. But I can’t say yes. This has to remain professional. I’m confused as to what’s going on here.

      “Sure,” I nod. The words simply escape my lips as if my body is acting on its own accord. He appears to be as surprised by it as I am.
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      I watch Gatsby make me a martini. He’s meticulous and diligent. He’s like this in everything except lovemaking. It’s as if he has flashes of inspiration that he only saves for me when we are together. My mind is wandering again, and it must stop.

      Gatsby hands me my drink and takes a sip of his, looking over the skyline below us.

      “We’re so high up, and the windows are so big, I feel like I’m skydiving again.”

      Gatsby smiles without turning to me. “It wasn’t this boring, was it?”

      “No, not at all! I mean the slow part. After the chute opened. It hardly felt like we were falling at all.”

      “Isn’t that cool?” he asks.

      “How do you mean?”

      “How relative everything is. If you were to fall right now at that same slow speed, you’d feel like you were falling fast. But in comparison to falling out of a plane, standing still feels like falling.”

      I nod and look out at the buildings and the flashing lights below. This part of downtown is quiet now. Almost all of the office buildings are empty. All of the employees that make this place such a hotbed of activity at lunchtime have now gone home or moved their activity to the clubs and bars to the west.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” Gatsby says, facing the window and looking out into the distance.

      I want to face him, but I don’t.

      “Me too,” I say.

      “I don’t want it to interfere with our working relationship. I really like having you around,” he says.

      “No, me neither,” I agree.

      “What I’m trying to say.” Gatsby turns to face me. “Is that I want you to keep working here. No matter what happens between us.”

      “I want to work here, too,” I whisper.

      We are standing so close together I can feel his breath on my lips. What does that mean, no matter what happens between us? I thought ‘we’ were over, but perhaps not.

      “So you want to be friends?” I ask.

      I don’t know if I want him to say yes or no. I want to be friends if we can’t be anything else, but I don’t want to be just friends. I want more. I want to grab his head right now and pull him close to me.

      He leans closer to me. So close that his hair brushes against my forehead. It feels like a feather and sends shivers up my spine.

      “I’d like that,” he whispers.

      I close my eyes. I feel the warmth of his lip close to mine. I hear the pounding of his heart.

      He wraps his arms around me and gives me a close hug. A warm, but clearly not romantic hug.

      I open my eyes and realize that we’re in the middle of a friendly but not sensual embrace.

      “I’m glad, we were able to work this out,” Gatsby says when he pulls away from me.

      I am stunned. Speechless. Shocked.

      “So what happened?” Maggie Mae asks when I finally see her that evening. We are sitting around the dining room table and having ill-advised coffee. It’s late at night, and I know I will regret this in the morning. I tell her everything.

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “I thought we were going to kiss, but we didn’t. It was such a perfect moment to make up for everything that happened, but then it just never materialized.”

      “Agh! That sucks!”

      I smile. Maggie Mae is excellent at vocalizing and conveying my deepest regrets in a perfect surge of emotion.

      “Why didn’t you just kiss him?”

      I have no answer. Not any good ones, anyway.

      “I don’t know,” I finally say. “Because I’m a coward? Because I’ve been rejected already, and I have no idea how he feels.”

      “You would’ve if you had kissed him.”

      I know that she’s right. There is so much one can tell from a kiss. But I am afraid. What if he doesn’t kiss back? What if he pulls away and rejects me again?

      “I don’t know what to do,” I finally admit.

      “I don’t know either.” She shrugs. “Just go to work and play it by ear, I guess.”

      I nod. She’s right, of course. Besides, I don’t have any more options other than that.

      [image: ]

      The following morning, I am so swamped with work that I don’t have the time to dwell on what happened the night before. Calls are coming in, faxes have to be sent out, papers have to be organized and signed.

      Gatsby is talking non-stop on the phone and the rest of the time, he’s at his desk scrolling through spreadsheets and answering emails. He has four meetings lined up and three more that still have to be scheduled and fitted in somewhere between lunch and five o’clock. But I’m glad about the workload. It takes my mind off all the things that I shouldn’t be thinking about.

      That afternoon, after welcoming one of the top people from the investment bank and making him comfortable with coffee and coffee cake, which he actually ate, I return to my office. 	There are ten more emails in my inbox!

      I was just away from the desk for 5 minutes!

      Annoyed, I scroll through them. Four are typical emails requesting meetings with Gatsby, and the last one isn’t addressed to me. I’m about to delete it. But then I see who it’s from.

      Atticus.

      Hmm.

      Why is Atticus sending me an email?

      I open it and see that it’s a chain email, to which I am mysteriously attached. It’s long with a lot of forwards and cc’s. It takes me close to a minute to even scroll through the ridiculously long email. I have no idea what it’s all about, and I’m about to delete it. But something holds me back.

      One of the emails from Atticus:

      Here are the real third quarter financials.

      

      Another one says:

      I think we can depress the share price even further.

      

      And the last one is more insistent:

      Give me some time. It’s fine, don’t worry about it. No one will know.

      

      These emails give me pause. I scroll up all the way to the bottom and read every one of the emails more carefully. When I reach the top, I realize that I received the email chain because Atticus hit reply all and, for some reason, I was attached to the list.

      I don’t know all the details of what’s going on, but some things are becoming clear. Atticus is trying to artificially depress the share price of the company prior to it going public. The investment bank is in on it.

      I can’t believe what I’m reading!

      I remember that I did some filling out on some regulatory filing paperwork last week. I need to double check that the third-quarter financials are actually off. I look through the files of documents saved on my computer for close to an hour and finally find them.

      What did Atticus say that he wanted to depress the financials to?

      $240 million.

      No, this can’t be right. I look over the paperwork again.

      The real third-quarter financials are $350 million.

      They’re off. By a lot. One hundred and ten million dollars!

      I don’t know what to do. I pace back and forth in my office. I have to tell Gatsby, but how? This weekend had made it perfectly clear that he was on his brother’s side. Would he believe me? What if he fires me for this?

      And then a terrifying thought pops into my head.

      What if he’s in on it? What if he knows already?

      “Mr. Wild?” I walk up to Gatsby.

      The phone is silent for once, and he’s reading something on the screen. His shoulders are pulled up. His eyes aren’t blinking. He’s so focused that, for a moment, I’m not sure if he even heard me.

      “What is it, Annabelle?” he says without looking up. Then he catches himself. “Ms. York, I mean.”

      The words stop in my throat. This is going to be more difficult than I thought. I stand there before him, dumb and mute.

      “Ms. York?” he says. “If you have something for me, then get on with it. I have a lot to do.”

      I hate the formality in his voice. I hate the people that we have become with each other. Finally, I take the plunge.

      “I have to show you something.”

      I’ve printed out the emails and highlighted the most important parts. I’ve printed out the first page of the third-quarter financials. I’ve brought him proof. I just hope that it’s enough. I also pray that he’s not in on it.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s an email that I received from Atticus. He didn’t send it to me, but he must’ve replied to all and I was attached to it somehow.”

      “Oh Annabelle, I don’t have time for this.” Gatsby shakes his head and rolls his eyes.

      “Please, this is very important. It’s not really about what happened this weekend, but it sort of is. The emails show that Atticus has been trying to decrease the share price of the company prior to the IPO.”

      Gatsby furrows his brows. He takes the emails from me and looks them over. He pauses at the highlighted portions. Disbelief and confusion are all over his face.

      “I don’t understand,” he finally mutters. “Why would he do this? Why would he want the company to be valued less?”

      “I don’t know,” I shrug. “I just needed to show you this.”

      I want Gatsby to run up to me and hug and kiss me. I want him to thank me for the mystery that I’ve unraveled, for the crime that I prevented. But he simply sits there in his chair, dumbfounded. This is the real world. He’s not excited about this. He’s hurt. He doesn’t know why his brother did this, and now he has even more to deal with on top of everything else.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I finally say.

      “Help with what?”

      “With whatever this is. With whatever you’re going to do about it.”

      He shakes his head.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about this. I don’t know why you brought this to me, Annabelle.”

      Now I’m the one who’s stunned. “What?”

      “This.” He waves the emails in his hand. “This just complicates things so much. Don’t you know that?”

      I feel anger starting to bubble up within me.

      “Of course I know that! That’s exactly why I brought it to you,” I say, raising my voice. “You needed to see this.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugs. “Maybe not.”

      “This is your company, Gatsby. Your brother’s trying to rip you off. Don’t you see that?”

      “Of course I see that! I just don’t know how he’s doing it. I don’t know why. Agh!” He slams the table with his fist.

      I walk away. I can’t be around this. He doesn’t believe me. I hate him for this.

      “Wait!” I hear Gatsby’s footsteps behind me, but I don’t dare turn around. Tears are streaming down my face. I don’t know why I’m crying, but I can’t make them stop.

      “Annabelle, I’m sorry.” He catches up to me and grabs my arm. I wipe my tears with my other hand.

      “What? What’s wrong?” He takes my face in between his palms and lifts it to his.

      I pull away.

      “I can’t do this anymore. I’ve had enough drama for this week,” I sob.

      “What are you talking about?”

      I wipe the rest of my tears away. I take a moment to collect my thoughts.

      “I’m sorry for crying. I don’t know what came over me. But it won’t happen again, Mr. Wild.”

      “Annabelle, please,” he pleads. “I’m sorry, okay. I got angry. Not with you. With Atticus. And I took it out on you. And the desk.”

      I shake my head.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask. Gatsby pauses for a moment. His face grows serious and determined.

      “I’m going to get to the bottom of this. He won’t get away with it.”

      I nod. “Okay, that’s good.”

      I’m about to walk away. But he takes my arm and turns me around to face him again.

      “Thank you. Thank you very much for bringing this to my attention.”

      I give him a slight nod. I’m relieved that he’s come to his senses. I’m glad that he believes me.

      “Annabelle…” Gatsby takes a step closer to me.

      There’s barely any space separating us. I look into his piercing eyes and wait for a chaste hug. I want to kiss him, but I don’t dare make the first move. I’ve put myself out enough.

      He takes another step forward and runs his fingers over my neck. Our eyes meet and his shift back and forth as if he were asking my permission to kiss me. I don’t give it and wait for him to act.

      Carefully, he leans close to me and puts his lips on mine. His lips are silky and taste of chocolate. I close my eyes and give myself over to the moment. He parts my lips with his tongue and slowly enters. Finally, I kiss back. I push back into him, and he wraps his arms tightly around my body.

      “Annabelle, I’m sorry…” he whispers through his kisses. His hands are buried in my hair. He pulls it back slightly, sending shivers up my spine.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I manage.

      “It does. I’m so sorry about this weekend. I was such a dick. I want to make it up to you.”

      “You can’t,” I joke.

      “Oh, I think there must be a way.”

      He picks me up and carries me to the couch. He lays on top of me, wrapping his body around mine. Our kisses become frantic. Gatsby’s hands caress my skin and sneak their way up my shirt. I moan and arch my back into him.

      He starts to unbutton my shirt. I want him to tear off my clothes, but I stop him.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      I don’t know.

      “Nothing. I just…I just want to take it slow this time.” I pull back and look at his face. His eyes are twinkling.

      “Is that okay?”

      He smiles. He brushes his fingers over my lips, sending sparks through my body.

      “Slow is perfectly fine,” Gatsby whispers.

      I pull him closer to me and part his lips with mine.
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      I love him. I love him. I love him.

      

      I realized this last night, the one night out of the week that we have spent apart. He wasn’t there with me within arms reach. I couldn’t sleep a wink. I lay in my bed all night keenly aware of two things. How crappy the mattress is and how much I miss him. Not just the sex, either. I miss all of him. His presence. His almond shaped eyes. The sweet smell of his coconut shampoo. Even his five o’clock shadow that comes in around three o’clock two days after the shave.

      

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      

      This man is starting to have a crazy amount of power over me. Influence. Whatever you want to call it. It’s like there’s this gravitational pull between us. He’s the North Pole. I’m the South Pole. I’m a positive charge. He’s a negative charge. And when we come close to each other, we have to collide.

      “Hey darling.” Gatsby waltzes over to my desk and plants a big wet kiss on my lips. I tilt my head back. He takes the opportunity to run his fingers in between my thighs.

      Dammit. I should’ve ‘forgotten’ to wear underwear again. Like I had on Wednesday. When he discovered that I wasn’t wearing panties, we used our lunch break for something other than lunch. Gatsby kisses me again. His tongue runs around along my teeth. I arch my back forward and run my fingers through his hair. But I don’t get up.

      

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      Mrs. Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      

      The thought just pops into my head. Agh! No, no, no, I say to myself. Don’t even go there, Annabelle. It has been a week! Only a week! It has been just one week since our first disastrous date and since I showed Gatsby Atticus’ incriminating email.

      “You look very pretty today,” Gatsby says, lifting me out of my chair and wrapping his arms around me. I love the feeling of his strong, powerful pecs against my breasts. But what’s also nice is that he had noticed that I’d gone the extra mile today.

      Maggie Mae had helped me pick out a brand new pair of four-inch heels and a sensible, yet sophisticated sexy suit. A matching skirt and jacket and a beautiful pink blouse to go on the inside. I love the way the flowing material peeks out from underneath the tailored jacket giving my outfit a sense of femininity.

      I’m also wearing my hair down at my shoulders, not up in a bun or a ponytail, and the waves give my face some sort of glow. At least, according to Maggie Mae. The makeup is also all her. Instead of simple eyeliner and mascara, she gave me exquisite smoky cat eyes, brushed and lined my eyebrows, and even made me wear foundation, blush, and lipstick. To complete the look, she added eyelashes. I hated them at first. They nearly glued my eyes shut completely, but once they were set, they did make my eyes appear to be at least twice as big.

      “Well, today’s a big day. I am meeting your father, remember?”

      Gatsby rolls his eyes. Sighing, he drops his arms and turns away from me, toward the window.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “What?” I stare at him. In the glass, I see my reflection. The eyelashes make me feel like Marilyn Monroe, and I try to pull off her innocent open-eyed look. I flutter my eyelashes at Gatsby and wait for his response.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, clearly not getting it. Nope, I didn’t succeed at all. Not even in spirit. I’ve just confused him!

      “Nothing,” I say quickly. “Not looking forward to your dad coming?”

      He shakes his head.

      “I’m not ready to see him.”

      Gatsby’s been dreading this meeting since he told his father about the Atticus situation. Ever since I got that email from Atticus accidentally, Gatsby has been doing some investigating. And found a number of unpleasant things about him and his situation.

      Apparently, Atticus has manipulated Wild International’s financial data to artificially depress the share price of the company prior to the IPO. He has done this in exchange for a bribe from the investment bank. Gatsby thinks that he has done this because Atticus’ shares are held in trust, and he can’t get access to any proceeds from the offering anyway.

      “When was the last time you saw him?” I ask.

      “Um, let me think. It’s been a few months. Probably not since Easter.”

      “Was that the last time you spoke to him?”

      Gatsby nods.

      “I can’t believe it’s been that long.” I shake my head. “My mom and I used to talk almost every day. I can’t imagine not seeing her for that long. Or talking to her for that long.”

      As soon as we got back together after our big fight last weekend, I told Gatsby everything. I told him about my mother and how close we were. I told him about her death. I told him how much I missed my sisters and that I hated how we no longer spoke. These were all the things that I regretted not telling him before, and I had to make it right. We stayed up almost all night talking even though he had a very important meeting the following day with the partners from the investment bank. I really appreciated it.

      Gatsby chuckles wistfully. “My father and I have a very complicated relationship. We’re not at all like you and your mom.”

      “Do you ever want it to be different?”

      “I don’t know, Annabelle. I don’t even think it can.”

      I can’t believe that. It is his father. I just couldn’t understand why they were so distant from one another.

      “Dr. William H. Wild is a very complicated man. He is my father, but he has never been a dad. He has spent my entire childhood building Wild International into the world class pharmaceutical company that it is. He’s accomplished a lot. But he also missed out on a lot.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like my childhood. My brothers’ childhoods. Definitely my sister’s childhood. He has been there for us in the sense that he lived in the same house, and we saw him for a few dinners a week. But I frankly don’t remember him ever doing anything with me or taking me anywhere or teaching me anything. He was a ghost. A phantom. Someone who just paid the bills.”

      “And your mom?”

      “She wasn’t really around much either.”

      “Why was that?”

      “I don’t know, Annabelle.” Gatsby is getting exasperated. “Why do young mothers with rich families not spend time with their kids? Because they can, that’s why. Because there are lots of other people around who pick up the slack. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “No, not at all.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to hear some sociological explanation of what happens in rich families. I want to hear what happened to yours.”

      “Agh, you’re impossible.” Gatsby shakes his head and walks away from me. Getting any information about him and his childhood is like prying jewelry from a dragon. He guards it with all of his might and is incredibly cautious about anyone who he lets into his space.

      But I just stand here and wait. I am not going to let him off the hook so easily.

      “Fine, fine,” he finally relents. A little smile dances on my lips, but I try to keep most of it at bay.

      “My mother is fifteen years younger than my father. They are not a good couple. They have hardly anything in common except for their obsession with this company and their family. No, let me correct that, the family name.”

      “Were you two ever close?” I ask.

      “You mean when I was a baby?”

      I nod. He thinks about it for a moment. His eyes smile, but his face remains steadfast, unemotional. Some memories are creeping up, but he won’t share them with me.

      “It’s complicated. Maybe when I was really young, but I don’t really remember. Most of my memories are of my nanny. We were really close.”

      Now his face relaxes entirely.

      “I called her Abuelita when no one else was around. It was our little secret.”

      “Abuelita?” The word sounds familiar.

      “It means grandmother in Spanish. I had to call her Ms. Isabel when my parents were around, but when they weren’t around, she was my grandmother. She taught me everything I know. She taught me how to cook and how to clean up after myself. She taught me about patience and honesty and integrity.”

      Suddenly, Gatsby’s eyes tear up. He looks away trying to hide his feelings from me. I go over to him and wrap my arms around him. It’s not that I want to see him cry or want him to be in pain, but I’ve been waiting to see this side to him for a long time.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper.

      “Nothing.” He turns away from me, rejecting my embrace. “It’s stupid.”

      “It’s not. Your Abuelita was important to you.”

      He shakes his head, and I feel him breaking down a little inside. His shoulders slag and his head bows down.
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      The door slams and a deep, thick voice startles me.

      “Oh, Christ! Are you still on that?” A tall man with cruel eyes looks at me. Gatsby gathers himself so quickly I start to doubt whether what I just experienced actually occurred.

      “It’s nice to see you again, father.” Gatsby walks over to him and shakes his hand as if they are strangers. I’ve seen Gatsby give warmer handshakes to his business enemies.

      “I see that you’re still dwelling on the past, Gatsby.” The man laughs and smiles at me.

      “I’m Dr. William H. Wild.” He extends his hand to me and gives me a firm handshake. “You must be Annabelle York.”

      I nod.

      “Very pretty, as always,” Dr. Wild says to Gatsby. “Some things don’t change, I see.”

      Gatsby doesn’t say a word. He hides behind a blanket of coldness, which I fear I will not be able to penetrate again.

      “You see, Annabelle, when Gatsby was young, Mrs. Wild and I got him a nanny from Mexico. Isabel was a nice older woman who took care of him well. Her problem was that she didn’t know how to set up boundaries. She didn’t know how to create distance.”

      “And distance is the most important thing in the Wild family,” Gatsby explains sarcastically.

      “Yes, it is. Distance creates decorum, a state of politeness,” Dr. Wild says.

      “Without decorum, we are without civilization. And without civilization we are beasts,” Gatsby adds sarcastically.

      “Yes, you are right,” Dr. Wild nods. He is deliberately ignoring Gatsby’s anger.

      “Well, when Mrs. Wild and I found out that Isabel let Gatsby call her Abuelita, we couldn’t just let that slide.”

      “So what did you do, father?” Gatsby narrows his eyes, challenging his father.

      “We sent her back to Mexico, of course,” Dr. Wild says without a tinge of remorse.

      “Why?” I gasp. “Just because of a word?”

      “Words are very important. Words are thoughts. I couldn’t have my son thinking or believing that this peasant woman from some god-forsaken village in northern Mexico was his grandmother.”

      “No, no, no.” Gatsby shakes his head. “You couldn’t have me loving her as my grandmother. You couldn’t stand the fact that I loved her more than I loved any of you. Especially you.”

      “Oh, please.” Dr. Wild waves his hand as if what Gatsby said was beneath his consideration. “I don’t care about love. Love is just an invented sentimentality. It means nothing.”

      I stare at Dr. Wild, dumbfounded. It’s as if he’s from some other world. I have never seen a man like this, and I didn’t know that people like him even existed. The coldness emanating from him could freeze over hell.

      No wonder Gatsby has so many issues expressing his feelings. The one person whom he loved and cared for was taken away from him. I look at Gatsby. I yearn to see the vulnerability that he shared with me earlier, but it’s too dangerous now. Dr. Wild is here, and he’s remorseless and cruel. He has absolutely no feelings. He doesn’t even believe in love!

      “But of course, I’m not here to talk about Isabel, am I, Gatsby? There’s no secret intervention that you’ve set up for me with some half-witted shrink who’s supposed to bring me to my senses. Oh, you should’ve been there, Annabelle. It was quite a sight. Gatsby actually thought that this shrink, with some community college degree, would make me admit that I was sorry about sending Isabel away. That I understood how much I hurt my son. He thought he would make me admit to all the other supposedly un-fatherly and insensitive things that I’ve done.”

      Dr. Wild tilts his head back and laughs. But neither Gatsby nor I find any of it funny. I can’t stand it any longer. Dr. Wild’s mocking him, and Gatsby is just standing there like a stone. Taking it. All of it.

      “Oh you should’ve seen this ludicrous display, Annabelle,” Dr. Wild laughs and put his arm around my shoulder. I hate how familiar he is allowing himself to be with me. We have just met, and he is using me for approval!

      “He couldn’t even get any of his siblings to come.”

      “Why?” I whisper, clearing my throat.

      “Ha,” he laughs, sending shivers up my spine. “Because they all knew better than to show up. Isn’t that right, Gatsby?”

      Gatsby ignores him, continuing to stare into space. The expression on his face is entirely blank. As if he has checked out of this conversation long ago.

      “Only O showed up,” Gatsby finally says. “She was always braver than my brothers.”

      “Braver? Oh, please.” Dr. Wild waves his hand mockingly. He’s still holding me by the shoulder, and I finally pry free.

      “Maybe he was just trying to show you how he felt.” I jump to Gatsby’s defense. “Isabel took care of Gatsby for a long time—”

      “Yes, ten years.” Dr. Wild narrows his eyes. All of his hatred and contempt now focused on me. Bring it on, asshole!

      “She broke the rules. Actually, both of them broke the rules. Gatsby was thirteen at this point. Old enough to make his own decisions. Old enough to live with the consequences of those decisions.”

      I turn to Gatsby. I feel like he’s actually turning into stone now, as if he’s calcifying. I have to look closely just to see that he’s still breathing.

      “So you just sent her away after ten years?” I shake my head. “Why?”

      “He didn’t just send her away, Annabelle,” Gatsby finally says. “He put her on a plane and sent her away while I was gone for a weekend. And he refused to tell me where he had sent her. I didn’t even get the chance to say good-bye.”

      “So you don’t know what happened to her?” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. His eyes are dry, but I feel like I’m about to burst into tears.

      “Isabel lived with us for ten years. She had family in East Los Angeles. But she’s not there.”

      “Really?” Dr. Wild chuckles to himself. “I thought she would’ve made her way back eventually.”

      “She was an old woman. You broke her heart.”

      “Oh, please, don’t be so dramatic, Gatsby.”

      Gatsby turns to me. “I could never find her. I talked to every one of her family members in East LA, and none of them know what happened to her. When I was in college, I even went down to Copper Canyon area, where her family hails from. But none of them know what happened to her. Where did she go, father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “A seventy-year-old Mexican woman doesn’t just vanish from the face of the earth unless she vanished off the face of the earth.”

      Finally, something gets a rise out of Dr. Wild. His eyes narrow and his lips purse. He looks as if he has just seen a ghost.

      “I will never stop looking for her, father,” Gatsby says quietly. “And I will get to the bottom of this.”

      Dr. Wild meets Gatsby’s gaze and takes a step forward. “Is that a threat, son?”

      “Just a statement of fact.”

      From the way that Gatsby is staring at his father, I can tell that there is more to this story than what’s been said. Does Gatsby think that Dr. Wild has done something bad to Isabel? Why would he? I have no idea. All I know is that after being in the same room with Dr. Wild for a few minutes, I know that he’s a man capable of pretty much anything.

      “Okay then.” Dr. Wild claps his hands, flashing a big white smile. “So why am I here again, Gatsby? Don’t we have something more important to discuss than your supposed childhood traumas and grievances.”

      “Yes, in fact, we do.” Gatsby turns to him, challenging him with his gaze. “Your son, Atticus, is committing fraud. Has committed fraud.”
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      Alone in my office with the privacy screen up all around me, I bury my head in my knees. Dr. Wild is a monster. He looks like a respectable and well-meaning man, but in reality he’s manipulative and narcissistic. I can see how much he loves inflicting pain on Gatsby about Isabel all these years later. I saw how he loved throwing it in his face. He wasn’t sorry one bit. In fact, all of these years later, he seems to be almost proud of it. He doesn’t care that Gatsby lost someone so close to him without an explanation, without a goodbye. In fact, it’s as if he almost enjoys it.

      How can there be people like this in the world? I’ve seen them on the news, but I never thought that I would end up face to face with one. Oh, how I hate the sight of Dr. Wild. I hate the sound of his voice. I hate the contempt that he has for Gatsby. All of his children really.

      I feel the button below my desk. If I click on it, then I will hear everything that’s going on in Gatsby’s office. I’d be a spy. I shouldn’t do it. It’s wrong. I know that, but I can’t stop myself. Gatsby needs help. It’s not that he’s not strong enough to stand up to his father. He just needs reinforcements. I could be that for him.

      “…the IPO still has to go through,” Dr. Wild says. His voice is rushed and urgent. He’s no longer calm and mocking the way that he was with Gatsby earlier.

      “Shareholders and the board can’t be alerted. What are you thinking, Gatsby?!” Dr. Wild’s voice booms, and I would probably hear even if I weren’t spying.

      But Gatsby remains calm and collected.

      “But if we don’t alert them, then it’s fraud. And I’m part of it,” Gatsby says calmly.

      “So what?”

      “So what, father? Are you really asking me that? I’m the fuckin’ CEO. I’m not bending over for Atticus, especially since he’s doing all this behind my back. Besides, this is all your fault anyway.”

      “My fault?” Dr. Wild shouts.

      “Yes, if you hadn’t put all of his money in a trust, then none of this would be happening. But you were so worried about him spending it all that you left him with barely anything!”

      “Oh, poor, poor Atticus. I will not apologize for trying to protect Atticus’ money despite his best efforts to squander it all.”

      “Yes, I know.” Gatsby laughs. Now it’s his turn to be mocking. “You will not apologize for anything you do wrong. Your gigantic ego won’t let you.”

      “You better think long and hard about this, Gatsby,” Dr. Wild says. His voice is getting smaller with each word – he must be heading for the door. “You may be implicated in this either way. So you best think about this decision and make sure you’re making the right one.”

      “The right one? And what kind of decision would that be? The one that protects the family above all else?”

      “Yes!” Dr. Wild roars and leaves the room.

      I resist the urge to walk over to Gatsby and wrap my arms around him. He is stewing, an unsettling mix of anger and detachment is on his face. I give him space. An hour later, we finally talk.

      “I just hate him so much, Annabelle. You don’t even know. He’s such a pitiful and manipulative person. He has been that way all my life.”

      I nod. I put my hand on his shoulder, but he brushes me away. Gatsby needs space to rant, and I give it to him.

      “Despite the fact that he has always had a difficult relationship with Atticus, like he did with pretty much all of his kids, despite all that, he still wants me to protect him. Protect him despite me. I have no idea what kind of shit Atticus is in. He didn’t even ask me for him. I have no idea what I’m walking into.”

      “You can’t.” I shake my head. “You can get into a lot of trouble for this. You’re the CEO. What would happen if the shareholders ever found it?”

      “It would be fraud. Major fraud, if all of this is as bad as it appears to be. And knowing Atticus, it’s probably way worse.”

      “Can you talk to him? Find out what’s going on? Tell him that you know.”

      “I have to,” Gatsby says decidedly. “But it’s not just Atticus. He’s…he’s always been this way, really. It’s something to be expected. My father knows this, but he still wants me to protect him.”

      “I think your father is just thinking about the family,” I try to explain. I realize that this was exactly the reason why Dr. Wild protected Gatsby after he shot his cousin.

      “He cares about some abstract notion of family above all else. Did you know that Atticus almost killed my mom when he was born? All his childhood he has tried to please my parents, especially my dad, to no avail. Then when he grew up and realized that our father can’t be pleased, he started to get self-destructive. The thing that Atticus didn’t get was that what father hates most are people pleasers. And yet, that’s what he wants us all to be. At least, as far as he’s concerned.”
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      Gatsby doesn’t want me to stay over tonight, so I go home in a foul mood. I want to help him, but I don’t know how. Everything is suddenly getting very complicated and complex. We haven’t been together long, I don’t even know if we’re ‘together’, and now there’re all of this business and family matters to deal with. I need a break, but I can’t take one. I don’t really want to either.

      I go home, disenchanted. I’ve been staying over at Gatsby’s house a lot, and I know that I’ve been neglecting Maggie Mae. I don’t care and want to stay over another night. But he’s shutting me out, and I feel myself growing more clingy.

      “Hey there,” Maggie says.

      I find her sitting at the kitchen table with a bottle of wine.

      “I didn’t think I was going to see you today,” she says. She’s a little drunk, and I dread talking about this right now. I try to go straight to my room.

      “Hey, listen, I’m really tired.”

      “So you’re actually staying here tonight?” she asks.

      “Yes, of course.” I nod.

      She’s leaning back in the chair, glaring at me.

      “Listen, I’m sorry I haven’t been here that much. I promise we’ll catch up tomorrow. I’m just really tired right now.”

      “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes and stands up. “I don’t need your insincere apology.”

      “Insincere?”

      “Yeah, insincere!” Maggie Mae’s slurring her words. She’s drunker than I realized.

      “If you’re not going to be here, if you don’t want to be here, then don’t. Then just go over there and move in with him!”

      She gets up and starts stumbling around the kitchen. I walk over to try to hold her up, but she pushes me away. I didn’t realize that she was this mad.

      “I don’t need you, Annabelle. You know that? You were the one that needed me!”

      She smashes her body into the kitchen counter, knocking over a half-empty bottle of red wine. The bottle shatters, and the wine goes everywhere.

      “Oh, shit!” I run to her to make sure that she’s okay. But Maggie Mae simply steps over the glass and walks to the bathroom.

      She doesn’t close the door, and I hear her throwing up into the toilet. I leave the mess and go to her. With her head buried in the toilet, she begins to sob and utter something. But I can’t make out what she’s saying.

      “What?” I ask over and over, holding up her hair.

      “We broke up!”

      “Who?”

      “Me and Elliot,” she says through her sobs.

      I have no idea who she’s talking about. Oh, my god, I’ve been more absent and self-absorbed over the last two weeks than I even realized!

      “He dumped me. He said he didn’t want to see me anymore.”

      I pull hair out of her face and wrap my arms around her. I feel so sorry for her. And I hate myself for not being here for her.

      “You don’t even know who Elliot is,” she says accusingly.

      “I know, and I’m sorry. I’ve been so distracted. With all the work—”

      “Oh, please.” She gets up and runs her mouth under a stream of water. “You’ve just been too busy fucking your boss to pay any attention to anything else that has been going on.”

      “You’re right. You’re totally right.” I nod. “There’s no excuse for any of this. How can I make it up to you?”

      “I don’t know.” She shakes her head.

      In her room, I help her change into her pajamas.

      “I’m really sorry, Maggie Mae. But I’ll be there for you more in the future. It’ll be just like before. I promise.”

      Maggie Mae finally relents. She lets me pull the covers over her and whispers, “Okay.”

      

      Back in my room, I lay in bed relieved. I really messed up. Maggie Mae was there for me when no one else was, and I have been a terrible friend. Everything that has been going on with Gatsby is no excuse. It’s just selfishness and self-involvement. No guy is worth this.

      My mind starts to go in loops. But then again, Gatsby isn’t just any guy. I am really starting to fall for him. He might even be the one. Really? The one? I’ve known him for barely a few weeks, and he lied to me through many of them. No, I can’t let myself think like this. It gives him too much power, leaving me with barely any. But something about that was also sexy.

      Shivers run up my spine, and I have trouble falling asleep.

      [image: ]

      The following morning, I get to the office a few minutes late, and Gatsby is already waiting for me.

      “Atticus is coming today,” he says.

      He’s drinking a cup of coffee that I was supposed to make for him.

      “How long have you been here?” I ask.

      “Since five am. I had a lot of things to get done.”

      “So how was your night?” I ask. I want him to tell me that he has missed me.

      “Sleepless. I fucking hate Atticus for doing all of this.”

      I nod.

      “So what are you going to do?” I ask.

      “I have no idea. I have to see what he says about everything.”

      “What?” I ask accusingly. I should give him some space, not just saddle him with my opinion on the subject, but I can’t keep my mouth shut.

      “What?” He asks.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “You can’t just hide this, Gatsby. You can’t just not tell the shareholders about this. Then you’ll be an accomplice.”

      He shakes his head. I feel myself getting through to him.

      “They’ll blame you for all of this, you know that, right?” I continue. “They’ll think that you were in on it all the way.”

      “That’s if they find out.”

      “Of course they’ll find out. They always do.”

      “You don’t know my father. He’s a very powerful and influential man.”

      I look straight at Gatsby. His eyes are no longer twinkling. He looks defeated and lost. I shouldn’t have left him alone last night. I should’ve insisted on staying with him. Maybe then he would’ve gotten some sleep. Maybe then he would be thinking straight today.

      “What, why are you looking at me like that?” he asks.

      “Because I just can’t believe what you’re saying. This is ridiculous.”

      “This is ridiculous?!” He starts to get angry. His cheeks flush, and his eyebrows furrow in discontent. “You know what’s ridiculous? Taking business advice from some personal assistant. How dare you speak to me this way. Who do you think you are?”

      I shake my head. I can’t believe what he’s saying.

      “Answer me!” he roars. “Who do you think you are, Ms. York? You speak to me as if I need your advice. You’re just my assistant. Nothing more!”

      “Nothing more?” I whisper. “Silly me, I thought that we had something…”

      “We have nothing! We are nothing. You’re just some girl that I fucked for a while. So what? Does that give you permission to fuckin’ advise me on personal family matters? No!”

      I step away. The man before me no longer looks like the person who I left last night. Or even the person from only a few minutes ago. His eyes are filled with hate and anger. He really doesn’t think any better of me, does he? Of course not. I shake my head. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. It can’t just end like this.

      “My father and brother are going to be here soon. I need you to go.”

      I nod but don’t move. I can’t. I feel like my feet are glued to the floor.

      “NOW!” Gatsby roars in my face. I wipe little droplets of spit off my cheek and turn to walk away.

      I turn to go to my office. I want to lock the door and not see him for the rest of the day. But he stops me near the door.

      “I would like you to collect your things and leave now, Ms. York.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I feel him watching me. I head toward the desk and grab my purse. I stuff some papers into it and look back at him.

      “I’m sorry that you didn’t think that we had something special. Because I did,” I say.

      “Well, then you don’t know me very well.” He laughs.

      “No, I guess not. I don’t think I know you at all.”

      I try to walk past him, but again he stops me.

      “Can I get through, please?” I say.

      “You didn’t take everything.”

      I look at him. I thought that he was just sending me home for a day. Maybe a few days.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m saying that I want you to leave.”

      “Leave?”

      “Yes, please take all of your things. Otherwise, I can get Ms. Greaves to send them to you. But you’re not invited back here again.”

      I shake my head. My heart feels like it’s about to stop.

      “Am I fired?” I whisper.

      We are still standing in the middle of the doorway. He’s so close to me I can hear him breathing. He takes a moment to answer. I want him to change his mind. But he doesn’t.

      “Yes.” he nods. His eyes are firmly on mine. He means what he’s saying. He doesn’t want to take it back.

      I feel tears welling up behind my eyes. But I can’t give him the satisfaction of hurting me. I hate this man. I love him at the same time. I thought I knew him, but now I realize that I don’t. He’s a mystery. An enigma. And now, he’s no longer my enigma.

      I go back to my desk and gather a few things. I don’t have much here that belongs to me. I meant to bring in a plant last week, but I didn’t even do that. I grab all the pens and pencils, even though only three are mine. I take the eraser that I brought thinking that I could actually get some sketching done while I was here. I take the sketch board. Nothing else is mine. It’s embarrassing how little of an impact I’ve made on this place.

      Suddenly, my mind goes to the woman who I’ve seen leaving the place when I still worked outside with Ms. Greaves. Oh, how nice and normal that time seemed to be. Now, I wish more than anything that I could go back to it. To return to that girl sitting at that big desk and tell her not to come here. Not take the job inside the big cube near Gatsby. Mr. Wild, whatever it is that I’m supposed to refer to him as. The woman who was escorted by the security guards was carrying a large box with all of her things. I’m leaving with nothing. Everything I have fits into my rather small purse. But I can’t bear to think about this any longer right now. I still have Gatsby to get through.

      I turn to face him again. He’s still standing in the doorway. His eyes are steadfast now. Sparkling again. Is this making him happy? Is he completely different from the man I thought he was? Disappointment courses through my veins. I want to hit him. Punch him hard in his face. Shake him and demand to speak to Tristan, the kind, sweet guy I met in Yosemite. I can still see that man somewhere behind the façade, but I don’t dare raise a hand to him. I don’t want to be crying and panting and cursing when they eject me out of this place. I will leave with dignity and grace. He deserves neither, but it’s not for him.

      “I really thought you were someone else,” I say to him when I get close.

      “I’m sorry for you,” he mocks me.

      “I’m not.” I shake my head. I don’t know where all of my strength is coming from, but it’s holding me up and making me say things that I never knew possible.

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because I found out the truth about you now rather than two weeks, two months, two years from now. You saved me a lot of heartache. And for that, I thank you.”

      I can’t believe those words actually came out of my mouth! From the look on Gatsby’s face, he’s just as surprised as I am. His jaw even opens a bit.

      “Close your mouth,” I say. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”
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      Gatsby takes a beat. My patience is wearing thin. I don’t know why he’s blocking my exit if he’s so keen on kicking me out. I’m about to ask him to move when I feel him grab me. His hands dig into my shoulders, and his lips press hard against mine.

      “What are you—” I manage to get out. But then he kisses me again. Without my consent, my tongue moves on its own and intertwines with his.

      “Gatsby—” I push him away, but he comes at me. He presses his body against mine and buries his hands in my hair. We are kissing again. He pushes me against the wall. I want to push him off, but lust mixed with anger takes over. I kiss him back hard. Our kissing is frantic and out of control, mimicking the feelings that we are feeling for one another. I want to tear off his clothes. I want to put him in my mouth. But I resist the urge. Instead, I capture everything I feel about how much I hate him in my kiss. And then I push him away.

      “Gatsby. No,” I say definitively and wipe my mouth.

      It takes him a moment to collect himself. He smooths his suit, adjusts his tie, and runs his fingers through his hair.

      “Yes, of course.” He nods.

      “Can I get through, please?” I say. He’s standing in the doorway again, blocking me from leaving. I want him to drop to his knees and beg my forgiveness. I want him to ask me to stay. I want him to say he was sorry and to forget everything that he has just said to me. I want him to say that I’m not fired anymore.

      But he doesn’t.

      The kiss was just a kiss. Perhaps something of a good-bye kiss for both of us. The chemistry that binds us is undeniable. He knows it. I know it. But perhaps this chemistry is all we have.

      Finally, he moves out of my way.

      “Annabelle…” he says quietly while I wait for the elevator.

      I’m sorry. I’m an asshole. Please forgive me. You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. You were right. I just couldn’t admit it. You’re not fired.

      I wait for him to utter any one of those sentences. Or any other words that resemble those. But he says nothing.

      “Yes?” I urge him. I give him another chance. His eyes shift back and forth, and I see him struggling to find the right thing to say.

      “Good luck in finding another job,” he finally says.

      I want to scream and run at him full force. I want to slap him so hard that it leaves a bright red welt across his perfect face. I want to punch him in the eye.

      “You will, of course, receive comfortable severance to tide you over until your next place of employment,” he adds.

      He’s making this unbearable. I can’t breathe. The elevator can’t come fast enough.

      Ding. Ding.

      The elevator doors open and I leap in. Tears are flowing down my face before the doors close again. Who is this asshole? Why did he have to kiss me again? Why am I such a fool?

      I hate him. Hate him. Hate him.

      I hate myself more. I’m weak. He has broken me. Or maybe I was broken all along. That’s why he was there for me. That’s why he had such a power over me.

      

      I don’t know how I get home. But some time later, I walk into my bedroom and plop on the couch. I want time to stop. It seems like it’s speeding up. Maggie Mae isn’t home. Thank God. I can’t explain anything right now. I can’t talk. I can only sob, cry, and bury my head in my pillows.

      Gatsby Tristan Wild.

      He will be the hardest man to get over.

      

      I’m not sure how much time passes, but it’s getting dark outside. Suddenly, I get an overwhelming urge to run. I look through my closet and toss out almost all of the clothes on the floor, but I still can’t find my jogging clothes. I haven’t used them in ages. Finally, at the bottom of my dresser, in the last drawer that I look, I find a sports bra, shorts, and an old USC shirt that I’ve used for jogging and hiking. This will do.

      I drive to Runyon Canyon. There’s hardly any parking as always, but I’m lucky enough to find a spot right near the entrance.

      People in Los Angeles call Runyon Canyon a park, but it’s really a giant, steep hill made of yellow dust and dirt that rises a thousand or so feet above the city. The trail leading to the top is crowded with hikers, runners, walkers, and their dogs. I haven’t been here for a long time and start out walking. As thoughts of Gatsby flood my mind, I speed up my pace. I start to walk faster and faster to escape those thoughts.

      He has hurt me. Again. I had forgiven him the first time. I had forgiven his lies and his deceit. But this time, there will be no forgiveness. Not that he was even offering me any. And that’s what I hate most about him. I didn’t do anything wrong. I was just trying to help, and he has banished me, fired me, excluded me from his life for NOTHING. Absolutely nothing.

      About half way up the hill, I realize that I am running. The more I think about Gatsby, the faster I run up the hill. I’m winded and out of breath, but something keeps me going. Something continues to fuel my climb and pushes me harder.

      How dare he fire me? How dare he push me out of his life for trying to convince him to do what’s best for him? He is a spineless asshole who doesn’t deserve a second thought, but I can’t stop them from coming and taking over my body. I can’t think of anything but Gatsby. And the harder I try to run away from him, the more I think of him.

      Finally, I make it to the top of the hill. From there, the expanse of Los Angeles fills the horizon all around. The view is breathtaking, but that’s not why I am out of breath. I’m sobbing so hard that I can hardly breathe. With all of my might, I try to take a full breath of air, but nothing comes in. And then, everything fades away to black.
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      I wake up in the emergency room with a handsome young doctor looking down on me.

      “She’s awake,” he yells, turning away from me. “Maggie?”

      I open my eyes and look around. The bright fluorescent lights blind me, and I put up my hand to block some of the glare. Suddenly, Maggie Mae appears. She stands over me with a wide smile on her face.

      “Oh, my God, you’re finally awake,” she says, giving me a warm hug. Keeping her long arm wrapped around me, I see her give off a sigh of relief.

      “I was so worried, sweetie,” she whispers.

      “About what?” I manage to say. My voice cracks and the sound that comes out doesn’t sound at all like me.

      “What’s going on?” I try again. This time, I sound more like me. I sit up in the bed. The first thing that pops into my head is that I have no way to pay for this bill, and it’s going to cost thousands.

      “How long have I been here?” I ask.

      “A while. Two days,” Maggie Mae says.

      Two days! No, no, no. This is crazy. This can’t be right. I couldn’t have been here for two days!

      “I have to get out of here,” I say and start moving to get out of the bed.

      “You can’t leave quite yet, Ms. York,” the doctor replies.

      “Annabelle, this is Elliot.” Maggie Mae smiles at me. Elliot? Didn’t they break up?

      “Yes, that Elliot,” Maggie Mae adds as if she’s able to read my mind.

      “I thought you broke up.”

      “We did. But then we got back together.”

      “How long have I been here?” I ask.

      “Ha ha,” Maggie Mae says sarcastically. “Very funny. But two days is a long time.”

      I didn’t mean to be sarcastic.

      “I still have to go.”

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t. Not just yet.” Elliot puts his hand on my arm.

      “You don’t understand. I just got fired. I don’t have insurance. And staying in the hospital for two days…that’s going to be, what, close to five thousand dollars? I can’t afford that.”

      “Actually, if you’re not insured, it’ll be close to ten. But that doesn’t matter. You’re not well yet.”

      “Of course it matters!” I brush his hand off my shoulder. He may mean well, but he doesn’t have to pay my bills.

      “Annabelle, you can’t leave now. You just passed out in the park. On the top of Runyon Canyon. They had to airlift you out of there.”

      Oh my God! I can’t hear this anymore. My mind goes blank.

      Airlift.

      “They airlifted me out of there? Like with a helicopter?”

      “Yes, of course. You just passed out, and you wouldn’t come back.”

      “Why didn’t they just leave me there?” I whisper. How was I ever going to pay for that? That was going to be thousands and thousands of dollars that I would never have. I was already saddled with debt for the rest of my life. And now, I was going to be saddled with debt for many lives to come. If there was such a thing!

      “Are you insane?” Maggie Mae is talking to me. But only some of the words are coming through. I start to feel very dizzy again. The room starts to spin.

      “They couldn’t just leave you there!” Maggie Mae adds.

      “She’s going to pass out again!”
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      When I open my eyes again, I find myself in a large room with giant windows. The sun is shining, and no one is rushing around me. Soft classical music is playing in the background. The sheets are the softest I’ve ever touched. Egyptian cotton, has to be.

      Sitting up in the bed, I notice that no more harsh fluorescent lights are blinding me. No annoying beeping noises. Come to think of it, this place doesn’t even look like a hospital. Is it a hospital?

      I start to look around for signs of health and decay. No such luck. I look at my wrist and see a wristband with my name, age, and address on it. Yes, it’s a hospital.

      A knock on the door startles me.

      “Can I come in, Ms. York?”

      The voice is familiar. But who does it belong to?

      “Yes,” I say. My voice is frail and uncertain.

      A handsome young man enters. I’ve seen him before. But where? Oh yes, of course!

      “I’m Dr. Elliot Green.” He extends his hand. “I’m terribly sorry about before. That was all too much for you, and I should’ve predicted it. Too much stress and trauma.”

      “What happened?”

      “You don’t remember talking to Maggie Mae? Arguing about whether or not to stay at the hospital.”

      Oh, yes! Everything comes flooding back to me. I have to get out of here. God knows how long I’ve been here this time. And this room looks much more expensive than the last!

      “Before you start worrying again about the bill, I want to tell you that it has been covered. You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s been covered. I shouldn’t be telling you this because we typically keep that kind of information private, but I don’t want you to try to leave again or worry about something you shouldn’t worry about.”

      “Who covered it?”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “You have to tell me. Or I’m leaving.”

      My voice is stronger this time. There’s power behind it, the strength of which surprises both Dr. Green and me.

      “Okay, but you have to promise not to tell anyone. Maggie Mae knows, but that’s about it.”

      I nod.

      “You have to promise me out loud. I’m breaking the law here. If you tell anyone, I can get fired.”

      “Okay, I promise.” I nod again.

      “Gatsby Wild from Wild International is covering the bill. Maggie Mae told me that you know him. He’s your boss.”

      I nod and then shake my head. “No, not anymore. He fired me.”

      “Well, regardless. He came in a couple of days ago, after he found out what happened, and said to send him all of the bills. So you don’t have to worry about a thing.”

      I shake my head. I can’t believe what he’s saying. This can’t be true. Why would Gatsby do this?
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      Twenty-four hours later, I’m finally released. Maggie Mae takes me home.

      “No one knows what made you pass out,” Maggie Mae says in the car. “But Elliot suspects that you were severely dehydrated and stressed out.”

      “That is one way of putting it,” I say. “Another way to put it is that I was heartbroken. Am heartbroken.”

      “What possessed you to run up that hill like that, Annabelle? You haven’t worked out in so long. And you didn’t even bring any water with you.”

      “I don’t know. I was just really sad. And I had all of these thoughts swirling inside of my head about everything that happened with Gatsby. I just couldn’t stand it anymore, I had to get away.”

      Maggie Mae doesn’t say anything for awhile. She helps me up the stairs to our second-floor apartment. Then, right before we walk in, she turns to me.

      “Okay, don’t get mad?” she asks. I wait for whatever she’s going to ask me that’s going to make me mad enough for her to say that.

      “Promise? Okay, please promise?”

      “I’m tired of promises,” I sigh.

      “Okay. You weren’t trying to kill yourself, were you? Because that would be really, really stupid, Annabelle. You are such a great person. I love you, lots of people love you. And I would never want to think that you would even consider doing that. Let alone over some guy.”

      I start to laugh.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, except that the one thing that didn’t occur to me through all of what was going on was trying to kill myself. “To answer your question, no. Of course not. I was just running. I had to run hard and fast, and I wanted to get away from everything.”

      She nods and opens the door.

      “You don’t know what happened, Maggie,” I say, sitting down on the couch. I want to explain everything to her. I don’t want her to think that I’m just some pathetic loser. There was a reason for everything that happened. Well, not everything.

      “Yes, I do,” she nods.

      “What?”

      “Gatsby came by. After you were airlifted out of Runyon Canyon. Apparently, he heard about it on the news.”

      “He came by?”

      “Yes, he came by, and he told me everything. That’s when he offered to pay your bills.”

      I stare at her. I don’t know what to think. When she says everything, does that mean everything about Atticus and their father? No, it couldn’t include that. But without that, none of this makes sense.
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      A knock at the door breaks my concentration. My head is starting to pound. I don’t care who that is, I don’t want to see anyone. I go to the kitchen to get an aspirin. When I come back, I find Gatsby sitting in my living room.

      “I’m going to give you some time to talk,” Maggie Mae says, grabbing her purse.

      “No, don’t go,” I say.

      “I gotta go to work anyway. It’s going to be fine,” she says and closes the door.

      I can’t believe that she has left me alone with him! I gather the strength to kick him out.

      “I don’t want to see you. I don’t want you here,” I say, turning to face him.

      “I’m just here to see whether or not you’re okay. I was really worried,” he whispers. His vulnerability is disarming, but I remain strong. He did this to me. I hate him. And I want him out.

      “Well, now that you’ve seen that I’m okay, please leave, Mr. Wild.”

      I add Mr. Wild to create distance, but he takes a step forward and destroys whatever distance that I create.

      “Please, Annabelle, don’t be like that.”

      “Like what, huh? Like what, Gatsby? You asshole.”

      “Annabelle, I want to explain something.”

      “I don’t want to hear it. Nothing. I don’t want to listen to a word you have to say. You’re dead to me.”

      “No, I can’t be,” he whispers. I look away and wait. But he doesn’t leave. When I turn back to him, I see that his eyes are moist. He wipes a small tear with the back of his hand.

      “No, no, no. I don’t care, Gatsby. Just like you didn’t care that day. Just like you fired me for nothing. I didn’t do anything wrong, and you just kicked me out. I was just trying to help.”

      “I know,” he whispers. “I know. I was such a dick. I was lost, Annabelle. I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted you to stop talking. And as soon as you left, even before that, I realized what an asshole I’ve been.”

      I roll my eyes. Whatever.

      “Atticus came over after that. He apologized and begged my forgiveness. My father was there, and he immediately took his side. He forgave him, and they both started pressuring me to hide all that from the shareholders. But I kept hearing your words in my head. I knew that they were going to try to convince me to take the fall if any of this was ever found out. I just knew they would. Atticus would just cry and stomp his feet and get his way. So after father left, I talked to him. I told him what I thought. I told him that I would lend him the money, whatever he owed, but there was no way we were going to go ahead and defraud the shareholders. Most aren’t wealthy at all. Most are middle-class people who invested some of their retirement into this company because they believe in it. I couldn’t, wouldn’t, do that to them.”

      I nod. I am happy to hear that something good was coming out of this. I am happy that he has finally started to do the right thing.

      “So what happened?” I ask. His eyes light up. He’s taking my question as a good sign that I’m ready to forgive him, but I’m nowhere close to that.

      Not yet.

      “I asked him to admit what he has done. To get a lawyer and say that he was terribly sorry about the whole thing.”

      “There’s no way he did that.” I laugh. I don’t mean it. I’m not a cynic, but being around Gatsby recently has turned me into one.

      “That’s what I thought,” he says. “But then he surprised me. He said he would. And he did.”

      “What? Really?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “Our father wasn’t into it at all, but Atticus was. He apologized. He made a speech. He got a lawyer, and it looks like he might get off with just probation. Especially because there was no investigation. We have very good lawyers.”

      “I can’t believe that he agreed to it.” I shake my head.

      “I lent him the money that he owed, and he’s going into treatment for gambling and alcoholism soon. Father isn’t happy about any of this, but then again, he’s not in charge.”

      I nod.

      “So what I want to say to you, Annabelle, is I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I was a terrible person, and I shouldn’t have done any of that. You were the best thing that happened to me, and I just threw it all away. I want you to come back to work. I want you…”

      He let his voice trail off. We both know what he means. But all of this is too much for me. I’m happy for him, but as for the job and the relationship, I can’t quite comprehend any of it right now.

      “I think I need to lay down,” I say. I have been standing for some time, and my legs are starting to feel weak.

      Gatsby helps me to my bed. He undoes the covers and tucks me in.

      “Would you mind if I stay here with you? I can just sit in this chair. I just want to stay,” he says.

      I nod. The medication they gave me at the hospital is finally taking effect. I want to keep my eyes open and ask him a million questions about everything that has happened, but I can’t. I don’t have the energy. I’m just going to close my eyes for a minute.
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      I wake up a few hours later. Gatsby is fast asleep on the most uncomfortable chair in the entire known universe – my desk chair. This isn’t the soft leather recliner on which I sit on at work. No, this chair is made of wood and has only a thin layer of padding on the seat.

      “Hey, you’re awake.” He gets up when I sit up in bed.

      “Yes, so are you.” I smile.

      “Oh, I just drifted off for a second,” he says. By the way his body is contorted, I can see that he was asleep for some time.

      “Oh, my God, I’m so sore,” he whimpers.

      “That’ll teach you about sleeping at my desk,” I say with a laugh.

      “How can you get anything done here? This chair is awful.”

      “Eh, maybe. But that chair was only ten dollars at Rite Aid.”

      “That’s it. As soon as I get back home, I’m ordering you a proper chair. It should be illegal to sit on something like that.”

      We both start to laugh.

      “Come, sit here and I’ll rub your back,” I say without a second thought. He jumps into bed next to me, and I rub his lower back. He pulls up his shirt, exposing his strong, powerful, tanned back. I rub it for a few minutes and then stop.

      “Better?”

      “Not quite.”

      “Well, that’s all you’re getting.”

      He gets up and frowns at me. “Are you sure?”

      I nod. All the things left unsaid between us are building. The atmosphere of the room is getting thick with the tension.

      “Gatsby…” I start. I don’t know where I’m going with this, but I have to say something.

      “Annabelle, I just want to say again. I’m sorry. Terribly sorry. I was an asshole, and you don’t deserve that. You deserve someone who loves you, cares for you, and doesn’t have all this shit around him all the time. And yet, I still want to ask you…”

      “Ask me what?”

      “Ask you to give me another chance. Even though you deserve so much more. So much better.”

      “I do deserve better. You were such a dick. You had no right to fire me. I was just trying to help you.”

      “I know that now. I know.” He hangs his head. “Just please, please, give me another chance. I want to be with you. I need you.”

      “I don’t want to be with you just because you need me, Gatsby. I can come back to work, but…”

      “No buts, please.” He puts his finger to my lips. A surge of electricity rushes through my body. His touch does crazy things to me. I want to push him away, but I don’t.

      “What I’m trying to say is that…I love you.”

      The words hang in the air in between us. I’m not sure if I heard him right. Gatsby looks me straight in the eyes and repeats himself.

      “I love you, Annabelle,” he says. “I’ve loved you since the moment I first laid my eyes on you. I love you. I just could never say it before.”

      These are the last words I expected to hear from him.

      “I love you, too,” I whisper. I’ve wanted to say that to him for so long. I just didn’t have the courage or the strength. I wasn’t sure if he would say it back to me.

      “You do?” He grabs the back of my neck and pulls me close to him.

      Our lips touch, and sparks of electricity course through my body.

      “I love you,” he whispers, pulling my head toward his.

      “I love you, too,” I whisper and bury my hands in his hair.

      “I love you,” we say together and fall back onto the bed.

      

      THE END
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      After selling his banking start-up to Google, Logan Davenport is officially a billionaire. He’s swimming in money and sex, and that is the way he likes it. But he needs a respectable date to his brother’s engagement party. So he finally gives in and lets his eccentric aunt, Dolly Monroe, find him a date. Much to his shock, she sets him up with an opinionated, average-looking, floral shop owner who seems impervious to his charms. Avery doesn’t want him, and that makes him want her even more. Before he knows it, he falling in love for the first time ever.

      But Logan is keeping a secret. No, he isn’t married. No, he doesn’t have a child. No, he doesn’t have cancer. It’s worse than that. Much worse. And when Avery finally finds out, he risks losing the only person he has ever really cared about. Can their love survive his secret?

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!
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      My name is Dolly Monroe and I’m a billionaire matchmaker.

      I am 5’10’’ when I’m awake and 5’5’’ when I’m asleep. I’m suspicious of women who don’t wear heels, just as I’m suspicious of people who call me out of the blue asking for favors.

      I have a strict policy when it comes to my hair, one which I’ve abided to since I was a little girl in West Texas – the bigger the hair, the closer to God. My hair is as platinum as some of my clients’ records, and it perfectly offsets the 10-carat diamond ring on my left hand.

      I never let my waist get bigger than 22 inches, and I do not have the same restrictions on my breast size. The girls were 36 DD three years ago, and now they’re 36 EE. Who the hell knows how big they’re going to get in another decade?

      I like my men the way I like my purses: in a variety of colors and styles and with a high price tag. My husband, who’s also my high school sweetheart, doesn’t mind, of course, because my little business makes more than a hefty penny and keeps him in a 20,000 square foot Malibu beachfront house and allows him to spend his days surfing and golfing.

      You see, I’ve been at this for a very long time. I was 13 the first time I did my first set up: my second cousin with my best friend from middle school. They dated through 10th grade, married in 11th, and celebrated their 40-year wedding anniversary last year.

      I started my matchmaking business when I was 20 and, at first, I set up average folk like my cousins, then wealthy folk, then millionaires, and now billionaires. This is the only thing I’ve ever done, and I’m pretty damn good at it. People aren’t that different you know. Of course, billionaires come with their attitudes and highfalutin opinions of their own importance, but at their core, they want the same thing everyone else wants: for someone to give a damn about them, not just their money or power. What typically ends up being the problem, however, is that the billionaire (both men and women) think they’re going to get this thing from some 20-year-old, 5’11’’ bimbo, but that’s rarely the case. That’s where I come in.

      Why do I do this?

      I’m a sucker for a happily ever after. I believe everyone deserves one, and I can get it for them, if they just get out of their own way and let me.

      How can I be so sure?

      I have a great track record. I have successfully set up 3,988 couples. That’s more than 130 couples per year over 30 years of matchmaking. Not all of them were billionaires, but over the last five years a huge portion of them were. Close to four thousand couples now are living their happy ending because of me. It feels damn good to say that.

      And then I made a mistake. I told my publisher friend about this, and she went wild.

      “You have to write down some of your favorite stories, you absolutely must. People will go crazy over it!” she said.

      So, that’s how we got here. This series depicts some of my favorite couples from the last few years. Their names have been changed to protect their privacy, but everything else is as true as it happened from my clients’ perspectives. Though each couple eventually found their happily ever after, the road to get there was often difficult and treacherous. But what would life be without a little intrigue and turmoil, right?
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      I wake up in the middle of my California king bed with a splitting headache and an aching groin. There are two women lying next to me, both dead asleep. They don’t look as gorgeous as they did last night at the club, but I’m used to women’s trickery and mystique when it comes to makeup. All those contouring tutorials on Youtube may confuse most men, but I’ve got three sisters. I know when a nose is made to look a little smaller, lips fuller, eyes larger. And that’s okay. Why not look more beautiful if you can? It’s pleasing to the eyes, even if it’s a little deceitful. But women aren’t the only liars. We all are. Men constantly lie about how much is really in their bank accounts by leasing cars that they have no business driving based on their paychecks. And why? To impress women, of course.

      I’m lucky this way. I recently sold a small start-up that I founded after college to Google, and the sale officially made me a billionaire. The app allows people to make personal loans to their friends, family, and strangers just like banks and credit cards do and charge interest. It’s called BankMe, and whenever I mention the name people generally pretend to have heard of it, even though most of them haven’t. I don’t mind. It doesn’t really matter.

      Threesomes are fun. I try to have a couple once or twice a month at least, because they keep me on my toes. Most men want to have two women at once, but I don’t want to be just a user. I want the women to have a good time and to enjoy themselves. So, it’s important for me to make sure that they do. Last night, however, I made a mistake. I make it a point to always fall asleep on one of the sides of the bed so that I can sneak out without waking anyone up. But last night, for some reason, I fell asleep in the middle. Now, I have to carefully climb out from beneath the blankets without waking either of them up.

      I decide to go left, toward the ocean. The girl on the left is turned away from me. I carefully lift the sheet and slide out. Then I climb over her, making sure that I don’t pull the sheet too tight so I don’t risk waking her up. Just when I’m almost scot-free, she snores and turns around. I hold my breath and freeze. I’m draped over her on all fours, holding myself up by fingertips and tiptoes. Luckily, she doesn’t wake up. A moment later, I throw my legs over her and land silently on the floor.

      All of this maneuvering is an absolute requirement. I hate morning conversations and make it a point to never talk to the women who sleep over. I’m not so rude as to make them leave in the middle of the night, but I also don’t hang around to make them breakfast. Instead, I go outside, grab my board and surf until Marilyn comes by at 8 a.m. to clean, make me breakfast and kick the girls out.

      Marilyn is the longest relationship I’ve ever had with a woman who isn’t related to me. Marilyn is from El Salvador, and she has been with me since I lived in a one-bedroom apartment in West Hollywood. Even back then, when I made only $2000 a month and paid about $1300 in rent, I wasn’t much of a housekeeper and chose to spend $50 a week on her rather than getting out the vacuum cleaner and doing it myself. My oldest sister likes to say that even back then I was thinking rich. Maybe she’s right.

      I stumble a little down the stairs on the side of my porch. I live in a 5,000 square foot, four-bedroom house on the beach in Malibu. After the deal with Google, I can afford to upgrade, of course, but this place is enough for me right now. I love it here. The beach is only a few steps away, and it’s in the quieter part of Malibu, away from the tourists and the paparazzi. The paparazzi usually don’t bother me (who cares about rich techies, right?), but I have been out with more than a few models and celebs and now they’re starting to get a little nosy.

      I grab the pair of swimming trunks that I keep under my porch along with my board and change into them right there. This has become somewhat of a habit of mine – there’s no one out here this early, and I don’t think anyone can see me under my porch. Mainly, I change out here because I don’t really give a shit. I doubt that anyone will really complain about seeing my 6’1’’ tan body, my six-pack, which looks like it has been chiseled out of stone, or my large dick.

      I grab my board and head toward the water. My head still feels like someone’s hitting it with an ax. I definitely had a little bit too much to drink last night. I think it was all because of Allison. Allison was the one sleeping on my right. The thing about threesomes is that usually one of the girls just isn’t as hot as the other one, and a part of you has to settle because two are frankly better than one. So that’s pretty much what I was expecting when Allison asked if I was interested in partying with her and her friend Samantha last night. But then I saw Samantha. Both of them are equally stunningly beautiful with light green eyes and full, soft lips. They both have infectious laughs, bubbly personalities without being bimbos, and high sex drives. The only thing that’s different about them is their hair color – one is light blonde and the other is a dark brunette. As soon as I saw them, I was in heaven, and that was even before they came over and did all those ungodly things to me and each other.

      Still, no matter how hot the girls, I have rules for myself for a reason. I follow them religiously for a reason. Let them sleep over, but go surfing before they wake up. Let Marilyn wake them up and put them out. Marilyn is great at delivering early morning excuses and explanations about why I’m not there. He’s surfing now, and then he has an early meeting with clients, is her usual one. Today, she’ll have to be more creative. Allison knows that I’ve sold my company and don’t officially have a job or any clients to meet with anymore. I’m sure she’ll think of something.

      I enter the freezing water. There are a few surfers out, and they’re wearing wetsuits, but I like the feel of the cold water on my bare skin. It’s refreshing and exhilarating. Mornings in Malibu tend to be overcast and a little dark, and the water is colder here than in the rest of Southern California. But I’ve been living here for close to two years now, and I’m pretty used to it.

      When I dip my long yellow board into the first wave, my headache vanishes immediately. I ride the first wave all the way to the edge of the sand and then paddle back out into the blue. I ride another one and another one and another one, and each one makes me feel more alive than the one before.

      I stay in the water for close to an hour. Then I shake my hair out before grabbing the board and walking back upstairs. This is one of the perks of having a house on the beach. Back when I lived in West Hollywood, I used to get up at the crack of dawn to beat the traffic, drive forty minutes, park and surf for forty-five minutes before heading back into the traffic and the grind of my life. The irony  is that back then I had a job that I needed to get to and had to squeeze my surfing in before it. Now that I don’t have a job and actually have time to waste my life in LA traffic, I live right on the beach and don’t have to.
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      “Hey Marilyn,” I say walking into the kitchen, dripping wet.

      “Oh, Logan, you’re getting all the floors wet!” she exclaims and runs over with a towel. Marilyn is a small, round woman with curly hair who speaks in a thick Spanish accent.

      “Sorry about that,” I say.

      This is a game we play every morning. For some reason, Marilyn doesn’t believe me that the bamboo floors will be perfectly fine if they get a little wet, and I pretend that I’m actually sorry about it.

      She has already made my smoothie, and it’s sitting at the end of the kitchen island. One thing I can tell you is that Marilyn was not happy when I insisted on having smoothies for breakfast. I don’t know if it has anything to do with being born and raised in El Salvador, or if it’s just a Marilyn thing, but for some reason she doesn’t approve of fruit being mashed up into tiny pieces.

      “The fruit lose all of their nutrients when they’re processed like that,” she used to say. “You should eat them cut up, but not processed!”

      To which I would smile and laugh and insist on it anyway, even if they no longer had the nutrients. Her response was a shake of the head and something that sounded like a curse to the devil in Spanish.

      Luckily, both of us have begrudgingly agreed to disagree, and she no longer tries to convince me to have hot tamales for breakfast. Even though, those suckers are to die for. If you ever the chance to have one of Marilyn Abarca’s tamales, do not pass up the chance. You’ll think that you died and went to heaven.

      “Delicious,” I say, taking generous gulps of the berry banana green tea smoothie. Even though she hates the idea of smoothies, Marilyn is the type of person who takes immense pride in her work, and since she must make smoothies, she makes the best fucking smoothies on the planet. Lucky for me!

      “Thank you for asking the women to leave,” I say.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she shakes her head. “Logan, you’re 30 years old. Rich. Handsome. Why do you need two women for a night? Why don’t you try to find one woman for the rest of your life?”

      It’s funny. My mom asks me the same kind of questions, except that she doesn’t exactly know about the threesomes. Something about my mom asking me irritates the hell out of me. When Marilyn does it, I don’t really mind. I find it kind of humorous.

      “How can I be just with one woman, Marilyn?” I ask, jokingly.

      “Then you’ll have someone to take care of you. Cook for you. Clean for you,” Marilyn says, pushing a rag across the kitchen island, even though it’s already spotless.

      “But I already have a woman who does that for me,” I say.

      “Oh yeah? Who?”

      “You, of course!” I wrap my arms around her soft, pudgy shoulders and give her a big squeeze.

      “Oh, Logan, please!” she pushes me away. “I won’t be around forever, you know. I can find other clients, if that means you’ll finally get married.”

      “Are you serious? You want me to get married so much that you’ll forgo the crazy salary that I pay you?”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes her head.

      “I told you it was a crazy salary,” she says, pointing her index finger in my face. “No normal housekeeper is paid this much.”

      “Well, you’re not just a normal housekeeper,” I shrug. “Not everyone will kick women out of my bed in the morning in such a nice and delicate way that they’ll actually come back to me for more.”

      Marilyn rolls her eyes again and laughs. A big, infectious laugh, the kind that makes the whole world light up.

      “You crazy, Logan,” she says.

      “You know you love me!” I joke. “But seriously, what do you think of Allison?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “C’mon, please?” I give her kiss on the cheek. She blushes and pushes me away. I know I make her uncomfortable, but in a good way. I think of her as an old, wise aunt, and I really do appreciate her input in my life. Even if I rarely follow it.

      “Allison is nice, of course. They’re all nice. And they’re all in love with you. But you know that already,” Marilyn says sprinkling some baking soda on the stove. She insists on using only natural cleaners, even if they require her to do more work.

      “Yes, I do,” I say, winking at her.

      I’m almost entirely air dried by now, and I head toward the master bedroom to take quick shower and wash the salt off me.

      “But you don’t need a nice girl, Logan,” Marilyn yells as I close the door the room. That’s one of the things that I love about her – she isn’t someone who’s threatened by closed doors. She knows that she voice carries, and she isn’t afraid to use it.

      “Oh yeah? And what kind of girl do I need?” I yell through the door.

      I’ve already taken off my swimming trunks and I’m admiring my nicely toned body in the mirror. I love the way the early morning light wraps itself carefully around each muscle in my stomach. I run my fingertips of the each curve of the six pack, which look like little hills protruding out of a 3D topographical map.

      “Someone who can put up with all your shit,” Marilyn yells and starts the vacuum cleaner. I smile at myself in the mirror. This conversation is over. I turn on my rainfall shower and enter my favorite thing about my house. On occasion, I’ve shared this shower with a girl or two, but I love this shower so much that I tend to vet women extra carefully before introducing them to it.

      Unlike my old apartment shower and bathtub combination, which barely had room for one person, this shower room has space for at least four. The walls are made of beautiful Mexican tile – my favorite – and the floor is made up of little pebbles to mimic the feel of the earth. Water falls directly from the 12 foot ceiling, and there are additional steam nozzles on the side, which I don’t use nearly as much as I should. It was this shower that made me finally realize how much money I really had and how far I’ve come.

      Stepping out of the shower, I glance at myself in the mirror. Not bad. Not bad at all. My green eyes catch the light streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling window and sparkle. My face is wet and my eyelashes look a little longer than normal. I never quite got it, but I’ve had a number of girls note how long my lashes were. A few even admitted how jealous they were of them. I look at them carefully in the mirror. I’ve always thought that their unusual length made my eyes look a little too feminine, but my one and only serious girlfriend, Sadie, said that they gave me eyes “a kind of ethereal quality.” Ethereal. I like that.

      I love the tall ceilings in this place, especially in the bathroom. I’m 6’2” and it’s nice not to feel like a giant all the time. I flex my six pack and run my fingers over my stomach. Many men would kill for this stomach. I may sound vain – don’t get me wrong, I am – but I was a chubby kid and I know what it feels like to hate your body. For some reason, my mom let me eat everything in sight and finally, at the age of ten, I realized that I was a lot fatter than all the other kids at my school. That’s when I started working out. I hated how I felt about myself and I really hated how angry and sad I was all the time. My moods were completely controlled by my food and the last meal of sugar and sweets that I had. So, one day, I just decided that enough was enough. I started monitoring my food intake and doing pushups and sit ups. The first six months were utter horror. But over time, I grew to love working out. I loved how strong and powerful my body was becoming. It built my confidence, which eventually turned into pride and cockiness.

      I toss my dark straight hair out of my face. Some people joke about $400 haircuts. Say that they’re not worth the money, especially for guys, but I’ll go to my grave arguing that they are worth every penny. There’s no way to even compare the haircut you get at some cheap place like Super Cuts to the one handcrafted by a meticulous Japanese hair artist like my Hiroshi. He takes the time to make sure that every strand is cut just so. So that when my hair does get a little long, they continue to fall in the effortlessly casual way they do now. It’s as if each strand knows its exact place on my head and goes there no matter what aggravation I put it through. No matter how many times I run it through the rough surf mixed with sand of the Pacific Ocean. No matter how many times I drive my Aston Martin at 85 miles per hour down the 101 with the top down. None of these things matter. My hair somehow always looks just right afterwards.

      Drying myself off, I linger a little bit too long looking at my dick. I’ve definitely lucked out. It’s 7 and a half inches long when erect with barely any curve to it at all. A few years ago, I got into the habit of going in for monthly waxing appointments and getting rid of all hair – and I mean everywhere. The first time I did this, I did it as a joke. I watched porn with this goddess I met in the South of France who held my attention for close to two months, and she asked what I thought about going for the porno look.

      “It will make your cock look huge!” she said.

      When she came back from the beach the next day, I had a little surprise for her. All of my hair was gone. She went wild for it. Ever since then, I’ve been getting quite a kick out of seeing the look on girls’ faces when they discover that I’m completely hairless. I swear to God, they find it so arousing that the blow jobs now last at least twice as long as before. A few actually said that it makes them feel like they’re with a porn star! I guess girls are no different from guys in that way – porn stars fill their fantasies.

      I wrap junk in a towel and walk out into the kitchen, where Marilyn is still hard at work cleaning invisible dirt. Honestly, she’s such a hard worker. I don’t notice half the things she does, but she still insists on cleaning things that basically don’t require any cleaning.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you, how your family? Back in El Salvador?” I ask.

      One of the reasons I pay her so damn much is that I know that she sends almost her whole paycheck to her sisters and mother back home. Her father died when she was young and her mother supported her and her sisters on a seamstress salary. She grew up in a one room apartment in the slums of San Salvador and came to America when she was 18.

      Marilyn’s face turns almost green at my question. Her eyes drop down and her lips curl out of disgust. I know what’s going on there. I’m not that uninformed. A month ago, Augusto Sanchez overthrew the democratically-elected President Salvador Cesar. Sanchez was previously in charge of the military, and he took power through a military coup. The attack culminated in the surrounding of the presidential palace and President Cesar’s exile. Now, Sanchez has a new military government, which is ruled by the heads of the three armed forces. As the head of the army, Sanchez appointed himself head of the state and started banning all opposition and rounding people up.

      “Everything has gone to hell since Sanchez took power,” Marilyn says. “Three of my mother’s neighbors, our oldest friends, have been taken away in the middle of the night. No one heard of them since. They were probably killed.”

      “That’s terrible,” I say.

      “I’m so scared for my nieces and nephews. Some of them are very opinionated. They don’t know enough to keep their mouths shut. They argue when they need to be quiet. They think all their friends will be their friends. But in that atmosphere of fear, that’s not always the case.”

      Marilyn looks terrified. Her eyes grow large. I can hear her heart starting to beat faster and faster. I wish there was something I could do to calm her down.

      “It’s going to be okay, Marilyn,” I say. It’s the only thing I can say. Not because I don’t know what else to say, but because I can’t say anything. I’m not allowed.

      “I don’t think so,” she says, shaking her head.

      “I need to get them out of there somehow. But I don’t know how,” she says. Her eyes start to tear up.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I ask.

      “Not unless you know someone in immigration,” she says. I don’t, but perhaps that can change. Lots of things change with money. I make a mental note to look into this matter in the near future.

      “I’m also worried that someone will find out that I work here. For you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because then my whole family will definitely be in trouble. Sanchez is rounding everyone up who is the opposition. And I work here, in America, for a very wealthy man. He might think that it will give my family members resources to oppose him. Even though we won’t. Ah, I’m so worried about my stupid nephews. They’re so full of pride for their country. They’ll do anything. You know how men are. At 20, you think you’re invincible. Or worse yet, you believe that there’s sense in dying for your country.”

      She shakes her head and walks away. I know she wants to be alone now. I let her.

      Again, I wish that I could ease her fears and anxieties. I can. All I have to tell her is who I really am. What I really do in my spare time. But I can’t. It might jeopardize the whole mission. So, instead, I just stand there quietly, trying to offer my sympathies from afar.
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      I’m dreading this lunch. We’ve had it planned for some time. Apparently, Sadie has something very important to tell me. Why we couldn’t do this on the phone is beyond me. Or better yet, text message. I don’t see why text messages get such a bad rep nowadays. They are efficient and to the point. And if you want emotions, just add an emoji.

      Sadie and I make plans to meet at Salvatori’s. A ridiculously overpriced Italian restaurant on Rodeo Drive with excellent wine and so-so pasta. Though I have my suspicions that I might be the only one who has ever noticed, because I might be the only one who still eats carbs out in the open in this city. Salvatori’s isn’t my favorite place, it’s not even in my top ten, but Sadie likes the atmosphere, and it is her choice. Even though I’m the one who’s going to pay for it.

      I walk into the restaurant and tell the hostess my name. She takes me to my table where I order a scotch. Sadie is late, as always. I don’t think I have been out with her for one meal when she wasn’t at least fifteen minutes late. Sadie adores Coco Chanel and believes in the importance of making a grand entrance. I agree, of course. Except that this is a dinner. Something of a business engagement.

      I drink my scotch, scroll mindlessly through the Google News feed and occasionally look up at the door. Finally, I see her. I glance down at my watch. Burberry with a nice cloth strap. I can afford much more, but I have a weakness for this British company. Something about its quiet understated style turns me on. Sadie is only five minutes late. Wow, she wasn’t kidding. This must be important.

      We give each other a brief hug and an air kiss. There’s no kissing on the cheek in this town – only pretend air kisses. Real kisses, even those on the cheek, might mess up the makeup and definitely don’t mesh well with the contouring.

      Sadie’s legs are so long that they hit the top of the table as she sits down. She’s a Victoria’s Secret model, which means she’s 5’10” tall. Add to that her obligatory 5 inch Louboutin heels.

      “Traffic was horrid,” Sadie says. She grew up in South Africa and went to boarding school in England. Her accent is all over the place, but it’s beautiful and soothing. I smile and nod. I don’t mention the fact that she only lives 15 minutes away.

      “I ordered you a watermelon martini,” I say.

      “Awe, thank you,” she smiles. “I wish I could.”

      I furrow my brow. I don’t know what this means. Sadie is not the woman to miss a drink. Ever. When we dated – however, briefly – she didn’t go one night without a glass of wine or three.

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

      The waiter arrives and asks us our order. I order the lobster bisque and she orders the spicy tuna. Not really Italian, but they carry it and it’s delicious. Sadie doesn’t even bother to open the menu. It’s what she always gets here.

      After the waiter leaves, I don’t ask her my question again. Instead, I just wait for her response. Her eyes have a hard time meeting mine. They are all over the place. As if she has something to apologize for. I try to think of what this can all be about.

      Sadie is my longest relationship ever. We dated, exclusively mind you, for three whole months. That’s three months during which I didn’t sleep with anyone else. It may not sound like a lot, but I don’t make that kind of commitment lightly. Our breakup was a mutual decision. I know that everyone says that, but it’s true. I was thinking of calling it off for about a week, before she brought it up at dinner one night. Why did we break up? I don’t know. Just wasn’t feeling us anymore. I wouldn’t say that it got boring. Just a little bit predicable. We ran out of things to talk about after a few dates, and the sex was only really good for the first two months. After that, it required a lot of work. Work that neither of us were willing to put up.

      “Okay, I have to tell you something,” Sadie says.

      “I know, I’m waiting.”

      “You don’t have to be a dick.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and I am. I’m just getting a little impatient. And I still don’t know why all of this couldn’t be done on the phone.

      Sadie takes a deep breath. She leans forward and looks straight at me. Her long, straight hair falls over her shoulders, cradling her gorgeous breasts. She’s wearing a strapless dress, which perfectly accentuates her small waist and curvy body. She’s not curvy by normal standards, but she is by Victoria’s Secret standards. Sadie’s has beautiful olive skin and the coral necklace around her long, delicate neck perfectly complements her skin tone.

      “I’m pregnant,” she says.

      “What?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I shake my head. “What? How?”

      “You know how,” she shrugs.

      “Is it…” I’m about to ask if it’s mine, but I wisely stop myself before finishing that sentence. Of course, it’s mine if she’s telling me about this. Why else would she be informing me, and not the real father?

      “Yes, it’s yours!” she hisses, just as our plates arrive. We don’t speak again until the bus boys carefully place our food in front of us, grind the pepper and sprinkle the plates with the right amount of parmesan cheese.

      “How did this happen?” I ask. “We were careful.”

      I’m always careful. I know lots of rich guys who don’t care, but I’m too smart for that. If I have kids, and that’s a big if, I want to be there for them. I’m not going out there and getting a bunch of women pregnant and paying for thousands of dollars in child support for nothing.

      “I guess not careful enough,” she shrugs.

      “But I thought you were on the pill. And I wore a condom.”

      “I am on the pill. But you didn’t wear a condom every time. Don’t bullshit me,” she says.

      Shit. She’s right. There were a couple of times at the end of our relationship when we were just caught up in the moment.

      “So what happens now?” I ask. I’m trying to be as tactful as possible. I have my doubts that this baby is mine, but getting Sadie pissed off right now isn’t the solution. I’m not even sure that I can do a paternity test right now, so there’s no need to even get into that.

      “I’m going to keep it,” she says. Definitely. This isn’t up for debate. She isn’t giving the baby up or getting rid of it. She’s only telling me now because the decision has been made.

      “Okay,” I say as definitely as possible. I match her decisiveness, even though that’s the last thing I’m feeling at this moment.

      Suddenly, Sadie breaks down. The façade of determination and strength crumbles before me. Her face gets flushed and her eyes tear up.

      “What am I going to do, Logan?” she whispers, stuffing large amounts of her spicy tuna salad into her mouth. She’s gulping them down so quickly, for a second, I worry that she’s going to choke.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t have this baby. I’m only 25. I wasn’t one of those models who got on the catwalk at 14. This has been a struggle for me. So if I have this baby now…my whole life is over.”

      I take a deep breath. She needs a rock right now. She needs someone to tell her that it’s all going to be okay. I can be that person.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I force myself to say. “But are you sure you’re pregnant?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I took like a million tests!” she explodes. Wrong move. Mascara is running down her face along with the tears. She rubs her eyes and makes the mess even worse.

      “Oh shit, it’s getting into my eyes.” Sadie takes out her compact and wipes it away. Then she takes a deep breath and returns to me.

      “What are you going to do about this?” she asks.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Are you planning on being a father?” Sadie’s no longer sad. Somehow, her disappointment and fear morphed into anger at me.

      “Well, frankly, I don’t know,” I say as honestly as possible. “I hadn’t really considered a baby until this very moment. Not sure how it’s going to fit into my schedule.”

      Bad move. Awful. The worst part is that I knew that it was the wrong thing to say as I was saying it, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Not fit into your schedule! Are you insane? You don’t do anything. You just live off your billions. And you’re unemployed,” Sadie yells. Couples at tables near us turn to look at us.

      “Keep your voice down,” I say quietly. “I’m not unemployed. I just sold my business.”

      “And what do you do now?” she asks.

      “I’m in between things,” I say. That’s the best way I can explain it. She doesn’t know the truth, no one does. So to her, I don’t do anything. That’s the way it’s going to have to be.

      The rest of the dinner proceeds as expected. Sadie vacillates between being upset with herself, me, and at being pregnant, and yelling at me for not wanting to be a father. She’s not wrong about that. I don’t want to be a father. I definitely don’t want to be a father to my ex-girlfriend’s baby, an ex who I wasn’t very keen on seeing again at all, but there’s something else to all this. What Sadie doesn’t want to admit is that she doesn’t really want to be a mother either. Finally, after close to an hour, dinner finally ends. I get the check and we say our brief goodbyes while waiting for the valet.
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      Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!

      I’m not going to get these done in time! I look at my phone. I have an hour left before Roberto, the driver, has to pack the centerpieces up and drive them to the wedding venue in Malibu. I’m working as fast as I can, but the flowers are still not cooperating. The design is simple enough: opaque ivory white vases with a band of thick yellow ribbon around the bottom. The splash of yellow is the perfect complement to the yellow and white flowers inside the vase and acts to extend the crisp color scheme of the wedding decor.

      When I went over this design with the bride and groom three weeks ago, I thought that it would be a walk in the park, since the vases aren’t see-through. That means there’s no need to worry about the arrangement of stems. Those can be such a hassle! The bride wanted something simple and yellow and this was supposed to be a breeze.

      I like to have my centerpieces done completely the night before, but unfortunately there was some sort of tulip emergency, and they didn’t get here until this morning! We’re lucky they came at all.

      “Don’t worry, it’s going to be okay,” Cynthia mutters under her breath. Cynthia is my assistant and oldest friend. She’s usually the one that’s freaking out all the time, but this time she’s the one staying calm. Not a good sign.

      I cut the stems in the sink and carefully arrange the jonquils, sweet peas, ranunculus and finally the tulips in the second to last centerpiece. Cynthia has already laid them out for me and made the first ten centerpieces. I look at my phone again. We only have five more minutes before Roberto shows up. We need at least ten minutes to look over each centerpiece and make sure that it’s perfect.

      My mind and hands have never worked so well together. I’m cutting, arranging, coiffing, and adjusting at record speed. Even though Cynthia is the type to talk endlessly when she’s nervous or anxious, she knows better than to disturb me now. A few minutes later, Roberto arrives and everything is almost ready. There’s only one more centerpiece left to check.

      “Wow, I can’t believe you got it all done,” Cynthia says.

      I take a step back from the table. My light turquoise long sleeve shirt is drenched in sweat. The apron I’m wearing is barely covering it and, even though I’ve known Cynthia for many years, I hope she doesn’t notice.

      Cynthia and I help Roberto load up the van.

      “Why don’t I just go to the venue myself?” she asks. “You can stay here and relax.”

      I’ve never not gone and set up the centerpieces myself, but this has been a very stressful job and I’m leaning toward letting go of some control.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yes, of course!” She has a surprised look on her face, like she can’t believe that I’m actually going to let her do this.

      “I’m going to make it perfect,” she adds.

      I know she will. She’s even more of a perfectionist than I am.

      Cynthia and I have known each other since we were 13. Her parents are like my second parents, and I practically lived with them after the accident. My parents died in a car accident, the summer after we graduated from University of Southern California. I had a job lined up at a boutique investment bank in downtown LA, but after the accident, I couldn’t take it. I didn’t do anything for a whole year, and Cynthia and her family took me in and cared for me. I was 22, way beyond the legal age, but after their death, I became a lost teenager again. It took me close to two years to finally feel normal again. Or as normal as I could.

      After Cynthia and Roberto leave, I decide to make myself sangria. I don’t drink often, but I’m in the mood right now. I cut up apples and oranges into squares and toss them into a pitcher and add three tablespoons of organic brown sugar. After muddling everything with a wood spoon, I add a cup of orange juice and a third of a cup of brandy for taste and muddle it again. Then I dump a bottle of Albero Spanish Red, a dry Spanish red wine, and taste it. It needs something else. I add a splash more of brandy and a little more brown sugar to sweeten the mixture. After adding ice and garnishing the rim of the pitcher with orange segments, I pour myself a glass and go out onto the porch.

      This account is the biggest one I’ve had to date. The bride’s parents are spending more than $500,000 on the wedding. When I showed them around my shop and showed them my proposal for the centerpiece designs, I was certain that there was no way that they were going to go with me. I have excellent designs, don’t get me wrong, but I also have a little shop in Topanga Canyon, not some fancy storefront in Malibu or Beverly Hills.

      Topanga Canyon is a rural canyon nestled between the northern suburbs of Calabasas and Woodland Hills and the lavish ocean front homes of Malibu. It’s not a cheap area by any stretch of the imagination – you can hardly buy a house here for less than $800,000. The reason people live here and love it is because of its unique culture. Rural chic, Cynthia likes to call it. There are no developments, and there are a lot of old ranch homes. The new houses that pop up are architecturally interesting and unique. Lots of people have horses and chickens and shop for all of their food in organic farmer’s markets.

      After my parents’ untimely death, I got $200,000 from their life insurance and decided to do what I always dreamed of doing: open my own floral shop. I found a small space on South Topanga Canyon Boulevard, in a little shopping center with its own unique flair. My floral shop, The Flower Patch, is sandwiched between Hidden Treasures, a vintage clothing store, and Quilts!, a quilt supply store. I got a great deal (for this area) when I signed a five-year lease for both the commercial space downstairs for The Flower Patch and the small studio apartment above. The studio apartment is technically not zoned for residential living, but the 88-year-old owner of the shopping center was kind enough to rent it to me for only $1000 a month, which is a steal. And this way, I don’t have to commute or pay much more in rent somewhere in Calabasas or Malibu.

      When I first opened The Flower Patch, I thought that I would have to run it in the red for at least 6 months, but much to my surprise, lots of locals started to come in for their weekly flowers and the two nice women who ran Hidden Treasures and Quilts! also spread the word to their customers. Before I knew it, I was making a nice little profit and had time and money to think about expanding into weddings. For the floral industry, weddings are where it’s at. Flowers for weddings are typically marked up 35 to 55 percent, and that may or may not include a 20 percent mark-up for the design.

      When I first ventured into weddings, a few months ago, all I did was charge a little bit less than my competitors in Malibu and Calabasas, and I started to have a lot of referrals and walk-ins. Twelve months later, the problem was keeping up with all the demand rather than drumming up business. That’s when I finally started paying Cynthia (she was a thankless volunteer and a cheerleader before then) and hired Roberto, and my two part-time assistants, Peyton and Brie. I could probably use a few more assistants, but the space won’t allow it. It’s crammed as it is when just Cynthia and I are in the room.

      Cynthia thinks it’s time to expand – maybe look for another location – but I have a three-year lease, and the rent here is unbeatable. If I move, then I probably won’t be able to charge the same prices. Or worse, I might end up being just another run-of-the-mill flower shop. Here, I’m embedded in the local culture. I know my weekly customers, and they’re the ones sending me my wedding business. No matter how good expansion sounds, I’ve decided not to consider it until closer to the end of my lease.

      A few hours later, Cynthia comes back. I pour her a glass of sangria, and she joins me on the porch. She hands me her phone and shows me the pictures of the centerpieces from the reception hall.

      “The bride was ecstatic,” Cynthia says. Unlike most people in Southern California, she doesn’t use superlatives very often, so I know she’s not exaggerating. “And the mother-in-law. You should’ve seen her face.”

      “I’m glad,” I nod.

      She hands me the check. They already paid the down payment, and this is the rest of what they owe me. The sum brings a smile to my face. I take out my phone, scan it and deposit it immediately. A few months ago, one of my customer’s checks bounced, because I waited until Monday to deposit it instead of taking care of it that Friday. It took two months to finally get the money from her, but in that time, I have learned a very important lesson. Now, I deposit all checks as soon as I get them.
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      “This is the best sangria I’ve ever had,” Cynthia says, finishing her glass and pouring herself another. We are sitting on the little porch in front of my apartment. It’s not so much a porch as a walkway leading to the stairs downstairs, but I’m the only one up here so I’ve decorated it like it’s my porch. I bought a pair of natural wood Adirondack chairs and painted them myself. I’m sitting in the bright yellow one, and Cynthia’s occupying the bright blue one. The pitcher of sangria stands between us on a small side table. I had purchased from the thrift store downstairs. I like it, because it’s from another world altogether. The legs are sleek, like midcentury modern, and the top is made up of tiny little pieces of Mexican tile. It is as if someone had broken a colorful piece of pottery and then glued all the pieces on top of the table.

      “It is quite good,” I nod. Sangria is one of my specialties. I’m not actually a big fan of wine, but wine with fruit, brandy and brown sugar is hard to pass up.

      “So…” Cynthia says, turning to me. Her eyes sparkle mischievously.

      “So?” I ask. “So what?”

      “Happy birthday!!” she yells.

      “Oh that,” I mumble.

      “Oh, c’mon. It’s your 25th birthday! We have to celebrate.”

      I sigh. 25 years already. I should be more excited, but for some reason I’m not. Frankly, I was hoping that she would forget all about it.

      “I’m too tired to celebrate,” I say. It’s not a lie. I am exhausted. Working on those centerpieces and taking care of all the customers who have been coming in for the last couple of days have really taken it all out of me.

      “No, absolutely not,” Cynthia shakes her head. “You’re not getting out of this that easily. I have reservations, tonight. Well, actually in an hour,” she says looking at the time on phone. “At that place in Malibu that you like.”

      “The one with the ocean view?” I ask. That doesn’t really narrow it down. Almost all restaurants in Malibu have an ocean view, but Cynthia and I know each other very well.

      She nods. “The one with the blue shutters.”

      “Well, if it’s the one with the blue shutters,” I say with a shrug. “How can I say no?”

      “And before we do that, I have something else for you.”

      “We said no presents,” I remind her.

      “That was before your business was doing so well that you actually gave me a job! You’re getting this present. And I’m certainly expecting a present from you in a couple of months.”

      I smile. Cynthia reaches into her large Louis Vuitton purse and rustles through it, looking for something. I do not pay Cynthia enough for her to be able to afford a Louis Vuitton – their bags start at as much as I pay for a month of rent for my apartment – and this one is about double in size, so it must cost at least double if not triple that. Cynthia has always enjoyed the finer things in life and even before she started working for me, she spent all of her money from bar-tending on purses and shoes. It also helps that her parents don’t mind helping her out a bit, or a lot, to cover the necessities like her car and her apartment.

      Cynthia finally emerges from her bag with an envelope. She holds it up above her head.

      “Okay. But before I give this to you, I want to tell you that this was nearly impossible to get. I know that this isn’t your style or anything, but I want you to give this a chance. This woman is very good at what she does.”

      I have no idea what she’s talking about, but I nod anyway. She hands me the envelope. Inside, I find a beautiful white card with elegant script that reads ‘Happy Birthday.’ I open the card. A small postcard falls out onto my lap. The front of it says, Dolly Monroe, billionaire matchmaker. The back reads Good for one free consultation.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      The inside of the card also has a few kind words from Cynthia in her elegant handwriting, but I can’t focus on that right now.

      “Well, I was thinking about what to get you for this very important birthday. I was sort of reflecting on your life, and I was thinking that despite what happened a few years ago with your parents, you have a lot to be thankful for. Your business is very busy, much busier than you ever thought it would be, you have amazing friends, mainly me, and there’s really only one thing missing.”

      I wait for her to finish her thought.

      “A man! And not just some guy, a real man.”

      “So you got me a consultation with a matchmaker?” I ask. “Can’t I just go online to get a date?”

      “Yes, you can. But I don’t want you to just find some guy. I want to help you find the one. And a little birdie told me that this woman, Dolly Monroe, well, she’s the best!”

      I look at the card again. It is very thick stock and a rich color of ivory. As someone who recently spent a little money on designing and ordering business cards, I know that this one cost a pretty penny.

      “Does she have a website?” I ask. I want to look her up right away.

      “No,” Cynthia says with a coy smile. “That’s the thing about her. She’s very exclusive. She doesn’t advertise to the public. It’s all word of mouth.”

      “I don’t get it,” I say.

      “I don’t know either. But there’s a phone number on the card. You have to call it and make an appointment. Then she’ll tell you her address. A friend of mine used it.”

      “Did she find someone?”

      “She found her husband,” Cynthia says.

      “Oh, you mean Isabel?” I ask. Cynthia nods. I don’t know Isabel personally. She’s a friend of Cynthia’s from this place in Belize where her parents have a vacation condo. Isabel is from Texas, and her claim to fame is that she married a very rich rancher in West Texas. And they are apparently insanely happy.

      “I didn’t know this then, but Dolly apparently set them up. It’s part of the contract that the couple isn’t supposed to talk about her until after some time passes. Not sure why.”

      “So this Dolly, she’s a matchmaker? And that’s all she does?” I ask.

      “Yes. But not just some matchmaker. A billionaire matchmaker.”

      “But I don’t want to meet a billionaire,” I say.

      “You don’t want to meet a billionaire? Are you crazy?”

      “No, I don’t really want to meet anyone right now. Let alone, some rich prick with a Hollywood attitude who thinks he is God’s gift to women.”

      Cynthia shakes her head.

      “This is your gift from me. I want you to at least give it a chance. Just meet with her. Will you do that?”

      I sigh. I don’t want to. Cynthia should know better. The thing is that my resistance doesn’t even have anything to do with Dolly or the men she would match me with. It’s all me.

      “I don’t think I’m ready,” I say.

      “You’re ready. I know you are.”

      I don’t have to tell Cynthia what I’m thinking. She knows it all too well. Cal, my ex, and I broke up almost five months ago, but he still won’t leave me alone. I met him through Cynthia – they work at the same restaurant. We dated for three months, and then things got too intense for me. He always wanted to know what I was doing and where I was going. He went as far as putting a tracker on my phone to check up on my whereabouts. Real stalker. When I finally decided that enough was enough, he choked me until I passed out and just left me there. I could’ve died. I would’ve if my neighbor didn’t invite herself over without knocking and ask to borrow some eggs. It was she who found me and called an ambulance.

      It was over for us after that. Or so I had thought. I took out a restraining order. The judge ordered him to stay away from me. So far he has, but I still get the sneaking suspicion that, though I haven’t actually seen him, he’s around and watching me.

      “This is going to be good for you,” Cynthia says, taking my hand into hers. “Something positive in your life. Who knows, maybe you’ll even have fun.”

      “You know, not everyone can be as happy as you and Todd,” I say. Cynthia has been with her boyfriend, Todd, since we were all freshmen at USC. They are two peas in a pod – best friends. I haven’t even seen them fight, once! My parents were like that too.

      “Maybe not everyone. But I know you can. You deserve it. And I want to help you to find him.”

      “And you think that this billionaire matchmaker can help me?” I ask.

      “I know it’s silly. But what if she can? She has a great track record. She used to set up regular people way before she set up billionaires.”

      I look at the card once again.

      “Okay,” I finally say. “I guess I’ll give it a shot. About time that I moved on, right?”
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      My appointment with Dolly Monroe is three days later. Her assistant gives me an address to a pop up office in Malibu. I don’t really know what a pop up office is, but her assistant fills me in. Apparently, they are offices that are used occasionally, on as needed basis.

      “Why doesn’t she have a permanent place?” I ask.

      “Because she mainly conducts business from her home, but she does not give out her address to just anyone.”

      I guess that makes sense. Though, a Starbucks would do just as well.

      I pull into a small shopping center just off Pacific Coast Highway. There are many little boutique shops with overpriced clothes and jewelry on the bottom. I go upstairs and knock on the corner door.

      A tall, slender woman with bored eyes and sky-high heels opens the door.

      “Hi, Avery Lewis?” she asks without taking off her sunglasses.

      I nod. She shows me inside. I’m wearing flats and this girl is about eight inches taller than I am. I think almost every guy I’ve ever dated is shorter than she is, and they were not short.

      “Dolly will be with you in a minute.”

      The assistant sits back down at the desk and disappears behind her Mac laptop. Just as I’m about to sit down in one of the chairs against the wall, a petite blonde woman with too much makeup comes out and invites me in.

      “Hi there! I’m Dolly, pleased to meet you,” she says in a thick Texas accent.

      “Hello, I’m Avery,” I shake her hand.

      She leads me into a large space with floor to ceiling windows. There’s a large white desk facing the entrance near the window with nothing on it except an iPad, a small pink notebook and a pen. Dolly sits down across from me and motions for me to take the seat in front of the desk. Behind her, all I see is the vastness of the Pacific Ocean and a blue sky without a single cloud.

      “So, tell me about yourself Avery,” Dolly says. She’s wearing a professional linen blouse, but because her breasts are so big, she looks more like someone playing a businesswoman in a porn film. Her waist is also small enough to look like it belongs to the impossibly tiny Audrey Hepburn.

      I tell her that I grew up in Calabasas and attended USC, majoring in communication. I briefly mention my parents’ untimely death and my blooming business, The Flower Patch (no pun intended).

      “Oh my God, I know your place. There’s this little restaurant in Topanga Canyon that I absolutely adore – The Inn of the Seventh Ray! They have the best brunches on weekends.”

      “Yeah that place is one of my favorites.”

      “I always see your place on my drive up, and I’ve been meaning to pop in for some time now. I love your signage,” Dolly says.

      “Thank you, I really appreciate it. It took a while to get just the right design.”

      “It’s surprisingly difficult to capture ‘rural chic,’ as my assistant Cynthia calls it,” I say. “It took us almost a month to come up with just the right typography and color scheme to portray the feeling of farm-fresh flowers and high-end, elegant and contemporary designs.”

      “Well, you’ve captured it perfectly! That’s exactly what your sign says.”

      I really appreciate her saying this. I may not know anything about Dolly, but I do know that she did not get where she is right now knowing nothing about business. Any business, especially ones as personal as hers and mine, require a lot of attention to detail and sending out just the right message to your clients.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask. “How did you get into the matchmaking business?”

      “I actually discovered that I’ve a knack for this when I was in my teens. A long, long time ago. I set up a few kids in my high school, and they really hit it off. I grew up on a ranch in West Texas. There were a lot of wealthy people around, but our ranch was barely making ends meet. So after I married my high school sweetheart at 19, he got a job in the oil industry, and we moved east to Dallas. That’s when I decided to start doing matchmaking professionally. And it grew from there.”

      “Oh wow, that’s impressive. Is your husband still in the oil industry?”

      “Oh no,” she laughs, getting up from behind the desk. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      I nod. Dolly walks over to one side of the room where there’s a large Starbucks-style coffee machine.

      “I’m having a cappuccino. You?” she asks.

      “That sounds perfect,” I say.

      “I know my assistant can do this, but making my own coffee is one of those pleasures in life that I don’t delegate to others. When I was really young, growing up on a dusty mesa where canned beans made up the majority of any meal, I read in Time magazine that people in Paris and Rome sit around coffee shops all day drinking their cappuccinos and espressos. I didn’t know what those things were, but to me that was the height of sophistication. I dreamed of one day going there and getting a job at one of those coffee shops. Now, I own a coffee shop in the Latin Quarter of Paris and in Trastevere in Rome, but I still don’t do too much sitting around in coffee shops. Ah, childhood dreams die hard, huh?”

      The more I talk to Dolly, the more I like her. I love how straightforward she is. She doesn’t seem to have any pretenses. Yet, she’s something of an enigma. For one, she looks like a total bimbo, even a trophy wife for some really old and wealthy man. Her tight black pencil skirt accentuates every curve, showing off quite an impressive butt for a woman of her age. Speaking as a girl who hardly ever wears heels, I’m in awe at how easily she maneuvers around the office in her five-inch Louboutin pumps with the signature red lacquered sole. It’s as if she’s wearing sneakers.

      “Oh yes, you asked me about my husband,” Dolly says sitting down. “No, he quit the oil industry in his early thirties. The matchmaking business was making so much by then it didn’t make any sense for him to be out on the rig for a month at a time anymore. He got into real estate.”

      “And you two are still together?” I ask. And then I catch myself. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude.”

      Dolly throws her head back and laughs with her whole body. “Oh no, that’s quite alright. Yes, we’re together. We’ve been together since we were in high school. Many, many happy years.”

      “Wow, that’s…amazing. Especially, in this town.”

      “Eh, people say that marriage requires work, but if you ask me, if you find the right person, it doesn’t. It’s easy if you marry your best friend,” she says.

      “I’ve never heard anyone say that before.”

      “I know. It’s not the right thing to say. But in my experience, marriage should be fun. It’s an optional experience. If it’s not fun, why do it?” she shrugs. “Trust me, if it required work, my husband and I wouldn’t be together anymore. I’m a hard worker, but I limit my work exclusively to my business. I say, you wouldn’t work hard at being friends with someone, so why would you at love?”

      I nod.

      “Of course, there is one rule that both people should abide by,” she adds.

      “What is it?”

      “Keep the fights clean and the sex dirty.”

      I take a sip of my cappuccino, letting all that set in. I don’t know if she’s right or wrong, but whatever she’s doing it’s working for her.

      “So, tell me a little bit about your dating history,” she says.

      I shrug. It’s hard to know where to start.

      “I’ve had a few boyfriends in college. One lasted a year, the other a couple of months. Then I dated this guy, Cal, for a bit last year. He asked me to marry him. I said yes at first, but called off the wedding soon after.”

      These are definitely the highlights over what happened.

      “Any reason in particular?” she asks.

      “It wasn’t a very healthy relationship. He was…too controlling. Always wanted to know where I was,” I say. I pause for a moment. I don’t want to go into more details. “I’m sorry. It’s a little bit hard to talk about that. Let’s just say that I’m glad that I’m out of that relationship for good.”

      “Okay, I understand,” she nods, sympathetically. From her demeanor, I get the sense that she actually does get it.

      “So, how does this work?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “Well, I have a roster of possible men. I talk to you, get to know you a little bit. Ask you what kind of guy you’re looking for. And then I use my judgment. Sometimes I match you with someone exactly to your specifications, but that’s not always the case.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “I listen to what both parties want, but I also rely on my own judgment. For instance, I find that men often rely too much on physical attributes. They think that they want one type of woman, but when they meet someone completely different, that’s a great match for them based on their personality, they fall for her.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Since we’re on the subject. I have one important question to ask you,” Dolly says. I nod and wait.

      “What kind of net worth are you looking for?”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “In your date? In other words, how low of a net worth are you willing to consider? This is important because I have a lot of clients and it gives me a ballpark of where to start.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask. My blood starts to boil. My face gets flushed and my fingers grow ice-cold.

      “Is this really the operation that you’re running here? Setting up sleazy old men who are only after looks with gold diggers who are only after money?”

      “Avery—” she tries to interrupt me, but I’m on a roll. I grab my purse and head toward the door.

      “You know, you really had me going. I actually liked you. I thought it was so sweet that you and your husband have been together since you were both in high school. I really fell for your whole rags to riches story. But now I see that this, this whole thing, is nothing but a front for some sugar daddy business. You don’t care about love. You want to know what net worth I’m looking for? I don’t give a fuck. How about that for a net worth?”

      I walk out steaming. Luckily, there’s no elevator to wait for. I’m parked right next to a personalized parking spot that belongs to Dolly Monroe. The car in the spot is a Maserati. It confirms everything I just said up there.

      “Avery, please,” Dolly catches up to me when I’m already in my Prius, about to pull out. She knocks on my window. Against my better judgment, I roll the window down.

      “That was a test. You passed the test,” she says, trying to catch her breath.

      “What?”

      “I ask all the women that to make sure that they’re not just looking for a sugar daddy. That’s exactly what I don’t want. You passed the test. And given that little display in my office, I think I know just the right guy for you.”
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      Stephanie doesn’t know how to sail, but none of them do. What she does know is how to be impressed with my sailboat and my sailing abilities. We don’t go out too far, just around the harbor, not far from Marina del Rey, but it’s enough to get Stephanie’s panties wet. She has had herself draped around my neck for close to an hour now, acting very impressed with everything as I let her steer. Stephanie is my perfect date. She’s blonde, tan, vapid and polished. She knows almost every beauty product at Sephora and how to expertly use it, and she knows barely anything else about anything else.

      Stephanie is from Orange County. And though I usually don’t like to date girls that far away – the commute is awful – Stephanie loves driving the new Beamer, she got as her college graduation present from her daddy, and she is always game to party. As much as I wish it were, today is not a Netflix and chill kind of night. It’s not a hookup. Stephanie is my date. I’m having dinner with my younger brother and his girlfriend. They have something very important to tell me, and apparently, it can’t be done over the phone.

      Don’t get me wrong. I love my brother. Liam is a great guy, but we’re completely different. Liam loves the nine to five lifestyle, which in his profession is more like the nine to seven grind. After college, whilst I bummed around, backpacked through Central America and Europe and started my company, he went to law school and focused on getting the right internships. Liam has always been very career-oriented, rather than entrepreneurial, and that’s what makes my dad get him more. My father isn’t someone who really understands my lifestyle. He knows that I no longer need to work, but he doesn’t really get why I don’t. Liam and my dad are two peas in a pod. Honestly, I think Liam would probably say no to all my money if that meant that he still had a job.

      As you can probably guess, when I hang out with Liam, I need a buffer. That’s where Stephanie comes in. His girlfriend, Kora, is an okay buffer, but I’ve known her for so long that she’s practically family now. Liam met Kora in Oberlin, the small liberal arts college in Ohio where he studied Economics. After graduation, he took an internship at Citibank in New York City, until he realized that he didn’t want to go into finance after all. He switched to law, which my father had been harping on him to pursue for years. He’s been singing the same song to me, but I was wise to ignore him even after I grew up. But Liam’s a natural. He graduated from University of Michigan and then came back to the LA area to practice law. Kora followed him all around the country. She completed her Master’s degree in Education and supported them working as a middle school teacher while he was in law school. Now, he supports her. They’re a nice couple, really. I don’t have anything against them. Except that we have hardly anything in common.

      I look down at my Omega watch. We have half an hour before we have to be at the restaurant. I guide Stephanie’s hands as we pull into the slip.

      “We’re back,” I whisper into her ear. She giggles and flashes me a smile of her pearly whites.

      “What should we do now?” she asks. Suddenly, she’s acting shy. All this time on the water, she was flirting like hell. Okay, I’ll bite, I decide.

      “I can think of a few things,” I say, wrapping my arms around her. She’s standing in front of me, with her back to me. I push away her windblown hair and kiss her neck. Little goosebumps run up her spine. I feel them with my tongue. She tilts her head back and moans a little. I run my tongue from her earlobes to her collarbone. Then I flip her around and press my lips onto hers. She responds right away, forcing her tongue into my mouth. I pull her toward the cabin, taking extra precautions to make sure that she doesn’t bump her head. I have learned that injuries are not romantic, no matter what all those romantic comedies try to tell you. I push Stephanie onto the bed. When I don’t climb on top of her immediately, she pulls on my shirt. This is going to be a good night. Even if everything else tonight goes wrong, this is going to be so right.

      After we are both more than satisfied, we get dressed and get off the boat. We took a little longer than I thought, so I hurry Stephanie along. She ends up re-applying her lipstick and blush as we walk to the restaurant in the harbor. Women’s ability to multi-task never ceases to amaze me.

      Stephanie is wearing a designer black dress with spaghetti straps. It’s so short, if she bends over I’ll see the lower part of her perfectly toned butt cheeks. Stephanie is a yoga enthusiast with a body to match. For a moment, I hesitate. I want to go back to the boat and tear that dress off her again. Then I spot Liam and Kora somewhere in the back of the restaurant. It’s too late. I wave hello.

      Unlike Stephanie, who isn’t afraid of the self-tanner, Kora is so pale that she looks ill. Her jet-black hair is cut short, and she’s wearing hardly any makeup. She has nice bone structure and a pretty enough face, but a little bit of makeup would go a long way to making her look beautiful. My brother is no different really. He has the same cheap haircut and is wearing a crumpled old suit. He doesn’t care about fashion one bit and only wears suits because they’re required for his line of work. He doesn’t seem to know that there are new lines of suits coming out each season and has worn the same two suits since law school.

      “Hey there!” Liam gets up and gives me a warm hug. After giving Kora a kiss on the cheek, I introduce Stephanie and we all sit down.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Stephanie,” Liam says, glaring at me. “I wish my brother had told us that you were coming.”

      I smile. What he really means is that he wishes that I had told him so that he could tell me to not bring her. Well, she’s here for me. Not you.

      “Nice to meet you too,” Stephanie says in a high, peppy voice, completely oblivious to Liam’s half-assed compliment.

      Liam and I each order a scotch and Stephanie and Kora order lemon drops. We make small talk about the weather and the traffic – usual LA stuff – before I finally broach the subject of why I’m here. I’ve waited long enough for them to bring it up.

      “Not that I don’t love catching up with you two,” I say finishing my scotch. I motion to the waitress to bring me another. Alcohol is pretty much essential if I have to spend time with my family.

      “But what’s the big news already? I’m dying to know.”

      “Well, the big news is that…” Liam looks at Kora. Her eyes light up and she sticks out her left hand.

      “We’re engaged!” They say simultaneously.

      “Oh my God! Congratulations!” Stephanie gets so excited that she spills her drink putting it back onto the table, before grabbing Kora’s hand.

      “Oh my, this is beautiful. Two carats?” she asks.

      “Two and a half,” Kora smiles.

      “Holy shit!” Stephanie yells. She isn’t a girl with much of a filter, but the expression on Kora’s face says that she couldn’t be happier with Stephanie’s exuberance.

      “He did really good. You did really good, Liam!” Stephanie says approvingly. “And the diamonds on the sides, nice touch!”

      “Logan?” Liam turns to me. Stephanie has ushered in the kind of level of excitement that I can never match. At least, not about this.

      “Wow, congratulations!” I say as peppy as I can. Apparently, it works because Liam smiles.

      “How long have you two been together?” Stephanie asks.

      “A long time. Seven years,” Kora says. Kora’s been trying to get Liam to marry her since they have graduated from college. Honestly, I’m shocked that it took Liam that long to keep her at bay.

      “Wow, that’s a long time,” Stephanie says. “I say you really deserve something more than two carats for waiting so long. Why did it take you so long to ask this gorgeous girl to marry you?”

      Wow, Stephanie really doesn’t have a filter. I’m actually starting to enjoy this. I turn to Liam and watch him squirm.

      “Yeah, Liam, why did it take you so long?” Kora joins in on the fun.

      “You know why. Because I was in law school. And then I just started working. There were a lot of things to figure out.”

      “Well, I’m glad you finally figured them out,” Stephanie announces as if she has known Kora her whole life.

      “Hey, why is everyone interrogating me? I’m only 27. Logan there is 30 and has never had a relationship that lasted longer than two months.”

      “Ah! Is that true?” Stephanie gasps dramatically.

      “My therapist says I have commitment issues,” I say. I don’t have a therapist, but I’ve noticed that people like the sound of that. Like I’m admitting that I have a problem, and I’m trying to resolve it. It makes me sound like a good guy.

      “Well, at least, you’re working on it,” Stephanie says with a sigh.

      “Man, I can’t win, can I?” Liam jokes and we all chuckle.

      “I think you’ve already won,” I say raising my glass. “I’d like to make a toast to you, Liam and Kora. Despite all the jokes, I know that you two have loved each other for a very long time. You have been through it all together, and now you’re finally coming together and making it official. I couldn’t be prouder of you as my little brother. And I couldn’t be happier to welcome you, Kora, into our family as my future sister. Here’s to you!”

      Liam’s eyes get a little misty and Kora cries outright. Even Stephanie tears up. I don’t really mean a word of what I said, but those were nice words, huh? I like Kora okay, but I think she can do better than my brother. He works too hard and doesn’t do anything for fun. Everything is such serious business with that guy. He’s got way too many hang-ups and anxieties, and now poor Kora will have to put up with them for as long as they live. Or as long as they stay married. But I couldn’t very well say any of that. I’m not that much of an asshole.
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      As I predicted, that speech I made last night at dinner really endeared me to Stephanie. We had a wild night on the boat afterwards, and she said that she was even open to the possibility of inviting a friend or two into our bed. And she knows the perfect girl – her college roommate! That was music to my ears. I’ve been looking for some variety in my threesomes, and I’ve noticed that it’s more effective if the girl finds the other girl to join us. That way I don’t look like a slime ball.

      Stephanie had an appointment with a plastic surgeon about a possible breast augmentation down in Newport Beach the following morning, so she took off at three a.m. to beat the traffic and get an hour or two of sleep. Apparently, canceling it was out of the question – she has been waiting for it for a month. Watching her drive away in her white BMW convertible, I suddenly wondered if I was in love. Everything about that girl is perfect physically. She doesn’t want to stay the night and she’s into threesomes. What more does a man want? What more do I want?

      Instead of sleeping on the boat, I decide to take the opportunity and drive back to my place in Malibu, also to beat all the traffic. I cruise down Pacific Coast Highway at 80 miles an hour and arrive at my house in record time. After stripping off all my clothes, I fall into a dead sleep.

      “Well, well, well,” I hear a woman’s voice somewhere in the distance. “It’s almost eleven and Mr. Logan Davenport, an unemployed billionaire, is still asleep.”

      The woman speaks in a thick West Texas accent while tapping her heel on my marble floor.

      “I had a late night,” I mumble into my pillow.

      Click. Click. Click. She walks across the floor, grabs the remote to the blinds and pulls them up. The sun hits me like a brick. I grab another pillow and cover my face with it.

      “I had a late night, Aunt Dolly,” I moan.

      “Yes, I can see that. But half the day is nearly gone already.”

      “I can because I’m retired,” I say, rubbing my eyes and finally sitting up. “I can do anything I want to do.”

      Aunt Dolly smiles a wide toothy smile. Her veneers are bright white and her matte red lipstick is perfectly applied. There isn’t one line on her face, and her hair is as big and platinum as ever. “The bigger the hair, the closer to God,” is a popular saying in Texas, but Aunt Dolly takes it to a whole new level.

      “You may be retired, but you are also only 30 years old. You can’t just do nothing all day.”

      “I don’t do nothing. I surf. I go out to lunch. I go on dates.”

      I do plenty of other things too, which I can’t really mention to her. Or anyone else for that matter.

      “Oh I know all about your dates,” she waves her hand dismissively. I chuckle and sit up in my bed. I can’t really get out from under the sheet, because I’m completely nude. Noticing my conundrum, she walks out of my room.

      “I’ll wait for you in the kitchen,” she says. “I have to talk to you about something important.”

      I pull on a t-shirt and shorts and follow her out. Marilyn is in the kitchen cooking something delicious on the stove.

      “Why did you let her in?” I ask jokingly.

      Marilyn turns around.

      “Because it’s Dolly,” she says with a smirk. “I always let in Dolly.”

      Aunt Dolly smiles and tosses her hair with attitude.

      “But I’m the one who pays you.”

      “Not enough to not let in Dolly!” Marilyn announces.

      I roll my eyes. Marilyn adores Dolly. They’ve been friends ever since she came to work for me. If she wasn’t so happily married, Dolly would undoubtedly set her up with one of her millionaire clients, and I’d be out of a great housekeeper.

      I follow Aunt Dolly out to the porch. Marilyn brings us a tray of fruit, juice and coffee. The Pacific Ocean is unusually calm today. The sun is blistering hot and there are three pretty girls frolicking in the waves. I yearn to grab my board and join them.

      “I found the perfect date for you,” Aunt Dolly announces. I shake my head. Not again. Aunt Dolly has been trying to set me up with someone for years. And for years, I’ve politely declined her offer.

      “I’m not really interested in meeting one of your gold diggers. I can find plenty of them myself.”

      “I do not deal with gold diggers, you know that,” she says sternly. This is a sore subject for her. I know I’m being unfair. She is careful to weed those girls out. She refuses to meet my gaze. I know that I’ve offended her. This conversation won’t go any further until I apologize.

      “Okay, I’m sorry. But I can find my own dates,” I say.

      “She’s completely different from anyone else I’ve ever met. And definitely not like all those stupid, hot girls who are just after your money, who you find so charming.”

      “So she’s not hot?” I ask. “Thanks.”

      “She’s not a model, no. But she’s plenty gorgeous.”

      “She sounds boring.”

      “Oh trust me, she’s anything but boring.”

      I want to ask her more about what she looks like, but I know that will make me seem shallow.

      “So what’s so special about her?”

      “It’s hard to explain. She’s got this zest for life. This attitude.”

      “So she’s a bitch?”

      “No.”

      “Zest for life? What’s that a euphemism for? Opinionated? Overbearing?”

      “Exciting.”

      I shake my head. I’m not convinced.

      “How old is she?”

      “25.”

      “What does she do?”

      “What do you care? None of the girls you date have jobs.”

      “Good point,” I laugh.

      “It just so happens that she runs her own business. She has a floral shop in Topanga Canyon.”

      Hmm, that’s interesting. I’ve never been with anyone from Topanga Canyon before, but I’ve heard the rumors about the hippie girls who live there. They are very open-minded, sexually adventurous. I want to ask Aunt Dolly about it, but I don’t know how to phrase the question delicately, so I don’t look so much like an asshole.

      “Is she one of those love the earth, flowers in her hair girls?”

      “Are you asking if she’s a hippie?”

      “I guess.”

      “I don’t know. She definitely bathes and shaves if that’s what you mean.”

      “That’s not exactly what I was getting at,” I mumble.

      “I don’t really know anything about her politics,” Aunt Dolly says, trying another angle. Now we’re way off course. I don’t care about politics. I mean, I have my own opinions, but I’ve noticed that there are open minded and sexually adventurous girls on both sides of the political spectrum, so I don’t discriminate.

      “What makes you think that we’re going to be a good match?”

      “Because she’ll keep you on your toes.”

      I’m intrigued. Not so much by the fact that Aunt Dolly thinks that this girl will keep me on my toes, but by the fact that she lives in Topanga Canyon. Plus, she runs an actual business. That will be quite a change – to go out with someone with a job!

      I take another sip of my orange juice and look over at Dolly. She stands out like a sore thumb, but it’s not just in Malibu. With that hair and jewelry and boobs, she would stand out anywhere. Aunt Dolly is my mom’s half-sister. My grandfather left my mom’s mom and moved to seek his fortune in West Texas and married Dolly’s mom. I met Aunt Dolly for the first time when I was 14 when she just showed up at our door in Chatsworth, California. My mom, who likes to wear sweats around the house, was horrified because Aunt Dolly was dressed in Chanel from head to toe. We have been close ever since. She’s outgoing, exuberant and knows how to have a good time. She loves to spend money, but she also loves to give it away. Despite the clothes, the jewelry and the shoes, she has absolutely no attitude. She doesn’t act like she’s better than anyone else and has a heart of gold.

      When she arrived in Los Angeles, Aunt Dolly’s matchmaking business was already making close to half a million dollars – and that was in the late 90’s –but it really took off once she got established here. That’s when the millionaire and billionaire clients started to come around.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ve always found what you do a bit odd,” I say chucking a grape into my mouth.

      “I know.”

      “I just don’t really get why people would pay you so much money to find them a date. Can’t they do it on their own?”

      “What I do is not find people dates. It’s so much more than that. I set them up with people who are their best fit.”

      “And they don’t find these people themselves?” I ask. “Don’t people know what they like?”

      “Okay, how about this for an analogy,” she says tapping her long nails on the table. “People can pick out their own clothes, right? They know what they like.”

      “Yes.”

      “But there are people out there who are professional stylists. That way when you go out to a premier or some fancy party, you can look your best. You may know what you like, but you’re not someone who deals with clothes exclusively. You don’t know all the latest styles and fashions. So you hire this stylist to curate a collection of options for you so you’re not overwhelmed by all the choices. You’re paying the stylist for their opinion.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” I concede. “But what about all those online dating sites? Aren’t you afraid that you will be replaced by a computer? An algorithm?”

      “No,” she shakes her head confidently. “I can’t be replaced by technology, because computers aren’t sentient beings. Yet. When that happens, we’ll talk.”
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      Two weeks later, I receive a call from Dolly Monroe. She calls me directly and says that she has a date for me. She doesn’t tell me much about him except that we’re going to his brother’s engagement party and that I should wear heels.

      “Of course, I’ll wear heels,” I say. “It’s an engagement party.”

      “Okay, then. I just wanted to remind you, because you wore flats to our meeting and I wasn’t sure if you make that a habit or not.”

      I chuckle to myself a little. With comments like that, she reminds me of my mother. She was also suspicious of women who didn’t wear heels. She never understood my desire to be comfortable, especially when it came to going out.

      “A woman should look like a woman, right?” I say into the phone.

      “What?” Dolly asks. “Well, yes, of course.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “From a wise woman, I’m sure,” she says and hangs up.

      Two days later, I’m in a total panic. My date with Logan is tonight, and I have absolutely nothing to wear. Why did I put this off to the very last minute? Why did I think that my closet would magically manufacture the perfect outfit for a stranger’s engagement party at the precise moment when I need it? I leave work really early – at 4 pm – and leave Cynthia in charge of the place. She wants to come upstairs and help me dress up, but I tell her that I need some time to shower and think first. I have exactly two hours until he arrives. If I’m lucky, he’ll be late.

      I jump into the shower and wash my hair. Ever since those dry shampoos came out, I’ve become somewhat of an addict. In high school and college, I used to wake up early, take a shower and do my hair and makeup. I actually used to devote at least an hour and a half to this regimen every day! But now that I have my business, I don’t really have time for any of that anymore. No, that’s not true. I still have time. I just don’t have the patience.

      Massaging conditioner into my scalp, I take a deep breath. I really should do this more often. I try to remember the last time I washed my hair. It must’ve been at least 3 days ago. Oh my God! Has it been that long? It’s not really as disgusting as it sounds. Even though my hair gets pretty greasy the day after I wash it, dry shampoo takes care of all that grease. I hate to admit it, but this isn’t even the longest I’ve ever gone without a wash. The record was last month during a particularly stressful wedding when I went for seven days without a wash.

      After getting out of the shower, I tie my hair up in a towel and sit down to apply my makeup. I give myself some time to do this, because I actually find the experience quite soothing and relaxing. It’s as if I’m meditating. When my face is all done, with fake lashes and contouring, I dry my hair and then curl it to give it some more body. I seal it with some hair spray and look at myself in the mirror. Not bad, actually, except now is the difficult part. Figuring out what to wear.

      I briefly consider the possibility of pants. I can almost hear my mom turning in her grave and Dolly gasping in shock. But no, I’m not thinking about slacks or something like that. Skinny jeans or leggings. Something to show off my butt in, but still be comfortable. But I have no idea how dressy this engagement party will be, so I need to play it safe. Skinny jeans might not be appropriate, no matter how cute the pumps.

      I move on to dresses. I have three to choose from. One red, one black, one blue. All above the knee and tailored around the waist. The red one is strapless, the blue one has spaghetti straps and the black one has thicker, more traditional straps. I try them all. I only have one decent pair of black heels to wear, but luckily they will go with any of the dresses. The black one makes me feel like I’m either too formal or going to a funeral, and the blue one is a little tight around the bust, so I go with the red one. It has built in cups, which frame my breasts quite nicely, and I’ve heard somewhere – probably Dr. Oz – that both men and women respond well to red worn on dates. Okay, fine by me. I put in a pair of matte, silver hoops and a large cocktail ring on my right hand. It’s from H & M, and Cynthia says that it makes me look flirty. That works for me.

      After I’m pretty much ready, I take a selfie in front of the full-length mirror and send it to Cynthia.

      She sends back a plethora of smiley faces, champagne drinks and firework emojis. I know that the outfit is a hit.

      At 6 o’clock on the dot, there’s a knock on my door. Right on time. It’s an unusual thing for an LA guy to show up on time, there are just way too many excuses about traffic to take advantage of. I’m impressed.

      When I open the door, I see a gorgeous, tall man before me. He’s dressed in an expensive suit, but he doesn’t look a bit uncomfortable in it. The charcoal-gray pants bring out his sparkling green eyes and compliment his dark thick hair. He has a tan of a surfer and brilliant white teeth, which decorate his luscious kissable lips. When he gives me a hug, I feel the hardness of his body, his chiseled abs and pecks.

      He introduces himself as Logan Davenport. I think I say that my name’s Avery, but who the hell knows. Wow. I had no idea that Dolly Monroe knew hotties like these.

      “So this is your place?” he asks as we walk downstairs. I nod. “Dolly said that you own a flower shop.”

      “She told you that? She didn’t tell me much about you.”

      There’s a BMW parked in the far corner of the parking lot. And I confidently walk toward it. But he stops and points to his Prius.

      “You drive a Prius?” I ask.

      “Yes, do you have a problem with that?” he smiles.

      I try to conceal how shocked I am. I thought he was a billionaire or at least a millionaire. I was certain that he would be driving at least a Maserati.

      “No. It’s just that I drive a Prius too,” I say and point to the blue 2015 model in the parking lot.

      We get into his white Prius and rush down Topanga Canyon Blvd toward Malibu.

      “So do you actually live there?” he asks.

      “What?”

      “Above your flower shop?”

      Seriously? This is what he’s asking me?

      “Yes. I actually live in a studio apartment,” I say sarcastically. “I have a good deal on it, and I don’t have to commute far to work.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he says.

      We’re not getting off to a good start. How can someone this hot and attractive be such a dick? We drive the rest of the way until we hit the ocean in silence. Finally, I get sick of it.

      “So, what do you do?” I ask as he turns onto Pacific Coast Highway.

      “I’m sort of in between things right now.”

      I shake my head.

      “What?” he asks.

      “So, you’re unemployed?” I ask. Now, it’s my turn to insult him.

      “No, not really,” he shrugs.

      “People with a little bit of money always say that.”

      He smiles his beautiful smile. I don’t know if I want to kiss him or punch him right now.

      No matter how much I love what I do, I can’t help but feel envious that some people can just have money and do nothing all day. I mean regular people wish we had the luxury to do that? To just bum around and surf and go out and do basically nothing while we try to find ourselves again?

      “I started a company a few years back,” Logan says. “It got very successful, and I ended up selling it to Google. So now I’m just trying to figure out what to do with my life.”

      Logan talks on and on about the details of his start up and how it allowed people to borrow money directly from their friends and family, not just a bank or a credit card. I listen, but end up getting lost a little in his long eyelashes and deep, soothing voice. It doesn’t hurt that he also smells intoxicating, like some sort of heavenly mixture of ocean waves and eucalyptus.

      We arrive at the restaurant a few minutes later. I’ve driven past this place numerous times, but I’ve never been inside. It’s right on the water, with outdoor seating facing the ocean. Almost every single thing in the restaurant is white except for the blue trim around the windows. It has an ultra-modern design, which I don’t usually love, but it somehow fits this place. The tablecloths are white and very expensive to the touch, the menus are an off-white color, and all the waiters and the waitresses are dressed in white. The party is already in full swing by the time we arrive. The hostess shows us to the deck, which is decorated with hundreds of yellow lanterns and flowers. It’s a little cold – about 60 degrees – but there are outdoor heaters all over the place to warm up the guests. I’m no longer regretting not bringing a shawl with me.

      Everyone who greets us give me a warm smile and a hug. I still don’t know about Logan, but his family is definitely very nice.

      “Hey, you made it!” Dolly comes over to us. She’s dressed in a hot pink suit that is probably tailored to accentuate her figure and is wearing a humongous diamond on her left hand.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I’m his aunt,” she says. “You didn’t tell her?”

      Logan shrugs; he looks a bit lost.

      “Dolly’s your aunt?”

      “Yep,” he nods.

      Before we get the chance to get further into this, the couple of the hour comes over. Logan introduces me to his brother Liam and his fiancé, Kora. For some reason, I was expecting some six-foot-tall model with a bubbly personality, but instead I met Kora. Kora is exuberant and effervescent and smart. She made me laugh within a minute of talking to her. Honestly, I had forgotten that girls like her still exist. Her husband-to-be also seemed nice – very different from Logan. Straightforward, not so showy. Normal, somehow. He’s of course not as good looking as Logan is, but he seems to have a good head on his shoulders.

      For a moment, I excuse myself and turn around to get a plate of food. The three of them continue to talk, and I hear Kora say,

      “I like this one Logan. She’s really different from your usual lot.”

      That puts a smile on my face.
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      I arrive at the address that Avery gave me on the phone. At first, I don’t think that I have the right place, but then I see the sign for The Flower Patch and remember that Aunt Dolly said that she lives above it. I make my way up the dirty stairs, wondering how anyone could live up here. I don’t mean to be such a snob. It has been only a few years since I lived in my one-bedroom walk up in West Hollywood, but this place is a real dump. The door is all scratched up, and the railing is half falling down. I’m not even sure if this place is legal to rent out. Just as I get all down on myself for finally caving into Aunt Dolly and letting her set me up with one of the insane women who use her service, I knock on the door and see Avery for the first time.

      My heart jumps out of my chest. She has almond-shaped hazel eyes and long light brown hair which curls nicely around her voluptuous breasts. I have seen enough fake and real breasts to know the difference right away and hers are definitely not fake. She’s about five-foot-five and 110 pounds. Not a flamingo, but a nice womanly shape nevertheless.

      Usually, I have no problem making small talk, putting on my charm to woo a girl, but something about this one leaves me tongue-tied. I mumble something about how nice she looks, but it doesn’t seem to register. Instead, she comments on my Prius, which I frankly took because I didn’t want to move my other cars to get to the Maserati. She asks about what I do. I can’t very well tell her the truth, so instead I go on and on about my old company. This usually impresses the girls, but she doesn’t seem impressed. She looks bored and annoyed. Like I’m some rich guy who no longer has to work for a living while the rest of the world has to.

      After we arrive at the engagement party, things go from bad to worse. Aunt Dolly is there, and Avery looks mad that I didn’t tell her that she was my aunt. I probably should have, but for some reason, for the first time in my life, I’m tongue-tied. At a loss for what to say. I’m like one of those losers who stumble and mumble and say things that don’t make any sense. Over explain. Under explain. Let long moments of silence pass me by without a word. What. The. Fuck?

      “So, Dolly didn’t tell you that she was my aunt?” I ask when Kora and Liam finally leave us alone. Focus, Logan. Turn on the charm. You know how to do this. You’re a natural.

      “No,” she shakes her head. Her hair falls off her shoulder, exposing her cleavage a little more. She’s no model, but she definitely has the goods. And in that short, tight little red dress, they look like chocolates that I’m dying to unwrap.

      “Sorry about that. I thought you knew.”

      She shrugs. She’s about to look away somewhere in the distance, but I tilt my head toward her and look straight into her hazel eyes. Now, I have her.

      “You know, I’m not sure if I told you this earlier, but you look beautiful tonight. Stunning, actually.”

      A small smiles begins at the corner of her lips. I lick my lips. Her eyes light up. I feel an energy between us. Finally, I’m on the right track.

      “Thank,” she begins, but then clears her throat. “Thank you.”

      I stare into her eyes, trying to peer into her soul. I do this with all the girls, but with Avery, I’m actually doing it earnestly.

      “You know, you don’t look so bad yourself,” she says looking me up and down.

      I like the feel of her approving gaze all over my body. I know I look good, but it’s always nice to hear it from the person you want to pin against the wall and do bad things to.

      The tone of the evening becomes more serious for a moment, and I know that it’s that time.

      “Excuse me for a minute,” I bring her hand to my lips and give her a little peck. “But I have to make a toast.”

      As I walk away, I feel the burn of her gaze on me. She’s watching me. Falling for me. I’m back!

      With newfound confidence, I grab a glass of champagne and clink the glass. When the roar of the crowd quiets down, I start.

      “As many of you know, I’m Logan, Liam’s charming older brother. Liam has been my brother since my mom brought him home from the hospital, put him on my lap and said here he is. Your brother. To which I said, ‘That’s not a brother. That’s a baby!’”

      Everyone laughs. I look at Avery, who also seems pleased. Her smile gives me butterflies. I take a deep breath and continue.

      “Liam and I went through the usual rough patches – fighting over girls, fighting over cars, fighting in general. We didn’t have very much in common. Still don’t actually. And then came Kora. Liam met Kora in college freshman year at Oberlin. I first met her when she came out to visit him for spring break. Speaking as someone who knows how to do Spring Break right, I knew that they were meant for each other when they spent the whole week in each other’s arms on the couch at our parents’ house. They were like two peas in a pod.

      “I was a cynic back then – Who are we kidding, I’m kind of a cynic now – but back then, I was even more of a cynic. As much as I loved Kora, and as much as I thought Liam loved Kora, I thought that it would never last. Not all the way through college. Not through law school. And definitely not through all those early years of practicing law.

      “But as it turned out, I was wrong. And Liam was right. Not the first time! Kora was just the perfect girl for Liam. Kind, attentive, persistent and persuasive. Honestly, man, I have no idea how you got away with not marrying her for so many years!

      “What I’m trying to say, rather inarticulately, is that I may not know much, but I do know one thing. Liam loves Kora and Kora loves Liam. I guess that’s two things. They’re a perfect couple and I know that they will make each other very happy for many years to come.

      “To Liam and Kora, and the wonderful life they have ahead of them together!”

      Everyone claps and drinks. With tears in her eyes, Kora gives me a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek. I look across the deck at Avery. She looks impressed.
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      After listening to his speech, my opinion of Logan completely changes. I see him in an entirely new light. Instead of some rich, cocky guy with nothing to do during the day, he suddenly becomes a part of a family. Both Liam and Kora were touched by his speech. Kora even cried! Maybe he doesn’t show this part of himself often, but at least it exists.

      “You have quite a way with words,” I say to Logan when we’re alone. The rest of the party moved away from this side of the patio, toward the dessert table. It suddenly feels like the whole world has fallen away, and it’s just us, the cloudless sky, the bright yellow moon and the sound of calm waves falling onto the sand.

      “Thank you,” he says moving closer to me. The moonlight illuminates his luscious lips and plays with the sparkle in his eyes. There’s a mysterious quality to them that draws me in.

      Logan moves closer to me. He licks his lips and reaches toward my neck. The touch of his fingers along my jaw speeds up my heart rate. It feels like any second now it’s going to jump out of my chest. Slowly, his fingers make their way to my mouth and run along my bottom lip. His fingertips feel soft and rough at the same time. I look into his eyes. He leans even closer. I feel his breath on my lips and close my eyes. Our lips touch.

      His lips are effervescent. At first, the kiss feels like the kiss of a butterfly. Delicate. His tongue is foreign, yet familiar. He tilts my head back and drops his. He kisses my neck. Slowly. Deliberately. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

      Our bodies get closer and our legs touch. I love the feel of his silk pant leg on my bare skin. Logan’s hands caress my shoulders. He pushes me back against the railing and our kiss gains momentum. It’s no longer fragile. We’re no longer breakable. Passion sweeps through me, and I push back against him. His hard, toned body welcomes me in, but doesn’t give much. He pushes me back. Harder this time. This time, the railing digs into my back. It’s a bit painful. It might even leave a bruise, but it feels so good.

      “Logan?” I hear someone say his name. “Logan?”

      Reluctantly, he pulls away from me.

      “Are you serious?” the girl says. I can’t see her very well, she’s standing in the shadows, but I know one thing. She’s gorgeous. In her heels, she’s just as tall as Logan and all legs.

      “What?” Logan asks unapologetically. I don’t know who this is, so I try to create some separation between us. But he puts his arm around my waist and pulls me back.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s my brother’s engagement party. A better question is what are you doing here?”

      She ignores him. Instead, she walks closer to me and extends her hand.

      “Hi, I’m sorry for being so rude. I’m Sadie,” she says in a high, peppy voice. I nod, introduce myself and shake her hand.

      “I’m the mother of Logan’s future child.”

      If I had a glass of champagne in my hand right now, I’m certain that I would have dropped it.

      “What?” I mumble.

      “Shut up, Sadie,” Logan shakes his head.

      “Oh, he didn’t tell you?”

      I turn to Logan. He looks lost. His eyes search my face for some sort of response. My ears start to buzz, and I get a nagging pain in the back of my head.

      “Sadie is my ex-girlfriend,” he says. “She just told me about this pregnancy. I don’t even know if it’s mine.”

      “You’re such an asshole,” Sadie says tapping her foot on the floor.

      “This is our first date, Avery. I wasn’t keeping this from you. It just wasn’t the right time to tell you. We hardly know anything about each other.”

      “I have to go,” I mumble. Logan tries to come with me, but I push him away. “Leave me alone.”

      I don’t know how to process this. I’ve heard about this happening, of course, but I never thought that it would happen to me. Millions of thoughts rush through my mind. Why didn’t he tell me? He’s such a dick! Sadie is right. It is our first date. I don’t know anything about him. Did I really expect him to open with this?

      Somewhere in the background, I hear Sadie and Logan arguing. They definitely sound like exes. And if this baby is Logan’s, do I really want to do deal with this? Is this how we’re supposed to start our relationship? What relationship? This is our first date. Suddenly, we’re in a relationship?

      Agh!

      I want to scream and pound my fists on something, but I’m at a party. An engagement party, of all things. And Kora and Liam are so nice. I can’t make a scene. Keep it together, Avery.

      I decide to drown my sorrows in cake and alcohol.

      “Is everything okay?” Kora walks over to me, putting her arm around my shoulder. Oh my God. Is it that obvious?

      “Yes,” I mumble and stuff some cake into my mouth. “Wow, this is delicious.” And it is. It’s some sort of magical chocolate, red velvet, cheesecake concoction. I’m certain that if I could eat the whole thing that all of my problems would go away.

      “What is it with food that makes me think that it can make all of my problems disappear?” Kora asks. I look at her. It’s as if she can read my mind.

      “Oh please, don’t stop, I’m just talking about myself.”

      We both crack up laughing.

      “Unfortunately, through a lot of trial and error, I have found that after I stuff myself silly, none of my problems are really gone. I’m just ten pounds heavier and everything is even worse,” I say.

      Kora nods.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      I might as well tell her. I doubt that I’ll ever see her again after tonight. What’s the harm, right?

      “I really like Logan,” I say.

      “Did he do something bad already?”

      “No, not really. I mean yes, but it was before me.”

      “What?”

      “I just saw Sadie.”

      “His ex?”

      From the look on her face, I’m pretty certain that she doesn’t know what’s going on.

      “We were kissing and it was this perfect kiss. And then Sadie came over.”

      “She’s his ex. They broke up a while ago,” Kora says.

      “I know. That’s what he said. But then she said that she’s pregnant.”

      Kora takes a step back. “Oh, wow. I did not know that.”

      “Apparently, he just found out.”

      Kora takes a deep breath. “That’s intense. I don’t really know what to say. But I like you, Avery. A lot. You’re very different from the usual girls that he goes out with. So, I just want to take this opportunity to warn you about Logan. He’s a great guy, don’t get me wrong, but he doesn’t always treat the women he dates well. He isn’t a cheater, he’s too honest for that, but he’s not one for long-term relationships either.”

      I nod. That’s pretty much what I thought.

      “I’m not sure what you’re looking for with him, or why Dolly even set you two up, but he has a history. And now, apparently, a future baby mama to boot.”
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      I’ve kissed a lot of girls, had a lot of first kisses, but the magic that I felt with Avery from the first moment that our lips touched, I’ve never felt before. It wasn’t just sexual attraction – though there was a ton of that as well. It was something more than that. A chemical connection. I’ve wanted to kiss her ever since I saw the way she looked at me while I was giving my speech.

      And then Sadie had to come over and ruin it all. She’s such a bitch. I don’t know what I ever saw in her. I’m not even sure that this baby is mine. Sadie wasn’t exactly a loyal girlfriend. How can she be so sure?

      And now, Avery is talking to Kora. Kora may have teared up at what I said, but Kora and I don’t have the best history. She wasn’t always my biggest fan. She doesn’t approve of my romantic life, even though she knows that I never cheat on anyone. I’m very honest about who I am and what I do. I don’t do long term relationships. I’m not interested in that. At least, I haven’t been for years. Kora is the type of woman who is very suspicious of perpetually single men. It’s as if she doesn’t believe that a man can be a bachelor and happy about it. It’s as if all single men are there to break women’s hearts and break up marriages. Well, I never date anyone married. I haven’t even dated anyone who was dating anyone else. I don’t like the drama, and I don’t need it.

      Suddenly, my phone rings. I pull it out and see that it’s my other phone. Shit. I never get calls on it unless it’s something important. I’m not in the best headspace for it, but I can’t not answer.

      “Yes?”

      “We need you in Playa del Carmen, Mexico on the 17th of next month.”

      I look down at my calendar.

      “I’m actually going to be nearby in Tulum for my brother’s wedding that weekend.”

      Kora and Liam have waited for seven years to make it official, and now that they’re engaged, they have decided that they couldn’t wait the customary year to plan everything. They are going to do the whole thing in less than two months. My gift to them is that I’m picking up the tab for everything, including the wedding planner, and it’s no skin off my nose if they want to get it done so quickly. The wedding planner, however, is more than a little miffed. If it all goes smoothly, there’s a big tip in it for her for the rush job.

      “The target will be on his yacht for his niece’s birthday party that day.”

      “I actually put in for some time off that weekend.”

      There’s a pause. I know I said the wrong thing.

      “You don’t get time off. You’re an agent, and we need you there.”

      Well, technically, I’m a spy. If you want to get even more technical, I’m an assassin, but the CIA frowns on that kind of literal interpretation of my job description.

      “Right,” I say.

      “I’ll be in touch with more details later,” he says and hangs up.

      I take a deep breath.

      I’m really getting sick of this job. I’m counting down the days until my contract runs out in two years, and I can actually enjoy my life as a civilian. A very rich civilian, at that. The funny thing is that I actually got involved with the CIA completely by accident. I was at one of those career fairs that the University of Southern California puts on for its students every fall and spring. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life after graduation, so I was walking around and talking to all the recruiters. And the CIA was there. I gave them my resume, and a few days later, they called me in for an interview. After a few rounds of interviews, I took a bunch of tests. I should’ve known right then and there that this wouldn’t be a good fit. I do great on tests, always have, but I hate them. I have no business working at any organization that’s based on tests.

      Apparently, I did quite well on the tests, and they moved me further along. More tests followed. Then ten weeks of training and fieldwork. Then a special agent from a special branch of the CIA came to talk to me. He knew I was trying to do my own thing – building my start up, travel around the world – so he had a proposal for me. Join his unit and I wouldn’t have to work full-time. Just on on-call basis. Fulfill a mission or two a month, get a full-time salary, and be free the rest of the time to do my own thing. The only thing was that I couldn’t tell anyone about what I actually did, being a spy and all. You have to remember, I didn’t have any money then. I wanted to travel and see the world. I had a kernel of an idea for my start up. It sounded like the perfect job.

      Well, eight years later, it’s not so much. Despite my best efforts, I’m apparently quite good at this, and I’ve moved up within the unit. Though I only do a few missions a year now, they still call on me for pretty much every complicated mission they have. And this one, in Mexico, is not going to be any walk in the park, that’s for sure.

      I spot Avery by the dessert table. She’s all alone and looks much calmer now. Perhaps, it’s a good time to approach and explain.

      “I want to go home,” she says before I get the chance to open my mouth.

      “What?”

      “I want to go home. Will you take me home?” She taps her foot on the floor, impatient. It reminds me of Sadie. I cringe.

      “It’s still early. You don’t want to stay a little longer?”

      “No. After finding out that my date is going to have a baby with his ex-girlfriend, I’ve had just about all I can handle.”

      She walks toward Liam and Kora, gives them each a brief hug, and says that she has to go. They thank her for coming, and she and Kora exchange numbers. I want to stop her, but we’re already on our way out.

      “I’m sorry. Avery, I’m sorry,” I run after her. She shrugs, but continues steadfastly toward my car.

      “What do you want me to say? I just found out. I honestly don’t know for sure if it’s mine.”

      “And what are you doing in the meantime?” she asks, turning to face me at the passenger door to my car.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you going to her ultrasound appointments? Are you going to go to her Lamaze classes with her?”

      “I have no idea,” I shrug. I haven’t given that any thought whatsoever.

      “Well, if it is your baby, you probably should. Otherwise, you’ll miss out.”

      “Okay, fine,” I nod. “Maybe I will.”

      “I’m not really sure if I want to date someone with a baby on the way.” She gets into my car and slams the door.

      Now, I’m completely lost. I have no idea what is the right thing to say or do. I follow her into the car.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to drive,” she says looking straight ahead. “I want to go home.”

      I start the car and pull out of the parking lot.

      “This is what’s going on from my perspective,” I say, taking a deep breath. I’ve never worked this hard with a girl. A real change for me.

      “Sadie and I dated briefly. I thought she was cheating on me. We broke up, largely because of that and partly because we weren’t a good match. I don’t have any proof of this, but she didn’t deny it either. Then a couple of weeks ago, she insisted on meeting for dinner. And that’s when she told me that she is pregnant. I have no idea if that baby is mine, but it’s all her decision. I’m fine with whatever she decides. I don’t have a say in it, I know that. I also can’t find out if the baby is mine until it’s born. So I won’t know for nine months.”

      She nods, but keeps looking straight ahead. From her demeanor, I know that she’s listening. So, I continue.

      “I know that this is a complication. For us. But I also know that I want to see you again. I’m not someone who’s keen on relationships, which I’m sure my future sister-in-law filled you in about, but I feel something for you. Something completely different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Finally, I have her attention!

      “I like you, Avery. A lot.”

      Luckily, there’s a red light. I turn to face her.

      “I like you a lot. You don’t know me very well, but I never say that. Never.”

      “I don’t want to date someone who has a baby momma,” she whispers, turning to face me.

      “I know,” I shrug. “I wouldn’t either, but there’s nothing I can do about that right now.”

      We turn onto Topanga Canyon Boulevard and disappear into the hills.

      “What do you want me to say?” she asks.

      “Nothing. I just want you to know that I felt something in that kiss we shared. I felt a lot. And I’d like to see you again. And I’m sorry about what happened with my ex. But I have no interest in being with her, regardless of what happens with the baby.”

      “What are you going to do if it’s yours?” she asks.

      “I’m going to step up and be part of its life. I’m going to see the baby and build a relationship. I don’t love the idea – don’t get me wrong – but I don’t want my child to grow up without a father. Especially, when I can easily participate in his or her life.”

      Honestly, I didn’t know that’s how I felt until this very moment. Goosebumps run down my arms at even the thought of being a father. But that’s the right thing to do. I know it.

      I don’t say anything else the rest of the way. Neither does she. I do look over at her occasionally, though, and I feel her stealing the occasional glance at me as well.

      I pull into the parking lot by her apartment and park next to the only other car in the lot, her Prius. She gets out of the car, and I follow.

      “You don’t need to walk to me to the door,” Avery says.

      “I know,” I say, following her. I’m not sure if my presence is welcomed, but I’m trying my best to make up for the wrecked night.

      When we reach her door, she turns to face me. I take a step forward. We’re so close to each other, I can feel and smell her peppermint breath on my lips. If she didn’t want me this close, she could take a step back. But she doesn’t.

      “I’m sorry about tonight,” I whisper. I lean closer to her. At first, her eyes look past me, somewhere in the distance, but a moment later, they meet mine.

      “I’m sorry too,” she whispers.

      I don’t know what that means. Does she want to see me again but won’t because of what happened? Or does that mean that she’s just generally sorry about what occurred?

      “Can I call you?” I ask.

      She doesn’t reply. It’s now or never. Just go for it, I say to myself. I press my lips to her lips and bring her closer to me. At first, she doesn’t respond. But then, the moment takes over, and she kisses me back. I push her against her apartment door, cradle her head in my hands. I let my hands run up and down her body. I’m pleased when she doesn’t stop me. A few moments later, I pull away.

      “Can I call you?” I ask again.

      She’s breathless. After a few moments, her eyes manage to focus on mine.

      “Yes,” she whispers and gives me another little kiss on the lips. “Against my better judgment, yes,” she adds.

      I smile as she opens the door to her apartment. I want her to invite me in. I pray and hope for it, but I’m not surprised when it doesn’t happen.

      “You better call,” Avery says and waves good-bye, before closing the door in my face. I nod and smile. I’m definitely going to call. This isn’t some empty promise that I typically make other girls. Avery is different. So different, in fact, it’s frightening me. I walk back to my car with shivers running down my spine. What is this? Anxiety? Fear? I’ve never felt this way about another person before. I don’t know whether I want to curse Aunt Dolly for matching us or give her a huge tip. What the fuck is going on? I turn up Guns ‘n Roses and race back down to Malibu in a state of awe.
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      The following morning, I tell Cynthia everything that happened over our Starbucks coffee. I don’t hold anything back. I tell her the good and the bad, and about these crazy feelings that I have developed for Logan during just one date.

      “He’s kind of a dick. You should’ve seen how he looked at my apartment – like he felt sorry for me – but then he’s sweet. You should’ve heard what he said to his brother in his engagement speech.”

      “But he’s having a baby? With his ex?”

      “Yes, that is a problem.’

      “But it may not be his,” Cynthia says.

      “It may not. But it may be, and I don’t know if I need that kind of drama in my life.”

      “On the other hand, it’s his ex, and he doesn’t seem to like her very much. How much drama could it be? So he’ll pay child support and see the kid every other weekend. That’s not too bad. Plus, it’ll show you what kind of dad he can be.”

      I choke on my coffee, burning the roof of my mouth.

      “We had one date! Are you really talking about his future potential as a father?”

      “Hey, one date is all it takes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “One of these days, you’re going to go on a date with someone who you’ll end up spending the rest of your life with. It may be Logan, it may not. But you don’t know,” Cynthia says.

      “You’re freaking me out,” I say. “Why didn’t you get any muffins? I want a muffin.”

      “Oh, I forgot. No worries, the bakery across the street has way yummier ones.” She grabs her wallet and heads toward the door.

      “No, I was just kidding,” I say. “You don’t have to get me a muffin. I’ll get one later.”

      “It’s fine,” Cynthia says. “I really want one too. I’ll be right back.”

      I’m left alone surrounded by a sea of flowers. One of the things I love most about flowers is that, no matter how alone I am, their presence always brings me comfort. Especially daffodils and daisies. They aren’t the fanciest flowers by a long shot, hardly anyone requests them for bouquets, let alone centerpieces, but they are the friendliest. Whenever I look at them, I can’t help but smile. They’re a constant reminder that everything will be okay. The world isn’t such a bad place, as long as daffodils and daisies continue to flourish.

      There’s a knock on the door. Cynthia’s hands must be too full with muffins and coffee to open it herself. I head toward the door, but it opens before I get there.

      “Hello Avery,” he says in his sultry voice. Cold shivers run down my spine. I’m still clutching a loose bouquet of daffodils and daises, which I was just enjoying. Only now, I’m grasping it, squeezing the life out of it.

      “Cal,” I whisper. “What are you doing here?”

      My voice breaks a little at his name. My mouth runs dry. I take a deep breath and finish the question with strength. He can’t see me wither.

      “I wanted to see you. I miss you,” he says. He’s shorter than Logan, but still much taller than I am. He recently got a buzz cut, which makes him look even more menacing.

      “You can’t be here,” I say.

      “I know, but this girl I was with broke up with me, and it made me realize how much I’ve missed you.” Cal comes closer to me. Much too close. I back away.

      “You were seeing someone?” I ask. Perhaps there’s hope that he can be someone else’s problem now. Not that I want some other unsuspecting girl to have a stalker, I just don’t want him stalking me anymore.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. But after you took out that restraining order on me, what could I do? Will you forgive me?”

      What. The. Fuck?

      “You can’t be here,” I say in the most confident and self-assured voice that I can manage to muster. “The restraining order is still in effect.”

      Suddenly, I’m backed against the wall. Freshly cut tulips press into the back of my head. Cal leans close to me, putting his hand on the wall behind the tulips. The only thing that’s separating us is the bouquet of daffodils and daisies, I hold in my extended hand as if it were a weapon. We’re so close that his significant beer belly presses against them, pushing their heads toward the floor. Not a great weapon.

      “I miss you,” he whispers. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see that his arms are stronger now than they were before. More defined. He has started to work out. His bicep flexes a couple of times and my knees grow weak. I’m not sure I can hold myself up for much longer.

      “What are you doing here?” Cynthia marches into the store. Her authoritative voice makes both Cal and I flinch. “You can’t be here. She has a restraining order out against you. I’m calling the police.”

      “I was just checking in with my girl,” Cal says, backing away from me.

      “Well, she doesn’t want you checkin’ in. You’re lucky that you’re not in jail right now doing time for assault,” Cynthia says, taking out her phone.  “I’m calling the police.”

      “Fine, fine, I’m leaving,” Cal says. “I miss you, Avery. Call me.”

      I let out a big sigh of relief when the door shuts closed behind him. I find the nearest chair and collapse into it.

      “Yes, hello? I need someone to come out to make a report about a violation of a restraining order…No, he’s not here anymore. He just left,” Cynthia says and gives the police our address.

      “What are you doing?” I ask when she hangs up.

      “The police will be here within the hour. They said that you have to report each violation of the restraining order. And that’s what we’re doing.”

      I’m so happy that she’s here. Not just for making Cal leave, but also for calling the cops. I’m not sure I’d have the strength to follow up as quickly as she had. All the adrenaline pumping through my body has vanished, and I feel too weak to utter a single word.

      ‘Thank you,’ I mouth.

      

      A couple of days later, Dolly and I meet for lunch to discuss the date – to conduct a post-mortem, of a sort. She had called the day after the engagement, right after Cal left, but I was in no mood to talk. I even asked Cynthia to text her back for me and schedule something for later in the week.

      I meet her in her office. She’s dressed in a loose-fitting light pink pant suit, which she pulls off marvelously. It hugs her in all the right places and does not make her short legs look stubby, which is almost always the case with me. It’s probably all the heels, I decide. In addition to her gigantic diamond wedding set, she’s also wearing a diamond ring on the right ring finger. It’s in the shape of a bow tie, and she’s wearing it right at the tip of her nail, near the first knuckle.

      “I love your ring,” I say. “I’ve never seen a knuckle ring like that.”

      “Oh, thank you for noticing,” she extends her hand so I can get a closer look. “It’s a new creation by this talented young designer out of Santa Barbara. It’s part of her very first collection, coming out this summer. It’s not available anywhere yet.”

      I nod. For a second, it feels like she’s actually telling me all of this because I might go out and get one. As if it’s something that she got at Target, and it’s actually something I can afford. When I glance back up at her, I know that she’s not showing off one bit. She’s simply sharing, because I had showed an interest.

      “I’m going to make myself a cup of hot chocolate. Real dark chocolate, nothing instant. You interested?” Dolly walks up to her coffee machine.

      “Yes, sure,” I nod.

      “I’ve had the best hot chocolate one time when I was in Tulum, Mexico. This tiny Mayan woman ran this little stand on a street corner, and it was the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. I was looking through some of my old travel pictures this morning and was reminded of it, so I thought I’d give it a shot.”

      She hands me a photo album titled “Tulum.”

      “This was only a few years ago, so all of my pictures came from my phone, but I’m an old fashioned one. There’s nothing like looking at photos in a photo album,” Dolly says as I flip through her pictures. The photos are gorgeous – Instagram quality. Beautiful cliffs and ruins running into the bluest water I’ve ever seen.

      A few minutes later, when I’m 100% certain that my next vacation – if I can ever manage a week away from the shop – will be to Tulum, she hands me my cup of hot chocolate. It’s dark and rich and flows as if it were lava. I take a sip. Wow. Dolly has upped her drink game. If her cappuccinos were simply delicious, her hot chocolate is heavenly.

      “This is amazing,” I say, taking two more quick sips. It’s so good, I’d be done with the cup already, if it weren’t so hot.

      “Yes, it is quite good, isn’t it?” she says, taking a sip. “Not quite like in Tulum, but very good.”

      “You must’ve had a blast on this trip,” I say.

      “Tulum was one of the last cities built and inhabited by Maya between the 13th and 15th centuries. They called it Zama, the City of Dawn, because it’s on a bluff facing east. If you only ever see one sunrise in your life, it should be in Tulum.”

      “You’re making me jealous,” I say. “I’d love to go there someday.”

      “It just so happens that I heard that you made quite an impression at the engagement party.”

      Oh that. I sit back down in my seat.

      “And not just on Logan. Also on the bride and groom to be.”

      I nod.

      “I liked Kora and Liam a lot too.”

      “Well, they liked you so much that Kora called me a few days ago and asked for your address. She’s sending you an invitation to her wedding. In Tulum.”

      I stare at her. I can’t go to the wedding! But it is in Tulum. A great excuse. No, focus. Don’t get distracted. You can’t go to this wedding.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that you were his aunt?” I ask Dolly. I catch her off-guard. I want to see her squirm, but she barely blinks.

      “I don’t tell the women very much about the men before the date. It’s one of my policies. But between you and me, it’s because I’ve never set Logan up on any dates before. He’s not really my client. Just my nephew. He has never asked me to set him up before. In fact, I had to fight him on it.”

      “Why did you?”

      “Because I had the sneaking suspicion that you two were perfect for each other. The minute that you stormed out of my office when I asked you about net-worth.”

      “So you know what happened?” I ask. “On our date?”

      “Yes, Logan has filled me on the details. But now I need to hear it from you.”

      “Did he tell you about his ex, Sadie? That she’s pregnant?”

      “Yes, he did mention that part.”

      “So? What am I supposed to do with that? I can’t go out with someone who has a baby.”

      “That’s very judgmental of you,” Dolly says.

      “I don’t know anything about babies.”

      “You don’t have to. Besides, he doesn’t have a baby now. It might not be his, and even if it were, that’s not an issue for at least eight more months. Enough time for you and Logan to go on another date and figure out how you feel about one another.”

      I shake my head. When she puts it that way, it doesn’t sound like a big deal. So, why does it feel like it is?

      “What did Logan say?” I ask.

      “I can’t tell you that,” she shakes her head. “You need to tell me how you feel about him first.”

      I take a deep breath. Finish the last bit of my hot chocolate. “I thought he was a dick, at first. But then, I liked him. He’s a very good kisser.”

      Dolly smiles with her whole body. Her brilliant white teeth nearly blind me.

      “Ah! I knew it,” Dolly says.

      “But I can’t go to this wedding,” I say.

      “Just think about it.”
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      The following day, a kid who looks like he is barely old enough to drive shows up in the floral shop. It’s too early for prom and too late for a winter formal.

      “May I help you?” I ask, waiting for him to ask me to pick out a bouquet for him for his girlfriend.

      “I have this box for you but you need to sign for it.”

      “Oh okay,” I nod. He’s a messenger. I look outside. There’s no FedEx or UPS truck out there, and he’s definitely not from the US Postal service. For a second, my heart drops to my stomach. What if this is something from Cal?

      “Can you wait here for a second while I open it?” I ask. And then realize that if this is a bomb, then it would be all my fault that he would die along with me.

      Luckily, it’s not. Inside the package, I find an invitation that has been carved into a thin piece of birch tree. It’s about cardboard-thickness and, at the top, there are L + K with a heart around them.

      “Can I go now?” the kid asks me. I had forgotten that he was still here! I give him a small tip and he leaves.

      I pick up Liam and Kora’s wedding invitation. I guess Dolly was right. I did make an impression. The wedding is in a month, and I have to let them know my decision as soon as possible. What is my decision?

      If I go to the wedding, then I’ll definitely see Logan there, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. We have texted a lot over the last few days, but it never really went further than that. He didn’t ask me out again, and I didn’t initiate anything either. Texting is the safe thing to do. I don’t have to see his beautiful eyes. I don’t have to say no in person, and if he asks me out again, it’s easier to say no in a text.

      I hear a little ring. Someone opens the door to the shop. I put the invitation away and gather my thoughts. I can’t just obsess over Logan all the time. I have a job to do here.

      “Logan?” I ask.

      He stands before me, looking straight into my soul.

      “Hi,” he says, coming closer. He looks down at his feet and then back at me. I find this display of vulnerability utterly charming.

      “I thought I’d give texting a rest for a bit,” he announces. I nod. I look him up and down. He’s dressed in a pair of tight light blue shorts that accentuate the tightness of his perfect butt. The lightweight, loose, button-down shirt is buttoned only half way down his chest, exposing his hard, tan pectoral muscles. I’m not sure how he looks hotter – in a suit or in flip-flops. Both are very easy on the eyes.

      “So this is where you work?” he asks, looking around. “It’s beautiful.”

      I smile and clear my throat.

      “Well, you know. They’re flowers. It’s their job to be beautiful,” I say.

      “Hmm…I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s a job if they can do it so naturally.”

      Our eyes meet. After a moment of silence, we both crack a smile. I walk around the counter.

      “Want the grand tour?”

      “Of course.”

      “Roses are over there. Baby’s breath here. Tulips in the back. This is where I make centerpieces. And this,” I turn to the counter. “This is where the customers pay me.”

      He continues to smile. The grin on his face is warm and inviting, and it’s all I can do to not run into his arms and press my lips onto his.

      “It’s nice to see you again,” he whispers. “I’ve missed you.”

      He takes a step forward until we’re close enough to kiss. For a moment, we don’t touch. It feels like the longest moment of anticipation. And then he takes my hand in his.

      “It’s nice to see you again,” I manage.

      “I wanted to come see you…well, I wanted to see you. But I also wanted to tell you that I’m going to be out of communication for a bit. It’s a work thing.”

      “Okay,” I nod.

      “And I also wanted to ask you to be my date to my brother’s wedding.”

      He touches the tips of my hair, plays with it haphazardly. I wonder how long we’re going to stand here before he kisses me. I’m having trouble focusing on anything he’s saying.

      “What?” I ask, when I finally register that he’s talking about taking me to the wedding.

      “I want you to be my plus one,” he says, looking into my eyes. They look like they’re made of crystal – I can see my reflection in them.

      “I got my own invitation,” I say.

      “What?’

      “I just got it today. Liam and Kora invited me.”

      “Oh great. So you don’t want to go with me?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      He takes another step forward. I didn’t think that it would be possible, but somehow he manages to get even closer to me – without kissing me.

      “I’m just saying that I don’t have go as your plus one.”

      “I never said you did. I just wanted you to know that I wanted you to.”

      Why does he have to be so charming? And hot? A few strands of hair fall into his eyes. And suddenly, I can’t help myself. I reach out and brush it away. The next thing I know, we’re kissing. It’s me who makes the first move. I pull his neck closer to me. I stand up on my tiptoes and bring my lips to his. He reciprocates right away.

      He pushes me against the counter, wrapping his strong hands around my waist. After pulling me up a little closer to him, and moving my hair off my shoulders, he runs his tongue down my neck.

      “Go to the wedding with me,” he whispers into my ear in between the kisses.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      “Why?”

      “It’ll just be our second date. I can’t go away with you for the weekend, to your brother’s wedding for our second date.”

      “Why?” he kisses my collarbones and buries his head in my cleavage.

      “Because…because,” I tilt my head and moan. I can’t focus. Words don’t make any sense to me anymore. I just want to rip off his clothes and for him to rip off mine.

      “Because it doesn’t seem right,” I manage to finish a thought.

      He lifts his head from my cleavage and bats his eyelashes at me. I roll my eyes. He lifts me up and sits me down on the counter. He spreads my legs with his hard body, resting his hands around my waist.

      “Our first date was at their engagement party. What’s more appropriate than having our second date at their wedding?”

      I think about that for a moment. Of course, I want to go with him. I want to see him again, more than anything. Still, the Sadie factor is still weighing heavily on my mind. I don’t want to bring her up. There’s no other news. There’s no way to know anything until the baby is born, and that’s not going to be for a long time.

      “Okay,” I finally cave. His eyes light up, “but only because Kora and Liam invited me directly.”

      He kisses me again. He tastes like salty peanuts. When he pulls away, I pull him closer. We continue to kiss until his lips spread into a wide grin and don’t close again.

      “What?” I ask, sort of kissing his teeth. “What’s so funny?”

      “So, let me get this straight, you don’t want to go as my date to the wedding?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “You should let me know, because I’m taking my plane to Tulum. And if you’re going as my date, you’re more than welcome to come with.”

      A private plane! I’ve never been on a private plane before. My heart skips a beat.

      “But if you don’t, I’d be more than happy to recommend a cab company that can pick you up from the airport after you fly coach.”

      I roll my eyes. “You think you’re so charming,” I say.

      “Yes, yes, I do,” he shrugs. I playfully push him away, but he doesn’t budge an inch. Instead, he presses himself closer to me, and we lose ourselves in another passionate kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15 - Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      I was toying with her. Of course, I wanted to kiss her. More than anything. But I wanted to see that she wanted it as badly as I did. She was such a flirt over text, but my experience tells me that some girls can say the dirtiest things in texts and not have anything to show for it in real life. Our texts didn’t get dirty, but they were fun. Still, I wasn’t sure how surprising her at her shop would go. It could’ve been a total disaster. Luckily, it wasn’t. She said yes.

      I try to make the kiss last as long as possible. I hold her by her waist and bury my head in her bosom. They are just the right size. And natural. Perfect. She tastes of wine and fruit and chocolate. I lick my lips after we pull away.

      “You taste delicious,” I say. She blushes.

      “I had some sangria earlier. And chocolate,” she puts her hand over her mouth. I pull it away, and kiss her beautiful lips again. I want to rip off her shirt and hike up her skirt. I want to fuck her. Hard. From the look in her eyes, I’m pretty sure that she’d let me. Maybe even close down the shop so that we aren’t disturbed. But I’m running late. I already stayed much longer than I should have.

      Reluctantly, I pull away from Avery.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, tilting her head and flashing me a smile. My knees feel wobbly. I know I’m in trouble.

      “I have to go.”

      “Noooooo.” She pulls me closer.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” I push away. Shit. Why did this have to happen today of all days?

      “Where do you have to go? You don’t have a job!”

      “I do have a job. An obligation. It’s a pretty serious one too,” I look down at my watch. I’m late. Really late. He hates lateness. Doesn’t tolerate it.

      “What is it?” she asks, jumping off the counter. She crosses her arms across her chest. She pouts her lips. If only I didn’t have to leave right away. I have a few ideas of how I could make that pout disappear.

      “It’s difficult to explain,” I say. I don’t want to lie to her – wow, that’s a first – but I can’t tell the truth either.

      “I’m going on a very important business trip tomorrow. I won’t be able to stay in contact. Not constant contact.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Avery turns away from me and pretends to work on a centerpiece.

      I turn her around.

      “Because I don’t want you to think that I’m ignoring you. I like you Avery. A lot. But I can’t stay. I have to go. I have a meeting with my director, and I’m running late. Tomorrow I have to leave. I’m not sure when I’ll be in touch again, but I will pick you up for the wedding. I promise.”

      She shakes her head, as if she understands. In today’s age of constant contact and almost infinite technology, it’s a little hard to explain why I’m going to go pretty much underground for a month, but this is the best explanation that I can offer.

      I bend down to her ear. I move hair off her shoulders and kiss the back of her neck. She moans a little. I want her to remember these words.

      “I like you, Avery. A lot.”

      

      I race through Topanga Canyon, breaking all speeding records. Here, the problem is not so much the police hiding behind curves, but the curves themselves. The road is windy and steep.

      It’s not advisable to go faster than 50 miles per hour. I’m meeting Franklin Truman on a park bench on the Santa Monica Pier. I’m late, of course. It’s only by fifteen minutes, but fifteen minutes is like two hours in Truman time.

      “I was about to leave,” he says, looking straight at me. I don’t apologize. That would be admitting a mistake, and that’s a big no-no with Truman. To him, an apology is a sign of regret, and regrets are unprofessional.

      Santa Monica Pier is swirling with happy families and pets. Everyone around us is having fun and smiling.

      “This isn’t the best place to meet if you wanted to fit in,” I say. “Given your propensity to stare ahead with a serious expression on your face.”

      He turns to me. I know better than to expect a sarcastic smile from him. Franklin Truman has no sense of humor. I’ve never seen him smile or even make a joke. Perhaps that’s one of the requirements of being the director of Daffodil, but I have the feeling that I’d run it completely differently. Daffodil is the name of the secret organization within the CIA I made the terrible mistake of joining all those years ago. Part-time work, my ass.

      “Augusto Sanchez has already started to consolidate power,” Truman says. “He’s had at least five ministers who helped him conduct the military coup arrested. Many have disappeared. None of our operatives on the ground know how many civilians have vanished. He has completely taken over the newspapers and the media. Analysts are saying that he’s well on his way to becoming the next Kim Jong-Il.”

      I nod.

      “We have intelligence that suggests that he’s going to be on his yacht on the night of the 18th. Are you still going to your brother’s wedding?”

      “I’m the best man.”

      “Fine, that will do. It might actually be a good cover as to why you’re there.”

      “A convenient cover is not really what I’m looking for that weekend,” I say. Truman ignores me. My wisecracks used to get under his skin. He used to take them very personally. Over the years, he has learned to pay them no attention.

      Truman is in his late 50’s, but his body looks like it belongs to a 70 year old. He doesn’t take care of himself - he eats too much and drinks too much. He has no sense of style or fashion. He’s wearing a relatively new suit, but the collar is open and the shirt is crumpled. The pants look like he has slept in them for three days straight. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that he’s some put upon traveling salesman, a Willy Loman type.

      “They are expecting you in D.C. tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be there. Of course, I have nothing better to do than to go through more useless tests.”

      Testing and training is very important in the CIA, and it’s especially important in Daffodil. What they conveniently forgot to mention to me when I signed my contract with them is that, though I’m only obliged to complete a certain number of missions a year, each mission also comes with extensive training, planning and testing components. There are tests on stress and concentration, fatigue and general physical discomfort. There are tests on conventional firearms and tactical training and, of course, analytical training. The training and testing vary depending on the depth and the scope of the mission, but they do have one thing in common: they are all a major pain in the ass.

      “Don’t forget the bag,” Truman says, getting up.

      “Now, when have I ever forgotten the bag?” I hiss back. That one was just to irritate him. I’ve never met any other agents from Daffodil – it’s not like we have conventions every year to discuss our career paths – but I really hope that I’m the most annoying one that Truman has to work with. Anything short of that, and I’d be disappointed in myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16 - Avery

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan’s appearance is a breath of fresh air this afternoon.  After he leaves, all the air seems to have been sucked out of the room. I’m just about to close up shop. Cynthia is off today, and I am left all alone for what seems like the two longest hours of my life. I can’t concentrate on anything. It requires all of my effort just to arrange the one bouquet that I’ve already designed. And I actually consider closing early. Wow. He must’ve really made an impression because I never close early. Ever.

      I want him back. I want him to come right back here, put his arms around me and press his lips onto mine. I want him to take me upstairs and to do all sorts of bad things to me. If I had known that he was leaving on a business trip for a month – a whole month! – I would’ve demanded that we go on our second date sooner. I would’ve closed the shop earlier so that we didn’t just make out like teenagers, but actually took off our clothes and got serious. Shit. Why did he have to be such a gentleman? Does he not think that I can hold my own? Does he not see me that way? Does he not want me?

      No. He wants me. If there’s one thing I know, I know that. I could feel how much he wanted me while we were making out on the counter. I brush my hand over the counter wistfully. I felt it pressing against me through his shorts. And I liked what I felt. It felt big and strong.

      “I need to take a shower,” I say out loud.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      Shivers run up my spine. Could it be? No, it couldn’t. He had left.

      “Hi,” Logan walks out of the shadows.

      “Hi,” I whisper. “I thought you had to go.”

      “I did. But I thought I’d stop by before my flight. Just to say hi.”

      He comes behind the counter. He stands so close to me, I can see strands of his hair move as he breathes.

      “Just to say hi?” I ask.

      “I wanted to see if you’d want to go on a second date with me now.”

      “Instead of waiting a month?” I ask.

      He nods, playing with the ends of my hair.

      “What do you have in mind?” I ask, not moving an inch. Slowly, he puts one arm around me, pulling me closer to him. The fingers of his other hand softly trace the outline of my face. His thumb brushes along my lower lip. At that moment, something takes ahold of me, and I lick him. I don’t even really know what I’m doing, and half expect him to push me away and walk out. His breathing pauses for a moment. I look up at him, my eyes searching his. Perhaps that was a step too far, but instead of shock and awe, a wide grin spreads from the corner of his lips to his whole face. His eyes light up with excitement.

      Logan stares into my eyes. It feels like he can see right through me. The moment lasts both for a second and forever. I shift my eyes to his mouth. I want to feel it on me.

      He’s breathing harder than usual. I stop breathing altogether.

      Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me, I say silently over and over. Why is he taking so long? Is he asking my permission? He didn’t need it before.

      As if it were possible, he takes another step closer to me. I close my eyes. He leans down and kisses my lips. Gently. He brushes his tongue along my lower lip. Our tongues intertwine, and become one. He pushes me against the counter, and I push back. I love running my hands along his fit, strong body. I love feeling his arms all around my body. He grabs my butt, squeezes, sending shivers through me. I bury my hands in his soft hair. I’m making it a total mess, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Wait,” I mumble. I’m getting tossed by passion as if it’s an ocean wave. I’m only vaguely aware of the fact that we’re still in my shop. And the front door is still unlocked.

      “What?” he moans, nibbling on my earlobe.

      I moan along with him. I want to tear off his clothes. But not here.

      “Logan,” I whisper. Finally, he pulls away. Looks directly into my eyes.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. We should stop.”

      A pang of anger flashes through me.

      “I don’t want to stop, silly,” I say kissing his neck. Who is this person? It’s as if confidence is oozing out of me.

      “You don’t?” He smiles with his eyes.

      “I just want to go upstairs. We can’t do it here, a customer might come in.”

      Logan holds me by my waist as I lock up and head upstairs. He drapes his hot, tan body on mine, grabbing at all of my bits.

      “Okay,” I turn around to face him, “but before we go in, you have to promise not to make fun of my place.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asks, kissing my neck.

      “It’s a studio. A very small studio. I don’t know the last time you were in a place like this, but it’s not one of those large, spacious studios that poor people always have in the movies or in television shows. I don’t pay much rent and it looks it.”

      “I don’t care,” he whispers. “I don’t care if we do it outside by the trashcans, I just want you.”

      I stare at him. Kind of insulted. He catches himself.

      “Okay, that’s not what I meant,” he says. “I just meant that I totally understand. I used to live in a one-bedroom apartment in West Hollywood. I know that money doesn’t go very far in this town.”

      I sigh. He wraps his arms around me again.

      “I’m not going to laugh, Avery. You don’t have to be embarrassed. About anything. Not with me.”

      Reluctantly, I open the door to my place. I don’t know why I’m so self-conscious about this place. Luckily, I was feeling a little bored last night and cleaned the whole place top to bottom. The apartment is basically a large rectangle of about 300 square feet. My bed is against the left, directly across from the kitchenette. I have a mini-fridge, which is about a few cubic feet bigger than the one I had in college, and a hot plate. The hot plate is technically illegal, but there is no stove, making the whole apartment basically illegal, so my landlord and I have an understanding. He doesn’t report me, and I don’t report him.

      “Will you excuse me for a second?” I ask and head toward the bathroom. “Make yourself comfortable. There’s some water and orange juice in the fridge.”

      In the bathroom, I flip on the lights and take a deep breath. The only thing I really hate about this place, and I mean really hate about it, is that there’s no bathtub. I love taking baths. As a child, I spent hours and hours in the bathtub – reading and playing and listening to music. Here, I only have a crammed stand up shower, with low ceiling, which barely fits one person. On more than one occasion, it made me feel so claustrophobic that I had to hurry up and wash the conditioner out of my hair before I was really ready, because my heart started to beat so fast that I felt like I was going to have a heart attack. After brushing my teeth, I walk back outside.

      Logan is sitting on my bed, with his back to the headboard.

      “You know, I like what you’ve done with the place,” he says looking around. “It’s cozy.”

      I smile, roll my eyes.

      “I’m serious,” he says. “I particularly like these lights.”

      He’s referring to my paper lantern string lights, which I have strung along the top of my curtains. The sole window in my apartment makes the place more than a little dark and I needed a way to bring more color and life into the place.

      “Thanks,” I nod. “So, do you want to go to your place instead?”

      Logan shakes his head and takes my hand in his. He pulls me down onto the bed next to him.

      “Thanks for inviting me here.”

      “Against my better judgment.”

      “I know, and that’s why I appreciate it,” he says, looking around. “And I really do love what you’ve done with the place. It has so much color and light, despite…everything.”

      Despite how small it is. Despite the fact that it has only one window, and the front door opens directly into my bedroom. But I really do appreciate him saying that. From the tone in his voice, I know that he means it.

      “Now, let’s take off this sweater, shall we?” he says quietly. It’s lightweight and sheer, and it falls off my shoulders with just one tug. He tosses it on the chair next to the bed.

      He leans over and kisses the top of my shoulders. I tilt my head back.

      “I want you,” he whispers. My heart skips a beat. He runs his fingers down my neck and over the top of my breasts.

      The muscles within me clench and don’t let go. Then he leans over and pulls me toward him. I expect him to kiss my lips, but he doesn’t. Instead, he kisses the top of my head, gently. I close my eyes, and he kisses my eyelids. They flutter underneath his lips, and I shiver. And then slowly, he grazes his lips with mine. I kiss him back, but he pulls away and kisses my neck. Slowly. Lingering over each kiss. Then he took a deep breath, inhaling me.

      “I love the way you smell,” Logan whispers.

      “What do I smell like?” I ask.

      “The perfect combination of sweetness and sex,” he says looking straight at me.

      My heart drops. I don’t know how to respond.

      Holding my gaze and refusing to let me go, Logan unclasps the front of my bra. My breasts rejoice in their newfound freedom, and he catches one with his hand. He kisses the top of it and then the nipple. He stays there for a while, getting to know each curve. He is gentle at first. My body throbs for his, and he quickly realizes that I’m not very interested in him being gentle.

      “I want to spend a weekend with your body,” he whispers. “So I can know every detail of it. Love each inch of it. Find out how every part of you works.”

      I take a big gulp.

      A moment later, our clothes disappear and we’re both naked.

      He plays with me before he enters me. He pulls me against his hips and he pushes himself inside of me. I moan into his mouth. I brace myself against his biceps, which pump with each thrust. I bury my hand in his hair – it’s soft and messy, and I make it even messier. He pulls my hair gently as he rocks inside of me. We fuck until we are both so intensely fevered that the world outside of us becomes a blur.

      

      I don’t hear back from Logan for a few days after that one afternoon together. He warned me that he would be out of touch. I assume it’ll be okay, but I didn’t realize just how much I would crave more contact. I want to see him. I want him to put his arms around me. I want to kiss him. I want him inside of me.

      Get it together, I say to myself, checking my phone for the millionth time today. He said he can’t text or call for a while. Why are you freaking out?

      I just need a distraction. I arrange a few bouquets, go out for some coffee, eat a muffin.

      “Carbs and sugar are not a solution, Avery,” I say out loud as I toss the last of the crumbs into my mouth. And then, suddenly, my phone beeps.

      I miss you, Logan texts. I hate it here and I want your mouth.

      I want you too, I text back. I miss you, too.

      Tulum can’t come soon enough, he texts.

      How’s it going? How’s work?

      Fine. Boring. How’s your cunt?

      I drop my phone and feel my cheeks get flushed. Shivers run down my spine. I smile. He’s being coy. Cocky. More cocky than usual. Space and distance would do that.

      Avery? I’m just joking, he writes after I don’t respond for a minute. Are you offended?

      No, I’m not offended. I just don’t know what to say. I’ve never sexted before.

      Wet. How’s your dick? I text.

      Hard, he writes. I want to smell you. Inhale you. Eat you up.

      I want to ride you, I text.

      Shit. So so sorry for cutting this short. But I have to go. Rain check? he texts.

      Sure.

      I put down my phone. The door opens and Cynthia comes in, startling me. I take a deep breath. I’m covered in sweat. I have large stains under my arms and along the bottom of my breasts.

      “Oh my God, Avery,” Cynthia says. “Why don’t you just turn up the air conditioner if you’re that hot?”
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      I wait for Avery on my plane. I sent a car for her so that she doesn’t have to drive. We haven’t seen each other since that one earth-shattering afternoon in her tiny apartment. I’ve never felt this drawn to anyone before. My mind keeps swirling back to her. What she tastes like. How she laughs. The way her lips curl upward, as if in a smile when she gets upset. I crave her. I need her. I’m not someone who’s used to needing anymore.

      When her car pulls up, my heart starts to beat a little faster. I nervously play with my cufflinks. I’m wearing a button-down shirt, a gray tie and matching charcoal-gray pants. I brush my fingers through the back of my hair – I just got a new haircut, and I feel a little naked now. It’s a bit too short for comfort.

      After a month away in cold and perpetually overcast Washington D.C, my tan has faded a bit. This must be remedied ASAP. My body is starved for sunlight, warmth and Avery. I glance down at my phone absent-mindedly, listening for her footsteps going up the plane.

      “Ms. Lewis? My name is Kim, and I will be your flight attendant this evening,” Kim introduces herself.

      “Oh please call me Avery,” I hear her say. “Is Logan here?”

      “Avery,” I say, walking up to her. I put my arms around her and give her a warm hug. I can feel how fast her heart is beating through her dress. After pulling away, I kiss her. Her lips are soft and responsive, but after a month apart, the kiss is rather chaste. Both of us are keenly aware of Kim’s presence.

      I show her to the seat across from me. She’s wearing a short grey dress with long sleeves. Her legs are toned and bronzed and adorned with red heels, which match her nail polish and lips perfectly.

      “I’ve missed you,” I say quietly.

      “I’ve missed you too,” she says. I’ve completely forgotten that when Avery smiles, she smiles with her whole body. I want to grab her, pull her close to me and kiss her properly, but I restrain myself.

      “Wow, this plane is beautiful,” Avery says, looking around. “Are we the only ones going on this flight?”

      “That’s the best thing about private planes. You don’t have to travel with anyone you don’t want to.”

      Her hazel eyes sparkle in the light.

      “Is this real leather?”

      I nod.

      “What can I make you to drink?” Kim’s comes over. She’s leggy, with large breasts and very easy on the eyes. She’s my perfect type, but I’ve never made a move. I don’t sleep with the help. This wasn’t always my policy. Last year, I made the mistake of sleeping with my old flight attendant, Cherry – that was actually her name! – and when I got bored, I had to pay her a pretty extensive severance package to get rid of her. I couldn’t very well bring dates on my private plane with my ex-hook up serving us drinks.

      “I’ll have a dry martini, well, you know how I like it. And you?” I turn to Avery.

      She’s staring at Kim’s cleavage. I don’t blame her. Her breasts are more than a little mesmerizing.

      “I’ll have a sangria. If you have the ingredients.”

      “Oh yes, of course,” Kim smiles. Kim’s the ultimate professional even if she doesn’t really dress like one.

      “She’s very pretty,” Avery says disapprovingly.

      “Yes, she is,” I say, “but not as pretty as you.”

      Avery rolls her eyes, as if she doesn’t believe me. Her self-esteem is something that I’m really going to have to work on. The only unattractive thing about her is her lack of confidence.

      “So how was work?” she asks.

      I sigh, looking away into the distance.

      “Tiring,” I say. “Boring. Not very interesting.”

      I don’t know how else to describe what happened over the last month. I’ve participated in more tests and training than I ever care to again. I’ve never been through anything that exhausting before, not even when I just started. I guess they know that my contract is expiring and there’s no way in hell I’m going to re-up. So they decided to drain me completely – emotionally, physically, and mentally. I don’t really understand the rationale though. Wouldn’t you want your agents to go out into the field, on very dangerous missions, well-rested and in full control of their faculties? All those analysts and scientists and they don’t know the first thing about being a human being.

      Kim brings us our drinks and disappears.

      “Wow, this is so good,” Avery says, taking a sip of her sangria, following it up with a big gulp.

      My martini also goes down nicely. In addition to all the annoying tests, I also haven’t had a drink in a month. This one both exhilarates and relaxes me.

      “Are you looking forward to the wedding?” she asks.

      “Not as much as I’m looking forward to doing some of those things we talked about over text.”

      Avery blushes, looking away. Was that a bit too far? I scrutinize her face for signs. No. She likes it. She’s trying to pretend that she doesn’t, but I can see that she does.

      

      A couple hours later, we land in Tulum, Mexico. The nearest commercial airport is in Cancun, about two hours away by car. Here’s yet another perk of flying private. We step off the plane. The air is thick with moisture. My eyes, which often get dry in California, feel satiated.

      “Oh wow,” Avery says, inhaling the world around her. “The air smells like the ocean, doesn’t it?”

      I take a deep breath. A thick aroma of salt and flowers overpower my senses. The starchiness of my collar lets go a little, relaxing under the humidity.

      “I feel like a movie star in the 60’s,” Avery whispers as we walk down the stair ramp. “Not many of them get off planes like this anymore, do they?”

      I smile and wink at her.

      “In that dress, you could pass for a movie star anywhere.”

      She blushes and stumbles a little.

      The airport faces the Caribbean, and far in the distance, I see its unforgettable blueness calling to me. I’ve always loved the Caribbean. The Pacific has its charms, but the water there is cold and unwelcoming in comparison to the Caribbean. Right now, I wonder why I still live in Malibu at all. I could live anywhere I want. We’re not anywhere near the beach, but the Caribbean is definitely making quite an argument. I wonder what Avery would think of that?

      Shit. Did I just really think this? We’ve had two dates. This weekend is technically only our third. And yet, the closeness that I feel toward her is unlike anything I felt for anyone else. I crave her. Want her. I feel myself becoming needy around her. You know what? Fuck Dolly. Why the hell did she have to introduce me to this marvelous creature? I was fine going through life a bachelor. I was fine with my life the way it was before. Basically one endless fuck fest interrupted by a few nice dinners and a couple of three-martini lunches.

      “Are you okay?” Avery asks. I must’ve blanked out. I don’t remember the last thing I said.

      “Yep, fine. Just taking it all in.”

      “If this is the airport, I can’t imagine what the rest looks like,” she says looking around. We landed on a small runway surrounded by thick jungle on both sides. To make the airport, they literally cut a strip away in the green.

      “What is that sound?” Avery asks.

      “Which one?”

      Everything around buzzes with life. There are ibises walking around and crickets and other insects singing on top of their voices. Southern California is by all accounts a desert and, though there’s a lot of life in the desert, it doesn’t buzz, thrive or thump all around. There are insects and bugs, but they don’t make their presence known loudly. Not like here.

      A car is already waiting for us. The driver carries our bags and places them carefully in the trunk.

      “You have quite a lifestyle here,” Avery says.

      “Oh, you like what you see?”

      “Of course, who wouldn’t? First class is definitely the way to go.”

      “I have a secret to share with you,” I say, putting my around her shoulders and giving her a small peck on the cheek. “This is better than first class.”

      She shakes her head and bursts out in a sexy little laugh.

      “The cockiness that comes with it does leave much to be desired,” she says.

      “I’m not so sure you believe that,” I say, laughing. I grab her waist and tickle her until she admits defeat.
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      After checking into a deluxe waterfront suite at the Jashita Hotel in Tulum, I freshen up, change and hurry downstairs to Liam and Kora’s rehearsal dinner. Logan, the best man, went downstairs earlier to participate in the rehearsal. Our suite is large and spacious and has everything you could ever want – even a private terrace with an outside shower! I peel off my travel clothes and wrap myself in the hotel-provided robe made of the finest Italian linen. The view of the Caribbean from the terrace is breathtaking. We are steps from the whitest beach I’ve ever walked on. Before I start getting ready, I spend a good half an hour lounging in the Mayan hammock on the terrace, listening to the waves calmly crashing into the sand.

      Makeup and hair are a little bit of a challenge here. The humidity in the air makes my face a little too shiny and makes my makeup run a little. My hair, which is typically razor straight and fine, has suddenly found some body and decided to curl up in all directions, looking unruly and completely out of control. After I take care of these problems, I pull out the dress that I got exactly for this trip. It cost $250, on sale – way too much – but I wanted to look perfect both nights.

      The dress is a Draper James original, Reece Witherspoon’s new clothing company. It’s the color of a Louisiana lilac, powder blue, and it’s a gorgeous striped and printed organza with silk lining. It’s sleeveless with a delicate slit down the front and comes with a thin white belt, which perfectly cinches the waistline. The way it flares out a little bit at the hips perfectly complements my figure and hides all the flaws. After putting together my whole look, I glance at myself in the mirror one last time. I look good. Put together. Classy. Sophisticated. With a touch of fun.

      The rehearsal dinner is held downstairs on the patio. A soft Caribbean breeze from the ocean caresses the guests with kisses, and I thank God that I decided to use hairspray in my hair before I left.

      I see Logan across the patio, chatting with his brother. He waves me over. He is dressed in a sharp linen suit with light brown loafers and no socks. The drink he’s holding in his hand is almost empty, and his demeanor is relaxed.

      “What a beautiful party,” I say coming over to them, and giving Liam a brief hug. “Thank you very much for inviting me.”

      “Thank you for coming. Did you get a drink?” he asks.

      “No, not yet.”

      Just as I say that, a waiter appears as if out nowhere and offers me the dinner’s signature cocktail – watermelon vodka martini. It’s smooth and refreshing and puts me in an even more vacation mood.

      “How do you like you room?” Kora asks, giving me a brief hug.

      “Oh my God, it’s amazing!” I gush. She laughs.

      “I know, right?”

      The rehearsal dinner apparently went really well, and Kora hardly seems nervous at all about tomorrow.

      “Honestly, I don’t know how you’re holding up,” I say as the guys move away from us, chatting about golf. “I’d be such a wreck.”

      “I don’t know,” Kora shrugs. She’s wearing a bright blue wrap dress, which brings out her eyes. “I think that I’ve been waiting for this so long that I’m just super happy that it’s finally happening.”

      “Have you been getting any sleep?”

      “A lot, actually. I don’t know if you know, but Logan’s paying for this whole thing, and he insisted on hiring us a wedding planner. She has been a lifesaver. She knows exactly what to do and how to do it. She presents me with just a few choices and I pick one. She’s really a relief. If we didn’t have her…this whole thing would take over my life for a year.”

      I smile. I had no idea that Logan was paying for this – very generous indeed. Especially for someone who doesn’t seem to be particularly keen on the whole idea of marriage.

      “I’m so glad that everything’s working out,” I say, and can’t help but give her a hug. For some reason, I feel a strange connection to Kora. We don’t really have anything in common, and yet I feel like she’s a kindred spirit. Someone who I just get innately, regardless of how long we have known each other for.

      

      For dinner, all the guests are served with their own freshly-caught lobster on a bed of rice and spices, and we’re treated to a slideshow of the bride and groom and their families and friends through the years. Logan appears in a number of these pictures – there’s the freckled six-year-old, the smart-mouthed eleven-year-old, the cocky seventeen-year-old. There are pictures of Logan’s mom and dad, Liam and their three sisters, who I’ve only met briefly during cocktails, because they were too busy running after their husbands and kids. I don’t mind. This is only our third date.

      After the slideshow, while I’m still digging into my lightly buttered and utterly delicious lobster, Logan gets up and gives another touching and eloquent speech. This time, he talks about how much Liam means to him and how he would not be the person that he is today were it not for his brother. Most of the women in the audience tear up, including me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks afterwards, as he sits down next to me.

      “Yes,” I nod, wiping a tear. I hate when I get this sentimental, but words make a big impact on me. “That was just so sweet, what you said.”

      Logan smiles and puts his arm around me, giving me a brief squeeze.

      “No, you’re the one who’s sweet,” he says.

      Waiters come around with the dessert: cheesecake served with an assortment of local fruit – mangos, pineapple, star fruit, and bananas. The combination of tart and sweetness sends shivers down my spine, and I finish two whole slices before I’m able to stop myself.

      Logan’s phone beeps. When he looks at it, he gets a concerned look on his face. He excuses himself and goes out onto the patio.

      As I contemplate whether or not I should go get yet another slice of that wonderful cheesecake, I catch Sadie talking and laughing somewhere in the background. She looks just as stunning as the last time I saw her. She’s dressed in an incredibly short satin dress, with delicate straps. It looks like lingerie, and it doesn’t look like she’s even wearing a bra. Despite that, her breasts are perfectly framed and erect. Why does she have to be Logan’s ex? I think to myself. Of all people, why does the mother of his future child have to be so perfect?

      If whether or not I had another slice of the cheesecake was a question before, it’s not anymore. I feel crappy about myself, and I only know of one way to drown that sorrow.

      Kora catches my arm right before I get to the dessert table.

      “Hey, come here. I have to tell you something,” she whispers under her breath. I follow her to a dark corner of the room, away from everyone.

      “I just heard from Dolly that Sadie’s had a miscarriage,” she says with excitement. “I’m sorry, I know it’s terrible that I’m so excited, but I just really didn’t like that woman and couldn’t imagine her being the mother of my niece or nephew.”

      “She had a miscarriage?” I ask slowly, trying to grasp what that really means.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “She told Dolly herself. I think she’s going to tell Logan tonight.”

      “Oh wow,” I mumble.

      “C’mon, aren’t you excited? Please smile or something, so I don’t feel like such a horrible person.”

      I smile. It’s genuine. I am actually happy.

      “Okay, good,” Kora gives me a brief hug.

      “How is she feeling?”

      “Who? Sadie?”

      I nod.

      “Fine, I guess. I mean she looks like she’s having fun.”

      We both glance in her general direction. She’s draped around an older gentleman and laughing at every single thing he says as if he’s the funniest comedian on earth.

      “Yeah, she does seem fine,” I say. Kora takes a step back, staring at me.

      “Where the hell did Dolly find you?” she asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you are way, way, too good for Logan. I love him to death. But you’re way too good for him.”

      “I am not,” I say, shyly.

      “Let me tell you this, unless he has changed tremendously in the month that you’ve known each other, you need to be careful. Logan likes the ladies. He has never had a serious relationship in his whole life, for crying out loud.”

      “I don’t think you’re being very nice,” I say, suddenly feeling very protective of Logan.

      “I’m sure that he’ll agree with me,” Kora says, crossing her arms across her chest. “Wouldn’t you Logan?”

      I turn and see him standing directly behind me.

      “Agree with you on what?” Logan wraps his hands around my waist.

      “I was just telling your girl, Avery, here that she’s too good for you.”

      “And I was trying to convince her that I’m not,” I say looking up at him.

      “Oh no,” he shakes his head definitively. “You’re definitely too good for me.”

      He kisses me on the cheek.

      “See?” Kora says and walks away.
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      My other phone beeps during dessert. As I reach for it, I’m grateful that Avery doesn’t know me well enough to know that this isn’t my usual phone. It’s a text from Truman.

      Call me.

      I excuse myself and go out onto the patio. There are a few couples here, smoking and drinking and kissing, but it’s a little bit more private than the dining room. When Truman picks up, he starts talking right away. I don’t even get the chance to say hello.

      “Sanchez’s yacht will be off the coast of Playa del Carmen tomorrow night. I’ll send you the exact coordinates later.”

      I do the math in my head. I need to leave the wedding by 2 a.m, at the latest. The plan is to take a speedboat most of the way and then paddle a dinghy the rest – so that his bodyguards don’t hear me.

      “He’s hosting a birthday party for his niece and, from what we know, he’s not coming ashore. The job is to do this quietly. Make it look like an accident, if possible. Do not take care of anyone else.”

      I clench my fists. Why does Truman feel the necessity to tell me this? I’m not one of his rogue agents who takes innocent civilians out left and right. In fact, I’ve gotten reprimanded for not taking shots when I should have just because innocent people were present.

      “Any questions?” Truman asks.

      “No.”

      He hangs up without a good-bye.

      My mind is still on what I have to do tomorrow as Avery walks up to me.

      “Hey stranger,” she says.

      I turn to face her. She looks radiant. I love the way her eyes sparkle in the moonlight.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      No. But it will be, I say to myself and lean down and kiss her. She tastes sweet and lemony. I lick my lips after I pull away.

      “The cheesecake was delicious,” she announces.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” I ask. She nods.

      Back in our suite, I sit down on the edge of the bed and pull her onto my lap. I move her hair off her neck and kiss it. Gently. Softly. She moans a little from pleasure. Little goosebumps form under my lips, and I kiss them away. Her arms are delicate, but powerful. She’s no waif. Her hands dig into the sleeves of my suit. She tosses off her heels. I wrap my arms tighter around her small waist and pull her closer. The feel of her butt on my dick makes my erection grow bigger and bigger.

      I grab at one of her breasts. She responds with a louder moan. I unzip her dress and pull it over her head. I undo her bra and free her breasts. They fall naturally into my hands. She turns to face me and removes my jacket. When Avery pulls my tie over my head, she catches it on my mouth and we both crack up laughing.

      I bury my fingers in her long, soft hair and pull her close to me. I kiss her from her neck down to her nipples. I bite down softly on her left nipple, and she cries out in pleasure. I can tell that she likes it a little rougher. I’m going to give her what she wants.

      I flip her back around on my lap and pull her back against the headboard along with me.

      “You’re as light as a feather,” I whisper into her ear. She turns her head and kisses me hard, pushing her tongue into my mouth.

      She tries to turn around, but I stop her.

      “This is about you,” I say. She smiles, closes her eyes and lets go. I position her in front of my dick, facing away from me and spread her legs open with my hands. She leans into me as my fingers run down her thighs and find her special spot. She moans harder this time. She pushes on my legs with hers as she moves up and down in pleasure. A few times, she clenches her thighs, but I push them open again. She moves up her feet, opening wider. I bury my fingers within her and start to move faster and faster. Her body responds and rubs harder against my dick. The faster my fingers move, the more energy builds within her.

      And then she lets out a big powerful moan. I feel her orgasm pulsate through my fingers and her body starts to shake. A few seconds later, her body goes limp on top of me.

      “How was that?” I ask.

      “Amazing,” she whispers. “I can’t feel my legs.”

      After she climbs off me and lies there motionlessly, I pull off my pants and socks. Now, we’re both naked. I lean down over her and kiss her from her lips down to her thighs. Inside her thigh, I linger for a moment, inhaling her sex.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, closing her legs, self-consciously.

      “I love the way you smell,” I say and pull them open. I press my lips onto her and tongue her wetness. She’s so deliciously wet.

      I pull away for a moment to get a condom.

      “Oh my God, did we use one last time?” she gasps.

      “Of course,” I smile. Relief sweeps over her face.

      After the condom is on, I thrust myself inside of her. Avery lets out a moan and her eyes roll to the back of her head.

      I thrust into her again and again, and we start to move in rhythm. She cries out a little with each thrust, making me swell up more and more, as if that were possible. When I start to feel like I’m getting close, I cradle her head and kiss her hard. I feel her body quiver below mine. Her moans get quicker and quicker, and she yells out my name. Suddenly, my whole body convulses and gets tight. I come and empty myself into her.
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      The following morning, I wake up when the sun kisses my eyelids slightly. I feel the bed next to me. Logan is gone. He said that he was leaving to go golfing with Liam this morning. I look at the time. It’s after ten. I really slept late. I can’t remember the last time I slept in this long! I wrap myself in a bathrobe and make my way to the patio. The smell of the ocean calls to me. After doing a few sun salutations and one very stiff downward facing dog, I go back inside and change into a bathing suit.

      I practically run into the water. Unlike the Pacific Ocean, which can be bone chilling even in August, the water temperature here is much more to my liking. It’s lukewarm, and I don’t shiver once getting in.

      “Oh my God, this is amazing,” I exhale jumping into the waves. I dive under the water. When I open my eyes, I see a school of colorful yellow and black striped fish swarm around me. They nip at my hair and give me little kisses on my hands. I dive down over and over and let the movement of the ocean rock me into a state of utter relaxation. About an hour later, I finally get out of the water, reluctantly, and head back to our room.

      “Hey!”

      “Oh my God!” I jump back a few feet, clenching my chest. “You scared me!”

      “I’m sorry,” Kora says, sitting down on the bed. The room is perfectly put together again. The bed is made. The fruit bowl is refilled. Pillows are plumped. How the maid managed to get it all done so quickly, I have no idea.

      I don’t have a towel, and I’m dripping water all over the place. I head to the bathroom and wrap myself in a towel.

      “What’s up?” I ask, coming back out, It’s only now that I notice that Kora’s already wearing her wedding dress.

      “Oh wow, is this your dress?” I ask the stupidest question on earth. No, she just walks around in beaded white dresses for the hell of it.

      “Yes,” she nods. Kora’s dress is formfitting, strapless and with a long, delicate train. I’m sure it looks gorgeous spread out, but pooled at the bottom of the bed, it looks like she’s drowning in a cupcake.

      “I love the lace,” I kneel down before her and examine the intricate work.

      “It’s all hand sewn,” she says. I expect her to stand up for me and model a little, but she doesn’t move.

      “I don’t want to get it all wet,” I say, standing up and moving away.

      “It’s okay. I’m not even sure if this wedding is happening.”

      “What?” I drop my towel. Kora doesn’t even notice. I pick up my towel, secure it around myself again and sit down on the bed next to her.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, putting my hand around her shoulder.

      “I’m just not sure about this whole wedding. Liam and I have been together for so long. What if it’s the wrong thing to do?”

      “How could it be?”

      She looks at me. Her makeup is a total mess. One of her fake eyelashes is falling off. Both eyes are blackened all around from the smeared tears. In movies, the brides always cry in a delicate, non-eye makeup smearing sort of way, but this is real life, and it’s not a pretty sight.

      “I was just thinking about this all night,” she says in between sobs. “I’m pretty much pushing him into this. And after seven years, maybe it’s the wrong thing to do. Maybe he’ll regret it in a few years and then what? I’ll be even more heartbroken.”

      “So, this isn’t about you having second thoughts?” I ask.

      “No, not entirely. Well, yes, perhaps,” Kora says, wiping her eyes. The back of her hand is dirty and she looks for a place to wipe it off. I guide her away from the lace on her dress and onto my towel.

      “How do I know that I actually love him? I don’t feel butterflies anymore. What if I’m not in love with him anymore? What if I’m marrying someone who’s a stranger?”

      “Well, the one thing you know for sure,” I say squeezing her hand. “Is that you’re not marrying a stranger. You and Liam have been together for a long time. You know him. And you know that he loves you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve never seen anyone look at a woman like he looks at you. He oozes love for you.”

      “Really?” Kora’s eyes light up.

      “Yes,” I nod. “And those butterflies. You’ll feel those again when you walk down the aisle.”

      “And what if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, then you can just write them off to something you feel when you don’t really know someone. Relationships are different in the beginning than they are later on. But what you two have is so much more solid and strong. Butterflies come and go.”

      “But what if I never feel them again?” she asks.

      What the fuck is with these butterflies? I say to myself. But I can’t just leave her hanging. I have to convince her, not remind her, of who they are as a couple and how much love they have.

      “You will feel them again when you two do something that you’ve never done before,” I finally say.

      “Like what?”

      “Like when you buy your first house together. Like when you find out that you’re pregnant. Like when you decorate your nursery. Would you like to do those things with Liam?”

      “More than anything,” she says through the sobs.

      “See. That’s my point exactly! Butterflies are just things that happen when something is new. In the beginning, it’s the relationship itself. Everything about it is new. Everything you do with that person is magical, because you haven’t done it with anyone else. And later on, you’ll get those same butterflies when you do new things together. Experience something exciting.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Kora mumbles, wiping her tears.

      “Maybe? Maybe? No, I am right,” I say confidently. She cracks a smile.

      “I think I should head back. The makeup people have their work cut out for them.”

      I nod. She doesn’t even know the half of it. I give Kora a warm hug and watch her walk away.
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      Liam sucks at golf. I don’t know why the hell he has dragged me out here at the crack of dawn to play a round. My favor to him is that I’ll play with him, not that I’ll let him win. I’d prefer sailing. The resort has a beautiful restored, fifty-footer sitting out front. I love the spray of the ocean in my hair and the warmth of the sun on my face. Here, on the golf course, the sun feels more like it is scorching my face as a punishment.

      I’m driving the golf cart. Liam looks ahead absentmindedly.

      “How are you and Avery doing?”

      “Fine,” I nod. Are we really here to talk about that?

      “You seem really happy with her? Is she a keeper?”

      I look at him. Scrutinize his face. What is the meaning of this? But Liam looks genuinely interested.

      “I like her. A lot.”

      “I know that’s not something you often admit.”

      “No, it’s not. But honestly, it’s not something I ever really felt before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We just have this connection, you know. I feel like she gets me. And I get her.”

      Liam smiles, nods. I turn the conversation back to him.

      “I’m sure that’s exactly how you felt with Kora,” I say. And then I catch myself. “I mean, I’m sure that’s how you feel about Kora.”

      “It was and it is, I guess.”

      “That doesn’t sound too convincing.”

      Liam doesn’t respond.

      “Did you two have a fight or something?”

      He shakes his head.

      “No. Nothing major, anyway. I just don’t know if this is the right thing to do.”

      “What? The wedding?” I stop the golf cart.

      “Why are you stopping?”

      “There’s no one here anyway. What’s going on?” I ask. I’ve never heard him talk like this. I’m not the biggest fan of Kora, but I know that he loves her. Something big is up. Unfortunately, I’m not the guy to handle it.

      “It’s just that she has wanted to get married forever.”

      “I know. She has been quite a nag.”

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Liam says, “but yes, she has been a little annoying.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I ask. This is something I’ve been meaning to ask him forever. He and Kora have been together for many years. And by together, I mean tied at the hip. They were practically married as is, they just never bothered to have a party or do the paperwork.

      “Why didn’t I what?”

      “Why didn’t you want to get married? I thought you two were solid. You never dated anyone else. And neither has she. Not that I know of, of course,” I say.

      “No, we have been faithful. Very faithful, actually.”

      I didn’t know there was such a thing – too faithful – but okay.

      “I never knew that you wanted to be with anyone else,” I say it in the most polite way that I can.

      “I never did. And I don’t now.”

      “So what’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” Liam shakes his head. “I guess I’m just scared. I mean, it’s just going to be Kora for the rest of my life. One woman. Wouldn’t that scare you?”

      “Well, yes, of course,” I shrug, “but I’m completely different from you. You were with Kora and no one else for years. And you didn’t have any second thoughts. You don’t want to be with anyone else. Getting married isn’t going to change that.”

      “It won’t?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “Besides, if anything changes between you two and you no longer want to be with her, there’s always divorce.”

      He looks at me, and we both crack up laughing.

      “You’re such an asshole,” he says through the laughter.

      “I’m not the one thinking of standing up my bride on our wedding day,” I joke. “C’mon let’s play some golf.”

      

      After a few long and blisteringly hot hours on the golf course, I get back to the room for some peace and quiet. I look at my phone. I’d like to go for a swim and then make love to Avery again, but there’s not much time. Besides, she’s nowhere to be found. Instead, I sit back against the headboard and do something that I’ve never done before: research the target that I’m supposed to eliminate tonight.

      Don’t you just love that kind of language? Instead of a person, a human being, we say ‘target.’ Instead of kill or murder or assassinate, we say ‘eliminate.’ It’s supposed to make things impersonal, but the people in the government who have created that language are not the ones actually tasked with the elimination. They aren’t the ones who pulled the trigger. They aren’t the ones who have to watch the target’s family gather around and try to bring him back to life. No, to them they are just numbers. Successes or failures. But no amount of detached, corporate bullshit speak is going to make them that to me.

      I scan some articles about Sanchez from the New York Times, The Telegraph and some other uncensored South American newspapers. From the English-speaking newspapers, he comes off a dictator. A strong man who consolidated power based on his control of the military and his charisma. Basically, a fascist. But the Spanish-speaking newspapers are probably more spot on. Ever since he took power, thousands of young people have disappeared never to be heard from again. There are rumors of secret torture camps in jungles. Not one person who has been arrested has been found. The families have given up all hope. The major newspaper from Buenos Aires repeatedly refers to him as ‘The Butcher of El Salvador.” And I know that they do not exaggerate and do not flirt with the truth the same way many American and English newspapers do.

      Fine, I decide, turning off my phone. As much as I don’t agree with political assassinations and as much as I hate my job, I have to do this. I can’t screw this up. Sanchez has to go. And, if I retire after this mission, perhaps taking out this guy isn’t so bad.
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      “Wow, you look…” Logan says, trying to find the right words, “amazing.”

      I smile. He’s actually speechless. I wasn’t expecting that, but it’s a nice surprise. I never thought that a man who seems to have everything – he does have a private plane – would be left speechless by an average girl like me. I glance at myself in the mirror. Though, I have to admit, I do clean up nice.

      I’m wearing a light pink dress, which is crafted in organza with panels of lace and tulle. Cynthia helped me pick it out and said that it was perfect because it managed to balance a simple silhouette with feminine drama – whatever that hell that means. Personally, I like it because it’s sleeveless and tight-fitting, accentuating my waist and bringing extra attention to my cleavage. You can never go wrong with that. It’s cut right above the knee, bringing attention to my sun-kissed legs.

      “You look really good too,” I say, giving him a brief hug and peck on the cheek. He wraps his hand around my waist, pulling me close to him, but I press my index finger onto his lips before they reach mine.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” I say flirtatiously.

      “Oh c’mon,” he shrugs his shoulders from exasperation. “You can’t look this good and not let me kiss you.”

      “Do you know how long it took me to do this makeup? I’m not a natural at it, you know. And I just got the lipstick just right.”

      He smiles and extends his arm to me. I take take it and we proceed out of the suite.

      “Look at us,” Logan whispers. “We already sound like an old married couple.”

      He’s right! Oh my God! The idea sends shivers down my spine. He can’t be serious. I look up at him. I expect to see an expression of panic at what he had just said, but instead he seems to be at peace with it. It’s a joke, of course, but then it’s not a joke. We walk the rest of the way to the wedding in silence.

      I love how dashing and handsome Logan looks in his classic fit, light beige suit. The light blue tie brings out his eyes and, after a day in the sun, a bit of his old tan is coming back. As he leads me down the long, marble staircase, I feel like a princess.

      The lobby of the hotel blends in with the outside world. Its twelve-foot floor-to-ceiling windows are always open, blending seamlessly with the sand and the ocean outside. The light breeze, which sways the kneeling palm trees, enters the lobby, consuming the senses with an aroma of salt and freedom.

      The ceremony is held outside in a tropical garden. Logan shows me to my seat and goes up to the front to stand with Liam. I look around in awe. This lush, sun-drenched setting is arranged in such a way that it allows nature to take the lead. There are rows of white chairs facing the ocean, and the simple bamboo arch is decorated in dahlias. The palms in this area of the garden seem to kneel inward, as if by design, to create more intimacy for the space. The ceremony itself is romantic and touching. Liam and Kora wrote their own vows and neither can get through theirs without crying. This makes everyone at the ceremony tear up, including me.

      After cocktails at the beach, we are lead back to the dining hall for the reception. Tall candles with matched and mismatched brass candleholders dot the dining hall, making the place feel magical. Calligraphed escort cards topped with delicate crowns complement the nature-centered theme, and eclectic vintage chairs make the place feel historically romantic. The tables are topped with many different tapered candles and lush, low centerpieces of dahlias. Single-blossom accents wind their way down the length of the table. The color palette of a spectrum of soft greens and creamy tones with notes of blush and coral matches the surroundings.

      “Isn’t this place just magnificent?” Dolly comes over to me.

      “Oh my God, it’s gorgeous,” I say, giving her a warm hug. She’s dressed in a tight, lavender dress and adorned with large diamonds around her neck, ears and hands.

      “I’m glad that you decided to come,” she says. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” I nod.

      “I hate to admit this, but I think you were right about Logan. We do seem to make a good match.”

      Dolly’s eyes light up.

      “It’s definitely a risk,” she says, “but I’m glad to hear that it’s working out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you know, Logan doesn’t have the best reputation when it comes to women. I mean, women love him and he loves them. But for a long time, I had my doubts that he would be happy with just any one woman.”

      I take a deep sigh. Perhaps, he won’t be.

      “But after talking to him about you. Let’s just say that you have made quite an impression.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said that you make him feel like no other woman ever has.”

      “Oh wow,” I smile. “That’s…nice to hear.”

      “Hey there,” Logan comes over and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Aunt Dolly.”

      “Logan,” Dolly says raising her eyebrows with a mischievous look on her face.

      “I hope you two aren’t gossiping about me,” he says.

      “Oh you know me better than that,” she waves her hand. I’m not sure how big the diamond ring is that she’s wearing on her left hand, but it looks heavy.

      “Of course, we were gossiping,” Dolly smiles at him. Logan shakes his head.

      “Then I hope you were saying something nice.”

      “Of course,” she says.

      “Avery?” he turns to me.

      “Actually, Dolly here was telling me that you apparently have the hots for me,” I say. I’ve had two glasses of champagne already, and it has gone straight to my head.

      “I have the hots for you? Is that what she said?” he asks, jokingly. “I’m sure that’s exactly the words that she used.”

      “Okay, so she didn’t say that,” I say, smiling at Dolly. “What she said is that I apparently make you feel like no other girl ever has.”

      “Oh my, Dolly. You’ve been bad,” he wags his finger at her. “That was a private conversation.”

      “I know I’m sorry,” she shrugs.

      “Well, is it true?” I ask. I would never have had the courage to talk like this if I weren’t a little tipsy. They don’t call it liquid courage for nothing.

      Logan looks straight at me. His eyes narrow, as if he’s evaluating if I really want to know the answer. For a moment, I feel like he’s going to say no, but then he flashes his pearly whites at me.

      “Of course,” he says with total confidence. “I haven’t met anyone like you before.”

      I smile. We are locked in a moment. When I finally catch myself and look around, I see that Dolly has disappeared.

      “She left,” Logan whispers not breaking eye contact with me. His gaze is intense, and it sends shivers down my whole body.

      “She really knows the right time to exit,” I say.

      “Well, she is a professional.”

      It’s one of those exchanges where we are talking about one thing, but thinking another. The words don’t matter, and I don’t even know why we’re saying them, except that there’s the social expectation that something needs to be said.

      His eyes finally let go of mine and travel down to my lips and then my neck and toward the top of my breasts. I can feel his gaze on me. It is so exhilarating and erotic that my feet grow numb.

      “Do you want to go somewhere?” he whispers. I nod.

      A few minutes later, we’re alone in our suite. All the windows and the doors to the patio are open, and there’s a nice salty breeze circulating around the place. Moonlight streams in turning everything in the place a mysterious silver-grey tone. Neither of us dares to turn on the lights.

      I head toward the bed, but Logan stops me in the middle of the room. He leans into me. His fingers run along my jawline and bury themselves in my hair. Slowly, he removes some of the hairpins and lets them drop. They make little dinging sounds when they hit the floor. He takes a step closer to me. I feel the unevenness of his breath on my lips. I wait for our lips to touch, but he surprises me. He demands that I wait. Instead, he leans down and runs his lips over my neck. Gently. Quietly.

      I bury my hands in his hair and pull his head toward mine. I have to taste him. I have to touch his tongue with mine. When our lips finally meet, shivers run down my body. His tongue feels rough and strong. He grabs my face and kisses me more passionately with each breath. He’s kissing me as if he’s trying to prove something. I like it. A lot. He devours me, and I devour him.

      Suddenly, he pulls away from me, and takes a step back. His eyes run over my body, from top to bottom. I try to approach him, but he puts me back into place.

      “What…” I’m about to ask him what he’s doing. But he puts his index finger on his lips.

      “Shhhh,” he whispers. He walks around me and unzips my dress. It falls effortlessly to the floor. He undoes my strapless bra and then grabs at my breasts. Slowly, with kisses, he makes his way to the front of my body and places one of my nipples into his mouth. He’s gentle at first, carefully playing with it, as if it were a bing cherry. Warmth courses through my body, and I feel like I’m running a fever. My knees grow weak, and I lean on him for support. His body is hard and sturdy, and it holds me up seemingly without much effort.

      In the meantime, Logan’s kisses intensify. He moves on to my other breast, squeezing my nipple in between his teeth, and toeing the line between pleasure and pain. I remove his jacket and tie and unbuckle his belt. His underpants fall to the floor. My hands feel rushed, and they shake in anticipation. At first, he doesn’t cooperate, but eventually gives in. I run my fingers over his hard abs, each pectoral muscle is illuminated by the light of the moon. He looks photoshopped. For a brief second, I worry about my own less than perfect body, but when he kneels down before me, placing all of my breast into his mouth, all of my insecurities vanish.

      He pushes aside my panties, and spreads me open. He runs his fingers over me, teasing me before thrusting them inside. I tilt my head back. He runs his lips along my thigh, then up to my navel and then down again.

      “You taste so good,” he says licking me. Another wave of warmth runs through me and this time, I’m certain that I’m going to fall down. He isn’t holding me up anymore, and my legs are too weak to do it for me. With what seems to be my last ounce of strength, I pull away from him and grab his large cock. It pulsates and throbs in my hand. I run my fingers over its every line and curve. His eyes roll to the back of his head. I pull him toward the bed. Another moment later, he’s inside of me. Neither of us can toy with each other anymore. My fingers dig into his shoulders.

      “Avery,” he whispers over and over.

      “Logan,” I moan into his ear.

      Our hips move as one.

      “I’m getting close,” I whisper.

      “I love you,” he says. A moment later, my legs grow completely numb and my toes bury themselves into the bedspread. A warm, soothing sensation spreads through my body. A few thrusts later, Logan says my name a few more times and then collapses on top of me.
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      While I’m trying to catch my breath after one of the most intense orgasms of my life, my mind runs a mile a minute. Did I really just tell her that I loved her? I’ve never said those words in my life to anyone. Well, not anyone except my mom, dad and siblings. Definitely not to a girl. But Avery isn’t just a girl. She’s a girlfriend. Wow, even that word, girlfriend makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It sounds so official.

      I get up and go to the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      “You okay?” Avery asks from the bedroom.

      “Yeah, fine.”

      I stare at myself in the mirror. Not really fine at all. She does not know this, definitely doesn’t even suspect it, but I’ve just crossed a threshold. Took a big step. Not one that I ever thought I would.

      I wash my face, rubbing it hard with a towel. I look at myself in the mirror again. Everything about me looks the same. Even my tan is coming back. There’s the beginning of those nasty little crow’s feet around my eyes. There are the strong, broad shoulders that are perfectly balanced with the narrowness of my waist. I seem the same, but I don’t feel it. What is this feeling? And why does it make me feel like I’m suspended in weightlessness? As if I’m scuba diving in that middle section, far enough from the bottom of the ocean floor and too far away from the surface that I don’t see either the ground or the waves.

      And then it hits me, perhaps this is what it’s like to actually care about someone? Maybe this is what it means to be in love?

      I walk out of the bathroom. Avery is sitting on the bed, wrapped in a bed sheet. Her hair is all messed up, her makeup is a little smeared and I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful before. Her knees are pulled up to her chest and she’s holding something in her hand.

      “Someone called you,” she says. I glance at her hand. That’s my other phone. Shit.

      “I was going to get it for you, but when I searched through your jacket, I found two.” Avery takes out her other hand and shows me both of my phones.

      “Why do you have two phones?” she asks.

      I don’t know what to say. I freeze.

      “Logan! Why do you have two phones?” she asks again, this time less patiently.

      “I have to have another phone for work.”

      “For work? What work? You don’t work.”

      “Yes, I do,” I take the phone from her.

      “What do you do?”

      I stare at her, waiting for my mind to kick in. I’m trained in this. I know how to lie. Expertly. Just say something already, I say to myself. Anything.

      “There are certain business opportunities that I’m investigating,” I say looking straight into her eyes. Most people are afraid of direct eye contact. Look right into her eyes and don’t blink, I remember what my training has taught me. That’s how most people determine if you’re telling the truth. “These companies have privacy concerns. So they gave me another phone to use in all of my communications.”

      She nods.

      “Okay,” she finally says.

      “You don’t believe me?” I ask, changing my tone. I sit down next to her and put my arm around her. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “No, I believe you,” she lets out a deep sigh. “I’m sorry. I was just really surprised. And then when I saw the phone, I freaked out a little.”

      “I know,” I smile. “But it’s really nothing very interesting. They just tend to call me at various times of day and night. Not courteous like that.”

      “And you’re thinking of doing business with them.”

      “They have some very interesting ideas,” I say.

      I brush her hair from her face and lean in to kiss her. At first, she doesn’t kiss me back, but then she reciprocates and I know that she believes me.

      “Can I have my phones please?” I ask, pulling away.

      She hands them to me.

      It requires a password to open, so I know that she couldn’t see who called or read any of the text messages that Truman might have left. But if he called me so close to the mission, I know that it can’t be good.

      I enter the passcode.

      Where the fuck are you? Call me back ASAP.

      Truman does not use language like that often, and I’ve never seen him text with this kind of urgency. Whatever it is, it’s not good.

      “I have to make a call,” I say.

      Truman starts talking almost as soon as I press send.

      “Where the hell are you? Doesn’t matter. There has been a change of plans. Sanchez isn’t going to be on the boat. We just got word that he’s staying at the same resort as you. Room 117. First floor. He’s there alone. There’s a guard by the door, but we don’t think there’s anyone on the side facing the ocean. We’ll never get as good of a chance to get to him as we have now.”

      “Got it.”

      “I don’t think this needs saying, but you don’t need to wait until 2 a.m. Go now.”

      “Okay.”

      I hang up the phone, take a moment to collect my thoughts. Going now is a little bit of a problem. Avery is here, and she’s already suspicious, but there’s no other way around. Getting Sanchez here is much easier than on that boat, and there’s no one else around except his guards, which makes civilian causalities not much of a problem. I hate missions in which women and children are around the target. I don’t want to hurt or injure any innocent bystanders and make poor decisions as a result.

      “I’m really, really sorry,” I walk into the room shaking my head, “but I have to go.”

      “Go? Go where?” Avery asks.

      “It’s work. There’s this emergency that I have to take care of.” I buckle my belt and put on my dress shirt.

      I had another outfit lined up for the mission, but with Avery being here, I can’t very well dress in all black and look like a ninja. The suit I wore to the wedding will have to do. On the plus side, it might make me blend in easier afterwards, in case there’s a chase or something goes wrong.

      “What are you talking about?” Avery gets up, wrapping herself in the robe. “You’re leaving now? Where are you going?”

      “Not very far. Just to the business center. I have to do something. It won’t take long.”

      I put on my jacket, skip the tie. I slip on the shoes.

      “But why do you have to do it now?” she asks.

      I walk back to her and take her into my arms.

      “I’m really, really sorry. You don’t even know how sorry I am about this, but I really need to do this. I’m just going to be in the business center. I should be back in an hour or so. Get some sleep.”

      Her eyes twinkle in the moonlight. I hate the disappointment that I see in them.

      “I can’t sleep,” she shakes her head.

      “Well, then watch some TV. Order some room service. I’ll be back soon,” I press my lips onto hers. I feel her losing herself in the moment. I would to, if my mind wasn’t on the mission. Ideally, this should look like an accident rather than an assassination. Assassinations always bring about the worst in rebels. They make the assassinated leader a martyr. A legend. People start imagining that he was better than he was. We can’t have that. Sanchez is an old man. He’s also a very unhealthy man. Someone who could easily have a heart attack and die. The best way to handle this is sneaking into his room while he is sleeping and suffocating him with his pillow. That would be ideal, but might not be possible. I have to be prepared.

      I pull away from Avery.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. She nods.

      I let go of her and go to the closet. I feel her watching me as I search my suitcase for the hidden compartment with my weapon. Luckily, all the lights in the room are off, and I’m able to slip the gun in the waist of my pants and the silencer into my pocket of my jacket without her noticing.

      I walk back to Avery to give her one last kiss before I go. This time I don’t embrace her; I don’t want her to feel anything around my waist. Instead, I keep her at arm’s length.

      “Do you remember what I said when we were making love?” I ask. She looks at me.

      “What?” she asks. I can tell that she isn’t happy. Her arms are crossed at her chest and her lips are pursed.

      “I love you.”

      She looks up at me as if she doesn’t believe me.

      “You don’t have to say anything back. I just want you to know how I feel. I love you Avery, and I’ve never felt this way about anyone else before.”

      Suddenly, a warm, inviting smile sweeps over her face. I give her one last kiss and disappear.
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      I don’t know how I feel about Logan Davenport at this very moment. He has just told me that he loves me, and I could feel his love in the kiss and the way he held me. And the way he made love to me. But then he left. Off to somewhere mysterious in the middle of the night. After receiving a mysterious call from his other phone. What. The. Fuck?

      Who the hell conducts business so late at night? What kind of business is this that requires him to have another phone? No, all of his perfect explanations are just that. Too perfect. I don’t buy them. They’re bullshit. But what else could it be?

      I change out of the bathrobe and into my yoga pants and light t-shirt. Before I really know what I’m doing, I grab the key to the room and follow him out.

      A million thoughts rush through my head. He isn’t telling me the truth. And I want to – have to – find out what is really going on. If he’s having an affair, then I need to know that so I can dump his sorry ass.

      I walk passed the business center. I peek in through the little window on the door. It’s completely empty.

      Shit, I lean back against the wall. He’s lying. Of course, he is. You know this already. So why are you so surprised?

      Because a huge part of me, all of me, in fact, wants to believe him. Why can’t he just be this wonderful guy who’s in love with me? Why does he have to be a liar?

      I take a deep breath. Suddenly, another thought enters my mind. What if he’s not having an affair on me? What if I’m the affair? What if he’s married and I’m the other woman?

      No, he isn’t married. Dolly would never set us up if he were married. Though, he could have a girlfriend, and he could be cheating on her with me. I mean, why else would he have another phone? And have it password protected?

      I have to find him. But how? I have to see if he left the resort at least. Go to the parking lot and see if the car is there.

      I head outside. The car we used earlier is there. But then again, he could’ve rented another car. Or maybe this isn’t our car at all. We were in it for like a second and haven’t used it since arriving at the resort.

      I’m at a loss as to what to do, so I head around the building and toward the water. I don’t want to walk past the business center again and not see him. I need time to reflect on this, and out by the water is probably the best spot.

      I welcome the ocean breeze in my face, allowing it to cool off my scorching body. It’s hot and humid, even at night, but my blood is boiling for other reasons.

      I make my way past our suite and then another and another. By the time I reach the last suite, I’m pretty certain of the fact that Logan is cheating on me. It’s hard to comprehend all of the conflicting emotions that I’m experiencing at the moment. I hate him. I’m angry with him. I want to punch him. And yet, I want him. I know that what we shared less than an hour ago wasn’t a lie. It felt real. And, when he told me that he loved me…that couldn’t be a lie as well? Why would he go out of his way and say that? I didn’t bring it up. This is only our third date. There’s no pressure on him at all. Why would he say that to me, if he didn’t mean it? And why would he say it to me if he were cheating on me?

      I trip on a piece of driftwood and fall down, head first into the sand. Shit. When I look around to get my bearings, I see the shadow of a man who looks a lot like Logan. Carefully, I get back on my feet. My ankle hurts a little, but it’s not really injured. I limp toward the closest palm tree and hide in its shadow. From there, I squint to get a better view.

      Yes, it’s Logan. I’m certain. I don’t see his face, but his deliberate way of walking is very familiar. I look around the patio and inside the suite. This isn’t our place. What is he doing here?

      The lights inside the suite are off, and the bed is illuminated only by the light of the television screen. As my eyes adjust a little more, I make out a large fat figure, probably a man, lying in bed. Logan walks through the open patio doors and toward the bed.

      What the hell is he doing? I wonder. I need to get a better look. Quietly, I tiptoe toward a closer palm tree and again hide behind it.

      Logan grabs a pillow off the sofa at the foot of the bed and takes it between his hands. He walks up to the man and puts it over his face.

      What!?

      I peer into the darkness just to make sure that I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing. The man’s legs and arms flail around as he struggles for life. But Logan doesn’t give in. He leans over him more and presses the pillow harder into him.

      I need to yell out. Scream. But I’m frozen in time and space. I grasp onto the palm tree with all of my might, and I can’t let go.

      And then it just comes out. This blood-curling scream. It sounds so primal.

      “Aghhh!” I scream at top of my lungs. It’s so loud that when I do stop, my ears continue to buzz.

      Logan stops and stares in my direction. Suddenly, the front door to the suite opens. Logan lets go of the pillow and pulls out a gun. He aims and shoots. It hardly makes a sound, but the man drops to the floor. He points the gun at the man he was suffocating with the pillow and shoots him as well.

      He turns to head back toward me, but three more men come in through the front door. That’s as much as I can handle. My body takes off before my mind even realizes what it is doing. I run back to the suite as fast as my legs can carry me. I fall a couple of times, landing with my legs and knees in the sand, get up and continue running. When I finally reach the suite, I lock all doors and windows and grab my suitcase. I don’t dare to turn on the lights out of fear of being found. I throw every article of clothing that I see into it and zip it up as quickly as I can. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t have a plan. All I know is that I can’t stay here.

      Downstairs, I don’t bother to wait for the cab. Instead, I ask the concierge to drive me two hours to the airport and pay him extra so that he doesn’t tell anyone where he took me or that he saw me at all. At first, he’s reluctant to take my $700, but I convince him that he has to. He promises to not tell anyone about my whereabouts and I believe him.

      As I wait at the empty Cancun airport, I pace nervously near the gate. Please, let me get on this plane. Please, please, please. When I’m finally on the plane and the gate closes, I take a deep breath. I’m on my way home. But as the plane takes off, I realize that I’m not anywhere close to being safe. I just saw Logan murder someone. And not just someone, two people. He killed two men as if it was no big deal. And who knows what the hell happened with the other three who came in just as I left. Something tells me that either he is dead or they are all dead.

      My hands go numb. My feet feel incredibly cold. I feel my forehead and there are sprinkles of cold sweat all along my brow-line. Who the hell is Logan? A serial killer? A murderer? Well, he is definitely that.

      Oh my God. Suddenly, it occurs to me, he knows where I live! And he knows where I work! What am I going to do when I get home? I don’t just live in an apartment. I can’t just pick up and leave. What about my customers? How am I going to make a living? One thing’s for sure, I can’t go back home. He’ll find me there for sure.

      My worries about my ex, Cal, all of a sudden seem like a walk in the park. Yes, he tried to choke me, but Logan is a whole other deal. He’s a murderer. And he knows that I’ve seen him kill someone. What the hell is he going to do to me to make sure that I don’t tell anyone? There’s probably nothing that he wouldn’t do.
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      After getting back from Tulum, I didn’t know where else to go, so I spent the week at Cynthia’s. Of course, I had to tell her something. I couldn’t just invite myself over without so much as an explanation, but I don’t tell her anything important. All I say is that we had a fight and I need some time away from my place. I don’t think she fully believes me, but it’s as good of an explanation as she going to get. I don’t want to involve her. I’ve seen something that I had no business witnessing, and I have no idea what the fallout will be. What happens if you are a witness to a murder? Will the murderer come after you?

      “Are you sure everything’s okay?” Cynthia asks me coming home from work one day. I haven’t been in the shop for five days. I took some of the days off earlier for the trip, but now I’m just avoiding it. At first, I thought that I needed time to get together a plan. But now, I’m not so sure. The more days that pass, the less of a plan I’m able to come up with.

      “Yeah, fine,” I nod, eating a bowl of cherries. “Why, did something happen at the shop?”

      “No. Something happened to you. I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      I shrug, trying to pretend that everything’s fine.

      “You never skip work willingly. You have to tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nothing’s going on. Logan and I just had a very big fight, and I don’t want to see him, in case he comes by.”

      “Did he hurt you?” she asks with a concerned look on her face.

      I shrug. Shake my head. No. Not yet, I think to myself. She waits for me to say the words.

      “No,” I say, raising my eyebrows. “What?”

      She doesn’t believe me, but she lets it go.

      Later that night, while we watch the People’s Couch on Bravo, I get a call. I look at my phone. I let it go to voice mail.

      “Who’s that?” Cynthia asks.

      “Cal,” I whisper. My hands grown numb. Not this again. What the hell is going on?

      I freeze, unable to move. She takes the phone from me and plays the voice message on speakerphone.

      “Hey Avery. What’s up? I was just thinking about you? You know that I love you, right? I’m sorry about everything. But we can’t keep doing this to each other. I know that you love me too, no matter how much you try to deny it. I’ve made some mistakes. But you’re not perfect either….Oh, who am I kidding. You are perfect. I miss you. I don’t care about the restraining order. I need to see you again. And you better be there. You better act nice. Otherwise…I don’t know, Avery. You just can’t keep pushing me away like this. I want you. I need you back, honey. You have to take me back, honey.”

      I get up and walk toward the kitchen. Tears are building up within me.

      “Are you okay?” Cynthia asks. Suddenly, they all flow out of me like a torrent. A rainstorm. I start sobbing. I can’t stop. I can’t breathe. I can’t utter a word.

      “Oh my God! Avery!” Cynthia runs over and puts her arms around me.

      “I’m so, so scared,” I manage to say through the sobs.

      “You have to go back to the police.”

      I nod. I try to take a breath, to calm myself down, but I can’t. Waves of pent up emotions continue to flow through me. After a few moments, I stop fighting them. Instead, I just let them go. I collapse onto the floor, wrap my hands around my knees and bury my head in my chest. I feel Cynthia’s presence, but I don’t really see her. I feel her rubbing my back and head, but she seems so far away that she might as well be on the other side of the country.

      “I just don’t know what to do,” I finally say after the tears slow down a bit.

      “You have to go to the police.”

      “But they don’t do anything. They just give him citations and that’s it. Nothing’s different.”

      I take one deep breath after another, but despite how much air I inhale, I continue to suffocate.

      “Maybe you should get a gun,” Cynthia says quietly. I look up at her. She wipes my cheeks with her sleeves and fixes my eye makeup. I must look like a fright.

      “What?”

      “Maybe you should get a gun for protection. In case, he tries something.”

      “A gun? I can’t get a gun. I don’t know how to use a gun.”

      “You could learn. It might be helpful. I mean, what if, God forbid, Cal had a gun?”

      My whole body gets covered in goosebumps at the thought of that. I take more breaths, but I start to choke.

      “You’re hyperventilating, Avery. Here, bury your head in your knees. Don’t breathe so fast. Breathe in. And then out. In and out,” Cynthia says calmly. I try to follow her instructions. At first, it is futile. But after a few breaths, it gets better.

      It takes me close to half an hour to get myself under control. Eventually, my tears dry up. My breathing becomes more even, and I’m able to think a little more clearly. Cynthia helps me off the floor and makes me a cup of green tea. The steam coming from the cup puts me a little bit more at ease, but decisions still have to be made.

      “Maybe, I should get a gun,” I say looking directly at Cynthia. “No, I will.”

      She nods. Both of us know that getting a gun will be crossing some sort of line. Life is not like the movies where people shoot each other with little consequences. Owning a gun is a responsibility, and one that I should only take on if I’m really ready. I’m not ready, not today, but perhaps I will be in the coming days. The one thing I know for sure is that I can’t just sit around and wait for Cal or Logan to come after me.
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      A couple of days later, I go back to my apartment. At first, I enter cautiously, terrified of my own shadow, but nothing seems amiss. Everything is exactly as I left it before my trip, only a little dustier. That night, sitting with the curtains drawn and the television on low, I realize that I’ve never been more grateful for the fact that I have a small, studio apartment. I can only imagine how I’d feel in a large spacious three-bedroom house all by myself. At least here I can see the whole place from my bed, and I know that no one is secretly climbing in through one of the other bedroom windows.

      After a couple of days of coming home after work, I finally start to relax. Maybe Cal isn’t going to come and surprise me. Maybe Logan will let me just be. Carrying a large bouquet of baby’s breath and my groceries, I struggle to find my keys in my purse.

      I really need a smaller purse, I say to myself. Everything in this one just falls to the bottom and it takes me forever to find it again.

      Finally, I open the door and head straight to the kitchen.

      “Hello Avery,” I hear an unfamiliar voice coming from somewhere behind me. I think I have my purse on the counter, but I drop it to the floor with a large thump sound. All the contents spill out.

      “What the hell do you want?” I ask, grabbing at my purse and pulling out my new gun. I just got it two days ago, and I just learned how to load it. Unfortunately, I hadn’t loaded it yet.

      “Hey, hey, hey, Avery. Please put that away,” the man says. I peer into the darkness. The curtains are closed and I can’t see his face very well.

      I don’t listen to him. Instead, I stand up straight and point the gun right at him, with my arms extended just like I’ve seen Detective Benson do hundreds of times on Law and Order: SVU. I’m bluffing, but he doesn’t have to know that.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” I say. I hold the gun steady. I don’t want him to know how terrified I am of it and of the very act of pointing it at him.

      The man remains seated. He looks calm.

      “Avery, I am Director Franklin Truman. I work for the CIA. I am happy to show you my credentials if you just promise to not shoot me.”

      He motions toward his jacket’s breast pocket and waits for me to respond.

      “Can I get it?” he asks.

      I nod, but keep my arms extended. What the hell is the CIA doing in my apartment? He has to be lying, I decide. But I secretly hope that he isn’t. My gun isn’t loaded, and this is pretty much the extent of what I can do with it.

      Slowly, he reaches into his pocket and retrieves a badge.

      I take a few steps forward to get a better view. The picture looks like it was taken years ago, but it’s him. Even if he is fifty pounds heavier now. For a second, I hesitate. Maybe it’s not him after all, but I know that I have to take a chance. I don’t have any bullets, and I’m not going to shoot him anyway.

      I put down my gun. Director Truman lets out a sigh.

      “Nice to meet you, Avery,” he says, standing up and extending his hand. We shake hands.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “What do you want?”

      “Are you always this rude?”

      “I am to strangers who barge into my place and scare me half to death.”

      “I am sorry about that,” Director Truman says. “You are very good with a gun,” he adds with a coy smile. I stare at him as if he had lost his mind.

      “I hate guns. I have a lunatic after me. My ex-boyfriend and the cops aren’t doing shit.”

      “Still, I’m impressed.” He pulls out a pack of cigarettes.

      I stare at him. He doesn’t seem to notice and pulls out a lighter.

      “You can’t smoke here!” I shake my head. “This is my apartment. And if you hadn’t noticed, it’s not very big.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry,” Director Truman puts everything away. “You just left me a little unnerved. Do you have a drink or something?”

      I shake my head. “Aren’t you not supposed to drink when you’re working?”

      “Do you know a lot about the CIA?” he asks, with an amused look on his face.

      “I know enough. I watch TV.”

      “Oh yes, television. Television makes every Tom, Dick and Harry think that he knows about the inner workings of government organizations.”

      I shrug. “I still don’t really understand why you have broken into my apartment?” I ask.

      I need to get this guy out of here, one way or another.

      “Okay, then let’s get right to it,” he says. “Where’s Logan?”

      “What?”

      “Logan Davenport? You were with him last week in Tulum. Where is he?”

      My heart drops to my feet. I feel my face lose all color. I feel like I’m going to faint right there and then. You didn’t do anything wrong, I say to myself. Why are you so worried?

      “I don’t know. I left after the wedding, and I haven’t seen him since,” I say in my most confident tone.

      I can’t tell him what happened. He’s the CIA. They arrest and detain people without fair trials! I saw Logan murder people. What does that make me? An accessory to murder? An accomplice. Various legal terms swirl around in my head. Homicide. Accessory. Death penalty. Fifth amendment.

      “You had plans to leave the day after on his private plane. But instead, you took a 6 a.m. flight out of Cancun. Something must’ve happened.”

      He walks up to me. Stands too close. He’s trying to intimidate me. And succeeding perfectly!

      “We had a fight. I didn’t want to stay with him any longer. I could take my own flight,” I say. I meet his eyes, even though I’m terrified. I don’t look away. I don’t mumble, but inside, I’m trembling.

      Director Truman takes a step back. He goes to my refrigerator and pours himself a glass of orange juice. These people don’t really have a lot of respect for private property, do they? I wonder in disgust. I mean, who the hell does he think he is?

      “Come sit here,” he sits down at the dining room table in the kitchen. “I didn’t want to do this, but I guess I have to. There are some things you don’t know about Logan.”

      Reluctantly, I sit down across from him. I hate the way he’s treating my apartment as if it’s his. I wonder if it’s a Truman thing or a CIA thing.

      “This is top secret information. And if you were to ever tell anyone, you could be arrested and sent to jail. And we would deny it, of course.”

      I feel him studying my face. My heart beats so loud it feels like it’s going to pop out of my chest. But I remain stoic, waiting for him to continue.

      “Logan is a CIA agent. He works for a special unit with the CIA. He’s one of our top agents. And we haven’t heard from him since the night of the wedding.”

      “A CIA agent? What does that mean exactly?” I ask. Does that mean he’s allowed to murder people? I want to ask, but I don’t. I’ve seen the movies. I’m afraid that if I tell him too much, he won’t tell me anything at all. We’re locked in a game of who knows what, and neither of us are caving easily.

      “It means that in addition to being in Tulum for his brother’s wedding, he was also there on a mission. The mission was supposed to take place the night after the wedding, but we haven’t heard from him since then. And we are worried. Very worried.”

      “Oh, wow,” I mumble. I shake my head. “That’s not good.”

      “No, it’s not,” Director Truman says. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but it took a lot of convincing on my part to get permission to reveal to you these details. What we do is covert, and everything is on a need to know basis.”

      I nod.

      “So, what can you tell me?”

      I take a deep breath. I have to tell him everything.

      “I didn’t know he was there on a mission. He just left. Without an explanation. I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “Do what?” Director Truman’s eyes narrow.

      “I followed him. And I saw him in that man’s hotel room. He was trying to suffocate him. And then someone else came in and he shot him. And I screamed and ran away. I thought he was a murderer. I didn’t know he worked for the CIA.”

      “Well, the line is very thin there,” he smiles. “Did you see anything else?”

      “I saw three men enter. But I don’t know what happened. I never heard from Logan again.”

      Director Truman nods and gets up.

      “So, what does this mean?” I ask. “Where’s Logan?”

      “I can’t be sure,” he shrugs. “You have been very helpful. Thank you.”

      Director Truman heads toward the door.

      “Wait, where are you going? What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know. But if it happened as you had described, it’s not good.”

      “Are you saying…” I can’t let myself go there. But I need to know the truth. “Are you saying that he’s dead?”

      Director Truman shrugs. “I don’t know anything more than you do. Someone will be in touch with you in the near future. You will need to come into the office and get debriefed.”

      I nod. He waves good-bye and leaves. I close the door behind him and lean back against it. Suddenly, my knees grow weak and I slide down to the floor.

      Logan isn’t a murderer. He’s a good guy. He was just doing his job. And now…he’s dead. Is that what’s really going on? I search my mind for any details from that night – all the details that only a few days ago I tried so hard to forget. Those three men were armed. And they came there for him. He had just killed someone very important to them. Oh no, this isn’t good.
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      I open my eyes slowly. Every part of me aches and throbs. The sun is so bright, it’s blinding me. I can’t keep my eyes open for more than a few seconds at a time. Squinting helps a bit. After a few moments, I manage to lift up my head and look around. I’m in the middle of a thick jungle. Mosquitos and other insects are crawling all over my body. I’m experiencing everything in third-person, as if I’m watching myself onscreen and none of this is actually happening in real life.

      I notice that I’m dressed in the same pants and dress shirt that I wore to the wedding.

      Except that the dress shirt is drenched in blood. I reach my hand and place it on my stomach. When I pull my hand away, it’s covered in blood. Suddenly, it’s no longer a third-person experience. My stomach hurts like hell and so does my leg. I was in shock. My training tells me that I was in shock, but now I’m coming out of it, and everything’s going to get a lot worse. Shit.

      I look around again. The jungle is a flurry of activity. Insects and reptiles all around. People. I need people. I try to sit up, but I was shot in the stomach and curling up is pretty much out of the question. I try to check my body for other injuries. Both arms seem to move fine, but the left leg...something’s wrong with my left leg. I reach down as far as I can and feel the wetness of my pant leg. More blood. The calf throbs, sending shooting pains up to my spine. I’ve been shot there too. Perfect.

      And then, somewhere far away I hear voices. Little kids. Laughing and giggling. With great difficulty, I turn my head in the direction from which the sounds are coming.

      “Hey! Hey!” I yell. The first one is barely audible. My voice cracks and I cough. I try again. I don’t know how much time I have, but I’m pretty certain that they’re my only chance.

      I try again in Spanish. “Hola! Hola!”

      Their laughter stops as they walk up to me. The kids are two boys, no older than seven or eight. They are very small for their age – must be Mayan rather than Mexican.

      “Help,” I whisper, first in English, then in Spanish. They stare at me and then talk amongst themselves. I can’t understand them. They must be speaking Mayan, an indigenous language of the region, and I don’t know any Mayan. Suddenly, one takes off. The other one stays with me. He rips some leaves off a nearby bush, cleans my leg wound and presses the leaf to it. He whispers something in Mayan. It has a calming effect on me. I lay my head back down on the ground and close my eyes.

      

      I must’ve passed out, because the next thing I know, I wake up in a small wooden cabin with a beautiful old Mayan woman leaning over me and applying bandages to my body. She sings something quietly as she takes off one bandage and puts on another. When she sees that I’m awake, she smiles at me and continues her work without stopping. I look around the place. I’m lying on the floor in the main room. A few hammocks hang around me, attached to the walls. The cabin itself has a thin metal roof and no glass in the windows. Just shutters to keep the elements out. But most of the time, the windows and the door are wide open to let in the sunshine.

      Somewhere near the front door, two boys sit on the floor, eating something wrapped in large green leaves. The place is filled with the most delicious aroma I’ve ever smelled – fresh tamales and spices. My mouth starts to water. As if she can read my mind, the woman finishes with my bandages and brings me a glass of water and a plate with an unwrapped tamale. My stomach throbs as I sit up a little against the wall, but it’s definitely a lot better. I stuff some rice and beans into my mouth and thank her by nodding my head. She just smiles and walks away as if recuperating recently-shot CIA agents who were left for dead in the jungle is something she deals with every day.

      As I sit there, I see a large cockroach crawling on the ceiling. I have already seen geckos and an assortment of other little creatures, but this is the first cockroach that I’ve seen this close up. This area is filled with them – and they are huge with wings. I move my index finger a little and point out the cockroach, expecting the woman to scream and let her two boys deal with it, but everything about this place is a surprise. Without so much as a change in her expression, she walks over to the front door, grabs a flip-flop, and knocks it down on the ground. The cockroach opens its wings, but she catches it between her palms and hands it to one of the boys. From what I understand, she tells him to go deep into the jungle and let him go. Until this very moment, I still had some doubts. But as soon as I saw her do this, all of my worries vanish and I drift back to sleep certain that I would make a full recovery.

      Over the next few days, I keep getting stronger and stronger. The woman continues to give me doses of her medicine, which she grinds up with a mortar and pestle from dried plant ingredients. After each dose, I always fall asleep and wake up half a day later, but every time I wake up, I feel stronger. I eat more, drink more, and sometime later, I even start to move around on my own. My stomach’s healing, and so is my leg. The woman seems pleased with my progress, nodding and smiling during each pivotal step in my recovery. Eventually, I start to make my way outside and walk more and more around the cabin. As I suspect, the woman lives all alone with the two kids in the middle of a thick jungle, with only a dirt road leading up to their house.

      When it’s finally time for me to go, the goodbye is bittersweet. For more than a few days, I actually debated whether or not I should stay here for good. Everyone thinks I’m dead, so what if I actually stayed dead? I could start a whole new life. I used to think that a simple life is nothing to want, but now I have my doubts. This family seems much more content than many middle class families that I’ve seen in the States. They’re actually happy. Genuinely happy. Everything is simple here. Life is about all the little pleasures. Growing your own food. Going swimming under the waterfall. Playing with the chickens and the dogs. There are no worries about careers and mortgages. Those aren’t really my concerns, but I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t a little jealous about their way of existing in the world. And if I stayed here, then I definitely wouldn’t have to fulfill the rest of my contract to Truman and that organization, which I’ve come to despise.

      And I probably would stay here, were it not for one person. The person who I thought about day and night during my recovery.

      Avery.

      I should not have kept this secret from her, but how could I have known what would happen? What the hell was she doing there on the beach? Without context, I must’ve looked like a murderer to her.

      I don’t want to admit it, but I’m a little more than terrified of her not believing me. When I find her again, will she believe me? I mean, isn’t being a CIA agent some perfect lie to cover up being an actual murderer? I think I heard that killers use that lie on more than one occasion in television shows and movies.

      What if she asks for proof? I don’t have any. That’s the point of being covert. I’m not even on CIA’s regular payroll. Only a handful of people within the CIA even know about Daffodil. Besides the extra phone, which is encrypted, I don’t have any other paperwork or physical object proving that I work there and that I was authorized – no, forced – to do what I did. And of course, there’s no way that Truman would ever corroborate anything I’m saying to a civilian. He’s not the sentimental type. So, if she doesn’t believe me…that’s that. She’ll be terrified of me, and I can’t scare her more. She deserves better than that.

      If she doesn’t believe me, then I’ll come back here, I decide. I’ll build myself a little hut a little bit away from this one. I’ll help the woman with her animals and the gardening. I’ll play with the kids. I’ll learn Mayan. I’ll start a new life.
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      Truman leaves and takes life as I know it with him. All of these thoughts that I thought about Logan over the last couple of weeks are completely false. He was completing a mission for this country and died on his mission. And I caused it. If I hadn’t screamed, then none of those other men would’ve come in and killed him. The thought of that is devastating. I can’t breathe. I start to cry, and I can’t stop. Cynthia isn’t here to help me. Not that she could anyway.

      I sob and cry and sob for hours until my tear ducts run dry. And when twilight falls and the moon comes out, I cry some more. It starts like a wave, a tsunami, that I have no power of stopping. I cry myself to sleep and when I wake up, the first thing I do is cry again. The very thought of Logan breaks me down. Suddenly everything in the apartment reminds me of him.

      There’s a knock at the door. By the sound, I can tell that it’s Cynthia. I mumble something and she comes in.

      “Oh my God, Avery, what’s wrong?” she asks. “What happened?”

      I look at her and break down again. My eyes fill up with tears that I didn’t know I still had and then roll down my face. My eyes are so dry that the salt in my tears feels like someone’s cutting at my naked eyeball with razorblades.

      She goes to the kitchen and comes back with something. I can’t see very well. When she presses something cold and soft to my face, I feel a little better. If only you could die from crying, I think to myself. Then I’d be dead already, and maybe that’s not such a bad thing.

      After I calm down a bit, Cynthia asks me what’s wrong again. I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to lie. I can’t. Since Logan is dead, what does it matter anyway? So, I tell her. Everything. As it happened. She gasps and then doesn’t say anything for a while. From what I can make out of her face, she’s in shock.

      “I can’t believe this,” she shakes her head.

      “I know,” I mumble. My throat is dry, and I cough. She hands me a bottle of water. I gulp it all down before either of us says anything else.

      “So, all this time, you thought that he was a killer? That must’ve been so scary for you.”

      “That’s why I stayed at your place.”

      “Oh wow, it all makes so much more sense now,” Cynthia says. “And now he’s dead?”

      I nod. Something about her presence makes the pain not so acute anymore. I still feel it, but it’s no longer like a knife through my chest. Suddenly, I feel a little numb to it.

      “And all this time, I was fearing him. Terrified of seeing him again,” I say calmly. “And now, all I want is just one more moment with him.”

      Cynthia puts her arm around me, and we stay in bed for the rest of the day.

      

      A couple of days later, things calm down a bit. The pain and the heartbreak aren’t as intense. It doesn’t mean that my world isn’t full of regrets of all the things that I should’ve done or could’ve done that night on the beach. It just means that I’m able to go back to work and cut flowers. I’m able to answer the phone and explain our services to customers. I’m able to arrange bouquets and even design a few new ones.

      Being back in my shop puts me a little bit at ease. The splashes of greens and colors swaddle me as if I’m wrapped in a tight blanket. Everything’s going to be okay, eventually, they whisper to me. It might not be as you planned, it might be without Logan, but you will find love again.

      Cynthia walks in with two coffees and a big smile. Her positivity has really played a big role in bringing me around these last few days. After I gained some control over my senses, I realized that I probably shouldn’t have told her about Logan working for the CIA, but Director Truman never did explicitly tell me that I’m supposed to keep his identity a secret. Besides, someone was supposed to contact me for a debrief over what happened, but no one has yet.

      If they do contact me, then I’ll tell them that Cynthia knows, I decide, and that I didn’t think it was a big deal to tell her, because he’s dead.

      The thought of Logan being dead sends shivers up my spine. Instead of breaking down, I bury my face in the daffodils that I’m holding in my hand and try to think of something else. Something more pleasant and not so hopeless.

      The door to the shop opens.

      “Well, hello, there!” the woman says. I can’t make out her face because she’s flooded with light from the outside, but I recognize that West Texas accent anywhere.

      “Hi Dolly!” I say with a newfound pep. I’m not faking. I’m actually happy to see her.

      Cynthia looks up as Dolly comes closer. She’s dressed in a white Chanel suit, which has undoubtedly been tailored to accentuate some of her most prominent features.

      “Oh, wow, are you Dolly Monroe? The Dolly Monroe?”

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Dolly extends her right hand. Cynthia’s eyes focus for a second on a ten-carat diamond ring. I nudge her out of her trance.

      “It’s such a pleasure to meet you,” Cynthia says. Dolly smiles. “I’m not sure if you know, but I’m the one who got the gift certificate for your services for Avery.”

      “Oh no, I had no idea. Well, isn’t that swell?” Dolly asks. “So, this is your shop? It’s very cozy in here.”

      I smile. She’s being nice, but I know that cozy is just a euphemism for tiny. A bit too small, actually.

      She walks around the shop as if she owns the place. Some people I’m sure find her arrogant and full of herself, but I love her confidence. I know that she’s coming from a good place.

      “I love your designs,” she says, holding up one of my bouquets in front of her. “I wish the woman I hired to do my niece’s wedding had half the talent you have.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “I really appreciate you saying that.”

      “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea?” I ask. “We don’t make it here, but there’s a coffee shop right outside.”

      “Oh no, there’s no need. I’m fine.”

      She explores the shop a little more, carefully examining the flowers and the bouquets. I get the feeling that she isn’t just dropping by. I wait for her to talk about what actually brought her here.

      “You have a beautiful place here, Avery,” Dolly finally says. “I’m going to get all of my flowers from you in the future.”

      “Oh wow, thank you,” I say, but she continues before I even finish.

      “But I’m also here to talk to you about something else.”

      Here it goes. I take a deep breath. Logan.

      “We are all wondering about Logan,” she says, carefully choosing each individual word.

      “We?” I ask.

      “Mainly, Liam, Kora and I. We haven’t heard from him for a while. Not since the wedding.”

      I nod. I don’t know what to say.

      “Have you heard from him? Kora said that you left the wedding without saying goodbye. Did something happen?”

      Dolly’s face has an earnest, eager expression on her face. She isn’t accusing me of anything. She’s just interested in finding Logan.

      “I thought he was just not staying in touch with me. But then Kora called and we realized that none of us have heard from him since the wedding. Not even Marilyn.”

      “Who’s Marilyn?” Cynthia asks.

      “His housekeeper.”

      I nod. Take another deep breath. I had hoped that Director Truman would notify the family members, but I guess he didn’t bother. I don’t know what else to tell her, but the truth. I can’t just string her along, making her believe that everything’s fine when he’s really missing. And not just missing. Dead.

      “I’m not sure if I should be telling you this,” I start. “But I think you deserve to know.”

      I tell her everything.
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      Later that afternoon, after a very much distraught Dolly finally leaves, Cynthia also takes off. She has some errands to run and I’m left all alone to close up.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Cynthia asks one last time. This is my first time alone here since I got back from Tulum. I nod, trying to be brave.

      “I’m going to be fine.”

      “I don’t believe you,” she says. “But fine. If this is what you want, then I’ll go.”

      “This is what I want. Thanks.”

      The shop is eerie at closing time. The buckets of flowers cast long shadows and make me feel uneasy. I’m not really afraid of anything. Logan is no longer after me. He’s not a murderer, after all. But still, I have a strange premonition that something bad is going to happen.

      For a second, I think that maybe I should text Cynthia and ask her to come back. I did have a hard day. Telling Dolly the truth has been one of the hardest things yet. The expression on her face. The sadness. The tears. All these things made my own feelings so difficult to keep at bay. And then, there are the regrets. One really major one. Logan told me that he loved me. And I didn’t say it back. I was afraid. I wasn’t sure if I loved him, but now looking back, I know that I did. I still do.

      No, I say to myself. It’s not a good idea to ask Cynthia to come back. Then she’ll never leave me alone again. I need to be able to be here on my own and now is as good of a time as ever to start this process.

      I cash out the register, count the money and put it in the safe. I make a mental note to drop all the money off at the bank tomorrow morning before work. Don’t forget, I say to myself. I sweep the shop and toss away random pieces of paper that were left out on the counters. When I get home, I’m going to pour myself a big glass of wine, climb into bed and watch Netflix. I need a new show to binge-watch. I haven’t seen Mad Men yet, maybe that’s a good one to start with. Yes! That’s exactly what I’ll do.

      Lost in my daydream of what’s going to happen this evening, I don’t hear the front door open. I continue to sweep all the leaves and stems into one pile in the middle of the shop. And then I feel a presence. Somewhere behind me. Shivers run down my spine, and my body gets covered in goosebumps. I know who it is without turning around.

      “Hello Avery,” he says slowly. Be strong. Be strong, I say to myself over and over like a mantra.

      “What are you doing here, Cal?” I ask in the most authoritative voice that I can conjure up.

      “I came to see you. Have you heard my messages?”

      He had called a few times in the last couple of days, but I put them out of my mind. I didn’t even listen to them.

      “Yes,” I lie. “You can’t be here, Cal. The restraining order is still in effect.”

      Slowly, I inch my way back to the counter. I try to think where I had left my gun. It must still be in my purse. I don’t think I’ve ever taken it out. But it’s still not loaded! And I’ve only tried to load it a couple of times. I’m not sure I could do it on the fly. There’s always bluffing. Truman believed you. And he’s a CIA agent. Cal will have to believe you. I just have to get to my purse.

      “I know. I’m very sorry about that,” Cal whispers. Every inch that he gets closer to the front counter, Cal makes up by taking one big step closer to me.

      “Where are you going Avery?” he asks, running his fingers over my arm. My skin feels like it turns into reptilian skin at his touch. I can’t stand it.

      “Cal, you can’t be here,” I turn to face him, shrugging his hands off me. “You need to leave.”

      “I don’t want to, Avery.”

      I sense something different about him. He looks more menacing than before. Determined even. I smell alcohol on his breath. When I feel like I’m close enough, I reach for my purse, which is behind the counter. But it’s too far away. Cal puts his hands on both of my shoulders and pushes my arms around his neck.

      “Let go of me!” I say and push him away. He wobbles away and then reaches into the front pocket of his jacket.

      “It’s time that we stop playing games, Avery,” Cal says, pulling out a handgun. I freeze. My eyes focus on the size of the gun – it’s much bigger than mine. And I’m pretty certain that it’s loaded. My heart starts to beat a mile a minute. I take one deep breath after another, trying to calm myself down. Think, I say to myself.

      “What do you want, Cal?” I ask. Think. Think. But nothing comes to mind.

      “I want you to come with me,” he waves the gun toward the front door. I shake my head, no.

      “Do you not see this gun, Avery?” Cal says louder. “Let’s go.”

      I shake my head no, again. I remember what I heard a detective say on Dateline once. Never get into a car even if the perpetrator is waving a gun at you. It’s much harder for anyone to find you once you get into the car.

      “If you’re going to shoot me, then you can do it here. I’m not going to get into any car with you.”

      Cal narrows his eyes.

      “Why do you have to make everything so difficult, Avery? Don’t you know that if you had just forgiven me for doing that and not gone to the cops everything would have been fine? But no, you have to be independent. You want to know another word for an independent woman that’s much more applicable? Difficult. And you want to know another one? Bitch.”

      My mind races as he babbles on, trying to come up with some sort of plan. I can grab the gun out of my purse and bluff him. But if he shoots me…I can’t very well shoot him back. I can try to make a run for it out of the front door, but he will most likely catch me. And I’ll be that much closer to his car. Then it hits me. I should dial 911 and hope that they can figure out what’s going on. In the meantime, I need to get him to continue talking. After I call 911, I can try to hit him with something.

      “I’m not difficult, Cal. We just aren’t right for each other. Why can’t you see that?”

      Questions always start him up on tirades, and this one is no different. As he goes into all the reasons as to why we are right for each other, I inch my way toward the back of the counter, reach into my purse and search around for my phone with my fingers. I turn it on. Slide off the lock screen. Click the button for making calls, which is in the lower left hand corner. Okay. Now, which one is the keypad? I try to remember what the screen looks like while maintaining eye contact with Cal so that he doesn’t get suspicious. The fourth one over, I decide and press it. With one click glance, I look at my phone and then back at him. Yes! I’m on the right screen. Now, all I have to do is dial the right numbers. There are three across and four down. I carefully count until I reach the number 9. I quickly click the number 1 twice. The green send button is at the bottom of the screen. I press it and wait.

      Cal continues to babble. I nod and agree with everything he says.

      “911, what is your emergency?” I faintly hear someone say on the line.

      “So you see what I mean, Avery?” Cal asks.

      “Yes, I do Cal. And I agree with you. Just please put down the gun,” I say as loudly as I can without drawing suspicion from him.

      “Ma’am. Where are you?” the faint voice from phone asks. Please, don’t hear it, I pray. Please, please, Cal. Don’t hear the voice.

      “Cal, I still don’t understand why you’re here. Waving a gun in my face. In my floral shop. In Topanga Canyon,” I say. I debate whether I should say the name of my place and that it’s on Topanga Boulevard, but I decide that it might draw too much attention from him. I’m the only floral shop here, hopefully they can find it. “You’re going to be in trouble, Cal. You can’t be here threatening me with a gun, asking me to go into your car with you. I have a restraining order against you.”

      “Someone’s on their way, ma’am,” the woman says.

      Okay, now for the other part of the plan. I have to get that gun out of his hand somehow. What can I knock him out with?

      Cal starts talking again. About how unfair I was in getting a restraining order against him. His keeps putting his hand down and holding up his elbow with the other for support.

      “Cal, why don’t you put that gun down?” I ask. “It’s getting heavy holding it like that? Isn’t it?”

      “No!” He extends the gun toward me in defiance. Just at that moment, I grab the heavy three-hole punch from behind the counter and hit his hand with it. The gun comes flying out and lands on the other side of the shop.

      He grabs his hand and winces in pain. I hit him with the hole-punch upside the head. He falls to the floor. I run to the other side of the shop to get the gun, but it’s missing. It’s not anywhere on the floor. It must’ve hit the wall and landed somewhere among the flowers. We keep all uncut flowers in big round metal vases. I search behind all the vases, but I still can’t find the gun. What the hell is going on? How could it just disappear?

      Thump.

      I crash to the floor. It takes me a second to figure out what’s going on. Cal pulled my ankles from under me and I fell straight to the ground. Another second later, he’s on top of me. Blood from his head is dripping onto my face. He presses his body onto mine. I can’t move. He has gained even more weight since the last time I saw him. I try to push him back, but he pins my arms behind me. He presses his lips onto mine. My stomach turns from the iron taste of his blood. When he pulls away from me, I spit into his face. He just laughs.

      Finally, I break one of my legs free from under him. The other one moves over to the center of his body. I force my knee in between his legs and knee him as hard as I can in the balls. He winces in pain. I push him away, get up and get away, but he grabs me and pulls me back. Suddenly, he’s on top of me again. This time, he has his hands around my throat. I can’t breathe. His face gets more and more blurry. A few seconds later, the whole world starts to fade away.

      Then he releases his hands. I struggle to breathe.

      “I’m going to keep doing this, Avery. Over and over again. Until you agree to come with me like a good girl.”

      I barely hear him. I manage to catch some air in my lungs. Blood starts to flow through me again. Suddenly, I feel something that’s digging into my front jean pocket. A pen!

      Cal is lying on top of me and leaning to one side of me. Luckily, it’s not the side with the pen.

      “Well, what do you say?” Cal says showing me one of his hands. Threatening me with them again, but I don’t even process the threat. Instead, I focus all of my mental energies in getting that pen out of my pocket. It’s facing cap down. I knock the cap off and pull the pen out, hiding it in my hand.

      “Fuck you,” I say, wrapping my hand firmly around the pen. He pounces toward my neck again, grabbing it in both hands, but before he gets the chance to squeeze, I stick the pen into his neck. Blood squirts in all directions.

      “You bitch!” Cal yells out and grabs at the pen. When he pulls it out, I get covered in a waterfall of blood. I close my eyes. When I open them again, Cal is off me. I pull myself up to my feet and rub my eyes. Someone is punching him in the stomach and the face. The man, whose shadow looks familiar, gets behind Cal and puts his head in a headlock. He twists it and Cal falls to the floor.

      Somewhere in the distance, I hear sirens. The cops are finally here. When the man turns around, I take one look at his face and my legs refuse to hold me up anymore. I slide back down to the ground.

      

      When I open my eyes again, paramedics are crowding around me.

      “She’s conscious!” one of them yells out. Suddenly, Logan appears above me.

      “What are you…?” I try to ask. My voice is raspy. I cough and sit up.

      “Careful,” one of the paramedics advises me.

      “I’m okay,” I say to them. “Really.”

      “Where is the bleeding coming from?” Someone asks, checking me for holes.

      “This isn’t my blood,” I say. “It’s Cal’s.”

      They don’t believe me. They feel me up and down before they are satisfied.

      One of the police officers pulls Logan away from me to ask him some questions. Another one talks to me. After the paramedics wrap me in a warm, grey blanket and give me a bottle of water to drink, I tell them what happened. Every single detail of what had happened this afternoon is burned into my mind. I’m pretty certain that it’s going to stay there forever.

      An hour later, one of the detectives brings me a cup of tea and I drink it, sitting on the stoop outside the shop. Since I refused to go to the hospital, the second ambulance leaves empty. The first one left almost immediately with Cal, who is apparently not dead but in critical condition. When he left, he was losing a lot of blood (thanks to me), and his neck was probably broken (thanks to Logan).

      “Thank you very much for all of your help, Officer,” Logan says walking outside with one of the detectives. This is the first time I get a very good look at him. I still can’t believe that he’s alive and actually standing here in front of me.

      “Let me know if any of us can do anything else,” Logan adds.

      “We’ll be in touch.” The detectives give us their cards, and all four police cars leave the parking lot.

      Logan and I watch them drive away.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as soon as they disappear out of sight. “How are you still alive?”

      “Avery, I need to tell you something. What you saw on the beach that night—“

      “Truman was here,” I interrupt him. “He told me that you worked for him. He told me that you are an agent.”

      Logan takes a step back. It’s almost as if he can’t believe his ears.

      “Truman told you that?”

      “He was here. He was really worried about you. I’m so, so sorry that I screamed like that. I just saw what you were doing and I thought you were…” I can’t bear to finish the sentence.

      “A murderer?”

      I nod.

      “And I freaked out. I was so scared. And then when Truman came here and told me what you actually do…and that you were missing. He said that you were dead, Logan.”

      “I was, pretty much. They thought that I was when they dropped my body off in the jungle. But then these two kids found me, and their mom cared for my wounds, and brought me back to life. I would’ve died for sure if it weren’t for her and those kids.”

      I nod, trying to process what he’s saying, but it’s all a bit too much.

      “Would you mind doing me a favor?” Logan asks. I nod. “Would you mind driving me back to my house? My wounds aren’t all entirely healed, and that was a little too much activity for me.”

      He lifts up his shirt a little and I see the stitches on his stomach.

      “Oh my God,” I gasp.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be okay,” he says, taking me into his arms. “As long as I can kiss you again.”

      I nod and smile. He presses his lips against mine and the world fades away.
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      One Year Later.

      

      Dressed in a little yellow polka dot bikini, Avery walks a little bit ahead of me, carrying her surfboard. This has become something of a tradition of ours ever since she moved in. Even though I’ve seen her dressed like this almost every single day, it takes all of my strength not to pull on those little strings holding up her top and wait for her to yelp and run into my arms. Though going surfing every morning has become something of a tradition, today is different. I have a surprise waiting for her at breakfast, and I’m a nervous wreck. My palms are sweaty. My breathing is sped up. As I make my way into the cold waves, I take a moment to reflect on everything that has happened since that fateful day.

      When Avery drove me home that evening, she never really left. I asked her to stay the night and then another night and another. After hiring a staff of cleaning people to put her floral shop back in place, so that there was no sign of what had happened there, her friend Cynthia stepped up and ran the place until Avery was ready to go back. Within a week of her staying with me, I knew that I wanted her to stay with me forever. So I asked her to move in. She was shocked, of course, crinkling her nose in that cute way she does when she looks at me like I’m crazy.

      “This won’t be good for our relationship,” she said. “We’re moving too fast.”

      “There are no rules for our kind of relationship. I don’t think we’re moving too fast, but if you do, then we can stop.”

      “No, I don’t want to,” she said and kissed me. It didn’t take much more coaxing after that before she brought all of her clothes over and took up one small dresser in my walk-in closet. That’s when I knew that she’ll definitely need more clothes.

      Much to my dismay, Cal ended up living. He was in a coma for a few months as a result of Avery and her ingenious pen trick. Unfortunately, I was the one who had fucked up. I didn’t have enough strength to actually break his neck, so I only managed to paralyze him. He’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, and from what I’ve heard, he also has severe memory loss. My hope is that he has completely forgotten about Avery. Regardless, Avery has filed charges, and he’ll stand trial as soon as he’s a little better.

      My own recovery is going pretty well. My leg has healed completely. The scar on my stomach is almost entirely gone. I only occasionally feel some pain around my stomach if I move too fast on my surfboard. I’m not sure that my injuries would’ve been enough to get me out of work for more than a month or two, but thanks to Avery and her big mouth, I’m out of the CIA. (She told Dolly that I was an agent and that I was dead and Dolly in turn told practically everyone else in my family). So, I’m finally a free man.

      We surf most of the morning and then head back exhausted, but rejuvenated. Avery jumps into the shower while I chitchat with Marilyn in the kitchen. Sanchez is dead, and the elected president has returned from exile and is running the country again. After Sanchez’s death, after the prisoners from all those illegal prison camps were released, the world learned about all the atrocities that he committed against his people. We didn’t even know half of them. Marilyn couldn’t be happier – she’s practically skipping. She’s no longer worried night and day about her family members, and it makes me feel good that I’ve done something to put that smile on her face again.

      “So, are you ready?” Marilyn asks. She knows what I’m up to.

      “Nervous,” I say.

      “Oh don’t be. That girl loves you!” she waves her hand dismissively.

      I go into the bedroom and change into a pair of linen pants. I dig through the top drawer for the box that I’ve hidden there and put it in my front pocket.

      “Hey,” Avery says coming out of the bathroom. She’s dressed in a light summer dress. Her hair is dripping onto the floor and she looks radiant.

      “Ready for breakfast?” I ask as casually as possible. She nods and follows me out onto the patio. As we walk, I finger the delicate clasp of the leather of the box in my pocket.

      On the patio, we are greeted by a beautiful set table with a white tablecloth and a platter of cut up fruit. Another platter has toasted bagels, pastries and danishes.

      “Wow, this looks amazing, Marilyn!” Avery yells back to the kitchen.

      “I know,” I mumble.

      “What’s the special occasion?” she asks rhetorically, sitting down. “A white table cloth even. Marilyn’s definitely in a mood, isn’t she?”

      Avery flashes a smile and reaches for the cut up watermelon. I place my hand on her hand and stop her.

      “Before we start, I want to say something to you.”

      “Okay,” she says carefully.

      “I was just reflecting the other day on how wonderful this year has been for us. I never thought that I would ever want to have anyone sleep in my bedroom night after night, let alone move in with me. Until I met you.”

      Avery’s eyes twinkle in the sunlight.

      “And then, after you moved in, I kept waiting for this bliss to wear off. It couldn’t last, I said to myself. People can’t actually be this happy all the time.”

      She smiles with her whole face. The sun wraps her in a warm glow, placing a halo around her head.

      “I know, I’m pretty happy too,” she says.

      “But time passed. I kept waiting for things to get worse – for you to tire of me, for me to get bored with you – but it never happened. I love you, Avery. And now I know that I always will love you.”

      “I love you, too, Logan.”

      I get the box out of my pocket and get down on one knee in front of her. Her eyes get round and she gasps.

      “Will you marry me?” I ask, opening the ring box before her.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” she screams out. I barely get the ring on her ring finger before she wraps her arms around me.

      When she pulls away, I see that she’s crying. Happy tears.

      “Well?” Marilyn asks, peaking around from the corner. “I can’t wait any longer. Oh my God, Avery! Why are you crying, honey?”

      “I’m not crying,” she says through the tears. “I said yes!”

      Marilyn pulls her into her bosom and when they pull away, I see that now they’re both crying.

      “For crying out loud,” I joke. “This is supposed to be a happy time.”

      “Oh, men!” Marilyn shakes her hand at me, dismissively.

      When the tears finally dry, Marilyn asks to see the ring. Avery extends her hand proudly like a proper bride-to-be.

      “Oh wow,” Marilyn gawks at the ring. It has a halo three-carat diamond with a diamond band.

      “This ring is beautiful. But it’s too big,” Avery says shyly.

      I shrug.

      “That is what happens when you take Dolly to pick jewelry with you,” I add.

      “Oh nonsense! This ring is perfect! He did good. Real good!” Marilyn pipes in.

      Avery and I both laugh.

      When Marilyn disappears back inside, I look into Avery’s eyes. She has never been so beautiful or happy as she is at this very moment. I pull her close to me and close my eyes. Pressing my lips onto hers, I know that my life will never be the same again. And that is exactly how I want it.

      

      The End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hollywood Anaconda (Bill. Matchmaker 2)

          

        

      

    

    
      When Chloe get her first wardrobe stylist job, she meets an arrogant and self-absorbed movie star, Finn Dalton. Finn is People’s Sexiest Man Alive and everyone thinks he’s a God, but Chloe doesn’t get it. He’s hot. His body looks like it had been chiseled from stone. But his attitude definitely needs an adjustment.

      Finn is a famous and gorgeous playboy. He’s surrounded by women, but not the kind you can bring as a date to the Governor’s Ball. When he reaches out to Dolly Monroe, a billionaire matchmaker, she sets him up with the one girl who seems to be impervious to his charms.

      Quickly, Chloe and Finn get locked in a game of seduction. But games of love are dangerous games to play…

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!
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      My name is Dolly Monroe and I’m a billionaire matchmaker.

      I am 5’10’’ when I’m awake and 5’5’’ when I’m asleep. I’m suspicious of women who don’t wear heels, just as I’m suspicious of people who call me out of the blue asking for favors.

      I have a strict policy when it comes to my hair, one which I’ve abided by since I was a little girl in West Texas – the bigger the hair, the closer to God. My hair is as platinum as some of my client’s records, and it perfectly offsets the 10-carat diamond ring on my left hand.

      I never let my waist get bigger than 22 inches, and I do not have the same restrictions on my breast size. The girls were 36 DD three years ago, and now they’re 36 EE. Who the hell knows how big they’re going to get in another decade?

      I like my men the way I like my purses: in a variety of colors and styles and with a high price tag. My husband, who’s also my high school sweetheart, doesn’t mind, of course. Because my little business makes more than a hefty penny and keeps him in a 20,000 square foot Malibu beachfront house and allows him to spend his days surfing and golfing.

      You see, I’ve been at this for a very long time. I was 13 the first time I did my first set up: my second cousin with my best friend from middle school. They dated through 10th grade, married in 11th, and celebrated their 40-year wedding anniversary last year.

      I started my matchmaking business when I was 20 and, at first, I set up average folk like my cousins, then wealthy folk, then millionaires and now billionaires. This is the only thing I’ve ever done, and I’m pretty damn good at it. People aren’t that different, you know. Of course, billionaires come with their attitudes and highfalutin opinions of their own importance, but at their core, they want the same thing everyone else wants: for someone to give a damn about them, not just their money or power. What typically ends up being the problem, however, is that the billionaire (both men and women) think they’re going to get this thing from some 20-year-old, 5’11” bimbo, but that’s rarely the case. And that’s where I come in.

      Why do I do this?

      I’m a sucker for a happily ever after. I believe everyone deserves one, and I can get it for them, if they just get out of their own way and let me.

      How can I be so sure?

      I have a great track record. I have successfully set up 3,988 couples. That’s more than 130 couples per year over 30 years of matchmaking. Not all of them were billionaires, but over the last five years a huge portion of them were. Close to four thousand couples now are living their happy ending because of me. It feels damn good to say that.

      Then I made a mistake. I told my publisher friend about this, and she went wild.

      “You have to write down some of your favorite stories, you absolutely must. People will go crazy over it!” she said.

      So, that’s how we got here. This series depicts some of my favorite couples from the last few years. Their names have been changed to protect their privacy, but everything else is as true as it happened from my clients’ perspectives. Though each couple eventually found their happily ever after, the road to get there was often difficult and treacherous. But what would life be without a little intrigue and turmoil, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s the first of the month and the rent is due. I walk into my sister’s bedroom and push her awake. Lila is a sound sleeper and not someone who is easy to wake up. She’s a waitress who works at a popular bar/restaurant on Melrose, and she almost always works the closing shift. It’s not uncommon for her to get home at 4 am, which means that she sleeps until at least noon. It’s only ten a.m. right now. I know that she’s going to be moody, to say the least.

      “Lila. Lila!” I shake her.

      “What?” she mumbles, burying her hear deeper into the pillow.

      “Where are your tips?”

      “Go away.”

      “The rent’s due. I have to take all your cash to the bank so I can write a check and it doesn’t bounce.”

      I’m sure that the details of the whole situation are lost on her. Honestly, I don’t know how she ever lived on her own and didn’t get evicted. I’m the one who takes care of all the bills – actually, pays them. She works and brings in good money, more than I do most months, but she never bothers to deposit any of her cash on time and constantly forgets to pay her credit card bills.

      “Lila,” I say again. I can see that she’s not sleeping anymore, just refusing to engage me.

      “Lila. I’m going to stop bothering you if you just tell me where you put your tips from last night. They’re not in your purse.”

      “Check my coat,” she says after a beat. “Inside pocket.”

      I look around for her coat on the coat rack, but it’s filled with four jackets that she rarely wears. The one she was wearing last night is on the floor at the bottom of her closet. I search the pockets and finally find a wad of cash. I count the money.

      “You made over three hundred dollars last night?” I ask, astonished.

      “There was this old guy who really had the hots for me,” she says, finally flipping around to face me.

      Her makeup is all smeared, with half of it rubbed into her pillow. I know that all the dirt on her pillow is new because I just did the laundry yesterday afternoon.

      “Still, $300 is really good.”

      “Well, I told you that you need to find yourself a job at some place that stays open past eleven. Nothing good happens between 11 and 2, except the tips. People drink a lot and they tend to tip a lot too.”

      I roll my eyes. I’ve heard this spiel a number of times before, and frankly, I’m pretty sick of it. I like my job at Fat Dog, just fine. I like the fact that they close at 11 so that I can actually get a full night’s rest. Though the tips do leave a lot to be desired for.

      “All I need is another $150 from you,” I say. “Where do you want me to leave the rest?”

      “Wherever,” Lila says, rolling away from me.

      I put the rest of her money on her makeup table. It’s wide and expansive and filled with all sorts of eyebrow kits, lotions and tiny bottles of liquid. It’s like a whole Sephora there, without any of the organization. How she can find anything there is beyond me.

      “Can you pull those shades closed?” she mumbles.

      I pull them down and walk out.

      I don’t have much time to eat and put on my makeup. I usually shower at night, which means that my hair is a little bit of a mess in the morning. I head to the bathroom and spray about half a can of dry shampoo onto it. I really should’ve taken a shower this morning, given the important meeting, but it’s a little too late for regrets now. I’m lucky that my hair is straight and relatively easy to handle. I flip my head over, running my fingers through it. When I flip my head over, it’s magically filled with body. Both Lila and I have light brown hair, but she has been dying her hair platinum blonde for as long as I can remember. She goes to the salon every six weeks like clockwork, leaving behind about $150 each time. I don’t have that luxury. I tried coloring with box dyes a few years back, but gave up and grew out my natural color. A few weeks ago, for my birthday, Lila got me a gift certificate so I got some highlights put in. They looked amazing for about a week. Now, they are clearly growing out and I have a decision to make. Do I keep growing them out or go back to shelling out $70 every two months on new highlights? The decision to this question will have to be made later.

      I pour milk over my cereal and chow it down without sitting down. I look out of the window at the cloudless Los Angeles sky and the tall palm trees reaching for the sky. Today has to go well, I say to myself. Just be yourself, and it will. Then I run back to the bathroom and apply some eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow and lipstick. I put on a tiny amount of foundation, and I’m ready. I look in the mirror. Something is off. Oh yes, I have to fix my eyebrows! I almost forgot. I get out the eyebrow liner and quickly fill in some spots. Apparently, lush eyebrows are back in. I didn’t get the memo until a month ago when Lila suddenly stared at me and said that I looked sick.

      “Oh wait, no,” she had added. “Your eyebrows are just natural. You really need to do something about that.”

      Later that night, she showed me how to fix them. Her process had about a million steps, so I cut it down to two. A few brushes of the pencil and then a few smudges of the brush. Perfect. Well, probably not perfect, but fine.

      I look at my phone for the time. Dammit. I’m running late.

      I pop back into Lila’s room.

      “Lila, can you take the money to the bank?” I ask. She’s asleep again so I say it extra loud. She jumps up a little as I startle her.

      “What?” she asks.

      “I’m running late to my meeting, but I won’t have time afterwards. I’m afraid it won’t deposit in time.”

      “I can’t. I have an audition,” Lila says into the pillow.

      I roll my eyes. Lila always has auditions. I decide not to rely on her. She will probably forget. She isn’t much of a stickler for deadlines. Nothing bad happens when she misses them, but the fact that there is a deadline makes me super nervous. Besides, we’ve been late on the rent before, and the landlord was none too pleased. We got this long email about how he could get way more than $2000 for our two-bedroom apartment, and he’s doing us a favor for renting it to us for so cheap in this area. And that if we’re late again, he going to start proceedings to find new tenants after our lease runs out. Lila got mad and was going to write him back something mean and colorful, if I hadn’t stopped her. The thing is that the landlord is right. Despite the fact that the rent is astronomical, it is underpriced for West Hollywood. It should cost at least $2500, and he’d have it rented in a day if he listed it for $2300. I’m going to go to the bank myself. I have time.
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      After depositing Lila’s money into my bank account, I head to my meeting. I have an hour to get to Studio City, which should be enough time even if there’s traffic (there almost always is). Driving my 2002 red Dodge Neon with a smashed in driver’s door, I do mental mathematics of the money that I currently have in my account. With Lila’s money, I have just enough to cover the rent for the month. Plus, I have an additional $200 and change to pay for groceries and whatever else. I let out a deep sigh. Okay, there’s just enough there. As long as the landlord waits until tomorrow to deposit the check that I wrote today. He usually waits about a week or two, which actually screws up my accounting even more. I assume the money is gone, and then it’s not and I splurge and get something at Whole Foods.

      “Okay,” I say to myself out loud. “Enough about money. You have a very important meeting ahead of you. Focus on that.”

      I turn up the radio and try to get into a happier and more upbeat mood. I’m excited about this, and my level of peppiness needs to reflect that. If there’s one thing that I’ve learned about Los Angeles, it’s that it’s important to always be happy. It’s almost like bad days aren’t allowed here. At least, not in the entertainment industry. When I first moved here, I thought that everyone was faking it, but then I realized that it was something like a self-realization thing. If you think happy thoughts and put out positive vibes, those things will come back to you. Lila’s a natural at it. Me, on the other hand, I have to try a little bit harder. It’s hard to be upbeat all the time. Especially if you’re broke most of the time. And have no idea how you’re going to pay for your student loans.

      Though there’s a large parking lot in front of the office building, I park outside on the street. I’m not sure if they validate parking for this, and I don’t want to waste $5. I check my makeup in the rearview mirror and walk confidently toward the entrance. The security guard in the front tells me to head to the fifth floor and there will be signs for auditions there. The producers are holding auditions today, and they’re squeezing me in the middle. When I get out of the elevator, I’m greeted by a line of women standing along the wall of a narrow hallway waiting for their turn. Most fit this impossible LA look: over 5’7” tall, less than 130 pounds with long hair, even longer legs and large breasts. Everyone turns to look at me as I walk by, measuring me up. I head straight to the front. Most limit their scorn to giving me dirty looks as I dare to cut in line, but one even says,

      “The line starts back there.”

      “I’m not here for an audition,” I say loudly, to just appease everyone’s feelings. I feel the whole hallway give out a sigh of relief – one less person to compete with. As if I could really be competition, I chuckle to myself.

      There’s a tiny woman with thick frames and short black hair sitting at a table at the end of the hallway. She looks up from her clipboard.

      “You have to wait in line, miss,” she says.

      “I’m actually not auditioning. My name’s Chloe Nichols and Tim is expecting me,” I say as confidently as possible. Tim is the producer who responded to my email. At this moment, I can’t remember his name. Shit. She looks at her clipboard.

      “Oh yes, here you are. You’re right on time, but we can’t interrupt the auditioning process. I’ll let you in as soon as that girl comes out.”

      I nod and wait. By the look on her face, I can tell that the girl in front of whom I’m cutting in front of isn’t happy. She’s not one to hide her discontent.

      “I’m really sorry,” I say. “But I had this appointment set up a week ago.”

      In a flash, her bad attitude vanishes and she gives me the biggest smile. I’m not sure if it’s genuine, but it makes me feel better.

      “No worries,” she says.

      Erdoes! Aha! The producer’s name is Tim Erdoes! I suddenly remember.

      A girl comes out of the room, and the receptionist shows me inside.

      “This is Chloe Nichols. She has an appointment with you, Tim.”

      I enter a tiny, windowless room with a long table at the head of it. There are four people sitting at the table buried in head shots and notes. The small pudgy guy in a stained t-shirt looks up from his clipboard.

      “Yes, Chloe! Come in, come in.”

      “This is the wardrobe designer who contacted me earlier,” he tells the people in the room. “Chloe, this is Martha, Richard, and Barbara.”

      “Nice to meet you,” everyone says as I shake their hand.

      “To tell you the truth, I didn’t really give wardrobe much thought. And I’m glad that you contacted me.”

      I smile. His warm demeanor and everyone’s friendly faces are putting me at ease. My adrenaline is still running on overdrive, but my breathing is getting a little bit steadier. You can do this, I say to myself.

      “I’ve worked on a number of small films,” I lie. I really worked on one, and it was a short film. I wasn’t the main wardrobe stylist, just an intern. After months of not hearing back from anyone, to even work for free, my sister insisted that I make up (‘exaggerate’ was her word) some jobs on my resume to get my first real job.

      “So I have experience styling actors. I think you’ve seen my portfolio on Instagram.”

      Lila is also responsible for my Instagram feed. She wore most of the outfits and posed for photos. In some photos, you can see her face in others you can’t.

      Tim smiles at me.

      “Yes, we liked it very much,” he says, cracking his knuckles. It’s some sort of nervous tick. The sound of cracking knuckles makes me cringe, but I remain professional and personable.

      Lila’s words ring in my ears. “Just keep smiling. It’s harder to reject a smiling face.”

      I hand them a portfolio of the best photos from my Instagram feed. I wait for a moment for Tim to pass the photos over to the other side of the table. Once I feel like his attention is back on me, I add, “As I’ve stated in my email, I work for a very reasonable rate. $150-$200 per day. Plus expenses.”

      “Wow, that is reasonable,” Barbara says.

      “Well, these look great. You definitely have the flair for what’s modern and contemporary but unique. Doesn’t she, Tim?” Richard asks.

      “Oh yes, definitely,” Tim agrees.

      “I love this one in particular,” Martha points to one of the photos, showing Barbara.

      “Well, let me tell you a little bit about the movie itself,” Tim says. “It’s about a famous actor who’s also a drunk and his journey of coming home for Thanksgiving and dealing with demons of his past.”

      “That’s fascinating,” I say following another tip from Lila. The movie does sound interesting, but Lila said that it was important to use over the top words when describing their work.

      “As a word, ‘interesting’ is way over used. It makes it sound like you’re bored,” she said.

      By the expression on their faces, I can tell that I nailed it. Everyone’s smiles brighten up.

      “We’re glad you feel that way,” Barbara says. “We’re definitely really excited about it.”

      “The budget is quite small though,” Richard says. “$500,000. But we are in negotiations with a couple of famous actors who might work for free and take money out of the backend.”

      The backend means they’ll take a percentage of the profits, if the movie were to make any. This is rarely the case, but if they are really in negotiations with someone famous, then that means that script is pretty good and the movie will at least get seen. Now I want this job even more. I do something that I’ve done since third grade whenever I wanted something. I hide one of my hands behind my back slightly, and cross my fingers. My own personal good luck charm.

      “If you don’t mind stepping out for a second, Chloe, I’d like to take a moment to talk about this with everyone,” Tim says. He’s sitting up straighter now. There’s a smile on his face. Good news perhaps? I hope!

      “Oh, before you leave, I was just wondering, how did you get into this line of work?” Martha asks. “Did you study fashion in school?”

      “No, actually. Fashion was always a passion of mine, but growing up in Pennsylvania, I didn’t really know of a way I could make a living at it. I actually studied Economics at Oberlin. It’s a small liberal arts college in—“

      “Ohio!” Richard finishes my sentence. “I know, I went there! But I graduated about ten years before you.”

      “I graduated four years ago. I can’t believe you went there. Most people have never even heard of it,” I say. “Especially out here in LA.”

      “I know, right? Aren’t they missing out?”

      “Totally.”

      “So, you majored in Econ?” Richard asks. “I majored in dance.”

      After catching up about the pleasures of spending four years in the cloistered environment of Oberlin College, I go outside and wait for their decision. Within a few minutes, they call me back and offer me the job.

      [image: ]

      I leave the meeting on cloud nine. I have my first wardrobe stylist job! I’m actually going to be paid for doing something in fashion! After graduating from Oberlin, I was lost. I went to New York and got a finance job, which I hated. On day two, I knew that I hated it and never wanted to work there, but I slugged it out a whole year. After quitting, I couldn’t afford to live in New York and ended up back home in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania living with my parents. It was pathetic. I was depressed. I had no idea what I wanted to do with myself.

      My sister, who is two years older than I am, has been living in LA since college. She went to University of Southern California and studied acting. She’s actually doing really well. She has been in a number of independent films and has a Screen Actor’s Guild card and an agent. Now, she’s actually getting paid for work. Not enough to quit her job as a waitress, because the work isn’t steady, but I’m certain that she will in the future. There’s a saying in LA: it takes at least a decade to become an overnight success. She’s only five years in.

      Well, during my year of despondency and depression, she invited me to visit her out here. When I came out, we went out for a couple of lattes at Starbucks (her treat, because I was beyond broke), and she invited me to stay.

      “I can’t lie, I like it here,” I told her that day. “It’s always sunny and warm, and the guys are much more attractive than in Pennsylvania.”

      “That’s true. But they also know it, which isn’t that great,” Lila smiled.

      “But I don’t know if I can move here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…because I don’t know what I want to do. I studied economics, and I thought that a job in finance would be fine. But it was awful.”

      “Oh c’mon, Chloe. You and I both know that you never dreamed of a job in finance.”

      “Does anyone?” I asked.

      “I’m sure that some people do,” she said after thinking about it for a second. “But that’s not important. What’s important is that economics and finance were always some back up choices, weren’t they?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Fashion. That’s what I mean. You love fashion right? And not just to shop. You love arranging, styling outfits. Finding just the right accessories for just the right occasion. To evoke just the right mood.”

      “Okay, so what? That’s not a job,” I shrugged.

      “Out here it is, you idiot. It’s called wardrobe stylist, and it’s very important.”

      “You mean in movies?”

      “And television. Everywhere,” Lila said.

      “But I can’t do that.”

      “Why not? It’s basically a crew job. You just send out your resume and experience and portfolio out to all the production companies and tell them that you work cheap. Someone will hire you.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” she says decidedly.

      “And what do I do for money in the meantime?”

      “Waitress. At the right place, you’ll make really good tips. It’s what everyone does.”

      Even now, driving back home, I can remember her face at that moment. Determined and effervescent. She had somehow managed to solve all of my problems over a cup of coffee, and she was damn proud of it.
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      I wake up with a pounding headache. Thump. Thump. Thump. Groggily, I feel around the night stand for a glass of water, but it’s not there. Dammit. My mouth is as dry as a desert and my lips are chapped. I head out of the bedroom, through the living room and toward the kitchen. It’s times like this that I really regret getting a 5000 square foot house. If it weren’t this big, it wouldn’t take me this long to get to the kitchen.

      I grab a bottle of water out of my new $10,000 refrigerator – I didn’t know that refrigerators could cost that much, but the interior decorator educated me about it – and gulp down the whole thing. I shouldn’t have drank so much last night. I pop a few Aspirin into my mouth and head out to the patio. I hate being hung over. Who doesn’t? Every muscle in my body is sore. I feel like I just worked out for four hours with my personal trainer, but what I really did was fight too much with my ex. Ariel Chantal. Not her real name, of course. But who here goes by their real name, anyway?

      In case you have been living under a rock for the last couple of years and don’t know who Ariel Chantal is, let me fill you in. She is TV’s most popular vampire. She plays Erica Hill, a girl who is living a double life: regular high school girl by day and vampire queen by night. There’s some explanation for why she continues to go to school despite being a vampire queen, but I can’t remember what it is. The show is a hit and recently got picked up for two additional seasons. She just signed a new contract, and she’s getting paid more than any other female television star out there.

      I, of all people, had the misfortune to fall in love with her. Not the way millions of people around this country and the world has, no. I didn’t just fall for her beautiful green eyes and long lustrous hair, the color of dark cocoa. I didn’t fall for those perfect breasts and those quirky tattoos with inspiring quotes and butterflies and birds. Even though no matter how much you may not like tattoos, they do accentuate the curves of her body even more. And wow, do they look good when she’s naked. No. I didn’t fall for any of those things. Not at first. At first, I thought she was hot and that we’d go on a date, and that would be the end of it. I’ve dated other actresses in the past. I’m not a lightweight myself. I’ve graced the covers of Teen Beat for years (and anyone will tell you that it’s hard to land that sucker if you’re not hot in just the right way), and my agent just told me that I’m in the final round of competition for People’s Sexiest Man Alive. But that’s all beside the point. What is the point? The point is that Ariel and I weren’t just some publicity stunt. Yes, my agent introduced us, but after we went out a couple of times, I started to really fall for her. And she fell for me. We moved in together within the month. We spent all of our time, outside of work, together. I thought everything was perfect.

      And then…that happened.

      No, I can’t think about it. Not now. I walk around the patio. Los Angeles looms below me, stretching out in all directions as far as the eye can see. Far in the distance, the blueness of the Pacific Ocean calls for me. Even though I’ve been in this house for three months now, and paid the interior decorator a small fortune to get everything in each room just right, I’m still not entirely sure if the Hollywood Hills are for me. I love the rugged canyons and the way the houses are nestled onto the cliffs, but I want the ocean. I want to wake up and smell the salty air. I want to be able to jump on my surfboard at any moment, night or day. Especially on a day like this.

      I take a deep breath and exhale. Just like my personal trainer showed me. I bend over, spreading my arms and legs into a downward dog pose. I’m just starting out with yoga, but it has been quite an eye-opening experience. It has this effect of calming me down in times of stress. Today, unsurprisingly, my hamstrings feel tighter than before. I move my heels up, up, and down to stretch them out a bit. After a few deliberate attempts, they finally cooperate and land on the floor.

      I should stretch out, but instead I delve right into a hand stand. I put one of my legs onto the railing of the patio and form an L with my body. Then I lift them up to the sky, carefully balancing on my hands. There’s something about a handstand, which is totally liberating. It messes with my equilibrium and makes me feel invincible. And relaxed. When I finally step out of the hand stand, this one is no different. Relief sweeps through my body. Whatever leftover anger remained in my muscles, it drains away. Vanishes. Dissipates.

      I walk back inside to make myself a cup of coffee. After being upside down for a few minutes, the blood in my body seems to be flowing differently and my headache is starting to wane. Finally. On my way to the kitchen, I flip on my 50-inch smart TV and turn up the volume. I can’t remember what I was watching last night, but for some reason TMZ comes on. I hear Harvey Levin’s voice in the background. I never watch this show. Oh yeah, Ariel was here. She must’ve watched this channel last night. I start a cup of coffee on my Starbucks machine and watch the sudden jolts and cuts of TMZ. How can anyone watch this show without getting a headache? They cut back and forth between frames for absolutely no other reason but to make something look more exciting, when in reality it’s just some celebrity walking from Whole Foods back to their car.

      Just as my cup is about to finish brewing, I hear a familiar scene coming from the TV.

      “So, what do you think about your girlfriend, Ariel Chantal, walking out of Chateau Marmont with Ben Kingsolver?”

      “What?” I ask the paparazzi. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, you know, she spent the night there with him. We have them on video going inside, laughing and holding hands, and then coming out early this morning. Also, holding hands.”

      I flip the television off. I hate the vulnerable look on my face. It has been playing on all the entertainment news channels. In a day, this has somehow became headline news. I guess no one ever saw what someone looks like when they discover that someone they care about is cheating on them. But that was it. The stupid photographer caught me completely off-guard. What made me really mad about it, and really disappointed in Ariel, is that she could’ve just told me. She didn’t have to lie about going away for the night. She could’ve just told me that she fell for her co-star, I mean who hasn’t been there, right? They work together. They spend all their time together. It’s only natural. Agh, I feel like such an idiot.

      Whatever Zen I achieved standing in a handstand has all disappeared. I’m back to feeling as shitty as I did last night when she was over here packing to move out. We were fighting and yelling, I don’t even know about what. I wasn’t asking her to stay. I just wanted an apology, and that’s something that she just flat out refused to give.

      I need a drink. I look at the time. It’s not even ten. No, I’m not drinking this early. I partied a lot in my early twenties, and this little incident with Ariel is not making me go back there. To that dark place. Last year, I did a movie where I played this tough, kick-ass know it all guy. He was pretty much an arrogant prick, but he did have an awesome line.

      “I don’t drink to feel better. I drink only to feel even better.”

      In other words, you should drink to celebrate something. Not to bring yourself out of a funk, because everyone who has ever gotten drunk when they were depressed knows that it doesn’t work. Ever since I read that line, I tried to apply that to my own life. And, for the most part, I’ve been pretty successful. But now, I really want a drink.

      While I sit on the couch with my cup of coffee, flipping through the channels and marveling at how there are like a million of them and yet there’s absolutely nothing on, my phone rings. I look at the number. It’s Josh, my agent.

      “Hey Finn. How are you? Are you sure you want to do this movie?” Josh asks. The “how are you” is purely rhetorical. He’s a busy guy. Even on his days off, he isn’t the kind for pleasantries.

      “Have you seen the news?” I ask. He’s not really a bad guy to talk to about problems, when you catch him in a good mood.

      “Yes, of course. But who cares? It makes you look vulnerable. Irresistible. Every woman loves a guy who’s had his heart broken.”

      “Wow, thanks,” I say sarcastically. “I wasn’t thinking that this whole thing with Ariel would have a positive effect on my career.”

      “Of course, it will. You’re not some jerk who dumped her for a hotter model. As if that’s possible. No, you’re a nice guy who got cheated on. Now, you are a shoe-in for that Sexiest Man Alive cover. You’re all over the news. People Magazine won’t be able to resist. They’ll sell out.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I mumble. I hate to admit it, but I sort of like that at least one positive thing is coming out of this.

      “Oh trust me,” Josh says, taking a sip of something. Probably Red Bull. He doesn’t seem to live on anything else. “But I want to talk to you about that little indie movie. Are you sure you want to do it?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been looking for something more serious, and I like the script a lot. It’s smart.”

      “Yeah, it’s not bad. But it has NO marketing budget. How the hell is it going to make any money?” Josh asks.

      “I think they’re going to do the festival circuit. So, if the critics like it…” I say. I don’t really know how else to justify it. Josh knows why I’m doing this. I want to be offered more serious roles.

      “It’s going to take up a month of your time,” he says.

      “Listen, I know you’re disappointed that I’m not doing that action movie with Mark Wahlberg, but this movie just feels right. I know that I can do more than crack jokes and play the same exact brash asshole all the time.”

      “Hot, brash asshole,” Josh corrects me.

      I know that I’m not going to fully convince him why I have to do this, but that’s okay. I’m doing it for me, not for him.
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      Two weeks after our first meeting, I arrive on set. This is my first real set. They show me to the wardrobe trailer, which is filled with clothes that I’ve preselected for all the principal actors. It’s fall, so most of the colors are warm. I’ve organized them according to scene with today’s scenes at the front. There are three people in the scene – sixty-five year old patriarch, fifty-five year old matriarch and their famous son. I haven’t met any of the actors yet, but I have their basic sizes and measurements. I also picked out clothes in a couple of sizes smaller and bigger, just in case the clothes that I have here aren’t a great fit. I think I brought too much – I’ve been prepping for this day ever since I landed the job – but I want everything to go perfectly.

      We’re shooting the first scene at a real house in North Hollywood. It’s a little bungalow, which is set up in a French country style. I’m glad that I got here about an hour earlier than I should have, because I used the hour to prep and gather my thoughts. I can barely contain my excitement, and my thoughts are running a mile a minute. After all the clothes and accessories are just how I want them, in order of my preference, I walk outside and head to the craft table. Time to meet some people, I say to myself.

      The craft table is filled with bagels, donuts, cookies, a variety of fresh fruit and vegetables, including bananas, strawberries, sliced up oranges and grapefruits as well as bacon, scrambled eggs, and sliced cold cuts.

      “This looks delicious,” I say to the woman next to me.

      “Oh Chloe, you’re here already!” she says, turning around. I suddenly realize that it’s Barbara from the meeting.

      “Sorry, I didn’t see you, Barbara,” I smile and we exchange hugs. Barbara is big woman in her early thirties. She has a beautiful face and disposition. Her smile is contagious.

      “Are you settling in okay?” she asks. I nod.

      “Yes, everything’s great. I have all the outfits set out. Just need the actors now.”

      “Perfect. Well, they should be arriving soon.”

      Barbara excuses herself and disappears into a sea of people buzzing around the set. I pour myself a glass of orange juice. I always crave something sweet when I’m nervous. Orange juice is at least somewhat healthy, right?

      I thought that the craft table would be a good place to make a friend, but everyone looks rushed and busy. I decide to head back to the wardrobe section and wait until someone comes to see me.

      Suddenly, my phone beeps. I pull it out of my pocket as I walk.

      Good luck on your first day! Lila texts.

      I smile. She can be quite self-centered, but she can also be super sweet. She knows how nervous I have been for this day. I’ve been worried about it ever since I got the job, and it was she who appeased my fears to a large degree. It was she who made me feel like everything’s going to be okay. Or at least, tried to make me feel that way.

      Thanks! I text back.

      And then, splat!

      For a second, I don’t know what’s happened.

      My phone crashes to the floor. I’m covered in orange juice.

      “What the hell?” some guy yells in my face. “This is a set. You can’t just walk and text and carry orange juice around with you and not look where you’re going.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I apologize. Though, I have my doubts that it’s really my fault.

      My white tank top and skinny jeans are completely wet. I look over at the guy. He’s dressed in a white button down shirt, and a very nice pair of grey slacks. Both are drenched in orange juice.

      “You should be. I’m just walking here and then this happens!”

      And then suddenly, I get upset. “Hey, I already told you that I was sorry, okay? And I am.”

      “Whatever,” he shakes his head and walks away.

      “Oh my God,” a girl who looks like she’s in college runs up to me. “Don’t you know who that is?”

      I’m blotting my tank top and jeans with napkins, all to no avail. Orange juice stains, badly. I need some club soda or baking soda or something, but I don’t know if I can get any here.

      “What?” I ask.

      “That guy you spilled orange juice on?”

      “What about him?” I ask without looking up.

      “That’s Finn Dalton. I can’t believe that Finn Dalton is here! What did he say to you?”

      I stare at her as if she had lost her mind. “I yelled at him,” I say after a beat. She walks away from me, shocked to her very core. I just shake my head. No, she’s wrong. That wasn’t Finn Dalton. That couldn’t be. Tim said he was getting someone famous for the main role, but not Finn Dalton famous. What the hell would he be doing shooting a movie this little? The script is great, of course, but the budget is like half a million. If Okay Magazine is right, Finn Dalton doesn’t get out of bed for less than $20 million. No, that was just some guy who looks like him. I don’t know much about him, but I know one thing for sure. He’s an asshole.

      I pick up my phone and head back to the wardrobe trailer. The screen is cracked – perfect! This day is not getting off to a good start. I slam the door behind myself and start to search through the clothes for something that I could wear today. The actors will be here any minute, and I need to look like a professional. The back of my head feels like someone is hitting it with a mallet. I let out a breath and realize that I’ve been holding my breath for some time.

      Breathe. Just breathe, I say to myself. It’s moments like this that make me wish that I actually went out and got that cliché tattoo, with the words ‘Just Breathe’ on my wrist. It’s funny how often you actually forget to do just that.
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      When I arrive on set for my first day of shooting, I immediately regret the decision of signing up for this thing. I’m already having a bad day. Ariel called early this morning in a fit, demanding that I drop everything and look for her Cartier diamond necklace. Apparently, she couldn’t find it anywhere, and it’s somehow my job to look for it.

      “I took it off at your house. I remember that precisely,” she hollered into the phone.

      I look around the bedroom and the bathroom. I check the dresser and the closet. It’s nowhere to be found.

      “I don’t know what you want from me,” I said. “I don’t see it.”

      “C’mon look harder! It costs over fifty grand.”

      “Well, I hope you had it insured. ‘Cause it’s not here.”

      “Fuck you!” she yelled.

      “Maybe you should call Chateau Marmont and check if maybe you left it there,” I said and hung up.

      This was not the way I wanted to start the day. As much as I try to put her out of my mind, I’m still fuming over the whole thing when I arrive in North Hollywood, and my mood does not improve when I see the set. The bungalow is fine enough, but the crafts table is rather small, and there are clearly not enough trailers to accommodate the entire crew.

      Tim shows me to my trailer.

      “Thank you so much again for joining our production,” he says over and over, nervously, cracking his knuckles. What an annoying habit!

      “Yeah, sure. I love the script,” I say. At least that part is true.

      I don’t bother to go into the trailer and instead head straight to the crafts table. I need some coffee and maybe a Greek yogurt in my system if I have any hope of getting a fresh start on the day.

      Bam! Splash!

      Before I realize what’s going on, some girl’s orange juice is all over my brand new Calvin Klein shirt and my grey Marc Jacobs slacks. Perfect. Just perfect.

      Her phone falls to the floor, and I’m sure that she was walking and texting.

      She starts to apologize profusely, but that just pisses me off more. I put on these clothes precisely so that I didn’t have to be fitted by wardrobe for some cheaper clothes that won’t work as well. I’m supposed to be a drunk asshole celebrity and, given the look of this place, I’m not really certain that they have it in their budget for $1000 pants and a $500 shirt. That’s probably how much the director’s getting paid.

      After she disappears, I debate whether I should go to my trailer and freshen up or just head straight to wardrobe and get them to find me something to wear.

      “Hello? Excuse me? Is this wardrobe?” I ask, knocking on the door of the trailer on the very end. Who’s bright idea it was to put wardrobe so far away from the rest of the set is beyond me, but whatever.

      “Yes, it is,” I hear a girl’s willowy voice coming from inside. “Come in, come in.”

      When I open the door and step inside, I see a girl looking away and wiping her eyes as much as she can to hide the fact that she was crying, but her eyes are bloodshot and her mouth is red around her lips. Sure signs of tears.

      Oh shit. It hits me. That’s her! That’s the girl who spilled the orange juice on me!

      “I’m sorry, I can come back later, if you want,” I say, hoping that she will just let me go.

      “No, no, I’m sorry. Please come in.”

      “Is the main wardrobe person here?” I ask, trying to change the subject. I’m pretending that I don’t know that she has been crying, but both of us know that I’m not doing a very good job of it.

      She looks straight at me with her piercing hazel eyes.

      “I am the wardrobe stylist,” she says furrowing her brow. Oh crap! I’m just making this worse and worse. She puts her hands on her hips. Her eyes are dry now and she does not look happy.

      “I’m so sorry,” I finally say. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Yes, I think so too,” she says. Neither of us says anything for a moment. I take the pause to admire how stunning she actually is. She’s dressed in a tight black skirt and ruffled blouse with polka dots (not what she was wearing earlier) and her light brown hair sparkles in the sunlight. She doesn’t look older than twenty-two, though she could be thirty or more. This is LA, who the hell ever knows? She’s about five foot five and average weight. Not too tall or skinny, like Ariel and other girls that I’m used to. When she tucks hair behind her ear, I see that she’s wearing dangling Tree of Life earrings. They glisten and catch my eye, bringing me back to reality.

      “Let’s start again, okay? Hi, my name is Finn Dalton, and I’m a total jerk for getting so upset with you for absolutely no reason.” I extend my hand to her.

      She smiles and her whole face lights up.

      “Hi,” she says, taking my hand. “My name’s Chloe Nichols, and I should not walk, text and carry open containers of orange juice with me because I’m a total klutz. And I’m really sorry that I spilled it all over your gorgeous Marc Jacobs slacks.”

      “So you do know clothes,” I say.

      She shrugs. “I work in wardrobe, don’t I?”

      “Well, yes, you do. But you’d be surprised,” I say.

      “I’m really sorry again about the orange juice. And I’m actually even more sorry now, because we don’t have anything nearly as nice for you to wear to replace those pants.”

      “Oh, that’s okay.”

      “Let me take them to the dry cleaner’s to make this up for you, at least.”

      “Oh no, that’s not necessary,” I say.

      “Please, I’d like to.”

      “You really don’t have to,” I say. She looks disappointed, so I cave and let her do it.
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      I smile and nod and smile again and act like everything is normal. I act like I’m totally cool with just standing here chatting with Finn Dalton. As if he were just any other guy walking down the street. But the thing is that he isn’t. He’s Finn Dalton! The Finn Dalton. He’s the guy who was nominated for an Oscar when he was 18 – a boy actor genius – who played a ninth grade paraplegic who taught us all to live every moment of life to the fullest. He’s also the star of Monday Night Football, the show that made him a star. He played the fast talking, smooth as hell quarterback who loved the ladies a little bit more than he loved football. That’s the role that got him all the magazine covers. That’s the role that got him the starring role in To Live and to Die in the West, the record-breaking action flick about a guy who goes back in time and starts a gang robbing trains.

      “So what should I change into?” Finn asks me. Luckily, I organized all the actors’ outfits this morning and labeled them appropriately. I grab the first outfit and hand it to him. It’s a tight-fitting black t-shirt and slim fit jeans.

      “There’s a little space back there where you can change,” I say pointing to the back of the trailer.

      He nods, flashes me a smile. The space in the trailer is pretty tight and he squeezes me a little as he moves past me.

      “Sorry,” he whispers. I inhale a little bit of his breath. Mint and ginger. It sends shivers down my spine.

      “I’m sorry,” I say awkwardly and move out of the way.

      A minute later, he emerges behind the curtain. Shirtless.

      Every muscle of his body is toned and bronzed. Even though he isn’t flexing, there’s a definite six pack. It takes all of my strength not to reach out and run my fingers along each indentation.

      “Did…um, did I not give you a shirt?” I ask, stumbling over my words. I look down at the ground and then back up to him. He smiles again, clearly enjoying this moment. I bet he’s had experiences with hundreds, if not thousands of girls, each month and from the look on his face it’s not getting old.

      “Yes, you did,” he says holding up the shirt. Finn puts his head down a bit, when my eyes meet his, a few loose strands of hair fall into his face. Damn. He’s hot.

      “I was just wondering what you thought of the jeans.” He spins around and gives me a good look at his butt. The jeans aren’t designer, but the fit is magnificent. To the T. They squeeze his thighs in just the right way, accentuating the firmness and plumpness of his perfect ass.

      “They are…perfect.” I say, licking my lips.

      “Did you just lick your lips?” he asks.

      “What? No, of course not!” I say a little bit too quickly. He smiles again, his teeth are so white they’re almost blinding.

      “Okay,” he says, pulling the shirt over his head. Once again, a perfect fit. It’s a little tight, but he’s pulling it off nicely. The character is a douche bag, but not one incapable of redemption. The shirt, which hugs his pecs and six-pack, doesn’t make him look entirely slimy. Just a little slimy. But in a good way, if that makes any sense. Oh no, this is all too much for me. I’m starting to feel faint.

      “Are you okay?” Finn walks over to me. His hand is around my shoulder. Finn Dalton is actually touching me! I’m not really a fangirl, I never swoon over celebrities. It’s Lila who always has her head buried in all the celebrity magazines. But something about him, here, touching my shoulder is making me even fainter.

      “I just feel a little sick,” I whisper. “I need some air.”

      Finn helps me outside. The set is swarming with activity and, luckily, no one notices me. In case anyone asks, just remember not to tell them that you feel sick. Not the truth. Anything but the truth. I mean, what is this? Middle school? Or the nineteenth century? Am I really about to pass out because some guy touched my shoulder? But then again, he’s not just some guy. He’s our generation’s Tom Cruise, Brad Pitt and Paul McCartney all rolled into one.

      Finn’s hand remains on the small of my back the whole time that I’m doubled over with my head in my thighs. When I finally start to feel a little better, I lift my head up and look up at him. His face is that of concern and uncertainty.

      “I’m okay, really,” I assure him.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t really have anything to eat this morning, and it has been a little stressful around here.”

      Finn smiles again. Is this his go-to response? A beautiful smile that sweeps me off my feet?

      I try to change the topic.

      “So, what do you think of your wardrobe? How do you feel in it? Does it feel right?”

      He looks down at his stomach and feels his thighs with his fingertips.

      “Yes, I think so,” he nods.

      “And as for shoes and accessories. I was actually thinking that those Kenneth Cole’s you have on are quite good. They’ll be perfect for this scene, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Great.”

      “Good.” We exchange a moment of silence as he gazes into my eyes. It feels like he’s looking for something within me. His gaze is disarming. And loving. And heartbreaking.

      “And the accessories?” he asks, bringing me back to reality.

      “Oh yes, accessories. Well, I was thinking of a bracelet. I mean a leather cuff. Something a little punk rock. Bold.”

      He follows me back inside the trailer, and I show him what I mean. He tries it on and loves it.

      “Well, great then,” I say when there’s nothing else to say. “I guess that’s everything, then.”

      “I’ll go run this by the director then,” he says slowly. As if he were reluctant to leave as much as I am reluctant to let him go. But that couldn’t be, right?

      “I’ll see you on set?” he asks.

      “Yes, of course. I’ll be there,” I nod.
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      The first scene goes as well as can be expected. Everyone is prepared with their lines and the director, Martha, is prepared and organized. There’s nothing I hate more than a disorganized director without a game plan. They all pretty much have one, but some just have no idea what they want or what they’re looking for. So they waste a ton of time on trying to figure it out with all the actors standing around and waiting. Not Martha. Even though she’s still really young (she can’t be more than thirty), and this is her first real movie, she is more professional than some successful fifty-year-olds that I’ve worked with.

      I’m not going to name any names, but I’ve worked with some big time directors, and I can’t tell you how many of them are totally full of shit. Come to think of it, Martha is the only female director I’ve ever worked with. Wow. But there are so few of them. I read an article that said that less than 4% of directors are women. Martha really has her work cut out for her in this business. Just from shooting one scene, I can already tell that she’s going to go far. She’s courteous, professional and goal-oriented. Despite all that, she’s open to listening to input from the actors. I can’t tell you how rare that is!

      Once we break for lunch, I head out to craft services to find Chloe. There’s something about her that’s pulling me in. I don’t know what it is, but I want to find out. She has this casual, easy going demeanor. And, of course, she’s quite easy on the eyes. Not in my usual model-type of way, but that’s good too. If she were an actress, she’d be a shoo-in for the “girl next door” character. Stunning in this completely off-the-cuff way.

      I can’t help but smile thinking back to how uncomfortable she looked when I walked out without my shirt on earlier. I did it on purpose. I work hard on this body. I’d be lying if I had said that it’s not nice to see someone admire it – someone I like. Wait. Is this what’s going on? I actually like Chloe? Like, like her?

      No, I shake my head. That’s not a good idea. I’m still messed up over the whole thing with Ariel. What I need now is not someone I like, but someone to fuck. The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else, right?

      My phone rings. When I see the name, I consider not picking it up.

      “Yeah?” I answer.

      “Finn! I’m glad I got you.” The cheery voice on the other end belongs to Stefania. I’m sure it was Stephanie at one point, but now that she’s a big-time Public Relations executive, it’s Stefania.

      “I’m assuming that you’re no longer taking Ariel to the Governor’s Ball this weekend,” Stefania says.

      Oh shit. I completely forgot about that.

      “No.”

      “Have you given any thought to someone else you might want to take?”

      “No.”

      “No problem. No problem at all.” Stefania always repeats phrases whenever something is clearly a problem.

      “I was thinking that I would just go alone.”

      There’s a pause on the other end.

      “Um, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a charity event.”

      I don’t know what it is about black-tie charity events that require dates, but that seems to be a standard operating procedure.

      “Okay, fine, I’ll find someone,” I say. I can probably go through my phone and scrounge up one late night booty call who will be willing to go on an actual date with me.

      But the silence on the other end tells me that it’s not a good idea.

      “Ummmm,” Stefania says elongating the second part of the one-syllable word.

      “What?” I ask. Don’t beat around the bush. Just come out and say it. My lunch hour is expiring as we speak, and I want to spend as much of it with Chloe. Damn it. Did I really think that?

      “Finn, the Governor’s Ball is not an awards party, and it’s not a typical Hollywood event. There will be a lot of politicians and their wives.”

      “And girlfriends,” I joke. She ignores me.

      “The Governor is introducing you and honoring you for raising so much money for leukemia. You will be sitting at the head table. It’s very important that you have an event-appropriate date.”

      ‘Event-appropriate date’ is a euphemism for ‘she can’t be a bimbo.’

      “Okay, I’ll find someone,” I mumble. Though I have serious doubts over my ability to actually find someone for the event who will fit that criteria.

      “Actually, I had an idea. What do you think of leaving it to a professional?”

      “There’s a professional who specializes in finding dates to events? Like a pimp?” I ask.

      “No. A matchmaker. She’s very good. A number of my clients have used her and found love.”

      “No, no, no. I’m not looking for love.”

      “I understand. And I will tell her that. So, in that case, it’s even easier. She’ll find someone who you will have a good time with and who will be an excellent date for this event.”

      I think about this for a second. The last thing I want to do this week is worry about getting a Governor’s Ball approved date for Saturday night. And apparently, I can’t go alone. Eh, why not? I send out my laundry and my agent books me auditions and jobs. Stefania does my PR. A thousand other people do a number of other things for me. Why not outsource getting a boring date as well?

      “Okay, fine,” I finally say. “Whatever will get me through that event with the least amount of trouble, the better.”

      “Perfect. I’ll let Dolly know.”

      “Dolly?” I ask.

      “Dolly Monroe, the billionaire matchmaker,” Stefania says.

      “That’s her name?” I ask.

      “I know, it’s a little eccentric.”

      “To say the least.”

      I hang up the phone. Billionaire matchmaker. Seriously? That’s seriously how she makes money? This town is nuts. One thing’s for sure. She’s totally going to be slumming it with me. I only made $20 million dollars from my last big movie.

      There are still close to forty-five minutes left of lunch, yet I can’t find Chloe anywhere. She must be back in her trailer. I make my way back there and see that she’s busy with a couple of actors. She has moved the mirror and one of the chairs outside, making a little outside dressing room. The actress is dressed in a long, blood red gown which moves in little waves as she spins in front of the mirror, but it’s Chloe I can’t keep my eyes off of. The way she puts one of her hands up over her mouth as she steps away from the actress and examines the look. The way her hair glistens in the sunlight and falls into her face. The way she pulls it up into a loose pony tail, but a few unruly strands refuse to be contained.
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      I see Finn looking at us. Not, us, really. Tara. She’s the one in the gorgeous gown. She’s the one with pristine makeup and immaculate bronze skin. She’s the one who is six feet tall in those three-inch heels. Even standing here backstage, surrounded by trailers, she looks like some sort of cross between a princess and a goddess. I glance back at Finn. He gives us a wink, but Tara doesn’t notice it. I don’t know whether I should nod back. The wink isn’t really for me, but Finn is persistent. This time he nods. I give him a slight nod back. His smiles. Just being polite, I’m sure.

      I watch him as he moves gracefully around the craft table. A slice of watermelon. An orange. An apple. A few French fries and a green smoothie. He leans against his trailer, props himself up with one leg and eats a slice of watermelon. The juice runs down his lips and his chin. He wipes his mouth with the back of the hand. His perfect almond eyes are adorned with impossibly long eyelashes – the kind that women pay good money for. They make him look innocent and slightly feminine, but in a completely sexy masculine way. In other words, they make me (and many other women) swoon.

      Finn continues to watch us, making it nearly impossible for me to concentrate. When Tara goes inside to try another outfit, I walk over to him.

      “Hey,” he says, smiling at me with his eyes. Hmm, how can I put this?

      “Hey. Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m having a little bit of a hard time concentrating with you staring at Tara like that. She has noticed as well.”

      The last part is a total lie. If Tara knew that Finn Dalton was checking her out, she’d probably faint. At the very least, she would not be in any mood to keep trying on and discussing clothes.

      “I wasn’t staring at Tara,” he says taking a bite of the apple and chewing with his mouth open.

      “What?”

      “I wasn’t staring at Tara,” Finn says. He swallows and doesn’t let his eyes off mine.

      “Yes, you were!” I say. “I saw you!”

      Now, I’m getting upset. It’s one thing to stare and wink and it’s a whole other thing to deny it.

      “No, you saw me staring. I was staring. I’m not denying that.” Finn’s so cocky, I’d want to punch him if he were anyone else. But he’s not.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I wasn’t staring at Tara. Is that her name?”

      “So, who were you staring at?”

      “You.”

      The word just hangs there in between us as if it were suspended on a string. As if it were one of those cartoon bubbles in a comic book.

      “You were staring at me? Why?” I finally ask.

      “Because I wanted to. You’re very pretty.” Finn takes another bite of his apple. When his eyes return to my face, I look down at the floor. For a second, I don’t know what to say.

      “Well, that’s very distracting,” I say when I’m able to gather my thoughts enough to produce an actual sentence.

      “I know,” he says. His eyes twinkle in the sunlight.

      “No. You. You’re distracting me.”

      “Now you know how I feel.”

      “Agh,” I say under my breath and walk away. There’s no way to get past this. Is this really happening? It’s unusual for me to be at a loss for words, but around Finn I find myself tongue-tied.

      I return to my trailer. Tara is already standing in front of the mirror, admiring herself in a beautiful lavender Monique Lhullier wedding dress. This is what I found for the wedding scene. It’s stunning. I try to focus on my work, but I feel him staring at me. Finn. It’s as if he’s burning a hole in the back of my head with his gaze. As I move around the dress, pretending to be completely involved in my work, I glance over at him. Just as I thought. He’s peeling his orange, dropping the peels on the floor, now sitting on the ground, and staring at me! No apologies. No nothing. Wait, did he really say that I was distracting him? That thought makes shivers run down my spine.

      [image: ]

      I watch Finn the rest of the day. He says his lines so casually and effortlessly. It’s like they are actually coming out of his mouth. It’s like he means them. I know he’s an actor – and not just an actor, an Academy Award winning Best Supporting Actor – but still. The other actors are also quite good. Natural. But he mesmerizes me. I’ve heard actors and actresses talk about the process and how important it is to have someone who gives and takes and works well with others. Finn seems to embody that. Even though he comes off like this arrogant, cocky, self-involved movie star in real life, in the scene he’s nothing but generous and kind. His demeanor and his casual smiles put everyone at ease. After the afternoon scene is complete, I overhear as Martha, the director, takes him aside and praises him about his generosity in working with newer and less experienced actors.

      “Hey, I know how tough it can be. I was there,” he says nonchalantly.

      Today is a short day. I’m off by five p.m. Even though I want to hang around and possibly have another interaction with Finn, I force myself to head to my car. Nothing good can come of flirting with that guy. Don’t you know who his girlfriend is? Ariel Chantal! No, I can’t compete with her. Not in this life.

      I drive back home in a daze. I still find it difficult to believe that I just had my first day at my first job as a wardrobe stylist. I’m actually getting paid to do this for a living. This! Picking out clothes and accessories for scenes. Many people think that clothes are shallow. I’m the first one to admit that I don’t dress that stylishly in my everyday life. But ever since I worked on my ninth grade production of Romeo and Juliet, I believed that clothes were everything in the theater (and in movies). They are the perfect complement to the actors. They create scenes and establish mood. The right outfit can make or break any scene. Every play and movie has many moving parts, and wardrobe is as important as any other. And now, I actually get to do this for a living. Really? The ninth-grade girl who still lives deep inside of me can’t quite believe it.

      Screeeeech!

      Bam!

      I hit my head on something hard. My ears buzz. The world turns black for a moment, then comes back into focus.

      I look around. I don’t know what just happened. Slowly, I realize that I was just in a car accident. Smoke is billowing out from the hood of my car. I just hit the driver’s side of the car stopped in front of me. My head is pounding. With great difficulty, I open the door and walk out. Some sort of green liquid is seeping out of my car. The smell of smoke and exhaust wraps around me. Everything is moving in slow motion.
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      Suddenly, I realize that there’s someone in the other car. I run over and try to pull the door open. It sticks. I can’t open it at first, but then it gives and opens.

      “Oh my God! Are you okay?” I ask the stunned woman inside. Her airbag just exploded in her face.

      “I think so,” she answers in a thick accent. I can’t quite place it.

      She gets out of the car, and we both stand outside looking at the damage. My Dodge Neon is completely wrecked. The front is smashed in to bits. Her car is also damaged, but not as badly. Not nearly as badly. The driver’s side has a substantial dent in it, but other than that, it’s fine.

      I look over at the woman. She looks as stunned as I feel. She looks like she’s in her fifties, but has the body of a fit thirty-year-old. She’s dressed in a tight white suit, which accentuates her substantial bosom, her minuscule waist and her round hips. She’s perched high on five-inch stilettos and wavers a little in the wind. For a second, I think she’s going to fall over, but she takes a step to the side and catches herself.

      “Are you okay? Would you like to sit down?” I ask.

      “Oh no, I’m fine, honey,” she says. “Oh I’m terribly sorry, where are my manners?”

      I stare at her dumbfounded. I have no idea what she’s referring to.

      Her huge platinum blonde hair forms a halo around her head and not a strand moves out of place as she pushes up on it a little with her long manicured nails.

      “My name’s Dolly Monroe,” she extends her hand to me. We shake hands, and I introduce myself.

      “I guess we should call the police?” I ask. Just as I pick up my phone to place the call, a police car pulls over. Luckily, we are in the middle of a residential street, and there’s not too much traffic.

      “Is everyone okay here?” the cop asks. We both nod. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I don’t really know what happened,” I say with a shrug. “I was just driving along and then everything went blank.”

      “I’m so, so sorry, officer,” Dolly says shaking her head. “I must’ve ran the stop sign.”

      The cop and I stare at her as if she had fallen off the moon. Did she really just admit fault?

      “I wasn’t texting or anything like that. I just didn’t see it,” she shrugs. “I’m really sorry, Chloe. I’m going to take care of your car. You don’t need to worry about that.”

      The cop takes her aside to get her statement. She’s out of earshot, but I can still hear her say a few words here and there. I try to place the accent. It sounds Southern, but not really. Then it hits me, she really sounds like Dr. Phil. Exactly like him. That must be it. She must be from Texas.

      When the cop comes back to me, he asks me for my license, registration and insurance. I hand him all the documents.

      “Why don’t you two exchange insurance information so that they can take care of this?” he says. I put her information into my phone and give her mine.

      After we are all done with the formalities, the cop issues Dolly a ticket and tells me that my car will need to be towed.

      I nod. “I guess I’ll look up a towing company,” I say. “And call a cab while I’m at it.”

      “Oh no, that’s nonsense,” Dolly says.

      “What?”

      “You don’t have to call a cab. I’ll drive you home. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Oh no, that’s okay,” I say. “I’m not sure how long it will be with the tow.”

      “I have nowhere to be,” she says. I finally give in. This woman doesn’t seem real. I’m not particularly cynical or pessimistic, but I know that there aren’t many people who would do what she’s doing in her position.

      The tow guy arrives in record time and, within half an hour, we’re on our way to my place. As I walk around to get into the passenger side, I notice the emblem in the front of her car – a decorative B.

      “Is this a Bentley?” I ask, buckling in.

      “Yep.”

      “Really? Wow. I’ve never been in a Bentley before. Actually, I’ve never even been in a BMW or a Mercedes.”

      “It’s a really good car,” she smiles at me. “So where to?”

      I give her my address.

      “So, Chloe. What do you do?”

      “I’m a wardrobe stylist. Today was actually my first day on the job. I’m doing a small independent film with really promising filmmakers.”

      “Wow, tell me about it,” Dolly says.

      I tell her as much as I can, while at the same time trying not to gush. Something about her demeanor puts me at ease. I find her very easy to talk to, and that’s coming from someone who has a lot of experience talking to people who listen for a living. After my brother died when I was 13, my parents sent me to a number of counselors to help me deal with the process, but none of them even came close to having Dolly’s demeanor and disposition.

      “That sounds wonderful. You have quite a promising start to your career,” Dolly says. “I can tell that you are very passionate about this.”

      “Yes, I am. When I was in college, I worried that I wouldn’t be able to make a living at this. I mean, I grew up in Pennsylvania. People there have regular jobs. So, after college I moved to New York and got a job in finance. I thought that I could be one of those people who did something for a living and did something else as a hobby, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t stand that job. I had something of a mental breakdown after that. My sister lived in LA. She’s an actress. She invited me to live with her, so I’m here.”

      “Doing something you love,” Dolly finished my sentence for me. I nod.

      “So what about your boyfriend? He must be very proud,” Dolly says. I take a deep breath. Boyfriend. Ah, that word.

      “Oh don’t tell me he isn’t supportive,” Dolly says, reading my facial expression.

      “No. I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “A beautiful girl like you?” Dolly says. My cheeks get flushed. “Or are you one of those modern girls who don’t go for relationships?”

      “No, that’s my sister, Lila,” I smile. “I’m just unlucky, I guess. I had a boyfriend in college, but we broke up when we moved to New York. There hasn’t really been anyone else. I think I was going through a little too much for anyone to deal with.”

      I have no idea why I’m telling this perfect stranger every intimate and personal thing about me. Shut up, Chloe, I say to myself.

      “But frankly, I wasn’t too keen on dating anyone for a while. It just seemed like too much trouble, and I don’t get this high from it like my sister does. She absolutely loves meeting new guys. And then, of course, she grows bored of them.”

      “And you’re not like that?” she asks.

      “No, not really,” I shrug. “I’m more of a long-term relationship girl. I had a boyfriend for two years in high school. Then three years in college.”

      “But you know, without dating and putting yourself out there, you’ll never find the love of your life.”

      “Yeah I know,” I nod. Neither of us says anything for a moment.

      “Chloe, you don’t know what I do.”

      “Oh, I’m so, so sorry. That was very rude of me. Just babbling on and on about my life to you,” I say quickly. I talk a little too fast when I get nervous or embarrassed. In this situation, I find myself feeling a lot of both.

      “No, that’s perfectly fine. I was the one who was prying. I just wanted to tell you that I might be able to do something for you,” Dolly says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m a matchmaker. I help people find love.”

      “A matchmaker?” I ask. “I didn’t know that was a real thing anymore. I mean, isn’t there the internet and all those online dating sites?”

      “Yes, there are, but nothing beats someone who actually knows both people setting them up on a date. There’s no algorithm that can replace that.”

      “Really?” I ask. I hate how skeptical I sound. I need to get myself a filter, ASAP.

      “It’s like your job. People can easily pick out their own clothes, can’t they? But you’re there to think about each particular scene and put together a number of outfits that evoke a particular mood and setting. You’re there to match the clothes to the characters and the story. Well, that’s what I do with people.”

      “That makes sense, I guess. And you make a living at this?”

      “A very good one. This Bentley and these diamonds didn’t buy themselves, that’s for sure.”

      I look around the car. And at the diamond necklace and giant diamond ring on her left hand. I was certain that she was one of those Beverly Hills women who had married very well. I’m embarrassed by how old-fashioned my thinking was.

      “What I’m trying to get at, Chloe, is that I would like to set you up.”

      “I don’t think I can afford you,” I say. “No, I’m certain that I can’t.”

      Dolly throws her head back and laughs. “Is that what you’re worried about? There’s no need. It’s free of charge.”

      “No, I couldn’t let you do that,” I shake my head.

      “I don’t usually charge women. Well, unless they are the richer party. Basically, I only charge the party that’s hiring me, and that’s the one who is the wealthier one. Unfortunately, it’s almost always men who have the money, but not always.”

      “So, do you only set up wealthy men?”

      “The men who come to me do tend to be very well-off, but I’m not an escort service, if that’s what you are thinking.”

      She must’ve read the expression on my face.

      “My clients have money, and many of them have had unfortunate experiences of having women date them just for their money. So they come to me looking for women who aren’t in it for that.”

      “Oh, I see,” I nod.

      We pull up to my apartment building. It’s a small two-story yellow building, with eight apartments. The walls are covered in ivy and little pink flowers. Every half a year, the landlord hires someone to take the ivy down, which always makes me sad. I love seeing plants crawl their way from the ground toward the sun. There’s something optimistic and beautiful in that.

      Dolly parks the car and turns to face me.

      “So, what do you think?” she asks, raising her eyebrows in anticipation.

      “I don’t know,” I hesitate. I don’t really know why I’m hesitating. I’m just afraid, I guess.

      “Just one date? What do you have to lose?”

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      “Perfect,” she gives me a warm hug in the car. “I have your number. And don’t forget to call your insurance about this whole thing.”

      “I won’t,” I say, getting out of the car. We wave good-bye and I head upstairs.

      Before I even have a chance to get through the door, my sister asks me, “Did I just see you get out of a Bentley?”
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      The following morning, I head downstairs to look for my sister’s car. Our apartment building doesn’t have any parking spots – it was built before they required that sort of thing – so there’s only street parking. In the morning and afternoons, there’s usually an ample amount of parking, but it starts to dwindle as people get home after work. Because Lila gets home around three or four in the morning, she’s forced to park three or four streets away. But because she almost always gets home a little tipsy and/or tired, she almost never remembers where she parked the car. Usually, this is her problem, but today, since she’s kind enough to let me borrow her car for work, it’s my problem. I leave the apartment half an hour early, just in case it takes me much longer to find the car that I think, and I finally find it forty-five minutes later, five blocks away.

      I’m about to give up when I finally see the 2001 Honda Civic with the front driver’s side smashed in. Elated, I open the passenger side and get in. I climb over the gear shift and the cup holders and into the driver’s side. This is the only way to get in. This happened a few years ago, when Lila was just laid off and she was completely broke. Someone had backed into her car while it was parked on the street. The insurance company gave her $800 for the damage, but because her account was overdrawn after she paid rent that month and she had no money for food, she used the money to live on instead of getting the door fixed. It has been this way ever since.

      I adjust my seat and make sure that the rear view and side mirrors are in the right position. I turn on the radio, but nothing comes out. That’s right, the radio doesn’t work either. Perfect. What a piece of shit car. Let’s just hope that it gets me to North Hollywood in one piece.

      My phone rings. It’s a strange number. I usually don’t pick up unknown numbers, but for some reason this time I do.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Chloe! This is Dolly Monroe. How are you?” Dolly’s accent, which I later found out is from West Texas, makes her sound like she’s cooing like a bird. It’s so sing-songy.

      “Hi Dolly. I’m fine,” I say. I put her on speaker, pull out of the parking spot and head toward Sunset Boulevard.

      “What are you doing Saturday night?” she asks.

      “Um…I don’t know. I don’t really have plans.”

      I try to think of what I have planned for the weekend. The beginning of this week has been so crazy and hectic that my brain fogs up.

      “You do now! I found the perfect date for you. You two will get along splendidly. The only thing is that it’s a formal event. Do you have any formal clothes?”

      “Wait, what?” My mind tries to catch up with the trunk load of information that she just unloaded on me.

      “Do you have any evening dresses?”

      “No. But wait, back up. I can’t go on a date this weekend.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…because,” I search my mind for an answer. But nothing comes to mind. “I don’t know. I just can’t. It’s too soon.”

      “You said you were free. You have nothing to worry about. No pressure. This guy is really easy going. Very attractive. And pretty loaded too.”

      “I don’t care about that,” I say.

      “Even better.”

      “But I still can’t go.”

      “Why not?” she asks. Is she totally dense? Or is she just not getting the hint?

      “I just can’t,” I say. “I’m not ready.”

      “Chloe, how long has it been since your last date?” she asks. I take a moment to really think about this. Hmm. Come to think of it. I can’t really remember. I don’t know.

      “That pause tells me that it has been too long. So this Saturday is going to fix that.”

      “But…”

      “There’s no buts. He’s a great guy. Very nice, courteous. Interesting. I’m sure that you two will get along splendidly.”

      “But you don’t even know me,” I finally come up with a good reason. That’s right. She hardly knows a thing about me. How can she be so sure that we’re a good match?

      “Chloe, what I do is not about knowledge. It’s not about information. People make connections based on chemistry, and I make my recommendations based on intuition. I learned a long time ago to listen to my intuition, and it’s very rarely wrong.”

      “Okay,” I finally give in.

      “Okay? You’ll go.” Dolly’s voice goes up at the end. She’s getting a little bit too excited about this.

      “Yes, I’ll go,” I say. “But why can’t we just go out for a cup of coffee? Get to know each other a little? I can’t go a black tie event with a complete stranger.”

      “Eh, of course, you can!” I can almost see her waving her manicured hand at me dismissively, as if that is such an usual statement to make.

      “Fine. But I don’t have anything to wear.”

      “I’ll fix that.”

      After carefully negotiating a time that would work with both of our schedules, we decide to meet on Rodeo Drive at 6 o’clock tonight. I hang up the phone with plenty of doubts and a touch of resignation. Maybe Dolly’s right. It’s time to go out there and meet some new people.
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      I meet Ben Garett for lunch. He’s my oldest and dearest friend. We have been friends since I was 13 and he was 12 and we met on the set of Roseanne, a popular 90’s sitcom. He had one line, and I was an extra. That was one of my first real jobs, and I was a nervous wreck. Ben was experienced. He had been going to auditions and getting gigs in television shows for a few years by then. I remember how intimidated I was when I first talked to him, and how fun and down-to-earth he was. It made all the difference. Luckily, neither of us had any success in Hollywood as young kids, so we’re not as messed up as many of those child stars tend to be. Ben’s breakout role came when he was 18 in Tequila Sunrise, where he played a young doctor fighting the cholera epidemic. He was nominated for a Golden Globe and an Academy Award. I remember going to the award shows and saying a prayer for him to win. Unfortunately, he didn’t. Both awards went to Anthony Hopkins that year. Hell of a guy to lose to, though, isn’t he? It’s like losing to Meryl Streep. What can you really say? Try again next year?

      “How’s it going?” Ben gives me a hug and we both order our drinks. “Why are we meeting in North Hollywood again?”

      “I’m shooting a movie right around here, and I only have an hour. Was there a lot of traffic?”

      “Eh, no more than usual.”

      “I’m actually loving how out of the way North Hollywood is, apparently, for the paparazzi.”

      “I know, they don’t want to make the commute,” he jokes. Ben and I have both come a long way since our days as sitcom extras. We both grew into our faces and bodies. Ben has recently been offered a very lucrative role as Marvel superhero (can’t really say which one) in their upcoming movie. He’s getting a lot on the back-end from it. That’s really smart, since it’s projected to break a lot of records.

      “How’s Jasmine? The kids?” I ask. Unlike me, who can’t seem to hold on to a girlfriend for longer than a few months, Ben met Jasmine when he was 21 and married her at 22. I was the best man, and those two have been happily married for almost eight years. They have three kids and one more on the way.

      “Great. This pregnancy is going really well, actually.”

      I grab a piece of bread from the breadbasket and lather it with butter. I laugh and shake my head.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I still can’t believe that you’re going to have four kids soon. That’s crazy, Ben.”

      “I know, I find that difficult to believe myself sometimes,” he smiles. “But kids are great. You’re really missing out. They’re so fun. Always wanting to play. They really keep me grounded.”

      “Yeah I know. I’ve met your kids,” I say. “They’re amazing. But you know, I’ve met other people’s kids too. And, frankly, they leave a lot to be desired.”

      “Oh c’mon.”

      “C’mon yourself. Most people have nightmares about kids. They’re loud and obnoxious. You and Jasmine lucked out. Big time.”

      Our food arrives just in time. I notice that Ben isn’t eating any bread and didn’t order any carbs.

      “Strict diet?” I ask. He nods.

      “Pretty much. They have me working with a personal trainer for two hours a day to gain twenty pounds of muscle. He put me on a strict no dairy, no sugar, no simple carbohydrates diet.”

      “How’s it going?” I ask. I don’t need him to answer. The sullen look on his face tells me everything.

      “Well, you’re going to look amazing,” I say. “At least, you’ll have that. I’m sure you’ll get the cover of Men’s Health and whatever else you want.”

      “Do you remember how scrawny and tall we both were as kids?” he asks, biting into his salad.

      “Oh my God. Don’t even remind me. We were all arms and legs.”

      Growing up, Ben and I both had the same problem. We couldn’t gain weight to save our lives. Weight or muscles.

      “I shot up like five inches in one summer,” I say. “All of my joints physically ached for months.”

      “I know, me too,” he nods.

      “I don’t know how we ever got girls back then.”

      “Well, I didn’t. You did, but I never did,” Ben laughs.

      “Oh c’mon, you got some,” I say, trying to remember at least one girl who Ben dated before Jasmine.

      “I had a couple of girlfriends, but that was it. That’s why when I met Jasmine and she was actually into me, I held on for dear life.”

      We both laugh.

      “Let me just tell you one thing,” I say. “You know I love Jasmine. But if you were single now, you’d have your pick of the litter.”

      He shakes his head.

      “I’m serious. If you didn’t have such a happy marriage and boring life, you’d be all over the celeb magazines. You’re it. And who knows, maybe after this movie, you’ll even land the cover of Sexiest Man Alive.”

      “Oh, wow, that would be a hoot,” Ben says. Even though he’s an amazing actor and is quite good at playing a cocky bastard, he’s never really had much confidence in himself. Even now, he acts like he agrees with me, but I have my doubts.

      “So, what about you?” Ben asks. Suddenly, his face gets very serious. I know he’s going to mention Ariel.

      “What about me?” I act like nothing’s going on.

      “How are things? I mean, I saw the magazines. Is there any truth to that?”

      There usually isn’t. It’s amazing how much stuff they publish that’s total crap. Utter made up shit. But in this case, they’re right.

      “Eh, we’re over. She moved in with Kingsolver.”

      I hate the fact that my ex’s new boyfriend shares a first name with my best friend.

      “Wow, already?” Ben is taken aback.

      “Apparently, it has been going on for some time,” I say. I pause for a little. I don’t mean to stop talking for so long, but somehow the silence gets the best of me. I get lost in its solitude. “But hey, it was probably a mistake the whole time. I’m not really meant to be in a relationship, right?” I finally say.

      “No, that’s not true. Of course, you are.”

      “Listen, we can’t all be as lucky as you and Jasmine,” I say. I change the tone of my voice to try to lighten the mood. “Maybe, I’m just meant to be single. And that’s okay. Being single is fun.”

      “I know that Jasmine and I are really lucky. And that’s why I want you to experience what I have so much. Of course, you can have the same thing with someone special. You just have to find the right girl. And you know, it’s not absolutely necessary that she be a model or an actress.”

      I smile.

      “No, I’m serious. There are plenty of gorgeous everyday girls out there. The benefit of dating one of those girls is that she’s not also in the business. She doesn’t have her own insane celebrity career to contend with.”

      I know what he’s getting at. He has talked about this many times before. Jasmine’s father was the President of NBC, but she never wanted to be an actress. Instead, her passion has always been jewelry. A year after they got married, she finally started designing jewelry, and now her designs can be found in a number of Nordstrom’s and Saks Fifth Avenue stores around the country.

      “You know, I’m not as shallow as you think,” I say. “I don’t just date models and actresses because they’re hot or the only thing I think about is looks. I don’t even know how to begin to date someone who’s just a regular person. I mean, where would I meet her? And whenever I do meet regular girls, they just see me entirely as the characters I’ve played. They even call me by their names. Do you know how much of a turn off that is?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s hard,” Ben says. “But still, you should give it a try.”

      I shrug. “Okay, I’ll try.”

      We both pass on the dessert, but Ben insists on getting the check. We usually alternate, but this time he insists, because I’m currently working and not getting paid.

      “Are you serious?” I ask. “Do you know how much money I made for my last movie?”

      “I’ve see the magazines. I have some idea. But who knows? Maybe you spent it all.”

      “You’re an asshole,” I say.

      “Okay, so just let me get this, and you’ll get the next one.”

      “I’m going to get the next one even if we go out with Jasmine and your carload of kids. I’m paying for everyone,” I say.

      “Oh that will be great. You know, the only time I really notice how many kids we actually have is when we go out to dinner with them and the check comes. If this project is successful, I’m going to have to do a lot of sequels to pay for all their crap.”
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      The valet brings my car around first. After a brief hug, I tell Ben that I’ll call him soon and to send my best to Jasmine. On my drive back to the set, something about what Ben said sticks with me. I wonder what it would be like to date a regular girl. Someone who’s not in the industry at all? At least, not in front of the camera. I’ve never really given it much thought before. It’s surprisingly hard to find girls who aren’t currently or aspiring to be models or actresses in this business, anyway. Who could I ask out anyway?

      As all of these thoughts swirl around in my head, one person stands out. One girl’s name keeps coming to the forefront. I’m going to see her soon. She’s going to show me the clothes that she has picked out for me for the afternoon scene. Suddenly, my hands feel strange. My fingers are uneasy, my palms are sweaty and I feel antsy all over.

      My phone rings just as I pull into the parking space near the trailers. It’s a strange number, but I answer anyway.

      “Finn Dalton?” the woman on the other side asks. She has a thick Texas accent and a high voice.

      “Yes.”

      “My name’s Dolly Monroe, and you were referred to me by Stefania Michelle.”

      What the hell is Stefania doing giving out my personal number to strangers?

      “I know you must be concerned about privacy, so I just want to assure you that discretion is the name of the game in my business.”

      “And what is your business?” I ask.

      “Matchmaking. I’ve asked Stefania a number of questions, but she couldn’t answer some. And, in order for me to do my job, I need to get them answered.”

      “Okay,” I say very slowly.

      “Will you tell me a little bit about your childhood?” she asks. “Basic things.”

      “Stefania didn’t tell you?” I ask.

      “No. She wasn’t sure if she should, and thought it would be better if I called you myself.”

      “Um,” I say cautiously. There’s a beep on the line. It’s Stefania calling. I put Dolly on hold and answer her call. Stefania fills me in on the details. Apparently, Dolly Monroe is the best of the best when it comes to matchmaking, and she’ll find me a fun and appropriate date for this Saturday.

      For a second, I consider bailing. The conversation with Ben has inspired me. I had an inkling to ask Chloe to the Governor’s Ball and cancel this whole blind date situation altogether. But then it hits me that perhaps a black-tie event isn’t the best first date. What if she doesn’t have an evening gown to wear for a last minute event? I wouldn’t want to embarrass her in any way. Besides, the point of going out with a regular girl is to do regular people things. A dinner and a movie, perhaps.

      I cut my conversation with Stefania short and return to Dolly.

      “That was Stefania,” I explain. “She said that you would be calling with questions. So, you wanted to know about my childhood?”

      “Yes.”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Basic things, like where did you grow up? Who raised you? Any experiences that you want to share.”

      “I’m an only child, and I was raised by a single mom. My mom moved to LA to be an actress before I was born, met my father and got pregnant. They broke up before I was even born. He has never really been part of my life, but my mom and I are very close.”

      “Is she married now?”

      “No, not really. She had a few relationships when I was growing up, but nothing major. I guess I’m kind of a loner, just like her.”

      I never put it together like that. Perhaps it is odd that my mom has pretty much lived her whole life on her own, but she has plenty of close friends. Every few months she goes on a cruise with her girlfriends. She loves to garden and do pottery. Her life is full of laughter and joy. The only thing she never really had is a permanent relationship. I’ve never really thought that it was particularly odd.

      “So you grew up in LA, then?”

      “Yep. She worked as a waitress for many years and went to auditions. Then she got a job on the soap All My Children. She was with the show for four years. She didn’t really want me to get into the business, but I kept bugging her about it and, finally, she took me to an audition when I was 12. It was for some orange juice that isn’t around anymore. That’s where I caught the acting bug. Loved every second of being on set. Of playing pretend. And the fact that they paid me for it just blew me away.”

      “I can tell that you are very passionate about what you do,” Dolly says. “And what about your personal life?”

      “Eh, that was not anything I really worried about too much. You probably don’t want to hear this, since you’re a matchmaker and all, but I’m not really a relationship guy. I’ve had a few, but they never lasted more than a few months. I love the beginning part of relationships. The excitement and the electricity. But after that wears off, I tend to lose interest.”

      “Is that something that you want to work on?” Dolly asks.

      “No, not really.”

      I don’t know why I’m being so open with this stranger on the phone except that it’s not really a big deal. If she needs all this information to set me up on a date, fine by me. I’m sure that the girl will be hot and we’ll have a good time. First dates aren’t the problem. It’s the tenth date where things really start to go to shit.

      “So you’re not interested in finding love?” she asks.

      “To tell you the truth, I’m not really sure it exists. I mean, I see it all around me. My friend Ben and his wife Jasmine have been together forever, and they’re still as in love as ever. But I’m not so sure that something like that exists for me. That’s okay. I have other things. I have my career and my friends. I love what I do, and I’m really lucky that I get to do this for a living. Do you know how many people try to get into this business every day and fail? Well, not fail, but aren’t able to get the right roles. Aren’t lucky enough to get a paying job?”

      “Finn, you’re selling yourself short,” Dolly says after a moment.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re selling yourself short. When you were going to auditions, what kept you going? What kept you motivated?”

      “I don’t know. I believed in myself, I guess.”

      “And you didn’t quit no matter what?”

      “I couldn’t. I had to believe in myself before anyone else could believe in me. In this business, you face constant rejection. I had to build up this insane belief and confidence in myself. I had to know that it was going to work for me, no matter how long it took. Without that level of belief, you can’t be successful. Because then you let other people’s doubts and second guesses derail you.”

      “That’s exactly my point. It’s the same thing with love. It requires belief. You need to believe that one day you’ll find the person who is absolutely perfect for you. She will get every aspect of you. She will be the person who will always be there for you. Without that level of belief and confidence that this is something that you deserve, you will never find her. Because you will always doubt every person who comes into your life, and with doubt, you will plant seeds of destruction.”

      “I never really thought of it that way,” I say after a moment.

      “Okay, well, I think this conversation has been quite fruitful. Typically, I like to meet all of my clients, but given the circumstance and the urgency of this matter, I have someone who will be a good date for you this Saturday.”

      “Already?” I ask.

      “I met with her a few days ago, and I have a feeling that you two will be a good match.”

      Then something occurs to me.

      “Wait, but you didn’t ask me anything about what I’m looking for.”

      “Like what?” she asks.

      “Like what kind of woman I’m looking for. Height, weight, hair color. Body type.”

      “Finn, I’m going to pretend that you did not just say that.”

      “What? Is that offensive? I know looks are shallow, but they are important.”

      “Physical chemistry is important, and some of it can be attributed to looks, but the majority of it comes from demeanor and essence and the identity of the individual.”

      I hate how shallow I’m coming off arguing this point, but I’m a man after all.

      “What about age?” I ask.

      “What about age?”

      I’m starting to hate her tendency to repeat my questions back at me.

      “I’m not particularly interested in dating someone who is 50,” I say.

      “I assumed that you weren’t going to be. Let’s say this about age: she’s going to be age appropriate for you.”

      I swallow a gulp.

      “Are you going to tell me anything about her?”

      “You two are going to meet at the Beverly Hills Hotel at 7 pm, forty five minutes before your event starts.”

      “I’m not going to pick her up at her house?” I ask.

      “No, I don’t think that’s going to be such a good idea.”

      I don’t like this. Not one bit.

      “Dolly, I’m not sure that this is such a good idea. Why does she get to know who I am and will read everything about me on Google before she gets here and I don’t get to know anything about her?”

      “Oh, I’m not telling her who you are,” Dolly says. “All she knows is that she’s going to a black tie event with a man who I thought would make her a good date. That’s it. You both don’t know a thing about each other.”

      That sounds better. I still have a lot of hesitations.

      But then I see Chloe come out of her trailer. I have a few minutes until I have to be on set, and I want to talk to her.

      “Okay, fine. That’s fine. Listen, I have to go. Text me the details,” I say, ending the conversation abruptly. “Hey, Chloe!”

      I walk up to her. She’s wearing a tight pair of jeans and a nice, loose-fitting blouse. It’s so sheer that I can see her bra through it. The bra is black and lacy. Incredibly sexy.

      “What’s up?” she asks.

      “How’s your day going?” I ask.

      “Hectic, actually. One of the dresses got ruined, so I had to run it out to get it dry cleaned, but it won’t be ready in time for the afternoon scene. So, Martha and I are trying to figure out how to make it work.”

      I nod, pretending like I care. Even though my mind is almost exclusively focused on her breasts and what they look like without that sexy bra.

      “Everything is okay with your wardrobe though? Nothing got ruined during lunch?” she asks, looking me over up and down. For a second, I think that she’s checking me out, but then I realize that she’s just scrutinizing my clothes to make sure that I didn’t get any food on them.

      “I’m a very careful eater,” I say.

      “I know, but accidents happen. In the future, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to change out of them before you go out to lunch. We just don’t have any backups, and it can put the whole project in jeopardy.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that,” I smile. “It’s just a suit jacket.”

      “I know. It doesn’t seem like a big deal, but it is. I don’t have any duplicates. So if you get something on the pants, then we have to get them dry cleaned and the production has to wait. Otherwise the scenes don’t have continuity.”

      “I’ve worked on a movie before Chloe. You don’t have to talk to me about continuity,” I say sternly.

      “I know you have. But not one like this. Your other movies had big budgets and lots of wardrobe people. There were a lot of contingencies in case of an emergency. But here, we’re not working with very much.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m careful,” I say abruptly and walk away.

      I don’t know exactly what just happened. Did we really get into a fight over clothes? She’s right of course, I shouldn’t be wearing my ‘costume’ out to lunch, even if it is just a regular outfit. So, why did I get so rude? Why did I take it so personally?

      I turn back to apologize, but her trailer is swarming with people. She’s adjusting all of their clothes, approving their outfits, making suggestions. This isn’t a good time. Shit.

      Martha comes to talk to me about the next scene we’re shooting. I listen, but my mind is elsewhere. I don’t really know what’s going on, but for some reason I keep dwelling on what just happened with Chloe. There’s something about her that flusters me. Makes me lose my cool. My thoughts drift back to what it would be like to take Chloe to the Governor’s Ball instead of this date that Dolly will find for me. The idea of the whole thing sends goose bumps up my arms.

      What the hell is going on, Finn? Get it together, I say to myself. You’ve been on plenty of dates before. What is it about Chloe that makes you nervous all of a sudden?

      “Finn,” Martha says. “Are you listening?”

      “Oh yeah, of course. I definitely think we should do it that way. Sounds perfect,” I mumble.

      Suddenly, it hits me. I’m nervous because I don’t actually know how a date with Chloe would go. She isn’t like anyone I’ve ever gone out with before.
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      I see him standing there, watching me. I hustle around the other actors, getting their clothes together. Compliment them on how they look. Help them pick out the right pair of shoes. And still, he stands there. I don’t know what just happened. Was I really that rude? Did I say something that inappropriate? The conversation that Finn and I just had runs over and over in my head. I didn’t mean to insult him. I don’t know if I did. He just got mad for no reason. I want to apologize to make things right, but I can’t. Not now. Still, an apology is in order so that we can work together without issues in the future.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Lindsey. “I’ll be right back.” She smiles and continues to try on shoes. I’ve never met someone so in love with shoes before. I doubt that she will even notice if I don’t ever come back.

      I walk over to Finn, determined to put this whole thing behind us. The expression on his face changes when he sees me getting closer. It looks as if, for a second, he gets scared. Timid. But then catches himself.

      “Finn, I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong foot back there. I didn’t mean to insult you about anything.”

      “No, you didn’t. Not at all. I was being a dick. I have a lot on my mind right now, and I shouldn’t have said that. Any of that.”

      “Okay,” I sigh deeply. “That’s a weight off my mind.”

      I feel tension and relief leaving my shoulders. I turn around to walk away.

      “It is?” he asks.

      “What?”

      “That’s a weight off your mind?” he asks. Why is he pushing this? What is going on?

      “Well, yes. I don’t want to have any unresolved conflict with anyone I work with. And I just wanted to come over and apologize, in case I said something to offend you.”

      “Oh, I see,” he nods. “That’s what I thought. Well, as I’ve said before, I’m sorry too.”

      “No worries. Let’s just toss this up to a misunderstanding.”

      “Got it,” he says. Finn flashes me a smile and my heart melts a little. I take a deep breath and force myself to go back to work.

      Is this really happening, Chloe? I say to myself. Are you developing a crush on him? Finn Dalton? How pathetic! How cliché! Every girl in the world has a crush on him. Dolly has set up a date for you for Saturday night. You’re going to look stunning and meet an actual eligible bachelor. Someone without baggage. Someone whose longest relationship isn’t a week.

      I talk to myself in second-person whenever I need to convince myself of something. It gives me a sense of authority. But it doesn’t always work. I’m not one to acquiesce to authority easily. So, as I say these things to myself, I keep glancing over at Finn, who continues to stare at me from a distance. Why won’t he look away? Why does his gaze have to be so entrancing?

      [image: ]

      After work that evening, I brave through LA traffic and arrive on Rodeo Drive just in time. I’ve lived in LA for years, but have never actually been here. Of course, I never told Lila that. She would have a fit and insist that we go there right away. Even though every single store here sells pants that cost as much as we pay for rent. Luckily, there’s street parking in front of Charlotte’s – a boutique where Dolly told me to meet her. Dolly is standing outside the boutique with a cup of Starbucks coffee, watching me parallel park. My parallel parking is not the most embarrassing thing about this moment, though. It’s really the fact that I can’t open the driver’s door and have to get out through the front passenger door. Luckily, I wore skinny jeans and nothing gets caught on anything.

      “You didn’t have to wait for me outside,” I say.

      “I wasn’t going to, I was just finishing my coffee,” Dolly says giving me a brief hug.

      Even though she’s at least twenty-five years older than I am, I feel older than she looks. I’m haggard and tired from a long and stressful day at work, and she looks refreshed and well-rested. She’s wearing a pair of to-die-for Louboutins with the red soles, and a tight black pant suit. Again, all of her assets are on full display, starting with her hair down to her five-carat diamond ring. I don’t actually know how many carats that diamond ring is – I don’t know anything about jewelry – but it looks big. I’ve never seen anything that big on a person, but I know it’s not a fake. Even as evening falls, it sparkles with full intensity.

      “Sorry, my car is still in the shop,” I say apologizing for the shitty Honda. It is in stark contrast with every other car on this street. On this street, BMWs and Mercedes look like they belong to middle-class people.

      “Oh, don’t apologize honey. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re here to spend money and, as long as that’s the case, no one is going to look twice at you.”

      I hear what she’s saying, but I don’t exactly believe her.

      “Dolly, I was thinking,” I say, taking her aside before she could open the door. “Maybe this isn’t a very good idea. This guy you’re setting me up with, he has money. He expects to be with a woman who knows how to spend money. I’m not that girl. As much as I love fashion, this isn’t the place for me. I can’t afford a single thing in there.”

      “Oh don’t be silly, Chloe. The last thing this man, or any man wants, is a woman who knows how to spend money. And you don’t have to pay for a single thing. This is an expense of running my business.”

      I’m still hesitant, but I stop protesting so much. It’s getting embarrassing. I follow her inside the boutique.

      “We will need to look at your evening dresses,” Dolly announces. “She has a very important black-tie event this Saturday and she needs to look stunning.”

      Two women run over to us and show us to the evening dress section in the back. They offer us drinks and coffee, and Dolly takes a glass of champagne. She picks out three dresses and sends me inside the spacious changing room. Everyone waits outside. I slip on the first dress. Light blue, full-length. It’s made of airy, breathable chiffon and it flows along with me as I move. When I walk outside, Dolly smiles with her whole body.

      “Gorgeous,” she says.

      I nod. It’s actually breathless. I feel like a princess in it.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say.

      “Do you love it?”

      I twirl around in the mirror. The dress has thin straps and holds my breasts in just the right way. I’m not very well endowed, but from the way the cups are, you’d never know.

      “Yes,” I say decidedly.

      “Perfect, we’ll take it,” she says, finishing her glass of champagne and taking out her wallet.

      “What? But I have two other ones to try on.”

      “Chloe, I live my life by a certain philosophy. If you find something that you love, you grab it and hold on to it. You don’t go around comparing it to what other people have. Those kind of comparisons can only lead to trouble. That’s my philosophy in love and in life. And especially in clothes. If you tell me that you love the dress, and I see how happy you look wearing it, then what’s the point of comparing it to something else?”

      I never thought about that before, but changing back into my jeans and blouse, I realize that Dolly is right. Comparisons only make you feel shitty about what you already have. In fact, I even read this article not long ago, which said when people are presented with a large variety of choices of a certain product, they are often overwhelmed and end up less happy than if they were just presented with a few choices. Dolly is perfectly right. Wow, I can’t believe I never got this before.

      I wait as Dolly pays for the dress ($750!) and the woman packs it up for us.

      “And what I said before is especially true about men,” Dolly says. “Once you find the one, don’t waste your time comparing him to anyone else. There is no one else like him, and you won’t find out if he’s the right one for you by turning outward. The only way you’ll know that is by going deep inside yourself.”

      “So, how do you feel about this whole thing?” Dolly asks, handing me the garment bag outside the boutique.

      “I feel okay, I guess. I’d feel better if I knew who this person was. Or anything about him. What does he do for a living?”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you that,” she says with a shrug.

      “Why?”

      “Because it will affect the quality of the date.”

      “Why? Is he famous or something? Are you afraid I’m going to Google him beforehand?”

      “No, he’s not famous. Still, that has happened in the past on a few occasions. But that’s not why.”

      “So why?” I ask impatiently.

      “Because he doesn’t know anything about you, and it would be unfair for me to tell you anything about him. I want this to be as…organic as possible.”

      I toss my hair from one shoulder to another while opening the passenger side of my car with the key.

      “There’s nothing organic about this whole thing,” I say. I catch her staring at my key. “Hey, you might laugh about this thing now, but in the future. This car is going to be a relic. There aren’t many around that you still have to open by sticking the key into the lock,” I say jokingly.

      “Be at the Beverly Hilton Hotel by 7 p.m. on Saturday,” she tells me as I slide over to the driver’s side.

      “How am I supposed to know who he is?” I ask.

      “I’ll think of something. He’ll find you. Do you have shoes that go with this dress?”

      “Yeah, either I do or my sister does. I think I have some beige or black stilettos that will go well with it.”

      “Perfect. Have a great date! I’ll text you the details.”

      I drive away with the garment bag and the most expensive dress I’ve ever held in my hands in the seat next to me. Everything about the exchange today should’ve felt off. It should’ve felt strange and uncomfortable. And many parts were, but something also felt sort of right. It’s hard to explain, but I feel like I’m supposed to be there at this gala. Even though the last time I went to a black tie event, it was prom!

      Just as I find the perfect parking spot, only a street away from my apartment building, my phone rings. It must be Dolly. Same area code and the first few numbers look familiar.

      “Hey,” I answer.

      “Hi.” His voice comes in crystal clear, sending shivers down my back. No, this can’t be him. Right?

      “Chloe? Are you there?” he asks.

      “Who is this?” I ask. My voice cracks in the middle. I cough a little to hide that fact.

      “Finn. Finn Dalton.”

      So, it is him.

      “Hi. How did you get this number?”

      “From Martha. I told her that I need to talk to you about something. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly. What would Finn Dalton have to talk to me about?

      “I was actually calling about the dry cleaning. You said that you were going to get my stuff dry cleaned—“

      “Oh my God. Yes, of course!” I interrupt him, talking way too fast. “I’m so, so sorry. I forgot the clothes back at work.”

      “Oh…okay.”

      “Is this an emergency? Is it okay if I get it to you in a day or two?”

      “Yes, that’s fine. Perfectly fine,” he says. But I don’t believe him. There’s hesitation in his voice. He isn’t happy.

      Someone honks at me. I suddenly realize that I’m sitting in the middle of the street, and I have not parked yet.

      “Hold on a second,” I say and put him on speaker phone. I maneuver the car poorly into the parking spot and nearly side swipe the one next to me.

      “Shit,” I say out loud.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m just in the car. Parallel parking. I’m not very good at it.”

      “Oh, no worries. I just heard someone honking.”

      “Yeah, there’s like four cars behind me and they aren’t too happy with how awful I am.”

      I finally put the car into park and pick up the phone.

      “So, is it okay if I get your car to the dry cleaner tomorrow? Or should I go back for it tonight.”

      “My car?”

      “I mean, your clothes.” I’m talking way too fast now. It’s like my mouth is working independently from my mind. How is that even possible?

      “Oh yes, of course. I was just checking. And honestly, you don’t have to do it at all. I can get my assistant to do it.”

      “Your assistant?” I ask before I get a chance to catch myself. Of course, he has an assistant. He’s a movie star. Big time movie star. What’s wrong with you Chloe?

      “Yes, my assistant. She usually does that kind of thing for me.”

      “Oh okay, got it. But that’s not necessary. I said I’ll do it, and I will. During lunch tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” he says quietly. Suddenly, there’s a long pause. Neither of us says anything. I know that he’s just looking for a way to hang up without being too rude. But for some reason, I can’t come up with anything.

      “So…what are you doing tonight?” he asks. I nearly drop my phone.

      “Tonight? Um, nothing really,” I say. “Oh wait, what time is it?”

      “Almost eight.”

      “No, I take that back. I actually have work. My real job. It’s not too far from where I live but I can’t be late.”

      “You have another job?” he asks.

      “Yeah. I’m a waitress at Fat Dog on Fairfax. It’s like a bar/pub place.”

      “Oh, I think I know where it is. You work there?”

      “Yep,” I say.

      “Well, I’ll have to stop by sometime and see you in action.”

      “Okay then,” I whisper. Did this really happen? Is Finn Dalton really going to come see me wait tables? No, he’s just being nice. He has to be. Right?

      “Are you working this weekend?” he asks.

      “Yes. I mean, no,” I say, trying to climb out of the car holding the phone, the garment bag and my purse. I don’t have much time and I need to get home, drop all this stuff, change, get my apron and walk to work.

      “What?”

      “Um, I’m supposed to, but I’m doing something else Saturday night. So I have to call off.”

      Why is he asking me all of these questions? And a better question is why the hell am I telling him all of this?

      “Oh, hot date?” he asks flirtatiously.

      “Actually, yes. I guess,” I say. “Listen, I can’t talk now. I’m really running late. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Okay. Don’t work too hard,” Finn says and hangs up. For a second, I listen to the silence that his voice left behind. It feels like he’s still there, but he’s not. And I’m really late.
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      I hang up the phone. I didn’t really call her about the dry cleaning. I just couldn’t think of a better reason to call. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t come up with some smart thing to say to sweep her off her feet. The thing that sticks out in my mind now is her date Saturday night. Who is this guy? What if she really likes him?

      Two days later, Chloe returns my clothes. Dry cleaned and in perfect condition. We hardly speak at all. Every time I stop by her trailer to talk about my costumes, there’s someone there.

      “There’s no one else working in the costume department besides Chloe,” I casually mention to Martha one afternoon. “Maybe she needs some help.”

      “Oh, do you not think she’s coping well with the stresses of the job?” Martha looks at me with a concerned look on her face. That is not what I mean. Shit.

      “No, not at all. Chloe’s great. I just see how busy she is with everyone.”

      “Oh, I see,” she nods. “Unfortunately, we just don’t have any money to spare in the budget for an assistant.”

      That is pretty much the end of the conversation. I want to offer them some money, but I don’t really have a good excuse. I can’t very well come out and tell the director that I want her to hire Chloe an assistant because she doesn’t have enough time to flirt and bullshit around with me. Agh! I wasn’t always such a spaz. There was a time, not long ago, when I was really good with girls. Really good at making up stories to get them to do what I want. But something is different about Chloe.

      For the rest of the week, Chloe and my interactions are perfunctory. There’s no better way of putting it. She does her job, I listen. I make a few jokes, she laughs, but it never goes further than that, until Friday afternoon. Things are a little looser on set, and I feel that the moment is right to ask her about her date. Poke fun a little, even.

      “So, you have hot date tomorrow, eh?” I ask.

      “Yeah, something like that,” she says looking up from adjusting a tie around my neck. I’m wearing a well-fitted suit in the next scene. I pretend that I don’t know how to tie a tie to have her hands around my neck. The warmth that she puts out is intoxicating.

      “So…who is he? C’mon, tell me the details,” I say with a smile. Our eyes meet for a second, but then she pulls away.

      “I don’t know very much about him,” she says. She’s about to explain a little bit more, but then Martha bursts into the trailer.

      “I’m sorry to cut this short, but we’re having a little bit of an emergency,” she says calling us both to set.

      There isn’t really an emergency. Leslie is having a fit about her marriage. She had a little bit too much to drink. I calm her down as best I can and, after a few cups of coffee, we actually shoot the scene. Unfortunately, with all the commotion, the conversation between Chloe and me is interrupted and irrecoverable. I guess I’ll have to wait until Monday to get the details about her date.

      [image: ]

      I have my own date to worry about. Saturday night sneaks up on me before I know it. Luckily, my suit gets dropped off earlier in the day and is all ready for me, hanging in the closet. My housekeeper is the best. I start to get ready around five, and I’m ready by 5:30 or so. The hotel isn’t that long of a drive from my place. I arrive just on time. After valeting my car, I walk through the lobby, toward the bar at the far end of the entrance. The place is filled with anxious guests and gorgeously-dressed women. I won’t lie. Despite the various beautiful girls who smile and wave at me, I feel a little bored. I’m not really in the mood to make conversation with some girl who I’m sure I won’t have any interest in. My mind remains transfixed on Chloe. I wonder what she’s wearing. I wonder who she’s going out with. I wonder where they’re going. And I want more than anything to be that guy. Unfortunately, I’m not. I’m this guy – someone who can’t hide anywhere from anyone. Someone who is recognized almost everywhere he goes. Someone who has to be polite at all times, otherwise he gets a reputation as being unkind to fans. A stuck up. An arrogant celebrity.

      I put on my best fake smile and order a drink.

      “Scotch on the rocks,” I tell the bartender. When he sees me, I can tell right away that he recognizes me, but his manners are too good to say a word. I appreciate people like this the most. I take a sip of my scotch, and enjoy its delightful warmth as it runs down my throat.

      I look around the room, in search for the girl who Dolly described in last night’s text. She has long light brown hair, and she’ll be wearing a blue gown. She’ll wait for me at the bar. I hate the fact that I don’t know this girl’s name. Why didn’t Dolly tell me? Apparently, because she couldn’t tell the girl mine. The bar sits in the middle of the room, and wraps around. I can’t see about half of the people who are on the other side. I take another sip before getting up and making my way to the other side.

      As I come around the corner, I see someone who fits the description. She’s facing away from me. She isn’t as tall as a model, but she has a nice figure. Her hair is swept to one side, exposing a delicate and elegant neck.

      “Excuse me, miss,” I say coming close to her. “I believe I’m here to meet you.”

      The girl turns around, and my mouth drops open.

      “Finn?” she asks. It’s Chloe. I’m stunned.

      “What are you doing here, Finn?” she asks. By the expression on her face, she is clearly not understanding the extent of what’s going on.

      “I think I’m your date,” I say slowly. Each word has to be pushed out with force.

      “What?”

      “Unless this is some sort of huge coincidence.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asks.

      “You look beautiful,” I say quietly. More like mesmerizing. I can’t take my eyes away from her. Her skin has a gorgeous glow. Her large eyes glisten in the darkened room. And those lips. Small, not too plump, but nevertheless breathtaking.

      “Thank you,” she blushes. “Finn, I’m actually here to meet my date.”

      “Oh,” I say.

      “I don’t really know who he is, so when he sees me, I don’t want him to think that we’re together.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll just take this seat next to you and finish my drink.”

      The crinkle on her face tells me that she’s not very happy about that. I take a seat and look at her again. Did Dolly really do this? How the hell did this happen?

      “You’re staring at me,” Chloe says.

      “I know. I can’t help it.”

      She rolls her eyes.

      “Where’s your date?” she asks.

      This is my moment. To tell her that it’s actually her. But for some reason, I don’t want to. I should do it. Of course, I should. But something is holding me back. What if I don’t? What if she doesn’t know that this is a date? It’s a terrible idea. Horrible. You have to tell her the truth.

      “I’m actually here alone,” I say after a moment.

      “Oh yes, of course, Ariel. I’m so sorry, I completely forgot.”

      “So, what about you? You out on a blind date?”

      “Yes, I guess. It’s so silly, actually. I ran my car into this woman who ended up being a matchmaker.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, who would’ve thought that these people still existed? But she was actually really nice. We got to talking, and then she insisted that she has just the right guy for me.”

      “So, this is your first date?” I ask.

      “Yep. Kind of odd, I know. A black tie event was not my idea, let me tell you. But somehow I got roped into doing this,” Chloe says and finishes her martini.

      “Funny, you don’t seem like the kind of girl who can be roped into things easily,” I say. I wink at her. Put on the charm. From years of experience, I’ve learned that girls like nothing better than to be told that “you don’t seem like the kind of girl who does…blank,” but Chloe doesn’t buy it. She simply rolls her eyes at me in exasperation.

      “Does that work on other girls?” she asks.

      “Does what work?”

      “You putting on your charms like that?”

      “Well, yes, most of the time,” I admit begrudgingly. “But I can see that it doesn’t work on you. How about this? Why don’t you let me buy you a drink to apologize?”

      She smiles, shaking her head no.

      “No? And why not?”

      “Because, my date is coming. He’s going to be here at any moment.”

      “And so what? You’re not allowed to have a drink with a…colleague?” It took me a moment to find just the right word for our relationship.

      “Oh, is that what you and I are?” she asks. “Colleagues?”

      “Yes, of course!”

      “No, I don’t think so,” she says dismissively.

      “And why is that?”

      “Because, because…you’re Finn Dalton. You made, what $20 million dollars on your last movie? I live in a two bedroom apartment with my sister, and I can barely come up with my share of the rent every month. And it’s a grand.”

      “Well, technically, I made zero dollars on my last movie. Because I’m not getting paid anything for the one we’re working on now.”

      “Eh, doesn’t matter,” she waves her hand at me.

      “So, you’re not going to let me buy you a drink because we’re not equally paid colleagues? That seems very unfair. To me.”

      “Well, life’s not fair. You better get used to it.”

      “But you see, life has been more than a little fair to me. And I just don’t have experience with it being unfair.”

      “So, I should just cave to your every whim and desire, then?” she asks. Wow, this conversation is headed somewhere sexy. Didn’t expect it to go there quite yet, but I kind of like it.

      “That would be a nice start,” I say, locking my eyes onto hers. She looks away first.

      “Bartender, can you get me another scotch on the rocks please. And another one of these,” I say pointing to Chloe’s empty glass.

      “Another pomegranate martini?” the bartender asks Chloe. She nods, admitting defeat.

      When our drinks arrive, I look down at my watch. It’s almost time for the event to start.

      “So, how late is your date?” I ask. She takes my hand and looks at the watch. Then she shakes her head, crinkling her nose. I get goose bumps up my arm when she touches my wrist. Her fingers are ice cold, but the shivers have nothing to do with the lack of heat. It’s the exhilaration of actually touching her.

      “Shit,” she whispers.

      “Late, huh?”

      “Very late.”

      Chloe drops her head a little and turns away from me. For a second, I think she’s going to cry. I want to take it all back. This stupid joke. I don’t even know why I did this. I could’ve just told her the truth. I should’ve. I should do it now.

      “Maybe he came in, took one look at me and left?” she asks, turning her head up toward mine.

      “Impossible.”

      “Listen, I have to go on now. I’m getting an award from the Governor.”

      “Oh you are? Really? Congratulations?”

      “And I don’t have a date. Why don’t you come with me?”

      “What? Me? No, I can’t.”

      “You can’t just keep sitting here waiting for him. Come inside with me. Listen to my boring speech. We’ll have some food. A few more drinks. C’mon, you’ll do me a favor. And if this asshole does ever show up, he’ll be the one who’ll have to wait for you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not just doing this because I’m this pathetic person who got stood up at a black-tie event, are you?”

      “Of course! Why else?” I joke. She cracks a smile.

      “But I’m also doing this because I’d like to have the most stunning woman in the room be my date.”

      She looks at me. For a moment, she believes me. I’m telling the truth, pouring my heart out, and she actually believes me. But then her face breaks into a wide smile.

      “Yeah right. You know, I bet you got lots of girls to sleep with you with a line like that.”

      I nod. “You got me.”

      I’m a coward for hiding behind humor.

      “Okay,” she says after a moment. “But only if I’m not intruding.”
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      We enter the ballroom, arm in arm. Is this really happening? Am I actually pretending to be Finn Dalton’s date at this black tie event? I’m a little bit upset about Dolly’s date not showing up, but to have Finn as a replacement is beyond my wildest dreams. Of course, Finn isn’t really a replacement. There’s nothing romantic about this. Though it is quite a turn on to have everyone in the room thinking that I’m his date for the night. This is the coolest thing that has ever happened to me.

      “We’re up front,” he whispers in my ear. My arm is wrapped around his at the elbow. I can feel how strong his arm is, powerful and defined. I’ve seen how toned his body is, and walking next to him, I can feel it a little as we move among the tables. For a second, I forget to breathe.

      The beginning of the evening is a blur. It’s like I’m there, but I’m also not there. I watch the Governor of California introduce Finn and talk about all the money that he has raised for leukemia research. Everyone listens and claps. Then Finn goes up and talks. When he flashes me a smile from the podium, I feel a spark of electricity course through my entire body.

      “Thank you very much Governor, for those kind words,” Finn says. “And thank you very much, American Leukemia Foundation, for honoring me with this honor. But like many of you in this room, the real honor belongs to those brave men and women and children who fight this epidemic every day. I didn’t know anything about leukemia until my best friend, Shawn, got diagnosed with it. But watching him fight so bravely for his life has changed mine. Shawn lost his life, but his legacy lives on. In my heart and in the hearts of so many people who loved him. And that is why we all do this, isn’t it? To prevent unnecessary deaths like his from happening to people all over this country. So, if you don’t mind, I would like to take this opportunity and dedicate this award to my friend Shawn – whose spirit continues to live on.”

      The room explodes with applause. I clap so hard my hands start to hurt. Somewhere in the midst of the outpouring of love, I feel a tingling in the back of my throat. Tears are starting to build up, and as much as I try to hold it back, one appears. I wipe it away quickly, but not before Finn sees it.

      “That was a wonderful speech,” I say as cheerily as I can.

      “Thanks. Are you okay?” he leans close to me. We’re so close, I can feel his breath on my lips. I jerk away.

      “Yes, I’m fine. That was just so sweet, what you said.”

      “Thank you. It was a very difficult thing to deal with,” Finn says.

      “Are you crying?” he asks, leaning even closer to me. As if that were physically possible.

      “No,” I lie.

      “He was a really good friend of mine. We met in kindergarten. We were friends through the years growing up.”

      “Was he an actor, too?”

      “No, just a regular guy. He was diagnosed with leukemia when we were both 23. He just started his first full-time job. He was going to be a real estate agent. He didn’t even make it a year.”

      “That’s awful,” I say.

      “It just came so suddenly. Hit his whole family, all of us, completely off track.”

      Now, it’s his turn to tear up. His lips get a little red around the edges, and his eyes get moist. But he’s much better at hiding it than I am. A second passes, and it’s all gone.

      “Let’s not talk about this anymore. I’m sorry. You’re sorry. None of it will bring Shawn back. And knowing him as well I as I did, I can tell you one thing. He would never want us mourning him like this.”

      “Oh yeah? So what would he want?”

      The music coming from the dance floor gets a little louder, and I suddenly become aware of the world outside the two of us.

      “Dance.”

      “Dance?”

      “Yep. If Shawn were here, he’d take you in his arms and swirl you round and round. And I know that he’d think I was a fool if I didn’t do that exact same thing.”

      “Okay then,” I nod. “Let’s dance then. For your friend Shawn.”

      He takes my hand and pulls me to the dance floor. It takes one move of his hips, and I know immediately that he’s an amazing dancer. Finn is so light on his feet. He moves with grace and determination. His hips move completely independent from his shoulders and his butt follows an entirely different beat from his feet.

      “You didn’t tell me that you were such a good dancer,” I say.

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “What other talents are you hiding?” I ask. I’m not usually this forward, but I’ve had a little bit too much to drink.

      Suddenly, a slow song comes on. He takes me into his arms. I run my fingers over his hard biceps and make my way toward his back. Even through his crisp, starched white dress shirt and his suit, I can feel the muscles in his back. Is Finn Dalton really holding me close? Adrenaline starts to rush through my body, and I feel lightheaded. I feel like I’m going to faint.

      “I don’t…” I start to say, and I stumble. The world turns to black. When I wake up again, I’m sitting at the table, and Finn is crouched on the floor next to me. His face is close to mine. His eyes look concerned. Petrified, actually.

      “Are you okay?” he asks over and over. I take a deep breath.

      “What happened?”

      “You just went limp in my arms. I’m not really sure.”

      “Did I pass out?” I ask slowly.

      “I think so. Maybe. For a second or two.”

      “Oh my God, how embarrassing.” I think that I say it silently, or at least under my breath. But apparently, I didn’t.

      “No, it’s not. You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      I need to get myself together. I sit up in my seat and straighten out my dress. As if that’s going to make everything better. I take a sip of water.

      Then I look up at him. He’s still there. He hasn’t moved. He’s sitting before me with one knee on the floor. The position that men take when they’re about to propose. I take his hands into mine and lift him up into his seat.

      “I’m fine, really,” I say. His face shows some relief. The lines in between his eyebrows straighten out, and a small smile forms on his mouth. I never noticed this before, but his smile is a little crooked. One side of his mouth goes up a little higher than the other. It’s endearing and beautiful. I have an overwhelming urge to kiss him, but I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough for one day.

      A few strands of hair fall into his eyes. He pushes them back into place. His eyes catch the light, and I see my bewildered face in them.

      “I think I need to go home,” I say. “You gave a wonderful speech. Thank you for inviting me to see it.”

      He shakes his head. Is that a tinge of disappointment on his face? No, it couldn’t be.

      “Okay, I’ll walk you to the valet.”

      I’m about to fight him on it, but I can’t say no to a few more minutes with him. For a moment, he stops being Finn Dalton, the movie star, in my mind and becomes Finn, a really hot guy who I think I like. No, I know I like him. But then my mind snaps back into place. He isn’t just some guy asking to walk me to the valet. He’s still a movie star, and a movie star isn’t going to be interested in me. At least, not this one. I’ve seen the tabloids. I’ve seen the girls he has dated. I’ve seen pictures of Ariel Chantal. No, he’s just being a nice guy. Finn is just an incredibly nice guy.

      We walk out of the building arm in arm. Finn takes me by my arm and doesn’t let go until I hand the valet my ticket.

      “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” he asks. I nod.

      “Thank you very much for tonight,” I say turning to him. “You know, you’re a great guy.”

      “Oh yeah?” he smirks. There’s that sexy arrogance again.

      “Yeah. This night could’ve been really crappy. Being stood up and all. And not just as some dinner date. A fucking black tie event! Honestly, it sort of felt like I was stood up at prom. But then you came. And invited me to hear you speak. I just want to thank you for doing all that now. Because I might forget to do it at work.”

      Finn looks straight into my eyes. He tilts his head a little. We are standing so close to one another I can feel his breath on my lips. He runs his fingers along my neck. Ever so softly. I hold my breath. Then he runs his fingers over my bottom lip. He casts his eyes toward my lips and then back to mine, as if he’s asking permission to kiss me. I close my eyes and wait.

      “Ma’am? Your car?” someone says. The valet! The fucking valet! What is he doing here? He broke the spell between us. I want to get into my car and drive over him for doing this. I would be justified. There’s no way that any jury would ever convict me if they heard all the details of the moment that he just ruined. Instead of doing that, I nod and smile and pull away from Finn.

      “Thank you,” I say politely. I take the ticket and look in my purse for a tip. As I walk over to the driver’s side door of my sister’s beat up Honda, I suddenly realize that I have to walk back to the passenger’s side to get into it. Turning around, my heel lands right into the large crack in the ground. I stumble and grab onto the car to catch myself.

      “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Finn runs over to me.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to give her a ride,” he says decisively to the valet before I can even respond. There’s no question. There’s just the statement.

      “Can you please put this car back in the parking lot? We’ll get it tomorrow,” Finn says, handing the valet some money. “And here’s my ticket.”

      I follow Finn back to the bench in front of the hotel to wait for the valet to come back. Neither of us says anything for a while.

      “I hope that this is okay with you,” Finn finally says. “But I think you had a little too much to drink to drive. It’s not safe.”

      I nod and continue to stare straight ahead. I fear that if I open my mouth to say a word, I will not be able to hide the huge smile that’s forming on my face. I’m afraid if I turn to face him, I won’t be able to contain my arms, and they’ll throw themselves around him in a warm hug. No, instead, I remain perfectly still. Perfectly contained. Finn doesn’t say another word. I feel him looking at me out of the corner of his eye, but the glances are occasional and sporadic.
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      Finally, the valet arrives in a gorgeous, silver convertible with elongated lines and beautiful curves. Finn opens the door for me and gives the valet what looks like a $100 bill.

      “What kind of car is this?” I ask as we pull out of the parking lot. The leather seats, the color of bitter chocolate, seem to almost mold to my body.

      “2016 Aston Martin DB9 GT Volante Convertible,” Finn says looking straight ahead.

      “It’s really nice,” I say.

      “Thank you. Where do you live?”

      I give my address.

      “You know, you really didn’t need to give me a ride.”

      “I know, I want to. Don’t you know that it’s not good to drive drunk?”

      I inhale deeply. Of course, I know that. Does he think I’m an idiot? But that wasn’t why I stumbled. And that was not why I was feeling off all night. I mean, who wouldn’t? I got stood up at a black-tie event. Then, one of the biggest movie stars in the world asked me to be his date. But, of course, this is nothing that I can explain to him. I doubt he’d be able to relate to it.

      “Can I ask you something?” Finn asks.

      “Sure.”

      “Do you want to come over to my place? And hang out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just thought that we were having a good time dancing. Getting along, and all that. So, I was wondering if you’d like to hang out.”

      I shrug. I don’t really know how to answer him. I should say no. This is too awkward. What if something goes wrong? How will I get home? This is the reasonable and sensible side of my brain talking, but then the other one pipes in. The one that says, why not? You do like him. What’s the worst that could happen?

      “Sure,” I say, before I completely finish thinking the whole thing through. Oh shit, I say to myself right afterwards.

      “Excellent!” A big wide smile brightens his face. Even in the dark, his teeth sparkly white.

      I look out of the window as we turn left on one of the streets going up into the Hollywood Hills. I’ve been here before, numerous times. There’s a beautiful park called Runyon Canyon, where Lila and I often go hiking. There’s only one narrow path leading up to the top. It gets pretty crowded on weekends when almost everyone in LA seems to go there.

      “How far away is Runyon Canyon from your place?” I ask.

      “Like ten minutes or so, depending on traffic.” I smile. Distance between every place in LA various greatly depending on traffic.

      We drive through pitch darkness for a while. The Hollywood Hills are pretty rugged and wild. Even though there are multi-million dollar houses around every corner, it’s also not unusual to hear coyotes howling at night. Mountain lions are also known to haunt the place.

      “I just moved into this house not long ago,” Finn says as the gate to his house opens in front of us. “But honestly, I’m not so sure I’m going to stay long.”

      “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      “I was sort of on the fence between here and Malibu. And the more I stay here, the more I want to move to Malibu.”

      “If you get a place on the water, you can go surfing every day.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” he says.

      Finn parks in the driveway and shows me inside. I walk into a contemporary masterpiece with sky-high ceilings, skylights and glass walls. The main level is the entertainment area with a formal dining room and living room, which open to a porch with a wet bar and an en suite bed. Every room in the place has a panoramic view of LA below. I follow him into the gourmet chef’s kitchen with stainless steel everything, a huge island and a casual breakfast nook.

      “Wow, your house…it’s breathtaking,” I say looking around. I realize that I haven’t uttered a word since he showed me inside, but that’s because I lost the ability to speak for a few minutes.

      “Thank you,” he says. “It is quite beautiful.”

      I try to hide exactly how impressed I am by the place, but I find it a little difficult to be dishonest around him. Finn seems to bring out everything within me that I try so hard to hide on a daily basis. I turn toward him. He’s standing next to the refrigerator. The only light that illuminates his beautiful face is coming from within the open fridge.

      “Can I offer you something to drink?” he asks. I’ve had enough to drink for one night, I decide.

      “I’d like a water, if you have one.”

      “Oh yes, of course,” he winks at me. He hands me a bottle of Perrier.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask after gulping down half the bottle. My lips are still parched and my mouth is still dry, but I feel a little bit less dehydrated.

      “Sure. Anything.”

      “Anything?” I ask, jokingly.

      Finn takes off his jacket and loosens his tie. Then he pulls it over his head.

      “Hope you don’t mind,” he says pointing to what he had just done. I don’t mind one bit. Now that he’s only wearing a dress shirt, I can see the outline of his strong arms and wide shoulders. I start to feel hot again. I take another sip of the water.

      “I have plenty more if you’re thirsty.”

      He opens one and looks at me.

      “So?” he asks.

      “So what?”

      “What did you want to ask me?”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I take a deep breath. “I was just wondering…why you asked me here?”

      Finn puts the water down and takes a few steps closer to me. For some unknown reason, I take a step back.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. He doesn’t say a word. Instead, he takes another step closer to me. Now, my back is all the way against the door of the pantry. He’s standing as close to me as we stood when we were dancing. I can feel him breathing with my body.

      “I like you, Chloe,” he says very slowly and deliberately. I bite my lower lip. He takes his hand and runs his fingers along my neck. I close my eyes. I feel his finger along my lower lip. As if it were possible, he pushes himself even closer to me. When I open my eyes, I see him closing his. His eyelashes are long and delicate and his face is completely relaxed.

      Ever so lightly, his lips touch mine. Almost without my consent, my mouth starts to move along with his. His lips are soft and powerful, pushing against mine. At first, he’s gentle. He takes his time. His tongue slowly makes his way and finds mine, but then our dance gains strength. He buries his hands in my hair, cradling my head, maneuvering as he sees fit. It’s as if he takes full possession of me, and I let him. I want him to. It feels good not to be in control for once. For a few moments, the rest of the world ceases to exist. There’s only Finn and me, and as long as our lips remain locked, nothing else matters.

      But then he pulls away. He looks into my eyes, and I remember that there’s a whole other world out there. Perhaps, what we have is fleeting and delicate and can disappear at any moment.

      “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” Finn says.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Ever since I first saw you.”

      I smile. “I doubt that.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “The first time you saw me, I spilled orange juice all over you, and you freaked out. Remember?”

      His face flushes. Wait, what is that?

      “Are you blushing?” I ask. “I was just joking.”

      “That was not my finest moment. I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      For a moment, both of us seem at a loss as to what to do next. This isn’t like in a movie. People in movies start kissing, then fall into bed together. But to get to bed, you have to walk through 3,000 square foot of house, and the transition is a little bit less fluid. I look up at him. His eyes are twinkling again, and he’s smiling his crooked smile at me.

      “You’re a good kisser,” I say.

      “So are you.”

      I nod. He leans closer to me again. He was never more than a step away, but now we’re breathing the same air again. This time, I make the move. I want to shut the whole world out again. I reach up to him and run my fingers over his smooth lips. His breathing speeds up, catching me off guard. I thought he’d be such a natural at this (getting girls into bed), but he looks nervous. Is that really him or is it just my imagination?

      I run my fingers over his lips from one side to another. I pull his lower lip down, feeling the soft, moist flesh on the inside. I look up at him. His eyes meet mine and we each dare each other to look away first. I find a new source of courage, coming like a secret spring from somewhere deep inside of me.

      Unlike our first kiss, the passion of this moment is like a smoldering coal, glowing in the aftermath of a fire. Hot, but quiet.

      I run my fingers over the outline of his face. I push back the lose strands of hair that keep falling into his eyes. His hair is soft and welcoming to my touch. I linger around his ear and slowly make my way to his earlobe. Then it hits me. Touch is an amazing sense. The sensation is completely different depending on how hard I touch. Pressing too hard makes me feel the underlying strength of the thing that I’m pressing against, but touching something slowly and deliberately, produces a whole new sensation. The kind that sends goose bumps up my arms. I must’ve known this all along, but this is the first time I’m consciously experiencing it.

      I run my fingers along his neck. I’m sure that he shaved not long ago, but a few stubborn hairs are already making a resurgence.

      “You feel nice,” I say. He opens his eyes and meets mine.

      “I can’t stand your teasing anymore,” he says and presses his lips onto mine again. I’m swept away by his passion. I kiss him back, burying my hands in his hair. I feel his fingers running up and down my back. He squeezes my shoulders over and over again. He pushes me against the pantry door again, and it makes a noise as our bodies slam into it over and over. My knees start to buckle. I feel myself going limp and slowly slide down to the floor. He follows me. Suddenly, we’re both on our knees. A moment later, I’m lying on the floor, and he’s on top of me. We’re moving as one. We’re dancing to the same silent rhythm. Then, something feels off. I’m not sure where it comes from, but suddenly, I feel queasy. Perhaps, it’s from the surge of adrenaline that rushes through my body.

      “Um, Finn,” I say, pushing him away from me. He sits up.

      “I feel sick,” I manage to say. And then I throw up. All over his tile floor.
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      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I say and then barf again. Finn recoils away from me, but I can’t stop. I’m actually projectile vomiting. Everything within my stomach is going in all directions, all over the tile floor and splattering the kitchen island. Finally, I stop. I heave a couple more times, but nothing comes out. I wipe my mouth. I look up at Finn, but my eyes can’t meet his. I have never been so embarrassed in my whole life.

      “Are you okay?” Finn asks, as if it’s no big deal.

      Then he grabs a pair of yellow cleaning gloves and pulls them onto his hands.

      “Oh no, no, no. I’m going to do this. I’m so, so sorry,” I try to get up, but I feel unsteady. Like I’m going to fall down at any moment. But I cannot, not under any circumstances, let Finn Dalton clean up my vomit.

      “It’s really no big deal,” he says with a shrug. Despite how woozy I feel, I take the rag and the bucket out of his hand.

      “Please. Let me do this,” I say slowly. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      He smiles and gives in.

      “You might as well put these on then, I guess.”

      He hands me the yellow rubber gloves. I put them on and get to work. I work slowly, but deliberately. More slowly than deliberately, because I don’t really have the strength to move any faster. My head is pounding like crazy, and my ears are buzzing. Finn sits down at the kitchen table, watching me. It takes me three trips to the kitchen sink to soak up almost all of the vomit into the rag and to squeeze it out into the bucket.

      When I turn to Finn and ask silently where I should dump the contents of the bucket, he points me to the bathroom right behind me. I dump the bucket into the toilet, flush it and then look at myself in the mirror. What a mess!

      My hair is a complete disaster, sticking out in all directions. My eye makeup is a fright. To say I have raccoon eyes would be a big understatement. I’m wearing about a pound, thanks to Lila and all of her contouring and twelve layers of eye shadow. So, I don’t dare wash it with water. Instead, I simply rub underneath my eyes with my finger to get rid of the smudge. I then look down at my dress. Unfortunately, this is not something I can do much about. Nevertheless, I try. The majority of the vomit has settled unpleasantly around my bosom and my stomach area. I peel off the dried bits and rub the rest with water. The stains grow bigger, and I worry that I’m making it worse.

      “Are you okay in there?” Finn asks.

      “Fine.” I say automatically. I feel him waiting through the door. “Actually, I can’t get any of this off my dress.”

      “I’ll get you a change of clothes to wear. We can take it to the dry cleaner’s tomorrow.”

      We? I fixate on that word for a little too long.

      Finn knocks on the door.

      “I have the clothes for you,” he says.

      I open the door. He smiles at me again. There’s a mischievous quality to it.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” I say, looking down at my dress. “This is such a disaster.”

      “No worries. Here, put these on.”

      I take the stack and close the door behind me. Quickly, but carefully, I get out of my disgusting dress. Only an hour ago, it was the most beautiful thing that I’ve ever worn, and now, it looks like it has been through war, as if it’s being held hostage.

      I pick up the shirt and press it against my body. It’s a simple white t-shirt, but it’s a bit long and big. This isn’t a girls’ shirt that Finn has laying around for his dates to change into (Lila told me that some guys do that). No, this is actually his shirt. I take a moment to inhale his aroma. It smells like lavender and his special musk. I then pull on the pair of sweats, which are also too big for me, and come outside.

      Finn’s head is buried in his phone. For a second, he doesn’t notice me.

      “Thank you for the clothes,” I say.

      “Sure, of course.”

      “I’m not really sure what to say. Except that I’m horribly embarrassed by this whole thing. I don’t even know how this happened. I didn’t think I drank so much.”

      “Did you eat anything?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Well, that’s it then.”

      Finn’s eyes twinkle with understanding.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Most guys would be really grossed out by what just happened. But you… you didn’t seem to be.”

      He shrugs.

      “No, seriously. I’d like to know.”

      “Seriously? It’s not a big deal to me.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I have a lot of experience with bodily fluids.”

      I stare at him. What could that possibly mean? He stands up, takes my disgusting dress out of my hands and folds into a plastic bag.

      “My dry cleaner will get this out for you,” he says and walks over to the teapot on the counter. “I’m going to make some tea. Would you like some?”

      I nod. Neither of us speaks for a moment. I wait for him to explain, but no explanation comes. Just as I’m about to give up, he brings over the cups of tea and sits across from me.

      “I’ve seen much worse than what just happened. You have nothing to be embarrassed about. When I was fifteen, my aunt got sick with brain cancer. She didn’t have insurance, and my mom started working overtime to try to help her with the bills. She moved in with us, and I took care of her. We couldn’t afford hospice care or a nurse or anything like that.”

      Finn astonishes me. He speaks of this whole thing in the same plain and matter of fact voice that he would if I were to ask him about doing construction on his house. I’m pretty certain that most people would complain more about doing construction than he just did about taking care of his aunt.

      “How long was she sick?” I ask.

      “Two years. My mom was hardly around. She couldn’t do anything for herself in her last few months of life. It was so sad to see. But the experience taught me a lot about being humble and grateful for all of life’s opportunities.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “It was during those two years that I really decided to become an actor. It made me so happy to pretend to be someone else for just an hour or a day. It felt like this huge burden was lifted off me. It’s a little hard to explain, but acting was my escape.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “And it may make me sound like a horrible person, but after she died, the first feeling that I felt was relief. I was relieved that my beautiful, vibrant aunt was no longer suffering. That she was at peace. Finally. She deserved so much more out of life. But that’s the thing about life, it never promises to be fair. And you never know what kind of hand you’ll be dealt.”

      “It seems like you’ve been seizing the day with your life, though.”

      “Yeah, I try. But I’ve also been incredibly lucky. Some of those early parts I got. I should’ve never gotten them. I was horrible. And those directors are really the ones who deserve the credit for getting those performances out of me.”

      “Maybe it’s karma.”

      “Karma?”

      “You took care of your aunt, selflessly. When most 15-year-old boys wouldn’t. Or couldn’t. And maybe all the luck you have had in your career is karma. You’re getting rewarded for all the good that you’ve done.”

      “Maybe,” Finn smiles.

      “I’m not a religious person, Finn, but maybe your aunt is looking down at you and sending you some good vibes. Or maybe she’s just watching over you.”

      Finn shrugs and takes a deep breath.

      “I’m not a religious person, either. But that would be nice.”

      We sit together for a while in silence, but it’s not an uncomfortable silence like the ones we’ve shared before. No, this one is quite different. I feel like I understand something about him, and suddenly, it’s okay to just be together and not say a word.

      “So, tell me something about you,” Finn says. “Something personal.”

      I look up at him. My mind wanders.

      “I’ve never thrown up in a movie star’s Hollywood Hills home before,” I say. “So this whole thing is a bit new.”

      “Well, I should hope not. This would be an odd habit. And most movie stars are quite queasy. I’m not sure that they would let you get away with it as easily as I had.”

      I laugh.

      “I never felt like my parents supported me,” I say after a moment. I never vocalized these thoughts out loud before. Not even to my old, long-term boyfriends. But something about Finn makes me feel safe. Comfortable. Unafraid.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My older sister wanted to be an actress forever, and they always went to all of her high school plays. And they were really happy when she said that she will be moving to LA and that she’s going to major in acting in college. But they were never like that with me. I’ve loved fashion for a long time, but because I didn’t have a clear idea of what it was that I could do with fashion, or how I could make a living, they always thought of it as a hobby. It’s largely because of them that I majored in economics in college and got a job on Wall Street after I graduated. I was trying to please them. I was trying to show them how successful I could be.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “It didn’t work out. I hated the job, and I quit after a year and moved back home. I was really lost after that. I couldn’t figure out what to do with my life. And it was then that Lila invited me to move in with her out here and pursue fashion. Or wardrobe and costume design, really.”

      “I’m really sorry that they treated you like that.”

      “Well, they weren’t horrible parents. I don’t want to give you that impression. I just don’t really understand why they acted so differently to my dream than they did to Lila’s.”

      “That’s the thing about parents. We grow up, and we hold all of these grudges against them. But the reason we do that is that we expect them to know what they’re doing. But the plain fact is that they don’t.”

      “You don’t think parents know what they’re doing?” I ask, with a smile.

      “No. Of course, not.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because before they become parents. They’re just people. I don’t want to say that all parents try their best, because that’s not true. But almost all of them are simply lost. They’re going through life just like the rest of us, without a clue as to what’s really going on.”

      “I guess that’s a good way of thinking about it,” I say. “Do you ever want to be a parent?”

      “I don’t know. You?”

      “I don’t know either. Most women my age are dreaming of having kids, but I’m not there. And honestly, I’m not sure if I’ll ever be.”

      “I sort of feel the same.”

      I take a sip of my tea, and run the gist of the conversation back in my head. Did we really just talk about being parents? Wow. Yes, we did.

      “Well, I guess I should get home,” I say finishing the rest of my tea. “It’s getting late. And I’m sure you want me out of your hair. I’ll just call a cab.”

      “Oh no, you don’t have to.”

      “Oh, I can’t ask you to drive me home. Seriously, it’s not a big deal.”

      I pick up my phone and start to search for a cab company to call. Finn puts his hand on my hand.

      “Chloe,” he says quietly. The tone of his voice sends shivers down my back. I look up at him.

      “What if I asked you to stay? Would you stay?”

      I shrug.

      “I don’t know,” I say slowly.

      “Okay, I shouldn’t have made it a hypothetical question. Chloe, I want you to stay. Will you stay?”

      I hesitate. I want to. Of course, I do. But I don’t know if staying means sex. I don’t know if I’m ready for that. Right now. I was before the incident, but now, everything’s different.

      But Finn clears up all of my apprehensions. “No pressure about anything. I can even sleep on the couch if you want.”

      “Why do you want me to stay?” I ask.

      “Because I like you.”
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      I wanted to fuck Chloe the first time I saw her. Even as I was yelling at her for spilling orange juice all over me. She isn’t my type, of course. Not at all. A little too short, and not as thin as the usual girls that I date. Not at all like Ariel. Not at all like any of the Victoria Secret models who I’ve dated. And yet, every second that I spend with her, I want her even more. I watch her climb into my bed, with the faintest hope that something might still happen tonight. She’s wearing my sweats, and it takes all of my willpower not to go over there and try to peel them off her. But the mood is different now. We’re no longer making out on my kitchen floor. She just threw up all over my kitchen, and she needs rest.

      “You don’t have to sleep on the couch,” she says as I grab a pillow from the bed. The couch is across from the bed, against the far left wall of my bedroom. I don’t need much convincing. I jump into bed.

      “Wow, that was fast.”

      “Hey, that couch isn’t as comfortable as it looks.”

      “It doesn’t look that comfortable,” Chloe says.

      I dim the lights. Chloe closes her eyes almost immediately. I look at her beautiful face and the way her hair cascades down my pillow. This has definitely been an unusual night. The only real regret I have is that I didn’t tell the truth. I should’ve just come out and said that I was her date. Not pretended to be some white knight sweeping in and saving her from being stood up. No, I’m an asshole for doing that. The only thing to do now is to just hope that she never finds out.

      [image: ]

      The following morning, Chloe is already up when I wake up. I wander into the kitchen, where she’s sitting at the kitchen table, with the phone up to her ear. I wander over to the tea pot and fire it up.

      “Coffee?” I ask.

      She nods, absentmindedly.

      “Listen, I don’t know what I can tell you, but he didn’t show up,” Chloe says into the phone. My heart sinks. She’s talking to Dolly.

      “I know that you didn’t mean for any of this to happen. It’s totally fine. I actually had a good time,” Chloe says.

      I grab a tea bag and dunk it in my tea. Once the coffee is ready, I pour a cup for Chloe.

      “I met a friend from work there, and we had a good time,” Chloe says.

      I smile. Though being referred to as a friend from work isn’t awesome. I’m glad that she had a good time.

      “I know. I understand. It’s totally fine. Really…No, I don’t think I want to be set up again anytime soon.”

      Does she not want to be set up again because she likes me? Or because she was so disappointed over the fact that Dolly’s guy didn’t come through?

      Shit. This is not good.

      “Okay, fine. I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Chloe hangs up the phone. She takes a deep breath before smiling at me.

      “Who was that?” I ask, handing her a cup of coffee.

      “Dolly Monroe. The billionaire matchmaker.”

      “Oh, is that the woman who set you up on your date?”

      Chloe nods, hanging her head.

      “Last night was just such a clusterfuck. A major clusterfuck.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t so bad, was it?” I ask.

      She smiles. “You don’t think that me throwing up all over your gorgeous kitchen makes the date go a little off the rails?”

      You would think so, I say to myself. But not really. This has actually been one of the most interesting dates that I’ve ever had. I just wish that she knew that she had never been stood up and that the person whom she was set up with was the one she’s had an awesome time with.

      “Eh, you kept it interesting, at least,” I finally say.

      “Well, it’s the least that I could do.”

      “I don’t know. I think it went okay in general. I mean, you got stood up and, if that didn’t happen, we wouldn’t have ever had our date.”

      Why am I saying this? Why not just come out with the truth right now? Because I’m a coward, that’s why.

      “Yes, I guess so.”

      “I say that it’s his loss.”

      “You think so?” Chloe asks.

      “Yes, absolutely. And actually, there was something I wanted to ask you.”

      She looks up at me with her innocent eyes. From this angle, they are almost as big and wide as a Disney character’s eyes. And just as earnest.

      “Will you go out with me again?”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, with a surprise look on her face.

      “I had a really good time last night. Despite everything. And I’d like to take you out on a proper date.”

      She nods.

      “Yes,” she says, coughing in the middle of the word.

      “Yes?” I double check. She nods and flashes a smile. Good. That’s good.

      [image: ]

      Chloe leaves my place around 11 a.m. As soon as she gets into the cab, I start to wonder how long I should wait to call her or, at the very least, text her. I end up doing neither, but that requires a lot of concentrated will power and distractions. After doing some yoga on the porch, and flipping aimlessly through the channels, I drive out to Malibu and go surfing.

      It’s rather windy, and the waves are strong. I paddle out into the blue and hop onto my surfboard. There’s something about surfing that always puts me at ease. It requires me to use my whole body, letting my mind rest up a bit. When things with Ariel were first going down, I didn’t go surfing and suffered more as a result. After close to two hours in the water, I ride a wave all the way to the edge of the sand and hop off my surf board. Surfing did not quench my desire for Chloe, but it did make up my mind about something. I’m going to move to Malibu. This is something I’ve been thinking about for quite some time. Ever since I bought my house in the Hollywood Hills. As much as I love the views of the city, the peace of the ocean is hard to beat.

      I arrive at work the following Monday excited to see Chloe again. It has been less than 24 hours since I’ve been with her, and I’ve never wanted to see a girl so badly before.

      Unfortunately, today is not just a regular day. Today is the day that we’re shooting a very explicit sex scene.

      Martha meets with me and Tara before we go to wardrobe. Everyone is milling around – setting up the lights, making sure that the furniture is arranged just right. My eyes wander over to Chloe, who’s standing in front of her trailer organizing outfits onto hangers. I nod hello in her direction and she smiles back.

      “Finn? Are you listening?” Martha asks.

      “Yes, of course,” I say even though I have no idea what she had just said.

      “So, my point for the scene is to make it as erotic as possible to the rated-R rating, but instead of simply creating a romantic ambience and sweeping the viewer off their feet, so to speak, I want to make this scene as realistic as possible. In other words, Finn, I would like you to get naked. Entirely.”

      “Oh, okay,” I’m caught a little bit by surprise.

      “When we talked to your agent earlier, he said that it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      “No, it’s not,” I shrug. “But you can’t shoot an erection and get an R-rating.”

      “Yes, I know that. So we’ll shoot around it somehow. I still want to get your butt in it and maybe even you fully nude, but without an erection.”

      I take a deep sigh. That’s not as hard to achieve as one might think, even though Tara is so hot. The thing is that sex scenes are shot in front of more than a hundred people. They’re all staring, looking, or working. That’s why so many actors find it embarrassing. I have too, in the past. But today, I’m more concerned about how it will go, since Chloe will be watching.

      “Just tell me what to do, and I’m game,” I say.

      “Me too,” Tara smiles at me. After Martha leaves, Tara approaches me. I like her long legs and her curious eyes.

      “I can’t believe that this is the first scene we’re shooting together,” she says in a sultry voice.

      “I know, right? Is there anything I can do to make you feel a little bit more comfortable?”

      “Well, dinner might be a good idea. But it’s probably a little too late for that.”

      I smile. She’s flirting. She’s just my type. I look her up and down. If I play my cards right, I can have her back in my trailer and totally naked within an hour. But then, Chloe catches my eye.

      “Yeah, probably. Hey, listen, I have to go get my costume in order. I’ll see you later. Don’t worry. You’ll be great,” I say and walk away.

      I can’t believe that I just did that. Walking away from a sure thing is not typically my modus operandi. But here I am walking toward Chloe, a girl who spilled orange juice on me, threw up all over my kitchen floor, slept over at my house and is yet to sleep with me. And yet, she’s the only one I want.

      “Hey,” I walk over to Chloe and give her a brief hug. She pulls away from me.

      “Hey. What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Just thought that I’d give you a hug. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Finn, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want anyone on set to know about us,” she says. I hate how standoffish she’s acting.

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      “Because nothing really happened last night. And I don’t want people to think that anything did.”

      “Wait…are you embarrassed to be seen with me?” I ask. Is this really happening? Most women would die to be photographed with me.

      “No, not at all,” she says casting her eyes down. I take a step toward her and lift her head up to mine.

      “What are you doing?” Chloe pushes me away. “What did I just say?”

      “If you’re not embarrassed, then what’s going on?” I ask.

      “Nothing. I just don’t know where this is going.”

      “Well, we have another date together,” I say with a smile. “And, after Saturday night, we seem to have a little bit of a history.”

      “Oh my God, don’t mention it,” she says, blushing. “Finn, I’m not embarrassed to be seen with you. Not at all. I just don’t want all the rumors to start flying about us. You know they will if people see us kissing and hugging and doing stuff like that.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” I ask.

      “This is why you’re always in the magazines, Finn. You act like you hate the paparazzi always following you, but then you refuse to keep your private life private.”

      “Yes, I do refuse to do that. I don’t see why I should,” I say. Now, I’m getting insulted. Angry.

      “Well, I guess I just don’t want to be just one of those girls that people see on your arm in those celeb mags.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, you won’t be,” I say and walk away.

      This did not go very well. Frankly, I don’t really know what’s wrong or where it went off the rails. All I did was walk over there to give her a hug. I wasn’t making a spectacle. I wasn’t announcing that we were sleeping together or even dating. Everyone in LA gives hugs. What’s the big deal? Feeling very much conflicted, I walk back over to her.

      “I still need to get my clothes for today’s scene,” I say. She nods and takes out a light linen suit and light brown Kenneth Cole shoes.

      “I was thinking no socks.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “What about underwear?”

      “Oh yes, of course. How about black Calvin Klein boxer-briefs?” she asks.

      “Fine,” I say.

      “Do you want to try any of that on?” she asks as I start to walk away. For a brief second my eyes meet hers.

      “No. Not now,” I say. I see the disappointment on her face, and it makes me happy. Who does she think she is, acting like that? And yet, within a few seconds, my so-called happiness fades. I feel like a dick, but my pride doesn’t let me go back.

      [image: ]

      “So, I want to go over a few things again before we start,” Martha says. Tara and I sit down on the bed.

      “I want you both to start out standing. Finn, you walk over, stand close to her and say your line. She responds. Then you kiss her, and you fall into bed. I want you to remove each other’s clothes.”

      “In any particular way? Or order?” Tara asks.

      “Um, actually, no. Just do whatever feels natural. Okay. I guess that’s all. Let’s just start, and we’ll see how it goes.”

      Everyone disappears off the set. I adjust my tie and position myself in the doorway. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Chloe. She’s here, watching along with everyone else. I turn my attention to Tara. It’s as if my mind switches off. And now, I’m fully immersed in the scene. Nothing else is real except for Tara and me.

      “Action,” Martha yells. The room falls silent.

      I walk over to Tara. Carefully, deliberately.

      “What do you want from me?” I ask her.

      “Nothing,” Tara says. Before she finishes the word, I plunge in and kiss her. We fall onto the bed together and start taking off each other clothes. First, she removes my tie. I pull off her blouse. As she unbuttons my shirt, I tug at her skirt. I wriggle out of my pants as we continue to kiss. I wait for Martha to yell ‘Cut,’ but it doesn’t come. Instead, I unclasp Tara’s bra. Her breasts fall in front of me, as if on a platter. She runs her fingers down my stomach, pausing briefly over each six pack, which I don’t forget to flex for the cameras. Now comes the difficult part. I stand up. Tara kisses my belly button, and with one swift motion, she pulls down my boxer-briefs. I step out of them calmly, then flip her over on her stomach and pull off her panties.

      Still no ‘cut’ comes. I don’t want to interrupt the scene, so I fall on top of her and kiss the back of her neck. And then her back. My dick grows hard. It doesn’t know how I really feel. That it’s not Tara who I actually want to do this to. I rub my fingers up and down her back and bury them in her hair. When I pull on her hair slightly, she moans. We grind for a few moments. And then…finally…it comes.

      “Cut!” Martha yells. I stand up right away and put on the robe, which an assistant runs over with. My erection is not something I can hide. I don’t want to be quick about putting it away. Everyone is watching, and I don’t want to act as if I’m embarrassed about anything. Instead, I coolly put on my robe and tie it loosely around my waist.

      “Oh. My. God,” Martha explodes. “You guys, that was amazing!”

      I love Martha’s exuberance. She doesn’t have any pretense the way that so many directors do. She’s shooting one of the most serious scripts I’ve ever had the privilege of working on, and yet she comes off like an excited sorority girl. Her level of excitement is contagious.

      “I wasn’t sure if that was quite the direction you wanted me to go in,” I start to say.

      “Oh no, no, no. I never would’ve even thought of that. The way you flipped her over like that and removed her panties. That just made me lose my breath. Honestly, amazing work.”

      Tara and I exchange smiles. That’s always nice to hear.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, could you do that again? Same sequence? I just want to make sure we get the best version.”

      I nod. Right before she says “action” again, my eyes dart to Chloe. The expression on her face is a mix between lost, confused and angry. I don’t know why she would be feeling any of those things, except that this scene is just too real for her. But there’s nothing I can do about it right now.
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      Am I really watching this? Is this really happening? I know that Finn’s an actor. Of course, I do. I was one of those millions of girls who fell in love with him in Monday Night Football when he had that tumultuous relationship with Beverly and then again in To Live and Die in the West. Neither the show nor the movie would be what they are if it wasn’t for his love affairs. I dreamed of being Beverly. The thing that I never dreamed about was watching him make love to Beverly. For some reason, it never occurred to me how exactly those scenes were shot. I was too lost in the story to care. But today…well, today, was quite eye opening, to say the least.

      And this scene, in particular, is so much more than anything that happened in a cable show or a PG-13 movie. I just watched Finn passionately kiss Tara, throw her on the bed and remove her clothes. I just saw her pull off his underwear. I just saw his dick for the first time – and it wasn’t while we were having sex. No, this isn’t normal. Not even by a long shot. And, if this is normal in the Hollywood world, I’m not ready for it to be my new normal. When Martha asks them to do the scene over again, just as they had just done it, I look at Finn and walk away. I can’t bear to watch it again.

      Two hours later, there’s a knock on my trailer. I’m staying busy trying to organize outfits for the next couple of scenes, but nothing seems to go together and I’m feeling altogether uninspired. “Come in,” I say. By the cautious footsteps up the steps, I suspect that it’s Finn.

      “Hey,” he says. “Why did you leave?” “I had a few things to take care of,” I lie.

      By his apprehension, I can tell that he isn’t convinced that I’m telling the truth.

      “It’s just that most people never miss the sex scenes,” he says. “Especially if the director doesn’t close the set.”

      “Well, I had something better to do.”

      Finn walks up to me. He puts his hand on mine.

      “Chloe, you did know what was going to happen today, right? I did nothing wrong.”

      I push his hand away.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “So, what’s wrong?”

      I take a moment to think about this. For some reason, it feels like everything’s wrong.

      “Nothing,” I shrug.

      “And I’m sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have made a scene like that. But honestly, I didn’t know that I was making a scene.”

      “Finn…”

      “What?”

      “I’m just not sure that this whole lifestyle is for me,” I finally say.

      “What lifestyle?” he asks.

      “Your whole lifestyle. I’m just a regular person, and it’s all too much.”

      “Well, I am an actor. And what just happened in that scene is just part of my job.”

      I consider this for a moment. He’s right, of course. Maybe I am just being a little too sensitive.

      “I have an idea,” he says. “Go out with me tonight. Dinner. Nothing fancy. Just a regular date. Then, hopefully, you’ll see that I’m just like anyone else.”

      I smile. He walks closer to me, puts his hand on my hand again. This time, I don’t remove it. Maybe he’s right. Nothing that happened between us so far has been normal, and maybe that’s why I’m feeling so off by the whole situation.

      I nod.

      “Really?” he asks.

      “Yes, really.”

      “Okay, I’ll pick you up at seven. And don’t worry. We’ll go somewhere private. There won’t be any fans or photographers. Just the two of us.”

      I like the sound of that. A lot.

      

      When I get home from work, I don’t have much time to decide what I’m going to wear, let alone discuss the intricacies of what’s going on with Lila. Of course, Lila won’t let up. She knows the gist of what happened Saturday night and is as excited by the whole situation as any person could possibly be.

      “You’re going out with whom tonight?” Lila asks when I get home.

      “Finn,” I say, spraying my hair with dry shampoo. I washed it this morning, but it still managed to get greasy in less than eight hours.

      “Wait, what?” Her eyes get big and her mouth drops open.

      “You heard me.”

      I look in the mirror. Definitely need to retouch my makeup.

      “No, you’re not,” she shakes her head.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” I shrug, reapplying some more eyeliner. Why is it impossible to perform this simple task without opening your mouth slightly?

      “Wait a second, let me get this straight. You got stood up on a date and Finn Dalton asked you to be his date instead. And then you threw up all over his floor, didn’t sleep with him and now you two are going out on a date?”

      “Weirder things have happened,” I say putting on light pink lipstick.

      “Not many.”

      “Why is this so hard for you to believe?” I ask.

      “Because…because…girls who color their own hair from a box do not go out with movie stars!” Lila finally says.

      She’s right, of course.

      “This one does,” I say with a smile.

      I go into my room and rummage through my closet for a pair of black leggings and a sheer  blouse. Finally, I settle on a violet sleeveless top with a floral design.

      “You’re not wearing a dress?” Lila says with contempt. I shake my head, no. “How can you not wear a dress? Or at least a skirt?”

      I look at myself in the mirror.

      “Because I’m not a big fan of dresses or skirts. You know that,” I say changing in front of her.

      “But you’re going on a date with Finn Dalton!”

      “I know,” I say, putting on a fresh pair of low-rise panties and a black matching bra. “But the thing is that I want to be myself on this date. The last date we had…well, it was interesting, to say the least. But on this one, I want to be myself. My true self. And I want to wear what I would wear if I were going out with a normal guy. Besides, I think I look pretty good in this.”

      I look at myself in the mirror. With a nice pair of pumps, I looked pretty sexy. The leggings give my body a nice outline and elongated my legs.

      There’s a knock on the door.

      “I just don’t think you should go on a date with a movie star dressed as if you were going to get a cup of coffee with your sister!” she hisses, as she walks toward the door. “Who is it?”

      “Um, this is Finn. I’m here to pick up Chloe.”

      “Oh my God, Chloe!” Lila whispers loudly to me. “He’s coming here? Why didn’t you tell me that he was coming here?”

      “I thought I did. He’s my date. He’s picking me up,” I say with a laugh. “Can you please open the door? I need a few more minutes.

      I close the door to the bathroom slightly, and just stand there staring at my reflection in the mirror. Perhaps it was a little unkind to not warn Lila that Finn was coming here. I know that it will be awhile before she forgives me for the fact that she met him wearing an old pair of sweats, with very little makeup on and with her hair in a bun. But the look on her face made it all worth it. It was priceless.

      “Come on in…I’m so sorry about the mess. But Chloe didn’t warn me…didn’t tell me that we’d be having company,” I hear her mumbling through the door.

      “It’s okay, really...you should see my place….So, you’re Chloe’s sister, huh? The actress.”

      “Yes, yes, I am.”

      “Hi,” I walk out of the bathroom. Finn looks me up and down. After a moment, his eyes settle on my face. His smile fills up the room.

      “Oh wow,” he says. “You look…amazing.” I nod. “You too.” Finn is dressed in a casual pair of grey slacks and a button down shirt. The sleeves are rolled up, and he’s not wearing socks with his loafers.

      He takes a few steps closer to me, putting his arm around my waist and pulling me in for a peck on the cheek. It’s so casual and effortless, it makes my knees a little wobbly.

      “I’m going to go now, Lila,” I say walking passed her. She seems to be in a trance, so I nudge her a little to push her out of it.

      “Sure, sure,” Lila whispers. “What time should I expect you?”

      My faces flushes red. Now it’s my turn to be embarrassed, and the look on Lila’s face confirms that the question was an accident.

      “Um, I don’t know. How about you just don’t?” I say.

      “Oh…I see,” she says with a coy smile. I roll my eyes and walk out. Finn follows me closer behind. We walk downstairs in silence. Luckily, he isn’t parked too far. When we reach his car, he holds the door open for me like a gentleman.

      “So?” he says pulling away from the curb.

      “So what?” I ask.

      “Apparently, your sister shouldn’t be expecting you home tonight.”

      Not him too! I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” I say with a smile. “I just said that to rile her up. To say that she was impressed with my date would be a huge understatement.”

      “Oh yeah? Am I not your usual type of date?” Finn asks.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I look him over. He’s shaved since this morning – that chiseled jaw is pronounced and strong.

      “How’d you guess?” I ask.

      “So, who’s your typical date, then?” he asks. I don’t reply. He turns to me as we speed down Sunset Boulevard.

      “Actually, I haven’t been on a date in a while.”

      “Why?”

      “My sister dates for the both of us,” I joke. “I don’t really know why. Just had a long-term boyfriend for a while, and no one special really came along.”

      “Wow, you are different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, this is LA, Chloe. Most people don’t date only special people here. They just date. But I guess I’m flattered.”

      “Oh, please,” I wave my hand dismissively at him.

      “No, seriously. I am.”

      “Hey, who said that I’m going out with you because I think you’re special? You saved me from being stood up, and we’re colleagues, as you’d said. Plus, you begged and begged if I remember correctly.” I don’t want his head to get too big. It seems to be big enough.

      “Yes, of course,” Finn nods with a smile.

      “Okay, so where are we going?” I ask, trying to change the subject. It’s all getting a little too personal for my taste.

      “My place.”

      “Your place?” My mouth nearly drops open. “I thought that we would have a normal date?”

      “We will. My personal chef is making us a special dinner. All I said before was that I’d take you somewhere private. Somewhere we can get to know each other a little better.”

      “Okay,” I mumble. Honestly, I’m not sure how I feel about this. He senses my hesitation.

      “Listen, you don’t have to worry. No pressure. Seriously. This is just dinner. And I’ll take you home afterwards, like a proper gentleman.”

      I nod, trying to process exactly what he’s saying. I look at him and search his face for any ulterior motives, but I don’t spot any. He appears to be genuine, completely honest. But how could I be sure? He is an Oscar-winning actor!

      Still, I decide to go with my gut. And my gut says, trust him. You can trust him.
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      On the half an hour drive over to his house, I discover that Finn and I have a lot in common. We both love the 90’s boy band N’Sync, the Cuban dish of mango and rice, and dark chocolate. His favorite grade in school was third grade, and he hated eleventh grade so much, he almost dropped out. I told him that high school wasn’t the best for me either, but I loved college. I had debated going to a large university like the University of Southern California, where my sister went, but I now think that Oberlin College was the perfect fit for me.

      “What is it in particular that you liked about Oberlin?” Finn asks me as we pull into his driveway.

      “It was just the right size. I’m not as outgoing as Lila, and I know that I would’ve gotten lost in a larger school. Oberlin also focused on the liberal arts, and it really taught me how to think critically and reason. I think that’s really important in today’s day and age. Especially since our world is so technological.”

      “You know, I agree with you. I mean, math and science education is very valuable, especially if kids are taught computers and how to write code and stuff like that. But there’s nothing more liberating than reading fiction or philosophy or drama. It really enriches the experience of being a human being,” Finn says.

      I turn to him. I hate to admit it, but a big part of me is surprised that those words are coming out of his mouth. Perhaps I thought that he was too pretty to be actually smart, as well.

      I follow Finn up the steps through the double doors of his house. He says hello to the chef, introduces me and leads me to the dining room. The sun is just setting over the horizon, and all of LA is illuminated in bright colors of orange and yellow below us. I take a moment to catch my breath.

      “Do you ever regret not going to college?” I finally ask.

      “Sometimes. Well, no, that’s a lie. I regret it a lot, actually. But when I finished high school with my private tutor, my career was just taking off. I was getting a lot of interesting offers, and I wanted to pursue it whole-heartedly. But I’ve regretted it so much that I’m actually taking courses now.”

      “You are? What kind?”

      “Online courses. I’m doing my bachelor’s degree in liberal arts at Western New Mexico University. It’s an individualized program that allows me to study pretty much whatever I want. I think I’m going to do a double major in English and Philosophy.”

      “Oh wow, that’s amazing.”

      “Thanks. It has been really challenging and educational. And the best part of doing it online is that the people in my class and most of my professors don’t know who I am. I don’t want to be one of those self-centered actors that say how difficult fame is, blah, blah, blah. But it has its challenges, and one of those challenges is that it’s difficult to know how people actually feel about you. My online courses allow me to have this private life, which I never thought would be possible.”

      “That’s really great, Finn. I’m really proud of you,” I say, putting my hand on his.

      “Chloe, I’ve never told anyone about this program before. Well, outside of my really close friends and family. Ariel didn’t even know about it.”

      “Your ex-girlfriend?” I ask. He nods.

      “Why not?”

      “It didn’t feel like the right thing to share with her. I didn’t feel comfortable. But with you…I don’t know, it’s different.”

      I nod. “Well, your secret is safe with me,” I say.

      “Yes, I know. That’s what scares me.”

      I look around the table. The table is covered in a crisp white, linen tablecloth. The dining room has seating for eight, but instead of sitting on either end of it, our place settings are put next to each other. Finn sits at the head, and I sit next to him. A beautiful centerpiece of wildflowers separates us, creating a romantic ambience. A waiter comes around and lights the two thick candles next to the centerpiece and asks what we would like to drink.

      “I don’t know,” I say, shrugging. “I don’t even know what we’re having.”

      “Do you mind if I order for you?”

      I shake my head no.

      “We’ll have two glasses of Pinot Noir,” he says quickly. After the waiter leaves, Finn turns to me and explains, “We’re having vegetarian dishes for dinner and dry roses made from traditional red wine grapes go well with a variety of vegetarian dishes without overpowering the fresh flavors.”

      “Vegetarian, huh? Are you a vegetarian?” I ask.

      “No, not entirely. But I’m really trying to eat healthier, so I thought this might be a good choice. Do you like vegetarian food?”

      How can I put this tactfully? No, not really. My idea of vegetarian food is Caesar salad, and I can’t have Caesar salad for the rest of my life. Of course, I’ve heard that there is a lot of variety in vegetarian food, but I’m rather uneducated about the whole thing. Besides, there’s no way that it can taste as good as chicken or a burger, right?

      “I haven’t had that much to tell you the truth. Besides salad,” I say. “Is there any reason why you’re trying to eat healthier?”

      He shrugs, looks away. “Well, I might as well tell you, I guess. But please don’t tell anyone, okay?”

      I nod.

      “My mom was recently diagnosed with lung cancer. She never really smoked, except for a few years in the 70s. I started reading about it, and apparently a lot of red meat causes cancer and so do sugars and carbohydrates. Besides getting chemo, my mom is starting this intense natural food program…it’s basically a raw vegan diet. And she needs support, so I agreed to do it along with her.”

      “Wow, that’s intense,” I say. I’m taken aback by his frankness and openness. I look at his face. It has graced the covers of numerous magazines. It feels as familiar as a photo of any of my family members, but there always seemed to be a distance between the person in the photo and the guy I knew from work. Except now. The distance between us is quickly disappearing.

      “Thank you for telling me that. I had read about that too. But you know how it is, I always think that nothing like this will ever affect me. Or least, not for a while. I can always start to eat healthier later.”

      “I used to think that too. But with my mom’s diagnosis, it really came front and center. It just put everything in perspective for me.”

      The waiter comes back with a platter and one plate of food on it.

      “For the first course, toast with fava beans, an avocado spread and pea shoots,” he says and walks away.

      “Wow, this is delicious,” I say. I don’t really know what fava beans are, but they are a perfect complement to the avocado spread and pea shoots.

      As we continue to chat about his mom, the rest of our food arrives. For the main course, we are served a lentil and pineapple salad with olive oil and fruit vinegar, vegetable barley soup and kale risotto with spicy tofu pieces. The food is fresh and light, and it fills me up to the point that I feel like I’m going to explode.

      “We have a choice of deserts,” the waiter says after clearing our plates. When he looks at me, the expression on his face changes drastically.

      “I’m sorry,” I say before he has the chance to ask me what’s wrong. “But I ate a little too much, and I’m going to have to pass on the desert.”

      Finn smiles and tells him that we’ll have dessert a little later.

      “That happens to me a lot,” he says. “Vegetables can be quite deceptive. They have the tendency to fill you up way more than you’d think.”

      “That’s quite an understatement,” I say.

      [image: ]

      After dinner, we walk out onto the patio for a breath of fresh air. Darkness has settled over the City of Angels. Instead of standing there on the edge of his patio, something suddenly comes over me. I put my foot on the first rung of the railing and climb up.

      “What are you doing?” Finn asks, mildly amused.

      “This view is unbelievable,” I say. “It makes me want to see even more of it.”

      Two more steps up and I’m walking along the top of the railing.

      “You’re crazy,” he whispers.

      “I feel crazy.”

      Not just crazy. Insane. What am I doing? I don’t know what’s come over me. On top of this being somewhat unsafe (I did have two glasses of wine and I am wearing heels), it’s also somewhat disrespectful to his property. But neither of these things occur to me in the moment. No, in this moment, I feel like a bird. Free. Unencumbered. Completely without responsibilities. Then…oh no, this isn’t happening. I stumbling. I step on my heel the wrong way, and it breaks, causing me to fall backwards.

      “Chloe! Watch out!” Finn says, a little bit too late. He manages to break my fall a little bit, by grabbing my arm, but it’s a little too late. It all happens very fast – one second I’m falling and the next I’m in his arms. We’re both on the ground. I’m on top of him. He’s grasping me, holding on to me. I can feel his heart thumping through me. He smells of lavender and wine.

      “You’re okay,” Finn says, over and over. As if he’s willing me to be okay.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Finn helps me up. He has one arm around my waist, and he pulls me tighter to him as we stand up. I look up at him. Slowly, he traces his fingers around the outline of my face. He starts at my jawline and runs his fingers liberally around my mouth. I stare into his eyes, holding my breath. When his fingers tug at my lower lip, my mouth falls open and I exhale.

      Finn closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. He leans closer to me and parts my mouth again with his finger. Only this time, he presses his lips to mine. A small explosion goes off within my body. I kiss him back, and our tongues intertwine. I bury my hands in his hair and pull on it until he gives off a moan.

      We kiss for a long time. Make out, is more like it. We can’t get enough of each other. Our hands run liberally over each other’s bodies, but the clothes remain in place. Every time his hands skirt past my breasts and round their way to the small of my back, the place in between my legs gets hotter and hotter.

      Then suddenly, Finn pulls away.

      “Will you come with me?” he asks looking deep into my eyes.

      I nod. He takes my hand and leads me to his bedroom. We walk what seems like thousands of acres of land to get there. The house is much bigger than I remember. I have trouble hiding my anticipation of seeing his bedroom. Of being in his bedroom with Finn. Only this time, it’s not Finn Dalton’s bedroom that I crave. But Finn. My Finn. The guy who shared all of those things with me. The guy who makes my legs feel limp. The man who sends shivers up my back with the touch of his hand.

      As soon as we enter his bedroom, he locks the door and lunges at me, pushing me against the wall. Both of his hands are pressing my head against the wall and pinning me in place. He presses his lips onto mine, and pushes his tongue into my mouth. The passion is sweeping me away. I moan, giving his tongue more freedom to roam. His body presses against mine and I feel his erection against my stomach. It seems to be growing in size with each movement.

      “You, taste too good,” he mumbles through the kisses. My heart rate is through the roof.

      But suddenly, I pull away. I have to tell him something. It’s only fair. Something I’ve never told anyone before.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      I straighten out my clothes. Wipe my mouth. I push him away from me and walk toward the center of the vast room. The floor-to-ceiling windows lining one side of the wall put me at ease.

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” I say quietly. He waits. “There’s a reason why I hadn’t dated anyone for a while. It’s difficult to talk about. But I think you should know.”

      Finn looks at me, doesn’t say another word. I turn away from him. Even though I’m telling him this, I can’t say it to his face.

      “Something happened to me with my ex-boyfriend. The last time we were together, the last time I had sex, was more than 2 years ago. Because…”

      Come on, Chloe. Get it together. You can say it. It’s just a word. Nothing to be afraid of. You’ve used it at the therapist’s a million times before.

      “I was raped. He raped me. And that’s why I hadn’t dated anyone since then. And why I haven’t slept with anyone for such a long time.”

      I mention a few details. But not all. It was after college. We had been having sex for a while. And yet, that night I didn’t want to. He insisted. At first, I thought he was just joking. I kept protesting. Then I realized that he wasn’t. He had too much drink, but that wasn’t an excuse. At first, I didn’t want to report the incident. He was my boyfriend, after all. But after not being able to sleep for days, I went to a therapist and she helped me make a report. There was a trial. I testified. He was convicted. The prosecutor called me ‘brave,’ said that it was important to do this for women everywhere. But I didn’t feel like a hero.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” he puts his arm around me. I nod and accept his sympathy. Even though it’s incredibly hard. He’s the first person I’ve ever shared this with.

      We sit down on the bed. I turn to him. “But I just want to tell you that I’m fine. Really. I’ve had a lot of therapy. And I’m ready to put all that behind me. If that’s okay with you.” A small smile forms on Finn’s face.

      “You really don’t have to. We can take things slowly.”

      “I know. But…I want to,” I say. I don’t know if it has something to do with being a woman or going through what I’d gone through, but I have a hard time owning my feelings. Telling people exactly what I want. Especially, men. And yet, in this case, it feels totally natural.
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      For a few moments, I think that I spooked Finn. He doesn’t make another move toward me. I know that if I want this to happen, I have to make the move myself.

      “I want to make love to you, Finn,” I say quietly and deliberately. “You’re the first person I’ve wanted to be with since that happened.”

      He nods, but the lost, angry look on his face remains. I can almost feel his anger at my ex, and it makes me want him even more. My breaths are shallow. I move closer to Finn and run my fingers over his face. I run my fingers down his neck and start to unbutton his shirt. I kiss his neck, and, once all the buttons on his shirt pop open, I run my tongue all the way down to his belly button. His muscles move up and down with his breaths and feel cool on my tongue.

      When I start to undo his belt, the muscles deep inside the darkest parts of me clench up from anticipation.

      Finally, Finn starts to respond. He lifts up my head to his and kisses me. This time, his kisses are firm and slow. Demanding. Slowly, they start to mold with mine. He unbuckles his pants and steps out of them. Then he undoes the back of my blouse and pulls it over my head.

      “You have the most beautiful skin,” he mumbles, kissing the back of my arms. Pushing me down on my back, he tugs at my waistband. I kick off my shoes and, with one swift motion, Finn pulls off my leggings. He looks at my body up and down. Pausing for a little too long. The lights are dimmed, but not enough. Suddenly, I have a pang of fear. What if I’m not what he’s used to? What if he thinks I’m fat or ugly?

      But before I get too carried away with my insecurities, Finn licks his lips and says, “You’re so hot. I want you so much.”

      My face gets flushed. Did he just say that? To me?

      I’m still in my matching bra and panty set and he’s still in his boxer-briefs, but that doesn’t stop him from climbing on top of me and grinding. He kisses me and presses his body into mine. He is so hard that the force with which he presses himself into my pelvis borders on painful. But good painful. He continues to shower me with demanding and passionate kisses. I moan into his mouth.

      Then with one swift motion, he pulls me up. My legs wrap tightly around his torso. When he undoes my bra and my breasts fall into his mouth, I toss my head back and let the passion course through my body. I want him so badly. I grip his strong, powerful biceps and dig my fingernails into his muscles.

      He eases me onto the bed and pulls off my panties. I look up and see that he has also stripped of his boxer-briefs. For a moment, we lock our eyes on each other’s bodies.

      “You are so beautiful,” he says and buries his fingers within me. I lose my breath and moan from pleasure. He massages me everywhere, spreading me wide open and making my heart rate jump over beats. Just as I start to get close, he leans over me.

      “Are you sure you’re ready?” he whispers, kissing my neck.

      “Yes,” I nod. I pull his face toward mine and let him fill me up.

      My skin starts to burn. I close my eyes. He thrusts in and out of me, making my whole body explode with electricity. And then suddenly a whole different feeling comes over me. As Finn moves faster and faster in and out of me, I suddenly clench my toes and let an unfamiliar warm feeling run over my body.

      “Finn!” I yell as I come.

      “Chloe!” he moans into my ear and collapses on top of me.

      When I wake up, it’s still dark. I have no idea how much time has passed. My legs feel sore. I stretch them out, curling my toes. Finn is dead asleep next to me. I listen to his deep breaths and fall back asleep.

      When I wake up again, it’s light out. The sun is high in the sky. It feels warm on my face. I run my hand along the other side of the bed, feeling for Finn, but there’s no one there. I sit up in bed. My body feels sore and spent. I’ve never experienced that before. I’ve had sex, of course, but not an orgasm. The funny thing is that, I was so naïve that I thought that I had orgasmed before, because it felt so good, but now that I had experienced the real thing I know that I hadn’t.

      I’m in drastic need of something to drink. I look around the large white room. Everything in the room is a different color of white. Frankly, I didn’t know that there were so many different versions of it, but the room has a beautiful ambience and every color and texture compliment each other in just the right way. There’s a robe laying on the bench at the foot of the bed. I slip it on and walk outside. The tiles feel cool under my bare feet.

      “Hey, you’re up,” Finn says. “I was just about to bring you breakfast in bed.”

      I smile and look around the kitchen island. It’s filled with dishes of cut up cantaloupe, watermelon, and various berries. Finn’s hard at work at a stack of pancakes and scrambled eggs.

      “Is that all for me?” I ask. He nods, mischievously.

      “I didn’t know what you’d like.”

      “I can’t possibly eat all that, Finn.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to try.”

      I shake my head and pour myself a cup of coffee.

      “Do you want me to get fat?”

      “Maybe.”

      I toss a berry into my mouth.

      “You’re going to spoil me,” I say, sitting on the bar stool across from him.

      “I intend to do just that.”

      His hair is tousled, and he looks even sexier than he did last night, if that were possible. He’s not wearing a shirt, and every muscle in his stomach flexes as he breathes in and out. I find myself mesmerized. Then I catch myself. As much as I want to stay here long after we finish this delicious breakfast, I don’t want to overstay my welcome.

      “Will you give me ride home later?” I ask.

      I wait for a look of relief to sweep over his face, but it doesn’t. Instead, what I get is a look of disappointment. “Oh, do you have to go home?” he asks, slowly.

      “Well, no, not really. But I don’t want to stay too long. I’m sure that you have a lot of things to do.” He looks up at me. The light tan of his skin glistens in the sunlight. He flashes a smile of his pearly whites.

      “Nope. Actually, I don’t have any plans,” he says with a shrug and plates my scrambled eggs.

      “Are you sure? Because it’s really no problem.”

      “How about this? I’d like for you to stay and hang out. But if you don’t want to, I totally understand.”

      I take a deep breath. Is Finn really asking to spend more time with me?

      “Okay,” I say, taking a bite of the most delicious scrambled eggs I’ve ever had in my life.

      “Okay?” he confirms, lathering a pancake generously with maple syrup. I nod and we eat our breakfast in silence, but with big smiles on our faces.

      [image: ]

      Since he cooked, I take it upon myself to clean up. I start putting the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Suddenly, I hear the doorbell. Finn goes to answer it.

      A few moments later, I hear him say, “You can’t just barge in here, you know.”

      A female voice says something in return, but I don’t quite make it out.

      “Who do you think you are? You think you’re better than other people or something? When I talked to your rep, I was assured that you were a gentleman. But it serves me right for not screening you properly, doesn’t it?”

      The accent is very familiar. Texan. Who do I know who’s from Texas? Oh yeah, that’s right! Dolly.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Finn says. His voice is getting closer. I know that they’re headed this way. I see Dolly just as I dry my hands.

      “Chloe?” Dolly practically yells out my name. I take a step forward and tighten the belt on my robe. I’m suddenly keenly aware of the fact that I’m not wearing anything underneath.

      “Hi, Dolly,” I say quietly.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks. I don’t like her tone. Who does she think she is?

      “Um, what are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I’m here to yell at my client for standing you up on your date. Since that’s what you told me the other day. And now, I see that you are with him all along. What is going on here?”

      I stare at her. What the hell is she talking about?

      “He did stand me up. This is Finn, a guy I work with. We ran into each other by accident at the Governor’s Ball.”

      “Oh no, no, no,” she shakes her finger at us as if we were five years old. “This is Finn Dalton. He was supposed to be your date.”

      “What?” I ask. I can hear what she’s saying, but none of it is making any sense to me. “No, my date stood me up.”

      I turn to look at Finn. He casts his eyes down and almost turns away from me.

      “What is going on, Finn?” I ask.

      Dolly turns to him as well. She crosses her hands across her chest and taps her high heel.

      “I don’t know what came over me, Chloe. It was just this fluke thing. I was set up on a date. And when I got there and found out it was you…I don’t know, I just felt like…”

      “Felt like lying about who you are?”

      “No,” he mumbles.

      “About pretending that my date stood me up? Acting as if you were some knight in shining armor rescuing me from a bad situation?” I ask.

      Now, I’m really starting to hate that I’m wearing this stupid silk bathrobe that he had laid out for me. “No, that’s not what I wanted to happen. I just wanted to talk to you as if I weren’t your date. I wanted to get to know you a little more.”

      “Well, now you know me, don’t you? Isn’t this perfect?” I ask. I start to walk toward the bedroom to change into my clothes, but he grabs my arm and pulls me close to him.

      “Chloe, please,” he says.

      “Let go of me, Finn. Let go!” I scream when he doesn’t let me go at first. He lets me go, and I run toward the bedroom. I change into my clothes as soon as possible and grab my phone. Only then do I realize that I don’t have a ride home. Shit. I feel like I’m about to burst out crying, but I gather my thoughts and take a few deep breaths.

      The rest of the hour is a blur. Somehow, I manage to get my stuff together and get into Dolly’s car. She offers to give me a ride home. I want to say no, but I don’t have many options unless I want to pay $100 for a cab and wait around for it at Finn’s place.

      “I’m so, so sorry, Chloe,” Dolly keeps saying over and over in her annoying accent. If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I knew that Finn was never a person I could really trust, but it’s not just because he’s a movie star. It’s because he’s a guy. And no matter how hard I try, I’m not ready to be in a relationship with a guy. Too bad I’m not into girls. All of this would be so much easier.

      “Chloe, please, please, say something.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “How are you feeling about this?”

      Is she really asking me this? I feel like a fool. Like an idiot. I had the first orgasm of my life with someone who’s a liar. Now, what am I supposed to do with that? What now? And, worse than that, I’m going to have to see him at work again. If I even have a job anymore.

      “I feel like shit, Dolly,” I say turning to her. I don’t elaborate. I stare ahead. I can’t deal with her now. I can’t deal with anyone. I want to more than anything go back to a few moments before she appeared and feel happy again. Content. I mean, I really thought that I had met someone special, and now it has all gone to shit.
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      I don’t know what to do. She wouldn’t talk to me. She wouldn’t let me explain. She just left. I know I’m asshole for what I did, but how could she just walk out like that? Fuck Dolly. Aghh! I’m so angry. I want to punch something.

      My phone rings. Reluctantly, I look at the screen.

      “Hi, Finn, you have to come quick,” Ben is practically yelling. “Jasmine’s going into labor.”

      Ben hangs up, and I stare at the phone. I don’t want to go to the hospital. I want to drink a bottle of vodka and to smoke some weed. But I’ve been enough of an asshole to people I care about. I haven’t missed one of Jasmine’s births, and I’m not going to start with this one.

      I arrive at the Cedar Sinai Hospital in record time. Ben texts me the room number, and I head straight up.

      “How is she?” I ask. Ben is pacing outside of the room, clearly distressed.

      “Um, not good. This is too early. If the baby comes out now…” he doesn’t finish the statement. I know what will happen. I’ve seen the television shows and the movies. If the baby comes out now, she’ll be premature. She’ll probably have to stay at the hospital for weeks and be hooked up to one of those tubes. They won’t be able to touch their baby. They’ll have to wear scrubs to come and see her.

      I try to calm him down. I tell him that it’s going to be okay. The two hundredth time I say it, Ben finally believes me. Jasmine is relaxing now, and I ask him if he wants to go to get something to eat. Jasmine’s mom is in with her. Reluctantly, he agrees.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I say again, biting into a cold tuna sandwich. Ben’s eating a slice of pizza. He takes a sip of his coke and nods.

      “Yeah, I hope so….So, what’s going on with you? Take my mind off this whole thing.”

      Should I tell him? Eh, why not? He wants a distraction. I’ll give him a distraction. I tell him the whole story. He listens carefully, with a perplexed look on his face.

      “So, wait, I don’t understand. Why did you lie to her?”

      “That’s the thing,” I say. “I have no idea. I just saw her sitting there, and I sort of felt like I didn’t want to have the pressure of being on a date with her. I mean, if she were anyone else, I would, but I like this girl. I liked her the first time I met her on set.”

      “So, you decided to lie to her?”

      “Yes,” I hang my head.

      “But why didn’t you tell her the first time she came over?”

      “Well, I was going to, but then we started kissing. And then she got sick. There was no good time. And then we got into this argument on set, and I barely got her to go out to dinner with me again.”

      “This is bad, Finn.”

      “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” I ask. “I just don’t know what to do now.”

      “What would you do with anyone else?”

      I shrug. “Eh, I’d just let it go.”

      “Wow,” Ben smiles.

      “What?”

      “You must really like her then.”

      I think about it for a second. “I do. And get this, I think I might even more than just like her.”

      “What?” Ben nearly chokes on his drink.

      “I think I might be falling in love with her,” I say quietly. “I hate it. It makes me feel sick to my stomach. What if she doesn’t forgive me? What if she hates me forever?”

      “Yes, you are falling in love, man. Wow, my friend is finally growing up. This is a momentous day for you, Finn.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, this is a momentous day for you, Ben.”

      “It’s still huge,” he says.

      He’s right, of course. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Perhaps, this is what love feels like. I thought it was going to be exciting and adrenaline-charged. Not absolutely terrifying. No, Chloe has to forgive me. I’m not going to give up until she does.

      I alternated between sleeping and walking around outside of the waiting room. Twenty hours later, the baby comes. Five hours later, I’m at work.

      When I arrive at work, I go straight to Chloe’s trailer.

      “Chloe, please, will you just talk to me?” I knock on the door, but no one answers. “Chloe, I’m not leaving until you come out.”

      Finally, after a few minutes of knocking, she opens the door.

      “What do you want?” she asks, crossing her arms across her chest.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say.

      “So talk.” She turns around and starts going through the clothes on the hangers. “I’m listening,” she adds. I take a deep breath. This is probably as good as it’s going to get.

      “Chloe, I know that what I did is unforgivable.”

      “Good, then leave.”

      “I know it’s unforgivable. But I want you to forgive me.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because I’m really, really sorry. I don’t know what came over me. But for some reason, I just saw you sitting there and…” I lose my trail of thought. It’s difficult to explain exactly what I thought.

      “You saw me sitting there and you thought. Eh, okay, let’s have some fun with this sap.”

      “No, not at all. When I saw you there, I already had feelings for you. And I didn’t want to go on some formal date with you. I just thought it would be fun, I don’t know. I don’t have a good excuse. It was a stupid thing to do. Really, really stupid. And I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry too,” she says. “Because I thought we had fun.”

      “We did! That’s what makes me hate myself so much. We did have fun. So much fun. And I want to see you again. A lot.”

      She shakes her head.

      “What?”

      “I don’t date liars, Finn. And you’re a liar.”

      “Please, Chloe. Give me another chance.”

      “I can’t, Finn. I’m really mad at you right now. Even when that goes away, I can’t give you another chance. Because you fucked up. Big time.”
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      The movie wraps up within a month without any more real contact between us. I come to work. Put on the clothes that Chloe chooses for me. Say my lines and go home. I try to approach her a number of times again, but each time I get a cold and sullen reception. It starts to feel like I’m stalking her, so I back off.

      But my feelings for Chloe don’t subside. When I hear from my agent that I’m going to be People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive, it is her who I want to call first. When I go looking at houses in Malibu, it is Chloe who I want to bring with me. I can’t get her out of my head. Yet, I can’t convince her to give me another chance.

      On the last day of our shooting, Chloe isn’t there. I go to her trailer to get my clothes, but she’s nowhere to be found. No one knows where she is, and she didn’t call in sick. Luckily, everyone’s outfits are labeled and organized, and we are able to get dressed and shoot our scene as we had planned.

      Around lunchtime, Martha gets a phone call. When she hangs up, her face turns white.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, taking a bite of my lentil and cucumber salad.

      “Chloe has been in a car accident.”

      “What?” I ask, choking on my food.

      “That was her sister. She said she doesn’t know much, but it sounds bad. She’s on her way to Cedar Sinai now.”

      I drop my plate on the table and get up.

      “I have to go.”

      “What? Now?”

      “I have to go, I’m sorry.”

      “But we just have one more scene to shoot. We should be done by the afternoon.”

      I think about this for a moment. My mind says that it’s fine. I should just finish up the day, then go see her, but my gut says something completely different. “I know. And I’m terribly sorry. But I just have to go there. I have to see if she’s okay,” I say.

      They can’t shoot the scene without me. Everyone will have to go home until tomorrow, but there’s just no way around it. Something you just have to do.

      I arrive at the hospital in record time. I find Lila in the emergency room. She’s sitting curled up in a ball in one of the chairs. Her head is buried in her knees and her arms are wrapped tightly around them.

      “Lila?”

      She looks up. Her eyes are watery. Her face is deep red. She has been crying.

      “Finn?” she asks. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came as soon as I heard. How is she?”

      Lila shakes her head. “Not good. She’s in surgery. They say that she’s got swelling. That she might be in a coma. I don’t know. They used all of these medical terms, I didn’t really understand.”

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I’m not really sure,” she shakes her head.

      What they don’t tell you about emergency rooms, and hospitals in general, is that every minute in there feels like a century, and every hour feels like a lifetime. I buy Lila coffee and some candy from the vending machine, but the sugar just makes it worse. I start to feel jumpy and even more out of control. A few hours later, a couple of police officers show up to talk to the doctors. They tell Lila that the person who was driving was drunk. In addition to hitting Chloe, he also slammed into a car with a family. Everyone in that car is dead.

      Lila breaks down when she tells me this. She’s completely inconsolable, and all I can do is wrap my arms around her and tell her that it’s going to be okay.

      “Do you promise?” she mumbles into my chest.

      “What?”

      “Do you promise that Chloe is going to be okay?” Lila looks up into my eyes.

      “Yes, I promise,” I say. “I know she’s going to be okay.”

      Delivering those words is the hardest acting job I’ve ever done. I know what she wants to hear. It’s something that the medical professionals aren’t able to offer her. So, I’m the one she relies on.

      Another hour passes. I go down to the cafeteria and wander around. Random people stop me and ask to take pictures with me. At first, I try to say no, but after a while I give up. They’re here for someone too. If this makes them feel even a little bit better, why not? The only thing I can’t muster is a smile. Afterwards, every single person asks me why I’m here. I tell them that a friend has been in a bad car accident. They promise to pray for me and tell me where the chapel is. I’m not a religious person, but three hours later, after making another round of the hospital to stretch my legs, I find myself in front of the chapel. I open the door quietly. There’s no one inside. It’s dark and cool. No bright, obtrusive fluorescent lights in here. I find a seat in the back and just sit there for a while. I close my eyes. I think about Chloe. I think about every moment that we had shared together. I think about how much she made me laugh, how little time we had together and how whatever time we had together, I wasted on lying to her about something so incredibly inconsequential that it’s ridiculous.

      “She’s out of surgery,” Lila says after I come back to the waiting area. “She’s stable now. But she’s in a coma.”

      “A coma?” I ask. She had mentioned it before, but a big part of me didn’t think it was real. Or possible.

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I don’t really know.”

      I look at Lila’s face. She looks like she’s about to cry again, but no tears come out. She is spent.

      I hand Lila another cup of coffee. I no longer have to ask her if she wants cream or sugar in it. After so many hours in this place, I know exactly what she likes. Black coffee, no cream, no sugar. She likes peanut and plain M&M’s and hates crispy M&M’s. She doesn’t care for snickers or any kind of sour candy.

      “The cops were back again,” she says taking a sip. “Apparently, that drunk asshole who hit her and that family is fine. Only a broken arm. But they’re arresting him. Vehicular manslaughter.”

      “Good,” I say.

      “Why does it have to be that way? He was the one drinking and driving. And yet, it’s Chloe and that dead family that has to suffer. He killed an entire family! The mom, dad, and two kids. I can’t even imagine! And Chloe, my sweet Chloe, she’s in a coma now. Because of him. And he’s fine! Only a broken arm. What the hell is wrong with the world?”

      I put my arm around her shoulder, but she pushes me off. She’s no longer in shock. Now she’s angry. I’m angry with her.

      “I’m going to get some air,” she says and walks off.

      Suddenly, my phone rings. I had completely forgotten about it. Its vibration inside my front pocket feels foreign and confusing.

      “Hi, Martha,” I answer it. I tell her everything I know about Chloe’s status. She listens carefully, saying ‘I’m sorry,’ over and over.

      “So what’s going to happen now?” she asks after I’m done.

      “I don’t really know. I guess they’re going to let us go and see her sometime soon. But she’s in a coma. And I have no idea when she’s going to come out of it.”

      “This is terrible. Drunk driver, huh?” she asks.

      “Yeah, and get this. He’s totally fine. Killed a family. Put Chloe in this place. Only has a broken arm. At least they arrested him.”

      “Yes, at least there’s that,” Martha says. Neither of us says anything for a while. Then it hits me. She wants something from me.

      “Martha, this isn’t the only reason you’re calling, is it?” I ask.

      “No, I am calling to check on Chloe,” she says quickly.

      I wait for her to find the right words.

      “But since you’d brought it up…yes, there was something else. We only have one more scene left, Finn, and we can’t do it without you. It should only take four or five hours, tops. And then everyone can go home.”

      I nod. She’s right, of course. Even though it seems callous and incredibly selfish at this time, the movie isn’t going to be finished without me.

      “What about tomorrow morning?” I ask. “I’m going to stay here tonight, but I can come in the morning.”

      “Yes, yes, that will be perfect. Thank you so much, Finn. And I’m going to come over tonight and see her.”

      “There’s really no need to come tonight,” I say. “I’m not even sure if they’re going to let me in, because I’m not family.”

      “Finn, I hate to be a broken record, but I really am sorry about this. If there’s anything that I or we can all do for her, just let us know. Please.”

      “I will. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say and hang up the phone.

      As I suspected, they do not let me go inside to see Chloe. They don’t want to disturb her. They don’t even let Lila in until 5 a.m. the following morning.

      She comes out a couple of hours later to get some breakfast.

      “How is she?” I run up to her. Lila staggers a bit, startled.

      “What are you still doing here?”

      “Just waiting. It’s a waiting room. What else is there to do here?”

      “Finn, you should go home. Honestly. Get some sleep.”

      “I have to be at work in an hour. How is she?”

      “She’s horrible. Her face is all bandaged up. She has all of these tubes coming in and out of her. And she’s in a coma. It’s like she’s not even there, Finn.”

      I take a deep breath.

      “Do you think they’ll let me see her later? I have to go to work now, but I’ll be back in the afternoon.”

      “If they don’t, I will,” she says. “I don’t want to go sit there all by myself.”

      “Okay,” I say giving her a warm hug. “You stay strong, Lila. It’s going to be okay.”
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      I arrive on set haggard and exhausted. Everyone swarms around me to find out what’s going on with Chloe. I explain as best as I can and as quickly as I can. I don’t want to eat into too much of my time away from the hospital on this. I’m here to finish a job. I read over the script and refresh the lines in my mind. Memorizing lines is a skill, and it usually doesn’t take me longer than a few read-throughs to get them down. But today, my mind is all mush. I can’t focus. I drink another cup of coffee, but it doesn’t really help.

      “Finn, you ready?” Martha knocks on my door. Not really, I say to myself and take my script with me. The scene is between me and my father. I’m extremely angry at him for abandoning our family when I was younger and moving in with his girlfriend. When I was in college, he and my mother reconnected, got married again and even had another child, but I always felt like he messed up my childhood.

      At the beginning of the scene, I have a long monologue in which I express how I feel about him. I keep forgetting my lines and stumbling over words. After three or four tries, Martha asks us to take a break.

      “Are you okay, Finn?” she asks.

      “No, not really. My mind is elsewhere. I thought I could do this, but I’m not sure that I can.”

      “Finn, you have to focus,” she says. Yes, that didn’t occur to me before.

      “I’m trying.”

      “You want to run the lines again?”

      I nod. Reluctantly, agree. I’m not sure I have much of a choice. Every minute that this set continues to stay up is costing the production money that they can’t afford, and the last thing I want to do is come back here again tomorrow or the day after. She’s right. I need to focus. I read the lines again. Say them out loud. I put the script away, and put all of my thoughts into how much I hate my father for what he has done.

      Then…the words come out like clockwork. After I get through the monologue, we have a heated exchange in which I put my dad in his place.

      “Do you know how this feels, Dad?” I yell at the top of my lungs. “No, you don’t. You don’t know anything about me. You never even cared to find out. You know what? I don’t care if you and mom are back together and in love. I don’t care. You weren’t there for me when I needed you most. And it’s not just because of the divorce. It’s more than that. You left, Dad. You just left, and that’s it. I never heard from you for three years, and you lived forty-five minutes away!”

      There are a lot of theories on acting out there, but the one I tend to rely on and use in my daily life is the one that encourages you to use what you know to bring out certain feelings in your character. As I drive back to the hospital, I realize that today I didn’t have to dig deep to reach the anger that I was able to express. I am angry. Very angry over what had happened to Chloe. I’m angry at the drunk driver. I’m angry at the whole situation. I’m angry at myself. I’m angry that I was such an idiot about how I handled our situation. That I chose to lie instead of telling the truth. And what I’m angriest at is that I lied about something so stupid. So inconsequential.

      I see Lila in front of the vending machine, getting a bag of potato chips.

      “Lila, hey. I stopped by Whole Foods,” I say, lifting up the heavy bag of groceries. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I got a little bit of everything. A few salads, sandwiches and a bunch of healthy snacks. So we’re not just eating sugar and crap all day.”

      “Oh my God, you’re a life saver,” she says. Lila gives me a warm hug.

      “So, how is she?”

      “Um…the same really. Still in a coma.”

      She rummages through the bag and takes out a lentil and beetroot salad with blue cheese. She doesn’t say anything for a few moments.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Is there anything you’re not telling me?”

      Lila refuses to meet my eyes.

      “Lila, please. The suspense is killing me.” Poor choice of words, of course. I regret it immediately.

      “I talked to my insurance people today, and they’re not going to cover it. I don’t know why I thought they would. And she doesn’t have any. She was going to sign up, but for some reason she never did. She’s usually so reliable. So, I don’t really know how the hell we’re going to pay for all of this. A friend of mine texted me and said that her father stayed at Cedar Sinai overnight once, and it cost $70,000 just for the night. This is going to be her second night here. Plus the surgery.”

      “Lila, please, don’t worry about it.”

      “How can I not worry about it?”

      “I’m going to pay for it. All of it.”

      “What?” she looks up at me.

      “Money doesn’t matter, Lila. I want her to have the best treatment. Whatever they need to do to her to make her better, that’s what we’ll do.”

      “No, I can’t accept your money,” she shakes her head.

      “Well, you’re not the one accepting it. It will be Chloe. And frankly I don’t really care if she accepts it. She’s in no position to say no. I’ll pay her bill, regardless.”

      Lila starts to cry. She throws her arms around my neck, sobbing.

      [image: ]

      A week passes. I come home occasionally to change and shower. I sleep in my own bed twice and only for a few hours. Otherwise, I spend all of my time at the hospital. Waiting. I sit next to Chloe, look at her bandaged face and her puffy eyes and lips, and I wait. Sometimes, I put my hand on hers and feel her pulse. Just to make sure that she’s still there. I know that she would hate the ugly fluorescent lights in the room. I open the curtains as far as they will go and open the windows. Fresh air and sunshine – these are the things that make life living. I bring her bouquets of flowers and tell her which ones are in each bouquet. Almost everyone from the cast and crew comes for a visit and sends a bouquet of flowers or a fruit basket. By the end of the week, there’s hardly any counter space left, but flowers and fruit baskets keep coming.

      Then one afternoon, she opens her eyes. The sun is shining brightly into the room, filling the space with hope and love. It’s almost 2 p.m., and I’ve just gotten back from lunch. I find my usual seat, facing her and the window. When I get out my phone to check my email, I see her. At first, I don’t believe what I’m seeing. Her eyelids flutter a bit, just like they had all these times before. It’s a function of the brain working somewhere in the background, the doctors have explained, and it gives people the sense that the person is just about to wake up, but that’s not necessarily true. I’ve been tricked by this eye movement before. Especially during the first couple of days. But something is different about today. I keep looking at her. Then, slowly but surely, one of her eyelids opens. And, soon after, another.

      “Chloe? Chloe?” I grab her hand.

      She nods her head slightly, then presses her index finger into my hand.

      “Oh my God, Chloe!” I take her hand to my lips. I kiss her over and over, and big, round tears start to roll down my face.

      “You’re awake,” I whisper.
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      Over the next few weeks, Chloe continues a steady recovery. I continue to stay with her, and we have a lot of fun together. At first, she can’t even sit up in bed, but she can hear everything so I spend my days reading to her. I discover that she doesn’t have too much of an interest in anything serious or disturbing. Current events and hard-boiled detective fiction is definitely out, but Emily Brontë and Michael Crichton go over nicely. I’ve never read either, and I really enjoy Wuthering Heights, even though it runs a little bit too long for me. I do, however, enjoy Crichton immensely. Sphere is my favorite, even though Chloe is partial to Timeline. In addition to reading a lot of books (or rather, me reading and her listening), we also spend a lot of time watching Netflix and old movies like Beetlejuice. By the time we get to Beetlejuice, Chloe is already sitting up in bed and eating on her own. She has some movement in her neck, but her head is still bandaged up.

      “That was so funny,” I say turning off my iPad. My stomach aches from laughing so hard.

      “I can’t believe I’ve never seen it before,” she says. “It was hilarious.”

      I look over at her. Her face is still puffy, and her eyes are like two little slits, but I love the smile that pushes her bandages apart.

      “My nose hurts,” she says.

      “Oh no, why?”

      “From laughing,” Chloe explains. Her nose got broken, and they had to reset it. There’s a big bandage on top of it, with some sort of hard metal thing underneath. I can’t lie. It doesn’t look pretty.

      “My eyes are actually watering,” she says wiping away tears from laughter.

      I look at her. She doesn’t like me staring at her too much, but I can’t help myself.

      “What? What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “So why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because I’m just so happy that I can enjoy this moment with you. I sat here for a week when you were in a coma not knowing if I will ever talk to you again. Or if you’ll even recognize me again. And now, you’re here, laughing so hard you’re crying. It’s just amazing. You’re amazing.”

      “Don’t say that,” Chloe casts her eyes away. I can’t really tell if she’s blushing, but I have my suspicions. “Besides, even if I hadn’t recognized you, I’d know who you were. You should hear what all the nurses are saying about you behind your back. You’re a rock star.”

      “A movie star,” I correct her.

      She rolls her eyes. “Ouch.”

      “Serves you right for rolling your eyes,” I smile.

      “Finn…can I ask you a question,” Chloe suddenly grows serious. I turn to her and wait.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Why are you here every day? I mean, I really enjoy your company, and it definitely makes me one of their favorite patients. But don’t you have something better to do?”

      I’m taken aback by her comments.

      “Do you not want me here?”

      “That’s not what I said. I love that you are here.”

      “I’m here because…because I want to be. When I first heard what happened, I thought I was going to pass out. I was so scared. Terrified. And coming here and staying here with you made me feel better.”

      “And now that I’m better?”

      “And now that you’re better, I want to spend time with you. I know that I didn’t get the chance to explain this properly before, but I was a total jerk before. You were right to get upset. I’m just sorry that I never got the chance to make it up to you. I shouldn’t have lied. I don’t have a good excuse. It was totally stupid and immature, and I just hope that one of these days, you can give me another chance.”

      “Another chance?”

      “Another chance for another date. I’d like to take you out again, Chloe.”

      She smiles and lights up the whole world.

      [image: ]

      Finally, the big days is here. Chloe is getting discharged tomorrow, but she’s getting the bandages taken off today. She has been uneasy about this for a few days now. Agitated and uncomfortable. Lila is in the room with us, trying to calm her down.

      “Everything is going to be okay, Chloe,” she says. “You’re going to look great.”

      “Yeah, I’m not so sure about that,” she shakes her head. “What if it’s all disintegrated underneath there?”

      “Well, it’s going to be good just to get them off, won’t it?” she asks.

      “I don’t really know. I’m actually kind of used to them now.”

      I look at her. So small in her hospital gown and in that big hospital bed. The sun is still up, and the fluorescent lights aren’t on full blast. This is good. No one looks good underneath those things. I’m an actor. I know very little about lighting technology or how it works, but I do know one thing. Lighting is everything. It sets the mood, it makes the more regular people look extraordinary and you do not want to remove bandages and look at your first face for the first time in weeks without having the right lighting.

      “You’re going to look beautiful,” I say. “You know how I know? Because you are beautiful.”

      She shakes her head and waves her hand dismissively. She’s still doesn’t have full motion of her neck, otherwise, I’d know that she would shake her head as well.

      “But if you want to look your best, it’s better to do it now, rather than later. The light streaming in that window is amazing.”

      She takes a deep breath. The nurses offered to help, but she said that she wanted to do it herself. She had seen them do it a million times before when they changed the bandages.

      “Okay, you two hand me that mirror and look away.”

      Lila and I turn around and wait. It feels like an eternity passes before she speaks again. I wait for her to gasp or cry out. Or laugh. But I don’t hear her exude any noise. The suspense is killing me.

      “Okay,” she says. “Turn around.”

      Lila and I turn around. I see the most beautiful girl in the world.

      “You look…amazing,” I whisper.

      She smiles.

      “Yeah, really, really good Chloe.”

      She looks at us and then in the mirror.

      “You two are insane,” Chloe concludes.

      “What?” Lila asks.

      “My hair is matted, my cheeks are still really puffy and I’m ridiculously pale. And my nose…well, other than the bruise, I guess it looks okay.”

      “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world,” I say without missing a beat. I’m not acting. In this moment, she is.
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      I have no memory of the accident. One minute, I was driving on the freeway and the next, I’m in the hospital staring at the bright lights and all the staff looking down at me. They are milling around, yelling something, but I can’t really make out any of the words. I’m somewhere far away. Not above them, but definitely not entirely in my body either. After that, it all fades to black. I lose all sense of time. When I wake up, Finn is the first person I see. He’s there sleeping in the chair next to me. I can’t speak out to him. I can’t move a finger. He looks so peaceful sleeping sitting up like that. I watch him. I don’t entirely believe that it’s him. Why would he, of all people, be here? Where’s Lila? Where are my parents?

      Blackness descends again. Sometime later, I wake up again. My eyelids feel heavy. Finn is there again. He’s looking at something on his phone. I want to call out to him, but my mouth is too difficult to open. He sees me. At least, I think he does. Then, I realize that I can move my finger. I press it as hard as I can into his hand. The most beautiful smile forms on his face. His eyes fill with hope, and I know that it’s going to be okay.

      Over the next few weeks, my recovery is slow, boring and cumbersome. My parents come see me. Lila tells me that they flew out the night of the accident and have been here ever since. They come visit me for hours each day, along with Lila. They both seem to like Finn a lot. They talk to him all the time, and he continues to stay with me. It feels like he’s never not here. To pass the time, he reads to me and we watch Netflix together. I fall in love with the quietness of his voice and the roar of his laughter. He laughs with his whole body. Unapologetically. I remember when I used to laugh like that. But nowadays, my laughter is limited by all the tubes, bandages and fear of pain. Then the bandages come off. I’m terrified of the person I’d see underneath. Horrified of not having my old face again. In the past, I remember freaking out about every stupid pimple or imperfection. But now, I want to have my old face back more than anything. When I look in the mirror the first time, I see her looking back at me. I’m a little disheveled and rough around the edges, but overall, I’m me. When I turn to Finn, the look on his face tells me what he’s thinking.

      He thinks I’m beautiful. Finn Dalton thinks I’m beautiful!

      “Wow,” Finn says coming into the room. The nurses have helped me change into the loose fitting, black dress that Lila bought for me. I had an hour or so to get my hair and makeup in order. I’m getting discharged tomorrow and, to celebrate the occasion, he is taking me out on a date. Not far, just to the roof. But it’s still a date!

      “You look…breathtaking,” he says. I smile as my heart fills with joy.

      “Thank you. You too,” I mumble. That’s quite an understatement. Finn is dressed in a tailored grey suit without a tie. The white button-down shirt is perfectly starched, bringing out the olive color in his skin and the brightness of his eyes. His hair falls loosely into his eyes, but in that perfect casual way which makes girls swoon.

      “Are you ready?” Finn asks. I nod and he wheels me away. We take the service elevator to the top.

      “Are you sure we’re allowed to be here?”

      “No,” he says, nonchalantly. “But I got everything ready.”

      When the elevator doors open, I see a little set up at the edge of the roof. String lights wrap around the railing creating a cozy atmosphere around the little table and one chair.

      “One chair?” I ask.

      He points to my wheelchair.

      “Oh, of course!”

      He laughs and pushes me forward.

      “What are we having?” I ask.

      “Something very gourmet. California pizza kitchen.”

      That sounds perfect! I love their pizza, and I haven’t had it in ages. When we finally get to the table, I see that the food may not be gourmet, but the setting definitely is. The table is covered in thick, white linen and set with expensive plates and cutlery. There’s even a daffodil and daisy centerpiece.

      “Lila told me that these were your favorite flowers,” Finn says.

      “They are,” I say.

      When he opens the covered silver platter, I see a variety of pizza slices placed carefully in a round pizza.

      “I wasn’t sure which ones you preferred, so I got a little bit of both.”

      “I’ll start with a slice of pesto,” I say.

      “Pesto, it is.” Finn takes a slice of Hawaiian pizza for himself.

      After pouring us some wine, he sits down across from me and looks at me.

      “I’d like to make a toast,” I say.

      He nods.

      “I’m not much of a toast maker, but I just feel like I have to say something to you. You have done so much for me over these last few weeks, and I will never be able to repay you. You have been there for me, even though…before this accident, I was horrible to you.”

      “No, you weren’t.”

      “Yes, I was. Don’t interrupt.” He flashes a coy smile and waits. “And so, I just want to take this opportunity to thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for everything that you’ve done. From paying for all of my medical bills to just being there with me. Day in and day out. Without you, living in that hospital for so long wouldn’t have been that fun.”

      “Thank you,” Finn says after I’m done. “And I would like to say something too. I’m so happy that you have made such a swift recovery. It has been a pleasure spending all this time with you. And I hope that we can continue to spend time together in the future.”

      The rest of the dinner isn’t so serious. We joke, we laugh. We talk about stupid old movies and shows. He tells me that the first time he wanted to be an actor was when he saw the Brady Bunch on television. Mr. Brady made him feel like families on television were better than families in real life, and he wanted to go off and find himself a television family. I tell him that the first clothes I ever made were for my childhood cat. I used to torture her by running around and try to measure her to make the sweater just right. It was soon after that I realized that it was easier to get people’s measurements and made Lila a t-shirt.

      After stuffing ourselves silly with pizza and wine, we take a break from eating. He wheels me out to the opposite side of the roof and runs back for his chair. He sits down next to me, takes my hand in his, and we look out over the lights of Los Angeles in front of us. The world is buzzing with activity, but we’re all above all that. Up here, there’s nothing but peace and quiet. Not even a single insect dares to interrupt our silence.

      “I love you, Chloe,” Finn suddenly says, completely out of the blue. I turn to face him. He isn’t even looking at me. He’s looking somewhere far off in the distance.

      For a second, I think that I had misheard him.

      “What?”

      “I love you,” he repeats himself in the exact same tone. He turns to me. “I’ve never said that to anyone before. Not to anyone but my mom.”

      “You love me?” I ask skeptically. “But how…do you know?”

      “I used to ask that same question. And now I know. I know because I love you. Because of a million different reasons. But mainly because I want to spend all of my time with you. In all of these weeks, even when you could barely speak, and now that you’re almost back to normal, I’ve always wanted to spend time with you. I looked forward to seeing you, no matter how much time has passed. Even if I had just gone out for a snack to the vending machine. I love you, Chloe. And I just wanted you to know that.”

      I stare at him. At his intense eyes. His beautiful lips. I don’t know what to say. I should say what I feel. That I love him too, and that I’ve loved him since our first date. Since that moment when I thought that someone had stood me up and had rescued me. But for some reason I choke up. Tears start to gather.

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” he asks, taking my face into his hands and wiping my tears with his strong thumbs. I nod.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize for crying more than anything else.

      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. That was too much for you. I shouldn’t have come on so strong.”

      I shake my head, no. He doesn’t get it. These are tears of joy. Relief. Hope. I look into his eyes and then pull myself a little closer to him. When I close my eyes, his lips touch mine, and sparks of electricity course through me. It feels just like the first time. His touch causes this chemical reaction in my body, one that I can’t control. His tongue makes his way into my mouth as he buries his hands in my hair and pulls slightly. My heartbeat speeds up, and we start to move as one. His hands run down my neck and shivers run up my spine. As his tongue demands more and more of my mouth, his fingers make their way along the top of my breasts. I start to breathe a little faster. I run my fingers down his body and stop at his thighs. I move my hand up and down his thighs, and his breathing speeds up to match mine. His erection is already full-fledged, and I press down on it, a little bit.

      “Oh, Chloe,” he moans into my ear.

      “Does it feel good?” I ask. He nods through the kiss.

      We mess around for a little bit longer, but never cross the line. My doctor has made it clear to me that I can’t participate in any recreational activities quite yet, and that includes sex. As much as I want to violate that rule, I can’t. A big part of me is relieved when Finn pulls away first. He was there when the doctor explained all the rules of recovery to me.

      After we stop making out like teenagers, he takes my hand in his and we again look out over the roof, admiring the lights below.

      “Finn,” I say after a while.

      “Yeah?” he responds after a moment. Lost in thought.

      “I love you too.”
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      It is our two-year anniversary. Exactly two years since our date on top of the rooftop of the Cedar Sinai Medical Center. Though my recovery has been difficult at times, and I still have some pain in my neck when it rains, I’m pretty much all better. After our rooftop date, I went home with Finn and pretty much never left. At first, it was all under the guise that I still need to help with getting better, my parents had to go back home and Lila had to go to work. But after a few weeks, it was because we both wanted it that way. Every time I thought that I was overstaying my welcome, Finn would convince me that I wasn’t. He’d ask me to stay for a few days more. After a while, I just moved all of my things in and we were living together.

      Over the last two years, we moved to Malibu, Finn won an Independent Spirit Award for the movie that we had worked on together and became People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive. I started my own wardrobe styling business and just landed a big account with Universal. Three medium-budget movies! On my request, we kept our relationship pretty private, and because I’m not famous, the paparazzi have pretty much left us alone. But occasionally, I do see pictures of myself in US Weekly, shopping at Trader Joe’s in sweats. I rarely look good, and I’ve learned to avoid those magazines altogether.

      Last year for our one-year anniversary, Finn and I both had to work (him in Norway and me in LA), and we had to celebrate the day over FaceTime. So, when this one was coming up, he said that he had planned something extra special, but it’s a surprise. Finn isn’t really the super romantic sort, but I still have no idea what to expect.

      “Where are we going? Can you at least tell me that?” I turn to him in the back of the limousine.

      “That would ruin the surprise.”

      “Why can’t I at least take this off?” I ask, referring to the silk blindfold around my eyes. I don’t know anything about this, except that I should wear a dress and bring a jacket and a scarf. As a wardrobe stylist, I find it particularly annoying getting dressed for a surprise event. A dress and a jacket and a scarf? In the middle of a Southern California summer?

      I’m not sure if I should wear something too dressy or too casual, so I finally settle on a short, light blue dress with pockets and a tailored waist. It can really go either way. With heels, it’s a good fit for a fancy restaurant and, in flats, it’s a good option for the beach. I bring a pair of flats, just in case, a tightly-fitted black jacket, and translucent chiffon scarf.

      When we arrive at our destination, Finn suggests that maybe flats are in order. I change my shoes, and he helps me out of the limo. We walk for a few minutes over soft grass.

      “Good call on the flats,” I say.

      “Okay,” Finn stops me. “I’m going to take off the blindfold now.”

      We’re standing on a paddock, and there’s a giant yellow hot air balloon tied up next to us.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, unable to contain my excitement. “I’ve always wanted to go on a hot air balloon ride!”

      “I know,” he smiles in that coy way that makes me swoon. “That’s why we’re here.”

      A few minutes later, we are flying high above the fields of Temecula, the wine region of Southern California. The view is absolutely breathtaking. Rolling hills, vast horizons, patches of green and yellow for as far as the eye can see.

      “This is magical,” I whisper, holding on to Finn as tightly as I can.

      “No, you are,” he says.

      I turn to face him. A few strands of hair fall into his face. His eyes twinkle in the sunlight.

      “Thank you,” I say. “This is the best anniversary present ever.”

      “There’s something else,” he says after a moment of gazing into my eyes.

      Suddenly, his face grows more serious. Contemplative. For a second, it feels like something is wrong, but then he reaches into the front pocket of his grey suit jacket and pulls out a tiny little box.

      I look at it. No. No, this can’t be what I think it is. Can it?

      “Chloe, you have completely changed my life. You have made me into someone who loves life. You have made me a better man. You have taught me what love is, and for that I can never thank you enough. Every day I feel myself falling more and more in love with you. I cannot imagine my life without you.”

      Finn gets down on one knee and opens the ring box. Inside, there’s a large halo diamond ring with little sparkling diamonds all around the sides.

      My heart starts to beat faster and faster. The world spins all around me. It’s difficult to tell whether it’s me or the balloon.

      “Will you marry me?”

      I look into his eyes. We haven’t talked about marriage at all. This is the last thing I ever expected, but there’s only one answer to his question.

      “Yes,” I whisper and wrap my arms around him.

      “Yes? Yes? Yes?” Finn asks over and over. It’s as if he can’t believe it. I can’t really believe it myself.

      When I look up into his eyes again, Finn has never looked this happy. He pulls me closer to him. I close my eyes. When our lips collide, the entire world becomes a blur. Life is an adventure, and he’s is the only person I want to take on my adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kiss, but Don’t Tell

          

        

      

    

    
      When April needs a date to her ex-fiance's engagement party, her friend sets her up with an  escort. No sex. No strings attached. Just a hot guy who is paid to adore her for a weekend. What could go wrong?

      Grant is a multi-millionaire and an escort. He doesn't do this for money. He can get any woman he wants, but he likes a challenge. You wouldn't think it, but women who pay for sex are so much more of a challenge. They aren’t paying just for sex, they're paying for an experience. They want to be wowed and adored and pleased. And Grant specializes in all that. 

      At first, Grant thinks that April is just like the rest of his clients: curvy girl on the wrong side of 20 in desperate need of a mouth-watering date. But April doesn't want sex and she doesn't seem to want him at all. And Grant finds himself falling for someone for the first time ever…

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!
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      Rebecca always strutted after our little visits, walking like a proud cat sashaying and swaying. Pushing her hair behind her ear, I gave one last kiss good bye. It smelled just like the lilac in her bed sheets and coconut. Her skin was warm from the sun and made the whites of her eyes pop. She was incredible for her age.

      “That tan is doing wonders for you.” I told her, unlocking my Porsche as we stepped out of the French doors and down the slate stairs to the driveway.

      “Let’s hope that it takes more years off than it puts on later,” she joked, showing her barely visible crow’s feet as she smiled. “I can’t turn 29 for a 15th year in a row.” Rebecca combed the other side of her thick black hair behind her ears. She led me down the steps by her elbow and then slapped me playfully on the butt as I left, almost as if to say “good game”. Her spirit was so young and playful, it made me sad that she was only a client sometimes. Then I would remember how insane she went during her divorce. It’s better this way.

      “Looks like you’ll have to be 30 then. Lots of gorgeous women hit their stride in their thirties.” I slid into the front seat of my car and began driving over the long stretch of driveway that separated her mansion from the road. I made a mental note to pick up a few flowers for her birthday next time I saw her. I’m sure that I would either make it to the guest list for her party or I would be the after party she had planned for herself.

      My phone dinged that it received the funds from Rebecca, my favorite client. Her husband didn’t know the great thing that he gave up. She was always a little more fun in bed than the others and she was more than willing to give me high praise. If I had a dollar for every time she told me I was better in bed than her ex I could probably buy a second car, maybe even buy a vacation home in the Virgin Islands.

      The 30-minute drive from her house in Henderson to mine in Vegas was nice for reflecting. The sun setting in the sky didn’t compare to the one that we saw over the weekend. I would have to travel back again.

      I often think about how I’ll avoid my parent’s watchful eye, thinking up excuses for missing calls or texts. I always had to play just out of reach while still talking to them every so often. It’s not that I don’t like them, I just don’t care for the way they yak in my ear, always nagging about me changing the way I work, having to listen to the “why can’t you be more like your brothers” and other blah blah blahs. They cry that I should become a day trader again and put my degree to use, but I have enough experience in that to make money off the other day traders in my hedge fund. I always tell them that they shouldn’t have raised me in Vegas if they wanted a respectable son. They don’t think it’s funny, and maybe it isn’t meant to be. Maybe they should just appreciate the irony. They saw more problems with my life than there was. I was just happy to be happy.

      Unluckily for me, they got three other sons that can put me to shame. I am always being measured up to them, and if I have to hear one more time about their accomplishments I will flip my lid. You think that they would have given up nagging me after high school, and then after that wasn’t good enough maybe after college. I considered going to grad school to see if that was the finish line of the complaints. Finally I have decided that parents never stop parenting and they will always be somewhat disappointed in who I am, or rather who I am not: a business tycoon.

      I don’t do what I do for money, anyway. I do it for me. I was never really one to stick with interests in high school and college. I dabbled in almost everything and made a lot of friends on the way in each club, but I never really got hooked on anything in particular. You do things, practice, get good at them, and then what? Nothing. Well, there is one thing that it is nice to be good at. That’s why I like being an escort. Each woman is different. Some like it rougher, and then there are some that need to be treated like tissue paper. Each client is different and I am very proud with how successful I am.

      I can see my tan in the mirror from our getaway weekend to Mexico. Spending two days there put 20 grand in my bank account. Not half bad if you ask me. I keep my prices high to sort the pearls from the clams in this business. If I charged anything less than what I currently charge I could get mange or Black Death or cooties or something. It costs a pretty penny to be with me for a very good reason. It assured both skill and quality to my clients and reassured me that I was getting the very same back.

      Pulling past the gate, I know there is only 5 minutes until I am officially home. They put so many speed bumps in a gated community to discourage people from driving around. It works pretty well, most of my neighbors have switched to bikes so their cars don’t have to learn Braille in order to commute to work. There are certain things that you have to deal with when living in a ritzy part of the town of sin.

      Really the longest part of getting home is the ride in the elevator up to my room. The penthouse is a billion floors up and there are several stops on the way between floors. People always forget this part in the movies, the downside with the glam. I have met a few clients in the past by hanging around the casino in the bottom. Since it’s my dad’s, all I have to do is get them a couple drinks on the house, slide my card over, and saying my line: “Your first win was getting this card, the next will be in that casino, and your third will be using my card with your new funds.” It’s cheesy and dumb, but that’s Vegas. This is the light and the life that people come for.

      Most of the people that work in this building feel one of two ways about me, they hate me or they love me. Some of that comes with me being the boss of them, the other part of their feelings has to do with me being the boss of me. No one likes playing by the rules, not even me. Fortunately for me, I’m not the one that has to worry about a pay check here.

      The life of the bachelor was very different from what TV shows had made me believe. The day time can be fun, especially with my job, but the nights were very lonely. I could come home with women from bars, but I hadn’t had  a meaningful female companion in a long long time. Even just a friend would be nice, but I was surrounded by males. I think that since girls see that I’m sort of a smooth talker they think they can’t trust me. They see this pretty boy exterior, but I really have more going on than just looks. I want to know someone. I want to feel like a kid again. Being an adult could be very boring. I’ll save up all my escort money for a time machine.
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      Here is where I decompress. After all the stressors of the world and people, I can come here and be sure that all things are the same, that I am safe from my parents, and that I can listen to my music as loud as I want, which is exactly what I did.

      I flip on the stereo system as I walk in and grab a water bottle. This is part of the routine. In order to keep this body in shape staying hydrated is a must. You lose a lot of body fluids in the escort business, and that is the most vital part of being a human.

      So checking my email regularly is a must in this business of service. “It’s a business doing pleasure” is my motto. I take this as seriously as a doctor takes heart or brain surgery. I have to be thorough and efficient in order to keep my “I’m doing this for me” mindset. That’s what my ego rides on, which is dumb and vain but sometimes it pays to be vain.

      My first email is from my friend Alex and it’s marked urgent, which sends up two red flags. The first one is “Why is my gay friend using my escort email to contact me?” and “Why is it urgent?” I have a very open mind set, but not enough to let my good buddy pay for a night with me.

      

      Grant,

      You’ve gotta help me. I’ve got a lonely girl who needs you as an accessory to her at her ex-fiance’s engagement party. It’s Travis’ roommate, and it would be doing me a solid.

      Alex

      

      It was sent one minute ago, so I decided to text him back that I would take the deal, I just needed to know how long I would be needed for. I met Alex in a very similar way to this. It isn’t uncommon for young women to need a man to be a date for them. A large price to pay to rub it in the face of an ex, I guess. Alex was best friends with a girl who needed a date to a charity dinner, and we sat at a table together. There were many things he and I agreed on, and from there it has blossomed into a close and trusting relationship. He goes to the gym just as much as me and is around woman the same amount of time. If I were gay, maybe he would be the perfect guy for me, but for now Travis is filling those shoes.

      Travis is also very cool. He is similar to both me and Alex, so I give him my approval. I haven’t met him many times, since him and Alex aren’t technically dating, they are just seeing each other with plenty of sex peppered in between interactions. I imagine they have a similar sex life to me, just with a lot less contract signing and credit cards scanning.

      “A few days, not sure exactly how many. And her family will be there too.”

      “That all sounds fine.”

      “The only thing is, she is going through sort of a tough time, some kind of accident or something, I’m not sure what, I can get more details from Travis. He says that she won’t be able to pay your usual rates.”

      I sighed and paused. I would do anything for a friend, especially one as good as Alex. The money isn’t the priority for this job, but it’s what keeps my standards high and makes sure that my clients have the same standards. “How cheap are we talking?”

      “Her name is April. She thinks it costs $200 per night.”

      “Is she renting an escort or a birthday party clown?” For $200 dollars you could get a lot of things, a quality companion was not one of those things but many sexual diseases might be.

      “I know, I know. I’ll owe you big time. I wouldn’t ask if this didn’t sound like such a desperate situation.”

      “Okay, yeah, you owe me one. And this one can be free. $200 a night doesn’t even cover my utilities here.”

      “She won’t do it if she isn’t paying. You could be homeless for all she knows. If she has to pay she thinks you’re a decent guy.” This was starting to shake up my night quite a bit. Maybe I could put this charity work on my profile.

      “Could I talk to Travis about this?” Alex forwarded his number to me and I called.

      “Hello?”

      “So what kind of girl are we talking about? Is she 60 and riddled with herpes?” Travis snorted after I said this and excused himself.

      “Sorry, I have to leave this room really quick. She was right next to me.” Travis sounded a lot like Alex did but with a deeper voice and a lot less inflection. “April is a nice person. She’s been in some trouble recently.”

      “It sounds pretty bad.”

      “You have no idea. Emotionally, physically, spiritually she is hardly the same girl I knew before the accident.”

      “What accident?”

      “Minor car accident.” He coughed out quickly. “Don’t worry about that, we can get to that later. Point is, I’m the one paying rent most months, it’s that kind of bad. She really is a great girl, but she just can’t show up to her ex-fiancés’ new fiancées’ dinner alone and bent out of shape.”

      I sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I understand that.” I’m no stranger to marriages. After all, this is Vegas. Marriages and remarriages happen all the time. I once had a client who had 5 different husbands below her belt. This kind of stuff isn’t new to me. My parents even were both remarried, and happily so. I’m happy for them. I’m just still getting used to a new set of parents to nag at me.

      “You can keep her money to cover her rent, think of it as charity or a gift from me on Alex. $200 really isn’t enough to care about.”

      “Yeah, I know. I don’t think she knows too much about the whole escort system.” He snorted. “You guys can carve out more of the details later, I have to get back in there and lend a shoulder for crying.”

      “Alright, let me know if I can help in anyway.”

      “Thanks, Grant. I owe you one.”

      I clicked end and went back to staring idly out my window. The lights below flickered and blinked. It could make a seizure prone person paralyzed for life. I love this grimy, beautiful city. New tourists and people every day, different sketchy activities happening every minute, and the fresh smell of sweaty old gamblers and cheap hooker perfume was enough to make me feel at home.

      I was always up for new adventures and challenges. This event sounded like it was going to be a fairly mundane and tame way to experience a wedding that I have no bias for. Maybe it would be healthy to spend a lot of time with a woman who isn’t over a relationship. I could see what it’s like to be attached to someone. I’ve never experienced this personally, but it looks wonderful from the outside. Well, until you get to the bad parts.

      I’ve never had a healthy long relationship, and I’ve never been around one either. My parents were married for a long time, but it definitely wasn’t healthy. They were always fighting and had nothing in common. I often wonder what actually brought them together in the first place, and I’m sure they wondered that too.

      My brothers and I were all not surprised by the divorce. Several times they had separated and gotten back together, but it was final about the 5th time. They would cheat on each other and go weeks without seeing the other one. And then my mom met Mike and my dad met Tammy, and the rest was history. Not always happy history.

      Tammy is pretty young for my dad. She’s 32 to be exact. Dad has a type, and it isn’t one in his generation. And now they’re expecting a kid. When my mom heard, she practically moved into her plastic surgeon’s office. She started buying vats of anti-aging cream and filled up her Botox punch card. And the fact that Mike is more than twenty years older than Mom also doesn’t help matters.

      Despite appearances, my dad isn’t ecstatic about the new baby either. He isn’t exactly young. Tammy could very well be the result of his midlife crisis, but that has come with some collateral damage.

      I don’t mean to be bitter. I do love my family as individuals, but growing up in a house with all of them wasn’t a party. And it wasn’t exactly easy. People assume that wealthy people have the most luck and are always having a great time just because we have nice clothes, nice cars and nice houses. But we’re people. And people have problems. Even rich people.

      Maybe that’s what appeals to me about older women. They are straight up with you. They have had enough of men fucking around on them, so they aren’t about to let some young prick tell them what to do. Things are simple with them. They say and do what they mean. No games. No bullshit.

      Normally when I get back I would watch TV and catch up on the news, but I’m back late enough that all I can do is work out, shower and go to bed. Another one of the requirements for charging such a high price is being able to back it up with quality goods. I was always a little athletic but I had to make a very complicated work out and eating regimen to get in top shape for this business. I always made fun of those people that would eat a leaf of lettuce and then run ten miles a day, but sadly I have become one of them. I could conquer the high school prom queen at a non-eating contest.

      I don’t condone eating disorders. I think that they are horrible on a body and are a cry for help from anyone, but being disciplined is something different. If I weren’t sculpted I wouldn’t get the revenue and amount of return clients that I do. I don’t like this side of me, but it’s a side I have had to be honest about. No one is perfect, even if they try very hard to look it.
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      “Stupid beautiful Isabelle and her stupid long legs.” My fat around my stomach was soft to pinch in my fingers. I could see the stretch marks around my sides starting to turn from pink to white. “And stupid Tom and his stupid beautiful fiancé and their stupid happy picture on my stupid Instagram feed.”

      Travis came back in the room after his phone call and sat on the edge of my bed.

      “I have stretch marks now, Travis.”

      “You know, those are considered beautiful in some cultures.”

      “Not helping. They aren’t beautiful in this culture.”

      “No, really.” He started brushing my brown hair with his soft fingers. “People call them tiger stripes. It’s something you earn.”

      “That’s if you get pregnant.” I groaned and showed him the picture. “Look at these two stupid happy people.”

      “She is hideous.” He lied, smiling over at me. “Not nearly as pretty as you are.”

      “You mean not as pretty as I used to be.”

      “April, shut up.” That’s what gay best friends are for: living with and telling you to shut up. Travis has been the nicest through all of these changes recently. He was the first to offer to find a new place with me, the first to lend me a helping hand (with some money in palm) and the first to actually visit me in the hospital. “If you really feel that bad about a little weight go to the gym.”

      “I have been going to the gym.”

      “Well, go more then. And eat healthy.”

      I sighed again and rolled over. My laptop showed that I had a new email from Cosmo. I had been waiting by my laptop day and night waiting for a reply to my article I submitted.

      “Cosmo wrote back.”

      “Oh! Good news?”

      I opened the email. “Nope. They rejected it.” Apparently “How to please your man in Bed” was an overused topic and it needed more zest in order to be published. I groaned again, as that seemed to be my communication method.

      “I bet dumb Isabelle doesn’t have a bad day at work.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Dumb executive assistant for a dumb Universal Studios hot shot. Hopefully they have an affair and call off the wedding. And then dumb Tom can go to dumb Google and do whatever dumb thing he gets paid for and be unhappy at work.”

      “This dumb wedding.” Travis jabbed at me. He left my room and let the door creak behind him.

      “I bet she doesn’t live in a dumb ugly apartment” I muttered under my breath. Normally I wasn’t this ungrateful, I couldn’t even afford this apartment with how freelancing had been going as of late. Pasadena isn’t exactly cheap and the landlord won’t take my fat as payment.

      “Wait, where are you going? Can’t you see I need you?”

      “Sorry, doll. I have to go to this dumb audition to make dumb rent.” Travis was an actor, and supposedly a good one at that. Maybe that could be my next career move. I can play everyone’s fat best friend. “I’ll come home right after. We can get dinner and I’ll bring wine or something.”

      “Make it arsenic, or maybe just rat poison will do.”

      “Never lose that sense of humor, April.”

      And with that he was gone. I turned the TV on and tried to do some crunches while watching a reality show. Realities shows were great for making me feel better about having a personality and being a decent person while simultaneously making me feel horrible about my body. I often did a quick workout routine when watching TV since I wasn’t up early enough to do those morning yoga shows.

      After I was all crunched I flipped open my laptop and skimmed through all the freelance jobs available. I preferred article writing, pop culture and feeding into it really is my strong suit, but at this point I would take any job that is offered to me. I have written vacuum reviews, made lists until my brain has fallen out, and still I am too broke to pay for anything.

      This apartment is nice enough to live in but not nice enough to stay. As soon as I get a regular paying job Travis and I are out of here and into somewhere where the water comes out of the faucets completely clear and the paint isn’t chipping off of the ceiling. I will miss the inspiration that all the characters we live next to give me, but I won’t miss their loud banging or arguments or the elephants that live upstairs.

      I often think about moving away from the west coast, or at least just out of California. I don’t think that will ever happen though. It was hard enough to leave Santa Barbara when I had to. I was born and raised there, as was dumb Tom. Why does my family have to be friends with his family? How do you friend break up with a whole group of people that have been there through diaper changes and growth spurts?

      You don’t. And you can’t. The Middletons were closer family than some of my aunts and uncles. I should have known better than to have fallen in love with someone so close to everyone. They were there for the accident, but that caused the collateral damage of my un-engagement. Life has been more glamorous for me before than it is now. At least I worked off some of the extra weight.

      I got in this car accident. I’m fine now, but I was bed ridden and put on heavy pain medication for a while. I gained 70 pounds, and I have lost 30 of them. I’m still 40 pounds heavier than I want to be, and I’ve been at a plateau for a while now.

      I did another set of crunches in between applying for different article writing gigs. Hopefully some magazine would take as much pity on me as I have.
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      Even when I’m not eating, sometimes my brain default thinks about food. It makes it incredibly hard to keep the weight off and even harder to not just give up all together. I didn’t have much money, the accident put me out of work for a while, so I was struggling to get by to a point where food was scarce. I didn’t have the stamina to get a part time job on the street but also had too much pride to ask my parents for help. It didn’t take a therapist to recognize that I was a mess. This is the lowest point my life had had, and it was affecting every aspect of living.

      After the accident I couldn’t eat or sleep, and talking was even difficult. I had been driving home from a concert at night. It was a really really good day. I am thankful for that, that it was at least a great last day to have. While flipping through the stations on the radio a drunk driver coming from the opposite direction had gotten in the lane just enough to bump me. When I tried to turn the car, and keep some of it from bashing into the other drivers I over adjusted and turned it right into a tree. I was going 60 miles per hour, the other driver was going 80. He spun out and went down hard into a ditch. They tried to revive him for a few hours after, but eventually either he lost the will to live or his BAC got the better of his body.

      Even though I was the victim of that accident I had a tremendous amount of guilt. I was upset the other man died. Even if he was being a jerk, I didn’t want his family to have to deal with that loss. I was sure he was going through something bad if he had been driving after drinking. They said he was three times over the legal limit and almost bound to die anyway. When his parents visited me they told me about his life. He had found out that his wife had been cheating on him. He didn’t want to tell anyone, he wanted to keep it from his kids so that they could work it out in private. She wouldn’t admit to it and it drove him mad, making him unsure of what to do. That night they had a huge argument and he was going to finally decide to break  it off. His mom was crying very very hard. She was upset that he made a dumb decision. She said he had talked about how depressed he was, and how he almost didn’t have the will to go on. She had wished she had listened better and gotten him a therapist.

      When I learned all of this instead of making me feel better it made me feel much worse. I thought of him a lot, especially after Tom called the wedding off. I should have seen it coming. He had never wanted to set a date. We had dated for six years before that, all through college and then after graduation. We were happy with each other, but when we lost the spark I knew that the engagement was a way of trying to fix a broken relationship. I swore we would both get over it, that all couples go through this kind of thing, and most do. And then it all changed with the accident. I saw him less and less. He talked stopped talking about our future, and stopped talking to me. When he broke it off I thought maybe he just needed some time away. Maybe my accident was causing us both to be depressed. It was depressing him, but he didn’t want to fix things. Instead he started a dumb new relationship last June with lady long legs.

      That’s why the worst part about all of this was the collateral damage. I gained the 70 pounds because I was bedridden and almost addicted to painkillers. As I healed I was dealing more and more with problems in my personal life, and one thing that was always there for me no matter what was food.

      When he left he never really left my life.  My parents had known the Middletons before I had ever met Tom. When we started dating it just made them better friends. They all swore that it was destiny or part of some greater plan. I was foolish enough to believe it. We had a good time at the University of San Diego. I loved that he was different than me. I was incredibly expressive, I tried auditioning for plays and graduated with a major in English and Creative Writing. Tom was a Computer Scientist.

      We were really exciting to each other. He kept me thinking critically and taught me a few new things about the computer. If I ever wanted new software or couldn’t figure something out I had a professional on standby. When it came to computers I was about as useful as an 80-year-old Grandma that lived on a desert island. He liked that I was artistic and that I was a little bit insane. He told me all the time that I was the most exciting girl he had ever met.

      The more we got to know each other the less we had in common. The less we had in common the harder we had to try to make it work. Six years was a really long time to be dragged along. You don’t get dragged that long without severe carpet burns and an excellent sense of what the bottom looks like. He probably felt the same way. None of our friends liked each other. One of the few friends of mine left was Travis.

      Travis came in the door, envelope in hand, waving it above his head. I quickly tried to make it look like I wasn’t laying like a lump on the floor.

      “What’s in there?”

      “My check from that commercial a month ago,” he sang, skipping into the kitchen. Travis had worked with one of the local companies on making a commercial. He had to do really cheesy dialogue and it would air overnight, but it was still acting. He swayed back and forth, probably texting his boyfriend about the money.

      “Congrats!” I was very happy for Travis. He was getting a lot of work and doing really well in his field. It made me feel pathetic when I saw his progress in an almost impossible job field and my lack of progress in the easiest field of work.

      “So what are we eating tonight?”

      “Air. I don’t have money. I can look at your food, though. Sniff it a little maybe.” I crawled back onto the couch and hid under the blanket. “This will be good for my diet. Being broke might be the best thing to happen to me.”

      “If you don’t start cheering up I am going to force feed you cocaine.” Travis shot me daggers from his eyes. He was very motivated, happy, and athletic – my exact opposite. Instead of it helping me live a healthy life style it made me more upset at myself. “I just got paid. Dinner is on me.”

      “You really don’t have to do this, Travis. You’ve done too much for me.”

      Travis walked over to the TV and changed it to the Food Network. “Yum. Look at all that. Maybe we should have Chinese. Maybe Italian. Ooh, how about sushi?”

      “Did you ever study methods of torture?” The food on the television looked divine. When your will power is low but your bank account is lower it is hard to pass up free food. “And let’s get salad or something. I really don’t need something heavy.”

      “You deserve good food. You already lost 30 pounds. That’s amazing. You should be congratulated.”

      “I have had enough congratulations.”

      “Well, not from me.” Travis sorted through our cabinets of take out menus.

      “How does Italian sound?”

      “It sounds like the most delicious thing ever.”

      “Great, it’s settled.”

      “No, wait!” I thought about my diet. “Isn’t that super heavy in carbs?”

      “Okay, not Italian. How about Mexican?”

      “Too greasy.”

      “What about Thai?”

      “Aren’t noodles heavy in carbs?”

      “It’s food, so yes. Do you want to eat paper?”

      “I don’t want to stay fat.”

      I was not having the best day, but I was trying to be more positive. It was hard with the wedding and debt.

      “If you want I can help train you. We can get you back in shape. Then if freelancing doesn’t work out, maybe you still have some acting skills that we can get you jobs with.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Let’s start by walking to get Thai.”
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      “I’ll just have the water, thanks.” We sat at a table by the windows. It was a gorgeous night out. All the beautiful people were out walking, enjoying the sunshine and shopping. I envied them. One day I would have a life style that was hopefully close to theirs. I wanted to be able to write, for fun and for work. I wanted to have a nice condo or house. I wanted to have enough money to buy a meal.

      “No, we will each have a glass of Moscato.” Travis handed the menu back. This guaranteed that I was only going to have a salad. “Alex told me that this place has the best white wines.”

      “How is it going with Alex?”

      “Best sex I have ever had.” That was enough in Travis’ book to be marriage material. He was practically a sex addict. He didn’t let it take over his life, just drive the motivation for it. “How is your freelancing going?”

      “Not great. I’ve been broke for God knows how long.”

      “Two months.”

      “Two months. I am thinking about giving it up and looking for other work.”

      “Ooh, like what? Stripping?”

      “Not with this muffin top.”

      “Where are you going to work, then?”

      I took a large drink of wine. It was almost like a juice. “I was thinking maybe doing something more mainstream. I sent my resume out to a few administrative assistant positions. I did some secretary work at USD so hopefully that is enough experience to get me into one of them.”

      “Have you heard back from any of them?”

      The waitress brought our food out. “Not yet.” My life was sadder on paper than it felt. I was sitting across from a great guy that maybe if he weren’t gay, I would date him. Too bad for me, he already had a boy toy.

      “Well, you have to keep at it. Persistence is key. I don’t do acting full time. It hardly pays the bills.”

      “You’ll make it soon. You’re getting a ton of work.”

      “Yeah, it’s going well right now, but it hasn’t always been this way. That’s why I still work as a hostess. Someday I won’t have to show people their tables; I’ll just be able to become characters.”

      “You’ll make it soon.”

      “You just said that.” We ate the dinner and I was stuffed afterwards. Travis insisted we get dessert, but I couldn’t fit another bite in me. We went back out and walked around the plaza area.

      “So how about this wedding thing?”

      “And just when I got it off my mind.”

      “Sorry. I just don’t want you to show up empty handed. You’re walking now, that’s the first step. We can get you hot before then. You can’t show up empty handed.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ll be a laughing stock.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ll look pathetic.”

      “I know.”

      “They will all feel so bad for you.”

      “Hey, yeah. I get it.”

      “So how is the dating situation going to work?” Travis and I walked into one of the boutiques. He looked at all the shoes, showing me several pairs he thought would look great on me.

      “Well, still single. My closest male friend is a gay guy that Tom would know I’m not dating.”

      I tried on a few of the heels. I was happy that they didn’t break under my weight.

      “We can’t all have ourselves so figured out. And it’s not like I have many lady friends to choose from either. Maybe I should just fake sick and stay home.”

      “They will feel even worse for you.”

      “It’s better than facing them.”

      “That’s too bad.” Travis’ hand breezed over some fabric. “Just when I had an idea.”

      “Oh?” I was beginning to get excited. I could see some of these dresses being perfect for the wedding, the empire waist slimming down my stomach and pumping up my boobs.

      “And don’t get mad about this.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “So Alex has this friend.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I think he could be a great solution.”

      “Get to the point. Who is he?”

      “Have you ever heard of an escort?”

      “Oh my god.”

      “Hear me out.”

      “No.”

      “He is really hunky.”

      “No.”

      “And he could probably get you a discount.”

      “Oh my god no.” Is this what I had become? Unable to get a date for myself and having to pay for a man to spend a weekend with me? Curling up into my bed forever had never been more appealing, not even when I was bed ridden. “I would rather die.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “What if they knew him?”

      “Then you would know that they pay for sex and you would have a leg up on them.” Travis handed me a few dresses. I wanted to throw them all at him. I wanted to hide in the racks like I was a kid again. When was my life going to stop going down hill?

      Maybe a therapist could help me with all of these things. Travis was great to talk to. He always comforted me and told me the truth. He wouldn’t sugar coat things, he knew that that was what I needed to hear. I had enough time being coddled by my friends in the hospital. He was the one that kept me realistic and reminded me that things would get better, even if they kept getting worse. That didn’t mean I didn’t hate him when he was telling me the truth.

      “That would make me want to die. I want to die. Kill me.”

      “Shut up, April. Try this on. It’s your color.”

      It was my color. It made me look slim. Maybe if I kept my hair down and contoured a lot I could look like I used to.

      “Is he hot?”

      “He gets paid to have sex. I would hope so.”

      “I would too.”

      “Do I hear you considering this idea?” Travis sang from outside the dressing room.

      “Definitely not.” He tossed a few more dresses over, I could already rule out a few of them. “These are all too low cut.”

      “Show off your new boobs.”

      “That’s a bit trashy.”

      “No it isn’t. But it will make him upset he didn’t stick around for them.” He slid some shoes under the door. “We have to get you a makeover. You’ll need a push-up bra or two.”

      We walked back home, twenty minutes there. We passed several beautiful people and too many of them were couples, holding hands. For too long I believed in true love. I wanted to play red rover and run through their locked fingers. I was already old and cynical but only twenty-seven. I was going to age fast and become a very bitter lonely old lady. I wish I liked cats. Then I would have something to love. Now I was just a failure of a freelancer and even bigger failure of a writer. My professors all said I had promise, but I didn’t see any of that.

      When Travis and I got back we popped in a movie. I couldn’t pay attention to it, too much was going through my mind. It was getting harder and harder to find joy in simple daily things. I couldn’t even watch a movie without it reminding me of all the stresses in my life. Travis kept drinking wine and steadily became very tipsy. Eventually he passed out on the couch. I wish I had a bottle of wine. I wish I could fall asleep like a rock.

      I checked my email again. No new messages. I looked online for job postings. Maybe I could just work at McDonalds to pay the bills. Once I made actual money I could get a liposuction or maybe buy diet pills that actually worked.
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      My room was really warm and I curled up in my bed. This was the safest place on earth for me. I could hide here forever and be okay. My phone vibrated in my pajama pocket. It was my mom, the last person I wanted to talk to. I answered it anyway.

      “April, dear, you look awful.”

      “Thanks mom.”

      “Sorry. Are you sick?”

      “No. I’m just not wearing makeup.”

      “Oh… Well…”

      “It’s nighttime, mom.”

      “Doesn’t mean you should stop trying. I wanted to see how you are.”

      “Not just make me feel awful?”

      “Of course not. You know I care. I was there the whole time you were broken by that awful drunk driver.”

      “I know, mom.”

      “Which was over a year ago. It’s never too late to get back in shape, honey.”

      “I already feel shitty enough, mom.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” She fell silent for a moment and straightened her dress. “I’ll change the subject. I will be going to a garden and tea party tomorrow. Guess who will be there.”

      “Who?”

      “Mrs. Middleton. That woman took my month to do it. She knew it was my turn to host, and yet here she is. As if the wedding wasn’t party enough for her.” My mom and Tom’s mom were the kind of friends that hated each other. I heard enough of it when I was together with Tom, hearing it when I was lonely was much worse. It served as a reminder of my past.

      “I don’t even think I can go to that wedding, Mom.”

      “What!?” My mom began messing with her hair frantically. “You must. There is no way you aren’t going to this party. They stuck with you when you were in the hospital, it’s the least you could do.”

      “I feel bad enough for not going, you don’t have rub it in my face too.”

      “You’re going. If you don’t go they will know you are still upset, and then they will blame me, and it will be an absolute mess.”

      “I really don’t want to go a fat, lonely slob.”

      “The Middletons are our oldest friends. You aren’t going to ruin our friendship with them.”

      “You and dad don’t even like them anymore. You were just bitching about her.”

      “Watch your language.”

      “Sorry.”

      “And your father still likes Roger.”

      “No he doesn’t. They argue all the time.”

      “It’s like politics, dear. They are having lively discussions.”

      “No, they argue about dumb things like who knows more about what and what is the classiest this and that.”

      “That’s politics.”

      “I don’t think a friendship would be ruined if I couldn’t make it to a wedding party.”

      “Clearly you don’t know the Middletons anymore.”

      I sighed. I really didn’t know them anymore, but I had known their family well enough when I was on my way to be part of it. There was no arguing with my mom, she always had to be right, another thing that her and Denise had in common. They should be best friends. I quickly tried to change the subject. I didn’t want every time I talked to my mom to be having to hear her complain and nag. She was only like this because I wasn’t at home for her to keep a close eye on. I never really got to see her, and I saw my dad even less. “I miss dad.”

      “He misses you too, honey. Want to talk to him?”

      “If he is around.”

      My dad popped out from around the phone corner. “Hi, honey!” I was a little embarrassed that he had heard all of that.

      “Hi, dad.”

      “How is life?”

      “Okay.”

      “Just okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of broke. And I haven’t been getting any work freelancing.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad, sweetie. You can always follow in your mom’s footsteps.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Sit around and use my money. Join the family business.” I laughed and my mom smacked him away.

      “Shut it, Roger. Tell your daughter she has to go to the wedding.”

      “You have to go, April.”

      “But why?”

      “Because they are our friends and they are nice people. I know it is hard to see Tom, especially after everything. Doesn’t it make you happy enough to know that he is happy?”

      “No. It makes me miserable.”

      “Aw.” Both my parents sighed. My dad left the frame and left my mom to help, which wasn’t any help at all.

      “Wouldn’t we all be happier if we just stopped being friends with that family all together?”

      “Probably.”

      “Great! Then that’s the plan.” My mom shook her head and sighed.

      “No way. We share the same social group. I know that Denise would use her little blabber mouth to spread rumors about what I have said about them.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t complain about them to her.”

      “Well, it’s too late for that. And these are my friends too. She can’t just steal them like she stole my spot for the garden party.”

      “I don’t even have a date.”

      “You don’t need a date, you have your dad and I.”

      “I can’t show up to my ex-fiancés wedding alone.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “Would you?” She got silent again and then left the room, going into her reading room.

      “No, I probably wouldn’t.”

      “Then why should I?”

      “Because I’m your mother and I said so.”

      “I’m twenty-seven.”

      “And you’re going. And that’s that.”

      “Your logic is unparalleled, mom.”

      I missed my mom, as much as she helped me feel bad about myself. We had a lot in common. She had also been left by someone. He was the man just before my father. She claimed she didn’t love him, that he didn’t really mean that much to her. It was someone that she had known since childhood. Their parents had paired them together. Supposedly they were inseparable as kids. My grandma said that they grew more and more distant the older they became. After the engagement he decided that he wanted to follow his dream of moving to Europe. My mom was against this idea but was willing to travel if it meant following him. Then he decided he wanted to go to Africa, and when my mom kept offering to follow him he decided to tell her that they were through and that he had met someone else. My mom hates talking about it. My grandma said she was sick for months after it, unable to eat or sleep. I knew just what she had been going through.

      “If you don’t go we will be very disappointed.” I assumed my mom might have had some sympathy on me, since she had been through the same thing.

      “Fine, I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. We can send you some money to help you through this month. I’ll see if I can help find you a job.”

      “Thanks, mom. But I’m not happy about this.”

      “You’ll forgive me.”

      “I guess.”

      “We will have a good time.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Well, I’m going to get going before you can change your mind. I’ll talk to you again soon.”

      “Bye mom.”

      “Bye, sweetie.” My phone clicked off and I stared at my wall for a while. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to go to the wedding. The less I did the slower time moved. It seemed I had run out of options. I was either going to have to find a magic lamp to rub in the next few days or I was going to have to talk Travis’ hooker.

      I can’t believe I was stooping this low. I feel so pathetic. This is nowhere near where I thought I was going to be at this time in my life. I could tell my parents were disappointed too. If any of my professors had found out, they would probably be nice but also doubtful of a future for me. I didn’t have any connections to work off of. I didn’t have as much as I did when I was in school. I was fat, single, and broke, the three least desirable traits a person can have.

      I never thought in my life I would come in contact with a sex worker, let alone hire one. Meditating on this for a while I knew I had no other options. Maybe I could Facebook an old boyfriend from high school, or maybe I could fake my own death and run away to another state, or maybe another planet. I could become a hermit and demand squatters rights and panhandle for trade.

      My phone felt hot in my hands. I typed out the message. “If I have to go to this wedding, I’m not going to go alone.” I sorted through my dresses in my closet. Hopefully my parents would send me enough money that I could buy a new one. My fat clothes didn’t fit me as well, and my skinny clothes would probably never fit me again. Even my shoes felt weird on my feet. I was another person trying to squeeze into the shell of someone else, the past me, a much smaller and happier person.
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      Why do I have a body to take care of? I can’t afford the food it needs to survive or the gym equipment it takes to make it look decent. Lucky for me, Travis has one of those deluxe gym packages, which means he gets to bring one friend with him. Normally he just texts me pictures of all the hotties working out here, but now I was going to be able to feast my eyes while fasting my body.

      I wasn’t very excited about being so lonely I had to hire a prostitute as a date. I couldn’t help the present circumstances, and I didn’t want to be cut off from my family. At least I could feel better about my body if I was the one that was shaping it. Travis showed me his routine, which was something impossible for my body to endure. Instead he wrote down a light workout for me, since this was my first time.

      “So this is what I have to do this week?” The paper was front and back, and there were some terms on here that I didn’t understand. I would need to get drawings too. Maybe a diagram.

      “That’s for today.”

      “Are you trying to kill me so you can use my room as a closet?”

      “You know how I feel about closets. If I liked them, I wouldn’t have come out of the one I was in.” I was unable to laugh looking at this impossible list of deeds. I wouldn’t have been this worried if he had handed me a ransom note and my mom’s pinky toe.

      “So how much of this is English?”

      “Oh! Hold that thought. I just saw a hunk walk into the sauna.” Travis left me. I figured I might as well start with what I knew. I hopped on the elliptical and searched my phone for games to use. Maybe this would be a good time to get acquainted with my most expensive date.

      Hi. Is this Grant? I texted.

      I started kicking forward. For whatever reason I felt more awkward now talking to him than I had ever felt talking to a crush or boyfriend. Maybe it was because we were strangers or maybe it was my brain screaming at me for dating a hooker. In high school I was voted most likely to succeed, and if I told this story at my next reunion I doubted I would live it down.

      Yep. Who is this? He wrote back almost immediately.
      	April. Travis gave me your number. I’m the girl looking for a wedding.

      Ah, yes. Hello, April. Tell me about yourself. He wrote.

      I huffed as I ran. My eye stayed glued to my phone screen. I didn’t want any of these people to look at me. What they saw was a fat girl trying to get into shape but what was really happening was a broke fat girl trying to get hot for a fiancé who had dumped her and hiring an escort to make him jealous. As if I couldn’t go any lower in the public’s eyes.

      Can we can do that when we meet in person?

      Of course.

      Where do sex workers do business? A coffee shop like normal people? Maybe a bar? I should probably just treat this like a date. Our first date of few to follow.

      Where do you live? He texted.

      I finished a mile. Only a billion more to go. The calorie burning count wasn’t nearly as high as I felt it should be. This was going to be a lot more work than I intended.

      Pasadena, I texted.

      I’m from Vegas. The city of sin.

      Go figure, I thought.

      That’s a little far away, I wrote.

      But I’m in Santa Monica right now for a few days. On business.

      My heart started to thump and all the blood drained from my face. Oh my God. This is actually becoming real. And then suddenly, something occurred to me. What if I had to pay for his travel expenses. Shit.

      I can’t really afford to pay you anything beyond the date, I texted.

      No worries. Just meet me in Santa Monica and don’t worry about any billing.

      I kept running and had a new found motivation. I wanted to be at a point in my life where I didn’t have to hire someone to hang out with me. I wanted to be able to sit at a restaurant with a man that wasn’t gay who genuinely found me attractive and funny. Maybe I would have to give it up and become homosexual myself, but until we got to that bridge my biggest hope was to date excellence and shove it in Tom’s face. My phone vibrated again.

      How about surfing? He texted.

      It’s okay, I guess, I wrote. I didn’t really have any opinions about it one way or another.

      No, I mean, do you want to go surfing?

      My heart skipped a beat. Of course I didn’t want to go surfing. Not with this body. Everyone would think I was a beached whale and try to roll me back in the ocean. Maybe I would actually prefer that. I really didn’t want to go out though. I only had bikinis from the thinner days.

      I don’t think that’s the best idea, I wrote desperately trying to come up with a plausible explanation as to why not that was not the truth.

      I have an allergic reaction to salt water, I finally texted. Is salt water allergy even a real thing?

      Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.

      Yeah, it makes me all red and puffy, I added.

      Great. Now I looked like a big nerd too. There should be an app that texts for you or at least prevents you from being incredibly awkward and off putting.

      It’s a skin condition, I explained further even though any explanation would’ve been enough.

      How long had it been since I had a first date? I couldn’t remember the last time I was single and in the dating pool. I was so young; it was just before college. I wasted all my years with Tom, and so now I have no experience. How do you flirt? Does he pay if he is my hooker? Do they have discount cards? I was already going to have to pay 200 dollars a night for a few days. This wedding was the lowest I would be. I should just call my mom and ask her if she would rather me come to the wedding with a hooker as my date or if she would rather me not go at all. Which would really be more embarrassing for her?

      I entertained the idea of calling it all off again. I couldn’t stand the idea of everyone seeing me flounder. I didn’t want college to be when I piqued. I didn’t want to pique. I wanted to have a successful job, or just a job in general. I wanted to be able to walk into that reception and show everyone that I kept the boobs and butt but slimmed down my stomach. I wanted to wear a dress that gave Tom a boner and made him wonder why he ever dumped me. Who dumps a car crash victim? Losers who lose great girlfriends.

      I felt sort of bad for hating Tom’s new fiancée. She might have been nice and maybe she didn’t mean to murder my heart. Maybe she didn’t know she was a home-wrecker until they were into each other. The thought made me sad. What didn’t I have that she had? Other than a job and a body. I had more time with him than her. That should have been enough to secure our relationship for life. I stopped feeling bad for her. She was the reason I was single. She was the reason I had to hire someone to go to her dumb wedding. I would be nice to her, but I would not like her. My mom couldn’t even make me do that.

      Thinking about all this pushed me faster and farther on the elliptical. I was running at a very fast pace and my heart rate monitor was skyrocketing. Maybe I could do this every day. I did the math in my head. If I ran 5 miles every day I would lose about a pound each week. There wasn’t enough time to get me back to my start body, but it wasn’t too late to give some effort. I would have to eat healthy and go on a huge diet. This was going to be the turning point. No more feeling sorry for myself. No more asking for pity. I would go out there, find a job, a boyfriend, and I would get hot. This would be a new and improved April. Positive thoughts only.

      So, how about lunch at one? Grant texted.

      I waited and thought out my text before I replied to him. I switched to a weight machine and worked my abs. How many crunches would it take to get me a hot body by the time I have to go on this date?

      It was currently 10 AM. I had enough time to finish this work out, spruce up, and get over to Santa Monica in time for a lunch date. I was glad I still had enough make up. I would have to contour the shit out of my face before I saw this man. I’m sure he already thought I was probably hideous. What 27-year-old needs to hire someone as a date? This 27-year-old. I flipped through a Cosmo as I waited for Travis to be done. I needed flirting and dating tips to really rub it in Tom’s face. He would fall for the facade of my new glamorous life. If I tried hard enough maybe I would too.

      Sounds good, I finally texted back. 
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      There is nothing I would like to do more than jump into that crystal blue water. It was calling my name. I missed this when I was away in Vegas. I wish I had more clients in California just for this sunshine and beach. I could happily be homeless living here.

      I have to admit I was disappointed that April didn’t want to surf. I loved to surf, and it would be my favorite hobby if I could regularly do it. I had enough time here that I could get some surfing in, but not as much as I liked. It’s never enough for me. When I was at USC I would spend all of my free time on the waves. There was a simple pleasure about feeling the wake on your board. The smell of the water was divine. Riding a wave would take me out of my element. It almost didn’t matter if I stayed on the board or not, to be tossed in was still just as fun. It was a marvel to see the inside of a wave breaking. It sent a rush through me like no other.

      It was hard to experience adrenaline like that now. When I was out working I was always feeling a little guilty towards my parents, thinking they wasted their money on a failure as a kid. When I was away from work I was actually a little lonely. Hobbies like surfing would keep that off my mind. I would cure it if I could, but very few respectable women want to be serious with someone who is an escort full time. I tried not to think about it. I had plenty of company from both clients and friends. Sometimes people just yearn for a little more than that. I’ve been feeling that yearning a lot recently.

      I pushed it out of my head. It was no use thinking about. April wasn’t very familiar with coffee shops in the area, so I chose one that I knew catered to my diet. I had to eat light today since I was taking someone to an awards show tonight. I’m not disclosed to say who, but she recently got out of a relationship.

      She wasn’t ready to start dating again, even though she is attractive and friendly and could have had anyone. I was glad she chose to do business with me. It isn’t a totally radical idea for someone wanting to use my services just for dating. Odds were, though, that it ended with something a little more than just a kiss goodbye. Having known this client for enough time before, I would say that my chances of getting lucky tonight were high. If I were in Vegas I would raise the bet. Luckily for me there is no opponents, only a dealer. Either way I was leaving with a heavier pocket.

      When April walked in I was a little surprised. She had told me that she would be wearing a black maxi dress, one of the most popular items on the beach today, but I knew this was her. She had a sun hat and sunglasses that she took off when she stepped in. Something told me about the way she carried herself she wasn’t very confident. I had no idea why. A curvy girl like that could get tail around her any night. I would even sleep with her for free. I pretty much was. I waved to her and she came and sat across from me. She took very elegant strides when she walked. Travis had told me her family was stuck up, I was only hoping that she wasn’t. With the way she walked with a classy step, something told me she might be.

      “Hi.” Maybe I was wrong, though.

      “Let me get your chair for you.” I stood up and pulled out the seat. I was in the business of wooing women, but something about this girl was wooing me. I almost wished we had said dinner instead of lunch. Even just drinks would have been better. Her pearly whites beamed. I’m sure the allure of being around someone my own age was all that this attraction was, but it was real. My primal instincts were yelling, telling me that her eggs were still fertile. My silly balls and their desire to have a baby against my will.

      “Thank you.” She sipped her water and refused to make eye contact. I could understand that. Meeting a date for a first time was hard enough. I had grown too used to this business, and I could tell I was probably going to do most of the talking. Surfing was still on my mind.

      “It’s too bad we couldn’t enjoy the ocean. You should really get a medicine or something. Today’s weather would have been perfect.” She coughed while swallowing her water. Did I say something wrong?

      “Yeah, sorry about that. We can sit outside if you want.”

      “No, we can just walk later. Maybe grab a drink.” The waitress brought our coffees and I was eating my words.

      “Okay. So should we talk terms?” She pulled out a notebook and wrote “Wedding Business” at the top of the page. She made a list called “Expenses” and wrote my name down.

      “It will be $200 a night. Sex will be extra.” She wrote that down and kept her eyes on the page.

      “That won’t be a problem.” She wrote down another checklist for a dress and shoes.

      “We will just see about that.” I said that, mostly joking. But who was to stop me from coming on to her. If I had to act the part, I could do a very convincing job. It might even help convince her family. She stopped writing and put her pen on the table.

      “No we won’t. There will be no sex. There will be no extra charges.”

      “Okay.” This was starting to be one of my less comfortable meetings. I felt a bit flustered in her presence. I wasn’t sure why. Her self conscious manner was rubbing off on me. “Should we order?”

      “Sure. I’ll have a chicken Caesar salad. Ranch dressing.”

      “I’ll have the same, hold the dressing.” I took a drink of my water and waited for my coffee to cool. She picked her pen back up and started writing her lists again.

      “I’ve never met a straight man who eats salad.”

      “I have to go to an awards show tonight. I can’t really afford to eat anything else. I am on a very strict diet for these kinds of things.”

      “That sounds really glamorous.” There was an element of surprise in her voice.

      “Yeah, I’m going with an actress. You aren’t the first person to hire me as a date. It’s actually not that uncommon, so you shouldn’t feel too bad.”

      “What makes you think I feel bad?” This girl was very on edge.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to assume anything. Travis just told me that times were tough recently.” Her face went from harsh to soft and she finally met eyes with me. Her irises were gorgeous. There were small spirals of several different colors. They were green with a ring of bright brown that was almost orange. I had to catch my breath. If it weren’t for her sour attitude, I might have complimented them.

      “No, you’re right. I’m sorry.” She started drinking her coffee. “This is just really nerve wrecking and not how I wanted to go back to see… My friend.”

      “I understand.” We sat for a while, not saying much. There was a bit of a wait since we arrived at the prime lunch time. “So what do you do in your free time? What should I know about you? How can I be a realistic date?”

      “Oh, yes, good idea.” She ripped a page out of her notebook and handed it to me. This girl was very type A personality. “You need to read this. It has a low down on what you should know about me. My family doesn’t know that you’re a hooker –“

      “Escort.”

      “Escort, sorry. They are already ashamed of me as it is. No offense. I don’t think them knowing would help any.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I know all about disappointing your parents.”

      “Then we already have a lot in common.” This woman was funny, without always meaning to be. I wanted to see her again. It was probably just my hormones going crazy along with my desire to surf. I had a lot of nostalgia for the beach, and it could make these things complicated and awkward if I did too much associating. I just had to remind myself that it was just business and that at least I wouldn’t leave empty handed.

      The waitress brought our salads out and I read over the list. “So where are we going?”

      “I wrote that stuff on the back. I will pick you up at the airport in Santa Barbra around one on Friday. The engagement party is on Saturday. There is a list of the types of clothes you should bring.”

      I laughed and she looked surprised. “Sorry, I just figured you would assume I know what to wear to a wedding.” She smiled back and started picking at her salad.

      “Sorry. I’m just a bit obsessive. I have some nervous tendencies. I don’t want a single thing to go wrong this weekend. I hardly want to be there at all.”

      “That’s an expensive date just to keep up with appearances.”

      “I’m doing it mostly for my mother, and believe me, I know.” She ate more of her salad before continuing. “So do you do checks or just cash?”

      “I actually have an app for all this. It’s pretty simple. I also have a contract I need you to sign.” She seemed relieved that there were official papers. She struck me as rather odd and very nervous. I could tell that she wasn’t used to meeting strangers. “Whose wedding is this?”

      “My ex-fiancé’s.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.” She stopped eating her food after that and stuck with the coffee and the water.

      “Don’t worry. We will stick it in his face.” I was trying to comfort her. I wasn’t that good at emotionally comforting women. I mostly just did the physical stuff. “Once he sees that you have a hot boyfriend he will regret giving you up.”

      “Fake boyfriend.”

      “Right.”

      “But we have to make it look real.”

      “I understand.”

      “If they know that I hired you…” She started repeating herself. “Then I will be dead to the world.”

      “We wouldn’t want that.”

      She went back to eating and I ate my salad too. I could see her frequently check around the restaurant to make sure that she didn’t know anyone there. The only way to get figured out that you are with an escort is to act like you don’t want to be seen with one.

      “What else should I know? You don’t have your job on this list.”

      “That is an excellent question.” She ordered a glass of wine. I ordered one for myself as well. “I don’t have a job.” She started laughing at herself. She was a little crazy, but I like that about her. Quirks could be good. It would take a lot of the attention away from me this weekend.

      “So your parents don’t know they are paying for me? That’s a little naughty.”

      She laughed again and almost swallowed all her wine. “They shouldn’t have forced me to go to the wedding if they didn’t want their girl to turn to the streets. It’s their own fault.”

      I decided to pay our bill. It was obvious she already had enough on her plate, and maybe it would make up for me offending her earlier. She left and I was able to ride some waves. I liked the way my hair felt after the salt water soaked it. While I was surfing I couldn’t keep my mind off of her and her peculiar habits. It was obvious she was suffering from some body hate. Maybe a little get away with an experienced man like me was all she needed.
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      I wasn’t expecting a limo or anything to pick me up, but I found it comical to see April pull around in an old Dodge Neon. It was black and the perfect car for someone like her. You could tell she adored that thing by the way it had seat covers and a steering wheel cover too. She fidgeted a lot, fixing her make up in the mirror. She scraped the smudged parts away, the ones that were too microscopic for my eyes. I could see heavy bags under her eyes. It was clear to me she didn’t get much sleep the night before. April was probably worried the whole time. This would either be a great weekend for both of us or it would be a horrible one.

      I feel like the polar opposite of this girl. While I am organized and well groomed, she cares a lot more about her parents’ approval than I ever pretended to.  With the way she picked at her nails I could tell she was anxious to see them. Or maybe she was anxious to see Tom. I bet this whole weekend was going to make her go from crazy to a basket case. She hummed along with the radio and told me to put my luggage in the back with hers. All her suitcases were miss matched, and each seemed to be from a different era. I wasn’t sure how long we were staying there, but with the amount she had packed it looked like an eternity. This wasn’t uncommon for women. This really wasn’t uncommon for women who were trying to say “fuck you” to someone.

      “So are we moving to Santa Barbra after the wedding?” I joked.

      She looked confused, gazing back and forth between me and her luggage.

      “What do you mean?” She asked, cautiously.

      “You just have a lot packed.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I know. Sorry. I never know what to wear to weddings.” Maybe that is why she assumed I didn’t know what to bring. I snickered to myself and she seemed a bit uncomfortable.

      “You’re fine. I’ve had clients who have brought more for less.”

      “This is a weird request. Could you stop bringing up your old clients as of now? It makes me feel weird.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I wasn’t going to do it in front of your family or anything.”

      “No, it’s for me too. I don’t want to be part of the type that is referred to as a client.”

      “Suit yourself.” She pulled out onto the highway and we were off. The car was a stick shift, and as I saw her changing gears I noticed that she was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants. She really didn’t know what to wear to these events, but I never thought she was the laid back type.

      “You’re dressed pretty casually.” I said. She took note of my suit and remarked back. She was one of the few women I knew that still wore make up when wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt. I wasn’t complaining. She looked comfortable, and I was a little envious. I was also too professional to wear those clothes to attend to a client. Everything I wore was business professional. I took myself very seriously, even if my parents didn’t. It was about pride more than about image. I needed people to know that I did this job as a way to make myself happy, not as a way to make money. This woman had me feeling a little funny, though. Not that I didn’t enjoy it, it just made me feel strange and nervous like most clients don’t. I guess that probably was an age thing, as well. I didn’t have much experience with serious dating, and having to act like I did this weekend was going to be a bit of a difference for me. Shouldn’t be too hard to handle, though.

      “And you seem a bit over dressed.”

      “I always dress to impress. If you don’t want to be seen with me, I have to make it so there is nothing to complain about.” That wasn’t true. I normally dressed nice for clients, but I wasn’t going to say that again. When I said that I could tell she was more embarrassed than annoyed. I felt bad. Normally people took my snide remarks as jokes. I saw she was internalizing it. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. I’ve just had a rough day.”

      “Yeah. Airports will do that to you.” At least she was understanding. “So what is our story? What should we tell my parents? Last I spoke with my mom, I kind of told her how I was pretty single, so we should come up with a good excuse.”

      “How about you just didn’t think I was ready to meet the family yet. After all, it is awkward to bring a new boyfriend around your ex-fiancé’s wedding.”

      “That’s a good point. Okay, so we aren’t that official yet. We have been dating for six months.”

      “Make it two. Six months is verging into serious territory.”

      She nodded in agreement. “Okay yes. We have been dating for two months.” As we drove, I couldn’t help but stare out the window on her side. She noticed and looked back at me. “What? Why are you staring?”

      “Just looking at the ocean.” I wasn’t. I was admiring the warm afternoon sun on her face. I saw how it reflected and danced on her eyes.

      “Yeah, it’s lovely out today. I can’t wait to swim.”

      “I thought you couldn’t touch salt water?”

      “I can’t. I meant at the pool.” She flipped the station to the CD and started singing along with one of the songs. “So how did we meet?”

      “I saw you at the bar. I thought you were the most beautiful person to walk into the room. I ordered you a glass of wine, and you sat with me. We talked until the bar closed and they had to kick us out. Apparently you knew my friend Alex who was dating your roommate Travis.”

      “Dating is a big word. They are more friends with benefits territory.”

      “Okay, where did you go to school?”

      “I attended USC. Valedictorian.”

      “Excellent, my mom will love that.”

      “And where did you go to school?”

      “University of San Diego.”

      “That’s a good school.” She struck me as bright. “And your major there was?”

      “English, and I’m a failure at it. I haven’t gotten a single job.”

      “In time you’ll find something.”

      “Let’s hope. And it better not come with an apron or spatula.” I laughed at her joke. She was taken back. I was really surprised she didn’t know how funny she was. She smiled over at me, warming up I hoped. “So when they ask what your career is, what do you say?”

      “I will tell them that I flip burgers with you.”

      She laughed and then told me no a thousand times. “Okay, what will you actually say?”

      “I will say I’m in finance.”

      “Ooh, that’s good. Then they will think you have money. That could be my motivating factor for dating you.”

      I knew that it was just internal dialogue, that she was trying to make our story, but this still was able to sting a little.

      “Maybe they will stop harassing me about getting a job and will just keep sending me cash so they don’t think I’m using you. Maybe I can tell them that too. That we had a fight because you thought I was taking advantage of you. Yes, okay good.” She was mostly babbling to herself now and I was still looking back between her and the ocean. “Okay, what kind of finance do you do?”

      “I run a small hedge fund.”

      “Eh, that’s good, but it isn’t super believable.”

      “It’s what I actually do.” I fished in my wallet for a business card and handed it over to her.

      “What?” She looked between the road and my card. We pulled into the hotel and was thrown back. “Really?”

      “Yes. I didn’t have those made just for this weekend.”

      “Wait, I can’t tell if you are serious or not.”

      “Call the number if you don’t believe me.” I got out and started to unload both of our things. Travis told me that Tom was really nice, but he didn’t seem like the best guy if he broke up with a girlfriend of six years after a car accident. It also seemed so recent to April that I didn’t really understand why Tom would already be engaged. Maybe April really was crazy. I’m sure this weekend would give me a better feel for her personality, whether I wanted it or not.

      I almost had that list she gave me memorized. I knew what to do and what not to do. I could tell that she was the type to be easily agitated, but I have worked with this type before. It seemed so strange coming from someone so young who supposedly had their life in shambles.

      I had actually been to this hotel before on business. It was very nice, and I could tell that not only did she come from money but she was expected to marry into money. The poor woman’s life must have been very foreign and scary for her. I could understand that, even if I never experienced it. I gave her the benefit of the doubt because I thought she was adorable. She was a little curvy and spoke her mind without thinking twice of stepping on someone’s toes. I made a mental list of her quirks. So far I had nail biting and picking at it as well as excessive list making. And inability to dress for an occasion would have to be added also.

      April was an enigma. A lovely type A-anal enigma.

      I’m sure I could win her over. She won me over without trying.
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      I could feel adrenaline pumping through me as we pulled in. I wasn’t used to lying to my parents, especially not about something this big. I knew they would expect more details. I wished we had had more time in the car to go over things. Grant was being fairly nice, but I wasn’t ready to spend time with him just yet.

      I put the business card he gave me in my wallet. Maybe later I would check it out, see if it went to his voice message, but for now I had other things to worry about. I worried about my parents. I worried about the hotel. I worried about money. I worried about carrying my luggage up. Before I knew it Grant had tipped the valet and took our suitcases out.

      That was baffling. He had given the boy a seemingly large tip and I wasn’t expecting to see him spend a cent. I guess that is part of the money I gave him. It might as well be going to something good. Grant pushed our luggage inside. I felt like this was over kill but I didn’t mind. If I was going to pay that much for him I was going to make him work for it.

      I could tell he was a little on edge too. I’m sure that even though he posed as a boyfriend for several people, he probably never had to go to a wedding. I don’t think that that was part of his values. Actually, I’m sure that is the exact opposite of his moral values. He didn’t strike me as a hooker at all. That’s probably why he used the word escort. I’m sure it wasn’t all fun, after all he was already hot but still had to order only a salad. He didn’t even get a dressing. I was having a hard enough time and it had only been a few days. I didn’t want to live life in his shoes.

      He opened the door for me as I walked in. I couldn’t tell if he was just a gentleman or if he was laying it on too thick. I decided not to mind it too much. If Tom saw this he would know that this is how I should have been treated. I should have been shown nice things and I should have had chivalry thrown at me like a fish at a farmer’s market.

      This hotel was ritzy and gorgeous, just like I would have expected my wedding’s hotel to be. I could tell now why Grant was dressed nice. I was embarrassed again but tried not to let it eat at me like it used to. I had already noticed a few people looking at me funny and decided that sunglasses were a good idea.

      “Room for April Somerset.” I said. As the front desk person turned around, they greeted Grant with a firm handshake, ignoring me.

      “So nice to have you with us again, Mr. Taylor!”

      “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Grant?” Grant’s smile could light up the whole room. He was incredibly charming, and was apparently nice to all workers, not just people in charge of handling a car.

      “Let us take your luggage up to your room.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” They handed Grant the cards and told him to give the manager of the bar a certain card for free drinks. Grant leaned over and asked me if there was an open bar at the ceremony.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “We might need this after all, then.” He tucked it in his shirt pocket. I felt like a fool in my clothes, but at least I was seen with a high roller. As long as they associated me with him and didn’t compare us, I felt like I would be doing fine.

      “Make sure no one finds out about your little job.”

      “Everyone knows I run a hedge fund.” Grant eyed me as if to keep me from screwing myself over. Maybe he had more experience doing this than I gave him credit for. I was starting to get excited, apart from seeing Tom and his walking stick fiancée. If I could pull this off I could have a nice dirty little secret to take with me home as a souvenir. I had a whole new level of secrecy to swear people to.

      He seemed much smarter than I gave him credit for, and he was incredibly friendly. I was trying to pick at him and find some flaws. It was getting harder and harder. I kept noticing my gaze focusing on his shirt, trying to find the outline of his abs. I can’t get carried away. I can’t sleep with him. This is just business. It isn’t worth the extra cash or the complication. I straightened my shirt out as we rode up the elevator, all our bags in a cart.

      We got to our room on the 8th floor. I was a bit upset as we stepped inside. I forgot to call ahead and ask for a double. There was only one bed in this room, and I didn’t feel comfortable enough to share. I didn’t think that over. That must have been the one detail I over looked. I hoped it was the one detail I overlooked. What else could I be missing? I sat at the edge of the bed and picked at my finger nails.

      “So I made a mistake.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This room.”

      Grant looked around the room and tried to understand what was wrong. “What’s missing from this room?”

      “A second bed. I forgot to call ahead. I’m sorry. We can get a second room. I’m sure I could find a way to charge it to my parents or something.”

      “I don’t think that works with our story. Not unless you have stingy parents.”

      “Oh.”

      “So do you have stingy parents?”

      “No, not really.”

      “So don’t worry about it.”

      He wheeled our clothes in and put my suitcases on the floor. His followed and he began unpacking. I decided that as long as I’m here, I’m going to try to enjoy it. At least this room has a balcony. I could get some peace and quiet there. If things got bad enough, I could even jump. Was eight stories enough to kill a person?

      “Aren’t you going to unpack?”

      “What?” I turned back from the balcony to see all his clothes moving from his suitcase on the bed to the top drawer of the dresser. “Oh, no. I don’t unpack at hotels.”

      “Why not?”

      “It just means more packing up. It’s not like I wear everything I pack.”

      He looked at my three suitcases and nodded. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense to me.” He was chuckling as he finished unpacking.

      I don’t know why it was so strange to this man. I’m sure he frequently stayed at hotel rooms with women where no clothes were touched other than the ones that they threw off onto the floor. I didn’t understand him. He didn’t seem like he was judging me, or at least it felt like he didn’t have the grounds to. I hadn’t done any wrong to him. Well, except for lie about a skin condition, but that was it. I turned back to look at the ocean. It did look inviting. Maybe I would come clean, just so I could take a dip in it. It had felt good to be bad, though. I liked the thought of having a naughty weekend. I liked thinking that I was doing something that my parents hated without them knowing. I liked not having the consequences of an escort with all the advantage of a boyfriend. I was going to make this weekend my turning point. This is where I would start living life for me and by my own rules. I would please my parent this last time, and then after this I would give up caring what they thought. I was going to be the April of my internal desires and fantasies who didn’t take no for an answer and stopped letting people walk all over her.

      “So what’s on the agenda? Just stay snug in this hotel room?”

      “No, there will be an informal cocktail tonight. It will be on the terrace, so it should be a great view of the ocean. It’s for all the guests who are flying in tonight.”

      “You mean your parents are purposefully putting you through another day of misery than they need to?”

      “No one ever accused them of being nice.”

      “Yeah, that’s unfortunate.” He changed ties and looked back at me, eyeing my outfit.

      “What are you going to be wearing tonight?”

      “Oh shit. I’m not sure.”

      “Well, we have to match a little. I have some other ties if this one doesn’t match. What dresses do you have?”

      All of them. Travis and I had gone shopping yesterday. I hadn’t lost much weight, but I was starting to get a tighter waist. To celebrate he took me on a bit of a spree, and we bought everything except for the store they were in. I could feel myself beginning to panic. I went back to gnawing on my finger nails. “I don’t know. I don’t know. What colors do you have? What do I wear?”

      “Calm down.” He walk towards me and put his hands on my shoulders. I hate to admit it, but it did help me feel better. “How about you just show me what you’ve brought. That way we can decide together. Maybe it will help your confidence.”

      “Okay, yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

      “You don’t have a rash or anything do you?”

      What a weird question. I was going to rebut but then I remembered the supposed skin condition of mine. “No. I don’t have a rash.”

      “Okay, good. So there shouldn’t be a problem with what you wear.”

      We were able to take out a lot of the dresses and limit it to three. One of them was a nude and black striped dress that had an empire waist and mock neck. It was floor length and probably the one I felt the most comfortable in. Dresses this size were like portable blankets.

      “That’s good, but what else do you have?”

      The next one was a knee length dress that made me feel regal. It was burnt orange and had a boat neckline. It was fairly plain other than the tuxedo paneling on the sides.

      “Okay, what else do we have?”

      This last one was the one I was the most terrified to try on. It was one of those classic “little black dress” dresses. It was slinky and fit me tight without being too snug. The neck was a deep plunge and showed off my newly pushed-up boobs. It was backless and required I wear either lace or nothing as far as underwear went.

      “Gorgeous. This is the dress. I’ll wear this silk tie.”

      “I don’t think I can actually wear this out.”

      Grant stopped sorting through his bag and went to sit next to me. “Why, what’s wrong with it?”

      “It shows off too much.”

      “Are you kidding? This shows off the perfect amount. This dress is sexy while still being classy. This dress is bold. It hugs your curves, and it will drive him crazy. He will stay awake at night wondering why he ever left you. This is the dress that make men fantasize and women jealous.”

      He was right. I should probably wear this dress if I wanted to make him jealous. It looked good on me, like really good. It looked like I hadn’t gained any weight in the first place. If I was going to be the new April, this would be the dress to wear tonight.

      “Are you sure that striped one isn’t better?”

      “That one is gorgeous, but this one is drop-dead gorgeous. Trust me, I’ve seen some beautiful women and this puts them to shame.” I couldn’t tell if he was being nice or genuine. I felt like he was hitting on me. I tried to keep myself from falling for him. It’s hard when someone is cute, nice, handsome, and supposedly very wealthy.

      “Okay. Wear that tie. I’m going to do my hair and makeup.” I put on a smoky eye and curled my hair back. This was the most I could do without needing a crew to help. I stepped back out of the bathroom, make up done, hair done, and dress on. I saw his eyes. His draw literally dropped. He was being so sweet. He did one of those slow spreading smiles and I could feel my confidence slowly growing back.

      “They say you aren’t supposed to wear white to a wedding, but they never warned me about black.”

      “I can’t speak right now, you’re so gorgeous. How did I get this lucky? How did you need a date?” He did a cheesy wolf whistle and made me laugh. I was blushing a lot. I could just say it was my makeup. The little nagging voice in my head reminded me it wasn’t real, no matter how good it felt. I wanted it to be. I want to feel this good forever.
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      Of all the people in the world to need my service, she was without a doubt the most room stopping. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. It was going to be impossible to come up with an excuse for staring at her this time. Her soft brown hair was swept neatly to the side and curled, and her eyes could melt even the coldest mountain. I could feel myself swooning a bit. I had to stop.

      She loved the attention. I saw her blush and become happy. I didn’t know how a woman this gorgeous got to be so self conscious. If she weren’t a client I would kiss her right now and try to keep her from leaving the room the whole night. If she was a car, I was a deer standing in the headlights.

      “Close your mouth, you’re leaking drool.” She giggled. I loved her giggle. She had a soft sweet laugh. I was becoming more and more excited to spend this weekend with her.

      “You look ravishing. You look enchanting.” I remembered why we were here. “You’re going to knock him off of his feet.” I tightened my tie and offered her my arm. “Shall we go down?”

      “We shall.” She took my elbow.

      As I walked her to the elevator I could feel my body telling me that this woman was different from the rest. It wasn’t just age difference anymore, and it wasn’t the fact that she was adorable. There was something about the way she was peculiar that I loved. Maybe she would continue to see me after this weekend. I’m sure I could put her dead-beat ex to shame. He was going to rue the day he split up with her. This whole wedding was going to be asking “what happened between you and April” to him. He would have nothing to say other than “I’ve made a huge mistake.”

      I could tell she felt good. At first she was hiding when she put this one, but once she got into her high heels and make up, she was beginning to see what I saw.

      “So I’m going to meet your mother and father tonight?”

      “Yes. Hopefully you won’t have to do too much talking. They have a lot of nagging at me to do anyway.”

      “Right. Okay. So we met at a bar and you were wearing this dress.”

      “We didn’t agree to that.”

      “Let me fantasize.” I felt like I was making her uncomfortable with my bluntness. I wanted her to feel beautiful, but I didn’t want to be off putting.

      “Save it for when there are people around.”

      “You’re a person too, April.” Maybe I should have waited to shmooze. I didn’t want to come off as a horny escort, even if that is what I was. I just wanted to make sure my client had a good time, and if we had a little more fun than the contract required then it was all for the better. The elevator opened and we went into the terrace.

      “Okay, here we go.” She said, squeezing the handle tight. We entered the room, and just as I thought it would happen, everyone was stunned. It could have been shock about seeing the ex-fiancee, but I knew better. It was seeing someone like this in person. It was intoxicating. “Oh no, here comes my mom.”

      Just then a pompous looking woman came our way. She seemed as stuck up as I had been warned. I had a way of dealing with these women. Several of my clients are this type exactly. She squeezed April around the shoulders, avoiding messing up her makeup or hair. “Hello, darling. Who might this handsome gentleman be?”

      I held out my hand and greeted her. “Grant Taylor. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Where is Mr. Somerset?” April looked over at me and gave me a playful nudge that warned me to cool it.

      “I had no idea that you would be coming with my daughter.  Tell me more about you.”

      “Sure. Let’s get a drink first. Can I get you ladies a martini?”

      “You know me so well.” Her mom joked. April motioned to get two. As I walked to the bar I overheard her mom saying “Did you sell your soul for that one?” She didn’t know how close she was.

      “We’ve been dating for a few months. I didn’t want him to have to meet the family or my ex. That’s why I didn’t want to come with him.”

      “And this whole time you were lying. I thought you were ashamed of being single.”

      April laughed loudly as a queue to get me back in the conversation. Unfortunately, the bar was packed, and she would have to wait. I had several eyes looking me up and down from both men and women. Some of them were trying to see if I was a threat, and others were hoping that I was one. I wonder which one of these men were Tom. I’m sure it would be more obvious as the night went on. I got the martinis and joined April and her mother again. Her father was now standing there, looking at me with surprise.

      As I approached I heard her mom whisper to him “You aren’t going to believe this, honey.” I gave April and her mom their drinks then held out my hand to her father. “Grant Taylor. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine. We were certain that our daughter was in a dating drout. Little did we know she had a catch like you.”

      After taking several large drinks April chimed in. “Grant operates a hedge fund.”

      “That’s true.”

      “It can’t be.” Her mom eyed me, trying to find where my cord was, as if I was a talking doll.

      “Oh, but it is.” I took out my business card and handed it to her and her father. I was glad I upgraded to get the nice paper on these so they looked just as classy as I was trying to emanate.

      “You don’t say.”

      “Oh, but I do.” The conversation about my work continued and brought the attention away from April for a while. I could tell by the look in her eyes that she felt a lot of relief. Talking to her mom was strange. I felt like I was constantly being put to a test, like I was being measured up. April finished her drink fairly quickly.

      “Maybe you could get a job as a secretary there, April.”

      “Okay! We should go mingle more. I’ll talk to you later, mom.” April grabbed my shoulder and led me around the room. She was tapped on the shoulder and jerked back. “Mrs. Middleton!”

      “Hello, sweetie! We are so glad you could make it. It has really been too long. How are things going?”

      “They are going well.”

      “And how is your writing doing?”

      “I’m keeping at it. No bites yet.”

      “A rolling stone gathers no moss.” I could tell that Mrs. Middleton already had a few. Maybe April wasn’t the only one who wasn’t too excited about this wedding. “Your writing is so lovely, dear, I’m sure you will get a job. I was so sad when your mom told me that you almost couldn’t make it.”

      “Well, here I am!”

      “And who might this be?”

      “Grant Taylor, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Is this your boyfriend, April.”

      “It sure is.” You could tell by the rosiness of April’s cheeks that she was boasting and gloating to Mrs. Middleton. It could have also been the alcohol.

      “What a handsome fellow.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “You take good care of April. She is sublime. Simply magnificent.”

      “Don’t I know it.” April looked in my eyes and we traded a glance. She was stunning. The whole world could see it besides her.

      “Tell me more about your life, dear. How are things after the accident? Did you heal properly? Do you need help?”

      “I’m doing fine now, thanks.” They continued talking like that for a while, catching up. I decided to excuse myself and get a drink of my own. It would be a long night for me, and I was going to enjoy it the best way I knew how.

      When I joined them again Mrs. Middleton had to go talk to another family that just arrived. She gave me a hug goodbye and whispered about what a great woman April was in my ear. It was clear to me that Mrs. Middleton was nicer to April than her mother was. Perhaps that was where April’s self confidence had gone. April snagged another drink and we went to a secluded table.

      With my strict diet it didn’t take much to get me tipsy. At this point I was fine, but another glass and I knew that I would be a little bit more cheerful and a little bit warmer. I felt like dancing with April, but I knew that this was neither the place nor the time.

      There was a tinge of jealousy in my heart for her. I wished she weren’t still going after this Tom guy. I knew it was hopeless, and so did she. I just didn’t want her to have any feelings for him. It was crazy and stupid, especially since I was used to being the other man. Something about April just made me want to keep her safe.
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      I need to take socializing lessons from Grant. He has mingled his way through my friends and family like no one I have seen before. He was able to successfully tame and slay the dragon that is my mother. I have never seen anyone accomplish that before, not even Tom. Not even my dad. I hoped that Mrs. Middleton wasn’t upset by him being here. I wanted her to like him. I at least wanted to feel like he was welcomed. I certainly wanted him there. I wouldn’t be paying him if I didn’t.

      Something about Grant gave me confidence. Maybe it was being seen with him, and maybe it was just the way he treated me. He had been a perfect gentleman all night, and the way he looked at me made me actually feel beautiful. All my cares and worries were disappearing.

      That is, until I saw Tom. He was standing next to his fiancée laughing loudly at the front. I needed another drink. I got up to get one, but Grant insisted he grab them.

      “I don’t want a martini.”

      “That’s okay. We can have armeretto sours. You’ll love these.”

      He left to grab the drinks before I could ask how many calories were in them. When he got back I was able to finish it in a matter of seconds. It tasted like juice. We got another, and I could tell that they were starting to hit me. I kept staring at Tom, seeing him socialize with all these faces from my past. This was supposed to be me. This was going to be my wedding exactly. It was strange to see it in the position I was. It was almost like hovering over your body after you died. Tom would laugh and his soon-to-be-wife would giggle and they were having the happiest time being the two dumbest people here. Stupid happy. Stupid in love. Stupid life ruiners. “You see that turd in the suit up there? That’s Tom.”

      “The one with the woman with the legs?”

      “That one exactly.”

      “Okay.” Grant stood up and started leaving.

      “Wait!” I stage whispered. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to go get him.”

      “No, are you kidding? I haven’t talked to him in two years. I never want to talk to him again if I don’t have to.”

      “Come on. You have to say something. He has to see the way you look tonight.”

      “It isn’t worth it. I would rather die than be seen as I am now.”

      “I have never seen anyone as beautiful as you.” When he said it that time I knew he meant it and I could feel myself falling harder. I was developing a crush on an escort. Was this an exciting new high in my life or a drastic new low? Grant slipped out of my grasp and went to go speak with him. I followed but grabbed a drink on the way.

      “April.” Tom sees me before I can stop Grant from saying anything. “You look… Great.” I saw his fiancée eye me up and down. She linked arms with him.

      “Doesn’t she? I helped her pick out this dress tonight.” Grant said, holding out his hand to shake. “I’m Grant Taylor.”

      “Oh, how do you two know each other… actually how do I know you?” Tom said, shaking the hand back. He had that dumb confused look on his face that he got when solving computer problems.

      “You don’t, actually. I came with April. I’m her date.” I saw Tom’s expression change. He kept his eyes fixed on me. “This is a lovely hotel, simply wonderful. If I ever get married, I will have to keep this place in mind.” Grant turned to look at me. “Don’t let me forget the name of this place, okay, honey?”

      “Okay.” That was all I could manage to gasp out. Tom looked great. It stung me a lot to see him. Part of my heart wasn’t ready for this. When I saw his face I could feel the rush of feelings coming back through me.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Tom stopped shaking hands. His eyes darted back and forth between the two of us. I could sense him spacing out, he was stuck in his own head now.

      “And you must be the bride.” Grant held his hand out to Legs and kissed her gently. “You look lovely this evening. Congrats to the both of you.”

      Tom began to get fidgety, his vein popping on his forehead. He was definitely jealous. “Grant, do you mind if I steal April for just a bit? Please, help yourself to some refreshments.”

      “Not at all.” Grant kissed me on the forehead and went to the bar. I could tell my mouth was still agape. I shut it and tried to summon words to say. I wanted to yell at him for leaving me. I wanted to grab his face and kiss him hard on the mouth. I wanted to know why. I wanted to know what I did to make him not love me anymore.

      “April, I have to say, you look absolutely wonderful. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ll go ahead and talk to my mom for a bit. I’ll come back.” Legs said, backing away awkwardly.

      “So, Grant is your guy now?”

      “He sure is.”

      “Where did you find him? He is certainly a charming fellow.”

      “Enchanting, isn’t he?” I looked over at the bar. He was making small talk with the bartender, who was laughing hysterically at his jokes. I looked back at Tom. Boring old mean Tom. “We met at a bar. He said he couldn’t stand not seeing me again. Now it’s been two months.”

      Tom fidgeted and I could tell he was feeling just as awkward seeing me as I was seeing him. He was bothered by Grant, but couldn’t say anything. Tom left first. I was never going to leave. This was all on him. “You know, I have to say, it is crazy seeing you. I almost thought you weren’t going to come tonight.”

      “I almost didn’t.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did. You certainly are doing well for yourself.”

      “I could say the same for you.” I pointed at Legs. Tom glanced over too.

      “Yeah, she’s a great girl.”

      “Your mom seems like she is doing well. I missed her a lot.”

      “Yeah, she asks about you all the time.”

      “I bet that gets old. My mom does the same for you.” He snickered. “My mom is actually the only reason I am here, to tell you the truth. I really didn’t want to see you.” The honesty was coming out, and I could feel the alcohol resting in my stomach in an uneasy way. Maybe it was the nerves. Maybe it was butterflies.

      “No one can really blame you.”

      I was happy. Thrilled. I was so mad at Tom, but seeing him now, I’m not sure he was worth all the anger. I looked good. I was turning heads, I could tell. Maybe I wasn’t as fat as I thought I was. Maybe I was worth more than Tom. I was worthy of being loved. Now I could see Tom was jealous and he didn’t feel comfortable either. Me making him miserable the night before his wedding just by being there was all the boost that I needed to feel like me again. I realized we split for a good reason, whether it was cosmic fate or just restless uncertainty. I wasn’t over Tom, but I was going to be.

      It grew silent and I finished my drink. “You look like you’re doing well, Tom.”

      “Thanks. You honestly look so great tonight, April.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “I’m serious.”

      I smiled at him and tapped my empty glass. “Well, this thing isn’t going to fill itself.” I walked away slowly towards the bar. Grant watched me step closer and patted the seat next to him. I leaned in and whispered to him “Was he watching me leave?”

      “Every step of the way. Bartender!” He shouted, playfully. “Let’s get this thirsty woman some heartbreak elixir.

      “It felt really shitty to see him again. There were a lot of mixed emotions.”

      “You’re in luck. I have mixed drinks for mixed emotions.” Grant joked and ordered my next drink. I swayed with the jazz music. I was fairly tipsy but I was still in my right mind. I was glad that I told Tom the truth. I was happy that he was jealous. I wanted to hurt him back for hurting me. The best thing about hurting him this way was that I wasn’t doing a single thing wrong.

      It felt nice to be complimented by so many people. I felt a lot less hopeless than I had a week ago. This new April kick was certainly off to a great start. I was even enjoying my time with Grant. He won over my parents and even Tom’s parents. He even made me feel pretty when I wasn’t halfway down to my goal weight. Grant was being a really good friend and I could tell why Alex was so close to him. I wanted to know more about his day by day life. I wondered if he really had a hedge fund. It didn’t seem likely if he was an escort. And if he did, why was he an escort? There were much better ways for him to make money, or at least he didn’t really have to make money.

      Something about his carefree Las Vegas lifestyle really appealed to me. I wanted to be able to run away, have it so my parents stopped shaming me. I wanted to live too.  
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      This night went so much better than expected. I couldn’t imagine I had summoned enough courage to talk to Tom, and even more surprised that I told him off. I wasn’t the same woman anymore. I felt a bit carefree, like I was in control of my own destiny. I looked out from the windows. The night painted an illuminous portrait of the moon. The water looked like diamonds sparkling in waves, reflecting the stars and basking in the glow of the moon. So much of me wanted to jump in that ocean. Half of me wanted to confess about the lie, and the other half didn’t care if I got caught. One thing was for sure, I was going to let that cool water soak into my skin before I went back to reality.

      Grant sipped his last drink of the night. I had passed on having another, I was already past the point I thought I would get to. The ice clinked on the edge of his glass as he put his pink lips on the edge. My stomach felt warm, and I didn’t regret a single moment of the night. Part of me was glad I was forced to come. So much of the reservation was a fear or rejection, of being rejected again. As I looked at Grant I already reminisced about the great night we had had.

      Jazz music was playing softly in the background and I swayed to it slowly. I wanted to dance. I felt like dancing. I knew I could. I could just take Grant’s hand, head to the dimly lit floor and sway with him, his strong hands on my hips and his torso pressed against mine. I could smell his cologne from where I was sitting. I imagined how amazing it would smell even closer. I wanted to dance. I wanted to swim. I wanted to feel alive. I did feel alive. I wanted this feeling to last for the rest of my life, if not just the rest of this night.

      “What a fantastic song.” Grant said, swaying slightly with me. He put his arm around my shoulders, matching my rhythm, swaying to the bass’ metronome. With the alcohol and romance in the air, I felt light, like I could float up through the ceiling. I no longer felt weighted by my pound gains or my car wreck. I didn’t mind Tom, although he was staring and doing an awful job at making it subtle. I didn’t feel so burdened by my debt and loans to pay off. I wasn’t thinking about starting a career. I was only thinking about how wonderful the saxophone paired with the piano and bass, playing in harmony.

      “It really is.”

      “They should play this at our wedding.” Grant teased. I lightly slapped his leg and smiled. I knew he was kidding. He was either making an excellent performance, or he was toying with my emotions. He could give Meryl Streep a run for her money.

      I saw my mom staring, too. She sat on the other side of the room, having to act as an invisible podium for my tipsy father and Mr. Middleton’s hottest debate topic of the night. She looked unhappy. The look on her face was almost enough of an excuse to her horrible remarks at me. Almost. I could forgive her, but the emotional damage that had once pierced my soul created more problems that hadn’t had to have been there. Was this dull life of hers the root of her bitter attitude?

      Being able to look at her and see her that sad helped me learn to be less angry with her. I think in the future I could see where she was coming from and understand the situation better. Now I knew why she had so much hatred for Ms. Middleton. She found her to be competition. She was probably relieved when our wedding was called off, since she wouldn’t have to try to get us to like her better than my other mother-in-law. My mom was very sad. I didn’t like thinking about her this way, but I saw it in her eyes. At the same time, she does it to herself. This is a vicious spiral that she keeps herself in. I wasn’t going to be like that anymore.

      Grant ordered a glass of champagne and I turned my head to look at him. “I just wanted to enjoy this perfect moment with the perfect drink.” The bartender brought over a fine crystal glass, and I ordered a second one. I could probably handle just one more drink. “A toast to a lovely couple.” He remarked, clinking his glass next to my glass.

      I took a sip, and the sweet taste sent a rush to my head. All the small bubbles sparked in my mouth. As I looked at the diamond encrusted waves, I felt like I was drinking the liquid star shine that reflected in the perfect water.

      “I have something to tell you, Grant.”

      He looked at me, with a cool but somewhat concerned expression. “What is it?”

      “I don’t have a skin condition. I can swim just fine. I just didn’t feel like surfing on a first date.”

      He laughed and nodded. “I thought you were going to say you had cancer or something. I’m glad to know it’s the opposite.” The music danced around us in the air for a moment. “In that case, we are going to have to take a dip in that water.”

      I looked at his eyes. They were so soft. He looked back at mine. Little by little we leaned into each other’s gaze. I lost all the air in me. I closed my eyes. His lips were soft and warm, parting mine. The kiss didn’t last very long, but it felt like an eternity. He tasted like champagne. I felt my heart flutter. I wanted to kiss more. When I opened my eyes, I looked around to make sure no one saw. My mother and Tom were both staring because of course they were.

      It felt wrong, but also so perfect and so right. He put a hand on my knee and the shock woke me back up. It was all a lie. He was just acting. This was part of the job. This was what I paid him for. I felt disappointed. His face looked so sincere. Maybe he was sincere?

      No, it couldn’t have been. I wasn’t going to fall for him. He had to act as the date of other women several times. He had this down to a fine art. It was all just a play and I was his stage.

      Oscar for the best kiss goes to Grant and April in “Weekend at Tom’s Wedding”.

      He grabbed my hand and kissed that too. “We better say goodbye to everyone before we go back to our room.” I was still in a state of shock so all I could do was nod and follow his lead. I wasn’t nearly as experienced as he was, and I wanted his charm to rub off on me. Maybe at least the alcohol would help.

      We conquered our goodbyes, talking to hopefully everyone that we had to. We held hands, said what a lovely evening it was, and asked all the right questions without lingering too long. I didn’t mind being the dog on his leash for social interactions. It was easier for me this way.

      I felt my lips over and over with my fingers as we went to the elevators. I wanted more, but knew that I couldn’t accept it.
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      We stumbled back to the room as gracefully as we could. She made it look easy. I was having a bit more difficult time keeping it together. She had been sort of quiet in the elevators and I wondered if I had ruined the night somehow. I hoped that the kiss wasn’t too far, and had I been sober I would have kept it strictly professional. She just looked so nice that evening, and she was so enchanting. Her laugh made you feel like dancing. We came as close as we could to dancing, and I’ll be damned if this walk back to the room isn’t a clumsy version of a waltz.

      I playfully nudged her when she bumped into me. It made her smile. That was enough to tell me that she wasn’t upset. Maybe she was just tired. It made no use worrying about it, but I couldn’t live with myself if she were upset.

      “Is everything okay?”

      She looked at me with her large doe eyes. They were gorgeous. “Everything is exactly perfect.”

      My phone vibrated in my pocket and I wondered who would be calling me. I couldn’t handle a client now. I had set all those calls to be picked up by my voicemail. Everyone knew I was out of the office. I guess that wasn’t enough to keep them from ringing. I let this one go to voice mail as I put our card key in the door. Then my phone vibrated again.

      I checked the screen. It was my mom. The only reason for her calling this late had to be an emergency or an accident on her part. I told April to go in the room and that I would be in there in a bit. I picked it up.

      “Mom?”

      “How old are you?” Her voice sounded a bit stuffy, like she had a cold.

      “What?”

      “How old are you?” She had to be drunk. I was preparing for the point she was going to be making. She was either calling to shame my lifestyle or my other family members. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with this now, but I could tell she was fairly upset.

      “Twenty-Six.”

      “Right. Gold star.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      “Abso-lutely everything.”

      “I need you to be more specific. Is this a mid-life crisis.”

      “No!” She shrieked back. “How dare you. No. Not me, but maybe your father…” Here we go. I sighed. “I mean, she’s pregnant! How can someone still be fertile. How?”

      “It’s science.”

      “It’s ludicrous, that’s what it is! He knocked up that 32-year old-woman. How can he still have the stamina to do that? He didn’t have any when we separated, I can tell you that. That well was dry to the bone.”

      “Can we skip those kinds of details?”

      “Sorry.” She hiccupped. “It just isn’t fair. What does that little girl see in him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll tell you what she sees.” She started answering her own question. I hardly had to be present for calls like this with my mother, she just wanted to spread her opinions on her children like fertilizer on a garden. “She sees dollar signs. You know he is older than me. He is going to croak first. Especially with the way he lives.” She scoffed. “I bet he doesn’t live long enough to see that brat graduate.”

      “That’s awful, mom.”

      “Sorry. Sorry.” She slurped something on the other side and then continued. “That baby is going to have nephews older than him. That’s sick. I never thought I would have married into this kind of a family.”

      “Yeah, and now you divorced out of it too.”

      “That hurts, Grant.” She sniffled.

      “I know, I’m sorry, mom.” Even through their marriage neither of my parents were home much. They only had themselves to blame for having a child who was an escort. I think they got tired of parenting after my first few brothers. We were all accidents, but it seemed like I was more accident than the others were.

      “That really really hurts. That’s a shitty thing to say.”

      “Sorry.”

      “How is your marriage going?” I tried to change the conversation.

      “It’s fine. Ben has to have a knee cap surgery next week and he has been complaining about his back. It makes me feel so old to date someone his age. Why couldn’t he be 32. I’d even settle for 40.”

      “You’re married and he is an appropriate age for you.” That is, for her age. He was twenty years older than her. I would escort with that difference but I don’t think I would ever marry with that kind of a difference. The picking pool gets slimmer the older you become.

      “Yeah, well.” She sniffed again. “I’m a grandma and your dad is going to be a dad again. It makes me sick.”

      “I’d love to chat longer about this, but I’m in the middle of something. We can talk more when I get back home.”

      “Of course you’re busy. You’re always too busy for me.” She sniffled. I wasn’t going to fall for her guilt trip. My conscious wasn’t clumsy enough for that.

      “I love you, mom.”

      “Fine. I love you too. Come home sometime.”

      I didn’t like leaving my mom sad like that, but she was annoying me with her complaints and I was already annoyed by dad enough as it was. I hated hearing about that kind of stuff. He was too old to have a healthy sex life, especially with someone so young. He would be closer to death than that baby was to being an adult. My dad was never really considerate of my mom’s feelings, but this wasn’t really much of her business anymore. I could understand why she was upset.

      I already had three other brothers. I was the baby, and so everyone thought I got off so easy. Really it meant my parents had the highest standards for me. Now there was another baby and I can’t imagine the anxiety it would put on the child or how easily it would be spoiled since it was an only child. I hoped it would be an only child.

      When I got back in the room April had showered and put her sweats on. She was flipping back and forth from HGTV to the Food network with a bag of chips in her lap.

      “I thought you said you were on a diet.”

      “Yeah but I’m drunk also so,” she stuck out her tongue at me. If anyone didn’t need to diet, it was April. She was curved, but all of them were an excellent size. They added interest to her body. I much preferred this to all the thin women in the shows in Vegas. It was nice for a little change. She was different than them in a lot of ways. “Who was that on the phone?”

      “It was my mom.”

      “Oh. I figured it was another…”

      “Cougar?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, you were still right.”

      “Oh.” She looked over at me then back at the TV. “Complicated family.”

      “Definitely. Why do you think I became a hooker?”

      She smiled at me and went back to watching the set on TV about remodelling a house. Outside of college I have never met anyone as anxious and semi-crazy as April. Sometimes she would talk to herself out loud. She did a really good job of drifting off into her own place It was funny to watch her chain of thoughts and what she day dreamed about. The less sad she got the more positive her dreams were. Before it seemed like she had a drive because she wanted to prove herself, but in the small amount of time that I had known her she had switched a little. It seemed like she was trying to start doing things because she wanted to and because she made them happy. She no longer seemed ashamed of me, her escort date. She was beginning to embrace the weekend and the fun we would have.

      I was really hoping that now that she wanted to swim that we would. Hopefully soon. Hopefully tonight. Hopefully naked.

      I sat on the bed and watched the show with her, but I wasn’t really paying attention to the TV. April would point out details of certain houses, explaining that she had always dreamed of living in a place like that or with that or yadda yadda. When it was on the food network she would groan and ask me frequently if we should get food service. I had to keep turning it down, letting her know each time that I had to watch my intake and I had already gone over with the alcohol.

      “Meeeee too.” She laughed and finished the bags of chips. “That’s why I figured why not.”

      “It’s not like you need to stick to it that tightly, anyway.”

      “Yes I do.” She started to look a little disappointed. “If I don’t stick to it in the beginning, odds are I won’t stick to it at all. But right now I’m drunk so it doesn’t count.”

      “Right.” I sorted through my bag, looking for my tooth brush.

      “I’ll be hot again soon.”

      “You’re gorgeous now. You don’t need to work out anymore.”

      “Grant. I can’t be a potato forever.”

      “The only reason why you are saying that is because you are what you eat and you just had a bag of those.”

      She snorted and threw the bag at me.

      “I really don’t get how you don’t see it. Why do you have such low self confidence?”

      “My mom.” She mumbled. April seemed like she was in less of a joking mood and more of a somber mood now. She was beginning to sober up.

      “How does your mom make you feel bad?”

      “She reminds me of the accident. She tells me about how I gained a ton of weight on it.”

      “That’s horrible. That can’t be true.”

      “It was 70 lbs.”

      I stood and blinked at her a bit. That was a lot of weight to put on. If she had gained that much and looked like this, how little had she weighed before? “Even if you are bigger than you were before, you aren’t fat by any means.”

      “That’s so sweet of you.”

      “But you really aren’t. You just have hips and boobs.” She blushed and turned it back to HGTV before the cooking was done. “Why did you switch it?”

      “I don’t have any more food to eat and that channel makes me so hungry.”

      “Then just order room service. Just because I’m not eating doesn’t mean you can’t.”

      “Please?” She looked at me with puppy dog eyes. “If I do, you have to.”

      It was really hard to resist. I had already gone over my diet by 563 calories, and I didn’t really want to have to work all of those off when I got back home. I was having a great time, though. Maybe I could surf it off, or do some heavy dancing at the wedding. April started chanting the word “indulge” over and over, growing from quiet to fairly loud.

      “Fine.”

      “Yay!” She picked up the phone and dialed the number. “What do you want?”

      “How about a banana split?”

      “Wooh! Chocolately and starchy. Just how I like it.”

      She told them our order, fumbling a few words when she spoke. After she hung up the receiver she crossed her arms and smiled at me.

      “What?”

      “Normally I’d have to recite a phone call before I made it for it to go that well.” She smirked. “And I convinced pretty boy to eat tons of fat with me.”

      “And I convinced pretty girl to give in to her temptations.”

      “Whatever. You’re nothing special.” She said, sarcastically. I could see her cheeks become rosier each time I complimented her. It felt good to make her feel better, and it felt great to see the reaction physically. Normally people don’t react that much when you compliment them, but she internalized each one. I hope she knew I meant it with every fiber of my being. I tugged at my tie and slipped it off.
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      “Woah, what are you doing?” I said and Grant began to lift his shirt out of his pants. “In the bathroom.”

      “What? You’ve never seen a man shirtless before?”

      I blushed.

      “You know, if we go swimming, you can’t exactly run away in the ocean. It’s dangerous.” He took his shirt off and then his undershirt. I looked away. When I looked back he was laying in the bed with only his boxers and a hotel robe on.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Laying down.”

      “No way. You’re going to sleep on the couch.”

      “No I’m not.”

      “It’s part of the deal.”

      “No, I just said I won’t be sleeping with you. I never said I wouldn’t be sharing a bed sleeping with you.”

      “You have to.”

      “It’s too uncomfortable.”

      “It’s perfectly comfortable. You haven’t even sat on it, how would you know?”

      “You haven’t sat on it either.” He was right, but I was starting to become impatient. “You wouldn’t know if it’s comfy or not. And if it’s that comfy, why don’t you sleep on it?”

      “My invite, my rules.”

      He chuckled, rolling his eyes. “Well you are just going to have to deal with this. I’m not going to break my back just because you don’t want to share.” He got up and went to the bathroom. “I still have to shower. You can get used to the idea while I am gone.”

      The ice cream was delivered and I stress ate. The more food I put in my body, the more I could feel myself becoming sober. If I hadn’t gotten to be better friends with him I probably would have offered him the bed instead of the couch. I felt comfortable enough with him now, though, to demand he be the bigger man. It’s funny how quickly you can be acquainted to someone when put in high stress situations with plenty of booze. Especially when you are both about the same amount of comfortable. Actually, he seemed more used to this than me. He could dance his way through social groups like a ballerina. I was going to have to read his book on how to be a charming person without having sex with them.

      I finished all the ice cream. He took incredibly long showers. I wondered if maybe he had more products than me or if he needed time to settle. I heard the water turn off so I tucked myself under the covers, hoping that if I couldn’t argue his way out of sleeping on the bed. I could hog the bed to a point where he didn’t want to sleep on it. The door began to open. I squeezed my eyes shut and did my best drunk impression of a sleeping person.

      “Are you going to scoot over, or am I going to have to make you?” I peeked out of one of my eyes. He started to take off his robe, wearing nothing but his boxer briefs. Each of his abs were like little mountains on his stomach. It took all my effort not to stare. I did an awful job. He slid into the bed, nudging me onto one side as he did.

      “Separate blankets.” I said, hoping that the layers would give us some distance. He respected my request, letting out a sigh and rolling his eyes a bit.

      I could see by the smirk on his face that I had assumed right. He loved to shock me. I don’t know if it made me blush every time he did, but my face got hot. I wondered how he knew. What part of me was giving away my inner thoughts? “Why do you keep surprising me?”

      “Your face gets rosy and you babble. You just speak your mind. It’s like you lose control of your tongue. And who doesn’t like to have their body marveled?”

      “Me.”

      He looked at me, some sorrow in his eyes. I could tell my self pity was starting to annoy him. He had told me I was beautiful enough times for me to get annoyed by that even. We both said nothing. Looking in his eyes I could see the sharp details in the pools of brown. He looked caring. He looked trustworthy. He looked like he cost a million dollars, which I didn’t have.

      I could still feel his body through the sheets we had between us. All my hopes for a fun sleepover with him were dashed out of my head. I had lived with a gay male for so long that I forgot how to interact with a straight one. This wasn’t like a best friend sleepover, and that made it difficult for me to know how to act. I wanted to play his game. I wanted to shock him back. I wanted to know what that power felt like.

      “I didn’t save any ice cream for you. You shouldn’t have showered so long.” I sassed.

      “Good. I didn’t want any.”

      Damn. This was going to be harder than it seemed.

      He started to lean in, and I scooted back a little. I wanted to lean in too, though. So badly. I wanted to feel those lips again. I hate how badly I wanted to be with him. I hate that he knew that. I hate that I couldn’t tell if he was taking advantage of my wallet or my heart. There was no way that I could kiss him. I couldn’t kiss him this weekend, at least.

      “What?” He opened his eyes. I surprised him this time, not giving in.

      “We can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I didn’t answer. I was afraid that if I did I would offend him. I didn’t know how to respond. His brown eyes pierced through mine. I wanted to kiss him. I felt guilty for giving in and guiltier for not giving in. I couldn’t afford him enough already, and if this was a clever Vegas trick, I would be on the streets in no time.

      I didn’t want to think of the future anymore. All that had given me is worry and a false sense of insecurity. Things always work out, and if they didn’t, I could cross that bridge when I got to it. I needed to shock him back, to put him in his place. He still looked at me, but had eased away a bit.

      I repeated myself.

      “We just can’t.”

      I didn’t want to say that I couldn’t afford him. I didn’t want to say that I never thought I would go this far with a prostitute. I didn’t want to say anything. And I didn’t have to. He seemed to read my mind, his eyes seeing my thoughts. Grant leaned in, kissing me on the mouth anyway, not caring about  what that I thought.

      And I stopped thinking when he did that. I didn’t feel anything but the rush of blood that his mouth was giving me. I felt light. His lips were caressing mine sweetly. I had resisted enough tonight, I decided to indulge myself. I kissed him back, hard. Our lips parted and we kept kissing and kissing, long and soft, then quickly and hard. Our tongues would dance with each other, licking the inside of our mouths. He put his hand on my cheek. It was like a pillow and released a world of butterflies into my stomach. I reached back, my hand on his head too, all the while pressing my lips onto his.

      I couldn’t think anymore. I could only feel. My primitive being was taking over, and I felt hot. I wanted him. I combed my fingers through his hair. It was still a little wet, but soft and silky in the dry parts. It felt like a feather dancing across my fingers. I wanted to giggle. I resisted that urge, keeping my mouth occupied with his.

      We kissed for a long time. We kissed hard. I was justifying this to myself in my head, trying to silence my dizzying thoughts. He never said a kiss would cost me anything. And he started it. This was all his doing. It could be off the books if it was out of his own control, right?

      He moved his hand down, slowly, passing over my neck and then shoulder, to where it was under the covers on my arm. It was beneath the sheet that separated us. He rested it on my waist, putting the other hand back up behind my neck again. I wondered if he could feel my pulse, beating against his hand.

      I started to move my hand too, mimicking him. It went down to his neck, to his shoulders, and it stopped as I placed it over his peck. It was firm and soft. His skin was gentle but firm underneath. His muscles rippled. I moved it down, stopping on his side.

      My head tore back. I looked in his eyes. I had gone this far without asking. I wanted to ask. I wanted to say “what are we doing?” but I couldn’t, because I knew very well. His eyes were so dreamy. He didn’t think anything of my pulling back. He just leaned forward again, waiting for me to kiss him back. And I did. And with that his hand moved up my shirt.

      I wanted to suck in my stomach, but now it was too late to do that. He rested his palm on the curve of my waist, petting me back and forth. Everything in me felt alive. His fingers were rubbing my back sweetly, reassuring me that this was fine. It was fine. I felt fine. I felt great. I felt wonderful, like this mattress was a cloud and we were floating high above that dumb party and dumb rent and other fees. We were carelessly sailing the sky, just kissing.

      It felt right here with him. I felt cared for. I felt the outline of his penis on the sheet between us. I tossed it up. Every part of me fell into a million pieces as he touched me, trailing his hand up to my bra. I pulled him in tighter, kissing his neck slowly. He smelled like a candle I had had months ago. He smelled like summer. My lips moved back to his mouth as he reached behind and unhooked my bra. I was surprised by how quickly he unfastened it. He liked surprising me. He liked surprises.

      I took this opportunity to shock him back. I put my leg on him, flipping into a straddling position. His hands rested on my waist. I could feel him hard beneath me. I noticed my breathing was uneven. I kissed him on the mouth again slowly. His hands pushed up on my shirt until it was off. I pulled back a little. It had been so long that all these sensations felt so new to me. His lips met mine again, slowing even more. I leaned down on him, my hands behind his head, twisting in his hair.

      His palms curled up my waist back up to the bra. He took it off slowly, kissing my arms as he pulled it down them. I gasped. He loved it, kissing hard, trailing back up to my shoulder, my neck, my mouth.

      His hands curled around my thighs, then trailed up my back just as slowly as the kisses had trailed to my mouth. I could feel goose bumps raise up on my arms. A chill was sent through my back. He smiled under my kiss and traced his fingers to my breasts, gently grabbing them.

      Everything felt so sensitive. My heart was beating out of my chest. I wondered if he could feel it beneath his hand, tapping out a message in Morse code. It was screaming for him to take me. It was screaming his name. It was screaming, and all I could do was let muffled gasps escape under our kisses. He was still smiling. His fingers squeezed gently, making me make more noise.

      He bit my lip gently. His tongue dipped into my mouth then out, licked my lips. He kissed my cheek, and I could feel it was hot from my blushing that he loved so much. He kissed my neck. Did I smell like summer too? He kissed my shoulder. Then moved his mouth down, making a trail of kissing to my chest, sending a jolt to my head each kiss he gave.

      My hips twisted. He let out a small breath. He was hot too. I pulled back, kissing him on the mouth. My hands released his hair and grabbed at his boxer seams. I couldn’t resist him anymore.

      I realized what I was doing and stopped myself. He had to make the advances. I wanted him to do it. And as if he could read my mind, he did, shoving an index finger down in between my pants and my panties. He grabbed at the seam of my pants with both hands, now. Tugging them down little by little.

      I tore down on his boxers. I felt his penis beneath me. He drew back, opening his eyes up at me. “Your turn.”

      He didn’t have to say it twice. I rolled onto my back, where he worked quickly, pulling down my pant and then my panties. I kicked them off. His hands came back, one resting on my boob, and the other on my hips, thumb petting back and forth on my pelvis. He pulled his head back and smiled at me.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I couldn’t respond. I had too much adrenaline rushing through my body. I didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t wait for me to say anything. He kissed me again, this time trailing from my mouth down to my neck, down my cleavage, down to my stomach, and then he worked his way to my hips, kissing the side before he started licking me. I sighed. His hands pushed my legs, bending the knees up and apart, far enough to keep his body in as he started to suck on my clit.

      His hands pet my thighs as he did this. I sighed. I kept sighing, gasping, and letting out little moans. He pushed into me, taking me by surprise. I put my hands on his head and he pulled it up. He had a boyish grin on his face. He kissed my body back up, slowly, until he stopped at my neck.

      “Kiss me.” I sighed. I didn’t care where his mouth had been. I didn’t care about anything but him and I. He did as I said, kissing me gently. He drew back and stopped. I almost asked what was wrong, but then I saw him slide the condom on.

      Okay. So this was all real. And it was all happening. Okay. Good. Great. I felt a bit embarrassed as I lay there, naked. No one had seen me naked at this size. Had I known that I would have gone this far, I would have done more maintenance and probably ran a few miles today. It was too late to care about that now. His smile was reassuring though, as he scooted back up and slid inside me.

      His body beat against mine, very slowly and gently. I kissed his mouth, again and again. My legs curled around and I rested my hands on his back. He kissed me back, then moved to my neck, kissing and breathing heavily. He was sweet and gentle. Too gentle. I kissed him, turning my body so we were side by side and then I was on top.

      I brought my head back. I saw he was blushing now too. I bounced on him, feeling powerful. I could see him, waiting for me to kiss him. I did, but it wasn’t on the mouth. I kissed his neck. I humped faster and harder than he had been. I felt electricity building up in my body. I heard my self sighing and I could hear him breathing just as heavily as me, if not harder.

      I climaxed, blood rushing through my body. He was still going, so I kept going. I felt all my stress run out of my body, I was relaxed. He grabbed me and flipped me back so that I was on bottom, and he was on top.

      This time he didn’t kiss me either. He leaned over me, looking me in the eyes. They were so gentle. He pounded and pounded until he winced and shook. He pulled out and rolled over, panting like a dog.

      “Wow.” He gasped, checking the clock. It was late. Very late. I got up to go to the bathroom, still a little wobbly and weak in the knees. I was stone cold sober now. I felt alive. I splashed some water on my face and went through my routine, brushing my hair and teeth.

      If I was going to pay for that, it was worth the money. I would have to see if he took layaway. I cleaned my face and threw a baggy shirt on. He was laying on the bed, body turned towards me. He was sweaty and above the covers, his boxers were back on.

      “Do you have any water?” He asked me. I reached into the mini fridge and gave him one. He drank it quickly, emptying almost half of it. I laid down next to him and asked if he wanted to watch a show.

      “Sure. I might fall asleep, though. That took a lot out of me.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I lied. I had never been more awake in my life. I flipped the TV on and he turned the lights out. I pondered moving to the couch, but I figured there was no point in that anymore. The deed was done. He was asleep in a matter of minutes and I was awake, staring past the infomercials before me, mind swimming with thoughts. It took a few hours before I fell asleep.
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      When I woke up I noticed drool on my pillow. I hadn’t drooled since I was a kid.  April wasn’t next to me anymore. I flipped the pillow over and rested my head back, thinking about the night before. She was just as hot as I imagined, and even hotter underneath all those clothes with her hair all messed up. Thinking about her made me want her to be in bed next to me, ready for a second round.

      Of course, she wasn’t there, though. I decided to take a cold shower. I had sweat enough that I was starting to get a bit stinky, so I popped in the shower. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her lips were like a little bow, perched on her face. Even the shower didn’t help take my mind off of it. Switching to cold water, I rinsed out my hair and tried to plan for the day.

      If we had time, we would have to go enjoy the water. The shower was hardly enough to satisfy my thirst, my craving. I needed the ocean like the fish did. When I got back in the room I could hear the waves lapping onto the beach. April was out there, two coffees on the table.

      Sneaking over, I kissed her on the top of the head and took one of the coffees.

      “Thanks. After this and last night, I can’t see how you’re still single.”

      She ignored my flirtation. “I didn’t know how you took it, so I brought up some cream and sugar packets too.”

      “I take it black. Or with a little bit of ice cream.” I smiled at her again. She didn’t smile back. I saw her coffee looked like a mug of milk with a hint of coffee in it. “How are you feeling today?”

      “A little hung over, but okay.”

      We both sat there for a while, taking in the view. “Do you think there will be time to swim? We should go when we get a chance.”

      “I don’t know if we will, between the party and every other thing that has to happen in between.” I was disappointed, but I understood.

      “I figured. I’ll just come back out here sometime and surf. I used to be really big into surfing. I still am, actually, but college gave me a lot more free time. Especially since I was directly on a beach. Sometimes my escorts will let me surf, a few even go with me, but most of the time they want to go to paradise without actually getting a feel for it.” I felt so natural around her that I forgot not to talk about previous jobs. I just wanted to talk about everything with her. Talking about my work was starting off on the wrong foot. I looked at her eyes. She didn’t seem bothered. She was blushing, again, however. She reached into her bag, and pulled out an envelope and handed it to me.

      My stomach turned. “What’s this?” I could guess what it was. I was worried that she would have felt like this. What happened last night had nothing to do with her needing me here, what had happened was between us. I thought we had a connection. I opened the envelope. There were four crisp one hundred dollars bills that I know she had to go to the bank for. I looked back at her. She smiled, and I wanted to forgive her. I couldn’t. Now I knew what she had thought of me that whole time.

      “Is this a joke?” I was stunned. Normally that was her job. The look on her face was confusion. I threw the envelope back on the table and picked up my coffee, scolding hot. I drank it anyway. She still wasn’t talking. I don’t think she knew what to say. “Wham-Bam-Thank-You-Sir” wasn’t a great rhyme, so I am sure she was speechless on how to treat a prostitute like me.

      “Are you mad?”

      “Hell yes I’m mad. I’m livid.”

      “Why? If someone handed me that I would be thrilled.” She brushed her hair out of her face and looked out to the ocean. I could tell she was trying to stay calm. She had had a glow around her until I started yelling. Now she looked frustrated, but she stayed calm still, keeping her eyes on the water.

      “Money has nothing to do with what happened between us.” I said each word like they ended with a period. “You don’t need to think much of me, I don’t work for Google or anything, but you can at least treat me like a human being, and not some commodity to buy.”

      I realized the irony in my statement as I said it. I was exactly that. I sold myself to women for money. The whole reason I took this job wasn’t even for the money. It was for the thrill of making someone else pleased. It was so different from home. My parents were both always measuring me up to other people and kids. Being an escort was one of the few escapes I had where someone could be thrilled by the sight of me and want me to visit again and again.

      “Woah, I don’t care if you work for Google, I don’t care if you’re an escort or not. I just - ”

      “Isn’t that what this whole thing is? You want to get hot, which you already are. That piece of shit just didn’t know what he had and so he didn’t treat you like a person. You want to find a great date, say he is perfect for you and make me do this dance and song for your parents and friends and they are super impressed. They all see how happy you are doing, but not really and for what? So you can show up at your perfect ex-fiancee’s wedding, with someone strapped to you just to prove to everyone that you could turn out fine?”

      I felt like an ass as I said it. Words were just pouring out of my mouth. I saw the hurt look in her eyes. I wanted to help, but she hurt me first.

      “Besides, if you really wanted to buy me, you couldn’t afford me. I charge ten times that, sometimes more. Keep your money. You need it more than I do.”

      That pushed it over. I didn’t care how much I hated myself at that point because some small part of me knew that it needed to be said. The other old ladies and billion-millionaires knew that I was their toy. They took me places, and I did the same song and dance for them. But with them it was all a charade. With her it was real. It felt real. If it weren’t, I would have pulled out more tricks last night, believe me. I don’t need to keep it simple, I just chose to. I didn’t want our first time to be a mockery of sex. I wanted her to feel like she was wanted back. Apparently I did a shitty job at it.

      I finished my coffee and slammed down the mug. I wanted to leave. I wished I had never met her. Not like this. This was not how it was suppose to go. We were supposed to be laughing and naked, still on the bed. We should have had morning sex, the only thing better than the first time. It’s so playful and fun. Instead we were doing business over coffee. I wanted April to be the exception. I didn’t know how to feel. I didn’t know how to react. All that came out was my anger and disappointment.

      I had never acted like this before. Normally when I am bothered by something I can take it in calm strides. I don’t know what was different this time. I felt like a child throwing a fit. My mind was going in circles. I was upset with her but I also wanted to help her at the same time. I didn’t want to be mad. I didn’t want to stay mad. I didn’t want to feel like an object to her, though. I thought that it was clear that what we were doing was off the books. Apparently not. I should start saying “Off the record” to her. That would be annoying. That would be dumb.

      I noticed I was pacing in the room. I went back and forth between the bed and the porch. I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to turn back time to before the fight. I wanted to turn back time to before we started flirting back and forth. I hoped she wasn’t just acting back. I certainly wasn’t acting around her.

      I left her like that, silent and confused. I went into the room and got dressed. I only had nice clothes, but I didn’t feel like wearing them now. I felt like going down to the lobby in pajamas and just kicking back. I felt like doing a couple laps from here to Asia to blow off steam.

      This was the first time I felt like this. I hadn’t felt used before. Not that she had used me. I don’t really know what was making me so mad, but I was hoping this wedding could get over quickly. The faster I was out of here, the faster I could regain my sensibility. I wanted to swim. I wanted to run. I wanted to do something to blow off this steam. I didn’t have the right clothes or time for any of these apparently, so I decided maybe drinking was my best option. Lucky for me, I get all the drinks I need on the house. Apparently I’m worth that much here.

      “I’m going down to the lobby.” I shouted at her.

      She didn’t know what to say or how to respond. I could tell I shocked her, but not in the way I wanted to. It was all unpleasant. I just grabbed the clothes that were on top of the rest and threw them on. I left the room, shoes in hand. I put them on in the elevator.
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      I was silent. My mind ran in circles and my mouth fell open. Did that just happen? All I could do was stare at the door he just slammed. Did that really just happen? I didn’t know what to do or say. I was speechless. How did that just happen? I counted in my head when he said it. Four thousand dollars for one night? That was ridiculous. I couldn’t believe that. What was happening? What was happening right now?

      I felt a little bad for assuming that he was just doing what he was doing for money, but at the same time, we never established there was anything outside of that. I started to cry a little. This weekend had been an emotional roller coaster. What goes up must come down, I just didn’t know why it had to be a plummeting crash when I was only just experiencing life above sea level.

      The shouting had hurt my head. I took a couple ibuprofens with my coffee and finished the cup. I wasn’t sure what my next move should be. It was early in the day, but there was already so much that had happened and much more for me to do.

      I was surprised that he just stormed out. That seemed out of character for him. He had been so calm and cool the whole time I knew him. I never thought he was capable of blowing up like that. I didn’t know what he was doing in the lobby, and I didn’t care to see him yet. I was upset. I didn’t do anything wrong. I just wanted to make sure that I wasn’t taking his acts the wrong way.

      I wiped my eyes and took a long long shower. I was right about him having more products than me, and they were the really really nice stuff. I hadn’t even heard of some of these brands. I was sure that they were made with Oprah’s tears. I decided to use some of them. He could more than afford it, if he made that much money. No wonder he was so clean. I was glad he charged that much. If I had gotten someone that had actually only charged $400 I might have been skinned or gotten mange.

      My hair felt so soft after I used his shampoo. I smelled vaguely like colognes. My skin had never been fresher. I was going to have to steal some of this and put it in a travel container. If he was going to accuse me of using him, I might as well actually use him.

      When I got out I rapped myself in the robe he had worn the night before and called Travis. He better have a great explanation for this. He didn’t answer the first time. I dialed again, and he picked up on the first ring. “Hey, I’m at the gym. Is everything okay?”

      “Four thousand dollars?”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Four. Thousand!?”

      “So you know, then?”

      “Of course I know. When were you planning on telling me? What did you have to do to get this kind of a deal, anyway? Sell your soul? Did you sell mine?”

      “Girl. Chill. I was doing you a favor. You are broke as a joke.”

      “But he doesn’t need to know that! He is just there for the weekend for you.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “Oh no.”

      I took a deep sigh. I was in it now. I hadn’t realized how strong my feelings for him were until I was scared that he was no longer a possibility to me.

      “You have feelings for him, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “Well you are going to have to do some crazy magic, because I can’t afford to buy him for you every night of the week.”

      “Well… Actually…” I was quiet for a moment.

      “Go on.”

      “Last night we kind of…”

      “Kissed?”

      “Yes.

      “So?”

      “And there was more.” My voice squeaked at the end.

      “Uhh.. How much more are we talking?”

      “We are talking, like, all the way.”

      “Like… You went all the way all the way?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Like not just a hug or something, but him penetrating inside of you all the way?”

      “Gross.” There was never an excuse to use the word penetration, even if it was in an appropriate or correct usage. “But yeah. And this morning just made it worse.”

      “Why? Did you double dip? Is he sending a ransom to your family for the dirty cash?”

      “No. We were at breakfast, and I gave him the money because I figured, well, I don’t know. I didn’t want him to think he wasn’t getting paid.”

      “Sure, yeah. I get that.” He was breathing heavy in the background. I could tell he was starting to run again.

      “But then he got super pissed. He slammed his coffee on the table and started yelling about how I’m a horrible person and how last night had nothing to do with money, and then he just stormed out and he has been in the lobby for god knows how long now.”

      He stopped breathing heavy. I could tell he stopped again. “So…”

      “So?”

      “So he has feelings back?”

      “I… I guess….”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah.” I picked some of the paint off of one of my fingers. “What do I do?”

      “I don’t know, I have never had to deal with that kind of drama. Prostitutes are all news to me.”

      “You think I have experience?” I scoffed.

      “More than I do. As of now.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Sorry.” He started jogging again. His speech was becoming quick.

      “So you see my dilemma.”

      “Girl, I would help you if I knew how, but your situation was already fucked before you even got the party invite.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, you’re telling me.”

      “If you want my honest opinion, I’d say ask him how he really feels. It’s not your fault that you thought a prostitute might have been sleeping with you for money.”

      I chuckled. Travis was the best at making me laugh. He knew that too, so he pushed harder.

      “And how would anyone believe that he would want to touch someone as hideous as you?”

      “I know. I get confused with the sea monsters so often I have my own fan page dedicated to the search for me.”

      He laughed too. “I have had people come to our house and ask me for pictures or evidence of life in your natural habitat.”

      “Yeah, a lot of people do the same for you.” We both sighed.

      “I’ll have a ton of wine waiting for you when you get back. I have to go. Keep me updated.”

      “Okay. Just know I hate you forever for lying.”

      “Yeah, you’ll get over it.”

      The line clicked. He was right. I would get over it. It wasn’t close to the worst thing that had happened to me the past year. Sadly, it was actually one of the nicer things anyone had done for me in a while. I didn’t have a clue what to do. The engagement party was tonight, and my paid-date was mad at me for paying for him, my mom would kill me if I didn’t show and ridicule me if I were alone. I didn’t want to have to deal with any of this anymore.

      Maybe I was wrong to come here. Did I really care that much about my parents approval? I was an adult now. I can make all my own decisions. I should have just stood up for myself. My mom could have dealt with me not coming here. Why would she want me to come? Having been left before, she should know how bad it hurts to see Tom. It makes it even worse that he is with another person, and he is having the time of his life.

      I had had enough. I didn’t care what my parents would say, I’d take them yelling at me. I grabbed a towel and put on my swim suit. If I was going to have to be held hostage here in Santa Barbra, then I was going to swim. I wiped both of my cheeks to get rid of the tears and put on the suit I had packed. I still felt weird wearing a one piece, but I had felt a little self esteem boost from last night. I wondered if I was really as good looking as everyone had said. I would have to see the reaction tonight when I didn’t choose the skimpiest dress I owned.

      I put on some of the sun screen. It smelled like a pina colada and I wanted one so bad. I was avoiding going downstairs still. It was probably best to let Grant deal with his anger in his own way and just come back upstairs when he blew off some steam. I called room service again. They were going to have my face and room number memorized. I put an order for two pina coladas in, extra strong.

      While I waited, I paced the room. Tonight was the engagement. Tonight. I had to do so much in so little time. Swimming was not realistic. I didn’t care. I didn’t want to think about all the things I had to do to get ready. I didn’t want to think about having to apologize to Grant. I was in the wrong for giving him the money, but at the same time this was the most intense and confusing thing that has ever happened to me.

      I drank the drinks when they came up and watched some more TV. I had to work up the courage to walk through the lobby. It was going to take all my effort and mental capacity to stay calm and look like I had the perfect life that I had painted for everyone last night. The alcohol helped give me that extra push I needed. I put normal clothes on over my swim suit, just in case I needed to do not fun things instead of not caring. I went out of the room and walked past the elevator and to the stairs. I knew I was going to regret this the next day. I started walking down the steps, hoping this would be a good enough work out for the month.
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      I was mad. Mostly at myself. I had never yelled at a client before, and maybe that is because I didn’t think of April as one. I walked to the bar, jacket held tight in my hands. The staff greeted me with a smile and I tossed the card down.

      “Mimosa, please. Keep them coming.”

      This is what breakfast looks like when your day needs an extra kick to keep up with you.

      The more I thought about it, the madder I became at myself. It wasn’t April’s fault. She didn’t know. If I had been in her situation I probably would have been more confused than ever. She didn’t deserve to get yelled at. I did. I made it unprofessional, and I fell for my client. I had sworn before that that would never happen. I had never expected to have a woman like April, though. There had to be some way that I could patch this up. I downed the mimosa and rested my head in my hands.

      “Tough morning?” One of the bartenders asked. He was shinning a glass with a rag, just like the stereotypical image that every TV show and movie used. I had to laugh.

      “I couldn’t begin to explain it even if I wanted to.”

      He nodded back at me. An order on the phone came and he started to make two pina coladas. They looked so nice, though it was a bit early in the day. I budgeted more calories in my diet for trips, so it wasn’t the worst idea, just a bad one.

      “I’ll have one of those, too.”

      The bartender smiled and sent me one over. It was thick and luscious, served in a pineapple. I raised my glass to him and drank. It woke up the part of my mind that was still asleep.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, so maybe this doesn’t apply, but I don’t think you should let your vacation here be spoiled. It’s so lovely outside and there is so much to enjoy. When you remember this place, are you going to want to remember the bad times or all the good?”

      Bartenders have a way of looking into your soul and seeing your desires and fears. He was right about not spoiling the vacation. Even if it was ruined between April and I, I could still enjoy the weather and these drinks. “That’s excellent advice.” I drank more of the pineapple. “Normally, I’m the one who fixes problems for a living. It’s nice to have someone else for a change.”

      “Are you a doctor?” He said. “Like, a therapist or something?”

      “Something like that.” Some people considered sex therapy. Those people were called sex addicts, and they were some of my best clients. I checked my watch. It was eleven. There was still enough time to enjoy the day.

      Finishing the pina coladas, I ordered another mimosa. The champagne bubbles and orange juice were just what I needed. I turned in my chair, surveying the room. I saw some people getting breakfast from the party last night. I hadn’t recognized most of them, I only talked to the people that April had known. Entering the lobby as I looked was Tom. I avoided eye contact. If there was one thing that this morning did not need heaped onto it, it was an interaction with that guy.

      “Hey,” I said to the bartender. “You see that guy over there in the brown button up?” The bartender nodded. “What is he doing?”

      “Well, he is looking around. Okay, he is looking at you. He is staring at you. He is starting to walk over here.”

      “Shit.” I raised my glass to him. “Good luck to both of us, then.” I downed the drink and felt a hand on my left shoulder.

      “Hey, buddy.”

      “Oh, hey Tom. How are things going today?”

      His eyes were bloodshot and heavy with baggage. “Great.”

      “Ready for today’s adventures?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” He ordered a rum and coke. I decided he might have had a worse start to this morning than I had. “How does a man like yourself get away with a weekend from work?”

      “Great employees.”

      Tom smiled weakly back at me. “What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I own a hedge fund.”

      He let out a soft whistle. “How did you get that gig? Help from your parents?” I could see doubt in his eyes. I took out my wallet, fishing for a business card.

      “I started as a day trader and worked my way up. I am pretty good with it, and so I figured I would let other people get a chance to practice their own skills.” I handed the card to it, and he held it from the corners like a photograph or item for a museum. I wondered if I should have waited for him to put gloves on first.

      He slid the card into his pocket. “So you’re good with finances then?”

      “It’s my job.” That part was true.

      “I have to be honest, I’m not having the best luck.” I looked around at the lavish hotel. This wedding was a huge expense. His parents must have been paying for it. I could imagine them both happily writing out a big check for their turd of a son for getting married. “I don’t actually know how I am going to get a house after all this.” He swirled his finger in the air. A man like him, I would have assumed he already had a house.

      “I just thought that anyone who worked for Google would be given a crown and a thrown in a palace somewhere.” I kid back.

      He chuckled and took a drink. “You would think so. Google is actually…” he stopped talking. He shook his head and took several large gulps.

      “Are they suffering?”

      “Far from it. I just might be. They don’t seem to be too thrilled with me.” He shrugged. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. He looked up at me and then back down at his drink. He picked at his fingers. He and April had the same nervous habit.

      “I have a trustworthy face.”

      “That must be it.”

      “Sorry to hear about your situation.”

      He waved his hand as he finished the last of his drink. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s not talk about it. How are things with April?”

      “Oh, fantastic. I was actually looking at the wedding packages here.” I wasn’t the type of person who normally kicked someone when he was down, but I wanted to do this for her. It would be a nice way of saying I’m sorry and for him to feel miserable for giving up a great girl. He cringed a little when I said the word wedding. I wasn’t sure if they were harsh feelings towards marriage or towards me being with his ex. “She is doing really well. She has had several articles published and she is working on a series right now for the Huffington Post.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish. Then I would have more time with her.” He nodded at me, eyes wide with surprise.

      “Yeah, they still have to see whether they want to finish this project or move on to a new one. This one might be losing its edge, according to April, but I wouldn’t know. It’s top secret so I haven’t read it. She always wants my opinions on writing, too, so this is a little hard for me.”

      His jaw was clenching and unclenching. He ordered another drink. This one was without the mixer.

      “The strangest part is how humble she is about it. I am so proud of her. I want to carry her through every room like a prize that I’ve won. I can’t believe she likes someone as boring as a day trader.”

      “Sounds like it’s going well, then.”

      “It’s going better than ever. You’re going to have to keep this between you and me, but she could be the one. I don’t think this wedding place is for us, but when I find the right one, that’s when I’ll have to pop the question.”

      “Relationship is going well, then?”

      “I have never met anyone that I am more in sync with than April. She is so kind and gentle and has this adorable quirky way of doing everything. She is funny and sweet and has this energy about her.” The bartender asked me if I would like another drink. I declined. I shouldn’t have yelled at her. Maybe I wouldn’t have if I wasn’t nursing a small headache. I didn’t need anymore to drink. “Her skin is so soft and her smile. Her smile is the brightest thing in the room.” I looked over at Tom and he looked back, blank expression on his face. “Sorry. I forgot who I was talking to.”

      “It’s fine. She really is something.”

      I could tell by the way he said it he was conflicted. This was April’s dream, to get Tom back. I didn’t want to get in the way of making her happy. I didn’t want him to get in the way of me being happy, either. All the things I had said about April were true, and I did really feel that way. I wasn’t ready to get married, by any means, but she is the type of person that I imagined a wedding with as soon as I met her. I was crushing hard. If the bartender wanted me to have a good time, I was going to have a good time. I nodded back at him. “How about this girl of yours? Wife material, apparently.”

      He finished his second drink and looked at me. “Very much so. She’s something else.”

      “She is beautiful.” I didn’t feel bad for rubbing it in his face, but I could tell that he was starting to. “You two seemed really happy together last night.”

      “I wish it was like that every night.” He seemed tired still. I wondered if they had fought too.

      “Weddings can be stressful. I’m sure you two will spring back when this is all over.” I ordered a drink of water. It was cool and soothed my throat. I had been doing an awful lot of drinking and not a lot of hydrating. It’s what my body had needed. I felt relief as soon as I took a drink. My hangover began to subside and I felt much better.

      Tom ordered another drink. He had time until the party tonight, so hopefully he would sober up by then. He swayed in his chair. I could see what he and April had in common, but I could also see how different they were.

      “What was April like when you guys were in college?”

      He laughed.

      “Between you and me, high strung. Type A personality. She had everything figured out and would finish her projects weeks in advance. She didn’t really have too many friends, at least not after a while. We kind of became hermits and hung out mostly with each other.”

      “Ah. Did you know Travis?”

      His eyes perked up. “I love Travis.”

      “Travis is the reason why we met. I’m actually from Las Vegas.”

      “I wondered why your card said that.”

      “Yeah. April and I sort of bumped heads at first, but the more I see her the more I love her.” I couldn’t believe I said those words. It had been too little of time to tell if I actually loved her, or so I thought. I didn’t know much about love. I had never been in love before. What I felt for April, though, was a stronger crush than any I have had on any other woman.

      “Well, I’m glad she found someone as great as you. Now maybe my parents will stop making puppy dog eyes at me and bringing her up in front of Chelsea. It’s getting obnoxious. They really liked her and never really let her go.”

      April peered into the room, two empty glasses in her hands. She was swaying a little as she walked, in a very cat like manner. She walked over to us and fixed her hair countless times before she reached the bar. She looked like her heart had dropped. When she noticed me looking at her she raised her nose in the air. She stuck the two drinks down on the counter.

      “Hey, you.” I said, grabbing her waist and pulling her towards me. She smelled like coconut. I could see her swim suit straps underneath the dress she was wearing. She smiled and looked less tense when I grabbed her, so I kissed her on the cheek too. She blushed and straightened her dress.

      “Hello, Tom.”

      “You look nice today, April.” She had had her hair up in a messy bun and was makeup less but I agreed with him whole-heartedly. She had a natural beauty about her.

      “Thank you, Tom.” She kissed me back and I could smell the pina coladas on her breath. I ordered her a glass of water, making sure that she had the same relief I did. I put the little card the manager had given me back in my pocket. I’m sure we could make use of it later tonight.

      “I was just telling Tom here about your work with the Huffington Post.” Her eyebrows raised up. I knew she was a bad actress, so I did the talking. “I told him about how it was secret, though. Seriously, Tom, I haven’t even read any of it.”

      “I’m sure it will be great.” Tom looked between me and April. Instead of anger or jealously I saw something else in his eyes. He looked relieved. It seemed that he no longer actually wanted April. I wondered if there was something about her that made him call off the wedding, something that I hadn’t noticed yet. In my eyes she was perfect.

      After seeing April, I no longer felt mad at her. I don’t know if she still only thought of me as an escort, but I saw that she had felt bad for it before and would stop treating me like one. That was all I asked. If she didn’t want to be with me, that was fine, but I didn’t want to be led around and led on. It would hurt much worse with her than the others. I didn’t mind being a toy to the others, but with her I wanted to be a person.

      I wanted her to know that I wasn’t mad anymore. I didn’t have harsh feelings about this morning towards her, but it did sting. I couldn’t tell if she thought I was acting or not. I liked it that way. That way she made the choice for how our relationship was going to continue forward.

      “I should probably be going.” I could tell Tom had felt uncomfortable around April, and April felt the same way back. It would be strange to go to your ex’s wedding. Especially when they weren’t on mutual terms. Tom put a tip on the counter for the bar keeper. “Thanks for talking to me, Grant. I’ll be seeing you, April.”

      “Bye, Tom.” When he left he did look over his shoulder at her, twice. Both times he had been struck with a confused expression. I could see him teetering back and forth between wanting her and wanting nothing to do with her. I didn’t mind. The more envious he was, the more my job was completed.

      April sat where he was sitting at the bar. She was silent and not making eye contact with me. I couldn’t read her right now.

      “Is that a swim suit I see?”

      “Yeah.” She picked at her nails.

      “That’s a great idea. Mind if I join you?”

      “You have your swim suit on?”

      “No, but it wouldn’t be hard to put it on.”

      “I guess that’s fine.” She was being a little cold, but I could now see it was a front. She had felt bad about the fight too. It was obvious to me. I knew this was a stressful and confusing situation. Maybe swimming would be the relief we needed.

      “How about I meet you out there then?”

      “That would be fine.” She picked up her towel and put her glasses down on her face, beginning to walk outside.

      When I got out there, I had a hard time finding her. She was about shoulder deep in the waves, bobbing up and down as they crashed over and against her. They would push her towards shore, and she would swim back out, fighting against them. I joined her, showing her how to be caught in a wave, riding the top of it. She laughed a lot. She was becoming more and more relaxed and I was too.

      The bridges of our noses began to burn red and she walked on the beach as I swam against the current for a while. The exercise helped take my mind off the morning. It made me feel strong, and although I was accomplishing nothing by beating against the waves, it made me feel like I had more energy than I had used. I felt powerful. I loved to test my strength, especially in nature.

      Eventually there wasn’t enough time left for us to enjoy the water. Though we were quiet, we walked back to the room together. I felt like lacing my fingers into hers, or like brushing her sandy hair behind her ears. I felt like singing a song and carrying her to our room, but I wasn’t sure about that. I didn’t know how she felt. I knew one thing was certain, if I found out she wasn’t sold on me, and she didn’t want me back, I was going to have to make her. A challenge that gave me more pleasure than discomfort, I was no stranger to wooing people over.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            April

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched the sand and salt water wash down the drain. It trailed down my leg, in between my toes, and was swallowed by the hole in the tub. After rinsing down, it was time to get dressed for the party. I still wasn’t sure what to wear, what to do with my hair or make up. Looking in the mirror, I saw my burn was already turning into a tan and my hair was half a shade lighter from being in the sun.

      I had had a good time on the beach with Grant. It felt like we just went back into the natural swing of things, but I still had my reservations. I didn’t know exactly what to say to him, and we hadn’t talked about the fight since it had happened. My woman’s intuition was in bad shape, and so I was stuck performing a routine for my apology in the mirror.

      I didn’t want him to be mad. I didn’t know that he felt the same way towards me. I had never done anything like this, so I had no idea when to tell it was genuine or not. I was curious how tonight was going to go, after this morning went pretty well.

      I started to think of a possible future with us. My parents already knew him, and he had the perfect story for his career. I wondered if he would quit his escort job for me. If he wasn’t doing it for the money, what was he doing it for? I decided not to think about it. It was probably every man’s dream to be paid heaping piles of cash for having sex with women.

      I brushed the thoughts out of my head. I didn’t want to get carried away with this. I wanted to be a few steps ahead. At the very least, I could maybe ask for a job as a secretary at his hedge fund. Then we could keep in contact and see how that goes.

      I knew I was being silly. We had only known each other for a few days. He had sold me, though. I liked him a lot. How could someone resist? He was handsome, intelligent, dreamy, and pleasant. I could tell my parents were already impressed and Tom was envious. I liked that even more. The best revenge is being successful. This was me going to the top.

      It was fun to have a little secret, doing a charade for these people. This was a stage, and this was my love scene. I felt weightless compared to the rest of the year. I was floating on a cloud, worry free. If all this went well, I would be better off than when I came here.

      I wondered what his parents were like. He had told me something about them earlier, but they didn’t talk much. He didn’t seem close to them at all. I had the opposite experience. Is that what drove him to be an escort in the first place? Issues with his parents? I stopped drawing conclusions about him. I am sure there was a valid reason for his life. It could have even just been the thrill of adventure.

      I went through my clothes, trying to figure out what would be the best thing to wear tonight. I buried the envelope that sat on top of my things deeper in the bag. I didn’t mind keeping it at all. I decided to go with the nude and black maxi dress. I felt the most comfortable in it, and I wouldn’t have to shave my legs, which I didn’t have time for. I put my hair up in a bun and did a cat eye with red lips.

      I rehearsed my apology once more before leaving the bathroom. I slipped on my heels and walked in the room. “You look lovely.” I looked up from my feet. He was wearing a perfectly tailored suit with a dashing bow tie.

      “You look… wow.” He smiled when I said it. His perfectly white teeth glistened. He could be on a commercial or TV show. His hair was perfectly gelled back. My heart jumped. I could tell I was falling more and more for him. I could tell he felt the same by how he looked at me. We were going to give the bride and groom a run for their money with how great we would look together. “Listen, about last night,” I started the apology “I am really sorry, I didn’t – “

      “Apology accepted.” That was quick. I waited a bit for him to apologize too, but he stayed silent. I waited for a bit for him to say something. He straightened his tie and kept quiet. “What?”

      “Aren’t you going to say sorry too?”

      “I don’t see why I should.”

      “Really? After you threw that fit this morning?” I was surprised. I didn’t want to fight again, but I thought I deserved some form of an apology.

      “Nope. Besides, I’ve seen you throw a fit, too.” He said, kidding. He lightly pushed me back twice until I fell onto the bed.

      “Travis told me your real price. I can’t believe… That’s more money than I’ve made this year.”

      “Then you should appreciate what I’ve been doing for free.” He smiled and kissed my cheek. I felt warm, and I had to fight to keep my hands from rushing up to touch the spot he kissed. He saw the shock in my face. He loved it. It fed him more and more. He kissed me again on the other cheek.

      “We don’t have a ton of time.” I said. I wanted to make out, and I knew that was where he was leading, but if that led to sex we would be late for the party and I would have to redo my hair and makeup which would just take more time. It wasn’t worth it.

      “No, we don’t.” He said before kissing me on the mouth. He kissed me slowly, leaning over me. As he kissed me he pushed me back into the bed and crawled onto the bed himself, hovering over me. He put his hands on my waist and I wrapped my hands around his head, trying hard not to damage his perfectly done hair.

      As he kissed me, I began to regret not shaving my legs. If he liked me as more than just a client, I’m sure that tonight would lead to more than just kissing. Weddings have a way of making everyone else sentimental about romance and love. I was no different, and would probably fall for the tricks of the ceremony. If not, I would just be jaded by the fact it was my ex-fiancés wedding.

      I push him away a little “We already spent so much time at the beach than we should have.”

      “That was fun.” He started kissing my neck, very gently.

      “You just keep trying to get me side tracked.”

      “Maybe just a little.” He came over to me and put his hands on my shoulders. His thumbs rolled back and forth, rubbing my skin under the dress. His eyes looked hungry. I wanted him. He bit his teeth, fighting himself. It just made me want him more.

      I wasn’t over him yelling yet. I wasn’t mad, and I understood why he was upset, but I thought that this was a two way road of problems. If he could drive me crazy for wanting him, I could do the same by resisting him. I lightly pushed him. His hands were freed from my shoulders.

      He smiled, enjoying the fight. “I like you when you’re feisty.” He came back to me, kissing my cheek and trying to kiss my mouth. I stopped him, trying to speak with him.

      “And you haven’t said sorry yet.”

      “I think I’ll make it up to you, somehow.” He pulled my head towards his and kissed me again. This time I kissed back. I decided if I was going to be held hostage this weekend at a wedding, I was going to do it on my terms. We kissed and kissed and kissed.

      He kissed my lips and then led over to my cheek, down my neck. It sent shivers down my spine, and I’m sure he loved that. He kissed me several times, going down to my collar bone. He kissed my collar bone. The fabric got between the two of us. I considered taking my dress off. As I lifted it up, he stopped me midway.

      “We don’t have any time. If you take it all off, I won’t be able to stop.” He rested the fabric around my waist and went down to my ankles. He kissed the inside of my ankles and worked up my calves to my knees. I was breathing quicker and quicker, trying not to get too loud. He kissed up more, kissing my knee cap as he worked up further, kissing a line up my thigh. I started to get nervous.

      The anticipation was killing me. I wanted him. I was upset that we had started this, especially when we were so close to the wedding. I didn’t appreciate him teasing me like this, but it felt so nice that I didn’t stop him. I was going to force him to keep going later. He owed me that much.

      He got to the outline of my panties, which were covered in black lace. With both hands, he pulled them down and slipped them off both of my legs. He kissed my hip. And then he moved his way down, putting a finger in me and licking the outside.

      He kept going and going, hearing me sigh and moan, I could tell it only motivated him more. “We don’t have time.” I said. He didn’t respond, just kept licking. His hand pulsed inside me, and I was being driven crazy. I wanted him, I wanted him, I wanted him.

      I put my hands in his hair, I didn’t care about messing up it up anymore. He didn’t care about undressing me, after all. He worked harder and faster, and I could feel my pulse quicken. My back arched up and I fought back, trying not to give him the pleasure.

      It got to a point where I couldn’t fight it anymore. His fingers felt amazing. My toes curled. My mind went blank. I had the biggest orgasm that I have ever had. And from only him eating me out, I was in shock. Completely.

      He was eating it up, loving that I went weak over him. He knew I wanted more. He knew that now that I had a taste, I was going to get hungrier. He began to slow down, weaning me off. I took this time to gather myself, and try to remember what planet I was on.

      “That was pretty good.” I heaved, breathing every word.

      “I wish we had more time.” He said. He kissed his way back down my leg, slower than he had before.

      “That was… Really good.” I could feel him smile when he kissed. He slipped the panties back on my legs. “That was a first.”

      “First time someone has gone down on you?”

      “No.” I sassed back. I knew he thought I was innocent, but just because I wasn’t as experienced as him didn’t mean that I hadn’t experienced some things. “First time that it has made me, uh…”

      “Orgasm?”

      “Yeah.” I pulled the panties the rest of the way up and hopped off the bed.  I fixed my hair and makeup in the mirror. It hadn’t gotten too ruffled, so I wouldn’t kill him. I saw him perched on the bed, fixing his own hair and smiling from ear to ear.
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      Following her down to the lobby was driving me crazy. I was pretty aroused from earlier, and looking at the back of her wasn’t helping. She peeked over at me, her face was gorgeous. The makeup highlighted her features, and having her hair pulled back drew attention to it. She was gorgeous. I hadn’t seen someone as naturally beautiful as her.

      Her dress perfectly complimented my suit. We looked fantastic together. I’m sure we would turn all the heads. We might even take all the attention from the bride and groom. Hand in hand, we glided into the dimly lit room. Tables were softly lit by the centerpieces, and the shadows of the candles danced on the floor. The room was decorated with drapes that made it look like clouds were floating on the sides of the room. The windows showed the early evening sun warming up the ocean, getting ready to take a dip into the night. I hadn’t been to a place this beautiful in a while. Weddings were always so elegant, but this one had a lot of them beat. Even the times before when I had been to this hotel, it had never seemed this dapper.

      Tonight was already a great night, and this scenery was making it perfect. We were going to dance. We had to. The band set up. We were there early. We should have stayed in our room for a little while longer. I kept thinking back to before and it drove me crazy. I wanted to go back upstairs and fling her on the bed. I wanted to show her all my learned skills. I wanted her to feel special.

      She rubbed my thumb with hers, and it felt so sweet and gentle. April was perfect. We kept hands linked as we walked through the room, greeting everyone. I just kept thinking of before, how her legs relaxed and toes curled. I had felt her hands grabbing at the sheets and I couldn’t get the scene out of my head. It gave me butterflies. I loved pleasing women, that was why I was in this line of business. Pleasing April magnified that. I was proud. I felt like a million dollars. Even if she didn’t want to see me after this weekend, at least I would be one of her firsts, and therefore made permanent in her memories.

      We saw the heads turn as we passed through the tables to ours. She smiled. It radiated. This weekend would do wonders for her confidence. “You look lovely.” I whispered in her ear.

      She smiled. “You keep saying that.”

      “It’s true.”

      We got to our table and sat by her parents. I wanted to make a good impression, but I was still sidetracked by thoughts I had about us earlier. I held her hand as I spoke with her mom. Her fingers belonged in my hair, ruffling it up. I spoke about my hedge fund to her parents. It was all fairly boring business stuff, but I knew they would be impressed by it. I kept talking about the success of the business without being too proud. I had performed this dialogue enough times that I had it memorized. It rolled off my tongue as I thought about April in bed. I wanted her again. I wanted her now. I could imagine her body under the outline of her clothes. The image was burned into my mind. It spun in loops, driving me crazy.

      When I had exhausted the business talk I thought I would have a moment to think. Her mom kept speaking. I could tell she was charmed by me, she kept asking me more and more about my life, trying to dissect my brain and pull all the information out.

      “You are doing very well for yourself.” Her dad said, raising a glass to me.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Now, I bet you were raised by a great family, tell me about your parents.” Her mom said, taking a drink of her champagne.

      “Well, they actually are in a different line of business.” I looked to April, wondering if I should be telling this much detail about my life. It made it more realistic, but I wasn’t ready to have my book opened. I got over that quick. I was here on work. I had to do my job. “They have significant interest in a casino in Vegas. That’s where we are from.”

      “And what about your mother?”

      I didn’t want to say they were divorced. That would ruin the magic of my allure. I decided it was for the best to talk about my parents in the most positive light, even if it was lying. “My mom helps him.”

      In reality she wanted nothing to do with my dad. After he was having another kid, she would refuse to be in the same room with him. She thought it was gross. She shamed him every time they had to meet. I couldn’t say any of that. I had to paint a dazzling picket fence life.

      “Which casino is it?” Her dad asked.

      “Are you a card player?” I asked, trying to detour their questions. I didn’t want to give too much info away.

      “Not at all. I dabble with friends, but I wouldn’t dare try professionally.”

      “Enough.” Her mom said. She lightly slapped his thigh. “Which casino was it, Grant?”

      “It’s called Oasis. It has an Egyptian theme. It’s sort of corny. My dad was inspired by Indiana Jones. It was fun to run around there when I was a kid.”

      “I’m sure.” She finished her drink. “I have actually heard of this casino. Isn’t it a hotel as well?”

      “Yes actually.”

      “Did you have any siblings to run around with you?”

      This whole while April was paying attention to me. I could tell she liked having them off her back. I was fine with the questions, but I could see how she was exhausted by them. “I have a few older brothers.”

      “Are they in the casino business too?”

      “Not quite. Actually my oldest brother just opened up a new hotel.”

      “That’s exciting. Do you get to go for free?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to ask.” I assumed that I would. I don’t think my brother would care too much for me visiting, though. Not when he was up to his ears with paperwork for the new building.

      “Maybe you can take April on a little trip.” April flushed. Her mom kept talking. “Where is it at?”

      “It’s in Seattle.”

      “Wouldn’t you like that, honey? That would be fun.” Her mom finally addressed April. She was spacing off a bit, but turned her head quickly towards her mother.

      “Yeah, that would be nice. I don’t want to barge, though.” She said. I could tell she was treating it as a real proposition. I wondered if I could actually convince her to go somewhere with me.

      “It wouldn’t be barging at all. I’d love to have your company.” We made eye contact, locking our eyes for a while. I meant it. I genuinely did. I wanted to tour the world, holding her on a pedestal. She was gorgeous and smart. I couldn’t stop thinking about her when she left the room. When she was getting ready for tonight, I sat outside the bathroom, waiting to surprise her.

      Her mom chimed back in, asking me more and more questions about my life. She was like a detective, trying to pin down every second of my life. April went back to spacing off as I answered the questions. I wondered what she was thinking about. Was she remembering earlier, holding onto the moment as much as I was?

      Not much more time had passed before April’s mom began to talk to her dad. They talked about Vegas and the last time they went there. I started to tune them out, paying more attention to April. I could tell something was distracting her, and she looked a little bothered. I didn’t know what by. I squeezed her hand in mine, hoping it would let her know that it was going to be okay.

      The room was beginning to fill with more people. It was getting harder and harder to hear April’s parents. I didn’t mind it. I liked having some time to think. I wondered if April wanted to go on the trip. Her hesitation could have been genuine too. It was hard to tell what she really wanted from me. I knew we had something, but I didn’t know how long she would let the fling last.

      She seemed totally uninterested in Tom now. She didn’t look at him once this whole time. I kept my eye on them, though. I waited for him to swoop in like a hawk, trying to take her as his prey. He seemed so conflicted about his relationship. I wasn’t about to let him make mine more complicated than it already was.

      I wanted April to be happy, but I knew he was no good for her. I think she knew that, too. She had been cold to him this morning, and you could tell there was still some resentment to him. It wasn’t her fault. He shouldn’t have been a dick to her. If I weren’t here to wow everyone, I probably would have given him a piece of my mind. The closest I could come now is bragging about April and I’s pretend happy life. It was enough for me.

      It started to give me actual thoughts about our future, too. I wanted to keep her around. I wanted to help her through her tough time. I wanted to show her that she was more important than she felt, that she could achieve much more. April needed to feel valuable, and even though she was becoming more confident, you could tell she was still embarrassed and disappointed in herself. I didn’t know if she got that from her parent’s high expectations, or from Tom’s good fortune but it didn’t matter to me. And it shouldn’t matter to her. This was her life, and they didn’t have to be involved if they were just bringing her down.

      Her mom began to talk to me again about Vegas. She talked about how she missed the city. She asked me for all kinds of stories, wanting to know the craziest things that had happened. I kept my eye on April as I spoke, and April seemed invested. She laughed when the stories were funny and looked at me to show interest.

      The music started up. I tried talking over it, but it proved to be difficult. As more and more people filtered in the room, the louder the music became and the more isolated I felt. Even just sitting here was making me feel antsy. Normally I was good with weddings and wedding parties, but I was becoming restless. I wanted to talk to April more. I wanted to figure out what was wrong, and I wanted to take her upstairs and escape all these people.

      But that wasn’t going to happen. The party hadn’t even started yet. I sat back and talked more and more about Vegas. I hoped that it made April interested. I would love to have her over. I could take her all over the town. She was the only female who I was close to that didn’t have grey roots. I was smitten. She was very different. She had the potential to grow. She just needed someone to show her that. I would happily be that person.
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      I was pretty nervous. Lucky for me, Grant was doing all the talking. If I spoke, I knew that I would have a panic attack. I didn’t think I could handle this. It was a lot to go through, and adrenaline coursed through my veins. I could use a drink. Maybe five. Grant kept talking to my mom, keeping her tamed and away from asking me about life and work and death. The way Grant spoke was reassuring. I didn’t want him to be gone after this weekend. I knew we had so much more than we were accepting.

      The chatter rose and I kept spacing out. I was still flustered from before. I had never had a guy that was so good at making me climax. I tried not to think about it too much. When I did, it just reminded me of his line of work. I didn’t want to think about how many women he had been with. I didn’t want to think about why he did what he did. I just wanted to think about him as a person, the hedge fund owner that was wowing my parents.

      Tom began approaching our table. My pulse rose, my hands became clammy. I removed them from Grant’s intertwined fingers for the first time since we left the room. “Oh no.” I whispered. Grant looked at him approaching and let out a deep breath. He went back to speaking to my parents, making my mom laugh, and telling her about all the great adventures he had had in Vegas.

      I wanted to put on an invisibility shield. I wanted Tom to just leave me alone. He didn’t seem to care or think so. He jogged over to our table and greeted everyone. “April, could I pull you aside for a second?”

      “Fine.” I got up and pushed my chair back in. I leaned over to Grant. “I’ll only be a moment. Save me if I am gone for too long.”

      “You’ll be fine. Take your time.” I wanted Grant to come with. He could be a body guard for my heart. Tom was just going to toy with me and disappoint me. He seemed to love doing that. I began picking at my fingers, walking behind Tom to a secluded part of the room where it was a bit quieter.

      “What?”

      “I just wanted to talk to you. I didn’t get to say that much this morning.” He flushed. I knew he knew that I didn’t want to be there, trapped with him in the corner of the room. I had no choice. It was his party. “So, you two seem pretty happy.”

      “We are. You seem happy as well.”

      “Do I?” This sounded like an actual question, not like the snide remarks that I expected from him.

      “Yes. Congratulations. She is gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.” There was a lull in the speaking. I kept my arms crossed. It grew awkward, but I had nothing to respond with. I wasn’t the one that asked for the conversation. I didn’t want to be here to begin with. This wasn’t on me. “To be honest, I’m not really sure I want to go through with this.”

      I was surprised to hear it. It hurt me. I couldn’t believe him. Did marriage mean nothing? First me, and now that hottie? I didn’t know her, but she seemed like a very nice girl. “Oh? Calling off weddings is too much fun for you?”

      “What was that?” He genuinely didn’t hear me.

      “I said why do you want to call it off?”

      He paused and looked at his bride to be for a bit. “I don’t know if I do want to call it off. I just don’t know if I am ready yet.” This was typical Tom. He could never commit to anything. I saw how confused he was. I felt bad, but I didn’t know how to help him. This was some much deeper issue that I didn’t have enough experience to help with.

      “Then you shouldn’t have proposed.”

      “Yeah. Well. It was complicated.”

      I saw the crack in his perfect life. The foundation to his hard exterior was faltering and I was here to see it crumble. His eyes grew wet. He stopped talking. “What’s going on?” I became more concerned the more his brows furrowed. He was really having a difficult time.

      After a second he took a deep breath. “I don’t know. I was pressured into this sort of. Or, at least I feel pressured. I don’t know.”

      “Oh. That’s not good. You two seem so happy, though. What’s the problem?” he seemed so in love and ready to marry her when he spammed my timeline with photos and posts about her all the time. It was as if nothing else went on in his life. Just the thrill and excitement of expensive vacations with one of the prettiest girls in California.

      “When I asked her to marry me, I did it out of necessity.” He was still hesitant to tell me. What did that mean? Did he feel the same way when he proposed to me? Like I needed it for reassurance? I had actually loved him. When I said yes it was because I had thought about spending the rest of my life with him years before he showed me a ring. I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t want to have to coach him through his wedding after he shattered me before mine.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She said that she was pregnant.” He dropped the bomb. I didn’t want to hear that. He had always been so careful. I couldn’t imagine him not using protection. Even when I was on the pill he would use it, just in case. He was never ready to be responsible for another person. That was an even bigger commitment than marriage. “I couldn’t have that happen. I loved her enough that I thought it could work, but now she isn’t pregnant anymore. I don’t know if she ever was. But I can’t go back on it, because then our parents will ask. My mom and dad were already furious at me when we….”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t have to say anything. I knew. I had loved his parents like they were my own. They treated me like family. I was certain that I was going to become family. They must have felt the same way. I wondered if they liked her as much as they liked me. I wondered if they were just being nice to me. They were such sweet people, Tom could have brought in a homeless person and they would be head over heels for them.

      “But you seem to be having such a great time with Grant that I wanted your advice. What keeps you two going? I know it’s probably early in your relationship, but I have to wonder. Are you two doing well?” The way he said it made me feel like he had other motives. He looked at me with hope. It made me even sicker.

      I thought about his question. I wanted to help Tom, but at the same time I didn’t want him to feel like he could stomp me until I was a pulp of a person. He had already caused enough emotional damage. I didn’t need to become his relationship therapist for this one. And I didn’t want to become his rebound. I didn’t want him anymore.

      “Love.” I said. I stopped picking my fingers.

      “Genuine, unfaltering love. He and I may have difficult times, sure. But even when we fight, we keep what’s important in our thoughts. We just want to be happy with each other, no matter what it takes. I have never felt such a powerful amount of emotion for one person. I am in love like never before.” I could see the daggers I threw at him cut him.

      “When we make decisions, we know that it is because we want to, and not because we feel like we have to. We love each other.”

      I looked over to Grant. He was still chatting with my mom, making her and my father laugh. I wasn’t in love, not yet. But I could see myself falling for him. I looked back at Tom, the person I used to love. I knew all his strengths and weaknesses. I had been with him through thick and thin. When I looked at him now I didn’t feel anything. When I looked at Grant, I could feel sparks.

      “I don’t know if she and I have that.”

      “You better find out soon. It’s about to become legally recognized.” I did have some pity on him. It would be hard to be stuck in a relationship without love. It would be hard to be stuck in a relationship period. Without love, he would become bitter and either have to get a divorce or stay unhappily married if he waited too long.

      “You guys do so many fun things, though. I wouldn’t have guessed you weren’t happy. Your Instagram streams  are flooded with smiles and what seems like exotic vacations. How do you know it isn’t just cold feet?”

      “I don’t know that. But there are a lot of issues, too. Those have been there for a while.”

      “Well, I’m not a therapist. But if you want help, there are people out there that can help you.” The party began, and people at the front started giving speeches for the two of them. Tom listened intently. I looked for his fiancée. She was sitting at the front, looking for Tom. “You should go stand by her at least.” I said.

      “I’m fine back here.” He still listened. A lot of her friends spoke, saying that they couldn’t have asked for a better guy for the bride. He would clap and laugh when appropriate, but I could see the pain in his eyes. This was one battle that I didn’t have to help him through.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Grant get up. He came over to us and said hi to Tom. Tom said hi back and went back to listening to the speeches, but he watched us out of his peripherals. Grant smiled at me.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      He put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me in close to him. I looked into his eyes. I saw a man. More man than Tom. I saw someone who wanted to make others happy. I saw someone who did things for other people not because he had to, but because he wanted to. I saw someone that I wanted to keep seeing over and over again.

      He was being very understanding about Tom. I appreciated that so much. He no longer actually needed to be here with me, but he chose to. It was nice to have someone with me to fight this battle. I was lucky that it was Grant. He noticed me staring and smiled back.

      “Hey.” He said, again.

      “Hi.” I repeated. I was falling for him. How could I not fall for him? He was kind, dashing, and he had already won over my parents. This was the easiest relationship I had ever been in. I wanted it to last. I wanted to rub my happiness in Tom’s face.

      Grant excused us and we went back to the table. He ordered a couple drinks, sensing that me talking to Tom wasn’t what I had wanted to do. He asked me multiple times to make sure I was okay. I was. I felt better for sticking it to Tom. I felt better that his life wasn’t as perfect as it seemed. It made me feel less awful about mine. It gave me hope. Maybe everyone was going through pretty shitty times. It didn’t just have to be me.

      All of the bride’s family and friends were beautiful too. They were the majority of the people who spoke that night. I recognized a few of Tom’s friends, but most of these people were strangers to me. It seemed like he had started a new life with her, and had a clean slate after me.

      I grabbed Grant’s hand and then excused us again from the table. The party wasn’t over, but I was done with it. I pulled him back to the room.
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      After talking to Tom, April was more and more interested in me. I was so relieved. I was worried that he would try to win her back. I’m glad he didn’t. When we got back to the room she immediately kicked off her shoes and led me to the bed. My pulse was racing again. I was so thrown back by her abrasiveness that it gave me butterflies. I felt cheery and I also kicked off my shoes.

      She pulled me in by my neck, kissing me. She tasted like cherries. She was lovely. I began to pull at my belt, but she took my hands and gently rested them on her waist. She was so soft. I wanted to shock her. I was going to. I was going to drive her wild.

      I grabbed at her waist and leaned over her again. I kissed and kissed, my heart racing more and more. As it went on, I began to kiss her faster and harder. She gasped under the kisses. I moved my hands to her back and let my tongue into her mouth, twirling it over and over around hers. She sighed.

      I wanted her so bad. I wanted her now. I was going to have to make it last, though. I was going to milk every minute of this, enjoying all of her body. She was so curvy. She was hot. I pulled at my belt again, this time getting it out of my pants.

      April pulled back, letting down her hair and shaking it back and forth. The bun had curled the ends of it into gentle waves. She was stunning. She looked at me through heavy lidded eyes. “You’re so sexy.” I whispered. She smiled and pulled me back in. I kissed her neck. She let her head fall to the side and took every bit of it with pleasure. She smelled like lilacs. Her hair was soft. I pushed my hands into it, feeling all of it. She sighed again.

      I couldn’t handle it when she made noise. It made me harder and harder. I hadn’t been this aroused before. I wanted to have her. I wanted her bad. I stopped kissing her and went back down to her feet, lifting her dress. This time I lifted it over her head. He bra didn’t match her panties. It was adorable. I kissed her neck and started to work my way down. I kissed her breast. Unhooking her bra, I pulled it off with my teeth. I was going to use all the tricks I could to impress her.

      “Very talented,” she giggled. She sighed as I resumed kissing. I sucked on her softly. Her legs wriggled beneath me and I felt her hands grip at my hair. I was becoming harder and harder as she did, letting out soft moans as I kept kissing.

      She pulled me up to her face, using her hands to unbutton my shirt. I pulled off my tie, tossing it to the floor. Her hair was already a little bit crazy, and it just turned me on more.

      I let the shirt slide off my arms and pulled off my under shirt quickly. Leaning to the side, I slid my hands down her waist and into her underwear. They were wet. I played with her, going in circles. My fingers danced, and she breathed heavier, hanging on my lips with hers. Her hands worked quickly, unbuttoning my pants and unzipping them. She felt me from outside of my underwear, stroking me slowly.

      I bit her lip. It made her gasp. I couldn’t help myself at all. I moved to her ears and sucked softly on the lobe. She sighed again, and rubbed faster and faster.

      I pushed her underwear down, in hopes she would do the same with mine. She didn’t. She stroke harder and harder. I put my fingers in her, pulsing back and forth. She rocked with me, grabbing my arm with one of her hands. She squeezed and moaned louder.

      “Take my pants off.” I whispered to her. She opened her eyes and slowly lowered my pants to my bent knees. I kicked them back. “Now the boxers.” I watched her as she lifted the band and pushed them down too. My dick was hard. I rolled a condom from my pocket down on it.

      She spread her legs, bending them at the knees. I pushed into her gently, thrusting slowly. She put her hands on my neck and pulled me into her, kissing me. She was tight. I took my hand and moved it down to her clit, playing with it as I humped her. She moaned louder and louder.

      I couldn’t help myself. I went faster and faster. I loved the way she sounded. It was so hot. I caught myself sighing, too. She pulled me in hard, and I started kissing her harder. She rolled over and sat on top of me.

      She pushed with so much force. I didn’t expect that. When she bounced, her boobs bounced with her. I put my hands on them, gently playing with her nipples. She kept sighing and kept bouncing, growing louder and louder.

      She kept beating on me, harder and harder until she started moaning very loudly. The headboard beat against the wall. I could feel myself bubbling up. I put my hands on her thighs and pushed from the bottom.

      I bit my lip. My pulse was high. I felt her hot and wet on me. She rocked back and forth, spinning around and around on top of me.

      I pushed her back over and went back on top. Holding her legs up, I humped faster than I had before. I went deep, all the way in. Until I came. It sent chills down my spine. She grabbed at my back, leaving marks where her fingers had been. I humped a few more times until I pulled out.

      I had never experienced sex that was that great, or at least, not for a very very very long time. She panted on the bed, exhausted and sweating. She was so adorable.

      “That was something.” She breathed, pushing her hair behind her ears.

      I couldn’t speak. I was overwhelmed. I just kissed her on the mouth. It sent  more chills down my back. I hadn’t felt this way in a long time. I didn’t know what love felt like, but this was the closest I had gotten.

      She pulled back and smiled at me. After kissing my sweaty forehead she went to the bathroom and put her pajamas on. Even though the TV played shows, I was distracted. I thought of her. I wondered what we would do after this weekend. I wanted to see her frequently. I wanted to see her forever.

      She fell asleep quickly so I turned the TV off. Tucking her in, I kissed her forehead. Even though I had been upset earlier, I was happy to have met her. I felt like I should have been the one paying this time. It was a magical weekend.

      I had a hard time going to sleep. Thoughts of earlier kept racing though my head and gave me more butterflies than before. Remembering the moments would make me hard enough alone. I wanted her again, but couldn’t stand to wake her up. I went to bed after a while. She looked so peaceful next to me.
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      I didn’t realize my phone was ringing at first. I thought it was a melody that was part of my dream. My sleep-crusted eyes shot open as soon as I figured out that I wasn’t prancing in a meadow. I must have forgotten to turn off an alarm, or maybe I accidentally set one. Grant stirred. For a second I thought I had woke him up. He turned over and continued to breathe his long and heavy sleep breaths. My screen was like sunlight through a magnifying glass to my eyes. Squinting through my eyelids, I saw I had one missed call. It was from Tom.

      I let out a heavy, heaping sigh. There must have been some rule of etiquette he was breaking about the amount of times he had talked to his ex-fiancée at his current engagement party.

      I snuck out of the room, slowly and as quietly as I could. I didn’t want to wake Grant. I didn’t want him to think that I was weak for encouraging Tom. I wasn’t encouraging him. I didn’t want him to call me. It was exhausting to be here and not away from the terror of his presence. I thought I had missed him. Now I miss the days where I could go hours without thinking about him once. Or at least, without seeing him once.

      Almost as soon as I let the door lightly click shut my phone began to ring again. It was Tom again, right on queue. I slid my finger over the screen and answered.

      “Hello?”

      “April?”

      “It’s six in the morning.”

      “Hi. I know. Sorry. Good morning.”

      “Hi?” I knew there had to be more to this than a wakeup call. There always was something that made what could have been simple infinitely more complex. “It’s six in the morning?” I said it like a question. I was unable to phrase all of my real questions. If I hadn’t woken up only moments ago, maybe I would have been smart enough to just turn my phone on silent.

      “I know. I said sorry.” There was his snark.

      “Couldn’t you have texted? Or waited to call when humans are awake?”

      “I need to see you. Now.” He said it like a command. “This can’t wait any longer.”

      “Is someone in trouble or something?”

      “…No.”

      “Is there an emergency?”

      “Yes.” I could tell he was lying.

      “Is there an emergency that requires my immediate attention?”

      “I need to see you now.” He said again. “Come down to the lobby.”

      My only course of action was to follow. I sighed heavily. It seemed to be the only thing I was in control of anymore. I could only express myself through insignificant signs of annoyance. “Fine.” I pushed the door open slightly, hoping even more now not to wake Grant. I kicked flip flops on and then exited the room as quietly as I could.

      The elevator ride was long. My brain was now processing at a speed where I could frantically worry about everything. My stomach turned in knots. I made a mental list of all the things in the world I didn’t want to do right now.

      10. Get lost in the sewers of LA

      9. Pluck out each of my leg hairs individually

      8. Be water boarded

      7. Get burned at the stake for being a witch

      6. Fight my way out of a rainforest

      5. Get stranded on a desert island, inhabited by cannibals

      4. Retake my final exams

      3. Live in a world of flesh eating zombies

      2. Go to Tom’s Engagement party

      1. Talk to Tom

      I looked at the red button on the elevator. I could force it down and get locked in here. I wouldn’t have to think of any of this for at least one hour. I could turn the inside of the elevator into a tiny house and show it off to HGTV. I could be the woman who famously made an elevator into an adorable abode.

      The numbers on the elevator counted down. I did nothing but stare at them as they initiated my inevitable doom. The lobby floor dinged. The doors parted, opening on an almost empty lobby, the only inhabitants being hotel staff doing their morning chores and Tom, sitting at a table where you had a direct view of the elevators. I had no choice but to sit by him now. He saw me.

      With each step I considered a new escape plan. “I have a call from the president. I need to take it.” No, it needed to be more realistic.

      “My dad is having a heart attack and my mom is having a stroke.” Too realistic and too morbid.

      “I have explosive diarrhea.” That one was good. That was realistic. People experienced that. I can pretend that.

      Several tiny steps and deep breaths later and I was at his table, staring in the eyes of the beast. He smiled up at me, his fangs gleaming, ready to snap the neck of his prey, me. I stood, frozen.

      “Hi April.” I said nothing I stood, staring at him. If I made myself look larger than him, maybe that would scare him away. I could puff up my chest and growl.

      “I forgot how nice you look without makeup.”

      What a smoozer. I hated him. I hated his dumb face that looked so happy on Instagram. In front of me, though, he didn’t look so thrilled. I could see worry lines on his forehead and his brows seemed heavier than usual. I stood my ground, still frozen before him.

      “Do you want to sit down? This could take a bit.”

      I sat, putting my palms on my lap. As soon as they were out of his line of sight I immediately began picking at my nails. I would need to wear them down to the nubs to get through this conversation.

      “What’s the emergency?” I said, with no feeling in my voice. I was able to keep it from quivering. I had an idea of what he wanted. I knew what he was going to say. He was going to try and hurt me. He was going to make me feel lower than I had since he left. He was going to rub it in my face that I wasn’t happy, that I wasn’t living out some dream life like he was. I looked at his palms on the table. He had also been picking at his nails and moved on to chewing on them. I didn’t know what to say to him so I just repeated myself. “What’s the emergency? What couldn’t wait till daylight?”

      “I need you, April.” He coughed out through teeth clenched around his nails.

      My heart stopped then resumed beating, pumping faster than it had ever pumped before. I couldn’t believe my ears. I knew that he hadn’t hated me by the way he acted at the past two parties, but hearing that was too much to handle. I had to be hallucinating. Was I still dreaming?

      I didn’t know what to say. I said nothing. I looked at him, biting the ends of his fingers. “What?”

      “I miss you.”

      “Uh…”

      “Hear me out. I know I don’t deserve you back. I don’t even deserve to be friends with you. I ruined what we had and I’m sorry. It’s just the accident was hard on me too…” He looked me in the eyes for a brief moment. His gaze switched back to the empty table in front of us.

      “I just didn’t know that you were what was missing. I felt like I had this… this void in my life. I was looking all over the place to fill it. I thought maybe my job would help, and it did for a while but all that joy has left me. To be honest, I don’t know how long I’m going to have that job anyway. So then when the job didn’t work, I thought that maybe I was just lonely. And I think I was. And now, looking at you and what you have I… Well, seeing you with Grant made me realize how much I miss you. I knew I had lost a good thing, I just didn’t know that It was meant to be.” He reached his hands under the table and clasped mine. His palms were sweaty and hot. I couldn’t stand the way they felt on me.

      “You complete me, April.”

      We sat there for a long time in silence. I had no idea what to do. Had I have come to this alone, I would have taken him back immediately. Of course, he wouldn’t have wanted me because I wasn’t alone. Now when I looked across the table I didn’t see some perfect man who left me for a better person. I saw a child who was unable to make up his mind. He just wanted the toys other kids were playing with, no matter what toy he had. It was never enough. Travis was right.

      “No.” I said quietly. I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t have anything else to say. I saw his eyes. They welled up with water.

      “What?”

      I didn’t respond. He let the tears drop out, burying his head into his palms. He was crying. Sobbing. This is exactly what a child would have done if you had taken their once special toy away, moments after they have left it in the dirt. We sat there, speechless at the table. The only sound filling the lobby was Tom’s gasping cries.

      “I should have known.” He stuttered out. “I should have known better than to make a fool of myself. I just saw his face and I saw your face. And I knew. I knew that I made you that happy before. And you. You made me that happy. We were so good. Why did I give you up? I should have known. I should have held onto you. And now you’re doing better. You have the perfect job and the perfect boyfriend. You’re going to be successful and famous and some day you won’t even remember my name. You and Grant.” He choked as he spoke. “You two are going to live in some great big mansion and go on trips and get married and live the happily ever after ending that is only in fairytales.”

      “No.” I said again. This time, it was with more remorse in my voice. He stopped babbling.

      His lips quivered as he looked at me. “What?”

      “We won’t have that life.” I said. It was true. We wouldn’t have that life. No one would. No one could. I had thought that if anyone were capable of it, it would have been him. I realized that fairytales weren’t based on life. They were just based on glimpses of reality. No one had a happy perfect life. Everyone just lived their best version of one. The world would never allow for perfect people or perfect things. If it had, then life would be boring and eventless, ever person already paired off from beginning to end. There would be no art and no reason to have art. We would be like animals. “Grant and I aren’t all you make us up to be.”

      His face turned again. It was red and blotchy with shiny stains were the tears had ran down. “Yes you are. I know you guys aren’t perfect, but he has you. You’re perfect. You just aren’t perfect together.”

      My mind was spinning. I had to stop him from saying anymore while I could. “Me and Grant have nothing to do with you and your future.”

      “No. But you have everything to do with my future. I’ll be a mess without you.”

      “No, you don’t understand. Grant and I… we aren’t what it looks like.”

      He sniffed. “What do you mean?”

      “Grant didn’t want to come to this.”

      He chuckled a little. I could feel the lump in my neck. It was going to be harder than I thought to comfort Tom. “I can’t blame him for not wanting to come. I wouldn’t want to go to your wedding, and I know that …”

      “No. You don’t understand.” I said again. I looked into his eyes, blood shot and red. I didn’t want to say it. I tried to signal to him, to beg with my face for him not to make me say it. He looked more confused than ever. “Grant isn’t all that he seems.”

      “I don’t understand.” He said. His face was puffy and swollen from crying, but the tears had stopped.

      “No, you don’t. Grant… He is an escort. He isn’t… He…” I couldn’t form words. I started to babble as badly as he was. I wished that if I could take it back. I wondered if maybe I said enough words he would have just forgotten everything I had said. Was it too late to use the diarrhoea line? Would that distract him?

      “A what?”

      I said nothing. I picked at my fingers more. I noticed blood was starting to pool out from beneath one of my nails. I shouldn’t have said anything. This awful day was already getting worse and it wasn’t even time for breakfast. The silence made me feel guilt. I wished the music were still playing. I wish that there was some bustle or bang from the staff. I would have taken the sound of a rocket taking off over this. Anything to fill the void.

      The elevator dinged and we both looked to the doors. As they parted, the last person I wanted to see was standing in there, looking confused and hurt. Grant looked out at us, sitting at a table in the lobby, me in a robe and Tom in his pajamas. I could tell that there was going to be big problems. Grant’s charm wasn’t turned on, instead we saw the raw and vulnerable Grant that rarely showed himself. Especially on business.

      He walked slowly and calmly to our table. Tom’s red eyes were large, watching each movement that was made. I was frozen again. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to speak. I had lost the ability to communicate completely. Tom was the first one to break the silence.

      “Are you kidding me? You’re dating a whore?” Tom was frantic, shouting at the both of us. Grant’s stone face dropped into a frown. He gave me a disappointed look and walked to our table quicker. He starred at Tom. “You’re dating a fucking hooker? That’s what your life has stooped to? I can’t believe this. You have to be kidding me.” He stood up and walked the rest of the way to Grant, his hands balled in fists. Once he was feet away I realized what he was charging at Grant to do.

      I yelled at him to stop, but it was too late. He swung his fist, missing Grant’s face. Grant dodged back and grabbed his hand. He punched him in the face with his other hand and Tom fell back to the ground.

      I ran over to him immediately. His eyes were shut and he was limp on the floor. “Tom? Tom, can you hear me?” I held his head in my lap and looked up at Grant.

      Grant said nothing. He only looked down at us. His face was stone again. I couldn’t tell what he was feeling. I had no idea what I was supposed to say to him. I was upset. I was furious with Tom but I was still upset with Grant. I hated violence. Tom was a kid, he didn’t know how to control himself. I didn’t know what happened with Grant. His face was impossible to read.

      I kept tapping Tom, trying to get his attention. Grant turned on his heels and left, going back into the elevator. I didn’t know why he came down in the first place. He must have been looking for me. I should have just stayed in the room. I didn’t know I was going to ruin our time. I needed to tell Grant that it wasn’t what it looked like. Or maybe it was.

      The point was I didn’t want Tom back. I didn’t know that was why Tom needed me either. There was so much I had to say to Grant still. I kept tapping Tom, trying to get his attention. He was still breathing and his finger twitched. He slowly came to and I helped him back up on his feet.

      I pushed the number to our floor several times. I paced back and forth in the elevator with Tom. He held a Kleenex to his nose and watched me as I planned my speech for Grant in my head. The doors were taking too long to close. The elevator was taking too long to move. I tapped the button several more times. I knew it wouldn’t change anything, but I needed something to do.

      My palms were sweaty. My mind was racing. I could tell Tom was annoyed by me. I could see that he was mad that I was worried about Grant. I didn’t care. Maybe that would help get him to back off. When we got to the floor the doors spread open and I jogged to my room. I pushed the key in several times before it worked.

      I walked in. I didn’t see his suitcase. I checked the door of the dresser. All his things were gone.
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      I waited in the airport for hours for the next available flight. It gave me time to cool down. I had never lost my temper like that before. I had never punched another guy. I was glad that if I was ever going to only punch one person, it was Tom.

      My knuckles were bruised and I took it as a badge of honor. I put ice on them, hoping it would keep the swelling down. It was expensive to fly last minute from Santa Barbra to Las Vegas. I didn’t care. I had more than enough money. I didn’t want to spend another moment here, even if that meant taking coach.

      I was mad at Tom. He deserved what he got. I had been waiting to punch him since I had heard about him. I never would have thought I would have gotten a golden opportunity like that.

      Whatever April saw in him, I was blind to. She could run off to him. I didn’t care. I was so disappointed. She wasn’t the smart woman I thought she had been. If she fell for a doof like that, there must have been something I was missing.

      I didn’t know why she went back to him. We were having a great time. We were having a perfect time. I thought that maybe we were starting to have a spark. I could have seen myself seeing her several times within the next month. I could have seen myself asking her out formally.

      I fell for her spell. I must have been distracted by her beauty. I had thought she had been perfect. I was told that she was great. I didn’t understand why she wasn’t getting any jobs. I also didn’t understand why someone would leave her. There had to be something.

      She got what she wanted after all. She got Tom back. She could go back to living her happy perfect life from before her accident. She could get re-engaged and marry someone on the verge of bankruptcy. They could be homeless together and be clueless and hopeless people.

      This was the first weekend I lost money being an escort. It was also going to be the last time. I wasn’t going to whore my services out for friends anymore. I would never do a sexual favor for free again. I had standards.

      The plane was called and I watched the movie they played on the way back. It was one of those romantic comedies that was really popular in the early 2000s. I hadn’t seen it before, but I remembered the commercials and I remembered knowing women that liked it.

      I needed a drink. I hated romantic comedies. No matter how honest they tried to be, they were still just a story. I watched the same imperfect beginning end with the same perfect ending in other movies time and time again. It was boring, predictable, and old. It never happened that way in real life. And when it did, there was still a ton of shit that had to be worked through.

      And they never put in the troubles. They never had the relationship after a few years. They didn’t put in the couples therapy or the divorce that happened if the therapy didn’t help. They didn’t put in affairs or anything but good feeling and light humor. I wanted to live in a Walt Disney world like that. I wanted to live in a world where my greatest pleasure wasn’t being an escort and I didn’t feel so god damn lonely.

      Meg Ryan was on the screen, denying her inevitable future. That’s what the characters always did. They fought the happiness until they no longer could. They wanted to be upset. It made it a tunnel vision, like a relationship would fix all the problems you didn’t know you were having. It didn’t work that way in real life.

      In real life your romantic interest left you for their douche of an ex-fiancé because their self-confidence is low. In real life there wasn’t a big character change or happy ending, just a ton of small changes and tiny victories.

      I counted this weekend as a loss except for the punch. It was well worth it. Even if it had broken my hand, which I am glad it didn’t, I would have done it again.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with my life after this trip. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to be an escort anymore. Maybe I should move back to California, or somewhere else on the coast. I would love to swim. I had more than enough money and time. Even if I just did it for a year, it would be worth it to get away and reevaluate everything for a while.

      I looked online at condos. I tried to find one with a small lease. If all else failed, I could just stay in a hotel. I would have originally stayed with Alex, but now it would be too big of a risk to run into April.

      I could run away from my parents and put an out of office reply on my messages. Maybe I could get a secretary for my messages from clients in the mean time. I didn’t need any more money. I could be set for the rest of my life if I was careful with funds.

      I thought about it. Running away from everything and everyone sounded nice. A fresh start. I could change my name and work only when I was bored. Maybe I could become a surf board trainer. Maybe I could just chill out forever.

      I saw the water and ocean below us, the land shrinking smaller and smaller. The sparkle of the waves reminded me of our day at the beach. It all reminded me of April. The sooner I left the better. Or at least that was what I kept telling myself. I could never visit that hotel again and I would be fine. It was gorgeous and I would miss it, but I would be fine.

      We flew farther and farther away from it as we saw the guy get the girl in the movie. It wasn’t a long plane flight from Santa Barbra to Las Vegas, but it felt like it took forever. I couldn’t wait for the credits to roll. I couldn’t wait to get away from what was the worst weekend of my life.

      I never wanted to go to another wedding ever again. I took my phone out and blocked April’s number. It was for her own good as well as mine.
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      I wiped the sweat off of my brow and clicked my phone to see how much longer I had to run. My heart sank when it saw that I had no new messages. I should have been used to it by now, it had been a week. I was being chased by the wrong guy and ignored by the one I cared about. I pushed harder for the last five minutes and then did the cool down on the treadmill.

      Travis was in the tanning room and I was tempted to go break in and cry to him again. I had been more of an emotional wreck now than before I went to the engagement party. I should have seen that coming. No one leaves weddings feeling the same way they did before they went to them, and I was stuck in the worst situation that only got worse as time went on.

      I checked the scales. I hadn’t lost any more than a pound. Exercising felt useless. I wasn’t doing it for fun, and I almost didn’t care if I gained all the weight back. I didn’t have much hope for a future boyfriend. Getting thinner was the only way I knew to redeem myself, though. So it was what I was going to have to keep doing until I no longer felt so sorry for myself.

      It was worse that everyone gave me puppy dog eyes when they saw me. They knew about the wedding. They knew about Tom. When he called off the wedding, everyone was very disappointed and they both blamed me and felt sorry for me. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want Tom back. I never would again. He turned out to be less mature and worthwhile than I remembered.

      I wasn’t sure what to do at this point. I kept applying for jobs and I kept getting rejections. I could freelance for some money, but I couldn’t make a career out of it. I was able to give Travis the money Grant didn’t take, but even that didn’t cover a fraction of what I owed him.

      Travis was being the nicest about this. I think he felt worse since this was sort of his idea. I told him all the details. He agreed that I had a right to be confused about where me and Grant had stood, but he also saw why Grant left.

      I didn’t blame him either. I drug him along and made him dance like a monkey and he didn’t get anything out of it. Tom tried to punch him in the face. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it and thinking back made it feel less real. I was going to miss Grant. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. Even when he pissed me off, I knew that he had a right to feel the way he did, he wasn’t just throwing a fit. Grant had been nice, helping me through what was already a tough weekend. And then, of course, I blew it. I always ruin things that start to go my way.

      Travis felt bad and took me out to lunch after the gym. I didn’t eat much. I wasn’t thinking about food. He kept conversation light. When he noticed that I didn’t have much to say in responses he just kept talking about his weekend. He had gotten a call back for an audition. He also told me a crazy story about someone who auditioned beside him. It was funny, but I didn’t feel like laughing. I just felt like sulking a little while longer. It wasn’t making me feel better, but it was helping me get it out of my system.

      When we got back to our place, Travis kept asking me questions. He kept begging for more detail. The more I talked about the weekend, the worse I felt and the more I missed the good times that had happened. They could have still been happening if I were smart enough to just let Tom be alone.

      Tom still tried to call and text me. He did it semi frequently until he finally got the hint. He would leave several messages, and the more he called the drunker he seemed to get. They would have been funny to listen to before but now I just felt bad for the guy. He was spiraling out of control and he had no idea what to do with his life.

      Travis saw my glum look when I played the most recent one. “Maybe with his fiancée gone he will be able to focus on work now.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      “They can’t fire him if his life is falling apart.”

      “That never stopped him from breaking up with me.” We stopped talking again. I deleted the messages.

      I hadn’t talked to either of my parents yet. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know what I should say to them. “I told you I shouldn’t have gone,” was all I could think of, but I didn’t even want to say that. I didn’t know how much they knew about Grant. I only knew that they knew he had left early. I thought Tom was a decent enough person to keep his mouth shut, but I have been surprised by him time and time again. It was hard to say what he had told everyone.

      Tom was back to “Single” on Facebook. He had changed his profile picture, too. He was now single and showing it off. The selfie that was in place now was from before his new girl. I went to Grant’s Facebook and flipped through all of the pictures he was tagged in for the third time that week. He had grown so much through the photos. He was so handsome. He didn’t have many photos, so it didn’t take long to flip through them all. He didn’t seem like he actually used his account very much at all. I considered adding him, but if he still wasn’t answering my texts I didn’t see the point.

      Travis left me in the living room while I flipped through them. He stayed in his room for a while and I heard him on the phone. I wondered if Alex knew about this. And if he did, I hope it was through Travis and not through Grant. I didn’t like the idea of having a stranger that was so close to my best friend dislike me.

      Travis came back in the room and hung up. “That was Alex. I called him to get this for you. Please don’t make me regret it.” He handed me a piece of paper with an address on it. It was in Vegas.

      “Is this real?”

      “Yes. He lives in the penthouse of this building. If you get a restraining order, I don’t know how much more help I can be. Just be… careful. Use your best discretion.” I hugged Travis tight and put the paper in my pocket.

      “You should probably pack a bag. Just in case.”

      It took about 5 hours to get to Vegas so I left immediately. It was hardly noon. If I budgeted time right, I could get there in four hours. I didn’t know his schedule, or if he was even home for that matter but I didn’t care. I could drive back the next day and the day after that until I saw him.

      I wanted to take Travis with me. Going on an adventure like this alone was frightening. I hadn’t done something like this ever before and now was a very emotional time for me. I stocked up on all the road trip necessities like gummy worms and energy drinks. I put in a Blonde CD and began the journey.

      The car ride went fast. Too fast. I had memorized a monologue for an apology over and over again in my head, but I still felt like I didn’t have enough time to prepare. I had never been to Vegas before, so when I pulled through it was a culture shock. I saw all the signs on the buildings. This place had to be lit up at night almost as well as it was during the day time. There were people everywhere, scrambling from casino to casino. You could tell by the cars on the street where the good and bad neighborhoods were.

      I grew more anxious the closer I got to my destination. When I went through a gated community, I was worried I went too far. I was in the right area though. As I pulled up to the largest, most lavish hotel in the area it began to sink in just how much he was worth. It was all Egyptian themed. The entire building looked like it was made of gold. Even the parking lot was paved with shinning bricks. I felt nauseous as I walked closer. I didn’t belong. This was all a mistake.

      I didn’t drive across state for nothing, though. No matter how badly I wanted to turn around, I knew I couldn’t. Even if this was the last time that I ever stepped foot in Vegas, I knew that I had to do what I came to do. 
      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      My doorbell rang while I was in the middle of packing the last of my things. I had finally decided to go on a small vacation. Okay, a big vacation. I thought that Australia would be a good place. I heard only good things about it. Hawaii was on the list too, but I was getting a bit disenchanted with it by the amount of times that I have visited it on business. I didn’t know how long I wanted to be gone either. I know I wanted to leave long enough to get a break from everyone and everything, but I wanted to be back in time to see my half brother be born.

      Thinking about it made my skin crawl. I wasn’t going to be the youngest anymore. I would have none of the privileges with all of the down side. This was sure to take some of my dad’s attention off of me, but it would just make my mom that much more desperate for all her kids. If I had kids, they would have an uncle that was only a few years their elder. I hated the thought.

      It took me a bit to sort through the things of mine that were by the door to get to it. I didn’t bother looking through the peephole. I would regret that.

      It was her outside my door. I had no idea what to do when I saw her there, standing outside. I began to shut the door again and I groaned with it.

      “Wait!” she said. She pushed the door and let herself in. I plopped down on my coach and I waited for her to talk until she was done bothering me. She followed me to the coach and sat beside me. “Let me just talk to you. It won’t take long.”

      I said nothing. I walked further into my house. She followed. I was starting to regret not locking my door. I would always check the peephole from now on.

      “Talking to me is the least you could do after ignoring all my calls and texts. Besides, driving here by myself is probably the boldest thing I have and will ever do so this is your one chance to hear me out.”

      I turned back to look at her. She followed me everywhere I went. I should have gone on vacation the minute I got back. I decided there was no more point, and I went back to the coach. I would be gone soon. I laid with my face down.

      “You have five minutes. Anymore, and you won’t be able to afford me.”

      She sounded annoyed. I might have hurt her by saying that. “Ouch, okay. That’s mean. But  fine.”

      “Time starts now.”

      “Okay, so originally when we went away, I was using you. And what I wanted to happen happened exactly.” She wasn’t helping herself. I considered cutting her time short. “But that isn’t what I wanted after all. When you saw me downstairs with Tom, I’ll be honest, he came on to me. He said he missed me. He said that he wanted what we have and I couldn’t let him think that. I didn’t want him to miss me anymore. I just wanted to be done with him. And now I am done with him, but I don’t have you anymore.”

      I turned my head to look at her while she spoke. She picked at her nails, but she looked me in the eyes with sincerity. I thought about the drive from her place to here. It had to have taken at least 4 hours. I didn’t know how she got my address. I didn’t care at this point. I just wanted to hear what she had to say until there was peace in the world again. “Keep talking.”

      “So, when we went away, I was already confused. I have had an awful two years, and just when I think that my life can’t get worse, it does. But then, with you, I was having a really great time. I didn’t worry about the next day, and I didn’t worry about the day before. You made me feel like I didn’t have anything to worry about at all. It was so easy to hang out with you.”

      It had been easy to get to know her. I still didn’t want to talk to her. She made me feel used. I knew that that had been my job, and it was my fault for being emotional, but I didn’t think that she would have been the type of person that took advantage of another person like that.

      “The whole time I was getting to know you, it seemed like we spent most of that in front of other people, so it was hard to tell if you were acting or not. And then we had that dumb fight, and I knew you weren’t acting. I knew that maybe we did have something after all. I was pretty sold. I don’t know why I decided to listen to Tom. I was going to tell him off. I didn’t even let him talk me into seeing him again. He has been calling me nonstop all week, and I haven’t answered him once. That is so unlike me. When he and I were together I would wait on him hand and foot, and now I see him groveling and begging for me to come back. The only difference is that now that I have seen him, I don’t feel that way anymore. He wants me, but I don’t want him.”

      I was starting to get frustrated. I had heard enough about Tom in the past two weeks for me to write a novel on how big of an asshole he was. It made me think back to that morning. I checked all around the room for her. I looked out on the balcony, even, and she wasn’t there. When she didn’t come back with breakfast I started to worry. I went down. I was betrayed. She hadn’t done anything wrong, but she didn’t do anything right either. “Well, what exactly do you want, April? It seems like you and Tom are both confused by each other and you’re taking down other people in the process. If you know you don’t want him so bad then tell me, what is it that you do want?”

      I sat on the edge of the couch, staring at her. My breathing had come erratic and I wanted to disappear. I didn’t want her to come visit me. I didn’t want to see her. I didn’t want her to know how much she effected me, how much she hurt me. She looked back to me. I saw the sadness in her eyes. I had no idea I meant anything to her.

      I could feel her starting to lose her patience. I asked again. “Tell me, what do you want?” This time I said it softer. I crossed my fingers and prayed for the best. My wish came true.

      “You.”
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      I couldn’t believe those words came out of my mouth. I had gotten caught up in the heat of the moment again. Again, I wanted to take the words back, scooping them into my mouth and swallowing them like a magic trick. I didn’t babble over it this time. I just looked back at him.

      I had shocked myself, and I could tell that my answer shocked him too. After the silence filled the air for a few moments, I saw a smile spread across his face. I became nervous. Had I used the right combination of words? Did I win him back?

      I didn’t know what to say, and I wasn’t sure why he wasn’t saying anything either. I had laid all I had on the table. I drove over 5 hours to get here to apologize, and now I wasn’t sure he deserved or wanted an apology. I still wanted him. It was true. He was what I wanted.

      If I could go back and time and change it so that I never went to the lobby to meet Tom, I would have. If I could have just stayed in bed and kept my eyes and mouth shut, I would have. It was too late now. I messed up again. He didn’t have to date me in the first place, he certainly wasn’t going to after I hurt him.

      Grant had called it, though. I don’t know if he had a premonition or just experience, but he had known from the beginning we were going to have sex. Maybe it happened because he said it would. Maybe it happened because I actually wanted it to, too. Even when I looked at him now, I still wanted him.

      I noticed the suitcases around the room. The furniture stayed here, but it looked like most of the things around here were being moved. The inside was just as fancy as the outside. His place was well furnished and finished, even when it was bare of all decorations. Was I too late? How long had he known he was going to be moving? He never mentioned it to me before. I guess we really never talked about much before.

      I wanted to know him better, though. I wanted to be able to tell everyone his favorite movie, his pet peeves, and I wanted to know his birthday. I wanted to know if his family was as crazy as mine, and I wanted to know about what he has been doing the past 27 years. But I wasn’t going to be able to learn anything new because I blew it. Even when I didn’t do anything, I still messed things up. I was just a walking wreck. He was smarter for avoiding me. I saw that now.

      A few more silent moments went by and I stood to leave. I didn’t want to stand here and be mocked by him. I had had enough damage in the past week to need to buy a new life. If he could be an escort, maybe I could too. It would get my parents off my back about money, for sure. It might even get Tom off my back for good. I clearly didn’t know what to say or do to win him back, so I was going to have to give up my dream. I turned and walked to the door. I had never done anything that soul baring before and it still didn’t work out for me.

      “Wait.” I stopped and turned around. He was standing up, but wasn’t looking at me. He looked at his nails and began to pick them. That was my nervous habit, too. “I don’t know if you can have me.”

      I looked at the boxes again. I wasn’t sure if he meant that in an escort way, or a timely since. Maybe neither. Maybe he thought he couldn’t handle me. He was starting to get on my nerves. “Is it because you don’t think I can take it?”

      “No. It’s because I know I can’t.” He smiled at me when he said it. I felt my heart flutter. Was he beginning to flirt with me again, or was I just getting my hopes up?

      “That’s too bad for you.” I flirted back, inching my way back into his apartment. “Because I wasn’t going to hurt you. I just wanted to have a little piece of you.”

      “Just a little piece, huh?” He walked closer towards me too, moving as slowly as I was. He walked with meaning, but he was very playful when he did it. “How big of a piece is that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. If you can’t handle it then, I understand. All I really wanted from you was one measly date. That’s all.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Yep.”

      “You aren’t going to tear me apart, or force me to go to another engagement party?”

      I giggled. “Nope. I was just hoping to maybe go get some dinner with you. I have never been to Vegas before. But I see that that might be too much for your little heart.”

      “My heart? So you aren’t using me as an escort Grant? You aren’t just trying to get me to chaperone you around the city?”

      “Nope. Just trying to get you to go one a date, as date Grant and date April.”

      “And there is no business arrangements? You won’t pay me for holding your hand or anything like that?”

      “I won’t pay you a cent. I couldn’t if I wanted to.”

      “Good.” He smiled and we were inches away. “Because you’re awful at business arrangements.”

      “I know.” I was pressed up against his body and I could feel his abs through his shirt. “I’m no businessman like you.”

      He quieted me with his lips. It had been too long since we had last kissed. I felt the butterflies be release more and more in my stomach, being sent out by the thousands. The way he moved his lips in mine made my legs turn to jelly. My heart was weak for him. I couldn’t have pushed him away if I had wanted to, and I knew I never would have.

      He kissed me again and again, moving to my neck. He was beginning to make me gasp. I put my hands around his shoulders. He moved back up to my face and gave me one final kiss.

      “So then how do you feel about sushi?”

      “I love it.”

      “Because,” his eyebrows perked and he looked mischievous, “we could just stay inside tonight, if you really want to.”

      “As tempting as that offer is, I have never been to the city, and as soon as you said the word sushi my mouth began to water.”

      “Sushi it is. But I’m paying this time.” He grabbed his billfold and stuffed it in his pocket.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      THE END
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      I'm a cocky and self-indulgent billionaire. I own one of the hottest casinos in Vegas. I love women, but I use them. And I do NOT believe in love. Oh no, and I don't apologize for anything.

      Enter Jane. She's designing our social media campaign. She couldn't be more plain. She's pretty, yes, but not model-hot like I'm used to. And yet, there's something about her. I can't stop thinking about her.

      But Jane doesn't want me. At least, she's acting that way. and I'll do anything to make her beg...

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes, NO Cheating, HEA!
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      “Do you work out?” One of the girls asked me. She unashamedly touched my biceps without permission. I liked girls like this. They were easy to figure out and even easier to manipulate. I was not into games or running after women that like to play hard to get. I liked girls that made it easy for me. Because why should I waste any of my time or energy on anyone else but myself?

      “I’d like to tell you that all of this comes naturally to me. But, while some of it does, most of it is from hard work and dedication at the gym. I’ve got to look good so that pretty little girls like you will show some interest in me.” The girl giggled. This was so easy.

      “Well, it’s paying off. You must work real hard to get muscles like this.” She stroked my arm, up and down, up and down. It seemed she also knew what she was doing.

      “Oh I do. I do.” I was sitting at the edge of the pool, my legs dangling in the cool water. She was in the pool, holding onto the ledge and giving me a fantastic view of her cleavage.

      “You’re Sebastian, aren’t you?” Of course, it was obvious that she already knew the answer to this one. Everyone here knew who I was.

      “That’s right. The one and only.”

      She sighed, her bosom bobbing up and down in the water. It took all my might not to reach over and pull her bikini off for a full view of her breasts. The funny thing was that she would probably let me. But while I loved flirting with all the visitors, I preferred to keep my intimate moments a bit more private. It was easy to see that I’d be taking her back to my room later that evening.  And it was just as easy to see that she would say yes. “Oh wow. I’ve heard so much about you. All my friends have told me how cute you are. But you’re even cuter in real life. I’m Susie, by the way.”

      “Pleasure to meet you Susie. So tell me Susie the Cutie – what else have your friends been saying about me? Tell me everything. I hope they are good things.” I hoped they weren’t friends that I’d slept with. That had happened to me before and it was always a little bit awkward. On the plus side they generally tried to outdo their friends in bed which always made for a very interesting experience. But I had a sneaking suspicion that this little one wouldn’t need any help in making it interesting.

      Susie was all giggles. “They just told me who you were. That you’re only 27 and you already run Sunrise Casino – one of your family’s casino’s - all by yourself. That you’re a billionaire and that you have two other brothers. But that you’re the best looking of them all. They only told me about the good things but that’s because I think there are only good things to tell.”

      “Oh you flatter me. How about you then? Tell me a little bit about yourself.” I couldn’t care less about her, but I knew the protocol when it came to picking up women. Most of the time they really just wanted someone to listen to them talk about themselves. It worked like a charm each time. I saw her face light up. In her smile read ‘oh my goodness, he wants to talk about me.’

      “Oh wow. Really? You want to know about me? Okay. Well, I’m Susie. But you know that. I’m 21 years old and I’m here on holiday with my family. My parents. They spend all their time in the casino which gives me plenty of time to lounge around in the pool and fill myself with cocktails. This pool is absolutely beautiful by the way.” She was certainly right about that. I had been the one that had the vision for the pool. When I first took over this casino it wasn’t nearly as big and luxurious as it was now. I had to convince my parents that in order to make money we had to spend money. Especially since we actually had the money to spend. They had agreed and allowed me to take over the renovation of the casino – making it the biggest and most lavish casino in the country. The pool ended up becoming one of the main features of the place – it wrapped around the entire casino and sparkled with a deep blue at any time of the day or night. It was my pride and joy, and probably the place I spent the most time at. It was no secret at all that I liked to party hard. And my parents didn’t mind at all. As long as I got my job done. And to be honest, I was doing a better job than even they were doing.

      “You’re right Susie. This pool is wonderful. It is the best part of the hotel in my opinion and the best place to hang out. Especially when I get to meet someone like you. Now listen here, I have to go do a bit of work, unfortunately. But I like you Susie Cutie. I like you a whole lot. Would you like to come visit me say in about an hours’ time? In my apartment? It would be an absolute pleasure to have you all to myself. There are just far too many people around here for us to truly get to know one another.” I loved how her eyes widened at the pure mention of the words my apartment.

      “Yes. I’d love that Sebastian. Please.” I could see that she regretted saying please at the end, but it had just slipped out of her eager little mouth. The very same mouth which I would be kissing in a few hours.

      “Great. Just come right up. I’ll tell reception that I’m expecting you. I shall say Susie the Cutie is coming to see me, let her in.” She liked that.

      “Okay, I’ll be there for sure. Which room must I come to?” I had no doubt that she would be there. This is not a deal a girl would turn down. Especially a girl like Susie.

      “Why, the penthouse of course.”

      “The penthouse?! Oh wow. That’s amazing. See you later Sebastian. Thank you.”

      I got up and dried myself off, thankful that I was able to hold off my excitement in front of the girl for later. On the way out I spotted a few of my friends and I waved to them.

      “Got yourself a hot date I see?” Martin shouted out, thankfully not loud enough for the girl to have heard.

      “Better believe it.” I replied.

      “Ah, what it would be to be like you.”

      “Well, you don’t look like you’re doing too bad yourself.” It seemed as if just being associated to the Taylor name could get a guy many women. Martin was not the most attractive guy and yet here he was with beautiful girls hanging onto his every word.

      He winked at me. It was his silent way of saying thank you.

      Inside I went straight to one of the many customer computers in the foyer. It was just easier than going up to the penthouse and it was a great way of watching all the women go past. I’m always amazed at how confident some of the women are – walking right by me in bikinis that do very little to cover their bodies. I grinned as one of the girls ruffled my hair as she walked past.

      My inbox was full. My parents had been begging me to hire someone to deal with my emails but I didn’t like the idea. I preferred being the only one at all times to know what was happening in the casino. Afterwards I was happy to delegate the work to others, but I always had to be the first to know. Also, I received quite a few dirty emails that I would prefer others not to see. The first email was from Tom, the Design Director who was helping me with a big new project. He wanted to meet up with me to discuss everything that was going on. He was never a big email person and so I quickly replied and set a date. The other meetings I ended up setting up were with the Food and Beverage Senior Director regarding my proposal for new food and drink options at the casino as well as the Manager of Planning and Analysis to discuss the possibility of expansion. I had big plans to make this hotel the biggest and most talked about casino in the world, and in order to do that I had to make sure that we grew exponentially in size and implemented state of the art furniture and concepts. I also wanted people from all over the world to visit us for our food and I had a few chefs on board all collaborating to make this happen. It was costing me a small fortune but I knew that the returns would be worth it. Halfway through one of my emails, a girl came to sit on my lap. I bounced her up and down and watched her breasts jiggle. I leaned forward and took a little nibble on each one and growled at her hungrily.

      “Busy man.” She said, pointing to the email. I continued to type – it was important for her to see me as the business man that I was as well as the fun young man that I was too. I needed to be both. At all times. I didn’t create this business just to have money. I created it so that I could have fun and live my best life. There was nothing worse than seeing someone with a lot of money who didn’t use it to their advantage.

      “Oh yes. I’m a very busy man. So much to do all the time. I wish this place could just run by itself so that I could spend more time with gorgeous girls like you but alas, someone has to do it. I am always busy making this place amazing.”

      “It’s already amazing.” She said to me, looking up at me with big eyes.

      “Well, it’s going to become even more so. But thank you for saying so. It’s always good to hear that I’m doing my job right. Sadly though, it’s time for me to kiss you goodbye. I’ve got to go, I have million meetings to prepare for. But I’ll definitely see you later.” I smacked her bottom and laughed as she ran off giggling. I made a mental note of what she looked like so that I would remember if I ran into her tonight. I was going to start getting into trouble if I didn’t pay more attention to all the girls that kept flirting with me. So far I had gotten away with it but I didn’t want to become that guy – even though I really am that guy. I turned off the computer and got up. I really did have a lot of meetings to attend to. But first, I needed to get back up to the penthouse. I had a hot date waiting for me.
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      Thankfully one of the cleaners had been in which meant that my apartment was immaculate. I couldn’t believe sometimes how much mess that I managed to make and I often wondered what the cleaners thought of me. But I paid them far too much for them to even think of complaining about it so it didn’t worry me too much. I looked around the apartment and smiled. This was my happy place. At first I had considered getting a house nearby but in the end it just made so much more sense to live at the casino. Also, the penthouse was almost as big as a house itself. And not only was it huge, but it also offered the most spectacular view of both the casino and the city. It was hard not to be impressed by it. Just then I heard a tentative knock on the door and I smiled. I knew that the girl was trying not to seem too eager. When I opened the door I saw Susie standing in front of me wearing a sweet little flowing dress that stopped just above her knees. I had already seen her in a bikini so I knew what to expect later and I smiled at the prospect.

      “Susie the cutie. Come in. Champagne?”

      “Oh, yes please. I love champagne.” She simply couldn’t hide her eagerness. I poured her a glass of champagne and gave her a tour of the penthouse. She oohed and aahed in every room. She seemed tipsy on the champagne already even though she’d only had a few sips.

      “Oh Sebastian. You are so lucky to live here. What a beautiful place. It is like a dream place. Do you live here alone?”

      “Oh you know I do.” I winked at her.

      “I know,” she laughed, “but I’m just checking.”

      “I’m glad you’re here though. It can get quite lonely here by myself. And yes, it is a dream place now that you’re here with me.”

      She smiled. “I’ll be honest with you. Although I think it’s the champagne that’s giving me courage. I cannot believe that you asked me up here tonight. I could never have imagined that something like this would happen. Of course, I wanted it to happen – but I didn’t think it would. I cannot wait to tell my friends that you asked me to your room. YOU! Sebastian! I mean, the casino is filled with hundreds of gorgeous girls.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the cutest.” She wasn’t. She was gorgeous but so were half the other girls. She was just easy. But I wasn’t about to tell her that.

      The sex was good, but not great. As soon as we were done, I couldn’t think of anything except the easiest way to get her to leave.

      “That was amazing. You’re amazing.” She said. I wanted to tell her that I agreed with her but of course, I couldn’t say that. Instead, I just kissed the top of her head and said, “And so are you my cutie.” She giggled with delight and then started to pull the covers over her. She looked just about ready to pass out. I didn’t want her to stay. That was certainly not part of my rules.

      “Where are your parents?” I asked.

      “Oh they’re still at the casino. Probably losing more money than they’re winning. As it goes. Who knows – they’re always doing their own thing anyway. We’re not really a family, even though they like to pretend that we are.” I knew all about what she was saying. I could definitely relate to that. I felt a pang of guilt for wanting to get her out of my room but I tried to brush it aside.

      “But won’t they worry where you are? Sometimes parents act like they don’t worry but they do.”

      “Nah, not my parents. They don’t worry about me at all. I am supposed to meet them for drinks later but I don’t think it would make a difference whether I’m there or not.” Again she looked like she was making herself comfortable on the bed.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. But if it’s any consolation it was an absolute pleasure having you here with me tonight. How long are you staying at the casino for?”

      “We leave tomorrow. Will I see you again?”

      “Of course. Here’s my card. Pop me an email at any time. Susie the Cutie. I won’t forget you.” But of course, I would forget her. Just as I had forgotten all the others. I wasn’t here for a serious relationship and I’m sure deep down she realized that. “But listen, I’m so sorry to do this to you, but I have a few meetings to get to today and I can’t be late. I don’t mean to push you out, especially since we had so much fun together, but work is work.” I kissed her again quickly so that she wouldn’t be angry at me. Of course, it worked like a charm, like I knew it would.

      “I can wait here for you. This bed is so comfortable and I really don’t mind.”

      I inwardly groaned. Her eagerness was suddenly not so cute anymore. “Lovely idea, but I have work to do and you’ll be too much of a distraction.”

      She giggled. “Okay. I’ll go. But I’ll definitely see you again?”

      “Of course! You know where to find me, and you have my email address. I’m sorry about tonight. Tonight is a busy one for me. But having you here definitely made it all a lot better.”

      She blushed. “So, you’ll think of me during your meetings tonight?”

      I handed her the little flowing dress to put back on as a hint that she now had to go. But I did it with a smile. “Of course I will.”

      But, of course, I wouldn’t.
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      Breakups must’ve been a lot easier before social media, I thought while scrolling through my Instagram account. Back then, if you broke up with someone you probably didn’t hear from them again, unless you so happened to bump into them. Even better, you could move to another city and never have to worry about that either. But now, everything was thrown in your face. And even if you weren’t following that person’s account online you know that someone, somewhere, would somehow like or comment on a photo and it would make its way back to you. Because that’s just how social media worked. It was constantly in your face – every day and every night.

      It didn’t help that I was in the social media business too which made me feel as if there was no escaping it. Not that I’d tried very hard though. I had not even tried to unfollow Justin. Instead I had done the complete opposite and become completely obsessed with following his accounts. I switched from Instagram to Facebook to Twitter – back and forth, back and forth – until I cried out in frustration and then did it all again. I don’t know why I was torturing myself.

      [image: ]

      Justin wasn’t even trying to hide anything from me which felt like a complete slap in the face. It seemed as if he had no trouble hiding things from me in the past – but now that I had discovered that he was a lying cheating scumbag, well now he just laid it all out for everyone to see. The photos were nauseating. Each one showing him with his arm wrapped around Amy – posing in front of their new house and doing things that made me want to gag. Here we are in our new house. I’m trying to get the garden to look as pretty as Amy. But I don’t think anything could be as pretty as her – read the caption at the bottom of a photo in which Justin was mowing the lawn while Amy was pretending to be a flower in the grass. You’re such a cute couple. Awww, how lovely. Amy is gorgeous. So happy for you Justin – words written by people that I thought had been my friend. There was only one that made me smile. A message by Danielle, my roommate and new best friend. It read: Soon, you’ll get bored of that flower and she’ll become a weed to you. Enjoy your sad and pathetic new life you idiot. I liked that one. I took a screenshot of it and saved it to my favorites.

      I wondered if I’d ever be able to trust someone again. After all, I had put all my faith in Justin and he had thrown that faith onto the ground and squished it flat with his giant feet. There is no truth to that myth, by the way. All the while he was laughing in my face. That’s what it felt like at least. Quite possibly the most frustrating thing was that I had given four years of my life to that man. Four years that felt like a waste of time. Four years that now felt like a complete and utter joke. Justin and I had been friends before we had been anything else – which is supposedly the most important basis for a relationship to last. Seems they were wrong about that. I had made a mental note to stop reading advice columns on relationships after that. A cheater will always be a cheater no matter how right you do everything else. Back then we had been an awesome group of five, walking through high school together in a cloud of happy bliss. It was myself, Justin, Amy, Danielle and Timothy. The five of us had been locked out of Geology one day for all being late. The teacher was a big burly man with strict rules and told us all that under no circumstances would we be allowed in the class if we were anything over four minutes late. And boy did he watch that clock to make sure. When we arrived six minutes past the time he told us that we’d just have to wait outside. As it turned out, this was a blessing in disguise for us. Not only did we all hate Geology but the five of us became instant friends from that day and we were inseparable. Myself and Justin were the quiet confident ones with a very similar sense of humor – a little dry, a little sarcastic, a little bit misunderstood by others. Amy was the sweet, caring and bubbly one who always made sure that the group stayed together. Danielle was the outgoing one – always loud, always sassy, and always making us laugh. And Timothy was the quiet one, the intellect out of the bunch of misfits. Together we worked well and our differences were what kept us together. When Timothy moved to Canada in the last year it felt as if the group was going to fall apart but Amy kept us all together and we managed to stay in touch with Timothy despite the distance. It might sound naïve now but at the time I truly thought that we would all be best friends forever.

      Justin told me that he liked me only a few months after we became friends but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get into a relationship and I told him that I’d rather we stay friends. But the flirtations kept happening despite my denials and soon I found myself more and more attracted to him. It was Amy that pushed me to finally make the move. She told me that it was silly to not be with someone that I clearly liked so much and as always I had listened to her advice. And when I did it was as if everything suddenly felt right with the world. Just like that, Justin and I became a couple. At first it had been a little awkward with the group, but soon everything just fell into place and it was if we were always meant to be together. Justin was cute and because he was quarterback on the football team he was also very popular. But despite this he didn’t mind if people saw him playing scrabble in the garden or reading a book at the beach. It was one of the things that I liked most about him. His easy ability to just always be himself. Back then I thought he was the most honourable man in the world.

      Justin asked me to marry him a few years after high school, when we were both about to graduate from the University of Arizona together. Danielle had dropped out to move to Vegas and Amy, who always dreamed of living abroad, had attended the Sorbonne in Paris. In the last few years of university it was just me and Justin. Always the two of us. J and J. The JJ’s. Justin and Jane.

      We were on our way to the park, a place we had dubbed as ‘ours’ from the first time we had discovered it. Justin seemed a little bit on edge. I kept asking him what was wrong but he kept denying it. We walked straight to our tree which was marked with a big J+J in the middle of a heart and made ourselves comfortable. Justin had gone all out that day with blankets and pillows, champagne and snacks. I remember clearly being very impressed with his organisational skills. He popped open the champagne and handed me a glass. And then, right in the middle of the park, he got down on his knee (well he actually got up on his knee as he was already sitting) and he proposed to me. Of course, I said yes. I was always going to say yes. The JJ’s united. By then we had been going out for four years already and I knew that the day was going to eventually arrive. Still, I hadn’t expected it. Back then I thought that my whole life was waiting for me. I thought I’d always be as happy as I was then. How wrong I turned out to be.

      Justin and I held a small party and invited our closest friends to celebrate our engagement. We weren’t sure if anyone could make it but we were lucky enough to have the original members of the group back together again. I still have a photo of that day. Timothy, Amy, Danielle, Justin and I smiling into the camera. It was only afterwards that I noticed that Justin and I weren’t even standing next to each other. That was the day that Amy announced that she was not going back to Paris. Of course, we were excited. We were thrilled.

      “Oh Amy! This is great news. Half the group is together again.” I had said as I engulfed her in a big bear hug. And I really was happy. Amy had been such an important part of our lives and I was glad to have her back. From then onwards she started spending more and more time with us. I didn’t mind. I thought it was great to have another girlfriend to gossip with. She asked me so many intimate questions about my relationship with Justin and I gladly answered each of them in detail. I liked having someone to talk to. For a full year the two of us became even closer than we were before, to the point where I definitely considered her as my greatest girlfriend. But all that changed, and in one night – a night that is now etched into my mind forever – I lost both my fiancé and my best friend.

      I had been working late that night and had told Justin that the company had set me up in a hotel for the night. But when the job finished early I decided to surprise Justin by going home without telling him. I went and bought him his favourite take-out and crept my way inside. I remember that night in slow motion. The way I had walked in all excited and then wondered why he wasn’t in the living room watching TV even though the TV was on. The way I had jumped into the bedroom to yell ‘surprise’ only to find him naked on top of Amy in our bed. Our bed. Our bed. I remember how those words kept playing in my head, over and over again. They had jumped up in fright and I had just stood there, staring at their naked bodies. They both apologised. They both scrambled for their clothes. And all the while I just stood there. Watching them without really seeing anything at all. Amy ran out the house and I sat on the bed while Justin kept telling me that he was sorry over and over and over again. Eventually I looked at him – he looked like a stranger to me, not the Justin I had been going out with for so long – and I finally found the words to say, “How long?” Justin didn’t try lie or hide his face. He looked at me then and I knew that he was going to tell me the truth. “A year.”

      A year. We had been engaged for a year.

      I looked again now at his Instagram account and then threw the phone on the bed. I wasn’t sad anymore. I was angry. Suddenly the room felt claustrophobic and I needed to get out. I walked downstairs and looked at the house that I now lived in. The house that was so different to the one that I had lived in with Justin. But I was glad that it was so different. There were no memories to haunt me when I looked around – only the stark reminder that life had changed.
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      I walked the stairs and admired the beautiful house that I now lived in. I had to take pleasure in the small things and I was constantly reminding myself to be more grateful. I felt like I was constantly trying to channel Oprah Winfrey in order to find some inner peace, even though most of the time it felt like inner turmoil. The house was gorgeous though, and easy to love. I was lucky enough to have reconnected with the lovely Danielle – who, as it turned out, was a far better friend then Amy could ever be. Danielle had never fully trusted Amy and I had knocked her for it in the past, telling her to try see beyond Amy’s cheeriness. Danielle hated people that were too bubbly – she said they were hiding something. I should’ve listened to her from the start. But, of course, I was always giving people a chance. I wondered if it was a good thing that I was now a lot more distrustful of people. In a way I wasn’t giving many people a chance now but at least I wasn’t getting hurt. I didn’t want to be hurt anymore.

      Thankfully Danielle had more than enough space for me. She owned a beautiful two story house in a development in the heart of Henderson, NV. It  was far too big for one person to live in alone. It wasn’t going to be forever, but for now it was a good place to camp out until I got my life back together again. Although I knew I wouldn’t be able to find anything quite as luxurious as this one, especially since I didn’t even have a job at the moment. Just walking down the stairs felt like something out of a movie – it was long, and spiralled down with sophisticated ease, all white and sparkles of gold. Above it lay a beautiful chandelier, where more gold sparkles lit up the room. A little extravagant, and perhaps completely unnecessary, but Danielle could afford it and it made her happy. And I’d be lying if I didn’t say that it made me happy. The soft bed, the big walk in cupboard, the bathroom all to myself and the big coffee machine next to my bed. It was far better than anything I had ever had before. But it was hard not to still feel alone, even amongst all these beautiful things. Thankfully, Danielle kept me laughing through all my sadness.

      “Hey Danielle.” I called out as I walked outside. Danielle was lying by the pool working on her tan which certainly needed no work at all. She was all bronze and beauty and looked as if she belonged to the house that she had bought. As if she was just a part of furniture herself. She had always been a lot more glamorous than the rest of us, even when she was sporting jeans and t-shirts all day. So it was no wonder that she had finally found a place to suit her.

      “Jane. I’m glad you’re here. You mustn’t coop yourself in that room for too long. It’s not good for anyone to be inside for long periods of time. I was actually just thinking that if you weren’t here in ten minutes that I’d have to come up and drag you down. It’s a beautiful day. I have just the thing for you. Actually make that three things: The sun, the pool and a delicious cocktail.” She got up and poured me a cocktail. It was bright blue with a yellow umbrella and little bits of fruit bobbing happily at the top.

      “I cannot believe your life sometimes.” I said while taking a grateful sip of the delicious drink. The cocktail tasted like juice more than alcohol – which I knew from previous experiences to always end up being a bad thing. And with the hot sun pounding down on me, it was hard not to take gulps rather than sips.

      “Wonderful isn’t it. I’m very lucky. But I worked hard to get here. This didn’t just come to me. I made it happen. These moments of lazing around are definitely few and far between. And greatly deserved. I always make the most of them. And so should you.”

      It was true. Danielle was an incredibly hard worker and had done well to get to where she was today at such a young age. She worked at as a hostess and waitress at Palms Casino and maked close to $100,000 a year in salary and tips. Then, despite her busy schedule at work, she had decided to start a landscape company and had asked me to do the marketing for it. I couldn’t afford to pay her much rent so this was my way of helping out as best as I could. But it wasn’t enough. I needed a job.

      “Danielle, I need a job.” I confided.

      “But you have a job silly. You’re doing my marketing. And you’re doing a damn fine job at it.” This wasn’t entirely true. There was barely enough work for it to even be considered a job. So far I’d only done a few hours a week and I had a feeling she’d just made up the position to help me.

      “Yes but that’s only to help with rent. I need to actually start earning money and I’m also not going to be living here forever.”

      “What? I thought we were going to fall in love and get married and live happily ever after here together.” She said trying to sound earnest.

      I punched her in the arm. “Yeah sure. I forgot all about that plan. I wish I could, this place is amazing. But seriously, I need to find something. I can’t just sit around all day looking at photos of Justin and Amy. It’s going to drive me insane.”

      “I hate that you do that. I told you to stop following them. Although, did you see my comment on their latest photo?” She was giggling.

      “I did. You’re awesome. That one made my day.”

      “What is she doing in that photo anyway? Pretending to be a flower? It’s so incredibly lame. And what’s with all those idiots telling them what a nice couple they are? They know that he cheated on you with her. It’s ridiculous really. I tell you what – if there’s one good thing that came out of all this is learning who your true friends are. And saying Au Revoir to the rest.”

      “That’s true. And you’ve proven to be the best of them all. Also, I do love how you always turn to French when you’re trying to make a point.”

      “Well, yes… naturally. Mais Oui.” She took a long sip of her cocktail and flipped her hair back in exaggeration.

      I laughed, “You’re such a show off.”

      “Ah… but at least you know where you stand with me.”

      “That’s true. But now, back to the job thing, I’m honestly getting worried. My savings are starting to run out and I really don’t want to have to move back to Arizona. It’s bad enough seeing their photos – but to actually bump into them would be a nightmare. Also, I want them to think that I don’t need them. That I have my life together. Even though I’m clearly falling apart.”

      “Why don’t I get you a job at the casino with me? I’ve already told you that it won’t be a problem at all to get you in. Just say the word and you’ll have a job.” Danielle had been trying to get me to work with her since I arrived but it wasn’t something that I wanted to do.

      “I don’t know Danielle. You know me and waitressing. I’ve never been good at it. In fact, I’m rather awful at it.”

      Danielle burst out laughing, almost spilling her cocktail. “You’re right. I forgot about your first waitressing job. You were awful.”

      “I was. I was more than awful.”

      “Remember when you dropped that plate of food on that hot guy?”

      “Oh no! I do remember that. And the food was hot and he got up and jumped out of his seat. And then he knocked the other waitress to the floor. Then I tried to help him by throwing water all over his crotch. It’s funny now but it was so embarrassing at the time. I wanted the earth to swallow me whole.” Suddenly the two of us were laughing until our stomachs hurt. We had both put down our cocktails and we were doubled over with tears running down our face.

      “And do you want to know the worst part?” I said, coming up for a breath in between the laughter.

      “What? It gets worse?”

      “Not that moment. But the worst part was that the hot food and water on crotch incident was just one of many. I was forever spilling stuff on people. I think I have a natural tendency to do things like that when I’m nervous.”

      “Thanks Danielle.” I finally said when the laughter had subsided.

      “Thanks? For what?” She asked.

      “For this. For always making me laugh. I really am grateful to be here you know.”

      “I know you are. Now, what about that other job you applied for? I never got the chance to ask you about that.”

      “Oh, well I haven’t heard anything yet although they said that I should be hearing back soon. I have absolutely no idea if I’ll get it though. You know what it’s like – they’re always so vague with these things. I could’ve been brilliant or awful – either way they keep their cool. Well it’s actually for The Sunrise Casino – you know that big one with the pool that wraps around it?”

      “Of COURSE I know Sunrise Casino. Everyone knows about it! I actually tried to get in there once, this was years ago when I first moved here, but it seemed everyone had the same idea as me. I didn’t get in and then I got the job at Palms Casino and I’ve been so happy there that I haven’t bothered trying to get in again. But what a cool place.”

      “Well, they ran this online contest asking for social marketing ideas. I did a bit of research on the place and put a few things together and sent in my proposal. I have to say, for such a big and fancy casino, their social media presence isn’t all that great. I think that anyone who wins that contest will do a better job than what they are doing now. They’ve basically ignored that side of their marketing completely. So it was quite easy to come up with some ideas. And it was so much fun. I love doing things like that. Sometimes half the fun is in the planning.”

      “Half the fun is in the planning? You are SUCH a nerd at times Jane. So, what happens if you win?” Danielle asked and I punched her on the arm. She was always mocking me for the nerdy things that I did. I was the type of girl who always had her nose in her book and who got excited when someone mentioned the word Scrabble.

      “Well if I win then I’ll get to lead the casino’s social media campaign. It will be quite a big job and I’m assuming it will go on for quite a long time. Also, I hear the money’s pretty good. But like I said, I have no idea if I’m going to get it. Also, I have a feeling millions of people applied for it. I’d hate to be the person in charge of going through all those applications.”

      Danielle whistled. “That place is one of the hottest casino’s on the strip already. If they sort out their social media they are literally going to explode. We did that at the Palms a few years ago and we went from quiet to busy within weeks. I tell you – if people see it on social media then all of a sudden it becomes the place to be. That casino is already doing so well without it – can you just imagine how crazy it’s going to be when they up their game? I hope you get it girl. This is the perfect job for you. Little Miss Organizer and Planner.”

      “I certainly hope you’re right.”

      “Now, will you relax a bit with me? You’re far too uptight and ruining this beautiful day. Also, I have a surprise for you.” She winked at me and I frowned back.

      “A surprise? What does that mean? Oh no, I hope you haven’t organised for some stripper to come?”

      Danielle laughed. She had done that once before to a friend even though it wasn’t her birthday and it was hilarious to be on the outside watching in, but not at all funny for the poor girl who had to endure it all. “No, no. I wouldn’t do that to you. But I really do have a surprise for you. In about half an hours’ time. So until then, sit back, relax and enjoy your cocktail.”

      “But what is it?” I hated not knowing things. Surprises were always good when they happened but there was nothing worse than knowing that something was going to happen and not at all being prepared for it. Also, I was about to lie down in a bikini and it wasn’t quite the best time to have other people walk in. “Can I keep my clothes on in case you are surprising me with people? Should I go brush my hair? Or put on a nice dress? Oh no, I don’t think I even have any make up on.”

      Danielle giggled. “Relax. Relax. You are perfect as you are. I promise you. Just trust me.

      And I did trust her. Only her.
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      Somehow, in the space of half an hour, I had managed to fall asleep.

      “Jane, Jane, earth to Jane. Wake up. Your surprise is here. Hello lovely girl.” A voice called out from the distance. My eyes drifted open and I screamed out in shock. Danielle had her face right in front of mine.

      “Geez, don’t do that to me. You’re going to give me a heart attack. Did I fall asleep?”

      “You sure did. Such a lightweight. One cocktail and you’re out. Come now sleepy head, look around. Look at everything that you’ve missed out on while you’ve been away in la la land.” She signalled around her.

      I looked around and was surprised to see that the outside section had been transformed in what looked to be a spa of some sorts. There were beds, towels, and something that looked to be a changing room. There was also a lady standing there staring at them. The lady was gorgeous and looked like she had stepped straight out of a magazine cover.

      “Okay, how the heck did I sleep through all of this and what is going on?” I was incredulous. I must’ve really needed that nap. And I must say, that even though it was only half an hour, I suddenly felt good.

      “Welcome to your very own spray tanning session, with the wonderful Miss Marian.” With that the lady bowed down.

      “A spray tanning session? That’s my surprise? Oh I don’t need to do that. You don’t need to do that either. Look at you. You are already so brown.” I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful but I really wasn’t a fan of self-tanning. I never had been. Which would possibly explain my translucent skin.

      “Yes, but I have to keep it looking golden brown. Trust me, it fades so easily. And I refuse to use a tanning bed. Those things are so bad for your health. I cannot tell you the amount of horror stories that I have heard from people who have used those things. Remind me later to show you a list of statistics that I have about it.”

      “You have a list of statistics about tanning beds? Now who’s the nerdy one. But seriously, you go, I’ll just watch. I’m more than happy here in the sun. The sun is just what I need. After all, isn’t that the most natural way to go brown?” I thought I had her there, but of course she was always one ahead of me.

      “Yeah the sun is great. Unless you’re people like us. And not to be rude, but when I say us I really mean you.”

      “What do you mean? What’s wrong with me?”

      “I’ve seen your skin in the sun before. You don’t go brown. You go red. Then you go all blistery. Then you peel. You don’t go brown. Come on, I’ve known you long enough now. Be honest with yourself.”

      I sighed. “You got me there. I never go brown. And admittedly, I’ve always been a bit jealous of your sheen.”

      “My sheen? You make me sound like a dog. Now come on, strip off, we don’t have all day. You deserve a little bit of tender loving care.”

      “Uh… can you go first? I’m still half asleep.”

      “No problemo!”

      The truth was that I felt a bit shy suddenly getting undressed out in the open. I’m not sure why because Danielle had seen my naked body many times before and she had seen me through many different stages in my life. And Miss Marian had probably seen a hundred naked bodies before and I’m sure seeing mine was not going to bother her in the slightest. But still, I felt weird. Instead I watched as Danielle took her clothes off with ease and stepped into the tanning booth while giving me a big thumbs up and a massive grin. She was in her element here. Watching her I suddenly wished that I had chosen to go first and I was so grateful that there was nobody else around but the three of us. Danielle was beautiful and she had the type of confidence that just made her even more beautiful than she was. She was wagging her bum at me now and making me laugh but I couldn’t help but think what a nice bum she had and how white and unimpressive mine was going to look after this show. Danielle had a beautiful backside, as one of her ex-boyfriends had once described – which she said made up for her lack of boobs. But her small boobs suited her. She was tall and lanky and big breasts would’ve only weighed her down. She was all elegance and sophistication. Everything that I was not.

      “Okay, your turn now. You’re going to love it. Trust me. Soon, you’ll be wanting to do this every week” She said and came out to sit on the lounger.

      “Oh I doubt that!” I was not into things like this and she should know it.

      But she just laughed. “Oh trust me, you might not think you’ll like it. But you will. At least, you’ll like the way you look afterwards and you’ll never want to go back to that pale skin again. Miss Marian, make her beautiful.”

      “What? So I’m not beautiful already? You’re meant to be my best friend. You’re meant to tell me that I’m already the most beautiful woman in the world even if it’s not true. You cut me deep Danielle. You cut me deep.”

      “You ARE the most beautiful snowman in the world. But if you want to become the most beautiful woman in the world you’ll have to get a bit of color on you.” She laughed at that as if she had just told the funniest joke in the world and I tried not to laugh back.

      “Fine fine. I’m going in.” I took off my clothes and stepped inside, completely aware that both Danielle and Miss Marian could now see me naked. As Miss Marian started spraying me I suddenly felt emboldened by this nakedness and for a brief moment I felt free. Looking down I was glad that I had taken Danielle’s advice to get a Brazilian wax – because this moment right now would not have been pleasant the way I had looked a few weeks ago. It had been my very first Brazilian wax and I had been petrified. I had even told the ladies behind the counter and they had laughed at me, telling me that they had many clients still that came in for the first time and that there was nothing to be worried or ashamed of. I told them that I wasn’t ashamed at all but more frightened by the thought of the pain that as about to come my way. Again they told me that it was not going to be painful and that even if it was it would still be worth it. And they had been right. I had never thought something like that would make a difference to me and yet it had given me a strange and quiet confidence about myself that I never had before. As the cool spray hit my body I noticed how smooth it felt where they had done the Brazilian wax. A shiver formed up my spine at the sensation and I realized that despite being naked in front of strangers, I actually felt sexy. If only there was a man standing in front of me and not two girls.

      “You know what, Jane?” Danielle said while watching me, “That asshole Justin doesn’t know what he’s missing out on here. You would’ve been his happily ever after. Now, he will always regret what he did and he will always wish that he had stayed with you. Guys like that will just never be happy with anything. They could be with the most gorgeous model in the world who also has a great personality and they’ll still look somewhere else. Those are guys that just always want more and more and more. And they are not worth the time and effort. Don’t you ever think that you were the reason he left you. HE was the reason. You really are beautiful my friend and I mean it. I’m saying it to you while you are naked in front of me. I must be telling the truth!”

      “Thanks Danielle. You know what, I agree with you about Justin. He is an asshole.” It felt good to hear those words coming out of my mouth.

      “That’s it! Say it again. But say it loud.”

      “JUSTIN IS AN ASSHOLE.” It felt even more invigorating screaming this while completely naked. I’m not sure why. It just did. I laughed and threw Danielle a grateful smile.

      “So, on that note. How about you start looking for someone that’s not an asshole. A gentleman. A real man. I have just the man for you. He’s everything that Justin isn’t. And I know you thought that Justin was gorgeous, but trust me, this guy is even better looking. And to go with the looks comes a sparkly and shiny personality. Just what you need and deserve.”

      “Thanks Danielle. But I’m going to say no. I’m sure you’re not surprised at all at. But it’s not because I’m anti-men. Well, maybe I am a little. But I won’t be forever. I just need a bit of time to be myself. To figure out who I am as a person. I was with Justin for a very long time. Years of my life wasted on that idiot. And in that time I have completely forgotten about who I am as a person. What I want. I’ll be honest, I actually have no idea who Jane Griener even is. If you had to ask me I could only tell you that I’m a 26 year old female with a bachelor’s degree in Communication and MBA and that I’m particular good with social media and company branding. I can tell you that I have curves in places I like and curves in places that I don’t like. I can tell you that I have light brown hair and light brown eyes and that I hate how everything is just light brown and nothing else. How I wish my hair flowed down to my legs rather than just cutting short just above my shoulders. How I hate that I’m not taller. I can tell you all these things. But you already know that. And a stranger talking to me would pick all that up within minutes. That’s because that’s not all that I am. But I don’t know what that is anymore. I don’t know who I am. I need this time to just be me.”

      There was silence after that. My spray tan was finished and I was standing in the booth just staring into space. Danielle was looking down at her feet. Then she looked up and smiled.

      “I’m proud of you Jane. This is your time.”

      And standing there, completely unclothed and free for the first time in a long time, I knew that she was right. This was my time!
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      “Hi everyone. Thanks for all coming today on such short notice. So are you all ready to talk business?” I laughed at their solemn faces. It was a common practice for me to call meetings at all hours of the day and night but it didn’t seem to be to most people’s liking. Right now it was 9pm and most people either wanted to go out or go to sleep. For me, this was one of my best thinking times. My best times to strategize. I’d prefer it to be later even, perhaps when the rest of the world was asleep, but I knew they’d kill me for it. They would still show up, though, even if I did hold a meeting in the middle of the night – because at the end of the day I was still the one that paid them – but they’d do it begrudgingly. And I needed everyone quick on their toes. And I still wanted them to like me.

      “Oh come on everyone. Don’t look so grumpy. I have pots of coffee and whisky and a hell of a lot of snacks.” I pointed to the array that I had put out. Well, that someone had put out for me. It looked amazing.

      “Great, coffee to stop us from sleeping and snacks to make us put on weight. Just what I need right now.” Grumbled Abbie while rubbing her eyes. Abbie was one of the best assistants in the marketing department, and she always had a smile on her face. Unless we held our meetings at night. Then she complained. Sometimes I felt that I did this just so that I could see her grumble.

      “Oh Abbie, you could afford to put on some weight anyway. You’re all skin and bones. I’m actually doing you a favour right now. You should be thanking me.” I said and then handed her my sweetest smile.

      “Hmmph. Don’t try and use some flattery to change my mind. You know that things like that don’t work on me. I’m not one of your casino girls.” But I could see that she was already starting to smile. Girls were so easy.

      “Okay, so thanks to everyone for coming in today. I promise that we’ll make this quick. We only have one agenda item for today so I don’t see why it has to go on for too long. Then you can all go party your asses off. Or fall into some well-needed sleep. Whatever it is you’re after. Let’s try get this done in an hour at the most. I’ll probably see some of you on the dance floor later which is why I am personally adding some of this whisky to my coffee. There’s some cute girl waiting for me.” I high fived a few of the guys and laughed at Abbie mumbling, “Isn’t there always?” under her breath. I absolutely loved grumpy Abbie.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “Today I want to talk about the online contest for the social media campaign that we ran and to finally decide on the right candidate for the job. We’ve had a lot of entries so thank you to Abbie for going through all of them so carefully and for selecting the top ten. For those that don’t know I sat with Abbie yesterday and we whittled that down again until we were left with three. Three fantastic candidates who I really think could turn this place around. Just imagine what this place is going to be like with a bit of media buzz surrounding it. I’m not sure why it’s taken us so long to do this in fact. Okay, Abbie please tell everyone about the top three candidates. And please everyone, help yourself to something to eat and drink.”

      Abbie cleared her throat and got out her papers. I noticed that she didn’t bother to stand up. She did, however, take a big gulp of coffee. That seemed to perk her up a bit. “Okay, well like Sebastian said…”

      “SIR Sebastian.” I interrupted.

      She glared at me and I grinned back at her. “Like Sebastian said we had some great entries for this competition. Of course also some not so great entries but those were discarded easily. I was shocked at how many people thought they would be great for the job and had absolutely no qualifications. Some guy actually wrote ‘because I like casinos and money’ in his application.”

      “Ooh, I like the sound of him.” I interrupted again.

      Again, she glared at me. “Well then you hire him.” Snappy Abbie. “So, like Sebastian was saying before he so rudely interrupted me… we have three candidates to choose from. The first is Jane Greiner, a 26 year old female who got her bachelor’s degree in Communication and MBA from the University of Arizona. She’s got a good solid background in social media and knows what people want to see and what they don’t want to see. She was the one that headed the Beanz campaign a few years ago that turned that company around in a matter of weeks. So she definitely knows what she is doing. Then we have Martin Trumpor, a 32 year old male, no postgraduate degree, went straight to work with some of the top companies and moved his way up until he was heading their social media and marketing team. He might be different in terms of what we’re used to, but he is a hard worker and doesn’t stop until he gets what he wants. He’s had quite a few jobs over the past years which can be a good or bad thing depending on how you look at it but it seems that when he gets a job he certainly does it justice. Lastly we have Molly Earnest. Like Jane she also received a bachelor’s degree in Communication. She has lived in New York her whole life and has lead the marketing team in four of her company’s divisions. She is also a graphic designer and creates beautiful vision representations for her marketing campaigns. This is always a good thing to have – because a vision without an eye for design often doesn’t work. Having said that we already have some great graphic designers so we probably wouldn’t need much more than just her input. I have a copy of their CV’s to show each of you,” Abbie handed one out to everyone, “And then I’d like to take you through the ideas that each of them had for the company. You’ll be surprised at how different their visions are and hopefully after that you’ll be able to figure out who you like best. Sebastian, I think we take it to a vote at the end. I know who I want already.”

      I nodded and signalled for her to continue. Abbie took the team through the slideshows and I was impressed at just how much time and effort these people had gone through to prove that they were the ones for the job. I liked people like this. All three were proving that they wanted this badly and it was hard for me to not just hire all three. There was merit in all of the ideas and I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t taken steps to do this before. But I was also quite proud that I had managed to get the casino to where it was today without the help of social media. I had a feeling I was about to see this casino explode to even greater heights. My parents were going to be very surprised. And hopefully very proud. I wondered briefly if my brothers were going to be jealous of my success.

      “That was great and very interesting. Thanks for that Abbie, I know people don’t see the work that you do behind the scenes but I know it was a long process to get to where we are today. Trust me everyone, Abbie literally had piles and piles of paperwork to go through.” I noticed that she was back to her sweet and smiling self. She always perked up when she was asked to do her job, and I’m sure the coffee helped in making that happen. She was a good girl and a great assistant and I just loved messing with her. Also, she was a girl and so was easily swayed by compliments. “Now, let’s go around and see what everyone thinks. Let’s take it to a vote.”

      In the end it was down to either Jane Greiner and Martin Trumpor. Three votes for Jane and three for Martin.

      “I honestly think Martin is our guy. He’s by far the most interesting one. Also he’s a bit older than everyone else and for once that might be a good thing.” David Ellis was the main marketing director at the casino and someone that I had hired because of his ability to stand up for his beliefs at all time. He had a good eye for people and it was important that the right person was chosen for him – because he would be working with them closely. However, for probably the first time, I disagreed with him.

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m sorry to disagree with you but I have an inkling not to go with him and I think I should follow my gut. It’s never lied to me before. I think Jane’s our girl. Martin seems great but he seems a bit all over the place. That can be good in a lot of ways, but I want someone with a more clear direction. I want to be able to see their vision clearly and to see how they are going to execute it without me constantly wondering what they’ll do next. Jane sounds like someone with a good head on her shoulders.”

      “You can’t say that though, you haven’t even met her. Okay, let’s ask Abbie. Abbie, you’ve met everyone – what are your impressions of them compared to what they showed you on paper.” I knew that Abbie had voted for Jane so I was confident that this was going to help my case. Not that it mattered, I’d choose Jane regardless. But I’d like everyone to think that they at least had a choice in the matter.

      “Well, my vote is for Jane too. Now, don’t get angry David. I know exactly why you wanted to choose Martin. Martin is great. I chose him for a reason too and if the majority were going to go with Martin then I would’ve been happy with that decision. But there was definitely something about him that I didn’t like. I had a feeling that he would be the one that would flip decisions easily. Jane is a solid choice.”

      “I think that as the marketing director for this company I should have the biggest say in the vote. It’s three for Martin right now so surely I have the right to choose him? I’m going to be working with him after all.”

      I looked at David then and felt bad that I was going to undermine his authority. But I always believed in going with my gut and gut was telling me to definitely not go for Martin. “David, I do appreciate your input. That’s what this whole thing was about. And like Abbie said, if everyone went for Martin it would’ve been another story. But as the owner of the casino I do believe the final choice is ultimately mine. And with that I’d like to hire Jane Greiner to head this marketing campaign. But, having said that, we can keep Martin’s details on file so that if something does go wrong and we need someone else then we can have a back up.”

      David looked at me and then sighed. He knew that he didn’t have a leg to stand on when it came to final decisions. At the end of the day, I was still his boss, even though he was ten years older than me. “Fine, Sebastian. We’ll take Jane. I’m sure it will all work out just fine. But please do keep Martin on file.”

      “Wonderful! That’s decided then. Abbie, you can give Jane a call in the morning and set things up. Right guys, that’s a wrap. Party time!”
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      “Psst. Danielle. Over here.” I waved to Danielle the moment I spotted her. She waved wearily at me and carried on working. I had rushed all the way to Palms Casino to see her with my big news. I’d been a waitress before and I knew that any distraction was normally welcomed, but it seemed that things were very different when you waitressed in a casino. For a while Danielle completely ignored the fact that I was even there. She carried on with her work and focused on the job at hand and didn’t once look my way. I had to admire her for that. I took a seat at one of the empty chairs and watched her. She was wearing a very short, very tight and very revealing dress which I’m sure was part of the reason why she was tipped so well. I noticed all the men looking at her – the way her legs looked as if they went on forever and ever. She might not have big breasts, but she certainly made up for it with those legs. Most of the time she was delivering drinks to the black jack players, who played in a separate room to the rest of the casino. I couldn’t see what was going on but from what Danielle had told me in the past I knew that these were the high rollers who played with a minimum bet of $500. I couldn’t imagine ever taking a chance with that much money but I knew the deal – in order to win big you had to bet big. Every time I saw her coming out of the room I hoped that they treated her well in there and that they appreciated her hard work. But she always came out with a smile on her face and I knew that she loved what she did. She was good at it too. It was clear to see that. And after watching some of the other waitresses I knew that she was the best at what she did. She had a no-nonsense attitude, a bit of sass, and enough flirtation to get her what she wanted. I made a mental note to remind her that drinks were on her that night.

      I spent some time watching the rest of the people. Some looked ecstatic, winning wads of cash at a time. Others looked despondent and I could see them doing calculations in their head and trying to figure out if they could still carry on playing. It was both an exciting and depressing place to be in and I was fascinated by the different characters that milled around. I’d always been a bit of a people watcher and this was probably one of the best places to do it in. Mostly because people didn’t seem to worry about anyone other than themselves and it was easy to just sit and stare.

      “How you doing lovely lady?” I looked up and saw an elderly gentleman leering down on me. That’s when I noticed one of my buttons had come undone and a good portion of my cleavage was showing. I wanted to quickly do up the button but I didn’t want to make it obvious so I just left it.

      “I’m doing great. How about you? Making lots of money today?” I knew I had to be polite. This was where Danielle worked after all and it was not fair on me to make a scene. Plus, he seemed like a nice enough man.

      “Oh yes. Today is a good day. A great day in fact. Yesterday, not so much. But you know how it goes – you win some and then you lose some.” I wanted to ask him what the point was then but I decided against it. These casino people did not want anyone telling them what to do with their lives. This was their little escape from the world and in a way I did understand it. Sometimes all you needed was a bit of a break and if the casino was the place for them then who was I to tell them otherwise.

      “Well, I’m glad today is good.” I wasn’t in the mood to talk but he certainly was as he made himself comfortable next to me.

      “You’re not playing?” he asked.

      “Oh no, not me. I’m actually here to see a friend. She’s working so I’m just waiting for her to take a break.”

      “Oh, which friend? I come here often, I probably know her.” I wanted to say that it was obvious that he came here often – from the bloodshot eyes and the pale skin. This was a man who didn’t spend a lot of time outdoors.

      “That one over there. Danielle.” I pointed to her. At that precise moment she was bending down to give a seated customer a drink. She is all legs.

      “Danielle. Of course. The pretty one. She’s a doll.”

      “She certainly is.” Danielle would hate hearing someone call her a doll and I tried not to laugh, putting it in my mental notebook to tell her later.

      “Can I get you a drink?” His attention was back to me, although I noticed how he had stared at Danielle’s legs.

      “Oh no, that’s okay. Thank you though, that’s very kind of you.” A drink from him would only make him stay longer and I was never one to take drinks from people that I didn’t know.

      “Nonsense. I will not take no for an answer. If you’re going to sit here and wait you might as well get a drink. I could do with a few moments more of rest anyway. Excuse me Michelle, can you please get the two of us a glass of champagne. You can put it to my account. Thanks my darling.” He said to a waitress that had walked past. She grinned at him and told him that it would be her pleasure. He wasn’t lying when he said he came here often. When Michelle got back she handed us each a glass.

      “Thank you.” I said and took a sip. And I had to admit, it tasted good. It tasted far better than the bottles that I bought myself. But that could very well be because of the environment I was in now. Everything just seemed expensive. Even my taste buds.

      “No, thank you. It’s lovely to take a break. I’ve been on my feet forever.” The man continued to talk without rest and I found myself getting agitated. I wanted to sit in peace with my drink and watch the rest of the people. But he had given me a drink and I felt bad just getting up and leaving him. Thankfully I saw Danielle coming my way and I shot her a grateful smile.

      “Hi Peter. I see you’ve met my friend Jane. Thank you so much for keeping her company while I worked. I have a small break so I’m going to steal her away from you. But I’ll see you in a bit, okay?” She looked at him with so much sincerity that I even believed it.

      “Absolutely, have a good break my lovely. You deserve it. And Jane, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

      When we walked away I noticed that Danielle was laughing. She looked at me, “Well I saved you there. You looked like you wanted to run away. Oh well, at least you got a drink out of it. Peter is harmless though. He loves having someone to talk to. He’s here every day and has never tried anything with any of the waitresses. Trust me, when you’re here long enough you get to figure out the nice guys from the creeps. And he’s definitely a nice guy.”

      “He was certainly looking at you like he liked you though. He was staring at those long legs of yours like he wanted to take a bite.” I told her.

      “Yeah, but he never does anything more than look. Trust me. But anyway, listen, I’m sorry about ignoring you when you came in. They are very strict here about taking breaks or even talking to friends or family. And the big boss was walking around today so I couldn’t even try my luck. I’ve only got a little bit of time and then I need to go back out there again. What’s going on? Why are you here? Oh! Have you come for a job?” Her eyes widened at the prospect. I’m not sure why because she should know that I’d be terrible at the job.

      “No, no. I haven’t. But I have come to tell you some news.”

      “Yes?”

      “I won the contest!” I declared and raised my arms in the air. As I did some of the champagne spilled on me. “You see,” I said, wiping it up, “I told you I’d be a bad waitress.”

      “What? Oh Jane, that’s brilliant news.” Danielle came in for a hug and squeezed me tightly. “So what does this mean?”

      “It means I have to start on Monday morning. They phoned me and gave me the news today.”

      “Wow, Monday already!”

      “I know. But I’m glad. I’d rather just get right into it. If it was any longer I’d just get more nervous than I am right now.”

      “So what exactly are you going to be doing?”

      “Well, I’m going to be heading this big social media campaign based on my own ideas and collaborating with the rest of the marketing team. Sounds like they have no intention of me leaving anytime soon either so there’s a chance this might be a permanent thing. But either way it means that I actually have a job! A real job!”

      “So you can stay! You don’t have to go back to Arizona and you don’t have to bump into Justin the Idiot and Amy the Other Idiot.”

      I laughed at that. “Exactly! I can stay!”

      “I’m so happy for you Jane. You deserve this. And… you can start the job with a lovely tan now and a sexy Brazilian wax.”

      I shushed her and giggled, “Danielle! Don’t say that out loud!” She laughed and then I laughed too. I felt on top of the world. Just then I heard someone yell “JACKPOT!” and for a brief moment I thought they were talking about me!
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      “Are you ready for the big day?” Danielle asked as I stepped into the kitchen. She was sitting in front of an array of healthy food which made me feel slightly guilty about the chocolate muffin I had scarfed down the moment I had woken up. A glass of orange juice, a bowl of yogurt and slices of avocado and eggs were placed on the table and I couldn’t believe that she ate like that every day. Granted, it was probably why she looked the way she did and I looked the way that I did. Perhaps some of her habits would rub off on me by the end of my stay.

      “I guess so. It’s hard to be ready when you don’t know what to expect. I’m quite nervous but I’d be nervous on the first day of any job. Do I look okay though? I want to at least know that I look okay. I have some time to change if I need to so be honest with me.” I twirled around. I was wearing dark black jeans and a pretty green sleeveless shirt and black heels. It was elegant but not too fashionable which is what I wanted to go for – because fashionable was just not who I was. In fact, if I could’ve rocked up wearing trainers I would’ve been far happier. Or pyjamas – now THAT was good work gear. But this was day one and I still had to make a good impression. Perhaps once they got used to me I would be able to wear what I liked. I had to giggle at the thought of going to work every day in my sleepwear.

      “You look gorgeous Jane. Actually I wish you would wear heels more often, they suit you. Hang on though, you’re missing something.” Danielle ran upstairs and then came back with a beautiful silver necklace for me to wear. On the end dangled a little horse shoe.

      “Danielle!” I gasped, “I cannot possibly wear this. It’s beautiful.”

      “You can and you will. Because I got that for you to say congratulations on the job and I forgot to give it to you. It’s my way of saying how absolutely proud I am of you. Instead of moping in a corner you got far away from that jerk and found yourself a new job. You’re starting over and you’re doing it with such style. So this is not just a good luck for the job necklace but also a good luck for the rest of your life necklace. You’ve got this Jane! And you’re going to rock your first day today. This job is perfect for you.”

      “Ah… you’re amazing. I don’t know what to say. Danielle, I love it. My lucky necklace.” I felt tears rushing to my eyes. Danielle had been so good to me since I had moved in with her. After what Justin did to me I seemed to get emotional every time someone did something nice.

      “Don’t cry now! You’ll ruin your make up. This is meant to be a happy necklace.” She must be using the term ‘make up’ very loosely here because all I was wearing was a bit of mascara and a dash of lipstick. But still, she was right, I shook my head and smiled instead.

      “Thank you. It is a happy necklace. No more tears.”

      “So, what time do you have to be in?” She asked me, looking at the clock above her.

      “They were quite nice for my first day, I must admit. I only have to be in at 10.30 today. But I’m going to go early to scope it out a bit. I always feel more comfortable when I have a better idea of a place. I actually should’ve done this before instead of on the actual day but alas it’s too late.”

      “Time for a quick coffee before you go? I’m leaving in about twenty minutes so maybe we can leave together then. I can never leave for work without a decent cup of coffee. I hope they have good coffee where you work because where I work it is awful. Pity I can’t drink on the job because they make a mean cocktail!”

      “Yes! Absolutely. Coffee is needed. Although, a cocktail would be nice too.”

      Afterwards we said our goodbyes and we headed off in different directions. I arrived at the Sunrise Casino with over an hour and a half to spare which was perfect. The moment I arrived I felt overwhelmed by the place. I had a vision in my mind that it was going to be similar to Palms Casino, where Danielle worked. But I was very wrong and now I knew why Danielle was so impressed that I would be working here. Sunrise Casino looked to be almost triple the size, and despite this it was still packed with people milling in and out. It was absolutely exquisite and a lot of attention had been given to the details, which was immediately obvious to me the moment I stepped inside. I felt like I was treating myself by coming here. The whole place felt exciting and extravagant. My marketing mind tried to figure out a way to describe it. Classy came to mind. So did fancy, high-end, cosmopolitan, expensive, elegant and sophisticated. I quickly wrote these down – these were important words to remember for any sort of marketing strategy that I might do for them. Looking around I noticed a great deal of people walking around as if it were their home and I realized that many probably came to stay here for days if not weeks at a time.  The first thing I noticed about the place was the pool. It surrounded the entire place and the only way to get in was through a passageway on either side of the four corners. These were completely covered but see-through so that you could walk across without danger of falling in the pool but still be offered a fantastic view of the outside. Already now, so early in the morning, there were people swimming and lounging outside. This pool was a great selling point for the casino and would make for incredible photos. I wondered briefly if the pool was heated or not and made a mental note to find out at some stage. A heated pool in winter would go a long way in marketing.

      Inside the place offered hotel rooms, spas, bars, restaurants, shops and even a movie theatre. It was like a mini city in itself. I supposed the main idea was that once you were inside Sunrise Casino there was no reason to go out. Everything was here at your disposal. I walked up and down the corridors, checking out all the shops on offer and peeking into each one. Again, people were already buying – waving around credit cards as if it were no big deal to them. I also found a crèche at the end of the hallway where parents could leave their children while they spent the day winning (or losing) their money in the casino. One of the carers waved at me and I waved back. All the kids were sitting on the floor with colouring books and pens and all of them looked very happy to be there. Geez, this place has everything! I marvelled. I had to admit, I was impressed and it suddenly dawned on me that I was now about to start working there. No wonder Danielle was so impressed when I got the job.

      I checked the time and saw that I still had about half an hour to waste so I headed straight for the bar. I wondered if it was too early to have a cocktail but then decided that it was – especially when I saw the fancy coffee machine standing at the bar.

      “Welcome to Sunrise Casino. You’re bright and early today. You picked a good time to come and watch the world go by. How can I help you this morning? Anything in particular that you feel like?” Said the friendly voice from the other side of the bar. He was smiling at me as if I was someone that came there all the time. He immediately put me at ease and I wondered if they had gotten all the staff to act this way. I liked this. A lot of places I visited showed workers displaying very poor acts of customer service and it always reflected badly on the place itself. Was there anything even wrong with this place? I guessed time would tell.

      “I’d love a cappuccino. Thank you. I had my eye on your machine the moment I came in.”

      “One cappuccino coming right up. Yep, this is my little baby – it makes the most amazing coffee and I barely have to do anything other than push a few buttons. Although I shouldn’t have told you that. No, let me take that back – it’s me that makes it taste so good.” He laughed.

      “Oh, it’s definitely because of you. I bet you if I had to make a cup it would come out terribly. It is not the machine that makes the coffee, but the man behind it.”

      I watched as he used the machine with ease and breathed in deeply as the smell of coffee rose into the air. Then he handed me the cup. I took a grateful sip and then swivelled around. When I had first turned to face the barman there was nobody next to me but the moment I turned around I found a man standing right in front of me. The most gorgeous man that I had ever seen in my life. Unfortunately I greeted him with hot coffee spilled all the way down his shirt.

      “Shit!” He said and jumped back. The coffee was piping hot.

      “Oh no! I’m so sorry!” I said and then proceeded to try wipe the coffee off him. A ridiculous motion because all I was doing was spreading the wetness over his shirt. I could literally feel his abs through his shirt and I wondered how someone had the time to create a body like that. I looked up and tried to stay calm. This man was beautiful – which was not a word I generally used to describe anyone. He looked like a painting – or a photo that had been photoshopped to perfection. If these were the type of guests that I was going to see every day then I truly had hit the jackpot. He was glaring at me with these intensely dark brown eyes that never wavered and I knew that this was a man that always got what he wanted. I felt a shiver go right through me. He looked down at his shirt which was now completely ruined and I watched as hair moved down across his face. It was dark brown, similar to his eyes and I had to physically stop myself from reaching out and touching it. What is wrong with me? Take a hold of yourself Jane! I admonished myself. This was very unlike me.

      “I’m so sorry.” I said again. The entire process of me spilling coffee to making saying sorry for the second time must’ve taken only seconds and yet it felt as if I had been standing there and staring at him forever.

      “It’s okay. This was one of my best shirts but hopefully the cleaner can work her magic on it. Great start to the day.” He huffed.

      I felt my cheeks redden. “I’m truly sorry. One minute you weren’t there and the next minute you were. Uh… can I get you a drink? To say sorry?”

      “No, that’s okay. I have to go.”

      He walked away and I watched him leave. I closed my eyes and cursed myself for my awkwardness. Not the best way to feel on my first day at work and I hoped that it would only mean that things were going to get better. I had been with Justin for such a long time that I think I had lost my ability to talk to other men. Not that I was that good in the first place. Justin had been the one that was good at flirting, not me. Which, as it turned out, was probably what should’ve given me warning bells from the start. Thankfully I had not spilled any coffee on myself which was a good thing because I didn’t have any spare clothes with me. Turning up on my first day with coffee all over me would not have been good. It was probably better that I knocked it all over a stranger – albeit a cute one.

      “Another cappuccino?” The barman asked me and I suddenly became very aware that he had seen the whole exchange. I tried to pretend that nothing had happened and just nodded. I had only taken one sip before spilling the last one and I desperately felt like another cup before going into that meeting. Caffeine had a similar effect on me than alcohol at times – it always gave me a little bit more confidence.

      “Yes please. That would be great. Thank you. Uh… and sorry about the last one. My fault completely and I’ll definitely pay for two.” I handed him the mug and waited for him to pour me another one. He smiled at me as if to say that it didn’t matter at all. I realized that he didn’t seem as good looking to me anymore now that I was comparing him to the cute stranger. I took the mug and turned around slowly, making sure that the coast was clear this time. It was clear, but not for long. Because walking up to me was the very same man that I had knocked my drink all over. He was wearing a crisp new shirt and was walking straight towards me.

      “You’re back!” I exclaimed when he got near and then told myself not to sound so excited.

      “I am. Listen, I just wanted to say sorry for being so rude to you earlier. It wasn’t your fault that you knocked your drink on me. It was just bad timing. So, I’d like to take you up on that offer of a drink.” His voice was silky smooth and I wondered how he would do in an interview – more than likely he’d just get hired on the spot without them ever looking at any other candidate.

      I beamed at him. Was this really happening? I checked my watch. I still had twenty minutes to go until the meeting and I had already scouted out exactly where the office was that I had to report. “Great. I’m glad because I really did feel awful. I’m not usually so clumsy. Okay, I am a little, but still – I felt bad. What would you like? I’m just having coffee. It feels a little early to be having alcohol – as tempting as it sounds right now. And anyway, this coffee is amazing.” I was babbling.

      “Coffee sounds great.”

      I turned around and ordered another cup. The barman said hello to the cute stranger so I supposed he was a regular. He certainly looked like someone that spent a lot of time at places like this. He looked as if he slotted straight into casino life – impeccably dressed, groomed and with an air of confidence that only came from the rich or the famous.

      “Delicious!” He said as he took a sip.

      “I told you so! This place is amazing.”

      “Your first time here?” He asked.

      “It is. I’m generally not a casino type of person but I must say, this feels like I’m in a little city all on its own. It has a great vibe. I can see why some people spend so much time here – it must be hard to go back into the real world after this. It feels like a place filled with promises. Oh, sorry, I’m Jane by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you Jane. I’m Sebastian. Great description of the place. I must agree with you. I know that I never want to leave.” He held out his hand for me and I shook it. It was firm but his skin felt soft against mine. I didn’t want to let go. What was happening to me? This man had managed to get under my skin in such a short space of time. Although I supposed he had this impression on all the girls. I realized that I was staring.

      “I’m sorry. I’m staring. You just have very intense eyes.” I could not believe that I had just said that out loud. What was wrong with me? I think I was finally losing the plot. I smiled and tried to pretend as if what I had just said was normal.

      “Good intense or bad intense?” He asked and grinned at me. A mischievous and cocky grin that turned him from good looking to sexy all at once.

      “Oh good of course.”

      “Oh you’re just saying that because I’m sitting right here.”

      “No, no. I promise you. It’s very good.” I looked into my cup of coffee now, aware that I was flirting with this cute stranger. Perhaps this day hadn’t started out so bad after all.

      “Well, thank you. You have most certainly made my day. Getting a compliment from a cute girl should be imperative to any man’s day. And, I got a cup of coffee out of it too. I am a lucky man indeed. I should probably play on the slots today. I’ll probably hit the jackpot. And look, you’re wearing a little horseshoe – you must be my lucky charm.” He reached over and picked up the horseshoe, his hands briefly sweeping across my breast. The gesture did not go unnoticed to either of us. I smiled and looked down at the necklace, mortified to see that my nipples were standing erect. Why had Danielle not told me that my shirt was slightly transparent? And was this man actually flirting with me. I caught him looking at my breasts and I blushed.

      “You most certainly should play then. Who knows, maybe you’ll be able to buy me the next drink.”

      He laughed at that and I smiled. Maybe I wasn’t so bad at this flirting thing after all. Take that Justin! I can do this. I don’t need you. I felt my spirits rising the longer that I sat with this man and I felt more than ready to take on the job after this. I was definitely ready for it.

      “I’m sorry to bother you Ma’am,” interrupted the barman, “I’m switching shifts so I just need to round everything off here. Do you mind paying for the coffees before I go?”

      “Of course!” I fished out my card and handed it to him and then proceeded to type in my pin.

      “I’m sorry. It says it’s been declined.”

      I felt mortified. I could feel Sebastian watching me and I felt my face start to flush. “Really? That’s strange.”

      “It happens sometimes. Maybe it’s the machine. Let me get another one and we can try again.”

      “Okay, great. Thank you.” I was trying to remain calm but I wanted the whole earth to swallow me whole. We tried again but the barman looked up at me uncomfortably.

      “I’m so sorry. It still says declined.” I was sure that I still had some money left in my account. Had I really let it get that bad? Or was there just something wrong with my card? Either way I was so embarrassed and I didn’t know what to do. Not only had I ordered two cups of coffee for myself – one that I spilled – but I also ordered one for a complete stranger. And now I couldn’t pay for it.

      “Uh… this is so strange. It’s never happened before.” I stuttered.

      “Look, don’t worry about it. Matthew, it’s fine.” He smiled at the barman and that was that. I supposed he had just put it on his account which made me feel even worse.

      “I’m so sorry Sebastian. What a bad impression I have just made of myself.  Honestly, this was not my intention at all. I really do have the money. Please let me buy you another drink.”

      “No, no. Look, don’t worry, it’s okay. These things happen. But I have to go. I actually have a meeting in a few minutes that I can’t be late for.”

      And off he went. I looked at my watched and realized that I also had a meeting that I couldn’t be late for. I took a deep breath and willed myself to forget about the whole morning.
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      Dear Sebastian.

      I’m so sorry to be sending this message. Unfortunately my family had to leave early which means that I do too. I wanted to see you before you left but I wasn’t allowed up to the penthouse without your permission and I didn’t know how to get hold of you. I ran around the whole casino trying to find you but you must’ve been busy. I just wanted you to know what a wonderful time I had with you and how amazing it was to meet you. You are just so great and I’ll never forget the time I had with you. I would love to see you again. You can get me on this email address but I’ll also leave my phone number and my home address below. Come visit me anytime. I miss you already.

      Your Susie the Cutie.

      

      I cringed and quickly typed back a response.

      Thanks for the email Susie. I’m sorry you had to leave so early. I had a wonderful time with you. Of course I’ll keep in touch. I’m just about to go into another meeting – like I told you, I’m a busy man. So, unfortunately, I have to cut this short. Have a lovely trip back and thanks for the memories.

      I sent the email to Susie – who I had deliberately stopped calling Susie Cutie – and sighed. Girls like this infuriated me. I had only met her once and she had already sent me an email. I regretted the decision of giving her my business card but I supposed she would’ve found a way regardless. Didn’t they see that I wasn’t looking for anything serious? Surely I wouldn’t want something serious from a quickie up in my room. Especially since I had just met the girl. But some girls had no sense of patience and no idea on how to really get a man. Susie was great but she had a shelf life for me which had already expired. I put her out of my mind – after all there were plenty other women at the casino for me to focus on. I thought about the girl sitting on my lap while I worked the other night and how her breasts had bounced up and down in front of me. That was the one great thing about working in a place like this. The girls were generally only around for a few days or a few weeks at most. It was easy to woo them while they were here and then move to the next one when they left. And some of them, some of the good ones, didn’t mind sharing. I smiled at the prospect of walking around the casino that evening looking for another target. Although, they usually came to me first.

      Now, despite a rather frustrating morning, I had to endure another meeting. I wasn’t at all in the mood for it today but there was nothing that I could do. At least I had a few moments to catch my breath before she was due to come in. I liked sitting alone in my office. It was my version of a ‘man-cave’ – a place that was all mine. A place that was all me. It was quite large for an office, with most of the space going unused, but I had always hated clutter and I knew that this would be the office for me the moment I saw it. Back then there were two people working in the space, but I had found room for them elsewhere. I wanted this room all to myself. I had taken everything out and refurnished it. The walls were a light grey and everything screamed modern and simplicity. My desk was large and of the finest oak and on it stood a large computer screen and a laptop – each connected to one another. I wouldn’t lie if I said I used that screen for other purposes on the odd occasion. It was easy when you were all alone – and a locked door and closed blinds went a long way. I’d even had sex in this office before – against my big oak desk. It had been in broad daylight and that day I hadn’t bothered to lock the door. There was something exciting about knowing that anyone could walk in at any time. When my phone rang I jumped up in surprise. I had been so lost in memory that I had almost forgotten where I was.

      “Sebastian, Jane Greiner is here to see you.” It was Alison, my assistant. Alison had a gruff voice which was immediately recognizable - like someone that had smoked too much in her life. I had hired her a year ago based on her age and her looks. Which was to say, she was in her sixties and not the most attractive looking lady. The only reason I had done so was because I couldn’t stop sleeping with the other assistants. And then when they got too close to me I’d have to let them go. It wasn’t the most pleasant thing to go though and I knew that it wasn’t the nicest thing for me to be doing to them. Also, I was worried about ruining my reputation at the casino. Alison was perfect for the job.

      “Who?”

      “Jane Greiner. The new social media lady that won that competition. She’s the one you chose remember. The one that you fought to have over the other guy.” Alison sounded annoyed with me. She was always reminding me about things that I had forgotten. But that was her job. That was why I hired her.

      “Oh of course. Sorry, I was daydreaming. Yes, please send her in.” I hoped that this wasn’t going to go on for too long. I had far more important things to do that day.

      Alison walked in with Jane and I nearly fell off my chair. It was the same Jane that had spilled coffee all over me not so long ago. I hadn’t for one minute put two and two together when she said her name and from the look on her face I could see that she hadn’t either.

      “Thank you Alison. Jane, please sit down.” I waited until Alison closed the door before continuing. “Goodness, I did not realize you were the one coming in today. Well, we’ve already met then. But like I said before, I’m Sebastian.”

      “YOU run this casino?” She asked and sounded incredulous.

      “Yes. Why? You look surprised.”

      “I guess I just thought that somebody older would be running it. I don’t know – that’s silly I guess. Well, what an entrance I made then. Again, apologies for the coffee spilling and the card not working. I promise that things will get much better after that.” I couldn’t figure out what to make of her then. She seemed a bit stand-offish suddenly and I wasn’t sure if it was because she was embarrassed about what had happened earlier or whether she wasn’t too pleased that her boss was a man her age.

      “Well, like I said, it’s no problem at all. I had a clean shirt at the ready and as you can now see, a cup of coffee is the least of my worries. Before we get into it, I’d like you to please read through these papers. I know it’s a bit long but it details exactly what you can expect from the job and what we expect from you. If you’re happy with it all please just sign your name on each of the pages. We can continue after that.” I handed her the pages and watched as she carefully read through each page one at a time. Most people that came for a job skimmed through these pages quickly but Jane was looking at each word at a time – making sure that everything was in order. I was both frustrated and impressed by this. I sat back and watched her. I was glad that I had a moment to assess her without her looking at me. She certainly wasn’t striking and by no means would she win any modelling contest. In fact, if I had to use one word to describe her I’d probably use the word average. Or plain. Yes, plain Jane. But yet, there was certainly something about her. She was pretty and she had some edge about her that I couldn’t quite place. She was… Interesting. Yes, very interesting. I was surprised not to see her in a suit – as seemed to be the case with most people on their first day, but I quite liked what she was wearing. Her jeans were tight and her green shirt looked good against her skin. Her best asset was definitely her breasts – which were clearly visible through her shirt under certain lighting, and I was lucky enough to be able to see them clearly at that moment. I looked up and said a little silent thank you to my bright light bulbs. They were very big for her otherwise small frame. When she looked up I quickly looked her in the eyes so that she wouldn’t see me staring down and I smiled.

      “All done? You happy with everything? Let me know if there is anything that you think might be missing or anything that is wrong.” I asked. I truly didn’t want to hear that anything was wrong but I needed to be polite. I was the boss after all and this was her first day.

      “All done. Sorry I took so long. I’m a little bit obsessive with details. Yeah, everything looks to be in order. Abbie actually ran through everything with me on the phone when she told me that I’d gotten the job and this is all in line with what she said. I’m very happy with this.”

      “Ah… Abbie. Always on the ball that one. She gets so annoyed with the rest of us so it looks like the two of you are going to get on just fine. So, Jane, I just wanted to tell you that I was very impressed with your proposal. We whittled it down to three people and after that it was a fight between two. Both Abbie and I both wanted you and, of course, as the boss I got to make the final decision. So… don’t let me down, okay?”

      “Oh I definitely won’t let you down. I wanted this job very badly.” And something in her voice made me believe her.

      “As you can see, the casino is running very well at the moment. The only area that we are lacking in is our social media side of things. Which is why we needed someone with a good head on their shoulders to come in and take charge. What I especially liked was your idea to start interacting with the public more and your examples of how well this has worked for your other clients in the past. You say that the public don’t want to see us as just a company but they want to see us a people who run a company. It sounds like you want to personalize us a bit more in order for the public to relate to us. Am I right in that assessment?”

      “Absolutely. And I have tons of ideas on how to make it happen. Most of the time it’s really just being available behind the computer to not only market the company but to also listen to what the public are saying. Companies just don’t listen enough these days – and something like that can make all the difference.”

      “I like you Jane. I think this is going to work well.

      “Thank you Sir, me too.”

      “Sir? Since when am I Sir. No, call me Sebastian.”

      She laughed, and suddenly she didn’t seem nervous any more to be around me. I wasn’t sure if I liked that or not. “Sebastian. Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.” She had a twinkle in her eye and I wondered if there was a little more to this plain Jane than I first thought.
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      After going through the papers meticulously, I finally handed them over to Sebastian, telling him that everything looked perfect. I tried to sound nonchalant about it all but the truth was that I was doing somersaults in my mind at what I had just read. Abbie hadn’t quite finalized the final pay amount to me, only giving me a rough idea at the time. But the amount that I just saw on the paperwork showed that I would be getting twice the amount that I had initially expected. Which meant no more cards getting declined in front of cute men.

      “Okay Jane, I think that’s it then. Abbie, who you spoke to on the phone, will come in and take over from here. She’s going to help get you all set up today. Thanks for coming in. Lovely to meet you and I look forward to seeing all the great work that you do for us.” Sebastian said. I could swear I caught him looking quickly at my breasts but I couldn’t be sure. Probably not. But why did I almost wish that he was? I would normally be very upset if I saw somebody looking at my breasts instead of at my face – and yet something about this gave me pleasure.

      I smiled at him, still trying desperately to keep my composure. I still couldn’t believe that this was the man that I had been flirting with not so long ago. Worse, this was the man that I had spilled coffee all over and the man that had seen my card get declined. The man that I could barely look at because he was so damn hot. “Thank you Sebastian. I’m looking forward to working here. I already have some great ideas. It’s hard not to have ideas in a place like this.” I hoped that I sounded professional and worthy of the job.

      I watched as he picked up the phone, trying not to stare at his perfection and yet at the same time desperate to find something imperfect about him. “Alison, please call Abbie into my office. Thank you.”

      We waited in silence until Abbie came in and I breathed a sigh of relief at the prospect of getting out of his office. His office might have been big but I felt the walls closing in on me the longer I sat there. I was glad that I wouldn’t be working alongside him because he was far too much of a distraction. I still couldn’t believe that my new boss was the man that had seen me make such a fool of myself. I knew that if Danielle was in my place something like that never would have happened. Abbie walked in with a slight jump to her step and I felt an immediate liking to her. She was short, slightly plump in all the good ways, and had a smile on her face that was definitely genuine. I felt myself relaxing around her.

      “Right, I’ll take over from here Sebastian. Hi Jane, I’m Abbie – lovely to meet you.” She came straight over and shook my hand. It was a firm handshake and I could see that she was used to doing business and to dealing with people. There was nothing nervous about the way she moved. She was confident in a very friendly and easy going way.

      “Are you pretending to be the boss now Abbie?” Sebastian asked her with a cocky voice and I wasn’t sure if he was mocking her or teasing her.

      “Eat your words Sebastian. One day I’ll be the boss of you.” She laughed, not in the least bit nervous around Sebastian. Perhaps one day I’d be able to be that cool around him too.

      “Come on Jane, this way.” She motioned for me to follow her and I nodded awkwardly at Sebastian as I walked out. He grinned at me and again I couldn’t be sure if he was laughing at me or simply being nice. He was definitely a very hard person to read – unlike Abbie who seemed like an open book.

      I walked out with Abbie and listened while she talked about the office and where I would be sitting. “I’m so excited to have you here Jane. We were blown away by your proposal and I knew from the moment that I spoke with you that you were going to be the one for this job. And luckily I didn’t have to convince the big man himself – he agreed with me from the start. But listen; don’t worry too much today or even tomorrow. I know how overwhelming first days can be. So I want you to use this time to just get to know the place and the people and I want you to feel comfortable. I always find that I work so much better when I feel comfortable and I know that is not going to happen on day one. Okay, so this is your desk.”

      I almost whistled out loud at it. That’s how impressed I was by my new working space. I was used to always getting a small little corner office or cubicle to do my work and this looked like luxury to me. The space was big and fit a desk, a chair, a couch, a book shelf and another little table with ease. I looked around the room and saw four other spaces similar to my own. Most companies would squeeze in at least ten people, if not more, into a space like this. This one only had five. Abbie caught me staring and smiled.

      “It’s a nice space isn’t it? I felt the same when I first joined. So, this is the marketing department. There are just five of us, you included, and it’s a great team. Let me introduce you to the others.” And then Abbie stood up on the chair and yelled, “Hey guys, this is Jane. Wave hello!” Two faces popped up and waved. I waved back, slightly embarrassed by this awkward introduction. “We’ll do a proper introduction later on for sure,” Abbie continued, stepping down from the chair, “Over there in the far right corner is Kevin and that over there is Michael. They’re very nice guys. They’re just busy on some deadline now so I’d rather introduce you properly when they’re not so stressed. Maybe we can all go have a drink sometime – I find that to be the best way to get to know people.”

      I laughed at that, “I must agree.” Then I looked around and noticed two empty desks, “What about those?” I asked her.

      “Oh, well this one is mine. And trust me, I am so happy to have a girl in the office with me now. What a relief. I think I’m starting to talk like a boy these days. My mom mentioned it to me the other day when I started telling some rude joke which I never would have found so funny before. And over there, well that’s the head of the marketing department – our boss. His name is David Ellis. He’s not in right now but you’ll meet him soon enough. I’ll be honest, between you and me, he’s quite a tough one. But if you do your job right you won’t have a problem. He’s a good boss, but not an easy one by all means. I’m just warning you because he can come across a bit scary at first. Just do your job and he’ll warm up to you. I actually like him now but in the beginning I thought he was awful.”

      “Thanks for the heads up. It always makes a difference when someone tells you what to expect.” I said. I didn’t mind so much. I’d had plenty of bosses in the past that were the same. Most of the time they ended up being the ones that I got on with the most. They simply didn’t like any sort of inferiority in the work place, but if you proved yourself to them you generally stayed in their good books forever. Proving yourself was always the hard part but a challenge that I was always up to.

      Abbie sat down with me and showed me the ropes. I felt comfortable with almost everything that she showed me. It was more a case of just getting the hang of a different system and figuring out how they did things here. But that was the same for any new job and I knew that the important thing was to just get through the first week. By week two you always felt more comfortable and by week three you generally just felt like part of the furniture. Still, the incident with Sebastian had thrown me a bit and I tried not to think about it. I hoped that I wouldn’t have to deal with him much and I assumed I wouldn’t. Often, the owner was the one that you saw the least. David was probably the one that I had to worry about more. He was my boss. I was grateful to have Abbie around – she seemed like someone that I could get on with. She was a different sort of bubbly to how Amy had been and it was easy to spot the difference. In fact, I even thought Danielle would like her – and Danielle abhorred bubbly people. When Abbie left me to do some things on my own I sat back and smiled at my surroundings. The feel of Sebastian’s abs came into my head and I, once again, shoved it as far back into my mind as possible. I was here to do a job. And I was going to do it well!
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      The morning went by very smoothly. Despite easing me into the job there was still quite a lot that needed to be done and it was hard to do anything quickly when I was still figuring out how to do things. But I seemed to be picking things up easily and I was confident that I just needed a few days to fully integrate into the place. The environment at work was good but very quiet and the entire morning all I could hear was the clicking of fingers on the keyboard. Abbie assured me that it wasn’t always so quiet but the deadline had forced the boys to do nothing but work. Also, I noticed that everyone wore headphones so I assumed a difference in opinion when it came to music preferences meant that the only way we could listen to anything would be to come prepared ourselves. I was so glad about this because in my old job I sat alongside my boss who was adamant that the only music to listen to was the pop charts on repeat. It used to drive me insane but because she was in charge I could do nothing but grin and bear it. I wondered briefly what everyone was listening to. I tried not to but I had a natural tendency to judge people by their music choice. I often thought that the best way for me to figure out a person’s true personality would be to ask the following questions: What music do you like? Wine or spirits? Do you like animals? The answer, according to me, should be alternative rock, wine and yes. I made a mental note to ask Abbie at some stage. Then again I think Danielle liked spirits and had a particular liking for hip hop so perhaps these weren’t the best questions after all. My mind started drifting then to Sebastian. What would he like?

      Then, just as I was thinking about him, I noticed a girl saunter in from outside, and walk straight past my desk and up to his door. She walked slowly and with purpose as if she wanted us to notice her. From where my desk was I had a clear view of his office and I watched to see what would happen. The girl was dressed in what had to be the shortest dress I had ever seen in my life – so short I thought that it might actually just be a shirt and she seemed to have a little bit too much make up on for that time of the day. She glared at me as she walked past. In her hand she was carrying a big box which looked to have various food items and drinks. She carefully placed the box down onto the floor, which took her a lot longer than it should have as she was unsteady in her high heels, and then she tentatively knocked on the door. After a while she knocked louder and shouted, “Sebastian, it’s me.” I literally saw her adjust her breasts so that they perched higher on her dress and then she bent down and picked the box up and waited. I saw her trying out a few different poses until she finally settled on the one leg cross slightly over the other while her one hip jutted out to the side. It looked rather ridiculous and very obvious. When Sebastian opened the door I noticed that he looked shocked to see her standing there, but then he quickly covered it with a smile and allowed her to walk back in. He looked out and saw me staring and I quickly put my head down so that he wouldn’t see the big blush forming on my face. I hated that I got embarrassed so quickly. The door shut and I saw that Abbie had been watching too. She looked at me and rolled her eyes and then came up to my desk.

      “Hey, do want to go for lunch? That girl just reminded me that it’s lunch time. I don’t know what she had in that box but I got a whiff of it and it smelled delicious.”

      “I have food but I left it in the car. Let me go and get it quick.” I said.

      “No, don’t be silly. Lunch is on me today. Or should I say… on the company.” She whispered that last part and then laughed. “A very important marketing lunch I think! To be honest, I actually have a salad waiting for me on my desk – but it’s now the last thing that I want. I need real food.”

      I laughed at that, grateful that I wouldn’t have to eat lunch that had been melting in my car all day.

      “I’d love that!”

      “Great, give me one second. I just want to finish up on an email and then we can go.” She ran back to her desk and furiously started typing, obviously more eager to eat then work.

      While I was waiting for her I looked at Sebastian’s closed door, wondering who the girl was that was now inside with him. At first I figured she must be someone just delivering his lunch but now I wasn’t so sure. Firstly, if she was she would’ve just handed it to him and walked out. Secondly, she wouldn’t have been dressed like that. I wondered if I had imagined the look of surprise and disappointment on his face when he had seen her. Just then the door opened and I jumped up in surprise. The girl walked out on her own, without Sebastian and with her head down walked right past my desk and out the room. She wasn’t smiling and unless I had imagined it I could swear I saw tears down her face. I thought of calling after her but then thought against it – this had nothing to do with me. I looked back at Sebastian’s door which was now closed again and realized something – the girl hadn’t been carrying the box of food when she came out. What had gone on in there? But before I could think any more of it Abbie was walking towards me with a big smile on her face.

      “Ready?” She asked.

      “Yes. I’m starving and I swear I could eat a horse.” I admitted.

      “Oh thank goodness. A girl with an appetite. I was worried you’d be one of those girls that had no interest in food. I just don’t get people like that. I feel completely disconnected to them. I mean… surely I’m not the only one who thinks about what they’re having for lunch while I’m having breakfast?”

      I laughed at that and decided to restructure my getting to know someone questions – this was a great one to add. Food was just as important to me as wine was – if not more. “You’re not alone. I’m not sure I can be friends with someone that doesn’t like food. Or wine. Or animals really.”

      She looked at me then and grinned. “Oh, you and I are going to get on just fine.”

      “THIS is the restaurant?” I asked when we arrived. I didn’t at all recognize the place from my little walk around the casino when I had arrived that morning. It was beautiful and incredibly intimate – fashioned more like a cozy Italian restaurant than a work café. And it was very hidden away from the rest of the place which seemed odd to me.

      “This is it. It’s only for the staff, which is why you probably haven’t seen it before. Tucked away from the rest of the casino. Aren’t we lucky? It’s far better than the one for the customers I think. I keep telling Sebastian that he should make that restaurant more like this one. I think it would be a great selling point for the place. But apparently he’s got lots of plans for the food and beverage side of the casino so I have a feeling we’re in for big changes in that regard. Oh and I’m not sure if he told you, probably not, but you get a 30% discount if you eat here as well as four ‘meeting based’ lunches a month. I’ll put this down on mine so don’t worry about anything for now. I’ll give you a sheet when we get back to the office and you can start keeping a record from tomorrow. I actually come here most days for lunch. Trust me, it’s far better than any food you can bring in yourself. There’s loads of options too, and while I always try to go for the healthy options I always tend to go for the bacon pasta special. It’s amazing.”

      “Okay, you sold me. I’m going to try that one. Screw the diet! You can’t spell ‘diet’ without the word DIE.”

      She burst out laughing. “You kill me Jane. That’s brilliant. I have to remember that one. There are certain days when diets should not exist. And I definitely think a first day on the job counts as one of them. And I’m just joining you on that because you know… that’s what friends do.” She said the last bit like she just doing me a favor.

      “And what a great friend you must be then.”

      “Two bacon specials please.” Abbie said to the waitress, and then she looked back at me. “So, how’s your first day going? It’s always a bit daunting. I remember my first day well… but trust me… you’re going to fit in so well that soon you’ll feel like part of the furniture. I have a good feeling about you.”

      “This place has amazing furniture so I certainly hope so! Actually, it’s going very well. I think I’m getting the hang of it. Thanks for all your help today.”

      “Ah, it’s no problem at all. Geez, who was that girl that walked into Sebastian’s office. I don’t know what happened but she walked out looking very unhappy. And what was she wearing? Does she know it’s the middle of the day and it’s not a nightclub?”

      “Yeah, I was going to ask you if you knew who she was. Poor girl, I felt so bad for her when she walked out. Even if she did glare at me when she walked past.”

      “She glared at me too. She’s probably one of those women that hate every female that she meets. You know the type – they don’t want any women to get in the way of them and their man. Well, you’ll learn soon enough that Sebastian is VERY popular with the ladies and that this is not an uncommon occurrence. And I wouldn’t be surprised if she was just another one of his conquests that he has finished with. He’s not a bad person and he’s a good boss, but he’s most definitely a little bit too fond of women. Oh, I’ll just say it because nobody else is around – but he’s a womanizer for sure. You’ll see soon enough. But he’s a love them and leave them kind of guy and it doesn’t take long for the leave them part to happen. I was a little taken aback by how gorgeous he was at first but his looks have faded in my eyes. If I can give you one piece of advice that you should listen to above all the others it would be this: stay clear of Sebastian. You’ll only get hurt if you don’t.”

      “Oh you don’t have to worry about a thing. I’m staying clear of men for the time being. It’s a long story which I’ll tell you one day but let’s just say it has lot to do with me starting over. The new job has helped with that. Next will be a new apartment. Meeting a man is the last thing that I want to do right now. And trying it out with my boss is a big no no in my books anyway.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve been going through a hard time. But I’m very happy to hear that you haven’t considered Sebastian in that way.” But of course, I had, at least briefly. Before I spilled coffee all over him and made a complete fool of myself. But I was grateful for what Abbie had told me. I didn’t want anything to do with a man like that. I’d already had my fair share of assholes this year.
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      “Sebastian. It’s me.”

      I recognized the voice from outside but I couldn’t quite place where I knew it from. I was so enjoying having some down time from everyone that for a while I didn’t even bother to answer. Perhaps if I was still enough I could pretend that I wasn’t even here at all. Usually Alison was quite good with keeping people out unless I had a meeting planned. I wondered if I had forgotten about a meeting. It was entirely possible but after quickly checking my diary I saw that it was empty. I heard a sound – like something being placed on the floor – and then I heard another knock. Tentatively at first and then louder. I sighed and went to answer it. The last person that I expected to see standing in front of me was Susie the bloody cutie who was not looking nearly as cute as I had last seen her. Now she was heavily made up, dressed for a nightclub and looking at me with huge expectant eyes. She must’ve either snuck past Alison or else somehow convinced her to let her through. I made a mental note to chat to Alison after this.

      “Susie? What are you doing here?” I cursed myself for using her name. It would’ve been far better for me to pretend as if I had forgotten. She would’ve been hurt but I might have gotten my point across a bit better. She looked pleased suddenly as if she’d won the jackpot.

      “Can I come in?” She winked at me and I cringed inside. But before I had a chance to answer she simply waltzed right past me. I closed the door behind me because I didn’t want any of the marketing team to hear me. That was the one problem with my office – it was only private when I shut the door. I hated that I always had to walk past the marketing team to get to it but it was still the best office in the whole building and it was a sacrifice that I had to make. Also, I loved seeing their faces every time I walked past, especially when they were caught not doing their work or messing around on Facebook. I never said anything except give them a stern look and then would continue to walk to my office knowing that they would only breathe a sigh of relief once I was inside. It was always so much fun having power over of them and it often made me feel far older than my twenty seven years. I was sure I noticed the new girl Jane giving me a strange look but I couldn’t be too sure.

      “You’re back. I thought you and your family had to leave?” I said to Susie matter of factly.

      “I am! Well, I mean I’m not actually back. Like, my parents are not here or anything. I did try to convince them to stay longer but my dad had to go back to work and there was simply no convincing him. I was annoyed but there was nothing I could do. I really thought I was going to have a bit more time to spend with you. Especially after that special night we shared. But I thought I’d come in and see you anyway. Bring you some lunch. I took my mom’s car and told her that I was going for some big job interview. She was so excited for me that she didn’t even mind me using it. I just wanted you to know that I hadn’t forgotten about you.” She said the last part softly. Almost demurely.

      “I only just got your email. And I did reply.” I said to her unsure of why she felt she had to follow the email up with a visit.

      “I know. But as I sent it I suddenly realized just how much I missed you. What we did the other night, in your room, well it was very special to me.”

      Oh no! Was she a virgin before? The horrible thought crossed my mind and I think she noticed it. “Oh, I mean I’ve done that plenty of times before of course. But never with someone like you. And never in a room like that. Anyway, I just thought you might be hungry.”

      “Actually Susie, I’m very busy. This is the middle of the day and I don’t ever take time off during the day. I’m very busy. Like I told you. There’s always a hundred meetings to go to and a million emails to send. It just never ends here and there’s nothing that I can do about it. I wish I could take some time off but I really can’t. I do appreciate you coming, that was very sweet of you, but I’m not going to be able to spend any time with you.” I was trying to break it to her gently. I wanted her to get the hint without getting too upset over it. Most girls were ashamed when I dropped them suddenly and would leave without word. But there were those, thankfully few and far between, that continued to be needy – up to the point where the only way I could get rid of them was to be mean. And I always preferred not to let it get to that. I still wanted a good reputation.

      I saw her face drop. “Oh. But… well, when will you be free then? I can wait. I don’t mind. I promise you. My parents aren’t expecting me home until later. I can go in the pool. Or even better, I can wait up in your room. You can just phone reception and get them to let me up. I’ll be good and wait for you. I won’t touch anything, I promise. In fact, I’ll make sure that when you get back I’ll be waiting unclothed on the bed – and I’ll make all your stress go away. I’m good with that and I know exactly what to do to make you feel better. Poor Sebastian, you look so uptight.”

      She was right about that. I was uptight. “No, I’m going to be busy the whole day. And probably for the next few weeks. There’s a lot going on that I cannot just drop, but thank you very much for the kind offer. I’m sorry but I just can’t see you right now. Like I said, thank you for coming but you really should’ve phoned first so that you didn’t waste your time like this. We have a lot of things to do for the casino and I have to oversee them all.”

      “Can’t you get other people to do them? You’re the boss aren’t you?” Gees, did this girl not get a hint? How much more obvious would I have to be?

      “Absolutely I’m the boss. But there is one reason why the casino is doing so well and that is because I am here to make sure of it.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to explain myself to her. I should just kick her out. I wasn’t completely lying – I did like to oversee everything. But I really could do whatever I wanted and I’d stopped work to be with a girl in the middle of the day many times. But not girls like this. This was trouble. This was someone that was going to cause a big scene if I didn’t put a stop to it immediately.

      “But you have to eat Sebastian. And… you know… maybe I can be your dessert?”

      Seriously? Did she never give up? She wasn’t even turning me on right now. I just wanted her to get out the office. “Thank you for the food. I do appreciate it and I will eat it. It looks and smell delicious. But I’ll be eating it while I do my work. Unfortunately I just have no time to spare right now. But it looks lovely. Thank you.”

      “But I miss you. The other night was so good. No, it was great. I’m sure you felt it too.” There was so much sadness in her voice that I almost took pity on her. And she was right, the other night really had been great. Maybe just one quickie wouldn’t hurt me. Thankfully I shook my head to the reality of the situation and stopped myself. One more time with this girl would lead to even more complications down the line. And anyway, she had been great but I’d had far greater and I could easily have that again with someone else. I sighed and looked at her.

      “Susie, I just don’t have the time for this. Thank you but I really do have to get back to work. My emails are piling up as we speak and the longer you are here the more I’m going to have to catch up on.”

      She looked down and I noticed how her shoulders now sagged. “But Sebastian. We can be quick. Very quick. Or I can wait for you in your room. Like I said, I don’t mind waiting even if it’s all day. It won’t at all be a problem for me Your room is huge and you have a crazy big TV. Let me go watch a movie or two until you are finished up. I can even phone my parents and tell them that I’ll only be home tomorrow. Hey, that’s a great idea. Then you can work as long as you want and then come up and see me when you are ready. I’ll get the bed all nice and warm for you and we can spend the night together. And in the morning, I’ll even make you breakfast. Or… well I can maybe take you for breakfast or something. Whatever you want. It will be so much fun and I’ll definitely make it worth your while.”

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up and walked right up to her, my face leering down on her. “Susie. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this but I have to be blunt with you now. Don’t you understand? Don’t you get it? You were great the other night but all it was to me was a one night stand. I don’t want a second night with you and I certainly don’t want a relationship with you. You were wonderful for the night and I will never forget that but that’s all it was. I am not looking for anything more. Now please will you leave so that I can get on with the rest of my day. I’m not lying to you – I really do have a lot of work to do. Perhaps it’s better if you don’t call or email me either. Unfortunately you have pushed this too far and I don’t think we can even be friends.”

      “But…” Her voice was shaky and she looked up at me with shock all over her face.

      “Again, thank you for coming and for the lovely food. But please will you leave. And close the door behind you when you do. Goodbye Susie.”

      She stared at me for a few minutes, perhaps trying to see whether I would change my mind, and then eventually she sighed and walked out. She shut the door a bit louder than she should’ve and I could hear the patter of her feet as she scurried out. I breathed a sigh of relief. First a stranger pours coffee all over me then this happens – it was not turning out to be the best day. But then I looked down at my box of food – which was definitely meant to be for two and I smiled. She must’ve done her research because the box was filled with all of my favourite food items. Perhaps little Susie hadn’t been a total waste after all, I thought as I bit happily into my bacon and cheese wrap.
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      I was sitting in the main meeting room waiting for the others to come in. I usually made an effort to let them all gather first before walking in because I liked making a big appearance. But today, for reasons unbeknown to me, I was here before everyone with still at least fifteen minutes to spare. My office had just suddenly seemed cramped once I had finished my lunch and despite not wanting to feel guilty about eating the food that Susie had brought in for me – I almost couldn’t help it. The moment I took the last bite of food, albeit the rather delicious food, I remembered her face as I had kicked her out the room. After that, the room had seemed small to me. I felt better in the meeting room, which was large enough to fit at least twenty people seated, and breathed in the air around me. This was another one of the rooms that I enjoyed when I wanted to show off the casino to others. The table was large and made of the finest wood, hand crafted by one of the top furniture designers in the area. He had also personally designed each and every chair that went with it which meant that while they were not all exactly the same they each had a lot of detail and character. The office actually jutted out of the building and because each wall was in fact a big window, it offered the most beautiful view of the pool outside as well as the city out below. Every time I sat here I felt as if I were sitting on top of the world. It was hard not to feel important in a room like this – especially since it was a room that I had designed myself.

      Finally everyone came in and I motioned for them all to take a seat. The marketing team was not very big and once they were all seated the table still looked vastly empty. Around me sat David, Kevin, Michael, Abbie and Jane.

      “Okay everyone, thanks for coming in today. It’s been a very busy day but it was important that we all got together. It would’ve been better if we had met this morning but I know it was not possible. So thanks especially David who came straight from his meeting in New York to be with us. To the rest of the team well done on finishing up that deadline in time, I know I didn’t give you much time. Of course the reason that we are all here is to welcome Jane Greiner, the newest member to our team. Jane I do apologise that the team wasn’t able to interact much with you today but I hope that you were able to settle in regardless. Jane, would you like to please stand up and introduce yourself to the team. Tell us a bit more about you.”

      I wasn’t sure if this was a good idea or not because I had seen many people freeze the moment they stood up in front of a group of people. And poor Jane had so far come across as someone that was very  uncomfortable in herself and very shy in front of strangers. I was grateful that she hadn’t stood up with her cup of coffee because I’m not sure if she’d be able to hold the cup steady. I watched as she nodded and then stood up. Instead of staying where she was she got up to the front of the table so that everyone could see her as she talked. That surprised me. When she started speaking her voice was clear and controlled.

      “Hi everyone, well as you know my name is Jane. I haven’t had a chance to get to know everyone just yet – especially David.” She turned and looked straight at David, “So it’s great to finally meet you all. Abbie has been wonderful today – showing me the ropes and helping me to get comfortable. Thank you so much Abbie, you made the whole day a lot easier. I’m very happy to be here and grateful to have been chosen for the position. I have always been fascinated by the power of marketing, especially social media, and I believe that it is imperative that all companies do not ignore this wonderful tool that they have to share with the world around them. As an example I had a friend who wanted to choose between two restaurants. She figured she’d look through their Twitter feed to see what others have been saying about them. The one company had a great deal of interaction with the public while the other hadn’t been on Twitter for three months. Just like that she made her decision and went for the one that was active on social media – without truly knowing which restaurant was better. My friend is just one of many who think this way. I have worked for a few companies over the years and I’ve taken their social media from zero to one of the most talked about companies at the moment. It’s very exciting and I look forward to doing it for the casino – especially because it’s already so well established. It’s going to be easy to market this place.” She started walking back to her seat but I stopped her.

      “Great, and tell us a little bit about you.” This was unusual protocol for me and I hoped nobody in the office would wonder why I had asked it. The truth was that even I didn’t know why I had asked it. I just had a strange and sudden desire to figure out what this girl was all about.

      “Me? Well, I’m 26 years old and I have recently moved to Henderson, NV where I’m staying with my best friend. That is just temporary as I find my own place to live. I’m excited about starting a life here – it seems like a pretty cool area. I’m easy going and like to live a more simple life. I always have my nose in a book and I don’t at all care about how that makes me look, I love animals and plan on getting one as soon as I have my own place, and I enjoy food and wine perhaps a little more than the average person. It’s hard for me to stand up here and put together exactly what makes me who I am but I have no doubt that given enough time you’ll figure that out – because I am generally quite an open book. And just the same, I look forward to getting to know each of you. That’s it really!”

      She started walking back towards her seat again and once again I signalled for her to stop. “Thanks Jane. Sorry for putting you on the spot like this but you’re doing a great job and I’d like to hear a bit more. Before we carry on with the meeting I’d like you to take us through your marketing ideas now and how you can best use social media to draw the customers in. Once we have established that we can put together a more detailed plan for both you and the team to work on. You’ll mostly be working by yourself on this, as the team still has other jobs to do, but we can find ways for everyone to work together. Right, could you please tell us more.”

      “Absolutely. I’d love to run through it with you.” She smiled and moved back to where she was standing before. She then launched comfortably and confidently into her ideas and I noticed the rest of the team were perched high on their seats and listening closely to her. She had a very clear voice and her ideas came across easily. I sat back while she talked and watched her. It was interesting to see her interacting so easily with people that she didn’t know and I couldn’t quite believe that this was the same shy and giggly girl that had spilled coffee on me earlier. I almost couldn’t put the two people together – that is how different they seemed to me. What was before me was a confident and well put together girl with solid ideas and a great vision for the company. If I had only met the Jane from coffee that morning I would never have hired her. But this Jane was different. I quite liked this Jane. Her confidence oozed through her and as she stood before the group she even seemed a bit prettier than before. Her back was straight, her curly light brown hair bounced as she talked – almost as if she were auditioning for a shampoo commercial, and her brown eyes were unwavering. I still couldn’t decide whether or not she was attractive. She was certainly quite pretty, but in a more unusual way. You almost had to look for it – but once you caught sight of some of her better features it was hard to not see them again. I tried desperately not to look down at her breasts, which squeezed against her sheer green shirt and I marvelled at how such a small girl could have such big breasts. She wore them well. Too well. I quickly looked back up to her face, watching as her small pouting mouth moved as she spoke. I tried to compare her to Susie and almost laughed at the difference. Susie had been outright beautiful and incredibly cute – someone that you’d spot immediately in a crowd. I couldn’t imagine ever picking Jane out of a crowd of women. And yet…

      “And so,” Jane was saying, “that’s my vision for the company. I’m sure it will change somewhat as time goes by, as it always does, but that is the general idea for now.”

      She smiled at everyone, although I noticed that she barely looked my way, and the whole office burst into applause. That was a surprise. I don’t think I’d ever seen the team clap for anyone before. I think it had something to do with Jane’s confidence up there but also her ability to come across as someone that they could all relate to. Someone genuine. It was clear that she had great ideas but that she wasn’t going to come in and try to change anything. She seemed almost respectful of everyone.

      “Ah, you’re a keeper.” Abbie said and patted her on the back. It was easy to see that the two of them were going to be friends. Abbie looked so grateful to have a girl working in the team with her that I thought she was going to burst with happiness. I looked over at David and tilted my head as if to say, “And you? Are you happy?”

      David smiled. “Great work. I’m sure you’ll do just fine Jane.” It wasn’t like David to be so nice, so that was unusual. I noticed Jane beaming at him.

      “Okay, thank you Jane. That was great. We are all very excited to have you here. Now, let’s brainstorm some ideas. Kevin, Michael, do you guys want to start? Let’s go through the ideas first and then work on a plan. Then Jane, from tomorrow, you’ll be able to get started on your ideas.” I looked over to Jane but she wasn’t looking at me. She was just nodding and writing some notes down.

      Kevin and Michael launched into a big discussion about what they wanted to happen, throwing ideas around left right and centre. This started a huge debate because David’s ideas were different to theirs – which was not at all unusual. This always happened in meetings. And, as usual too, it was Abbie who managed to put their ideas together and make them work. I kept trying to catch Jane’s eye throughout the conversation but she didn’t once look at me. Instead, she furiously wrote down ideas and had her say whenever it was necessary. She already looked as if she fit into the team and I was fascinated when I saw her and David get into a big discussion about one of her ideas. She had no problem with airing her views. But when I signalled the end of the meeting and we all walked out I quickly walked up to her and told that she had done a great job. She looked at me briefly and then looked down again, mumbling a thank you. And just like that the old coffee-spilling Jane was back.
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      And just like that, my first day at my new job was finished. It felt more like I had been there for a full week considering everything that had happened and the amount of varying emotions that I had experienced. Rather strange that one of those emotions had been lust at one stage – followed immediately by embarrassment. I wasn’t quite sure when I’d be able to leave and despite the ticking clock I still stayed at my desk and waited until someone told me otherwise. It was Abbie who noticed that I was still there and she rushed over to speak to me.

      “Oh Jane, you’re still here! I’m so sorry, I didn’t notice the time. There is no reason for you to stay late. The only reason I’m still here is because I have a quick meeting with David before I go. But your day is done and you’re welcome to go home. Don’t get into the habit of staying late because then they’ll expect that of you. Trust me, I made that mistake when I first started. So… how was day one? You rocked it in that meeting this afternoon. I wish I had half your confidence. I was so impressed by you, as was everyone it seemed.”

      “Seriously? You thought I looked confident? I was actually so nervous. I could literally feel my hands shaking. Thankfully I’m quite confident when it comes to social media so hopefully that came across more. But I wanted more than anything to sit back down and not have all these new faces staring at me.”

      “Well you hid it very well. Honestly I didn’t think you were nervous at all. And I think everyone was impressed by you. Even David, and it’s very hard to impress him.”

      That made me smile. She had been right about David, his presence was quite daunting. He never once asked me how my day was or asked any personal questions about myself. But when it came to the actual work, he was easy to talk to. “That’s a huge relief. My morning started off quite shaky so I’m glad I was able to redeem myself. Listen, thanks for lunch and for everything today. You made the whole day a lot easier for me. First days can be quite tough.”

      Abbie smiled easily at me. “No problem at all. Like I said, I like you and I’m glad you’re here. You’ll see… the next few days will get easier and easier. Go home, and a big glass of wine and put your feet up. I’ll see you in the morning!”

      “Thanks Abbie. And good luck with your meeting. I hope you don’t stay too late.”

      I walked out and breathed in the fresh air. I hadn’t had a job in a few months and I wasn’t used to a full day without sunlight. It felt strange being outside, as if I had almost forgotten that an outside world even existed – I had been so wrapped up in casino life. I got into my car and drove back to Danielle’s place, making sure to dump out my old sandwich as I did so. It was going to be hard not to go to that restaurant every day for dinner. Abbie had been right about the pasta – it was incredible.

      When I got back I noticed that Danielle wasn’t home yet so I quickly sent her a message.

      I’m home. Will you back in time for dinner?

      She replied immediately, Yes, I’ll be home in about half an hour hopefully. Should I pick up some pizza? I’m starving.

      No, I responded, I’ll make us something.

      I knew she’d be surprised at that. I wasn’t the best in the kitchen. But I felt desperate to keep busy. I peered into the fridge to see what I could make but only found mostly disjointed items that didn’t seem to make a full meal. I took a few things out and stared at them, wondering how I could make then into a somewhat decent meal. I couldn’t think of a single meal but I started frying the bacon, figuring that was a good place to start and then spent some time grating cheese. Within ten minutes I had a pile of bacon stacked and another big stack of grated cheese. Then, I cut up some tomato and placed those on another place. I stood back and stared at what I had done – what was I doing?

      “What you making? Smells good in here.” I hadn’t even heard the door open and I jumped up in surprise to see Danielle standing in the kitchen.

      “You almost gave me a heart attack,” I told her, clutching my chest, “Has it been half an hour already?” I looked up at the big clock.

      “No, there was very little traffic so it didn’t take me as long as it normally did. What are you making? I didn’t know you could cook.” She reached forward and sampled a piece of bacon.

      I examined the food in front of me and looked sheepishly looked up at her, “Uh… I can’t cook really. So far I have bacon, cheese and tomato. But that’s as far as it’s gone.”

      “So, let me get this straight. You decided that you were going to cook us a meal without knowing what we even had in the fridge. Then you just decided to randomly fry some bacon, grate some cheese and slice some tomatoes in the hope that inspiration would hit you?”

      “Uh… yeah, that’s pretty much what happened. I figured it didn’t really matter what I made as long as there was cheese and bacon involved. I’m not sure where I was going with the tomatoes. Before you got here I was standing here trying to figure out where to go next with this. I was hoping to have it a bit more figured out before you got home.”

      She started laughing, then tried to speak and then laughed even harder – doubling over herself. “Jane, I love you. You know that? You’re so completely bonkers all time. But I’ll give it to you – you can’t go wrong with bacon and cheese. Well, why don’t we just make toasted sandwiches? I was going to get pizza remember so I’m not looking for anything fancy.”

      I chuckled, “Toasted Sandwiches a la Greiner, coming right up.”

      “Okay, I’m running upstairs for a quick shower. When I come back we can eat and you can tell me ALL about your first day at work. I’m dying to hear how it went.”

      I finished up the food and placed everything on the table. The end result was hilarious – a very smart looking table, with candles and glasses of wine. Then, on each of our plates – toasted sandwiches. When Danielle came down she giggled, “Oh we are just so fancy,” then she picked up her glass of wine and we clinked in cheers.  “Now,” she said after a big gulp, “tell me everything.”

      “Danielle, you’ll be happy to know that I have plenty of stories to tell you. Let’s just say that some are good and some are mortifying.” I said with an air of mystery.

      “Oh no! Did you do something to embarrass yourself?” She asked, clearly aware that this was not an uncommon thing for me to do.

      “I did indeed.”

      “Okay, tell me everything! Oh, this sandwich is great by the way.”

      “Yeah, I’m not so shabby in the kitchen after all. So anyway, as you know I went to the casino early to scope out the place. You were right; it’s massive and absolutely beautiful. The amount of detail they’ve put into the  place is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. They obviously had a lot of money to throw around. They don’t really need my help to be honest; they seem to be doing just fine without social media. Not that I told them that, of course. I’ll let them rather think that having me there is imperative. Anyway, I still had a bit of time to kill before I started and I noticed a big cappuccino machine behind the bar. So I decided to get a cup and wait it out. The place was already filled with people and you know how much I enjoy people watching. I ordered a coffee and then swivelled round to watch the world go by, but the moment I did this cute guy had come to the bar too and I spilled my entire cup of coffee down his shirt.”

      She laughed at that, “I’m laughing because it’s a funny image to have in my head, but I know it must’ve been embarrassing. So, how cute are we talking?”

      “Like off the scales cute. Like model or movie star good looking. The smouldering type. But don’t worry… the story gets worse.”

      “It does?” She leaned in closer, her eyes gleaming with the gossip.

      “Yes, unfortunately it does. So I apologised profusely and watched as he walked off. But then he came back, in a new shirt, and said that he was not upset at me. So I offered to buy him a drink and he agreed. We sat drinking our coffee and flirting a bit – don’t give me that look, I do know how to flirt – anyway, and after a little while I started to relax in front of him. Then the barmen said he was going off his shift and asked me to pay – and that’s when my card decided it would be the perfect time to get declined. I tried again – but still, it didn’t work. So not only had I spilled coffee all over this cute guy but I practically told him that I didn’t have any money.”

      “Oh no! Did he have to pay for you?”

      “Yeah. Well, kind of.”

      “Jane, that’s awful.”

      “Oh don’t worry – that’s not the half of it.”

      “What? There’s more?”

      “Oh yes, there’s more. We parted ways and I eventually made my way to the boss’ office. I tried to shake off what had just happened and concentrate on the day ahead. But when the secretary let me into his office I almost died with shock. As it turns out the cute man is not just any man – he’s my boss.”

      “What? Oh Jane! This sounds like a movie! Oh no, you must have been horrified!”

      “It was like a nightmare coming true. I wanted the whole earth to swallow me whole. We acknowledged what had happened and quickly moved onto work matters and I spent the whole day pretending it hadn’t happened. Thankfully I only saw him again later that day in a meeting with the whole team. I swear he kept looking at me and I kept looking away. I don’t know if he found the whole thing funny or if he just felt bad for me but I just couldn’t meet his eye.

      “What’s he like?” She asked.

      “Other than exceptionally cute? Well, he seems like a good boss. Very cocky and probably thinks that every female likes him – but other than that he’s nice.”

      “Ah, listen, don’t worry. One day you guys will be able to laugh at the whole thing. Sounds like you might not even have to deal with him that often. I know that where I work hardly anyone deals with the actual big guy. I’m sure he found the whole thing funny too. Just do your job and try to look him in the eye next time. But… you definitely gave me a good laugh. So thank you.”

      “My pleasure. It’s what I’m here for.”

      I spent the rest of the evening telling her about the job and pushing aside the thoughts of Sebastian out of my head. But as I lay in bed that night I couldn’t stop thinking of him. His eyes and that damn smile that looked like he was constantly up to know good. I tried to remember what Abbie had told me and thought about her warning to stay clear of him. It annoyed me that I was attracted to a man that was such an obvious womanizer. I think I was still just trying to get over Justin. I don’t think my head was completely clear yet. I was sure that within a few days I would look at Sebastian as nothing more than my boss.
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      I had strange dreams in the night – an eclectic mix of people and events that didn’t at all make sense. There was a great deal of coffee involved in each snippet that I remembered which made me think that my mind was still trying to comprehend what had happened the day before with Sebastian. I also remembered one dream where I was kissing Justin and then it turned out to be Sebastian and then changed back into Justin. It was all a bit confusing and disturbing and I wished that I had rather just slept through the night without dreams. I woke up far earlier than was necessary and I felt slightly groggy. I never felt good in the morning when I had dreamt so much. I hopped into the shower and tried to wake myself up. Scrubbing away every memory from the day before. When I came out I felt better and I was determined to start afresh today. I would look Sebastian in the eye and greet him, without an ounce of embarrassment from the day before. Perhaps I would even be able to crack a joke about it and the two of us could move on and start all over.

      [image: ]

      The harsh morning light also brought about a sense of clarity for me. I thought about what Justin had done to me and how awful I had felt by the way that he cheated and lied to me. Then I thought about my supposed best friend Amy and how she had deceived me. All of this made me realize that I was not ready to be in another relationship for quite some time and that when I was ready it would be with someone that I could fully trust and believe. I couldn’t believe that I had even thought about Sebastian in that way. From the looks of it, he was even worse than Justin and certainly not someone I would ever want to associate with. I’d be nice and polite to him during office hours but I’d definitely be staying clear of him. And so what if he was so good looking – there were plenty of good looking people in the world. I thought of that poor girl that had bought him lunch and wondered how many other women had experienced the exact same treatment from him. I hated guys like that. I wondered if Abbie had ever had a thing with him. I was dying to ask her. She seemed almost not to see his good looks but I wondered whether that was because she had just gotten used to his looks or because something had happened which had turned her against him. If he was such a womanizer I would find it strange if he hadn’t tried something with her – especially as she was so cute and bubbly. Unless he didn’t mix work and pleasure.

      I could feel the sun shining through my curtains despite the early morning and I decided that it would be a good day to wear a dress. I had a lovely blue dress with tiny white birds dotted all over that was very summery while still being somewhat smart. I put on a small cardigan over it and some simple white heels. The dress code at work didn’t seem too strict and I had seen quite a few different outfits the day before so I figured the dress would be fine.

      “Ah, you look so lovely. I’m so glad I got you that spray tan the other day – it looks great against that colour. Which reminds me, I better book us in for another one soon. I don’t want that beautiful tan fading on you too quickly especially since you’re now going to be spending most of your days indoors. I’ll set something up for the weekend. And before you say no… well you can’t. It’s happening. So, are you ready for day two?” Danielle asked me as I walked into the kitchen.

      “I actually wasn’t even going to say no, can you believe it! I quite like the way I look with the tan. Look how much you are rubbing off on me! And yeah, I am ready for day two. I still have your necklace on! I am determined to make today a better day than yesterday. I’m sure it will be. Surely nothing can be more embarrassing than what I already went through. Now I can soldier on. I think day two is going to be even better. Also, we went through all my work yesterday so I don’t think I’ll even need to be around Sebastian all that much.”

      “That’s my girl. You go out there and do your thing!”

      “Thanks Danielle. Ooh, is that a blueberry muffin?” I pointed to a plate of muffins next to her.

      “Yes indeed. Here take one and heat it up – it goes well with a cup of coffee. I have to get going so just put the rest in that container when you leave and pop them in the fridge. Have a great day Jane!”

      I did as she told, enjoying the delicious muffin and coffee before heading out to work. I would try and make an extra effort to eat a bit healthier in the morning but in that moment I simply didn’t have the time or energy to think about it.  And stress usually helped keep my weight down so I was all good on that front. I got into my car and waited for it to heat up. I still had the same car that I’d had ten years ago and even though I would hate to see it go I knew that eventually I’d have to get a new one. Still this trusty old 2000 Honda had done me proud and I’d had very little issues with it in the past. Getting rid of it would be like getting rid of a bit of my past. Although most of the memories involved Justin so perhaps that wouldn’t be a bad thing. If I ever had to bump into him again I’d want him to see me getting into a brand new car so that he could see that I had moved on with my life. I would hate nothing more for him to take pity of me living the same life that I had when I was with him while he had clearly moved on with his. I shook my head in disbelief – why was I thinking about Justin so early in the morning and why did I even bother to think that he honestly cared what car I was driving. He didn’t even care about me so I doubt he had any interest in my car.  It had been two days since I had last checked up on him and I was happy with my resolve. The new job had given me more important things to worry about. But then, all that crumbled when I opened up my Instagram and went straight to his feed. And there he was – smiling into the camera, a funny hat on his head and a guitar in his arms. The caption read: Just me and my guitar. We’d only been broken up for a few months and in all the years that I had known him I hadn’t known him once to play the guitar. I didn’t even know that he knew how to play and I certainly never saw a guitar in the house. I saw that the next post was a video of him playing and I quickly switched off my phone and threw it onto the seat next to me. I suddenly felt angry. How could I know so little about the guy that I had been with for so long? But mostly, why had he hidden so much of himself from me? Had he been going for secret guitar lessons? Or had he started the moment that we had broken up?

      “Whatever! I don’t need you Justin. You go and play your stupid guitar like there’s nothing in the world wrong with what you did to me. I bet you’re not very good at it anyway. You’re just looking for attention like you always do. Lying scumbag!” I said out loud and then started the car. It purred into action and I patted the dashboard, “At least you’ve been good to me Mr Honda.”

      I put my music on, some nineties rock that felt perfect for the car and made my way to work, singing at the top of my voice. It always felt so releasing to sing in the car and I immediately felt myself relax. Then out of nowhere a car swerved past and cut me off. A Bentley! Of course! There was always one idiot on the road that made the drive frustrating.

      “Idiot!” I yelled out and then turned my music up, singing even louder than before. The song was all about angst and frustration and was perfect for how annoyed I was at that moment.

      Then, the same car went back to the other lane, cutting off another car and somehow ended up behind me again. I laughed at that, glad that I was now in front of the idiot who was in some desperate hurry to get somewhere. But the moment he found a gap he tried to cut in front of me again. This time, he didn’t plan it nearly as well as the first time and instead of getting ahead of me he knocked straight into me. I heard a massive crunch and felt the car swerve to the side and no matter what I did I couldn’t get it back under control. The car skidded a few times before coming to a halt and I felt myself thrown back against my seat. I took a huge breath, not realizing that I had been holding my breath and said a silent thank you that I was in one piece. Then I sat and allowed a few swear words to come hurtling out of my mouth. I got out of the car with shaky hands and saw that my car was completely wrecked. The Bentley had stopped behind me, with only a few scratches on its door, and I rushed straight up to it, ready to give the driver a piece of my mind. I couldn’t believe that it was a Bentley that had crashed into me – out of all the cars! I just hoped that the guy would be nice enough admit that it was his fault because there was no ways that I was going to be able to pay for the damage to my car let alone be responsible for his. However, by the way he was driving there was no doubt in my mind that I’d be dealing with someone who was probably not the nicest or kindest in the world.

      “What the hell? Why did you do that? Are you okay?” I added the last part in because I suddenly realized that he might be hurt – even if the accident had been his fault. The windows were tinted and I couldn’t see inside but I was glad to see the car door opening. One foot came out of the car, then another and then the man got out of the car.

      “Oh no! Sebastian!”
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      The last person that I had expected to see, climbing wearily out of my car, was Jane. I rubbed my eyes as if I were imaging her.

      “Why aren’t you wearing shoes?” I don’t know why those were the first words that came out of my mouth. I was still feeling disorientated and when I looked down I was surprised to see her without shoes. As I said it I noticed that she was wearing a cute little summer dress which showed off her legs. She wasn’t tall, but she did have a good set of pins on her.

      “What? You want to know why I’m barefoot? Are you serious right now?” She sounded incredibly pissed off at me and not at all the shy Jane that I had encountered the day before.

      “Well, it’s strange, that’s all.” I didn’t know how to backtrack so I just carried on with the conversation.

      “No it’s not strange, nor is it really important right now. You try driving with high heels and you see how difficult it is. I’m just more comfortable driving without shoes. My heels are lying on the seat next to me and they were ready for me to wear for work. What? Are you scared that I was going to pitch up to work without shoes? Worried about what everyone else would think?” Geez, she sounded so mad at me.

      “No, no. You can do what you want. Sorry, it was just the first thing I noticed.” I still didn’t even know why I had said it.

      “I cannot believe that the first question you asked me was about my shoes. Shouldn’t the first question have been ‘are you okay?’ – How was that not your first question? And why the hell did you keep cutting me off like that? You were driving like an idiot – trying to get ahead of everyone. It’s people like you that make the road so unsafe. I’m so annoyed right now. You’re not the only person on the road, you know.”

      Well, she certainly had guts, yelling at her boss in that way. I had to give her credit for it. But the more I watched her, the more comical the whole thing suddenly looked to me. She was standing in her little dress, without shoes and with her hands on her hips. If she was trying to be threatening then she truly was losing the battle. I couldn’t take it anymore. I suddenly burst out laughing. Of course, the more I laughed the more upset she got, and the more upset she got, the more I laughed. Her face was going red with frustration. I quite liked it. There were certain people that just looked cute when they got annoyed and she was one of them. I knew that I was going to enjoy annoying her just in the same way I tried to annoy Abbie. I laughed again when I saw her squeeze her face up in aggravation.

      “Why are you laughing? It’s not funny. I know I’m okay but you could’ve seriously injured me. Or killed me. It’s not really a laughing matter. I’m so angry right now. Is this your way of getting back at me for spilling coffee on your shirt? Because I could’ve just gotten you another shirt you know.”

      “Really? And how exactly were you planning on doing that? You have no money in your account if memory serves me correctly?” I wished I hadn’t said that. She was easy to mess with but that came out very wrong. I saw her cheeks redden.

      “I do have money in my account. I don’t know why it got declined. That was not the greatest moment for me, so thanks for bringing it up again. Anyway, I have a job now anyway. So get yourself a shirt and take the money off my salary.”

      “Jane, don’t stress about the shirt. It was just coffee. I’m not mad about that at all. And I don’t care that your card got declined – these things happen. I didn’t mean to cut you off like that and of course I didn’t mean to drive into you. It was an accident. I didn’t go out of my way to do that to you.”

      “So exactly how long is it going to take you to say sorry? Because you do realize that I wasn’t in the wrong, don’t you?”

      I smiled at her. She was gusty alright. “I’m sorry. It was completely my fault and I’ll pay for the damage to your car. Really, I’m sorry. I’m always in such a rush to get everywhere. My car drives fast and it’s so frustrating being behind slow drivers.”

      I probably shouldn’t have said that. That just seemed to make her even angrier. “You do realize that I was going at the speed limit. Which means that I’m not a slow driver but rather a driver that was abiding by the laws of the road. Going at NORMAL speed. Ever heard of such a thing? You know… the law!”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. It’s coming out all wrong and I really am trying to apologize. I’m glad you’re okay. Come on, let’s go have a look at your car and salvage your shoes.” She glared at me then even though I was just trying to lighten the mood. I noticed that her hands were shaking slightly and I felt bad – I guess it must’ve been a shock to her. Her car was worse off than I had initially thought. In fact I would go as far as saying it was completely wrecked. I saw her staring in horror at it as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing.

      “Mr Honda.” She whispered.

      I looked at her then, slightly amused. “Uh… did you just call your car Mr Honda? Does your car have a name?”

      She looked at me with so much hatred in her eyes that I flinched. “Yes. Well he had a name. Look at him now. The poor thing. He’s never going to come out of the hospital alive.”

      I burst out laughing. “The hospital?! You do realize that your car is not a human being? I think you’ve slightly lost it.”

      I saw a smile playing on the corner of her lips, as if she was trying not to laugh. “I don’t know why I said hospital. And yes, I do know that. It’s just… well I’ve had this car for a very long time. It’s like family to me. I know that probably sounds stupid to someone like you.” Someone like me?

      I heard music coming from the car, despite the fact that the car was trashed and I moved in closer to listen.

      Something’s wrong, shut the light
      Heavy thoughts tonight
      And they aren't of Snow White
      Dreams of war, dreams of liars
      Dreams of dragon's fire
      And of things that will bite

      “Enter Sandman! Nice choice in music.” I said to her suddenly impressed by her good taste in music. She didn’t seem the Metallica type.

      “You’re a fan of Metallica?” She sounded incredulous – apparently I didn’t seem the type either.

      “Yes, and don’t look so shocked. It’s great music. Who doesn’t like it?”

      “Actually you’ll be surprised at how many people don’t even know who Metallica is. Not people that I’d want to hang out with let me tell you that.”

      I laughed at that. “You know, Jane, for once I actually agree with you.” I watched as she reached into the car to switch off the music and grab her bag and shoes. I couldn’t help but watch as her dress lifted slightly with the wind and I caught a brief glimpse of her underwear. I saw a flash of white and then the dress was back down again.

      “So, you got your shoes. Are you going to put them on now?” I asked her, back talking about shoes again for some unknown reason. Jane frustrated me. I didn’t even think she was cute and yet I felt different around her. Uncomfortable and comfortable at the same time.

      “No.”

      “No? Why not?” This girl was so strange. So different. Most of the time she said things that I would just not expect her to say.

      “To be honest. I hate heels.”

      “But you wore heels yesterday too and now you brought them in to wear again. Why?” I wasn’t sure why I had remembered what shoes she was wearing the day before – I wasn’t usually quite so observant.

      “I don’t know. Because that’s what you do when you’re trying to impress on your first week at the job.”

      I laughed at that. I bit my tongue and didn’t mention the fact that she had already spilled coffee all over her boss and gotten into a car accident with him. “You really should wear whatever you want. There’s no dress code at the casino and I have always believed that people work a lot harder when they are comfortable.”

      “So I can wear my slippers?”

      I chuckled at the image. “I dare you.”

      “I might then. Okay, I need to call someone to get this car. There’s no way it’s going to be good enough to drive in this terrible condition.”

      “Do you have a number to call?”

      “I do. It’s on my phone as well as on a notebook which I keep in the car. I’m a pretty organized person.”

      “I see that. Glad we hired you then. Go on, I’ll wait for you to finish on the phone.”

      I watched as she walked off and made the call, impressed once again at how much she had things under control. She seemed to have everything under control except for herself and she came across as quite a contradiction. I saw her talking animatedly into the phone, waving her arms as she spoke.

      “All sorted?” I asked when she got back.

      “All sorted. The tow truck is on its way. From the sound of things, he won’t be much longer than twenty minutes tops.”

      “Okay great, I’ll wait here with you.”

      “You really don’t have to wait with me Sebastian. I don’t mind waiting alone.”

      “Don’t be silly, a pretty young girl waiting on the side of the street holding nothing but a pair of heels? That’s just asking for trouble. Now, let me quickly phone Alison to let her know that we’ll be late.”

      I phoned Alison and told her the story. She seemed very worried but I assured her that everything was fine and I told her to let the rest of the team know what had happened. Thankfully the busy day at work had been yesterday so there wasn’t even a huge rush to go in.

      “Okay, all sorted. And the boss can’t even be upset with you seeing as though it was the boss that got you into this mess in the first place and the boss that’s standing right beside you now. If only we had some coffee to have while we wait.”

      “Actually, I do have some! That’s if it survived the crash of course. Hang on.” I watched as she went to the car and came back with a thermos and a huge grin on her face. She took a sip and then handed it to me. “And hey, it’s still hot.”

      “You really are organized. Thank you. Oh and look, you didn’t spill any on me this time.” I took a grateful sip.

      “True. But I’m still wondering if I should throw some on you.”

      “What? You’d do that to me?”

      “Uh… let’s see… you almost killed me. So yes.” But she laughed so I knew that she wasn’t too angry at me anymore.

      I was glad to see that she was at least talking to me now. “You’re kind of cute when you’re mad, you know that?”

      Her eyes widened. “I highly doubt it.”

      “Hey, you’re bleeding a little. Hang on…” I reached up and wiped the blood from the top of her head. It was a tiny cut but I felt suddenly bad that I was the one that had created it. I felt strange being so close to her. Why was I feeling so odd? Maybe I was more knocked up from the accident than I thought. Just then I saw the tow truck pull up. Two men got out and put her car at the back.

      “Do you have a ride lady? We’re quite squashed in the front already, but we can try squeeze you in if you want. You might just want to duck down if we go past a cop car. It’s not something we like to do but we also don’t want to leave you stranded. You’re small enough anyway so it should be fine.” I thought of her ducking down onto one of their laps and I cringed. I’m sure this was exactly what they wanted.

      “No, don’t worry guys. My car is still fine. I’ll take her. We’re going to the same place anyway.”

      “Are you sure Sebastian?” She asked me, looking hesitant.

      “Don’t be silly, of course I’m sure. We’re both going to the casino. It makes sense for me to take you.”

      The guys took her details and drove off and then I smiled at her. “Okay, hop right in.”

      “I shouldn’t be getting in the car with you. You promise to drive slowly?”

      I grinned at her, “I promise.”

      When we got out the car I couldn’t help but smile as I saw her bend down and put on her shoes. They made her look good but she was clearly a little uncomfortable in them. She caught me looking. “Right, my shoes are on. Are you happy now?”
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      A week later and I was feeling a lot better about my new position at work. Just as I had suspected, it hadn’t taken me long to feel like a part of the furniture. It was probably day two that had broken the ice with myself and Sebastian as well as the rest of the crew. The moment that I had gotten back I had everyone crowded around me to listen to what had happened. Sebastian had gone straight to a meeting with David so it was just me with the rest of the group.

      “So HE hit YOU?” Abbie asked, and then rolled her eyes as if to say that she was not at all surprised by this revelation.

      “Yeah, and between us that guy drives like a maniac.” I said and then looked at them with guilt. Perhaps I shouldn’t be saying bad things about the big boss so early.

      Thankfully Kevin had burst out laughing then, “Don’t we know it. I swear all guys with Bentley’s drive like idiots.” Then he had quickly looked up to make sure that Sebastian wasn’t around and we had all laughed conspiratorially together. From that moment on I felt as if we were a team and I felt immediately accepted by them. The boys were lovely and because they didn’t have a strict deadline to get to I actually got to see their fun side. Kevin was 30 years old but already balding – a fact that he pointed out the moment we officially met. Almost like he just wanted to get that part of it out of the way. Because of this he always wore a hat or a beanie and always seemed to make jokes that pertained to his lack of hair. While he joked about it was obvious that he was only doing so because he was embarrassed by it. He was definitely the joker of the group and his laugh could be heard no matter where you were in the office. It was loud, boisterous and extremely contagious. I took an immediate liking to him. Then there was Michael – who I saw as the yin to Kevin’s yang. He was also 30, and was very tall, with a full head of hair, and an exceptionally quiet demeanour. And yet, the two of them got on so well – complimenting each other where it was important. They were like a little team together and it was no surprise to discover that they were both friends outside of the office. Also, it seemed as if they were both in love with Abbie – with each one trying to outdo themselves in front of her. I mentioned this to her when we were alone one day and I saw her blush.

      “Aw, no they don’t.” She said, but couldn’t meet my eye. She obviously knew that they were but she definitely didn’t seem like the type that would go around bragging about it.

      “Oh come on Abbie. It’s so obvious. They’re both in love with you. They cannot stop looking at you.”

      “Nah, that’s not true.” Her blush was getting deeper.

      “Okay, forget about them. Let’s talk about you then. So… which one do you prefer?” I nudged her and winked.

      She giggled. “Okay, okay. You got me. Man, you’re good at getting stuff out of people. So… I do actually kind of like Michael. You’re the first person I’ve admitted this to so please don’t say anything. He’s so tall. I’ve always been attracted to tall men. And… aw… he’s just so nice. But, nothing’s happened. Just a bit of flirtation. Kind of awkward because we work together you know. We’re just friends. But he’s a bit of eye candy for me too which is always great.” I must say, I didn’t find Michael at all attractive but I was glad that she did. Different strokes for different folks.

      “Well, he definitely likes you.”

      “Time will tell I guess.” Just then Michael had walked in and Abbie had walked off, her face as red as a tomato. I had a feeling Michael had noticed and I saw him smiling as he made his way to his desk. It was incredibly cute to watch. But I hope that the whole friendship with Kevin wasn’t what was getting in their way.

      It was Friday now and I was pleased to have gotten through my first week. Thankfully, after the dreadful morning of day one and day two things had actually gotten better. And somehow, probably because of the accident, I felt a lot more at ease between Sebastian. Despite his cockiness and surety on everything he was actually quite nice to me on that ride to work that day and the two of us had spoken with surprising ease. Also, as promised, he had made sure to take complete blame with the car and had paid me out in full. My car, unfortunately, would not be fixed but at least I’d have the money to buy a new one. Goodbye Mr Honda – hello new beginnings. In the meantime Danielle had been dropping me off at work and picking me up on the days that she could and I’d been taking cabs on the days that she couldn’t. Sebastian had actually offered to help with lifts but I had said no. He lived at the casino so it would be completely out of his way to have to help me.  I was sitting at my desk, trying to decide whether or not to visit the restaurant for lunch or eat my rather sad looking sandwich when my phone buzzed.

      Hello Jane, what are you doing for lunch today?

      I didn’t recognize the number so I typed back, Well that depends who’s asking. Who is this?

      Seriously? You don’t know who this is? I’m shocked. Appalled and very saddened by this news. It’s me.

      I chuckled. Who is me? Oh, is it Kevin? I thought you were in a meeting.

      Kevin? No, this is not Kevin. Do you have the hots for him or something? Tell me more…

      Who was this? No, I do not have the hots for him. Okay, so you’re not Kevin. Uh… well I know you are not Michael – he’s at his desk and I can see him on the phone. And I doubt it’s Abbie. Is it Danielle? Yeah, I know it’s you – hey, when did you change your number?

      Michael? Yet another male name mentioned. My oh my… you seem to have a lot of men at your feet. Who is Danielle? Your girlfriend?

      What was going on? I was desperate to know who this was. Hmm… this is driving me nuts now. Kevin and Michael are guys that I work with. Danielle is my best friend. By the sound of this conversation you clearly know nothing about me.

      Oh, but I’d like to know more.

      A sudden thought occurred to me. What if this was Justin? What if he was playing some cruel prank on me? I felt a shiver go up my spine at the thought. I wanted to throw the phone against the wall. This didn’t seem like something that Justin would do but then again I never thought that he would cheat on me. Wait. Is this Justin? Because I swear I’ll change my number if it is. Please leave me alone. I felt tears forming in my eyes.

      Hey Jane, sorry… I was just messing with you. It’s Sebastian.

      Sebastian? That was the last person that I had thought of. And I had inadvertently just told him about Justin, which was the last thing I wanted to do.

      Sebastian! Oh goodness, I had no idea. Sorry… I didn’t have your number.

      That’s okay – I was just fooling around. Sorry about that. So really, what are you doing for lunch? That really was a valid question.

      I’m not doing anything. I have a sandwich next to me.

      What’s on it?

      Cheese. Tomato.

      That’s a very sad sandwich.

      I know. But I didn’t have the time to make anything better this morning. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that.

      Well, how about you join me for lunch then? I mean, we do have a very nice restaurant at the casino. Have you been before?

      Was he asking me out? I have actually. Abbie took me. Thank you for the kind offer but I think I’m going to have to decline.

      Why’s that? His next message said.

      Well, because you’re my boss. I didn’t think I really needed to elaborate on that one.

      That’s a silly answer. And that’s exactly the reason why you should be saying yes to me. Actually… seeing as though I am your boss… I demand that you join me. Jane, please join me for lunch.

      No. No and No. Sorry, but I can’t.

      So you’re saying no to your own boss?

      Yes because forcing me to do something would count as sexual harassment and you certainly don’t want that title to be given to you. I stared at the words before I typed them out. I wasn’t sure if I should send them. It felt a little too bold. A little too much like I was flirting. And Sebastian really was the one person that I didn’t want to flirt with. But it was fun and I was actually quite enjoying this playful conversation. I was glad that Abbie was not around to see it happening. I had a feeling that she would be incredibly disappointed in me. But flirting was just flirting. It didn’t have to be anything else or go any further. It was just a bit of fun. I sent the message and then held my breath.

      Fine fine. You’ve got me there. I certainly do not want to be cited as sexually harassing you. Well, I’m going to get some lunch ordered and delivered to my office – say in about twenty minutes – and I actually do have some work that I’d like to run through with you. So, forget the lunch thing. Let’s pretend all that didn’t even happen. I’d appreciate it if you came to see me so that we could go through all this work. You may or may not have some of the food. That’s up to you. If you want, you can even bring your sad little sandwich along.

      I couldn’t help but smile at this even though the message had made me slightly nervous. I couldn’t quite figure Sebastian out. And I certainly couldn’t figure out how I felt about him. Did he like me? Did he just flirt with all the girls? Was he trying to prove a point? Did I like him? Was it just a welcome distraction from Justin? It was hard to tell. I had to remind myself to play it cool and to constantly remember what Abbie had told me about him. I tried to remember how sad that poor girl had looked after Sebastian had kicked her out of his office. The last thing I wanted was to let something like this get in the way of my work – especially since it’s a job that I wanted so badly. Still… he was incredibly convincing.

      Well, if it’s for work purposes, I suppose I can’t say no. See you in a bit Mr boss man. And… keep me some food. I tried not to smile as I waited impatiently for the twenty minutes to go by.
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      The twenty minutes took forever to go past, but when they were up I suddenly wished I had more time and I hoped I wasn’t going to regret saying yes to Sebastian’s offer. It’s just a business meeting and a small lunch, I told myself over and over again. I didn’t understand why I felt so confused anyway – I certainly did NOT want to be with Sebastian and I was not looking for a relationship. There was no way that I was even close to ready for such a thing. I wondered briefly if it were because I had been in a relationship for such a long time and had forgotten what it was like to flirt with other men. If so, then my feelings were not real at all. I was simply excited at the prospect of another man finding me attractive. Although I couldn’t quite imagine that he was actually attracted to me. Abbie had pointed out a few of the girls that he had been with and I remembered clearly the girl with the short dress that had come to see him. He was the type of guy that liked models on his arm – not ordinary woman like me. I had a feeling that he probably wanted to see how far he could push me. This infuriated me. Also, Justin had proven that he had never been into me in the first place – his eyes were always on someone else – and this had made me think that perhaps no man would ever truly be interested in me ever again. This didn’t infuriate me. It saddened me. I knew that I didn’t have Danielle’s long legs. Or a face that didn’t need makeup to look pretty. I knew that I was too short. And too plain. And too normal. And yet… I hadn’t imagined that Sebastian had flirted with me. Had I?

      Again, I was grateful that Abbie wasn’t around to see me go into his office for lunch. I tried walking very softly so that Michael wouldn’t notice me but he had his head down and looked very heavily involved with his phone so I figured I was safe on that bet. Although I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly so ashamed at going to see Sebastian. He was my boss after all. I knocked.

      “Come in.” His voice was a sing song, the melody beckoning me.

      I opened the door and walked in. “I’m here for our meeting.” I said although the minute I said the word meeting it sounded as if it had a double meaning. I cringed and hoped he hadn’t noticed.

      “Great! Glad I could twist your arm. Close the door behind you so that we don’t get people coming in and stealing our lunch!”

      I closed the door and then sat opposite him. I was well aware that only a few days ago I had sat across from him a nervous wreck after discovering the guy that I had spilled coffee all over was also my boss. Just then his phone rang and he mouthed an apology before picking it up. While he spoke I got a chance to take him in. I was hoping that the more time I spent with him the less attractive he got to me – but so far my attraction to him was only mounting and I could feel myself getting more and more frustrated in his presence. Did he really have to be this good looking? His work attire differed depending on the mood and today he definitely meant business. Just yesterday he looked cute in jeans and a t-shirt, a hoodie pulled over when the afternoon chill set in. He’d looked younger then, and I felt more relatable to him. But today he was wearing a tailored suit of dark grey, a black shirt and a deep blue tie. There was no doubt in my mind that this suit had been made for him and not just bought at a shop because it fit him perfectly. I wondered what it would be like to get clothes made specifically for me. I battled to find clothes that suited me because while I had very big breasts I was also quite short. Things were either too long, or too tight or too short and I was constantly getting things fixed. Whenever I found an outfit that fitted me perfectly, like a good pair of jeans, I’d buy like three of them so that I wouldn’t have to go shopping for a while. While Sebastian talked on the phone I listened to his voice and smiled at the easy way in which he spoke to people. He had a way of either making someone feel small and significant or grand and important. Right now he was making the person on the other side of the phone feel incredibly special. When he finally put down the phone he apologised to me.

      “Sorry about that Jane. I’m so rude. I called you in for a meeting and then I took a phone call. I promise to ignore any others that come in.” I noticed that he had emphasized the word ‘meeting’ just as I had. I pretended not to notice.

      “No problem at all. Work is work. It must be done.” I said, trying my best to act as professional as possible.

      “Indeed. Work IS important. But breaks are equally important. I told myself when I took on this job that I wouldn’t work so hard that I wouldn’t even get to appreciate my life. So I’m a big fan of still having fun in amongst the busy times. And also… a man has to eat and I’m starving.” Why did he look at me when he said that? “Now, let me take you through this wonderful array of food. I didn’t know what you liked so I took the courtesy of ordering pretty much everything. I hope you left your sad little sandwich behind?”

      I chuckled. “Yep, it’s still sitting on my desk. Looking even sadder now that I have decided not to eat it. This looks amazing though. Thank you so much. How did you get it all here so quickly?”

      “Oh my dear, you underestimate the powers of being the boss.”

      “This is very true. I’ve never known such power. I’m glad to see you are using it towards getting food. This impresses me.”

      “You are impressed by very strange things. Does this impress you?” He held up a mini quiche and I smiled.

      “Oh yes. Very much.”

      He handed it to me. “How about this?” He held up little stack of bacon, cheese and cucumber.

      “Yes. Even more so.”

      He handed it to me. “And this?” It was a piece of pickle.

      I pulled a face, “Oh no. Definitely not.”

      “You see,” He said and put down the pickle, “I’m getting to know a bit more about you now. I’m glad to see you’re not a fan of pickle. It’s awful stuff. Not quite sure why anyone would actually eat it unless they were forced to.”

      “My motto in life is why eat pickle when you can eat bacon?”

      “Great philosophy.” He put a piece of bacon into his mouth and smiled and I moved uncomfortably in my seat as I looked at the way his mouth had moved. I couldn’t stop thinking about what that mouth might feel like on mine.

      “Uh… so… about that work you wanted to discuss?” I said and took out my notebook and pen, desperate to think about anything else other than his mouth.

      “Ah… I like a woman that is all business. Okay, well here’s what I’m thinking.”

      He launched into a few ideas for my campaign and I was surprised to find that he really did have work to talk to me about. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed at that. Nevertheless his ideas were good and I was glad to be talking business. For a small moment I almost forgot that I was hoping for something else to happen in the meeting. Almost.

      “So, what do you think?” He asked me.

      “Honestly? I think those are great ideas. Definitely something that I can incorporate quite easily into my campaign – which by the way is going very well. I’d like to hold a meeting at the end of next week if you don’t mind – just to update everyone on the statistics. I’m well aware that I’m the new girl so I also don’t want to tread on any ones toes. I would rather let everyone know what I’m doing and hear their thoughts. I think it’s something that I can do well by myself but even better with everyone’s input.”

      “Great idea, not many people think that way. Everything is better when done in a team. And yes of course. Chat to Abbie and get her to set something up.”

      “I’ll do that. Thanks Sebastian.”

      “So, are you enjoying it here? Glad you got the job? Is this the type of place you could imagine working at for a while? I mean, messed up car aside.”

      That made me smile, “I am actually – messed up car aside. It’s very interesting and I’m learning a lot. And I really like everyone on the team. And I can definitely picture myself staying here.”

      “Yeah, they’re a good bunch. And you’re right about the job – it suits you. I knew it from the moment I saw you in that meeting on your first afternoon. The way you commanded the room like that. I tell you what Jane, I was very surprised at that. That was not at all the same Jane that I had seen that morning, embarrassed over spilled coffee. I half expected you to run out the door when I asked you to stand up and yet you did it with so much grace and self-assurance.”

      “I guess I’m just confident when it comes to my work.”

      His eyes glistened and he stared at me without looking away. I was desperate to look somewhere else but for once I couldn’t stop myself from staring right back at him. I could literally feel my entire body start to shake. “I liked your confidence. And I liked your shyness. You’re like a little walking contradiction, you know that.”

      “Like the Green Day song.” I said, and squirmed in my seat and looked at my hands, which were crossed firmly into my lap. Suddenly I was too nervous to look back up at him. I didn’t know what to do with myself.

      “With good taste in music too. Can I tell you something Jane?” He asked.

      “Yeah… of course.” But I was still looking down at my lap.

      “I want you. I want you so badly right now.”

      I looked up suddenly. “Wh – What?”

      “I want you so badly Jane. I don’t know what it is about you. You’re very different to the type of women that I normally go for. And yet, I cannot stop thinking about you. I cannot tell you how wild you are making me right now.”

      I was startled by his bluntness and the sudden turn this conversation had taken. “But you don’t know anything about me.” My voice was timid.

      “Well, I think I know enough. I know that you like bacon and cheese, and little mini quiches. I know that you detest pickles and that you name your cars. I know that you hate wearing high heels and you love alternative rock music. And the thing I know the most… well I know how I feel whenever I see you.”

      I felt my mouth go dry. I thought of Abbie and the warning bells went off in my head. I had to stop this from happening before it got out of hand. I had to make sure that I wasn’t just one of the girls that he got into his bed simply with a few nice words. I wouldn’t be that type of girl. I rolled my eyes at him. “Oh please, you’re just thinking with your dick. Just the way all men do.” Then I stopped myself. “Oh my God, I cannot believe that I just said that to you. I’m so sorry. I think I just crossed the line there. Sorry Sebastian. I’ve just met a few bastards lately, but it wasn’t fair for me to say that to you.” I could not believe I had just called my boss a dick. The very same boss I had been fantasizing about and who was now flirting with me just as I wanted but wouldn’t admit. Thankfully he was smiling at me.

      “Well, I’m not one of them. I’m not a bastard. And I can totally believe that you’d say something like that to me. Just the same way that you shouted at me when I crashed into you. You’re a feisty one. And I like that about you. I’m sorry but can’t help it – I really do want you so badly Jane.”

      I took a step back. I wanted him too, of course I did, but I was too afraid of what I was doing. Of who he was. Of what Justin had done to me. I wanted to run out the door and yet I also wanted to stay inside. He stood up and came towards me and I noticed a bulge in his trousers. I couldn’t believe that I had managed to turn him on. Me! I mean, this was a man that could easily make it onto the cover of a magazine and I was just plain Jane. And yet, I could see that he wanted me. And that he wanted me badly. I felt my body responding to his stare and I knew that no matter how much I tried to deny it that I wouldn’t be able to resist him.

      “Sebastian, I – “

      But before I could finish he came forward and started to kiss me. He was much taller than me and even though I was wearing heels he had to bend down to kiss me. I understood why Abbie liked tall men now – there was something so desirable about him reaching down for me like that. His hands were in my hair, touching my face and the longer we kissed the more intense it became. The only guy that I had kissed for the past several years of my life had been Justin, and even when we had first met the kiss had been nothing like this. This was a kiss that I would never forget. It was hot, heavy and passionate and I felt the whole room steam up around me. I never wanted it to end. “Oh God.” I groaned the moment we pulled away and then I leaned in for more. I couldn’t get enough of him. When he stopped me I thought I was going to cry out in frustration. But he just smiled at me, that lopsided mischievous grin, and locked his office door. Then he looked back at me and took my face into his hands. “Jane, I want you.”
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      “Do you want me?” Sebastian was saying to me, his breath against mine. His voice sounded distant, almost as if this were a dream and I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again to make sure that it was real. But there he was, still standing in front of me – my face in his hands. This was real. This was really happening. Since when did my dreams come true like this?

      “I do. I want you. Oh God of course I do.” I whispered. I couldn’t deny it anymore. I had never wanted anyone in my life more than I had wanted Sebastian at that moment. I hated myself for it and yet I knew that I couldn’t stop it. And now, with his face so close to mine, I couldn’t believe that this was actually happening to me. Sebastian just got better looking to me every single day, and up close he was actually flawless. I stared at his mouth and watched as it moved closer to mine. I pushed aside any thought of Abbie then and the fact that if she came back from her meeting she’d be right outside the door. I wondered if she’d know when I came out. Then I saw his mouth again and I didn’t care. He kissed me with wild abandon, slow at first and then with more passion as the kiss went on. I felt my knees buckling from underneath me.

      “You taste so good Jane.”

      “So do you.” And he did. He tasted like bacon and desire. Then he looked at me and took my hand, leading me towards his desk. He picked me and propped me on top of it. I loved how strong he was and how easy it was for him to do that to me. Then he came forward and kissed me again.

      “Jane,” he said, pulling away from the kiss, “Is this okay?” He was tugging at my shirt. I couldn’t believe that he was actually asking me this – he didn’t seem the type that asked. He seemed the type that just took. Not that he really had to ask. He could do anything to me and I would let him. I simply nodded. I suddenly found that I was unable to speak like a normal person. My mouth had become dry. My tongue had become twisted. He grinned at me and while looking intensely into my eyes he started to undo one button at a time. For a brief moment I panicked because I couldn’t remember which bra I was wearing but when I looked down I was relieved to see that it was one of my good ones. My mother was always telling me to wear good underwear in case I was ever in an accident. What she should’ve told me was to wear good underwear in case a gorgeous young man suddenly decided he wanted to see them. I liked the way he was looking at my breasts and for once I felt proud about my body. My blouse hung wide open now and he reached behind and then unclipped my bra with expertise. The bra fell to the floor and even though I still had the rest of my clothes on I felt completely exposed.

      “Jane, Jane, Jane.” He whispered. I wanted him to say my name forever. He reached over and felt my breasts, one at a time and then he bent over and started to lick them. I felt my nipples harden at his touch and I pulled him closer in towards me. I looked down and saw him sucking on my breast and it was one of the hottest moments of my life. I leaned back and groaned. Then, all of a sudden, I felt a hand reaching under my skirt and I arched my back as his hand went further and further up my leg. I was wet before he even touched me.

      “You should wear clothes like this more often.” He said to me. He was right – I was wearing the best clothes for a moment like this. My skirt was loose and flowing and very easy to get inside. He pulled off my panties and then moved his hand up to touch me. He grinned when he felt how ready I was for him. He stood back up and kissed me again and I thought my body was going to explode. I had never wanted any man more in my whole life and at that moment I didn’t care that he was my boss and that what we were doing was probably quite inappropriate. All I cared about was what was happening at that moment and how he was making me feel. For once in my life I was throwing caution to the wind and putting myself first and it felt wonderful. I thought he was going to take off his clothes and have sex with me right there on his desk and if he had I knew that I would completely allow it to happen. In fact, I wanted it to happen. Instead, he bent down onto the floor, lifted up my skirt and began kissing and licking me. I couldn’t believe what was happening and I couldn’t control my excitement. Just before I was about to come he pulled away and said, “Don’t scream. This is our moment.” This only made the orgasm more intense as my body shook and I forced myself not to scream out loud. Thankfully he warned me because if he hadn’t then I don’t think I would’ve been able to control myself. The whole office would’ve heard me – no matter how sound proof his office may be.

      When he was done he came up and kissed me gently on the mouth and I felt as if I was going to melt all over again. Then he grinned, “Well that was nice, Jane.” Again, I loved how he said my name.

      I felt immediately aware of my surroundings and what I had done and I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself or how I even felt about it. “Great lunch break. One of my better ones this week.” I said and hoped that my voice sounded light and carefree.

      “Better than pickles?” He grinned.

      “Oh way better than pickles.”

      Just then his phone rang and I heard him say. “Hi Alison. Yes, yes. Okay no problem. Yes that is fine. Sure, give me five minutes and then send them right in.” Five minutes?
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      “Sorry Jane, I have people coming in for a meeting. That was Alison on the phone. They just turned up unexpectedly but I really do need to see them. Unfortunately of course. I’d way rather carry on with this. ” I chuckled as I watched her scramble, looking everywhere for her bra. “But anyway, thank God she didn’t call five minutes earlier.”

      “Trust me, I wouldn’t have let you answer.” Jane said. She was on the floor looking under my desk. I considered asking her to stay under my desk for the duration of the meeting. Now that would be an interesting meeting.

      “Are you looking for this?” I asked and dangled her bra in my fingers. It had been on top of the desk all along. She smiled gratefully and quickly put it back on. She seemed suddenly shy to have her breasts exposed. But I didn’t look away. I watched as she took her blouse off and put her bra back on. I watched as she put her blouse back on and then put her panties back on and arranged her clothes to what she hoped was orderly. I watched as she tried to untangle her hair without a brush and how she looked in her little compact mirror to make sure that her makeup was still fine. I couldn’t stop looking at her. When the door knocked I laughed as she ran to my desk and began packing away all the food. Then when I opened the door to let in the clients I laughed as she almost tripped walking out. It was good to see that I had that effect on her. For a while I thought she might not be interested in me at all. My walking contradiction.

      “Working through lunch I see?” John said.

      “Always.” I replied and motioned for them to come in.

      “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice. We happened to be in the area and thought we might as well try our luck. You’re a very busy man so we were very surprised when your secretary said you could see us.” John and Spencer were two very important clients of mine. I had done a lot of business with them in the past and had taken on board a lot of their suggestions. We’d been planning on meeting up again for a long time now but something kept coming up for either them or myself. I was glad to see them even though they had come at a rather unfortunate time. Perhaps only twenty minutes later and Jane could’ve returned the favor to me. I wonder how it would feel to have her lips on my –

      “Yeah,” Spencer interrupted me out of my thoughts, “I told John it was pointless coming in to see you like this, but I was wrong.”

      “Ah I’ve wanted to meet with you for a while now anyway. We have lots to discuss so I’m very glad that you were in the area. What do you think of the changes in the casino? Did you get a chance to see any of them? You haven’t been here in what, six months? A lot has changed since then and a lot of the changes were because of all your suggestions.” I was sure that they would be happy with everything that I had done since last seeing them.

      “We briefly saw when we were coming in and I have to say Sebastian. We liked what we saw. We liked it a lot. I think we make a good team.”

      “I think so too. Well, there are going to be even more changes. And hopefully we can work towards getting the two of you on board. You’ll also be happy to know that we have finally gotten someone to deal with our social media. I know that it was something that you mentioned before and you were right – we are very far behind in that department. Anyway, before we start, would you like some coffee? I know that I can sure do with some.”

      “That would be great, thank you.”

      I picked up the phone and called Alison. But it wasn’t Alison that answered, it was Jane. I was so used to hearing Alison’s gruff cigarette voice that the sweet voice that came through took me by surprise. “Jane, why you are picking up Alison’s phone?” I asked.

      “Sorry, Alison needed to go get some lunch and she asked if I could monitor the phone while she was out. She should be back in about half an hour or so.”

      “Okay, well that’s no problem. You have reminded me that I need to make a plan to get someone to cover for her during lunch times. I keep forgetting. Don’t tell her that though. I was actually phoning to ask Alison if she could bring three coffees into my office. Would you be able to do that for us?”

      “Uh… yes. Sure. I’ll be right there.” I put the phone down and was glad that I’d be seeing Jane again.

      When she walked in she was nervously carrying a tray with three coffees and then with snail-like speed she placed it on the table. I thought she was going to spill coffees over everyone the way she was carrying on. I tried not to laugh at the thought.

      “I’m sorry. As you can see, this is why I’m in the marketing department and not serving drinks at the bar or restaurant. I was always a terrible waitress. It’s like I’m super confident with everything and then the moment I have to serve someone something I turn into a nervous wreck.”

      John and Spencer laughed and smiled at her. That’s when I noticed that her one button was still undone and that her breasts were hanging out when she bent over. The men could not stop staring. I literally saw Spencer blink and quickly compose himself. “Not too worry at all. I was an awful waiter too. Awful. It’s not a job that everyone can do well, that’s for sure. But I think it’s something that everyone should do. You have so much more respect for waiters once you’ve done it yourself. Thanks for the coffee. It’s great.”

      Jane was beaming at him and looked more relaxed. “I agree. And yeah, the coffee is amazing here, a very big perk of my job. Have a great meeting and just call if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks Jane.” As she turned around to walk out I noticed that the back of her skirt was tucked into her panties. Thankfully the two men were facing me and hadn’t noticed. I wanted to burst out laughing. Jane. She was a strange mixture of nerves and confidence that I just didn’t understand.

      “She’s nice.” John said.

      “Yeah, she’s very sweet. She’s actually new, only been here a week now. She’s actually the one that I hired to do our social media. I ran a contest and got people to send in their best ideas. And she was the one that we liked the most. She’s already doing a great job. Like she said, she’s far better at her job than she is at serving people.”

      “She’s nice.” John said again.

      “Please excuse me. I just have to send a quick message to someone.” I said to John and Spencer and then quickly typed up a message to Jane.

      Jane, check your skirt. Don’t worry. They didn’t see. I’m glad I did though. God, I wish you were still here. I want more.

      I smiled back up at the men. “Right, then where were we.”

      But the whole way through the conversation my mind kept wandering back to Jane. The way her breasts had felt, the way her nipples had hardened and the delicious way that she had tasted. I suddenly couldn’t remember what I had seen in Susie the Cutie or any other girl that I had slept with in the casino. Those girls suddenly seemed so silly and childish to me. Jane was a real woman. She was someone that I would never thought I would’ve been with, and yet I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I wondered how she felt about me. I knew she liked me – that part was obvious. Although there were times when I also thought that she despised me. Also, I was her boss and I knew that complicated things. It didn’t complicate anything for me. I had no trouble with sleeping with my staff. But it always seemed to get in the way. That was why I had hired Alison. She was older and not someone I was attracted to, and because of that she was able to do her job well without me constantly harassing her. I wondered how it was going to be with Jane now. Whether this was just going to be a one off thing. But I knew that more was coming. I wanted her again and I was going to have to do everything in my power to make that happen. Today’s meeting with her was simply not enough.
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      “Jane, where are you?” Danielle’s voice came drifting into the house.

      “I’m coming! I’m coming! I’m just getting a drink. Can I get you something?”

      “Yeah, whatever you’re having.”

      I looked around in the kitchen, poking my head through cupboards and fridges – amazed again at how much Danielle had when it came to anything alcohol related. Eventually I decided on a gin and tonic and headed outside to the pool.

      “Gin and tonic? Nice! Perfect for this weather.” Danielle said, grinning at me. Danielle was lying by the pool in a bright yellow bikini that barely covered her body. I almost asked her what the point was but I was worried that she’d just agree with me and take it right off. She was uninhibited like that. Not me.

      “Danielle,” I said while gingerly taking off my towel and climbing into the pool. I was wearing a black bikini with small white flowers that I had thought to be quite cute when first buying it. Now, I was just worried that I looked frumpy next to her. “Can I ask you something?”

      She sat up, taking a huge sip of her gin and tonic, “Of course you can. Ask away. But if it’s about the birds and the bees I should hope you know the answer to that one.”

      “How did you get so confident about yourself? I mean, I know you’re gorgeous. Which helps. Easy to be confident when you look so good, right? But you were always like this. Even when you didn’t have the body of a goddess. You were always so confident. It’s the one thing that I always remember about you from back in the day. It was something that I always admired and honestly it was something I was always quite jealous of. I still am really. I’m just tired of always running scared. It must be nice to be so carefree.”

      She stared at me open mouthed for several moments, surprised by my question and then lay back down. “Well, firstly thank you for the compliments. My inner goddess thanks you. But to be honest I’m not nearly as confident as you may think I am. I still get nervous around cute guys. Hell, I get nervous around any guy. I still sometimes want to kick myself for the stupid things that come out of my mouth when I’m in an awkward situation. And I definitely still look at myself in the mirror and think, “You could do better.” But I don’t think that’s a good way to lead a life. It doesn’t make me feel good to constantly be that way and it’s not fun for those around me if I’m always beating myself up. Everyone wants to be around someone that’s positive and happy. So… I pretend.”

      I gawked at her… “You… you pretend? What do you mean?”

      “Well, at first I did. I mean, I just kept it to myself. I started acting more confident. I didn’t tell people how much I cringed at the way I looked or the things that I said. I kept it to myself. The only thing that I portrayed was confidence. And you know what? Well, slowly but surely I started believing it myself. And… I started to like it. I started to realize just how much I shouldn’t really give a damn. Life gets taken far too seriously. Where’s the fun in that?”

      “So basically, it’s the whole fake it until you make it thing?” I asked.

      “Absolutely. Most people do it in business but it works just as well when you do it with yourself. But why are you asking all this Jane? What’s on your mind?”

      “Well… something happened.” I said awkwardly, unsure of where to start.

      She sat up. “Something happened? What? Does it have to do with a guy? Oh I do hope you have some good gossip for me Greiner.”

      “Uh… yeah.” Then I went underwater for several seconds and came back up.

      She laughed, “Jane! You can’t run away under water. Thankfully you need to come up for a breath eventually. Okay… spill it. Who is this mystery man that’s getting you so tongue tied?”

      “Sebastian Taylor.”

      I could see the cogs turning in her brain before she gasped, “Wait! THE Sebastian Taylor. As in the guy who runs your casino? As in the hot billionaire? As in… YOUR BOSS? Are you talking about that guy?”

      I grinned and then went under water again. When I came back up she cried out, “Jane! Stop that!”

      I giggled. “Sorry. Yeah. That guy. My boss. The one and only.”

      “And what happened? And don’t think you can get away with just telling me ‘oh not much’ – I want details Jane. DETAILS.”

      I got out the pool, wrapped my towel around me and went to lie next to her.

      “I had a meeting in his office yesterday. Okay, no that’s not it really. Uh… okay so he asked me out for lunch. It was all through text message and the whole thing seemed a bit flirty. I said no. He kept pushing and I kept saying no. I told him that he was my boss and that it would be strange. Hey why are you rolling your eyes?”

      “You turned down a free lunch with a super cute guy? Crazy girl.”

      That made me laugh, “Yeah, it does sound a bit crazy out loud. Anyway so, after a bit of back and forth, he restructured the message and told me that he was getting food ordered into his office. He said that he wanted me to come in to do some work and that I was welcome to have some of the food on offer but I also didn’t have to.”

      “Clever man. I like the sound of him.”

      “Yeah, so I had to go. And for a little while we really did discuss work. And we ate from this huge array of food that he had ordered. But then… well then he started getting a bit flirty again and I started flirting back. Before I knew it he was kissing me. Like proper kissing.”

      She burst out laughing, “As opposed to un-proper kissing?”

      “Stop mocking me! This is the first time I’ve ever kissed my boss, you know!”

      “Well, that’s a good thing. Anyway, then what happened?”

      “He locked the door. And obviously that’s when I knew that things were going to go further. And I let it happen. There was just no way that I could turn away from him then. The most gorgeous man in the world was kissing me and I wanted him to do it again and again and again. Then he took off my bra. I was still wearing my blouse, but it was open at the front. And then, he… uh…” I found that I was blushing and I stared longingly at the pool.

      “Jane, don’t you dare jump back in that pool. What happened next?”

      I took a sip of my drink. Liquid courage and all that. I took another sip. “Uh… well then he took off my panties and went down on me against his desk.”

      “JANE! I cannot believe I saw you last night and this morning and you didn’t say a word to me. No wonder you were acting all weird. I thought you were just tired from work. You naughty little scoundrel. So… this beautiful man didn’t ask anything in return?”

      “No. But after that happened his phone rang and the secretary said there were people to see him. So I had to quickly sort myself out before they came in. I was on my hands and knees searching for my bra.”

      Danielle was laughing and now so was I. “Oh what I would’ve given to see that moment.”

      “I had like five minutes to find my bra, put on my bra and then put on my panties. And then make myself look presentable. It didn’t help that ten minutes later he called and asked me to bring in coffee for them all. That’s not normally my job but the receptionist was on her lunch break.”

      “So you had to go back in?”

      “Yep. And only after did I realize that my skirt was still tucked into my panties. Thankfully the men didn’t see it but Sebastian did.”

      Tears were falling down Danielle’s face now. “How do you know he saw it?”

      “Because he sent me a text message afterwards letting me know.”

      “HE SENT YOU A TEXT MESSAGE. Oh Jane, you’re killing me. This is like a movie.”

      “Also, my one button on my blouse hadn’t been done up. The top button. And I did bend down to give those men coffees. I have no idea if they noticed. But yeah… that’s my life.”

      “Which is why you asked me about the confidence thing?”

      “Pretty much. I’m a bubbling idiot as I’ve now proven to you.”

      “You’re confident where it counts Jane. And anyway, you must be doing something right for that thing to happen with Sebastian.”

      “I guess. But what am I going to do now? I can’t face him again after what happened. I’m going to die of embarrassment.”

      “Why? He obviously likes you. I don’t understand what the problem is. It’s also quite obvious that you like him too.”

      “But… he’s my boss Danielle. And anyway, that’s beside the point. I’m not dating anyone anymore. Not for a while anyway. I promised myself that I’d be off men for this year. So nothing more can happen with this.”

      “Why? Because of that asshole who left you for your best friend? You do realize he’s your ex-boyfriend? You do realize he cheated on you? So you’re just going to deny yourself because of him?”

      “But it’s more than that. I owe it to myself.”

      “Exactly. You owe it to yourself.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I can’t be with another man like that again. Not now.”

      “So you’ll deny yourself a hot billionaire who practically gave you the best orgasm of your life?” Danielle said to me, grinning at that last bit as if she were very pleased with herself.

      I was flushed and I suddenly had no idea what to do with my hands or where to look, “I never said it was the best orgasm of my life!”

      “Well, was it?” She asked, a cheekiness to her voice.

      “Well, yeah, but that’s beside the point.”

      She laughed. She had gotten me. “The point is that you have no point. That you are just letting Justin ruin your life. That you’re not allowing yourself a bit of fun. The point is that you are not allowing yourself to move on.”

      “I just don’t know Danielle.”

      While everything that I had told her was true, what I didn’t tell her was that I was also worried about his reputation. And the fact that he was the type of guy that could drop me and hurt me in an instant. I didn’t tell her about Abbie’s warnings or the amount of girls he had slept with. I was so confused about everything. And she was right, it was the best orgasm of my life, and that part was hard to forget. Also, Sebastian confused me. I knew the type of man that he was but I also saw something in him that was very different to the man that he was portraying himself to be. Or was he just very good at manipulation? Was I just falling right into his trap? I opened my mouth to say something but before I could the doorbell rang.

      “I wonder who that is? I’m not expecting anyone.” Danielle got up and went to answer the door. I smiled at how she didn’t even bother to put a towel on. She just walked straight into the house with just her bikini on. Her small bottom moved from side to side as she walked. I wrapped my towel around me in case whoever was at the door came outside.

      Danielle emerged with a man in a uniform and a clipboard. He looked extremely nervous and I could see that he kept glancing at Danielle in her yellow bikini. It made me want to laugh.

      “Jane, it’s for you.”

      “What?” I said, confused.

      “Hello, are you Jane Greiner?” The man asked me. I nodded. “Well I have a delivery for you that I need you to sign for.” He held out his clipboard while I started at him in confusion.
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      “A delivery? Are you sure it’s for me?” I asked the delivery man who was still gawking at Danielle.

      She put her hands on her hips, which only made his eyes widen, “Uh… dumbo, he already said the delivery was for you. Your name is on the slip. Unless your name is NOT Jane Greiner and you have something you want to tell me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. It’s just that I’m not expecting anything. What is it?” I looked around, expecting to see a box hiding behind him or for him to pull out an envelope from his pocket.

      “Do you mind signing here and then I’ll show you?” He said. The name tag on his shirt read Charlie. And I wondered if he’d always been Charlie, or whether he’d been Charles once upon a time.

      “Sure, sure. Okay, where do I sign?” I quickly signed the papers and then looked expectantly at him.

      “You girls are sure going to love this.” He said. “You’ll have to follow me outside though.”

      “This is so exciting. Wait, let me get my towel quick. I can’t walk outside in my bikini now can I.” I could literally see as Charlie’s face turned from happy to disappointed when Danielle fetched her towel and wrapped it around her body. I reminded myself to let Danielle know that she needed to be a little bit more aware of the effect that she had on some men. It was good to be confident but it also just as good to be aware.

      “Right, so anyway, come with me. Actually… do you want to close your eyes? It will be more dramatic and all that. We can do a big reveal.” Charlie seemed very excited. So either I was getting something cool or else he was still showing off in front of Danielle.

      “No! For all I know you’re some weirdo and you’re going to shove us in your car and drive off with us.” I said and then felt bad when I saw the look on his face.

      “Ma’am. I am certainly not going to do that. I just thought it would be more fun. That’s all. Never mind then.”

      “Sorry. Sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just not good with surprises.” I wasn’t sure why I was being so snappy with him.

      “Well, I think it’s a fabulous idea. And I LOVE surprises.” Said Danielle, who was big fan of secrets and surprises. “Come on Jane. It will be fun. I’ll join you. And if you don’t like whatever it is then you can give it to me.” Charlie beamed at her. I think he was falling in love.

      So the two of us closed our eyes. I held Danielle’s hand and she held onto Charlie. Again, something I’d have to warn her about. If we got kidnapped I was totally going to blame her for it.

      “Okay, we’re here.” Came Charlie’s voice, “Keep your eyes closed. Okay… are you ready? Now… OPEN!”

      We opened our eyes. I looked around in confusion.

      “Uh… what am I looking at?”

      “Jane Greiner, I would like to present you with… your new car!” He pointed to the bright blue Prius that was parked up the sidewalk. It was obviously brand new and incredibly shiny.

      “Excuse me?” Was this a joke? I looked at Danielle, half expecting her to burst out laughing and say ‘got you!’ but she looked just as surprised as me.

      “I’m so confused. Are you sure this is for me?”

      “Yes, it’s for you. I knew they should’ve put a big bow on it. Then at least it would’ve looked like a gift. Oh sorry. It came with a card!” Here we go. Poor Charlie. This was not the response he was expecting from us. I had a feeling that I would look at the card and see that he’d gotten the whole thing confused. Some lady down the road was probably waiting for this car while I was probably supposed to get some bill that I had forgotten or something. Charlie would have to go through the whole thing again.

      “Open the card!” Danielle said. She’d stopped staring at the car and was now jumping up and down in excitement. But when I took too long she just took it from me. “Okay let me open it for you.”

      She opened it, read it and then smiled. “It is for you Jane. Here.” She handed me the card.

      Jane, I’m so sorry about your car and the accident. I know Mr Honda meant a lot to. Here’s a new one. You can call him Mr Prius. Or Mrs Prius if you prefer. XOXO, Sebastian.

      “I told you he liked you!” Danielle said to me and then she looked at Charlie. “Isn’t this exciting? Do you do this often? Bring cars to people?”

      “To be honest, this is my first car. I usually deliver boxes and never really get to see what’s inside them. So this was a big deal.”

      “How did you get it here?”

      “Oh, I drove it here. But my company is just down the road, so I’m going to just walk back. Otherwise I guess I would’ve come with someone else. But you were luckily enough to live super close. I was so excited to bring this to you. And a bit nervous of course. I mean, it’s brand new. I didn’t want anything to happen to it. I had to practically fight all the guys in the office to be the one to take it to you. That’s a cool gift to receive, especially if it’s unexpected – which it clearly was.”

      “I cannot believe this. Hey… Jane. What’s wrong? Why are Charlie and I more excited than you?” Danielle was waving a hand in front of my face.

      I looked at her as if she were from out of space. I couldn’t believe what was happening and I had no idea why she thought that accepting a car from someone I barely knew was a good idea. I felt sick to my stomach. Is this the kind of man that Sebastian was? Did he just buy his way through life? Had he never heard of something like flowers? Or just a simple ‘I’m sorry’? Even a card would’ve been fine. I would’ve been happy with a card.

      “Danielle, I cannot accept this. It’s a brand new car. A CAR! What was he thinking? There’s absolutely no way I’m taking this car. I’m sorry Charlie but you’re just going to have to take it back. I’ll let him know that it was a mad idea. I really do appreciate you bringing it here and I’m so sorry for ruining the whole thing. But I didn’t ask for this.” I was still staring at the car, trying to take it all in. What made it worse was that it really was such a beautiful looking thing. I never in my wildest dreams ever imagined that I would ever own something like that. I found myself almost wanting to accept it but then quickly shook my head and tore my eyes away from it.

      “Jane!” Danielle exclaimed, “Are you crazy? Have you lost your mind? Of course you can accept this. It’s a gift. Actually it won’t look good if you say no to something like this. Especially since he’s your boss. Imagine you giving someone a gift and then instead of being happy with it they tell you that they don’t want it. You can’t do that to the poor man. Anyway, you don’t even have a car at the moment. And it was Sebastian’s fault for that accident. So he owes you one. Listen, Charlie, Jane has already signed for it so the car is hers. Thank you so much. It was very sweet of you to come over and to surprise us this way. Jane just needs to get over the shock. It’s not every day that someone gets a car delivered to their door. Thank you again. Come on Jane, let’s go inside for a bit.”

      “Uh… thank you Charlie.” I didn’t know what else to say or what to do. I just let Danielle lead me inside.

      “So, are you going to stop being so rude and be thankful that somebody actually bought you a car?”

      “I’m not being rude. It’s just a very hard thing to accept from someone. I didn’t want him to do this. I would’ve managed just fine. I was on my way to sorting out another car.”

      “Don’t be silly. We both know you were a long way away from that.”

      “Well, yeah. But he didn’t have to buy me something like this. It’s so expensive. I think these go for like $20,000 or something. That is by far the most expensive gift I have ever gotten. If he had gotten me a necklace worth $200 I would’ve STILL thought it was too much.”

      “Actually, that one is pretty upgraded, so I think it’s more like $35,000. I don’t know if you peered inside but it seems to have all sorts of fancy gadgets. I think Mrs Prius is going to bring you a lot more happiness than Mr Honda ever did. Also, Mr Honda still had Justin memories all over him. This is your chance to start afresh with new memories.”

      She made a valid point. But all I could think of was the price. Thirty Five thousand dollars! What was he thinking?

      “Also, Jane, you must remember that spending $35,000 or whatever it was, is probably nothing to a man like Sebastian. That’s probably pocket change. It’s like you spending $20 on buying someone a gift.”

      “I don’t think his $35,000 is equivalent to me spending twenty!”

      “Actually, it might be. You forget he’s a multi-billionaire.”

      “Oh Danielle, what was he thinking? This is absolutely insane. Look at my hands… I’m shaking.” I held out my hands to show her.

      “Well, I’m thinking it means that he likes you, he feels bad about your car and he really wants to give you a present. I’m thinking you should be happy and that you should let him know that you appreciate it. Otherwise… you know… you can give it to me.”

      “The car IS pretty awesome. But what message am I giving if I accept his gift?” Surely if I take it then he’s going to think that I want to take the relationship further. That he can just easily buy me with gifts. Surely if I accept then he is going to think that I’m the type of woman that is easily swayed by money.

      But Danielle just batted her eyelashes at me and feigned innocence at my question. “I think that if you accept his very generous gift than the message you’re giving is – thank you.”
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      “Will that be all Sir?”

      “Mary, you know you can call me Sebastian. I’ve known you for almost two years now!” I said to the cleaner that came in every second day. She was a sweet lady who refused to look me in the eye. She always said please and thank you and she always made it look as if my apartment was immaculate. I could never quite understand how she managed to make it look so polished. I wasn’t always around to see her, but when I did we’d have the same conversation over and over. I was starting to think that she saw it more as a joke now – but perhaps this was just the way she was raised. There was a part of me that liked it – because who didn’t want someone looking at you with that much reverence. And there was a part of me that felt slightly ashamed by it – because she was at least fifteen years my senior.

      “I know Sir.” She said and I grinned at her.

      “Oh Mary. You’re a funny one. Thank you for all the hard work you’ve done today. It looks brilliant. Now, are you going to take a bit of time off? You haven’t had a break in ages.”

      She looked at me as if I were a complete stranger and I realized that I had never spoken to her with so much kindness before. What was happening to me? I was growing soft but it felt good for a change.

      “Uh… Sir?”

      “Take a week off. Get some rest, and then come back. You deserve it.” I said, before I could change my mind. Before she had arrived into my life I had been through at least five different cleaners, if not more. It was a similar thing to the whole secretary debacle. I kept hiring young and gorgeous cleaners who I loved nothing more than to see in their little uniforms cleaning my apartment. It would be same story with each one. They’d come in to clean and soon we’d start flirting. Soon, they’d be cleaning my apartment without any clothes on – or else I’d be demanding that they keep their outfit on while we had sex. But soon, as was inevitable, I’d grow bored with them and then the whole boss/cleaner relationship would get skewered.

      “Oh no, Sir, thank you but I cannot accept. My sister is staying with me now and she has just had a baby. I have promised to help her get on her feet. I cannot afford to take any time off. We need all the money we can get. Thank you for the kind offer but I don’t mind working. It’s nice here.”

      Just how little did I know about my staff? I looked at her then. Mary – pretty if not for the lines around her eyes and the way that the skin around her fingernails were all broken. Exhausted by the sheer volume of work I always gave her to do and the million things she still had to deal with when she got home.

      “Don’t be silly. That’s all the more reason then. So, I’ve changed my offer now that I know about your sister. Two weeks off – and I apologise in advance for the messy apartment you might come back to – and you’ll be fully paid during that time. Now, Mary, I want you to take my offer before I change my mind. As you can see I’m in a particularly good mood today.”

      She stared at me, blinking a few times before finally finding her voice. She must’ve thought I had lost my mind. “Thank you Sir. Thank you Sebastian. I appreciate it.” She practically bowed down before rushing out.

      The phone rang.

      “Hello?”

      “Sebastian, I have a Jane Greiner here to see you. Shall I tell her to come up? Or would you like me to tell her that you’re busy? She says she works with you.” I had been very strict about who was allowed to come up to see me and who wasn’t. Most of the time I asked them to call it through to me. The last thing I wanted was a million girls thinking that they could just come up and see me anytime that they wanted. Especially since most of those girls were just one time affairs that needed to know where they stood. This rule had been implemented after a few unfortunate incidents.

      “Jane? Yes, you can send her right up. Thank you.” Ahh… Jane. Now that was a face I was actually looking forward to seeing right now. And she was coming as soon as Mary was leaving. I looked around at my beautiful apartment with pride – great timing.

      I waited impatiently for her to come up and then was surprised by the loud pounding at the door. I thought of Susie the Cutie and her tiny little timid knock when she had first come to see me. Jane was small and timid in her own way but she still managed to surprise me sometimes. The knock got louder.

      I opened the door and grinned at her. But she wasn’t grinning back.

      “Did you walk up the stairs?” I asked her. A ridiculous notion because I was staying in the penthouse in a very tall building. I peered out to see if perhaps the lift was broken.

      “No. Why?”

      “So why are huffing and puffing like you’ve just blown a chimney down? And… would you like to come in?” I opened the door wider and let her in.

      “I’m just annoyed. I’m angry. And I’m very confused. And at the same time I feel bad for being annoyed and angry. I realize that to an outsider that would look as if I was ungrateful. But I’m not ungrateful. I’m just highly frustrated.”

      I smiled inwardly. Frustrated was something that I could definitely help her with. But I still had no idea what had gotten her so worked up and bringing up any sort of sexual matters right now might not go down well. “Jane, slow down. Take a seat. Take a breather. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      She gave me a funny look then. “You really have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “Well no, because you still haven’t told me. If you think back to the crazy conversation you just had with me you’ll see that in that entire speech you never told me what was making you so angry and annoyed and frustrated. And what was the other thing?”

      “Confused.”

      “Ah, yes. Confused. So… care to enlighten me or are we going to keep playing the guessing game?”

      “The car Sebastian! The car. You cannot possibly expect me to accept a gift like that. You are insane.” She said. Her hands were flapping wildly in the air as if she didn’t know how to get rid of the anger inside of her. Again, I could think of better ways of releasing her anger but again it wasn’t the best time to tell her that.

      “Wow. I was hoping for a different reaction. Like, you know, a thank you.” I raised my eyebrows at her.

      “Thank you. Really. It’s… well actually it’s crazy of you. And I really cannot accept it. How can you get me such an extravagant gift?

      “It’s not extravagant. It’s a good gift and a very good car. Anyway, I got you into that last accident and I really did feel bad about it. I know that you were very close to Mr Honda. I was just trying to be nice.”

      She almost smiled but then frowned again. “Sebastian – do you have any idea how strange this is? You are living with your head in the clouds! This is not what normal people do! Not that you would know what normal was.”

      “What do you mean? I am normal.”

      “No, giving someone a car as a gift is not normal. Danielle told me that the car probably costs about $35,000!”

      “Well, I have no idea who Danielle is but she’s pretty close. $36,000. A pretty good deal really.”

      “But how are you not seeing that this is crazy? I earn $40,000 a year and you have just given me a present that’s only shy of that by four grand.”

      “What? You get 40 grand a year? A YEAR? Sorry, I don’t deal with the salaries. That’s all handed by the accounts department. But I had no idea. Goodness, I’m going to have to look at paying you more. How can anyone live on that? I wonder if all the other staff are getting paid that? No wonder some of them look like they’re in a bad mood every day. Is it even possible to live with that?”

      “See what I mean… head in the clouds. You will not believe how happy I was when I saw what my salary was going to be working at the casino. I was not expecting it to be that much! This is more than I have ever earned. And from my calculations it wouldn’t have taken me too long to be able to afford a nice second hand car. Remember that not all people live in penthouses and go out to restaurants every day and spend probably more in clothes in one month than some do in a year. This is good money for some people. For people like me.” She huffed when she said the word ‘me’ and I tried not to laugh at her. She was cute when she was angry.

      “Listen, Jane. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do have my head in the clouds. But it’s all relevant isn’t it? If you gave a homeless guy a brand new outfit he’d probably think he’d just won the lottory. I wanted to do this for you and it was the only way that I knew how. Looking at it from your point of view I can now see that maybe I had misjudged the whole thing. But I honestly had no idea that you would take it this way. I actually thought you would be happy. And that’s really all I wanted to do. I wasn’t trying to prove a point or to throw money in your face. I’m sorry if you see it like that. I truly just thought you would like it.”

      I could see her shifting uncomfortably now, swaying a little from left to right. “Well… it is a beautiful car. Of course I like it. And that color is so me. Mrs Prius is far better looking than Mr Honda ever was.”

      “So you’re keeping it?” I grinned at her. I was glad that she had taken my name suggestion to heart. “Sorry, I mean, are you keeping her?”

      A small smile was now playing gently at her lips. Her pretty little lips. “Uh… I don’t know. I don’t know if I can. What are people going to think?”

      “Screw what they think. And anyway, you don’t have to tell them. Tell them you decided to try your hand at gambling seeing as though you actually worked at a casino now and that you hit the luck. Anyway, I’m not taking it back. It’s yours now. So you can say whatever you want. I really don’t care. And the car discussion is now officially over. So… what can I get you to drink?” I walked over the drinks cupboard and started calling out, “Red wine, white wine, champagne, beer, whiskey, vodka… uh… let’s see… what else do we have here?”

      “Do you ONLY have alcoholic beverages?” She called out.

      “No, I have plenty of other drinks. But the only ones I’m offering you are alcoholic.”

      I finally heard her laugh. “Okay then, wine would be great. Red”

      “Wine it is!” I poured us both a glass and handed it to her.

      “Hey, so now you can actually get to work on time.” I teased her.

      “What do you mean? I ALWAYS get to work on time. In fact, I’m there before you most days and you LIVE at the casino.” God it was so easy to rile her up.

      “Such a hard worker you are. Don’t you ever make time for play?” I smiled with delight as I saw her cheeks start to redden. Of course she was thinking about what happened the other day in the office with me. I was thinking about it too.

      “I believe in a balanced life.”

      “Ah, so you do make time for play.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24 - Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane was one of the first girls that had played hard to get with me. And yet at the same time I knew that she liked me. Obviously, otherwise that time in my office wouldn’t have happened. I wasn’t sure if she was conflicted because she wasn’t sure if I was the right type of guy for her or whether she was worried about getting together with her boss – but the conflict was clear in her eyes. And every time she looked at me she looked as if she were trying to fight it. I knew that I would be able to win her over eventually. It had happened once and I knew that it would happen again. It was impossible to ignore the feeling between us.

      “Jane, you look very pretty today.” I said to her, glad that the whole car talk was now over. I wanted to get onto far more important things than the car.

      She rolled her eyes. “Not this again.” She moaned.

      “What? I can’t give you a compliment?”

      “Well, you can. But I think I’d rather have another car.”

      “Ha! You got comfortable with that awful quick.”

      That made her smile.

      I wasn’t lying though. She really did look good today. Anger, frustration, annoyance and confusion obviously suited her. She was wearing another sweet little dress – the colour similar to her new car.

      “You know Jane, you really should consider a different outfit when you come in here shouting at me like that?” I said to her and gave her the once over.

      “What do you mean?” She looked horrified and looked down at her clothes to see what was wrong. “Am I wearing something wrong?”

      “You don’t exactly look like you mean business in that. You look… well you look cute. And cute is not going to win you an argument.”

      “Well cute was the last thing that I wanted to look today.” She looked to be feeling a mixture of anger and happiness again. As if she couldn’t quite make up her mind what she wanted to be.

      “You failed miserably then. Also, I see your dress matches your car. Was that on purpose?”

      She went red again. “NO!” Then she started laughing, “Okay maybe. But I really did want to give you back the car. I just… well I thought it would be fun to take it for a bit of a spin first. I didn’t think you’d notice. And, well I figured I might as well look good while doing it. It was Danielle’s idea.”

      “Again, I don’t know who this Danielle is. But she seems smart.”

      “I live with her.”

      “Oh. So she’s your partner?” I said the word partner as if I meant something else.

      Even redder. “No. It’s not like that. She’s just my friend. And old friend that’s helping me out until I sort myself out. Ah, you’re teasing me!” She said when she saw the grin on my face.

      “It’s only because you’re so easy to tease.” And then I simply couldn’t take it any longer. This talking business was taking too long. I wanted to do other things with her instead of talking. I walked up to her and I tried to kiss her. But the moment I did she pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?” Surely I hadn’t misread her. I was generally quite good at reading people. Especially when it came to women.

      “I… I just… I don’t think this is a good idea Sebastian.” She said, and looked away.

      “Why? Because I’m your boss?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice came out in a croak.

      “Well then… how about if I demand that you kiss me? Not in a sexual harassment kind of way, but in a, you know… work related way. For research purposes and all that.”

      She chuckled. “How exactly is that going to help the company?”

      “Well, why don’t we try and see?”

      “Okay… seeing as though it’s for research purposes.”

      I went forward and kissed her again. This time, she didn’t pull away.

      “Hmm…” I said, “I’m seeing great things for the company.” I went forward and kissed her again. “Oh yes, great, great things.”

      “Me too.” She murmured, her voice low and husky, “I see big things in the future.”

      “Oh,” I teased again, “so you like big things?”

      She didn’t seem to know what to say to that so she leaned in and kissed me again. I liked that as an answer.

      “Sebastian,” she said, pulling away and catching my eye, “Can I ask you a serious question?”

      “You can. You can do pretty much anything if you follow it up with a kiss like that.”

      She looked nervous suddenly. “What do you see in me? I’m not fishing for compliments or anything but let’s be honest here. I’m very different to the girls that you usually go for. And before you ask how I know that… well come on, I’m not stupid. Firstly I saw that girl that came to your office. The one with the short dress. And I’ve heard rumours. Hell, I’ve even had people point out to me which girls you’ve slept with. They all have a certain look about them. And I’m not trying to run myself down or anything but I can see that I’m not the same as those girls. So what is this about? What exactly do you see in me? And don’t lie. Just give it to me straight.”

      I smiled at her. “Well, this is an easy question. Let’s see… I like your mouth. Oh yes I like your mouth. It’s small but very pouty. Especially when you’re angry.” I reached forward and kissed her mouth, pulling gently on her lip. She was small and I lifted her up and then slowly brought her down, finishing it off with a long and lingering kiss. I felt her body relax against mine and I immediately felt myself harden. She seemed to like this.

      “Hmm… let’s see… what else. Oh yes… I like your little feet. I noticed them that day of the accident when you weren’t wearing any shoes. Especially your baby toe which seems to have a life of its own when you walk.” She was blushing. I took her hand, walked her to the bed and sat her down. I then reached down and took off her flip flops. I kissed each one of her toes – and gave each baby one an extra kiss.

      “So cute. Now, what else. Oh this is an easy one. I like your breasts. And for this I’ll have to remove your dress. It’s simply just in the way.” I pulled off her dress. Jane was now sitting with just her underwear on. I was impressed to see that it matched her dress. I wasn’t sure if she always walked around colour coordinating her underwear to her outfits or whether she actually thought I might end up seeing them. I hoped it was the latter.

      “Oh yes, your breasts. You know, for a small girl, you have been blessed with some incredibly large knockers. I’ll have you know when you came into my office that day to give my clients coffee they got a mighty good look down your blouse. Don’t worry,” I said when I saw the horrified look on her face, “they didn’t tell me but I could see them staring. But then again, how can I blame them. How can anyone not stare? Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take off this bra. It is also getting in my way.” I took it off. “Ah that’s better. Now, let’s see… what should I do with these.” I knelt down so that her breasts were level with my face. I started caressing them, teasing them, licking them and I watched up close as her nipples began to harden. I sucked lightly on each one and I heard her moan. I sucked some more, this time adding a little bit more energy as I did so. She moaned even louder.

      “What else do I like about you? I mean… we’ll skip the part about how I think you’re funny and intelligent. And how you are unlike any of the other girls that I have been with because you actually make me second guess myself. How you’re normal and unique at the same time. We won’t look at that now. That’s a whole other conversation. For now, I’m going to focus on the physical, because I simply cannot focus on anything else. There’s something else I like about you and it’s hidden under a simple pair of blue cotton panties. Something I’ve seen and tasted before and something that I want now more than anything else in the world.” I pulled down her panties. And just like that Jane was sitting on my bed completely naked. I scooted closer towards her, opened up her legs and started to lick her. Her body started to shake and she groaned out loud. Then she pulled me off. I looked up at her in surprise. Surely we weren’t going to stop now?
      

      “No ways,” she said, “it’s your turn. Take off your clothes boss.” I did as she told me, revelling slightly at the sound of the word ‘boss’.  She was still sitting on the bed and I was now standing in front of her. I was hard and ready and not at all ashamed by it. I saw her assessing me and then she licked her lips. I could literally hear the smacking sound that they made.

      “Come on.” I took her hand and led her out onto the large balcony. The balcony was one of my favourite places to have sex. It felt as if you were fully exposed to the whole world and while you could look down and see everyone nobody else could see you. It was invigorating, especially with the cold wind that was now starting to blow. We kissed again and looked out at the view. Then suddenly she knelt down and crept in between my legs. She placed her mouth around my now fully erect penis. While she sucked on me I looked out over the balcony and watched the world below me. I felt like the king of the world.

      “God Sebastian, you are beautiful. How can anyone be this perfect?” She took my penis in her hand and then she moved forward and placed it in her mouth. She then wrapped her arms around me and pulled me closer, squeezing my buttocks as she sucked me better than any woman has ever sucked me before. She allowed me to go so deep inside of her throat that I wondered if she had some sort of magical power. I could feel myself start to lose control. Then, just before I was about to come, she stopped and pushed me gently away. I wanted to cry out in frustration. But then she stood up and pulled me onto the bed with her.

      I didn’t wait for her to say anything. I kissed her again and again, trailing from her mouth, past her neck and between her perfect breasts. She squeezed them together, burying my face in their softness. I kept kissing my way down to her stomach, then along her hip bone and around to the inside of her thigh. By the time I got between her legs I could feel the heat on my face. She sighed and rotated her hips forward, opening up as I started licking her. With one hand on her thigh I pulled her closer to me while my other hand gently massaged her breast.

      She started letting out little moans and rocking her hips back and forth. I sucked lightly on her clit as I slid a single finger inside her. Her fingers wove through my hair, gripping so tight it almost hurt. I looked up to see her smiling. She pulled me up level to her and then reached down, guiding me inside her. Her legs curled around me, holding me in and her arms raked up and down my back. I could feel the electricity building up in my body. I heard her breathing deeply, letting out short little moans.

      She pushed my head back and smiled. “My turn,” she said. She motioned me to lay on my back and gently climbed on top of me. I was rock hard and she was so wet and it didn’t take long for me to slide right into her. I groaned as soon as I was inside of her. It felt so good. She sat up and rocked over me and I watched as her breasts moved up and down up and down. It was mesmerising. I reached up for them and squeezed. The more I squeezed the faster she moved. I pulled her down towards me; I kissed her neck, her face, her mouth. My hands were in her hair, and I felt my back arch in anticipation. I couldn’t take it anymore. I looked at her, “Jane, I’m going to come.” She smiled at me and said, “me too.” And then we both gave into the moment and came harder than we’ve ever come before.

      “Oh Jane. Jane. Jane. Jane.” I said, kissing her hair as she lay beside me. “You sure know what you’re doing. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more satisfied.” She simply smiled at me.

      “So,” I continued, “did that help you with your work? How was the research on that one?”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Hmm… to be honest Sir, I’m really not sure. There’s a chance we might have to try that again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25 - Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      He was kissing me. Touching me in ways that I had never been touched before. I could feel all my tension start to melt away as he reached down and placed a finger inside of me. He kissed me while he moved his fingers in circles. He whispered, ‘Oh Jane. Jane. Jane.’

      “Jane. Good morning.”

      I opened my eyes in surprise. Where was I? Then I saw Sebastian, his smiling face looking down at me.

      “Looks like you were having a good dream. Was I in it?”

      I felt the colour rush to my face. Had I said anything out loud? “Uh… good morning.” I said instead.

      “Aren’t you a pretty sight in the morning.” It was a question but he said it like it was a statement.

      Whoa! I just realized that I had slept at Sebastian Taylor’s apartment and Sebastian Taylor was calling me pretty – perhaps I really was dreaming still. I hadn’t meant to do that. Heck, I hadn’t even meant to have sex with him in the first place. But it happened. Oh God, I could still feel him inside of me. After that the two of us had stayed up for a little while just talking. I had planned on leaving but then I had simply fallen asleep. I supposed he had too.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t supposed to sleep over.” I rubbed my eyes. I was suddenly very aware that I was still naked and that I probably had makeup running down my face. I always wished that I could be one of those girls that woke up looking as if they had just stepped off a magazine cover. But I knew that I wasn’t.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m glad you stayed. Plus… I slept better than I have in a long time. You practically put me in a coma you know.” He winked at me.

      Was this really happening? “Mind if I use your bathroom quickly?”

      He was laughing, “Of course. Go ahead.”

      “Uh… can you turn around?”

      He laughed again. “No problem.”

      I grabbed my clothes and my phone and I dashed to the bathroom. The minute I got inside I messaged Danielle. I was desperate to talk to someone. Perhaps if she replied than I would know that it wasn’t all a dream.

      Danielle! Help! I woke up in Sebastian’s room!

      Instant reply.

      Yeehah! That’s my girl. I was wondering why you didn’t come home last night. Saying thank you to him for the car, were you?

      I pulled a face.

      No! I actually came over to complain about it all. But one thing led to another and now here I am. OMG. What must I do?

      Okay, calm down. Where are you?

      In his bathroom.

      Right, take a shower, take a few deep breaths and then go right out and plonk a kiss on his mouth. Don’t freak out. Just act normal. You and I can drink copious amounts of wine later and you can tell me all about it. But quickly… before you go… how was it?

      I grinned. AMAZING!

      “Jane, all okay?” I realized I hadn’t even started the shower water. He must be wondering what the hell I was doing in his bathroom all that time.

      “Yeah, all fine. Won’t be long.” I called out. I quickly put on the water and hopped into the shower. As I started showering I started thinking about all the places that he had touched me the night before. The way he had paid attention to every part of my body. The way I had felt when he was inside of me. I wanted to stop thinking about it, but I couldn’t. My body literally ached for him. Had I felt this way with Justin? I couldn’t remember. I had my eyes closed and I was rubbing soap all over my body, rubbing circles on my breasts when I heard his voice.

      “Can I help?”

      I jumped up in fright and the soap went flying down. “Sebastian. What are you doing?” I tried to cover myself up but I didn’t seem to have enough hands.

      “Well, you were taking so long I wanted to see if everything was okay.”

      “Everything is fine. I was just texting Danielle. To let her know why I didn’t come home.” My voice was slightly high pitched and I told myself to calm down.

      He grinned at that. “Ah, the famous Danielle. And… did she ask how it went?”

      “She did.” I felt so embarrassed. He was fully clothed and I was standing naked in his shower with soap all over me. I kept trying to cover myself but I knew that I was failing miserably.

      “And what did you say?” He was still grinning. Man, he was cocky.

      I closed my eyes, “I told her that it was amazing.”

      “Oh really now?” He started taking off his clothes.

      “Sebastian! What are you doing?”

      “More research.”

      That made me chuckle. I noticed that he was already fully erect. The sight made me happy. I liked that he wanted me again in the reality of the morning light. He stepped inside the shower with me and reached down for the soap. Then he started rubbing the soap all over my body, over my breasts, in between my legs. He turned me around so that I was flat against the wall and he washed my back, my buttocks, down my legs. He came forward and started kissing my neck, his fingers reaching inside me. The water was crashing down on us and yet we remained wet in other ways.

      I kissed him on the mouth slowly. I pulled back a little. His lips met mine again, slowing even more. I leaned against him as he slid down to his knees, my hands behind his head, twisting in his hair. I gasped. He loved it, kissing hard, trailing back up to my shoulder, my neck, my mouth. His hands curled around my thighs, then trailed up my back just as slowly as the kisses had trailed to my mouth. I could feel goose bumps raise up on my arms despite the warm water. A chill was sent through my back. He smiled under my kiss and traced his fingers to my breasts, gently grabbing them.

      

      Everything felt so sensitive. My heart was beating out of my chest. I wondered if he could feel it beneath his hand, tapping out a message in Morse code. He was still smiling. His fingers squeezed gently, making me make more noise.

      

      He bit my lip gently. His tongue dipped into my mouth then out, licked my lips. He kissed my neck. He kissed my shoulder. Then moved his mouth down, making a trail of kissing to my chest, sending a jolt to my head each kiss he gave. My hips twisted. He let out a small breath. He was hot too. I pulled back, kissing him on the mouth.

      

      Then he turned me around and pinned me against the wall. I reached over for his penis and gently guided it inside of me. He thrust himself against me over and over again while I held onto him for support.

      He squeezed my breasts Then he reached for the soap again, which had fallen once more to the ground and we washed each other clean, stopping every now and again to kiss each other. It was both incredibly erotic and incredibly sweet.

      “Now,” he said, getting up out of the bed, “I’ll go get changed. Come join me in the kitchen when you’re all done. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”

      I got changed back into my same clothes from the day before and suddenly noticed the big clock on the wall. It was as if I had been living in a dream all along and the facts of where I was and when it was suddenly came hurling down on me at once. I gasped.

      “Oh no! I totally forgot. It’s Monday. And I’m already going to be late for work. I still need to go home and change. Although judging by the time I might have to go down in this. I don’t think I have enough time to get home and back. Crap! Maybe Danielle can bring me some new clothes later. Oh but how will I explain that to everyone? One minute I’m wearing this and the next minute I’ve changed. They’ll think I’ve lost my mind. I better go.”

      Sebastian was just standing and grinning at me. “Why are you looking at me like that? Didn’t you hear me? It’s Monday! I have to go.”

      “Yeah. So? Have you forgotten that I’m your boss? And I’m telling you – the boss will not be happy if you leave so early.”

      “But Sebastian, I really do have to go to work. I’m still quite new there. I can’t just pitch up late. I’m not going to win any popularity contests by doing this.”

      “Don’t worry, I have it all under control. I’ll tell them that you had a meeting with me this morning. They don’t need to know that the meeting was in my apartment. We actually did some very heavy research so it’s not like you’ll be lying. And really Jane, now that I’ve seen you in action, I must say… I think the company is in very good hands with you around. Now, you sit down. I know you get grumpy if you don’t get a decent cup of coffee and something to eat in the morning.”

      I frowned at him. “Really? I’ll have you know I can go without food and coffee the whole day and still be an absolute pleasure to be around.”

      “Really?” He arched his eyebrows.

      “No. Not really.”

      He laughed. “Well come on then, join me. Anyway, I already messaged Alison to let her know that we were in a meeting and that you’d be in a bit later today. I told her to let the team know. I made it sound as if I made you do it so that they would feel sorry for you. I also took the liberty of sending Abbie a message from your phone to say that you were going to be late and how annoyed you were at me for making you go to a meeting so early.”

      I simply stared at him. “You did what?” I checked my phone. There was already a reply from Abbie.

      You poor thing. I hope it’s quick. He does things like that sometimes. Likes to show his authority. But don’t worry. It’s only because you’re new. See you a bit later.

      “Now, you can just relax and enjoy some breakfast with me.”

      “You know, I’d like to be angry at that but I’m truly too hungry to think of anything other than food.”

      I sat down and watched in amazement as Sebastian fried bacon, eggs and sausages. “I honestly didn’t peg you for the cooking type.” I admitted to him and smiled with pleasure as the smell of bacon drifted into the air.

      “Ah yes, but there’s a lot you don’t know about me Miss Greiner.”

      “So it seems. You know what?” I put my hands in the air as a gesture of confusion, “you confuse the hell out of me. I actually don’t think I know who you are. One minute I think I’ve got it and the next I don’t.”

      He turned around and looked at me, a strange smile playing on his face. “It’s funny you say that – because that is exactly what I think about you.”

      I still didn’t really know what he thought about me but I didn’t want to ask him again. “That smells so good Sebastian. And thanks for the coffee – it’s incredible.”

      “It’s the same machine that we have in the bar. Just one button and you get a perfect cup.”

      “Ah… the same machine that gave me the coffee that I spilled all over you. That seems like a lifetime ago.” I would never in a million years have thought that only a little while later I would be having breakfast with that very same man.

      “You were so cute then. All embarrassed.”

      “I was embarrassed. That was seriously one of the worst moments of my life.” I admitted.

      “Ah, come on, it wasn’t that bad,” he said.

      “Trust me. It was.”

      “Well, it’s all forgotten now. And here we are milady, here is your breakfast. Please enjoy it.” He presented it to me with a flourish and placed it in front of me. I took a bite and grinned back at him.

      “Man, this is good.”

      “Unfortunately Miss Greiner, I have to inform you that this breakfast does come with a price.”

      I looked up at him. “A price?”

      “Yes, you see, these things do not come free. Unfortunately, I will need a little something from you once you are done. A tip, if you will.”

      “A tip? And what exactly do you mean by that?” Oh how easy it was to flirt with him.

      “Oh, you can decide on the specifics. The location is my bed. That is non-disputable.”

      “Sebastian! I can’t! What about work?”

      “Nonsense Miss Greiner. Research, remember. Research!”

      I grinned. I knew that there was no way I could refuse him.

      What had I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Out of Bounds (Second Chance Book 1)

          

        

      

    

    
      5th Grade: Friends

      7th Grade: Best Friends

      11th Grade: Lovers

      12th Grade: Long distance lovers

      First Semester of College: Complicated 

       

      Two weeks before we were going to start Columbia University together, Tristan dumped me and broke my heart. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me from attending my dream school. There’re more than 30,000 students on campus. What were the chances that I’d see him again?

      Or so I’d thought. And then I discovered that Tristan was going to be my roommate!

      It’s as if the whole universe conspired for us to fall in love again. 

      **WARNING: Steamy scenes and mature situations
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      I walk into my dorm room for the first time and take a deep breath. This is the beginning of something new. Something special. All through high school, I felt like college was going to be some sort of epilogue in the chapters of my life. It was everything I worked for, everything I tried so hard to achieve. While everyone else was hanging out and drinking and going to parties, I kept my nose in my books. But when this day finally arrived, it no longer felt like an epilogue. No, this is a prologue. The beginning of something special.

      “What a large room!” my mom exclaims, looking around my new home. The room is quite spacious. However, it’s not quite like the walls college students have on television and in movies. The ceiling is pretty high, but the walls are made of painted cinderblocks. White. Barren. So unlike the cozy, light pink room that I have back home.

      I walk over to the window. It’s a beautiful late August day. I’m on the 16th floor, and from here I can see into other people’s apartments across the street.

      “I just can’t believe that I’m here.” I turn around with a puddle of tears stacking up on the bottom of my eyelids. “In New York.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” My mom puts her arms around me. She knows this has been my dream since I was in middle school. Mom gives me a quick hug and looks out of the window with me.

      “I just don’t know how people live here. It’s so crammed!”

      I smile. My mom is not a fan of New York. I grew up in Calabasas, a town just north of Los Angeles, where the sky is almost always cloudless and blue and the temperature never gets cooler than 70 degrees Fahrenheit. My family’s upper middle class, but not what’s considered rich. At least not by LA standards. Still, our family of five lived comfortably in a 3,000 square foot house with a 6,000 square foot yard with a pool.

      “I hope you have nice roommates,” Mom says.

      “Of course, she will,” Dad pipes in. He’s standing in the doorway, clearly not impressed. “I just can’t believe that this room costs $17,000 a year! And you have three other roommates.”

      Mom and I laugh it off. Even though my dad isn’t cheap, he always likes to complain about how much things cost.

      “Suite mates,” I correct him. “I have one roommate and three suite mates.” Our rooms are separated by a living room with a little kitchen and there’s only one bathroom for everyone to share.

      “The room would be just as big if I’d gone to USC and the school would’ve costs just as much,” I add. University of Southern California is both of my parents’ alma mater. That’s where they met, thirty years ago.

      “Yeah, at least you would’ve been closer to home and wouldn’t need a plane ticket to come see us.” He shrugs. I roll my eyes. We’ve been over this thousands of times before. Now, they  joke about it more than anything else. They both know that Columbia has been my dream school for as long as I could remember. And when I got my acceptance packet, I think pretty much everyone knew that that’s where I was headed.

      “I’d just like to see you when it gets into the 20s and 30s here and you have class at 8 am,” Mom says. “It’s not always this nice out, from what I hear.”

      “I was fine in Colorado,” I say. Except that I’m terrified of the cold. I can’t wait for the changing leaves and the beautiful crisp fall, but the long hard winter? I don’t know.

      Both of my parents laugh. “A few week-long skiing trips hardly qualify as experience. Besides, Winter Park is a small, sunny town. A six-month winter in New York where everything gets slushy and the snow is black from the cars and the pollution is something else entirely,” Mom says.

      I nod.

      “I think I’ll manage,” I say, putting on a brave face. I turn away from the window to change the topic.

      “So which bed do you think I should choose?” The room has two of everything. Two beds. Two standing wardrobes. Two desks. Two chairs. Two windows. One looking out on 116th Street. One looking out onto Broadway.

      “If you take this one onto 116th Street, it should be a little quieter,” Mom says just as an ambulance turns on its siren and rushes down the street. “Or maybe not.”

      I decide on that one anyway.

      “If you two are done staring at the blank room, I think it’s about time to go back downstairs and get more of your stuff, young lady,” Dad says, glued to his cell phone.

      My mom and dad are both doctors, but they recently started a clinical trials consulting firm, which has made them busier than they’ve ever been when they were in practice.

      “I’ll be right down,” I say. “I’m just going to put some of these things away.”

      Right after Mom and Dad leave, the door swings open and a tall, voluptuous brunette walks in.

      “Alice?” she asks. Her whole face lights up, putting me at ease.

      “Doreen?” I ask.

      “Oh, no, no, no.” She shakes her head. I extend my hand, but she pulls me into a warm hug instead. “Call me Juliet, please. I hate Doreen.”

      “Okay.” I nod. Coming from LA, I’m well familiar with name changes. Three girls at my school changed their names officially before they got their boob jobs before graduation.

      “Oh my god, you’re so cute!” she laughs. “And little. You’re from LA, right? You have to tell me your secret. Agh, why am I still holding this?”

      She drops her bags onto her bed, and leans the long mirror she’s carrying against the wall. “I thought we’d hang this on the door.”

      Aha! I finally realize it. That’s what’s weird about this room: there are no mirrors.

      “Great idea. I completely forgot to bring a lengthwise mirror,” I say. “Actually, I thought there would be one here.”

      At home, I have three in my room. I help Juliet hang the mirror on the back of our door and try to see if it still closes. It swings along with the door, but we’re just going to be careful.

      “So?” Juliet turns to me. “What’s your secret?”

      “Secret?”

      “In staying so small. I know you LA girls have your ways.”

      I smile. I look at myself in the mirror. Skinny jeans, size 1, flip flops, white t-shirt. No bra. 32A breasts. Long scraggly blonde hair. Hardly any makeup. Next to Juliet, I look like a child. She tosses her dark curls over her head to give them more volume and reapplies her bright red lipstick. She’s wearing fake lashes and every part of her face is contoured, giving her beautiful highlights across the forehead and bringing out her cheekbones.

      “No secret, really.” I shrug. I’ve had plenty of my own issues with weight.

      “Agh, if you say eat healthy and exercise, I’m going to throw up.”

      “You definitely don’t hold back, do you?” I smile.

      “No, babe. I call it like I see it. Hope that’s okay?”

      I nod. “More than okay.” I welcome her honesty. It’s a breath of fresh air after LA where everyone is nice. But too nice. No one says a bad thing to your face. Not even when you really need to hear it.

      “Mainly, I try not to eat carbs at night. Avoid processed foods. My mom buys only organic and farmer’s market food. Not too much dairy. Lean proteins and fish. Stuff like that.”

      “That explains it.” She tosses her hair again. “So no burgers with chili cheese fries?”

      I shake my head. “No, not really.”

      I shudder at the thought, actually. I may be thin here, but back home, girls from my class were much smaller. I’m what they called big-boned.

      “That’s more like guy food, isn’t it?” I ask.

      “Not when it’s 20 degrees out and you’re coming back from the bar at 4 am. Those spicy fries will really warm you up from the inside out.”

      Again with the cold. Before it scares me even more, I decided that it’s time for me to go help my parents with the rest of my bags.

      My phone beeps.

      

      Where are you? Dad texts.

      

      “I’ve gotta go,” I say. “Need to get the rest of my stuff from downstairs. Are you going to stick around? But my parents are here. I’d love for you to meet.”

      “Yes, definitely!” Juliet smiles and tosses her hair again. Apparently, hair can never have enough volume.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I walk out into our living room. The accommodations here are a bit more furnished: an ugly blue couch that desperately needs a throw or a few pillows to make it look at least mildly presentable and two identical green recliners that look like they came from some third-rate thrift store. Is there actually a store that manufactures these ugly things? A halfway acceptable coffee table, which has a French country distressed look, except that it’s not cute. It looks like it was actually distressed by the passage of time, not a carefully planned painting job. And a few end tables, which are mismatched in both color and height. Everything in this living room is wrong. And yet, everything about this place feels so right!

      My palms grow sweaty from the excitement. I’m actually in New York.

      N-e-w Y-o-r-k!!!

      I feel like I’m in some fabulous movie, about to embark on the adventure of my life. I’m ready to put on a fabulous pair of fall boots, black tights, and a little black skirt and walk around Central Park with a latte like a real New Yorker!

      “Alice?” His voice pierces my fantasy. I know who it is before I turn around. It’s a voice I could never forget no matter how I try.

      “Alice? Is that you?” he grabs my arm turning me around.

      “Tristan? What’re you doing here?” I ask.

      “What’re you doing here?” he asks.

      We stand staring at each other for a moment. He hasn’t changed. Not much. But there wasn’t much time for him to change. It has only been two weeks since our infamous break up. Still, he looks more grown up. His light brown hair is shorter now. He’s dressed in a nice pair of slim cut jeans, which accentuates his ass, and his favorite light blue t-shirt with an outline of a penguin on the front. He’s as tan as he always was, that’s what happens when you surf every day of the summer, no matter what. But his eyes are bluer than they used to be. Maybe it’s the light. Or the distance.

      “Alice, can you help me—“ Juliet comes out of our room. “Well, hello there. I’m Juliet,” she says flirtatiously.

      “Hi, I’m Tristan Hilton,” he says, extending his hand. “I’m your new suite mate.”

      “Oh sweet! I didn’t know this place was co-ed. Did you, Alice?”

      No, I didn’t know either. I also didn’t know that it was possible to be assigned to the same suite as your fuckin’ ex-boyfriend. And not just some ex-boyfriend. The one who broke your heart in a million tiny pieces.

      “Man, you’re quite tan, isn’t he, Alice?”

      “I’m from California.” He shrugs.

      “Ah, that explains it! Alice is from California, too.”

      “Yes, I know.” He nods. “We actually know each other.”

      Juliet jumps back in surprise as if this news means as much to her as it means to me.

      “You went to the same high school?” she asks.

      “What’re you doing here, Tristan?” I ask.

      “Listen, this is some sort of accident, okay? I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t even know this suite was co-ed. I was assigned here. Just like you.”

      “Well, I can’t stay here if you’re going to be here,” I say.

      “What?! Why?” Juliet throws her arm around me. “No, you can’t leave, sweetie. Who knows what kind of crazy girl I’m going to have to room with next.”

      I shake my head. I can’t deal with this. I can’t even be in the same room as him!

      “Tristan??” I hear my mom’s voice from somewhere behind me. “What’re you doing here, Tristan?”

      “Hello, Dr. Summers. Dr. Summers.” Tristan gives them both a brief hug. My dad is actually so surprised to see him that he manages to look away from his phone.

      “It looks like Alice and I have been assigned to the same suite.” He shrugs.

      “Mom, I have to go talk to someone about moving. I can’t stay here. Live with him.”

      “Alice, don’t be rude,” she whispers to me and then turns back to Tristan. “How’s your mom and dad, Tristan? Are they here?”

      “They’re in New York, but they had some errands to run. We’re meeting up for dinner later, after I unpack and stuff. I think they’re going to come see the place then.”

      “Oh that’s nice. Well, send them our best.” My mom smiles. She knows almost everything that happened between us, but she’s still polite and courteous. In this moment, I both love her and hate her.

      “Excuse me, I’ve got to unpack,” I say and walk back into my room. I sit on the bed and try to assess the situation.

      “What’s wrong?” Juliet bursts into the room only a few seconds later, followed by my mom.

      I shake my head. I can’t talk.

      “Juliet, is it?” my mom says. “I’m Dr. Summers.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Are you okay, Alice?” my mom asks.

      “I’d love to give you a few moments, Dr. Summers. But I just can’t leave without knowing what’s going on here. You know Tristan from before, don’t you?”

      “He’s her high school boyfriend,” Mom explains. “They dated for two years. Long distance over this past year. And they broke up a few weeks ago.”

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “Well, actually, Tristan broke up with Alice. Very suddenly,” my mom adds.

      “Shut up!” Juliet exclaims. “What an asshole!”

      “Yes, he is a bit of an asshole,” Mom whispers.

      Juliet goes on a rant about how much men suck and how much it sucks that we need them. I don’t really agree, but I agree in this moment. I like how protective she already is of me. But I still can’t stay here.

      “I have to go talk to someone in housing,” I finally say, getting off the bed.

      “Oh sweetie.” My mom shakes her head. “Are you sure?”

      “What should I do instead? Just stay here and live with him all semester?”

      My mom sighs. “I don’t know. But if that’s what you want…”

      “No, you can’t. Alice, please! You can’t leave me alone with that asshole, if he is really an asshole.”

      “He’s not really an asshole, Juliet. He’s a nice guy. I just can’t live with him. That’s all.”
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      When I walk out of the room, I find my father and Tristan discussing the biomedical stocks together. Tristan’s planning on majoring in Economics and has already invested a substantial amount of his grandparents’ birthday gifts into a few high performing and promising funds. My dad is always on the lookout for stock tips and never passes an opportunity to get one, even if it’s from the guy who broke his daughter’s heart. On the other hand, what the hell do I expect him to do? Ignore him like a child? It’s not like he cheated on me. Or hit me. Or anything unforgivable. He just broke up with me.

      Definitely. Can’t. Stay. Here.

      “Where are you going, Alice?” my dad asks as I try to sneak my way past them.

      “Housing,” I say without turning around.

      “Alice, c’mon. You don’t have to do this,” Tristan yells after me.

      “Maybe I should go after her?” I hear him ask my dad.

      “No, it’s better to just let her go, son.” My dad stops him, to my great relief. A knot forms in the back of my throat. Tears are about to start flowing. Luckily, the elevator doors close before anyone sees me crying.

      “You’re going to be okay, Alice.” My mom holds me on the way downstairs. I try to wipe away some tears when the elevator stops at different floors and more people get in.

      “Oh don’t worry, honey. It’s just first day jitters. You’re going to be just fine.” A helpful woman about my mom’s age pats me on the back of my head.

      “I’m here dropping off my third one and it never gets any easier, does it?” she asks, turning to my mother.

      Mom shakes her head.

      “I’ve done this twice already, but this is the first one that went so far,” she says and goes on to talk about what it was like to take my older sisters to college.

      Stephanie went to USC and Jacqueline went to UC Berkeley. I dry my tears and wait for the elevator to finally get downstairs. The process takes forever as kids are moving in and out and the elevator has to stop at practically every floor. On top of all that, my mom makes a new friend at every stop.

      By the time we reach the ground floor, I can’t control the flow of tears any longer. It has only been two weeks since Tristan dumped me over an arduous six-hour conversation. I’m not anywhere close to getting over him. He has been my life for the last two years of high school. He has been my love for way longer than that. No, I can’t even think about this now. Not if I don’t want my eyes to puff up to the size of tomatoes and me to be walking around like some sorry homesick kid the rest of the day.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I say to Mom as we exit the building. The humidity outside envelopes us in a thick blanket. It’s so thick that I can practically taste the water as we walk through it.

      “Of course you are.” Mom takes my hand. Many kids are embarrassed of their parents, but I’ve never been. Until this moment, that is. I suddenly become keenly aware of the fact that I’m crying and holding my mom’s hand on the first day of school. I drop her hand immediately. She either doesn’t notice or doesn’t make a fuss.

      The block is overflowing with humanity. There are wide-eyed college freshmen flooding both sidewalks and spilling out onto the streets. Their proud parents are double parked in their cars, helping their kids unpack their bags and thousands of other Bed, Bath, & Beyond products into large containers on wheels.

      At the Housing office, a long line of eager and tired freshmen wraps the outside of the building. We wait in silence for close to an hour until it’s finally our turn.

      A freckled, tired girl with a tight bun greets us with a lackluster enthusiasm.

      “How can I help you?” she asks, barely looking up. Her nametag says Tina.

      “Hi, Tina. My daughter has been assigned to a suite with her ex-boyfriend. The whole situation is very complicated and she can’t possibly stay there.”

      “Okay, let me see what I can do.” Tina asks for my name and ID. I still don’t have my student ID, so I hand her my license. She types and scrolls and hums and then types again. Mom and I just wait.

      “No, I’m sorry. We don’t have anywhere else to relocate you.”

      “What?!” I don’t believe it. “How can that be? Are you sure?”

      “Yes, every dorm is filled.” Tina shrugs. She clearly doesn’t understand the direness of this situation.

      “But you don’t understand. I can’t live there! He’s my ex-boyfriend. It was a bad breakup. I can’t see him again. Not every day!”

      Suddenly, something I said gets Tina’s attention. “Do you have a restraining order against him?”

      “Restraining order? Why would I have a restraining order?”

      “Was he abusive?” Tina clarifies. But she’s still talking in Sanskrit.

      “Abusive? No, of course not.”

      “Well, then there’s nothing we can do. You two were matched according to our compatibility algorithm. Those things are typically pretty accurate.”

      “Well, of course they were compatible.” Mom steps in. “That’s why they dated for two years. But they’ve broken up. You can’t really expect my daughter to live with her ex-boyfriend for a whole year?”

      “There’s no need to get an attitude, ma’am,” Tina says sternly. “And no, I don’t expect her to live there for a year. Just one semester. In November, you can apply again and get reassigned. So that will be only four months.”

      “I can’t live with him for one semester!”

      “Alice, there’s a lot of people waiting. That’s your only option. Unless your mom wants to rent you some crappy, bed-bug infested studio apartment on Amsterdam for $1500 a month.”

      Before I can reply, the guy waiting behind me in line pushes his way past me to the counter and starts complaining to Tina about the size of his mattress.

      I look at my mom. She shrugs. Defeated, we head toward the exit.

      A big part of me wants to stomp my feet and insist on that studio on Amsterdam. Maybe if I make it a big enough deal then my parents would cave. But $1500 a month is way more than the dorm. And after casually looking around Craigslist the week before, I know that Tina’s not much off on that price or the quality of the possible places.

      “So what do you want to do?” Mom asks.

      “I want to get a latte and go to sleep. Then I want to wake up and find out this was all just some bad dream.”

      She hugs me. I don’t pull away. She smells of Chanel No. 5, as always, her favorite perfume, and it reminds me of home.

      “Daddy will be really happy if you suddenly decide to transfer to USC,” she whispers.

      “I know. But I won’t be.” I smile. “Okay. Okay. Enough with the pity party.”

      I pull away from her.

      “It’s just one semester, right? One semester. I can do that. I think. How bad could it be?”
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      That night I went out with my parents to a fancy French restaurant on Riverside Drive. My mom’s choice. It had white linens, small square tabletops, and tiny portions of food. I thought that my dad would complain about the disproportionate size of the salad in comparison to the price of the plate, but he surprised me. Instead, he seemed to really relish the experience. And even ordered a bottle of wine to celebrate. They didn’t card me, so I had a glass too.

      My parents have always been good like that. It’s not that they condone underage drinking, but they have let me have an occasional glass of wine with dinner since I was 15. When I was younger, they would also bore me with an extended discussion of the horrors and dangers of binge drinking and drinking poor quality alcohol. But today, the three of us enjoyed the wine in peace.

      “I wonder what it’s going to be like to have a glass of California merlot when it’s below zero and snowing?” my dad wonders out loud.

      Again with the weather! Yes, it gets cold here. Yes, I don’t like the cold. Yes, it seems like New York is an odd choice for someone who hates the cold and has to wear long sleeves when it’s below 75 degrees. I want to say all of these things out loud, but miraculously, I’m able to keep my mouth shut.

      “You know what your grandmother says, right? It’s not normal for human beings to live somewhere where it’s colder than in her freezer.”

      Gram, my mom’s mom, grew up in Chicago and moved to Los Angeles when she was 18. She just got up and moved. No job. No friends. No man. I’ve always admired her for that. My family has a lot of strong women. For some reason, I’m the only one that’s a little weak now and then.

      “So, it was a kick to see Tristan again, wasn’t it, Sharon?” Dad asks. Thump. My mom’s heel kicks him in the knee.

      “Ouch, why did you do that?” he turns to my mom.

      “Because you deserved it.” She rolls her eyes. “Honestly, sometimes you can be so insensitive, Eliot.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t really know what to say. I know my dad didn’t mean anything by it. He has known Tristan practically all of my life. We have been friends since the 5th grade. Best friends since 7th grade. Boyfriend and girlfriend since 11th grade. Exes since 2 weeks ago. And now roommates.

      Roommates!

      “I feel like the universe is conspiring against me a little bit,” I finally say.

      “Oh sweetie, don’t be like that,” my mom says. “Don’t think like that. This was just a glitch. An accident. I’m sure it will work out. I mean, how often do you have to see the other suite mates anyway? When we came back from Housing, no one was there at all. Maybe you’ll have different schedules? Different routines?”

      She’s mumbling now. But it’s making me feel better. She’s right. I have to believe that she’s right. Maybe there is some way to avoid him.

      “My roommate, Juliet, seems nice.” I change the topic.

      Both of my parents nod in agreement. And then my dad manages to stumble onto another topic that makes me uncomfortable.

      “And what’s her major?” he asks.

      Ah, the never-ending topic of majors. From what I’ve learned from my sisters, majors are an important topic of conversation in college. It’s almost like there’s nothing else. Your major puts you into some sort of classification. A particular phylum, order, or genus. According to my oldest sister, that is.

      “Not sure.” I shrug.

      “None of you are sure, are you? What is it with this generation, Sharon? Were we like this?”

      “Yes, many people were. You? No, you weren’t like this.” She smiles. She’s making fun of him, but it all comes from love.

      “No, I wasn’t.” My dad beams with pride as he says that. “I knew right away that I wanted to be a doctor. I can even remember my first semester’s course schedule. Can you believe that? All these years later? I took Biology, Chemistry 101, Physics 102, Calculus 1, and Western Civilization 1. The last one was some sort of inane requirement, of course.”

      “Yes. Who could imagine that anything about Western Civilization would be useful to any human being alive?” I say sarcastically. I’m joking, but not really. And my dad knows that.

      “Ah, I see, we have a smartass, here. Okay, then, smartass, what courses have you decided on?”

      I sigh. But not because I don’t know. I’ve been pouring over the course catalog for the last month. I’ve got it practically memorized. And the only conclusion that I’ve come to is that there are just too many fascinating courses to narrow them down to just four or five. Some of my favorites are “The Writer’s Process,” “The Art of the Essay,” “Intro to Fiction Writing,” and “The Victorian Age in Literature.” But I can’t really come out and say that. Not if I want to have a full blown argument on my hands.

      “I don’t know; I still have to meet with my advisor,” I say. “But probably some required electives and an English class or two.”

      English sounds more professional than writing. At least in my mind.

      “English? Again, with this?” My dad rolls his eyes. “Honey, I know you like to read and write, but what are you going to do after graduation? Now, if you pursue pre-med then at least you’ll have some prospects.”

      Now, it’s my turn to roll my eyes. Pre-med. For some reason, my father is obsessed with the notion of me studying pre-med. Perhaps it’s because he’s a doctor and my mom’s a doctor, but they both wanted to be doctors. Isn’t it unreasonable to try to convince someone to become a doctor when it’s practically the last thing that she wants to do with her life?

      “I don’t want to talk about this, Dad.” I shake my head and concentrate on the tiny piece of salmon and feta cheese before me.

      If I don’t pace myself, I’m going to be done with dinner in two bites. Oh how I wish we went to some cheap, chain restaurant instead with unlimited breadsticks and other things to munch on. That way I would’ve at least had something to munch on during this interrogation.

      “Oh, I know you don’t. But I feel like it’s necessary before you spend $50,000 a year at this fancy ivy-covered school on basket weaving or reading books you can read for free at the library.”

      “Eliot, please,” my mom says, and the conversation is over. I’ve been waiting for this statement ever since the topic of majors came up, and I welcome it with open arms. Everyone in my family knows that when Mom says, “Eliot, please,” it’s time for my dad to stop beating a dead horse.
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      When I was young, I thought nothing could hurt me. I thought I was invincible. My whole life was ahead of me and I had a lot of plans. Plans for high school. Plans for college. Plans to be with Tristan the rest of my life. He was my perfect match. My soul mate. Or so I thought.

      But then I got older and realized that it was all crap. I was living a lie. Lost in my own delusion. Tristan was not my soul mate. He was just my boyfriend. Someone who had broken my heart. And now, I don’t know if I believe in the whole idea of soul mate.

      And for all the reasons that I hate him, that’s the thing that makes me hate him most.

      “Hey, hey,” I hear someone saying far in the distance. “Hey, excuse me.”

      I turn away from the window and come face-to-face with tall, blonde, blue-eyed hottie.

      “Are you my new roommate?” he asks. His eyes twinkle in the sunlight that streams in through the living room’s window. I nod. He gives me a warm hug. Introduces himself as Dylan Waterhouse.

      Dylan is from Connecticut. I’ve never been to Connecticut. Immediately, I think of the Gilmore Girls and an old romantic comedy with Julia Roberts called Mystic Pizza. I imagine Dylan growing up in one of those picturesque coastal towns where leaves turn gorgeous colors of red and gold every fall.

      “No,” Dylan laughs when I tell him. “I grew up in Greenwich. It’s a bit different. No fishing for me. We spent our summers in the Hamptons and my dad has an apartment on Central Park.

      “So, where are you from, gorgeous?” he asks, tilting his chin toward me. His arms hang loosely on his sides, but I can still see that he’s ripped. For a second, I don’t get it. And then, it hits me.

      “Are you flirting with me?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Why?”

      I roll my eyes. I pretend that I’m annoyed, but too effectively. I hate to admit it, but I like the attention. Dylan is very cute. And rich, apparently.

      “Because we’re roommates, remember?” I say, pushing him aside slightly. My hand lands on his chest. His pecks are hard and warm. I linger there a little too long.

      “Hey! You’re back!” Juliet walks out of our room. “Oh, and you met Dylan!”

      I nod. There’s a knock at the door and a man who’s old enough to be Dylan’s father walks in, laden down with expensive looking suitcases. He’s got jet-black hair and serious eyes. He’s clearly out of breath.

      “Oh, you must be Dylan’s father. Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” I say when the man puts down his bags. Dylan doesn’t make a move to help him. I wait for his dad to reprimand him, but he doesn’t.

      “Oh, no, miss, I’m not Dylan’s father,” he says.

      “You can just put the bags in there.” Dylan points to his room.

      “He’s not your dad?” I whisper.

      Dylan flashes a crooked smile. “No, he’s the chauffeur.”

      “You’re chauffeur dropped you off? Shit, and I thought my parents were uninvolved,” Juliet pipes in.

      She proceeds to go on a rant about how ridiculous her parents are for not even coming to the school. She’s from Staten Island and apparently taking a ferry over and then a cab all the way up to 116th Street is too much trouble.

      “What’s the problem?” Juliet mimics her mom, giving her a raspy smoker’s voice. “You don’t think we’ve been to Upper West Side before?”

      “Eh, your parents at least have the ferry as an excuse. My parents are separated and my dad’s been living in his Park Avenue apartment. Still didn’t bother to come by. But he did act like him lending me his chauffeur was a big deal this morning.”

      What I quickly learn is that in New York, there’s a big difference between old and new money. Juliet’s dad owns a chain of laundromats and a few apartment buildings. Her dad went to CUNY for a semester, but dropped out to start his business. Her mom is way younger than her dad, and his fourth wife. Dylan’s parents met at Princeton. He’s rebelling by not going to Princeton. His dad runs some sort of pharmaceutical contract company and he’s also a practicing attorney. Graduated from Yale Law School.

      I have no idea why both Juliet and Dylan give me a breakdown of their parents’ education and background immediately upon meeting me. Is this an East Coast thing? Probably, I decide. Back in LA, people are different. Education matters less than people you know.

      “So, what do you think you’re going to major in?” I ask Dylan. He laughs. I think he knows that I’m just following standard operating procedures of meeting someone new at college. What other way is there to evaluate the person from head to toe and make all sorts of inappropriate assumptions of who they are as human beings?

      “Not sure yet. Leaning toward history, I think. I’m planning on going to law school after. So history sounds good, I guess.”

      “Hey, me too!” Juliet says. “I just love Roman and Greek civilizations. They’re so fascinating, right?”

      Dylan’s unimpressed. “I like 20th century better.”

      “Is that history or poli sci?” she asks.

      We take a moment to consider the notion. I hate to admit it, but I agree. In school, we didn’t even reach the 20th century. Instead, we kept learning about Columbus, the founding of America, and the 1800s.

      My eyes wander over to the back and I see Tristan standing there. His hair is falling slightly into his face. He casually leans on the doorframe the way models do in magazines. Look at me, aren’t I hot? But not in that totally obvious way? I’m hot, but I don’t really know it. Except that I do. That’s what that look says. Even if the guy doesn’t say it out loud. Especially if he doesn’t.

      Dylan and Juliet continue their banter, completely oblivious to us. I stare at him. He says nothing. I can’t believe that less than three weeks ago, I could just go over there and plant a big wet kiss on those luscious and utterly kissable lips. And now I can’t. It’s feels so arbitrary. It hasn’t been that long at all and just because our status has changed, suddenly we’re strangers with nothing to say to each other. No. We’re strangers with a million things to say to each other. A million things we can’t or don’t say.

      “Oh hey, Tristan! You’re back. Good,” Dylan says. “I was just wondering if any of you are hungry? I know this awesome pizza place down the street. They serve slices as big as regular-sized pizzas at other places. Their pizza’s delicious.”

      “I’m starving,” Juliet says.

      “Me too,” Tristan says after a moment. I search his face trying to figure out what he thinks I should do. But his expression is blank. Unreadable.

      “No, I’m fine. I got a lot to do,” I finally say.

      “Awe, c’mon, Alice. Please come.” Dylan puts his arm around my shoulder as if I’m his oldest friend. “Pretty please?”

      “Yeah, c’mon,” Juliet says. “It’ll be fun.”

      “I don’t know.” I stand my ground.

      “This is our first official activity as suite mates and you have to be a part of it.” The tone in Dylan’s voice changes. He’s more serious now.  But still joking.

      “Listen, if she doesn’t want to go, she doesn’t have to go,” Tristan says. It sounds like he’s taking my side, but something in the way that he says it irks me. He’s the one who dumped me. Why should I be the one staying home and not going out? Fuck him.

      “Okay, I’ll go,” I say.

      “Awesome!” Dylan jumps up in excitement. He wraps his arms around me and gives me a big kiss on my cheek.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Tristan’s crestfallen face. All of a sudden, I feel as light as a feather.
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      Tristan goes to get the elevator and I stay behind and wait for Juliet and Dylan to get their wallets.

      “How are you feeling? Are you okay?” she asks when she comes out. I shrug.

      “What’s wrong?” Dylan asks. Juliet gives him the broad strokes.

      “Tristan is your ex-boyfriend? Holy shit. That’s awkward.”

      “Yep.” I nod. “As of two weeks ago. I tried to go change rooms, but there are no other rooms available apparently. So I’m stuck here with him.”

      “Hey, hey, hey. I take personal offense at that, girlie. Yes, it’s fuckin’ awkward as hell to live with your ex, but he’s not your only roommate. There’s also Juliet and I. And we’re pretty awesome. I’m sure that you’ll be convinced of that by the end of dinner.”

      My mouth salivates at the thought. Though I’ve already officially had dinner with my parents, I don’t count it as dinner. The portions were minuscule and the conversation was treacherous.

      When we get to the pizza place, I quickly realize that Dylan was not in fact exaggerating about the size of those slices. They’re huge. Very thin with not too much cheese, but enormous nevertheless. I order one and it looks like a whole 20” pizza at home, only in slice form. Luckily, the plates and tables are equally large and we have room to spread out with our slices.

      I avoid Tristan’s gaze practically the whole dinner. And he does well in avoiding mine as well. Instead, we both concentrate on Dylan and Juliet, who have enough to talk about for all of us. Dylan talks about running track in high school and summering in the Hamptons. Juliet moans about her dad’s decision to buy a house on the Jersey Shore instead of the Hamptons.

      “The Hamptons aren’t that great.” Dylan tries to comfort her.

      “Oh please, don’t give me that.” She waves her hand as if she’s insulted.

      “What?” Dylan laughs taking another big bite of pizza.

      “I hate people who pretend the Hamptons aren’t that great even more than people who actually summer there! It’s like those girls who pretend that they don’t like diamonds. Am I right?” she turns to me.

      I shrug. “Sorry, I’m the wrong person to ask. I’ve never been to the Hamptons. And I don’t really like diamonds.”

      Juliet looks at me as if I’m insane. “Oh, you’re impossible!”

      [image: ]

      “All in all, I think that has been a great first day, wouldn’t you say?” Juliet asks me as she gets undressed. I’m already lying in bed, reading on my phone.

      “It could’ve been better.” I shrug. “But I do like you and Dylan.”

      She laughs. “I don’t know about Tristan. He’s difficult to read. What’s he like?”

      She catches me off-guard. I don’t know what to say.

      “You know him really well, right? I was just wondering. He seems quiet.” She puts on a pair of blue pajamas and a tank top and climbs into bed.

      “I don’t really know. I don’t really know who he is anymore,” I say. I know she’s waiting for me to elaborate. So I take a moment to consider the question.

      “No, he’s not really quiet. Not at all. He’s loud and opinionated. He’s headstrong. I don’t know why he seems quiet. Well, no. I know; it’s because of me. He definitely didn’t expect to find me living here, either.”

      “So, what did happen between you two? Tell me everything.”

      It would take a whole night to tell her everything.

      “We were childhood friends. Best friends, really. For many years. And then in 11th grade, we finally started dating. There was this thing building up within for a few years before that. We told each other everything. Hung out all the time. I had a crush on him forever. But then in 11th grade, he suddenly kissed me. And everything fell into place.

      “We dated for two years. It was hard. His family moved to San Francisco the year before our senior year because his dad got a really lucrative job at an education technology start up.”

      “His parents made him move his senior year? That’s rough!”

      “Yeah, it was. At first, he was going to stay with a friend, but that didn’t work out. But he’s got two little brothers; they’re in elementary school. So it’s not just him that his parents had to consider.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Well, we decided to continue our relationship. Long distance. He came down for Christmas and then for the whole summer. He stayed at a friend’s house.”

      I stopped talking and looked at the ceiling. It was an old popcorn ceiling, and it reminded me of the kind of ceilings they have in shady motels. I couldn’t go any further. I wasn’t ready. But Juliet wanted to know more.

      “So?” she asks. I look over at her. She’s lying on her stomach with her arms wrapped around one of the ten throw pillows she piled on her bed. She’s on the edge of her seat. I try to make this quick.

      “To tell you the truth, I don’t really know, Juliet. I thought everything was fine. It seemed fine. And then he just came to me one day and said we had to talk. We talked and talked. For like six hours. And the whole time we were talking, I had no idea we were breaking up. Not really. It just felt like I was helping him with something. Like he was feeling insecure, or lost, and I was there to support him. For a couple of hours, I seriously thought we were talking about his problems with his mother. But then at the end, he said that he thinks he needs space. Needs time to figure things out. Wants to be alone.”

      “So how did you end up at the same school?”

      “We’d wanted to go to New York forever. It was always our dream. We applied to both Columbia and NYU. And when we both got into Columbia, we were both over the moon. There was no question about it really. And so when the breakup happened, I didn’t think it was right for me to change my mind about it. I said to myself, it’s a huge city. Big campus. 30,000 students. There’s no way I’m going to run into him. Little did I know that I was actually going to be assigned to live with him!”

      Suddenly, I start to laugh. Juliet joins me. The whole situation is so tragic it’s actually comical.
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      My parents left two days ago. The goodbye was a lot sadder than I’d anticipated. At least for my mom. My mom is a woman who rarely cries. She’s such a positive person that she actually participated in one of those gratitude challenges online last year where you spend every day of the month writing thank-you letters to various people in your life for all the things that you’re grateful for in life. My mom always looks at the bright side of things, or at least tries to, but I could see that saying goodbye to me was really tough on her.

      I’d promised to call and text every day and we promised to Skype at least once a week. That seemed to make her feel a little better and it made me happy. I don’t like seeing my mom sad.

      My dad on the other hand was much easier to say goodbye to. It’s not that we’re not so close, it’s just that things are more complicated with us. He’s a very regimented person who doesn’t suffer fools easily. Sometimes I think that he thinks that I’m fool for the life choices that I’m making. Especially, when he says things like “why am I spending $50 grand on an education that you can get for free by getting a library card?”

      There’s no answer to that. No, there are many valid answers. A humanities education teaches you how to think. It teaches you how to you reason. How to make decisions. I’ve tried many of those in numerous prior conversations. Result?

      “If a humanities education teaches you how to think, then why isn’t it clear to you that you need to major in something that will give you some way of supporting yourself in the future? I mean, what are you going to do after graduating with an English Lit degree? Serve coffee in a café?”

      That was just one of the brilliant gems of wisdom that I heard in one of our millions of conversations on the topic. For some reason, my college major has been a topic of conversation for over four years of my life already. Even before I started college!

      My mom says that he says those things because he cares. But I think if he cares so much, why doesn’t he just support me in pursuing my dreams? That’s what people do who actually care.

      “Hey, Alice?” Dylan taps me on the shoulder. I’m standing in line to get my student ID. I should’ve gotten it earlier, but I’ve been dragging my feet for two days trying to avoid running into Tristan.

      Dylan was stunningly handsome with full soft lips. He’s even hotter in the light of day.

      “I haven’t seen you in two days! Are we roomies or what?” He puts his arms around my shoulders and gives me a big bear hug. He feels warm and comfortable, but strong, too. Definitely works out.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” I look at the floor. I don’t know how to explain what’s been going on.

      “Tristan, right?” he asks. It’s amazing the relief that you can feel when something so complicated and convoluted is suddenly summed up in two words.

      I shrug. Look away. I’m embarrassed.

      “Listen, it has nothing to do with you. I’d love to hang out sometime. But Tristan…it’s all very weird for me still.”

      “Next!” someone yells in the distance.

      “I think that’s you,” Dylan smiles.

      “Oh shit, you’re right.” I’m frazzled. I wanted to take a look at myself in the mirror before it was finally my turn. I can’t believe I’d waited for two hours in this stupid line and now I wasn’t even ready. I’m not wearing nearly enough eyeliner and my brows are probably all in disarray.

      “You look beautiful,” Dylan reassures me, as if he knows what I’m thinking.

      Well, here goes nothing. I take a deep breath, flash him a wide smile, and sit down on the chair in front of the camera.

      “Smile,” the woman says and clicks flash before I get the chance to put on my best fake smile.

      “Take a look. You only get one redo.”

      I walk over to the screen. I look like one of those chimps in a wildlife documentary with a large open-mouth smile that is most disingenuous thing you’ve ever seen. The smile makes me look terrified!

      “Another one please.”

      Focus, focus, Alice. Don’t be such a spaz. Think of something good. I search my mind for funny image of a dog or cat from a YouTube video. But nothing comes to mind. Suddenly, I look behind the photographer and I see Dylan. He’s still here! He flashes me a smile and I can’t help but smile back.

      The photographer snaps the pictures. When I look at it on the screen, I’m stunned. It’s one of the most genuine smiles I’ve ever had photographed.
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      Dylan invites me to lunch. I don’t have class for another hour so we head to a local sushi place a block away from campus. One of the perks of going to school in New York!

      At first, we talk about high school and our lives until this point. His aunt and uncle live in LA and he’s been there a few times. I ask him about Worthington, the fancy boarding school he’s gone to for the last three years. Growing up, it had been a dream of mine to go to a boarding school. It’s not that I wanted to get away from my parents or be a grown up so much earlier. I just like the idea of the independence that came with it. Living with roommates. Being responsible for your own laundry. Living on your own terms. But still in a somewhat safe environment with other kids. I share my dream with Dylan. He just laughs.

      “It’s not really like that,” he says. “I mean, you do get to be on your own a lot. But it’s a little different when you feel like your parents just shipped you off there because they got tired of you.”

      “Really? No, that can’t be true.” I shake my head. “I’m sure you parents love you.”

      “Well, unlike you, I didn’t really want to go. I liked my friends and my teachers at the private school near our house. But my parents were getting divorced and my brother was already in Dartmouth. My dad had a new girlfriend and my mom was having a breakdown. I don’t think they wanted me around anymore. At first, I protested and they caved. But then when my mom went to rehab for two months, there was no one at the house to stay with me. So my dad thought it’d be best to send me to boarding school.”

      “That sucks,” I say and put my hand on his arm.

      “Eh, it’s okay. Rich kid problems, right? I’m fine. I honestly wasn’t even going to talk about this. I never really do. I just didn’t want you to have some illusion of what boarding school is like.”

      “Well, to be honest, you haven’t really told me anything bad about boarding schools. Your story was really about parents who want to send their kids to boarding school,” I joke and smile. It takes a beat, but he catches on.

      “Well, to be honest with you, boarding schools do have their perks.”

      “Oh yeah, like what?” I move to the edge of my seat.

      “Well, you get to hang out with girls. And I mean really hang out.”

      “Is it co-ed like this?” I ask.

      “No, but it’s pretty awesome anyway. They sleep in a different building, but they’re on campus. Away from home. So if you meet someone special, you can sneak out at night and actually hang out. No need to steal your parents’ car or anything like you public school kids do.”

      I laugh. The check comes. He insists on covering it. Doesn’t let me even look at it. I fight for a bit, but eventually give in.

      “Hey listen, I did want to talk to you about something. I just wanted to let you know that I totally get it about Tristan.”

      A cold sweat dashes through me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I get it that he’s your ex and that it’s really awkward having him as your roommate. But you know, that doesn’t mean that you don’t have the right to be in the living room.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just couldn’t really deal with it yet.”

      “I know. But the thing is that he’s there. He’s not acting like he doesn’t belong. And I want you to know that you belong, too. You can’t just go through your whole first semester avoiding him. What kind of college experience would that be?”

      I shrug. I haven’t thought about how I was going to go through the whole semester. So far I’ve been living hour to hour.

      “Not a good one, that’s for sure.” He flashes his handsome smile. “So I just want you to know that I can be your buffer. I’ll try to hang out in the living room as much as possible so you wouldn’t have to be alone.”

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

      “But I’ll only do it if you promise me that you’ll be there after dinner tonight. You’re not allowed to use school as an excuse.”

      I like the way he jokes. It’s not malicious and it’s not at the expense of anyone. His warmth puts me at ease so much that I actually allow myself to imagine what hanging out in the living room with Tristan might be like.

      “Okay,” I mumble. “I’ll try.”

      “No, promise me you’ll do it. Not just try.”

      “Promise,” I say after a while. No feelings of lingering regret creep up. It’s an honest promise.

      “Why do you care so much, anyway?” I ask as we walk back to campus.

      “’Cause you seem like a fun girl. A fun roommate. And I don’t want to miss out on that just ‘cause you used to date someone at one time.”

      That is definitely one way of putting it. I’ve been so much in my own head about this whole Tristan thing, this whole other entity that we became while were together that I didn’t realize that this whole life altering thing could just be described as “I used to date someone at one time.” Putting it that way, gives me a little perspective. Maybe it’s not a big deal after all. Or maybe I shouldn’t make it that big a deal.

      My American Lit class is starting soon. I don’t really know where Hamilton Hall is, so I put in the location into the map app on my phone. Dylan’s got American Civilization to the Civil War in the same building at the same time. We follow the app’s instructions, glued to my phone, like all the other freshmen.

      “Man, I have to learn the campus layout a bit more before this weekend,” Dylan says when we finally reach the building. “I don’t want to look like a total idiot.”

      “Why? What’s this weekend?”

      “My girlfriend’s coming to visit me.”

      “Oh, you have a girlfriend?” I joke. Not that it should matter, really, but I’m caught off-guard.

      “Yes, I have a girlfriend,” he smiles. “Peyton. She goes to Yale. We met at Worthington last year.”

      “How far is Yale from here?”

      “About two hours, depending on traffic, if you drive. But she’s taking the train. So that’ll be about 3 hours.”

      “Ah, I can’t believe you waited all through lunch to tell me. Now I have so many questions and I have to go to class,” I say, looking at my phone. “So what’s she like?”

      “She’s awesome. Fun. Outgoing. She’s majoring in Poli Sci. She wants to work in government. She does a lot of volunteer work. Even started her own foundation in high school.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive. She sounds amazing.”

      “Yep, she is,” he says, beaming. “And she’s really looking forward to meeting everyone. And that includes you.”

      I smile and promise that I’ll be there. He gives me a brief hug and turns into his class. I walk down the hall to room 101.
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      I open the door to a large lecture hall. Somehow, I’m late. Everyone else is already seated in a semi-circle around multiple levels of whiteboards. A few people turn around to look at me as I make my way down. I find a spot in the middle. Not too close to the front and not too far in the back.

      When I put my bag on the floor, I look up and find a small thin woman with large disapproving eyes standing over me.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I say.

      “I would just like to make you all aware of the fact that in the future, the door to the room will be locked and no late arrivals will be tolerated.”

      I look down at the syllabus that she’d put on my desk and read her name.

      Dr. Polk returns back down to the podium. Behind me two girls giggle.

      “Where do you think she got her paisley shirt?” one whispers.

      “Goodwill. Oh, and what about those disastrous shoes. How awful.”

      I hope Dr. Polk doesn’t hear them and try to focus on what she’s saying.

      “Many of you are here because you’re genuinely interested in reading some of the best books from the 20th century. Books like The Great Gatsby, To Kill a Mockingbird, Catch 22, 1984 and House of Mirth. And as for all the rest of you, who aren’t interested, frankly, I don’t really know why you’re here, then. This isn’t a required elective and I hope you don’t waste either my time or your time taking a course that you’re not interested in.

      “Also, as many of you know, this is a second-year course, which has only recently became open to first year students,” Dr. Polk continued.  “We don’t recommend you take it unless you’re prepared to work really hard. That goes out to all of you, but specifically you freshmen.”

      The girls behind me giggle with the laissez-faire of sophomores. They’ve been here for a whole year and they’re apparently not threatened by statements like that. Unfortunately, I’m not so at ease. Perhaps I’m in the wrong class altogether, I wonder.  Just because I did really well in high school doesn’t mean that college will be a cakewalk. Especially this college. Especially this course.

      Dr. Polk starts to go over the syllabus and introduces the books that we’re going to read this year. I’ve read most of these books in high school. Some just for fun, some for school. Suddenly, the floodgates from the recesses of my mind open and all sorts of unwanted thoughts and memories rush in.

      To Kill a Mockingbird. I read it in 11th grade English. Our teacher, Mrs. Danes, let us choose our own seats and Tristan and I sat next to each other. Mrs. Danes was one of those progressive, non-hierarchal teachers who liked to challenge patriarchy at every turn, so she arranged all the desks in the room in a circle so that we could all face each other when we spoke. In a circle, there’s nowhere to hide, she liked to say. I looked forward to that class every day, not just because I loved English, but also because I sat next to Tristan. There were all of these moments before class started where we joked and laughed and all of these moments after class. Sometimes he walked me to my next class, sometimes to my locker. And one time, he kissed me. He walked me all the way to my locker and waited for me to switch out my books.

      “So I meant to ask you, how was your date?” he asked. He had heard. Of course. I went on a date with a senior who didn’t go to our school, a brother of a friend of ours.

      “Fine.” I smiled. He was trying to be casual about it. Like he was just asking about it in passing. But he was a little flushed. Not like his usual self.

      “I was just wondering,” he said very quietly as he leaned closer to me. His face was inches away from mine. His eyes sparkled in the sunlight. He licked his lips and pressed them against mine. Lightly, at first. And then with full force. He put his hand on the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

      “I was just wondering if you could not do it again?” he whispered.

      That was our first kiss. Real kiss. That night, we went out together and I never saw that other guy again.

      

      Dr. Polk moves on to Catcher in the Rye. Another book that I’ve already read. I started Catcher in the Rye the night after Tristan moved away in August of our senior year. For the first couple of days, I was a frenzy of activity. I did a million things to turn my mind off the fact that I wasn’t going to see my boyfriend for five months. I wrote, I did a ton of math homework, went running twice a day. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t shut my mind off. I couldn’t make myself feel better. So then I stopped. Gave up. Just got into bed and didn’t leave for days. I didn’t know what else to do with myself. I was drowning in anger. And my anger made me feel like the whole world was phony, including me. It was then that I started to dream of walking the streets of New York, just like Holden Caulfield, in a daze in search of something. But definitely not a prostitute (like Holden was).

      “That’s enough for now,” Dr. Polk interrupts my train of thought. “Look over your syllabus. Decide if this class is really for you. If it is, go buy all the books and start reading House of Mirth for Thursday’s class.”

      I wait for the bell to ring. But this is college. There are no bells. Everyone simply gets up and leaves and I follow them out. If only my dad knew that we had to read books in this class that I’ve already read over the last two years. This time, however, his likely response makes me chuckle.
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      This is going to be one of those defining moments that would change the course of my life. I could feel it as if it were bubbling up within me. What I did next would really define the rest of the semester.

      After grabbing a few bites to eat in the cafeteria, I clear my tray and went back upstairs. I had promised Dylan something that I had no right to promise, something that I don’t want to do. I’d promised him that I would come into the living room tonight and hang out with them. All of them. It doesn’t sound like much on the surface. They’re my roommates. All are nice and friendly people. None of them are going to bite my head off. Least of all, the person that I’m most worried about.

      Tristan. He’s going to be quiet and reserved about the whole thing. Just like before. I know this because I know Tristan. But that’s the thing that scares me. That’s not really who Tristan is. And when he’s acting that way, when he’s pretending to be this quiet, unassuming person who keeps to himself, well, that’s when I know that he’s being insincere. A fake. A stranger.

      But then again, who am I kidding? He’s pretty much a stranger anyway.

      I look at myself in the mirror. A timid, frail girl looks back. My eyes seem hallow, vapid even, and I have dark circles under them already. For Christ’s sake! I haven’t been in school for a week yet and I’m already a hot mess.

      I put on a substantial layer of foundation. Line my eyes with black eyeliner. A dash of dark eyeshadow. Color in my wispy eyebrows a bit and flip my hair over to give it a bit of volume. How the hell was I walking around like this all day? Did I forget to wear makeup this morning? Really?

      I look in the mirror again. Much better. But something’s missing. Oh yes, of course. Lipstick. Bombay Funk is a dark matte red lip color, which completes the look. Now I’m ready. At least, as ready as I’m going to be. Makeup is my cover. It gives me strength. Something to hide behind. It’s my war paint.

      I take a deep breath and step onto the battlefield.

      [image: ]

      Dylan’s lounging on the couch in a pair of flannel pants and a white t-shirt, which accentuates his toned physique. He’s really hot. Just focus on that, I say to myself. Juliet is standing next to the hot plate with a guy I’ve never seen before. She introduces him as Brandon from her acting class. Tristan is sitting at the dining room table, eating cereal with one hand and scrolling through his phone with another. When I come in, he gives me a brief nod and quickly gets back to his phone.

      “So, in acting class, they have us do these breathing exercises,” Juliet starts talking. What I’ve learned about Juliet in our brief time of being roommates is that she does not believe in preambles. Juliet simply starts in the middle of a conversation betting on the fact that everyone else will catch up to her train of thought. In this case, I do.

      “They’re so strange, aren’t they Brandon?”

      Brandon’s arms are wrapped tightly around her torso. His lips slide up and down her neck. How long have they known each other?

      “Brandon?” Juliet pushes him aside jokingly. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says pulling her closer. He has a quiet, smoldering voice. Very sexy. “They are strange. Makes me feel like I’m going through labor.”

      “Oh yeah, and how would you know what that’s like?”

      Brandon shrugs and buries himself in her chest. Juliet tilts her head back from pleasure and then flashes me a smile.

      “What are you cooking?” I ask.

      All throughout this courting display, Juliet continues to stir something on the skillet on the hotplate.

      “I’m making s’mores for everyone.”

      I nod, as if that’s a perfectly normal thing to cook on the stove.

      “Oh and you know what else, Alice? Get this. My assignment for next week’s class is to write a thank you note.”

      “A thank you note? To whom?”

      “To whom?” Brandon lifts up his head from Juliet’s breasts to make fun of my proper grammar.

      “To anyone. It’s some sort of gratefulness exercise. The teacher is this real new-agey woman. So we’re supposed to write a thank you card, on an actual card and everything, for something we’re thankful for. A person or a thing. It’s supposed to make us more present in real life, or some shit like that.”

      I look around the room and wonder what Juliet’s teacher would think of how un-present we all were in this moment. There’s Dylan’s on the couch, glued to Sports Center and their analysis of what had already happened in the world of professional sports. There’s Tristan who missed bringing the spoon of cereal into his mouth on a couple of occasions because he’s too busy looking at something online. Then there’s Juliet, who’s taking multi-tasking to a whole new level. She’s got a guy kissing her neck and feeling her up while she’s making s’mores and talking to me about her teacher. And then there’s me.  I’m not really doing anything, but I’m also not present. I’m an observer who’s not really in the moment any more than any of the rest of them.

      The s’mores are finally ready. Juliet had melted the marshmallows in between the crackers and the chocolate already. Tristan’s done with his cereal and puts the dish in the kitchen sink.

      “Want one?” she asks. He nods. She hands him two.

      “Give this one to Alice,” she says.

      I look over from the couch when I hear my name and watch Tristan take the s’mores into his hands and make his way over. But then something happens.

      “Oh shit!” he says. The s’mores are lying on the carpet with their marshmallow chocolate goo spilling over the sides.

      “Don’t worry; I’m making more.”

      I drop down next to him to help him clean up. Carefully, we pull the crackers with most of the s’more off the floor.

      “Wow, they’re hot!” I say.

      “Of course, they’re hot,” Juliet yells. “They were just on the skillet, you geniuses!”

      Her tone makes me feel like we’re in trouble and she’s about to call our parents for a parent-teacher conference. I look at Tristan. And after a moment, we both crack up laughing.

      [image: ]

      Tristan and I were not able to get every last part of the s’more off the carpet. The harder we tried, the more it disintegrated and the stickier the spot got. And when I walk over it the following morning on my way to the kitchen sink, my shoe sticks a little in the spot where the s’more was. But stepping on this spot makes me smile nevertheless. It was here where things between Tristan and I started to feel normal. And it was here that I started to feel like I could really do this: the whole Tristan and I, exes but roommates thing.
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      Before my first class that morning, I go to the fancy paper store on Riverside Drive and buy myself a pack of thank you cards. I’ve been thinking a lot about Juliet’s gratefulness assignment and decided that I should give it a shot myself. Because in reality, I have a lot to be thankful for. But the stress of everyday life makes it difficult to remember all the great things that I really have.

      I sit on the bench outside of the library with a cup of tea and open one of the cards.

      

      My mind goes blank. I had all of these thoughts swirling all around in my head last night and this morning. I couldn’t wait to get those thank you cards in my hand. But now that I’m ready, pen in hand and all, nothing comes to mind. I flip the card over. Little yellow clouds and blue flowers grace the cover. They’re drawn in a whimsical cartoonish way that makes me smile. But when I open the card again and stare at the white space within, nothing comes to mind.

      Okay, Alice. There has to be things that you’re grateful for.

      Something.

      Anything.

      I pick up my phone. I look up “how to write a thank you note” on Google and discover a slew of advice about proper etiquette of thank you cards. Not exactly what I’m looking for.

      “How to keep a gratitude journal.” A little bit more appropriate of a search. Pages of advice follow.

      Don’t just go through the motions. Go for depth. Get personal. Savor surprises. Don’t overdo it.

      Sound advice and all and yet I’m still no closer to knowing what I want to say.

      Okay, Alice. What’s the purpose of this? I ask myself. The purpose is to force yourself to take in some of the good things in life that I would otherwise take for granted. But what does that mean?

      My mind meanders and stops on the one person it has focused on for the last three weeks.

      Tristan. Again. Fuckin’ Tristan.

      I’m angry with him for being here. For being my roommate. For complicating this crazy experience of my first semester of college. As if the whole thing weren’t going to be complicated enough.

      But what if there was another way to look at it? What if instead of focusing on Tristan, my ex-boyfriend, and his uncomfortable presence in my life, I could see the whole thing in a different light?

      I opened the thank you card again.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you for being here at Columbia with me. Less than two weeks ago, you’d broken my heart into a thousand little pieces. I had loved you for two years and you’ve been my best friend for five years. When we broke up, I couldn’t imagine my life without you. I thought that I would love you for the rest of my life even though I never wanted to see you again.

      And then less than a week ago, I came to school and discovered that you were one of my roommates. I wanted to get away from you. But not because I hated you (I realize that now). I wanted to get away because I never thought that I’d be able to get over you. I felt like you were invading my life. A part of me still feels that way. But with every day, my feelings for you, those bad, ugly feelings, fade just a smudge more. And so, I’m writing you this note because I want to thank you. I want to thank you for being here and being my roommate even though it’s probably the last thing you’d wanted as well.

      And also, I want to thank you for breaking up with me. I’m still in pain, but the more days pass, the more I realize that our breakup was the beginning of something new for me. If we were still together then I wouldn’t have the opportunity to have the real college experience. The one where I go out with my friends, flirt with guys, meet someone special.

      Perhaps it’s futile to hope that things between us will get less weird and that sometime in the near future we can actually be friends. But you know me; I’m a sucker for the underdogs.

      I hope you have a great semester and a great life. I hope you find what you’re looking for and that all of your dreams come true. Thank you for being such an important person in my life up until this point.

      

      With all of my love,

      Alice

      

      I close the note. I can’t believe that I wrote all that. The words just poured out of me and I had to re-read the note to really know what I wrote. I can’t believe how gracious I sound. Is this all true? I wonder. It came out of me like a flow, as if some sort of muse was guiding my hand, so it must be true. No truth was ever reached through over-analysis. It’s the things that we do and think on impulse, with our subconscious minds, that are really true. Or so some people argue. I sort of think they’re right.
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      Unbeknownst to me, our whole floor erupted in a party that Friday. I came home right after my 2 pm class let out, changed into my pajamas, and made a plan to stream Netflix like a zombie until they asked me if I was still there or not. But by seven that night, my plan has been all shot to hell. The music and the voices get so loud outside my door that I have no other choice but to venture out.

      Reluctantly, I take off my comfy flannel pajamas and stuff myself back into my skinny jeans, regretting drinking all that soda during my impromptu vegging out session.

      “The rule is don’t start vegging out until you know for sure that you can spend the whole night doing this,” I say under my breath. “Otherwise, you fall in danger of having to reapply makeup and put on uncomfortable clothes and act like a human being again without proper preparation.”

      Agh, the stupid jeans are tighter than ever! I grab onto the belt loops and pull them over my butt. For Christ’s sake, they fit this morning!

      Suddenly, the door bursts open and Juliet and a strange girl I’ve never seen tumble in, catching me mid-jump. I turn away from them. Juliet laughs hysterically.

      “Peyton, this is my roommate, Alice,” she introduces me when she catches her breath.

      I smooth out my shirt and shake Peyton’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you.” Peyton nods. Peyton’s got large brown eyes that make her look a little bit like a doe. She has thick long chestnut hair and full red lips. She looks like one of those girls who’s gorgeous, but for some reason doesn’t seem to really know it. Looking at her, I get this strange feeling like I’ve known her my whole life.

      Juliet freshens up her makeup. I sit down on my bed to put on a pair of boots. But Peyton continues to stand in the doorway.

      “Here, sit down. Sorry the room’s such a mess,” I say.

      “Yeah, I’d apologize too, but it’s pretty much always like this,” Juliet says. I’ve always thought that I was a slob, and in comparison to my older sisters and my mom, I am. But Juliet takes being a slob to whole other level. The other night, she climbed into bed and slept under a huge pile of clothes instead of moving them to the chair or, God forbid, the closet.

      “So you’re Dylan’s girlfriend, huh?” I ask.

      “Yep.” She nods shyly.

      “Peyton from Yale,” Juliet chimes in. It’s some sort of inside joke that I haven’t been a part of.

      Peyton smiles uncomfortably. Clearly, she did not have as much to drink as Juliet.

      “I heard that you started some sort of foundation. That’s what Dylan said,” I say.

      Her eyes light up.

      “Oh, he told you about that? Yes, my mom was diagnosed with M.S. when I was in ninth grade and I didn’t really know how to help her or what to do with my feelings over the whole thing. So she suggested that I start this foundation. Raise money for M.S. research.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive.”

      “Last year, I hosted my very first gala and we were lucky to raise $100,000.”

      One hundred grand. That is impressive. I look at Peyton as she continues to talk about the importance of research as well as awareness for multiple sclerosis. But only a part of me is listening. Another part is wondering how the hell we’re the same age. This girl started a foundation and ran events for a good cause. And not just an event, a fucking gala! I wouldn’t even know how to go about doing that. I’ve never even hosted a party. Of course, I’ve been to plenty of parties in the past. But hosting one? What did that entail really? Food. Drinks. Atmosphere. The right theme. The right party favors, decorations.

      “So what’s it like?” I ask. “To host something like that. Intimidating, right?”

      “Naturally. But honestly, can I tell you something? My mom was always big into philanthropy and giving back. She used to host these lunches for her girlfriends every month. Growing up, I always thought they were really lame. Like she wasn’t really living a real life because she was busy hosting parties and going to events. She didn’t really have a career. But doing that gala, that was the first time I realized how much work event planning really is. And how wonderful it is when it all goes well.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine.” I nod even though, frankly, I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      “You see, what I found out was that an event is a living, breathing organism. And it needs just the right combination of factors to be successful. The right theme, the right atmosphere, the right mood. All of these things have to be established before anyone really shows up. The guests are important, but they’re mainly props in the overall flow of things.”

      I smile. “So are you planning on hosting any other galas in the near future?”

      “Not if I can help it,” Peyton says, bursting out laughing.

      [image: ]

      Eventually, the three of us go out and join the roaring party outside. This one is very different from Peyton’s elegant, swanky gala. Dance music is blasting from someone’s room, but the hallway is so loud that I can’t even make out where it’s coming from. The hallway is filled with people. Some standing, some sitting on the ground, some dancing, three kissing. Peyton and I giggle, stepping over the kissers. After making a quick round, getting some drinks at the punch bowl, we make our way back to our suite. Here, the party is raging. Through the sea of people, I spot Tristan and Dylan in the kitchen pouring drinks and handing out beers.

      “Wow, Grey Goose? How did you get Grey Goose?” I ask Dylan. The kitchen island is full of expensive bottles of alcohol.

      “Dylan’s got mad connections,” Tristan says. By the way he’s swaying his hips, I can tell that he has been drinking. A lot.

      “Oh babe, do you want me to make you a martini on the rocks?” Tristan asks. That’s my favorite drink. I take a sip of the punch that I got in the hallway and spit it out. It tastes like sugar water and some sort of alcohol someone makes in their bathtub. A martini with Grey Goose sounds good.

      “Babe? Did you hear me?” Tristan asks.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him right the first time. But now, I realize that I did. He actually called me babe. WTF?

      “Yeah, sure,” I say. I really need a drink now. I look at Juliet and Dylan, but both are too buzzed to notice.

      “Are you okay?” Peyton leans to me. Thank you! At least, someone sees what’s going on.

      “Um, yes, I guess. I don’t know,” I mumble. Tristan hands me my drink.

      “Do you want anything?” I ask Peyton. “Tristan makes great cocktails.”

      “Cosmopolitan?” she asks shyly.

      “One cosmo coming up!” he says enthusiastically.
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      While Dylan and Juliet try to organize a game of beer pong, Peyton and I climb out onto to the fire escape for a moment of quiet. Peyton has such a calmness about her that I feel the need to open up.

      “So Tristan called me babe back there,” I say. “You don’t know this, but that’s like one of the only things he has said to me in…I don’t know how long.”

      “Really? Why?”

      I tell her my sad story.

      “So what do you think is going on now?” she asks afterwards.

      “I don’t know. He’s drunk. Forgot himself or something. But he did do it twice,” I say.

      “Do you want to get back together with him?” she asks.

      “No!” I say a little too enthusiastically. It feels like I’m trying to convince her as much as I’m trying to convince myself.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, admitting the truth. “He really hurt me. But I can’t lie. I want him to want me back.”

      And then I catch myself.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry. We’ve just met. I don’t know why I’m putting all my crap on you.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she smiles. “Breakups can be so complicated. I should know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Dylan and I are no strangers to breaking up, let’s just say that. In fact, one of the reasons that Dylan’s not allowed in his dad’s Central Park apartment anymore is because of one of our many break ups.”

      “Do tell.” I lean closer and take a sip of my martini.

      “Dylan and I have had kind of a volatile relationship. Nothing bad, really. We’re both just impulsive and crazy sometimes. Keep each other on our toes, I guess. So that week, he got mad at me for going on a trip with one of my exes. He didn’t want me to go and I wanted him to actually admit it, but he wouldn’t. The details are not important. But what is important is that Dylan was staying with his dad that week. We were on spring break from school. I’m not sure what day this was, but his dad had a date. She met him at his apartment. But then Dylan’s dad got called away on some Wall Street emergency and left them alone.”

      “Okay.” I nod. I have an idea where this is going.

      “Well, when he came home, he caught Dylan having sex with her in his bed.”

      “Oh my God! What?!”

      “She was 19, only two years older than Dylan. NYU student. She’d never had sex with Dylan’s dad. They were on their first date. Well, Dylan’s dad got royally pissed and kicked him out.”

      “Wow. I can’t believe that he did that. And what about you?”

      Peyton sighed. “Technically, we had broken up.”

      “But still,” I say. “That was kind of shitty.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Except that I was so mad at him for being jealous that I ended up having sex with my ex, too. So I can’t really complain.”

      I nod. I guess not.

      [image: ]

      Peyton and I finish our drinks on the fire escape. When she goes back inside to get us refills, I stay out to keep our spot in case anyone else has the same idea.

      “Wow, that’s fast,” I say when I hear someone climbing out of the window behind me. I don’t turn around, but continue to stare at the black sky. Back in LA, clouds are rare and the light pollution isn’t too bad all the time, so starry nights are not all that uncommon. But here, in the middle of Manhattan, I have not seen one star since I’ve been here.

      “Fast for what?” a familiar voice asks. Shivers run up my spine.

      “Nothing,” I mumble. “I thought you were someone else.”

      “I thought you’d be more happy to see me,” Tristan says.

      He’s wearing loose fitting jeans and a Columbia t-shirt that hugs his body in all the right places. The lights of the city illuminate that familiar six-pack. Tristan’s not stocky. He’s 6 feet tall and 155 pounds of muscle. Lean, wiry, and strong. Ripped.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Nothing. I just want to hang out with my roommate. Can’t I do that, roomie?”

      Tristan isn’t slurring his words, but he’s drunk. The way he’s leaning on the frame of the window makes him look like James Dean. Damn.

      “Of course, you can,” I say.

      “So, hey, Alice. Listen.” He comes up to me and puts his arm around my shoulder. I feel an insatiable urge to kiss him. Everything about him – the way he looks, the way he smells, the way he feels – is so familiar. If I’d had another martini, it would feel as if the last couple of weeks never even happened.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I was such a jerk to you. And now we’re living together. I mean, what the hell is that all about? But seriously, Alice. I love you. Always will. You know that?”

      I stare at him. I’ve wanted him to say these words to me for so long. He sounds sincere. I look into his deep-set eyes. They’re hazel, but in this light, they look green. My eyes drift over to his lips. He has the tendency to lick them when he’s uncomfortable. Back in high school, his tendency to lick his lips used to make many girls swoon. I’m not sure if he ever knew that.

      “Alice? Did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “Of course.”

      “I love you, Alice.” He grabs my arm. Shivers run up my spine. His grip is firm and strong. The kind that would impress a potential employer.

      “Tristan, please.” I shrug him off. “You’re drunk.”

      “Hey! I’m not drunk.” He pulls me closer to him. Now, I can’t resist. I’ve only had one drink, but I’m a lightweight. “Okay, maybe, I’m a little drunk. But remember what you always said.”

      “What’s that?” I can barely breathe. We’re so close, I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “What you always said about being drunk. How when people are drunk they lose their inhibitions.”

      “Lots of people say that.”

      “Yes, but you always said that people are their truest selves when they’re drunk. It’s like without their inhibitions, people are free to be honest with themselves about who they are. So if a person is really a jerk, he’ll be a massive jerk when he’s drunk. And if he’s a nice guy, he’ll be even nicer when he’s drunk.”

      “Okay, so what?”

      “So what? Well, I’m drunk. And I’m telling you that I love you.”

      He leans closer to me. Our lips are barely touching. He runs his fingers down my neck. I close my eyes. This is all wrong. This shouldn’t be happening. This will make everything much more complicated. I know all of these things. But I still can’t muster up the strength to stop him. I want to kiss him. I want to touch him.

      He presses his lips onto mine. I kiss him back. For a moment, the whole world falls away. And nothing else exists.

      “Oh my God, that took forever, Alice! Next time, you’re going!” Peyton says. And our brief moment of indiscretion crashes back to Earth.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she says and starts to climb back out of the window.

      “No, no, it’s fine,” I say. With one hand, I stop her and with another, I push Tristan away from me.

      He licks his lips again and flashes me a smile.

      “Tristan was just leaving,” I say. I push him toward the window.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” he says. “Don’t forget, okay? I really am sorry. And I really do love you.”

      “Okay, Tristan. Fine.” I roll my eyes and turn back to Peyton. “What?”

      “Nothing.” She shrugs and smiles in a mischievous way. “I leave for one second and then come back here to find you making out.”

      “We weren’t making out! He just came out here and cornered me.”

      “Yes, I could see that you were putting up quite a fight.”

      I roll my eyes and grab my martini from her hand.
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      Dear Tristan,

      

      Thank you for coming out to the fire escape and kissing me. I know that you were wasted. I know that you were probably out of your mind, but I also know that what you said was true. You do love me. You might love me forever. And you’re sorry for what happened. Last night on the fire escape was the first honest conversation we’ve had since we’ve been here. No casual topics of conversation like “How are your classes?”, “Isn’t that professor really hard?” Last night was the first time that I’ve felt like we’ve actually spoken to each other. Acknowledged each other as human beings. Perhaps this is the first step. Not to a reconciliation, but to a real friendship. Because I love you too. And I’m not sure that’s going to change any time soon.

      

      Love,

      Alice
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      I met Tea Albright in my American Lit class. I’ve read almost every book on the syllabus and yet I still feel way over my head. Tea and I are two of the only freshmen in the class, and as much as I’m enjoying it, I’m also keenly aware of why most people wait a year or two to take it. Tea’s got a great sense of humor and I’ve really lucked out in having her as my peer partner. Today, after giving me a strong, but encouraging critique of my paper on the role of class in The Great Gatsby, she and I cracked up over the whole trend of having Great Gatsby-themed weddings and birthday parties.

      “The book is about this really sad man who makes a ton of money all in an effort to woo this woman he has been in love with forever. But at the end, all of his wealth is still not enough. He still doesn’t get her at the end. It’s tragic, really,” Tea says. “And all of these people and their Great Gatsby birthday parties…I mean, what are they thinking?”

      I laugh. “I sort of think that maybe they never really read the book at all.”

      “And just saw the movie and looked at the glossy pictures?”

      “But even if they saw the movie, wouldn’t it be obvious? It’s not like things had worked out in the movie,” I say.

      We crack up laughing.

      “Hey, do you want to come over to my place after class? Hang out? My roommate’s not getting home until late. I got the new Adele CD. I’d love to have someone to listen to it with.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what you mean! I really miss that too. We can crank it up high and just wallow.”

      I laugh. “It’s nice to be sad sometimes. Not really sad. Just sad as a result of some lyrics you hear,” I say.

      “Being sad vicariously as a result of Adele and her insane vocal talent is much better than being sad in real life,” Tea announces. “I’d love to. But can I get a rain check on it?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug.

      “It’s just that I’m sort of seeing someone. And we’re hanging out this afternoon.”

      “What?? Really?” I get really excited. “Who is he? How long have you been together? Tell me everything!”

      I’m getting a little ahead of myself. But there’s nothing juicier than to hear about a friend’s new love life. Everything is so fresh and unknown. The world is open to every possibility. It feels like anything can happen. And the best thing is that it’s not you who’s going through all this. Not you who’s taking a risk. Not you who’s going to get her heart broken, eventually.

      “I met him in the cafeteria. He’s tall and sweet and really hot. Frankly, I don’t really know why he’s seeing me.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Oh c’mon. If you ever meet him, you’ll know. He’s like this Greek God or something. Tan. Lean. Strong. And me…well, you know.”

      “Tea, please.” I hate hearing her talk about herself like that. It made me both really sad and angry enough to punch her. She had no right. “Tea, you’re beautiful.”

      “Alice…”

      “Tea, you’re beautiful. How many times do I have to tell you that for you to believe it?”

      “Okay, well, if you ever meet him, you’ll understand.”

      I sigh. Tea has a gorgeous face and beautiful hair and a curvy body. Very curvy. Perhaps she’s a little overweight, but you’d never know that she feels down on herself by the way she carries herself. While I’m always slouching, she stands up straight. She pushes her 36 DDs out in front of her and carries her head high.

      “You’re hopeless,” I say.

      “You’re so sweet, Alice. But seriously, I weigh close to 200 pounds. I’m well aware of how I look. I just…I don’t know.”

      For a moment, she looks incredibly sad.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “I just really hope that this isn’t some sort of joke. This guy isn’t just some average college freshman, Alice. It’s like he’s an Abercrombie and Fitch model. So I just hope that this whole thing between us, I just hope that it’s not a joke.”

      “Oh my God! A joke? Why would you even think that?” I gasp.

      “Because it happened once in high school. This really popular kid asked me out. I was really excited. I couldn’t believe it. And then, I found out that he had only asked me out because of a dare. It was all this big joke between him and his friends. I was a joke.”

      “You were never a joke. He’s an asshole,” I say.

      We both crack up. Somehow, we managed to spend almost the entire peer review session talking about anything but our papers.

      “Well, have fun with your new guy today,” I say, gathering my papers. “I’m sure he’s for real. You don’t have to worry.”

      She doesn’t say anything. When I look up at her, she has a look of concern on her face.

      “Alice, would you mind going with me? I just want a second opinion.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He lives in your building. I just want you to pop in with me, chat with him for a moment and then let me know what you think. If he’s for real or not. I just want some moral support.”

      I shrug. “Of course. Though, honestly, I’m not sure I’m going to be that much of a help.”

      “Please? I’ve only been out with him once before. And it would just make me feel so much better.”

      I agree.
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      Tea and I make our way back to my dorm. I can feel her getting more and more anxious the closer we get to his place. I try to calm her by talking about the weekend and all the parties that are going on around campus.

      “What floor does he live on?” I ask in the elevator.

      “16th,” she says, pressing the button.

      “That’s my floor!”

      “Really? Oh my God, what if you know him already? That would be so great. Then you can tell what he’s really like.”

      I shrug. Though that sounds good in general, I don’t really know that many people on my floor. I know most of their names, I think, but I’m not as social as I probably should be. Not sure how much information I can really give her.

      The elevator doors open and we step into the hallway.

      “You know what room?” I ask.

      Tea starts to rummage through her bag. “Yeah, I have it here somewhere.”

      I see Tristan and Dylan out of the corner of my eye, coming down the hallway.

      “Tea?” Tristan asks.

      “Tristan! Hey.” Tea throws her arms around his neck and gives him a warm hug.

      And then it hits me. Shit! Oh shit! This can’t be happening, right?

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      

      “This is my friend, Alice,” Tea introduces me. She’s yet to notice that anything’s amiss.

      “Yes, I know,” he mumbles.

      I stare at Tristan as if we’re locked into some intense staring contest. I feel Tea looking at me, but I can’t bring myself to say anything to her. I don’t even have the energy to break my gaze with Tristan.

      “You know?” Tea turns to him and then back to me. “Alice? What’s going on?”

      “Um,” I start, but my voice cracks. “Tristan’s…my…ex-boyfriend.”

      I pry my eyes from Tristan and turn to Tea. She has an intense look of surprise on her face. It resembles how I feel in this moment. I’m not sure how, exactly, but eventually, I manage to excuse myself and go to my room. I feel like I owe Tea an explanation, but I have nothing to explain. I had no idea that Tristan was the guy that she had been gushing about. This whole situation is an honest mistake.

      For the first fifteen minutes of being in my room, I wait for Tea or Tristan or even Dylan to burst in and apologize. At least talk to me. But no one comes in. So instead, I change into my pajamas, take off my bra, and put in my headphones.

      I listen to Adele’s song, “Hello.” I turn up the volume and scream on the inside, lying on my bed and staring at the ceiling.

      What is this feeling that pollutes the soul after a break up? It’s gives you an upset stomach and clogs your ears and makes the whole world hazy and a little dark.

      And then it hits me.

      I’m falling.

      I feel like I’m falling and I’ve been feeling like I have been falling ever since we broke up.

      It’s strange to be in perpetual motion without the end in sight. It’s like I’d fallen off a building (or maybe I jumped) and have been falling ever since. There were a few moments of slowing down; I wasn’t falling at full speed up until now. But now, I’m falling even faster. Perhaps that means that I’m getting closer to Earth? Closer to a collision?

      I close my eyes. Open them. Stare at the ceiling. Flip back on my stomach and look out of the window. Days are getting shorter now. It’s still early, but it’s already twilight. Somewhere in the distance, I hear an ambulance racing down Broadway, its sirens getting closer and closer. I turn up the music.

      Tristan and I haven’t talked much since our kiss. I didn’t expect that we would have, but I kind of wanted him to try. Still, once he had avoided me for a few days, I gave up entirely. That kiss was just a blimp in our otherwise non-existent relationship. But still, I didn’t expect him to start dating so soon. Why couldn’t he just sleep around like a normal single, college guy? And why did he have to date Tea? I like Tea. A lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Tea,

      Thank you for being my friend. I’m so sorry that your new boyfriend is my old boyfriend. Both of us could’ve avoided a lot of heartache and disappointment and anxiety if we had just revealed his name. Tristan. It’s such a small word. And yet, it’s impact on our lives, is quite grand. Isn’t it? Hard to believe, really.

      Well, I’m writing you this thank you letter to let you know that I’m letting go. That kiss Tristan and I had shared two weeks ago might have meant something, but I’m not going to let it. I’m putting him behind me. Once and for all. You can have him. He’s a great guy, but he’s no longer my guy. I know that. I’m trying to move on. No, not trying. Like that cliché line goes, there is no trying. There’s just doing and not doing. So I’m moving on. From this moment on.

      So, to you, Tea, I say thank you. Thank you for being there. Thank you for finally making me realize that this is over. And that I’m going to be okay.

      

      Love,

      Alice

      

      I put my pen down. I should be writing my Great Gatsby paper. It’s due in three days and it doesn’t even have a thesis statement. But this thank you card was more important. I’ve been thinking about Tea and Tristan ever since I saw them together yesterday. Something about writing this thank you card finally made me feel like everything was going to be all right.

      “Okay, girlie.” Juliet walks in with two Nordstrom bags. “Enough moping. Does he love me? Will he love me? What does that kiss mean? Oh no, now he has a girlfriend. Can he love me again?”

      It’s hard to keep secrets in the dorm, and it’s especially hard to keep secrets from Juliet. I can’t help but smile.

      “I know. I’m pathetic, right?” I say.

      “Maybe just a little. But you’re not a lost cause.”

      “Good. I like the sound of that.”

      “Are you ready then? To prove yourself?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug.

      Juliet doesn’t look convinced. “Dylan’s birthday’s this weekend and he’s throwing a big party at his father’s place on Central Park.”

      “Are you sure? I didn’t think he was allowed there.”

      Juliet stares at me, dumbfounded. “I tell you about our roommate’s birthday party and all you can do is focus on the location and whether or not he’s allowed there. You’re quite a difficult girl to impress, Alice.” I shrug and smile. “Anyway, all I know is that he’s having the party there and I got you a dress that I think will be perfect.”

      “You got me a dress? Why?”

      “Because I’m tired of you moping around the room in those same pajama pants all the time. Wearing the same jeans to class. Honestly, I looked in your closet while you were out and you are in serious need of some grownup clothes. Now, this party’s going to be chic. Central Park and all. Not your typical college party. And you need a change in your life. And this dress is just the thing.”

      She’s right of course. Juliet’s always right. I often admire how simple everything is for her. She doesn’t overthink things. She doesn’t worry about things she can’t change. She simply moves on with her life. She also has a theory that with the right clothes, you can get anything in life. So if you want some particular job, you just need to get the right clothes. The perfect costume. She’s a born actress and she lives her craft.

      I look at the dress that she has picked out for me. If I had gone to the store with her, I would’ve picked out a simple black dress. It’s not that I’m a huge fan of Coco Chanel or the quintessential black dress, it’s just that the black cocktail dress is about all I know about dressing up for cocktail parties in the city. But Juliet has surprised me again. The dress she holds up before me is bright blue with a cinched waist and a v-neck. The skirt bows out in a circle.

      My initial reaction is no way. This is so not me.

      “This color will go great with your skin and hair,” she says. I decide to trust her instincts before I reject it completely.

      Juliet waits for me to pull the dress over my head. I ask her to turn around and she reluctantly agrees.

      “We’re roommates! If we can’t see each other naked, or almost naked, who can? Besides, it’s me who should be shy about my body.” She goes on her usual rant. I’ve learned to ignore it. Just the way she has learned to accept my need to change in private.

      Juliet zips me up while I stand in front of our door mirror. The dress falls a little above my knees. The circle skirt falls in waves around my hips.

      “Don’t you just love how small your waist looks in this? Obviously it’s tiny, but this dress really accentuates it.”

      “Yes, I do,” I hate to admit. Is this really the same ridiculous dress that was lying on my bed a few minutes ago? “And it makes my boobs look amazing!”

      “So? Where’s my thank you?” Juliet stands back and waits for my gratitude.

      “Thank you so much. This dress is beautiful,” I say and throw my arms around her shoulders. “I really love it.”

      “Okay, then,” she smiles.

      “How much do I owe you?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “No, seriously. I want to pay you for it. It’s from Nordstrom.”

      “No, seriously, you owe me nothing,” she says with utmost seriousness. “I will not accept any money. But you can pay me in another way,” she says with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      “Anything.”

      “You promise to do it?” she asks, folding her arms across her chest. “You have to promise before I tell you.”

      “Okay, I promise,” I say nonchalantly even though I’m already regretting the decision.

      “You have to promise me to kiss someone at this party. A guy. A cute guy.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Hey, you promised!” she says, pointing at me.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll try,” I say. I look at myself in the mirror. I do look beautiful. While I’m straightening out the dress, I catch the tag hanging from the bottom. Suddenly, I realize the meaning of sticker price shock.

      Holy crap! I’ve never owned a dress for that much before.

      “Juliet, this is too expensive. $450 is too much. You have to let me pay you for it.”

      “You are paying for it. You’re going to kiss someone at this party. That’s going to be a lot of work for you, so I’m going to get my money’s worth.”

      “And how’s that exactly?”

      Julie leans closer to me. “Alice, darling, I’d pay three times that much if that would mean that I would no longer have a roommate who mopes around our room thinking about her ex all day long.”

      “I don’t do that!” I say, but I know that’s not true. I had just hoped that I’d been dealing with this Tristan thing in such a way that no one has noticed. But I guess not.

      “You do too. But hopefully not after this weekend,” she says. And then her voice gets really serious. “Alice, I just want to show you what you’ve been missing out on.”

      “And what’s that exactly?”

      “Life as a hot and single 18-year-old in the coolest city in the world. This can be the best year of your life if you play your cards right.”

      I think about that for a moment. Juliet’s right. Of course she’s right. I’ve been letting this whole situation with Tristan prevent me from really going out there and live my best life. And I deserve that. At least, according to Oprah Magazine. I know that on an intellectual level. But it’s about time that I actually knew that on an instinctual level. I do deserve to be happy. I deserve to have a good time. I deserve to have fun.

      “That sounds good,” I say. I sit back on my bed and watch Juliet change into her dress. This weekend is going to be my do over. My new beginning.
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      Dylan’s party is already in full swing when Juliet and I arrive. I’ve never been to such a beautiful apartment before. It’s an astonishing corner property with an enormous wrap terrace. Dylan gives us a tour around the living room, dining room, two master suites, and the three bathrooms. Every room is a corner with two exposures and access to the terrace and there are more than 1000 square feet of outdoor space. Almost every window in the place has a view of the park.

      “This is as good as it gets as far as white glove, full-service, pre-war condos with views of the park are concerned,” Dylan explains. “It was practically a steal at $6 million.”

      My mouth drops open. I turn to Juliet, but she doesn’t seem fazed. I haven’t been living in New York for long, but I’ve noticed that few real New Yorkers will go out of their way to act impressed with something. Unlike in LA, where people act excited over the smallest things, like having coffee in the same café as Seth Rogen. I’m not sure Los Angelenos are any more impressed than New Yorkers. I’m just certain that they act as if they are.

      While Dylan pours us our drinks, I look around at the other guests at the party. Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect. I was thinking that it would either be an elegant affair or a typical college party. But this is a mashup. A bunch of college kids in expensive suits and five-inch Christian Louboutin heels and plastic red cups and beer pong.

      And then, out of the corner of my eye, I spot them. Tristan and Tea. Dancing to Taylor Swift. Shit.

      “Hey. Hey, Alice!” Juliet tugs at my arm. I look up at her.

      “You’ve been staring at them for close to a minute.”

      I roll my eyes. “So?”

      “So? I want to remind you about a little promise that you made to me. To kiss someone tonight? Do you remember that?”

      “Yes, I remember. But the night’s young,” I say.

      “It may very well be. But it won’t stay that way if you waste your time staring at your ex and his new girlfriend.”

      “Oh shut up.” I turn on my heels and walk away. I make a big show of leaving, but I’m only partly kidding. I’m glad that she’d pulled me out of my trance. Now I just need a moment to regroup.

      The door to one of the rooms is partly ajar. Perfect! I need some privacy. I push the door open and enter a large, spacious office. I look around at the gorgeous built-in shelving that lines three walls of the room.

      “There’s so much mahogany in this space, it makes me wonder if there’s any left in Central America,” Dylan says.

      “Oh my God, you scared me!” I jump. “Sorry I’m in here. I was just getting a little claustrophobic out there.”

      “Yeah, seeing your ex with a date would do that, huh?” he smiles. I know Dylan means well, but sometimes he can be such an asshole.

      “And why are you hiding out?” I ask. He shrugs and comes closer to me.

      Man, he really is good looking. He’s got well-defined arms and a strong jaw. Kind eyes.

      “I like your hair like that,” he says, looking at me. I usually wear my hair up in a ponytail or a loose bun, but today I’m wearing it down per Juliet’s instructions. I’m also wearing lipstick. Shimmery and pink. It feels sticky, but it does make my lips pop.

      I smile and flutter my eyelashes like I’m some sort of 1960s movie star or Ginger from Gilligan’s Island. But I don’t do it on purpose. Earlier that evening, Juliet had glued on my first pair of false lashes and they’re so heavy that I can barely lift up my eyelids.

      Behind Dylan is a wall of track and field trophies.

      “Wow, are all those yours?” I ask. A big smile sweeps over his whole face, lighting up the room.

      “No, not all. Some of these are my dad’s. He ran in high school and college, too.”

      His words glow with pride. But then a tinge of disappointment sets in.

      “Families are complicated, aren’t they?” I say. He knows that I know a little bit about what had happened between him and his father. And he has made no secret of the fact that his father is in Europe and this party is taking place without his consent.

      “It’s funny how similar we are, really. How much we have in common and how much we still don’t get about each other,” he says.

      “Maybe the things that you don’t get about each other are the things that you don’t fully understand about yourself. Perhaps that’s what makes it so hard,” I say.

      “Maybe.” He shrugs and changes the subject. “Agh, enough about the disappointment that I am to my father. This is a fucking party, right? Are you having a good time?”

      “Definitely.” I nod and take a gulp of my drink. “Oh so, I meant to ask. How’s Peyton?”

      The expression on Dylan’s face falls a bit, but not so much that I really pay much attention to it.

      “She’s good.” He shrugs. “She couldn’t make it tonight. Had some school thing come up.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that. Well, thanks for having me here to celebrate with you!”

      I throw my arms around his neck and give him a brief hug. And suddenly, something changes. It’s uncanny how it’s possible to enter a moment thinking you’re on a plane of existence and then find yourself on an entirely different plane altogether. Well, that is precisely what had happened.

      I hugged Dylan as a friend and a roommate. And in our brief moment, a thought popped into my head. What if I kiss him? And when I pulled away, I no longer saw Dylan, my roommate and my friend. Instead, that Dylan had somehow morphed into an entirely different creature: a crush.

      And then I did something even more insane then simply think a crazy thought.

      Before I pull away completely, I lean in and press my lips onto his. He tastes of vodka and olives and his lips are soft and warm. At first touch, there’s a moment of hesitation. I feel his body questioning what’s going on and wait for him to push me away. But he surprises me. Dylan takes me in his arms and presses his body close to mine. When he runs his coarse tongue on the inside of my lips, my legs feel as if they’d fallen asleep.

      [image: ]

      “You kissed Dylan? Dylan? Our roommate, Dylan?” Juliet asks back in our room at 5 o’clock in the morning. I have no memory of getting home, I don’t even know if we’d taken the subway or a cab, but I remember everything about that kiss.

      “Hey, I promised that I’d kiss someone tonight, right? Well, I did,” I say, flipping over on my side to face her.

      “When I made you make that promise, I wanted you to kiss someone new. Not another one of our roommates.”

      “Well, you should’ve been more specific.” I smile.

      “Okay, fine.” Juliet rolls her eyes. “Do what you want. I just don’t want you to get hurt, right? You know that I’m just looking out for you.”

      “You don’t need to look out for me,” I say. “Dylan’s a nice guy. You know that.”

      “Yes, I know that. I also know that his girlfriend of 2 years, Peyton, had just broken up with him today. On his birthday. So he’s not someone who’s in the best state of mind to start up with at this point.”

      Juliet goes on and on, but I stop listening after she mentions Peyton.

      Peyton. Of course, Peyton.

      I had completely forgotten about Peyton. About the very existence of her.

      “They broke up?” I ask. I can’t believe that they’d broken up.

      But then again, she did tell me that they did have the tendency to break up and make up.

      As if she knows what I’m thinking, Juliet says, “It looks like it might be for good this time.”

      I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if their break up is a good thing. I don’t know if I want them to still be together. Either way it’s complicated.

      “Okay, fine, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” I finally admit. I half expect Juliet to gloat, but she surprises me. Instead of reveling in being right, she just sends me a sympathetic look.

      “On the other hand,” she says, “it was just a kiss right? No big deal.”

      Yeah, maybe not. Except that it is. Dylan is the first person whom I’ve kissed since kissing Tristan exclusively, for two years.

      Well, except for that other guy…
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      His name was Darren. I was a senior in high school. Tristan and I had been in a long distance relationship for seven months and Darren was my partner in AP Physics. We had gone to the same school for four years, but I’d only met him that January. In fact, I’d never even seen him before. He swore that he had seen me, but I wasn’t so sure.

      Darren had short dark hair, the color of roasted chestnuts, and disarming blue eyes. Unlike Tristan, he was quiet and somewhat shy. He never made witty comments or jokes in class.  He rarely raised his hand, let alone answer questions directly, without being asked.

      He was basically the opposite of everything that I loved about Tristan. And yet, I found myself inexplicably drawn to him. During the first month, I loved how he had made me laugh and appreciated his friendship. Somewhere, in the middle of February, around Valentine’s Day, I started to feel something more.

      The night before our project was due, I stayed late while we put on the finishing touches on the presentation. After going over it one last time, we decided to celebrate with some of his dad’s bourbon. After drinking a full glass of bourbon, our inhibitions were somewhat relaxed. Even now, I don’t know how it happened. But suddenly, he leaned close to me. He brushed a few strands of hair out of my face and kissed me.

      I had been lying to myself about my feelings for Darren for some time. Tristan was gone and I was lonely. And Darren…well, he was around. He was funny. And sarcastic. And cute. But mostly, he was just around. I had no overwhelming desire to be with him and, I hate to admit it, but if Tristan was still around, I wouldn’t have given Darren a second thought. But I hadn’t seen Tristan in person for a long time, and it felt nice to have someone’s arms around me.

      Darren and I made out for close to an hour. It never went further than just kissing. He grabbed my butt once, but I pushed him away. It was just the kissing that I had craved. And with my eyes closed, I was transformed to another time and place where Tristan and I were together and everything between us was fine.

      I heard his mom’s hurried footsteps coming down the stairs before she came in and pulled away from Darren just in time. She only wanted to ask if we were hungry and disappeared back upstairs after hearing that we weren’t, but that was enough to break my trance.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” I said to Darren. “I have a boyfriend.”

      His disappointment brought pain to his face, but I had bigger things to worry about. I had cheated on Tristan.

      That night, I couldn’t sleep a wink. The second night, I tossed and turned and had a nightmare that Tristan had met someone else. The following day, I decided to tell Tristan.

      I told him everything. How I met Darren. How were assigned to be partners. How we had started hanging out. And finally, I told him about our kiss. Our very long kiss. For more than a moment, I was tempted to keep the length of our kiss out of it. But a pang of pain throbbed through my body, and I decided to tell him everything. No half-truths. The whole truth.

      Tristan listened carefully. He asked questions. I cried and sobbed and told him how sorry I was. I could hear the pain that I’d caused him on the phone. I felt awful, but also relieved. I had unburdened myself, selfishly. And burdened him in return.

      “I need some time to think about this, Alice,” he finally said. There was an unfamiliar tone in his voice. It echoed of disappointment and defeat. I’d never heard it before and a crippling pain closed in around my throat.

      “I’m so so sorry,” I managed to get out before he hung up.

      That night was the longest night of my life. I didn’t sleep. I didn’t even bother to change into my pajamas. I simply lay on my bed, curled up in the fetal position, and waited. Time passed quickly. And then slowly. It had no meaning to me anymore. What if this is it? I wondered. What if we’re over? The very thought of that frightened me beyond belief. But why was I so scared? Not just because I loved Tristan. But also because Tristan and I were a couple. And we had been together for so long that I no longer knew who I was without him.

      The following morning, Tristan called me. He said that he was hurt, but that he still wants to be with me. That we would get through this.

      A huge wave of relief swept over my whole body. His words lifted the ten-thousand-pound-truck off my shoulders.

      I had been unfaithful and I would never do it again. All I wanted was a second chance. And I had gotten it. I was off the hook. Everything was going to be okay now. I thought naively.

      But the thing is that a relationship’s like a vase. Once it’s dropped and gets a chip in it, it can be repaired. Fixed. And the damage can be covered up. But the crack and the memory of the damage remain. And it will always be a little weaker in the place of the original crack.
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      The first thing he does is wink at me with those intense brown eyes.

      “So, here you are in New York City. Finally,” he says.

      It’s October and the leaves are starting to change. The entire city is soggy and putting off a strong pungent smell of decomposing plant matter. The sidewalks glisten from the light rain, which has been falling all afternoon. Headlights flood Broadway, blinding me at every step.

      Nick Thomas, our childhood friend, walks behind me. I’d known about his plan for a visit for some time, but the day still crept up on me, leaving me unprepared. Nick has been one of Tristan’s best friends since middle school and I’ve known of Nick for many years. But it was only in the last two years of high school that we’d really gotten close. Nick is tall and lanky, close to 6’4’’ and only 170 pounds. He came to campus in a cab and I waited outside my building to let him up.

      Nick’s not wearing a coat. The temperature is in the low 50s, but he’s only wearing a light sweater, jeans, and flip-flops. I’m about to ask him why when I remember that he never really wore a coat. He took some unusual pride in the fact that he never got cold, no matter how cold it was outside.

      When we enter the living room, Tristan, Dylan, and Juliet are there waiting. Tristan gives him a warm hug and takes care of the introductions. After a dinner of pizza for the guys and salad and soup for Juliet and I, we all decide to go out to Lion’s Head Tavern, a bar on Amsterdam Avenue. It’s Tristan and Dylan’s favorite mainly because it’s a dive bar that serves greasy food and accepts poorly made fake IDs. Nick doesn’t have one, but luckily the bouncer doesn’t card him. Too tall, probably, I decide.

      “So where do you go to school?” Dylan asks.

      “Just a local school. Cal State Northridge. I live at home,” Nick says with a sigh. “Agh, I’m so jealous of you two. Your dorm is amazing. And you get to live with girls. Imagine that.”

      Tristan’s had a couple of drinks already. “Well, not just girls. My ex-girlfriend,” he jokes. I’ve had two drinks as well and laugh along with everyone else.

      “Yes, things could’ve been better.”

      “Oh please, you two have been friends forever. This is just a blip in your otherwise smooth relationship.” Nick waves his hand.

      Tristan and I exchange looks. I hope that he’s right.

      “So how are your folks?” I ask. I’ve always loved Mrs. Thomas. Practically every night that we’ve spend hanging out in Nick’s basement, she came downstairs with a batch of freshly baked cookies.

      “Fine. The same.” He shrugs.

      “So what’s it like to keep living at home?” Dylan asks. “Do you still have a curfew or anything? Or can you do pretty much anything you want?”

      “A curfew?” I smile. “When was the last time you had a curfew, Dylan? When you were twelve?”

      “Yeah, I think about that. But I’ve heard that some parents can be sticklers for those.”

      I shake my head. Nick laughs and then says, “No, no curfew really. It’s just not as fun. No one to hang out with in the evenings. Mainly because everyone at school is hanging out with people in their dorms.”

      “That sucks,” Tristan says.

      No one says anything for a moment as we try to imagine what that must be like. I feel bad for Nick. He’s missing out on what college has to offer and the worst thing is that he knows it.

      “Why don’t you move to campus next semester?” Dylan suggests.

      Nick shrugs. “I can’t.”

      “Why?” Juliet asks.

      Tristan and I exchange an uncomfortable look. It’s so obvious to us. But not them.

      “Money,” Nick finally says.

      “But can’t you apply for some sort of financial aid?” Dylan asks.

      “You rich kids always think that they’re some sort of solution that the rest of us haven’t thought of, don’t you?” Nick says. Everyone’s taken aback by his tone.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean it that way,” Dylan says.

      “My parents make too much money for most financial aid and not enough to actually pay for the dorm. At least, they think it’s too much,” he says. “And I do, too.” He adds after a moment.

      No one knows what to say after that. Awkwardness fills the air like a noxious gas. And no one can breathe. Not even the person who let it out.

      Eventually, we head back to the dorm. Tristan and Nick trail behind as Juliet, Dylan, and I walk ahead, just fast enough that it doesn’t quite look like we’re rushing.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about Dylan,” I hear Tristan say. “His parents have a lot of money. He doesn’t really get it.”

      “No worries,” Nick says.

      “He’s not really a bad guy. He just found out that his girlfriend is in love with her Resident Advisor so he’s been kind of a dick since then,” Tristan adds.

      Peyton’s in love with her R.A.? The thought echoes in my mind as we head out of earshot.

      “How long is he staying again?” Dylan asks me in the elevator.

      “Um, a couple of days, I think,” I say. “Listen, he’s not really a bad guy. He was just on a long flight and…”

      I find myself repeating Tristan’s words except that, unlike him, I don’t really have a good excuse. Nick was a dick. Dylan didn’t mean anything by what he said and he had no right to get upset or talk like that.

      Dylan just shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. I was just wondering.”
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      I wake up in the middle of the night and tiptoe to the bathroom. I don’t usually have to tiptoe, but Nick’s sleeping on our couch and I don’t want to wake him. On my way back, just as I think I’m in the clear, I hear him.

      “Alice? Alice?”

      “Sorry to wake you,” I say. “I’m just going back to my room.”

      “No, it’s okay. I wasn’t asleep. Hey, come here for a second.”

      I don’t want to. I’m tired and sleepy. It’s pitch black and my eyes have yet to adjust. But I walk up to the couch.

      “Hey, we didn’t really get a chance to talk much tonight,” he says and moves his feet so that I have room to sit down.

      “Yeah I know,” I say.

      When Nick first texted me and told me that he was coming, I was excited. I was looking forward to it. But now that he is here, everything is different. Things feel off. Awkward. I’d known him for so long and yet he is a stranger. How is that even possible?

      “So, how are you?” he asks and puts his hand on my knee.

      “Fine,” I say quickly and recoil away from him. His touch takes things to a whole new level of awkwardness.

      “Are you okay?” Nick leans closer to me. My eyes have adjusted to the dark and I see his thin lips close to mine. Am I sending out strange signals? What the hell is going on?

      “Yes, I’m fine. I’m just tired,” I say and go to stand up.

      “Listen, I don’t get it.” He takes my hand. I’m surprised by his aggressiveness.

      “Don’t get what?” I ask.

      “Weren’t we, like, flirting and stuff over text? You said that you were looking forward to seeing me?”

      “I was.” I pull my hand away. “Flirting? I was asking you about Corrin. I was trying to make you feel better about the fact that she dumped you.”

      “Oh, that’s mean. Why are you being so mean, Alice? You’re a nice girl.”

      I hated the tone in his voice. Who was this person?

      “I have to go.” I get up. But he gets up as well. And comes closer to me. For a moment, I think he’s going to apologize. But he doesn’t. Instead, he comes closer to me and pulls me in for a kiss. His hands are so strong that I can’t pull away. His lips are pressing so hard to mine that my teeth start to hurt. Finally, I manage to break my mouth free and scream.

      “Let go! Let go of me!”

      But he doesn’t. Instead, he pushes me onto the couch and jumps on top of me. I’m startled. I can’t believe this is happening. I feel like the whole world is moving in slow motion.

      “What the fuck, Nick? What the fuck are you doing?” Tristan says, pushing him off me. He punches him and when I look up, I see Nick sitting on the floor, cradling his nose.

      Juliet and Dylan come out of their rooms.

      “Don’t you know that no means no?”

      “Fuck you, Tristan!” Nick says.

      “I want you to leave,” Tristan says.

      “Now?” Nick seems surprised.

      “Yes, now, you asshole. You think you’re going to stay here after you attacked Alice? What the fuck happened to you, Nick? Who are you?”

      Nick doesn’t say anything. He simply gathers his things as we all stand around watching him. Somehow, in a daze, I manage to get off the couch and meander over to Juliet, who puts her arm around me. Tristan stands in front of us, in between us and Nick. Tristan throws Nick’s bag at him and escorts him toward the elevator.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan asks.

      I nod.

      “What happened?” he asks. But I can’t bear to relive what happened. Tears pull in my eyes, and I try to hold them back. Unsuccessfully.

      “Nothing, really,” I finally say.

      “What the fuck did he do?” Juliet asks.

      I try to open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. “I can’t,” I manage to finally whisper. I run inside our room and slam the door.

      I bury my head in my pillow and try to block out the whole world. When Tristan returns, I hear him explain what had happened to Dylan and Juliet. I’m glad he does because I know I don’t have the strength to say it out loud.

      [image: ]

      The following morning, I’ve decided to skip my morning classes to lie around in bed, staring at the ceiling. Juliet left early for class and the room is awfully quiet. When the silence becomes deafening, I put in my headphones and try to push it out. Being alone with my thoughts right now is the last thing I want.

      “Alice?” I hear a slight knock on the door through Lady Gaga’s “Just Dance”.

      “Come in,” I say without sitting up in bed or bothering to turn down the music.

      Tristan comes in. He looks tired and worried. The last time he had looked like that he had stayed up for two days straight working on his paper on Sherman and the Civil War.

      “I just wanted to see how you were,” he asks. He sits down on my bed. I should get up, but all I can manage to do is to turn down the music.

      “I’m okay.” I shrug. “Thank you.”

      He nods.

      “I mean it, really. Thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you didn’t come in.” The very thought of that sends chills through my body and I curl up. He puts his hand on my back and rubs my shoulders slightly.

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asks. I look up at him. I don’t know what to say. I shrug and leave it up to him.

      He climbs into bed with me, on top of the covers. He wraps me up in the covers and pulls me close to him. He’s the big spoon. I’m the little one. The warmth that emanates from him fills the entire room and finally penetrates the coldness within me. Tears start to roll down my face. They’re not tears of regret or remorse. They aren’t tears of sadness. They’re tears of relief.

      Adele’s “Hello” comes on. I take out one of my earphones and put it in Tristan’s ear. I turn up the music and we listen to her belt out what we both feel. He wraps his arms tighter around me as we drift off to sleep.
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      After that day, something unusual happened. I thought everything between Tristan and I would go back to normal. The new normal that we had established at school. The normal that basically consisted of us avoiding each other. Making small talk, but never delving deeper. Never getting closer. But it didn’t. Instead, that coldness that existed between us seemed to have vanished.

      Tristan stayed with me in my bed the whole day as I drifted in and out of sleep. And that evening, we ordered Chinese and watched Archer on Netflix. I laughed so hard I almost peed my pants. He laughed along with me.

      The following morning, I think that things between us are going to go back to being cold and distant. But, again, they don’t. I see Tristan in the kitchen and he complains about his Econ professor, calling him a know-it-all.

      “He’s supposed to know it all; he’s your teacher,” I say.

      “But not like this. He’s just a dick about it. He may know it all about Econ 101, but he doesn’t know it all about everything. And he acts like he does. I just hate his fucking arrogance.”

      I smile and watch Tristan finish his cup of impossibly black coffee. I’ve never seen him take his coffee with sugar or milk, and his ability to down so much hot caffeine so quickly has always given me pause.

      “I’ll see you tonight?” Tristan says on his way out.

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug, trying to act like he hasn’t caught me off-guard.

      “Okay, see you then,” he says.

      Of course we are going to see each other again. We’re roommates. But the way he said that, it sounded almost like he was looking forward to it. We haven’t spoken like that  since we’ve been in New York. All of this is just too weird, I decide. It’s bound to go away by tonight.

      [image: ]

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I come home that afternoon, steaming. How could I let this happen? This was a good paper. I took a whole week to write it. I didn’t procrastinate. I re-read it three times and fixed all typos and errors. It has a clear thesis and great supporting arguments. I actually read the book, unlike some people in my class.

      I throw my bag on the chair and open the refrigerator, mindlessly. I’m not hungry. I don’t know what I’m looking for. So I just stare into it as if it holds all the answers to the mysteries of the world, instead of just a packet of moldy mozzarella and a carton of expired milk.

      “You okay?” Tristan asks, startling me. I nearly jump out of my shoes.

      “Oh my God, you scared me,” I say. “I didn’t see you there.”

      He apologizes and asks me if I’m okay, again.

      “I’m fine.” I shrug. I don’t want to go into it, but then I do. “I just got a C on my first English paper.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That sucks.”

      “Yeah, especially since I was certain that it was good. I am certain.”

      “Maybe it was some kind of a mistake,” Tristan offers. I shrug.

      “No, really, I heard of that happening,” he says.

      “I don’t think so.” I toss him the paper. “All the mistakes are in red.”

      I watch him leaf through my paper. It’s got so much red ink on it, it looks like it’s bleeding.

      “The thing that makes me really upset is that now I’m not so sure if I should even be pursuing English. I mean, maybe I’m not so good at it, after all. Maybe I have no business doing it if I can’t do better than a C on some freshman English class.”

      It feels good to say that to Tristan. He had been my friend for a long time, way before we ever dated, and we could always talk to each other about things that were going on in our lives.

      “Listen, if you think that you should give up on your passion just because of one stupid grade, then you’re insane. You’ve loved English and wanted to be a writer for as long as I can remember. And now, you’re, what, just going to give that up because of one grade?”

      I shrug. When he puts it that way, it does sound stupid.

      “It just makes me wonder if I’m any good at it. I mean, what if I’m not? What’s the point? It’s such a hard thing to do, it’s so hard to actually make money at it, then shouldn’t I be, like, extraordinary to even pursue it? And if I can’t get better than a C in my first college class then maybe I’m not so good at all.”

      Tristan rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask. I know that look. He has a lot to say, he’s just holding back.

      “Nothing.” He shrugs. “If that’s what you think, then that’s what you think.”

      “Okay, okay. What?” I know he wants me to pry it from him.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes, that’s why I’m here.” I nod.

      “Well, I think it’s unfair.”

      “What’s unfair?”

      “That artists are measured on this ridiculous standard of success. The kind of standard that no one else is measured on.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, you are considering giving up becoming a writer because of one class, right?”

      I nod.

      “Well, I bet you that there are thousands of future accountants and economics majors, for that matter, who would never consider giving up their majors just because they got a C one of their first projects in their first college class. What’s unfair is that the whole world has this tendency to think that just because they haven’t heard of some actor, painter, or writer that the person pursing that profession is somehow a failure. The rest of us aren’t compared the same way. What I mean is that people think that if you’re not Hemingway or Picasso or Elizabeth Taylor then you’re a failure as an artist. But there are no such comparisons in accounting.”

      “So what you’re really saying is that I should stick it out?” I say.

      “Yes! Of course you should stick it out. It’s just one grade or one class. Who the hell cares?”

      “And what makes you so sure?” I ask.

      “Because I believe in you. I’ve read your stories, remember? I know how good they are. So who cares what some professor thinks of your paper on the Catcher in the Rye?”

      “It was actually on The Invisible Man,” I say with a smile.
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      Tristan’s right. Of course he’s right. This is just one paper in one class. And even if it’s the whole class. Even if I get a C in the whole class (the very thought of that makes my body shiver), so what? What does that matter in the grand scheme of things?

      My thoughts make sense to me on an intellectual level, but not on the innate, instinctual level, which lives somewhere in my gut.

      “I know you’re right,” I say. “But...”

      “Agh, the kiss of death!” Tristan jokes.

      “Okay, okay, I know. But I still have these doubts, you know?”

      “I know. You’ve had them since you were a kid. And you’ve wanted to be a writer since you were a kid.”

      “Agh, you’re so annoying.” I throw my hands in the air. “Why do you have to know me for so long?”

      Tristan smiles. “That’s right, baby. You can’t hide your true self from me. I know you too well.”

      I roll my eyes. I’m secretly enjoying this. This banter. It feels like we’re in 10th grade. When we were still friends. Before we started dating and everything got so much more complicated.

      “Okay, what? What was the ‘but’ all about?” he finally asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I just think that maybe I should go back to pre-med. I mean, being pre-med is a good option, right?”

      “Yes, being pre-med’s a good option. The world needs more doctors,” he says with lackluster.

      “But?” I fill in where I know he’s headed.

      “You can definitely become a doctor. Of course you can. But, in my humble opinion, the world will miss out.”

      “Miss out? Don’t doctors save lives?” I ask.

      “Yes, they do,” Tristan says, leaning close to me. So close, for a moment, I feel like he’s going to kiss me. “But doctors don’t save as many lives as writers.”

      “What?” I pull away.

      “Alice, if there were no art, no movies, no books, what would be the point of living? What would we be all living for, exactly? Just breathing in and out isn’t enough, you know.

      I smile. “Wow, is this really coming from an Econ major? And I thought you were a realist.”

      Tristan tosses his hair and opens a can of soda. “A realist?” he asks with a twinkle in his eye. “Never. I’m an Economics major, darling. If the stock market isn’t an adventure in fiction and an indulgence in fantasy, I don’t know what is.”

      [image: ]

      Tristan’s words make me feel better and we hang out together all afternoon. We watch trash TV and eat junk food. We make inside jokes about people from high school that I haven’t thought about in ages.

      “Oh my God, I’ve never seen you two like this,” Juliet says when she comes into the living room for some rest and relaxation after a long afternoon of breathing classes. She’s actually taking a class on breathing! Can you believe that? And, according to her, it’s actually hard. She doesn’t have to read The Invisible Man and write a 5,000-word paper on race and class struggles in 1960s America. Maybe I should major in acting!

      “Like what?” I ask, still laughing about Tristan’s comment about someone from the Jerry Springer show and our 9th grade History teacher.

      “Like you two actually like each other,” she says. “Dylan, have you ever seen them like this?”

      Dylan looks up from his cereal bowl. “No, not really. Though Alice and Tristan as friends is a nice change of pace from Alice and Tristan as former lovers who can’t stand each other.”

      “Hey! We never couldn’t stand each other,” Tristan says. “Things were just…complicated.”

      “Yes, very complicated,” I say. “But we were always friends.”

      Dylan and Juliet exchange looks. “With friends like that, who needs enemies,” she says.

      “We weren’t that bad,” I say.

      “You were impossible,” Dylan says. “But, honestly, this is much much better. Much more fun for us, at least,” he says about him and Juliet. She nods her head.

      “Hey, so do you all want to go out and celebrate this new development? I was thinking drinks somewhere on Amsterdam Ave.?” Juliet suggests.

      “Sounds good,” Dylan and I say at the same time and crack up laughing.

      “Tristan?” Juliet asks.

      “I’d love to, but I actually have a date tonight. Rain check?” he asks.

      Date. Of course. I had completely forgotten about Tea. How could I’ve forgotten about Tea? Tristan was still seeing Tea. And Tea and I were still not talking. I really liked her, but I haven’t talked to her since that day that I discovered that she and Tristan were a thing. It wasn’t entirely my fault. She started sitting on the other side of the classroom and leaving immediately after class. She started working with someone else as a peer partner and everything we seemed to have vanished in an instant.

      “Oh, that’s cool,” I say quickly, though I fear that it wasn’t quick enough. “Rain check? Yes, definitely.”

      Again, just as I expect for things to get weird between us again, they don’t. Surprisingly. Juliet and Dylan fill in the gap in the conversation and we all break out in laughter. It’s amazing how much dark energy one laugh can suck up and morph into something else completely. I hope that Tristan and I continue to laugh together for the rest of our lives. We didn’t for more than two months and that was two months too long.
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      Okay, so I’m officially moving on with my life. Tristan’s with Tea and that’s okay. I’m really okay with it. And even if he weren’t with Tea, I’m not interested. I have a crush on someone else. How does that old saying go? The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Well, I’m not under him yet, but I am interested.

      He’s tall, dark, and handsome. I don’t know his name or anything else about him except that he likes to sketch. That’s how I first spotted him. I saw him sitting in the Quad, sketching in his notebook. Yesterday, he drew a little boy playing ball with his mom. The resemblance was uncanny. Today, he’s sketching hands. I’m not sure who they belong to, though. I’m sitting slightly behind him, under an oak. Instead of concentrating on Thomas Hobbes and what he said about the society, I keep searching for the owner of those hands. And imagining what it would be like to kiss the stranger on the bench across from me.

      I’ve had this crush for close to a week, and the experience has been exhilarating. It’s such a change of pace to not dwell on Tristan anymore and to actually look forward to something. I try to remember the last time I really had a crush on someone. More than two years ago. That’s an insane amount of time to go without feeling butterflies in my stomach. The jitters of what it’s all going to be like. I’m only 18 years old for crying out loud! When did I become such an old maid? A long-term relationship in high school will do that to you.

      A strong gust of wind suddenly blows in and clouds blanket the sun. Thick raindrops start to fall from the sky. I toss my notebook and various study sheets into my bag and head toward the library. Now I will probably never know whose hands my crush was sketching. A few minutes later, I’m inside the library, fruitlessly looking around for a spot to study. The place is packed with soggy students.

      “Hey, hey!” someone says. It’s him. My nameless crush.

      “You dropped this,” he says. I smile. But the smile quickly vanishes when I see what he’s holding. It’s a thank you card to Nick. I wrote it while I watched him sketch, when I should’ve been concentrating on Hobbes.

      “Thanks.” I take it reluctantly. I hate to admit ownership of that thing. I just hope that he didn’t read it. He turns around to leave, but then he turns around.

      “You know, it’s really admirable what you wrote,” he says.

      “You read it??”

      “I couldn’t help it. It fell open.”

      I shake my head.

      “What, you don’t believe me?” he asks.

      “No, not really.” I shrug. I’m about to walk away, but something stops me.

      “You know, you had no right. This is private. Not for some stranger to read.”

      He takes a step toward me. His dark hair falls into his unbelievably blue eyes. For a second, I can’t tell if I’m wet from the rain or melting from his gaze.

      “I’m Simon,” he says.

      I stare at him. I have no idea why he just told me his name.

      “There, we’re not strangers anymore now that you know my name. Alice.”

      How the fuck does he know my name? I’m fuming. I’m embarrassed. Of all the things that he found, why did he have to read that note? I glance at the note. It’s wet and the ink is smeared, but I can still make out all the words. I know them by heart.

      

      Dear Nick,

      Thank you. No, really. This isn’t a joke. This is a legitimate thank you note. I just can’t believe that I’m writing you this or thanking you for trying to force yourself on me. But I am. Because the thing is that, if you didn’t do what you did then Tristan and I would still be strangers. But because you did what you did, Tristan and I are friends again.

      There’s this feeling of normalcy between us. And I’m finally starting to feel like I’m not walking on eggshells around him. You’re still a prick for doing what you did and I hope that you get some counseling. You need it. Apparently, you don’t know that when a girl says no, she means no. But thank you anyway. Thank you for being a dick and an asshole.

      

      Not love,

      Alice

      

      “You have no right to call me Alice,” I say, my cheeks flushed with a mixture of excitement, anger and embarrassment.

      “I have no right to call you Alice? But isn’t that your name?” He looks at me amused.

      “Yes, but I didn’t tell you my name. You read it in this super personal note that I wrote, not to you.”

      “I couldn’t help but read it,” Simon says.

      “You couldn’t help reading it? What the hell does that even mean?” My voice is getting louder and the librarian shushes me sternly. I switch to whispering loudly. “You had no right to read it.”

      “I know,” he whispers softly. Simon’s got such a smug look on his face that it makes me want to punch him and then kiss him and then punch him again. “That’s why I thought you would want it back.”

      “Whatever.” I turn on my heels and head out. This conversation is clearly pointless. When I reach the second set of double doors on my way out of the library, I’m certain that I had left him behind. I feel relieved and a little disappointed.

      “Why don’t you let me make this up to you?” Simon asks in his quiet, raspy voice. My lips curl into a smile and I’m grateful that I’m facing away from him. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      “And why should I?” I ask.

      “It’s the decent thing to do. And I know you want to.”

      Now I get incensed.

      “I what? I want you to? Please.”

      I roll my eyes and head out into the rain. Why didn’t I bring a stupid umbrella with me? I curse myself. I’m such an idiot.

      “You’ve been staring at me all day.” Simon follows me closely behind.

      “I have not,” I yell without turning to face him.

      I’m walking briskly, as fast as I can without running, but he’s keeping up with me like it’s nothing. What is it about rain that blocks out the whole world and makes it so hard to hear a word? I can barely hear myself think.

      “You’ve been staring at me for days,” he says. It’s a good thing that it’s freezing out and I’m soaking wet, otherwise I know that my cheeks would be burning red right now.

      “By the way, artists are terribly perceptive. So if you ever stare at another artist in the future, just know that they’re probably aware of it.”

      I roll my eyes as if I can’t even justify his response with an answer. But it’s mainly because I don’t know what to say. Again, I feel that strange feeling in the pit of my stomach – like I want to both punch him and kiss him.

      “Hey, c’mon.” He grabs the back of my jacket and turns me around. “Let me make this up to you. Please? Just a cup of coffee?”

      His eyes are sincere now. His face is no longer smug, but open, inviting. He really wants to get coffee with me.

      “Fine,” I finally say.

      “Excellent!” Simon’s eyes light up. “And by the way, just so you know, those hands that I was sketching today. They belong to you.”
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      Over coffee, I find out that Simon’s from the UK. I detected a slight accent, but apparently he grew up in New York and Dubai, where his dad headed some petrol engineering division. His family now lives in London. Simon’s a junior and he’s studying design. He likes to sketch and draw outside because “that’s where life is,” he says.

      Simon’s so open about his art, about his purpose in life, that I suddenly feel like I’m in the closet. Like I’m not being honest about who I am. Like I’m living a lie. And perhaps I am. So I decided to change that.

      “So what about you? What do you do?” he asks. I’m struck by his choice of words. He doesn’t ask what I’m trying to do, what I’m planning on doing when I grow up, what I’m majoring in. Instead, he asks what I do. As if I’m not in some transitional phase of my life. As if I’m actually embodying my true self right now.

      “I’m a writer,” I say. It’s the first time I’ve ever said those words out loud. I didn’t say “I’m an aspiring writer” or “I’m planning on becoming a writer.” I feel liberated. I’m out. I’m not hiding who I am. The sentence is so simple and elegant and it has taken me 18 years to formulate it and embody it. To admit to the world, and to myself, that that’s who I am.

      I look at Simon. He shrugs. Accepts it. Like it’s no big deal.

      “That’s cool,” he says.

      Yes, it is.

      Over coffee, Simon and I find out that we have a lot in common. It’s weird that we do since we’ve had such different upbringings. But I guess parents can be very similar no matter the culture or where they reside in the world. Simon’s close to his parents, they talk every other day, but they are not happy about his choice of career.

      “Growing up, my father always told me that he wanted me to do whatever would make me happy. Except that, to him, that meant that I should pursue engineering. Like him.”

      I know exactly what he’s talking about.

      “He was genuinely distressed when I started painting in high school. He thinks museums are some place you go on vacation just to say you did, but for no other reason. But for me, I felt this euphoria that first time I saw the Dying Gaul in Rome. It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen up to that point and it just touched me on this instinctual level. I was 14 and I knew that no matter what I did, I wanted to do something that would make other people feel like I did when I saw that sculpture.”
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      What was supposed to be one cup of coffee ended up being three. We stayed for close to three hours in that coffee shop talking, discussing, and, mostly, laughing. When he finally walks me back to my building, I actually feel a little sad that we are separating. He’s so easy to talk to, it feels like magic is in the air. I’m afraid of breaking the spell.

      At the bottom of my building, Simon grabs my hand. He pulls me close to him and brushes a few strands of hair out of my face.

      “You have the most beautiful eyes,” he whispers in his raspy voice that makes me go weak at the knees.

      His rough fingers linger around my neck as he licks his lips. He leans closer to me. I feel his breath on my face. Then he kisses me. He parts my lips with his.

      When he buries his hands in my hair, I kiss him back. I push back at him and the passion that builds within me overtakes me. We push against each other, our bodies intertwining and separating with our breaths.

      We stand there until I lose all sense of time and place. The whole world falls away and we’re the only ones that exist. The only ones that matter.

      “Get a room!” I hear someone say faintly behind me. Suddenly, the outside world rushes in.

      Simon keeps going ignoring the comment, but I can’t help but pull away.

      “Alice?” Dylan says with a chuckle. “Sorry, I didn’t know it was you.”

      And then I see them. Tristan and Tea. They’re standing behind Dylan. Both look uncomfortable.

      I do the only thing I can think of.

      “Simon, these are my roommates, Dylan and Tristan. And this is…” I don’t know how to introduce her. I thought she was a friend, but then she wasn’t. This is the first time I’ve really seen her in a long time. “And this is Tea. Everyone, this is Simon.”

      “Hi Simon,” they all say practically at the same time.

      Simon nods.

      “We’re just going upstairs to hang out. Come join us,” Dylan says nonchalantly. Tea, Tristan, and I stare at him as if he’s dense. But he doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Sure,” Simon says.

      Now I look at Simon as if he had lost his mind. But there’s nothing left to do. I can’t very well un-invite him.
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      That evening, the six of us hang out. I thought it would be awkward and uncomfortable, but for some reason it isn’t. Juliet makes eggs in her usual way, leaving Simon in awe.

      “What are you doing?” he asks when she scrambles the eggs with a fork and puts the bowl into the microwave.

      “Making scrambled eggs.” She shrugs. Dylan, Tristan and I watch her do this every evening. She likes to have breakfast foods in the evening. It’s “one of the perks of being a grown up,” according to her.

      “In the microwave?” Simon asks, clearly having trouble processing the entire concept.

      “She does it all the time,” Dylan says, as if doing something insane all the time explains it.

      “I had no idea you could do that.” Simon shakes his head. I notice that his English accent becomes more pronounced in times of shock or awe. It’s so adorable, it takes all of my strength not to leap over the couch and kiss him.

      “Juliet’s an expert in microwave cooking,” Tristan explains. “She needs to write a book about it and teach the rest of us mere mortals.”

      Simon shakes his head and laughs. “Oh my God, that’s blasphemous.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Cooking in the microwave, of course! Or that it’s even considered cooking,” he laughs.

      “I happen to think it’s pretty awesome,” Tristan says. We’re all joking around, making fun, but something about how Tristan says that changes the entire tone of the conversation. I can tell that everyone had noticed it.

      “I know, me too. I didn’t mean anything by it, Juliet,” Simon says. She shrugs, clearly not caring. Juliet’s one of those people who let things that don’t matter slide. She’s sort of amazing like that. I admire her greatly for it, even though I often want to kill her for it as well. I mean, how does she go through life like that? Really?

      The evening continues on without a hitch. Much better than I thought it would, honestly. Except that as times passes and I get more and more engulfed in my conversation with Juliet and Tea, I suddenly notice that Simon and Tristan seem to disagree on pretty much everything.

      They disagree about the correct lyrics to Miley Cyrus’s “Wrecking Ball”. They look it up and Simon’s right.

      They disagree on whether Christmas will fall on a weekday or a weekend this year. How or why that topic of conversation ever came up, I will never know! They look it up and Tristan’s right.

      They disagree on who’s going to play in the Super Bowl this year. There’s no way to know yet. It’s only October.

      After awhile, Tea gets annoyed that Tristan’s attention is entirely focused on Simon and takes off early. He waves goodbye to her without even bothering to get up or walk her to the door, and she leaves angry. Tristan can be very insensitive at times, and I’m glad that, for once, I’m not on the other end of that. Half an hour later, Simon takes off too, but not before he and Tristan get into a little tiff.

      I’m not sure what brings it on because I’m in the middle of a very important conversation with Juliet about the proper way of removing glue from false lashes. But then I suddenly hear Tristan say, “You know, you don’t have to be such a dick about it.”

      “About what? I’m just stating my opinion.”

      “Oh, whatever. You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Tristan says and storms off into his room.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “Your roommate doesn’t like to hear the truth,” Simon says, clearly unfazed. He shrugs and gives me a little peck on the cheek. “I have to go.”

      “I had a good time today,” Simon says while I wait for the elevator with him.

      “Me too.”

      “Can I see you again?” he asks.

      “Yes, of course,” I say and lean up to kiss him.
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      When I get back to the room, Tristan’s pacing in the living room. He’s angry. Very angry. I’ve never seen him like that.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asks. I nod. “In private?”

      I follow him to his room. Suddenly, I realize that this is the first time I’ve ever been here. I look around. Almost every square inch of blank wall space is covered in posters. Girls in bikinis. Lakers and 49ers posters  (clearly, Tristan’s). Yankees and Knicks posters (Dylan’s). The stereotypical John Belushi College poster, which seems to be a requirement for every college guy’s room. And then there’s the smell. No, not smell. But stench. The place smells of old burritos and sweat.

      “Don’t you guys ever air this place out?” I ask.

      “Sorry, we went to that candle store that you and Juliet love, but they said that you’ve cleaned them out,” he says without missing a beat.

      “Haha, very funny,” I smile. It’s nice to banter with him again. I realize that it’s this banter that I’ve really missed over the last few months. It’s not even the kissing or the sex or touching. It’s the friendly banter. It feels like old times again. Long ago times. When we were friends and things were less complicated.

      “So what did you want to talk about?” I ask.

      “That guy. Simon,” Tristan says, elongating his name in an effort to mock him. It works. I roll my eyes.

      “You want to talk about Simon?” I ask.

      “Yes. What’s up with him?”

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Are you seeing him or something?” Tristan asks.

      “I don’t know. I guess. Today was our first date. Well, sort of,” I say. I suddenly catch myself. I don’t know why I’m telling him all this. It’s none of his business.

      “Why do you care?” I ask.

      “He moves fast, doesn’t he?” Tristan avoids my question.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Tristan starts to pace the room again. He’s no longer talking to me, but at me.

      “Had his tongue down your throat already and then met your roommates,” he says, avoiding eye contact with me.

      I’ve never seen Tristan like this. What the hell is going on? And then it hits me.

      “Wait a second,” I say. “What’s going on here? Are you jealous? Really?”

      I smile. I feel myself beaming. I try to stop smiling, but I can’t.

      “No, I’m not jealous,” Tristan says quickly. A little too quickly to be believable.

      He can deny it all he wants, but I see right through him. He is jealous.

      “How can you be jealous? You have a girlfriend!” I say.

      “Who, Tea? She’s not my girlfriend,” he says. I furrow my brows. Don’t believe him.

      “Does she know that? Because from the looks of it, it seems like she is.”

      He shakes his head. “No, she isn’t. We’re just hanging out. Seeing each other. But not exclusively. Nothing serious.”

      I shake my head. I feel bad for Tea. I don’t think she sees it that way. “Well, in that case, you should talk to her. I’m not sure you’re on the same page.”

      He looks right at me. “Don’t change the subject,” he says.

      “From what?”

      “From you.”

      “I wasn’t.” I shrug.

      “So, what, you like that guy? Simon?”

      I think about it for a moment. I want to answer as truthfully as possible. That’s what friends do, right?

      “Yes, I do.” I nod. “A lot.”

      He rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

      “And why is it you don’t like him?” I ask. Tristan doesn’t have a good reason.

      “I just have a bad feeling about it, Alice,” he says. Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes.

      “Tristan, you don’t have a bad feeling. You’re just jealous. But you’re going to have to get over it. Because we’re not together anymore,” I say and leave the room.
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      Somehow, Tristan and I fall into a new normal. A couple of weeks pass. He continues to see Tea (I hope that they’ve had that talk about their relationship and that he’s not leading her on, but I don’t know). I keep seeing Simon. Simon and I go on four dates. Each one better than the one before. Slowly, but surely, we’re getting to that place. You know, sex. Possibly.

      “So you haven’t done it yet?” Juliet asks one night while clipping new extensions into her hair.

      It was out of the blue, but I’ve been meaning to talk to someone about it. She might be my best option.

      “No, not yet,” I sigh. “I’m not sure if I’m ready.”

      “What? Why?” She stares at me as if I’d lost my mind. Clearly, I have to explain it to her more bluntly.

      “Well, I haven’t done it with anyone else since Tristan. So I feel a little uneasy about the whole thing.”

      “But you like Simon, right?”

      I nod.

      “So what does this have to do with Tristan, again?” she asks, brushing one of the extensions.

      Everything seems so simple to her. I wish I were more like her. No complications. No analysis. Just living life by the seat of her pants. But I have a problem with living too much in my head. It has never really gotten me anywhere good. I just don’t know how to stop.

      I shrug. I don’t know how to answer her. “It has nothing to do with him. It’s weird.”

      She rolls her eyes. She’s wearing so much make up that the eye roll is particularly exaggerated, reminding me of a cartoon character.

      “No, what’s weird is that Tristan’s seeing that fat chick after dumping you, of all people, and they’re doing it like rabbits while you’re dating someone hotter than your ex and not doing it with him.”

      Juliet’s words leave me breathless. I don’t even know where to begin addressing that action packed statement of bullshit that she laid on my lap. I decide to start at the beginning.

      “First of all, Tea’s not fat,” I say.

      “She’s big boned,” Juliet and I say at the same time. Juliet’s mocking me.

      “And she’s really nice,” I add.

      Juliet shrugs. “Fine, you want to go around pretending to like your ex’s new girlfriend, you do that. I don’t see him doing the same thing for you, but okay.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean?” Juliet turns to me and uses the hair curler as a pointer. “Alice, Tristan’s got a girlfriend and he’s super jealous about what you’re doing with Simon – some guy you’re not even sleeping with.”

      I hate to admit it, but that makes me really happy. I feel a little smile forming on my face and force it away. I change the subject.

      “You really think that Simon’s hotter?” I ask.

      Juliet rolls her eyes, again. “I’m not even justifying that with an answer. Your attachment to Tristan is ridiculous. He fucked up. Broke up with you. Why can’t you just move on?”

      “I am moving on,” I say. It no longer feels like we’re joking around. Now, I’m getting mad. “I don’t want Tristan back. I wouldn’t even take him back if he wanted to get back together,” I add.

      I’ve never said those words out loud. I barely let myself think them before. But saying them now feels true. Honest. Yes, I wouldn’t take him back. It’s over. We’re over.

      “So why are you so afraid of sleeping with Simon?” Juliet asks.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “The only thing I do know for sure is that it has nothing to do with Tristan. It’s all me. I haven’t slept with anyone else. Maybe I’m just scared.”

      [image: ]

      Later that night, Juliet goes out to one of the clubs in Soho. It’s Tuesday night. Juliet likes to go out on weeknights because, according to her, “that’s when the clubs are full of locals” and not the bridge and tunnel kind. I’ve gone out with her once on a weeknight, but then couldn’t concentrate for shit in class the next day. She goes out a couple of times per week and insists that she’s perfectly fine the next day. But then again, I don’t spend my Wednesday mornings sleeping in and my Wednesday afternoons in a class on breathing. How can there be a whole semester on breathing? Is there even enough material to cover over twelve weeks? And if there is, how the hell are the rest of us getting by without this intensive 12-week class on something so elemental and essential to life? I doubt I will ever discover the answers to these questions.

      I had invited Simon over to study earlier that day and he comes right after Juliet leaves. Unfortunately for me, I’m the only one who has to study. He’s coming to draw. I didn’t want to make any final plans about what would happen later tonight, but I decided to play it safe and shave my legs and other important parts of my body, just in case. I put on my best pair of panties and curse myself for not having a matching set of bra and panties. I mean how hard is it to get a matching set, anyway? You’re an adult now, Alice. A woman. And women have matching bra and panty sets!

      I look at myself in the mirror. Black no-line panties and a black push up bra with lace and little flowers near the straps. The bra makes my breasts look like they’re a C-cup, even though they’re barely a B. My mom likes to say that these bras are false advertisements and that men will be undoubtedly disappointed. My sisters and I know she’s joking, but none of us are as well-endowed as she is. And at this point in my life, I’m not ready to go under the knife like many girls in my high school did. So the push up bra will have to do. And if he’s disappointed…oh well.

      Once I make the undergarments decision, I turn to my closet and face a much more difficult and complicated decision: what to wear on top. I pull out two pairs of jeans, two t-shirts, two blouses, a skirt, and a dress. I try on a total of four outfits. One’s too dressy. Another one is way too dressy. One’s too casual and not feminine enough. Finally, the last one is just perfect. Skinny jeans, a tight Polo sweater with black and white stripes and a pair of Uggs with little bow ties in the back. I look at myself in the mirror. Cute.

      Simon comes on time. He’s dressed in loose fitting jeans and a sexy grey t-shirt that hugs him in all the right places. After giving me a brief hug and a warm kiss, he throws his coat on Juliet’s bed and plops down on mine with his sketchpad.

      “Can I draw you while you study?” he asks and begins to make an outline without waiting for my reply.

      “What?” I ask. My hands grow cold and shivers run up my spine.

      “C’mon, please?” he pleads.

      No, I shake my head. Absolutely not, I think to myself.

      “Why?” he looks up at me with his beautiful blue eyes. The light in the room makes them look hazel and even more mysterious and cunning than usual.

      “Because I’m way too self-conscious!” I say. How’s that not obvious? Who the hell would agree to have themselves be sketched and feel okay about it?

      “You have no reason to be self-conscious. You’re beautiful.”

      Simon says that in such a quiet, unassuming way that I believe him. I know that’s exactly how he feels.

      “Thank you.” I smile. “But that’s still a no.”

      He puts his sketchpad away and inches his way close to me. I’m sitting with my legs crossed on the other side of the bed and he puts his hands on my knees and pulls himself closer.

      “C’mon, I’m very respectful,” he whispers and kisses my hand. “This isn’t going to be like Titanic or anything, if you’re worried. You don’t have to take your clothes off.”

      “Well, thank you for that.” I roll my eyes. I wasn’t even thinking that it would be, but now I am. Titanic’s my favorite movie. I’ve watched it a million times. My sisters don’t get it because it came out before my time, but I love old movies!

      Simon smiles at me and refuses to break eye contact. The mention of Titanic has intrigued me. But there’s no way that I’m posing naked. Kate Winslet has way more guts than I do.

      “Okay, fine. Suit yourself.” Simon pulls away from me. He gives me a quick peck on the cheek to show that they are no hard feelings and goes back to his sketchpad. I open my notebook and try to concentrate on my notes on Catcher in the Rye. Unfortunately, I can barely read my own handwriting or make out anything that I wrote down. Nothing I read makes any sense and after five minutes of struggling, my eyes start to drift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wait, a second! What are you doing?” I ask when I catch a glimpse of Simon’s work and see an outline of my face.

      “Nothing.” He smiles and covers his work. I grab it out of his hand and run to the other side of the room.

      “Hey! That’s private!” he yells, half joking.

      “Yes! Exactly!” I yell back and laugh. “This is my face! That’s private, too!”

      Simon gets off the bed and starts chasing me around the room. We make two circles around the room before he catches up to me, grabs his sketchpad from my hand and knocks me down on the bed. We burst out in laughter, which quickly morphs into kissing.

      Simon’s tongue slides down my neck and pauses at my breasts. He then continues further down. He pulls up my shirt and kisses my belly button. Suddenly, everything becomes a blur. My shirt comes off. I unbutton his pants. He struggles in pulling off my jeans. He takes off my bra. I pull off his shirt. He caresses my breasts with his tongue. I run my tongue toward his belly button and tug at his boxer briefs.

      “Hey, have you seen my…” Tristan barges into my room.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I scream. He freezes in the doorway. I grab something off the floor and try to cover myself up. It’s futile. It’s my bra and I’m not in the right frame of mind to put it on properly. None of the clasps make any sense. I grab a shirt instead and wrap it around my torso.

      When I look up, Tristan’s still there.

      “Tristan! What the hell?” I say. “Get the hell out!”

      But Tristan just stands there like a frozen statue. I see Simon smile wryly. The expression on his face makes him look proud. And if not proud then definitely unfazed.

      “Tristan! Tristan!” I try again.

      This time, he seems to snap out of it. Simon looks at me and then at Tristan. Back to me.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers and leaves.

      I enter some sort of state of shock. My ears buzz and my hands get cold. I can’t feel the ends of my fingertips at all.

      “He wants you back,” Simon says and starts to kiss my shoulder. His lips feel cold and foreign. I push him away.

      “What?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

      Simon shrugs.

      “Your ex…he wants you back,” he says.

      The words that come out of his mouth don’t make any sense to me. I shake my head, no. And then look at Simon more closely. He isn’t jealous or worried. Instead, he’s oozing confidence and nonchalance. Is it all an act? I wonder. Doesn’t seem like it.

      Simon leans closer to me. I’m still grasping my shirt around my breasts in a failed effort to cover up. He touches my arm and tries to pull it away. I stop him. Without a word, he starts to kiss me again. Up my neck. Then my lips. I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to recapture our moment. Trying to bring us back to what we were doing before the interruption. But I can’t think straight. I can’t focus. I can’t let myself fall back into that world. The interruption is all I can think about.

      “Wait, wait.” I pull away. “Stop. I can’t.”

      “Oh c’mon. Don’t let him ruin this for us,” he whispers. His voice is intoxicating. His lips are so sexy. For a brief moment, I lose myself. But then pull away again.

      “No, I can’t.” I shake my head. “You have to go.”

      “What?” Simon can’t believe what I’m saying.

      “I’m sorry,” I say and start getting dressed. “I have to study. And we shouldn’t be doing that anyway.”

      “I can stay and study with you,” he says. I think about that for a moment. Perhaps we can just pretend that none of this happened. But then my thoughts drift to Tristan again. No, I can’t study right now. I need air. I need to get out of this room.

      “No, I’m sorry.” I shake my head and usher Simon out of the room.

      “I’ll call you later,” I say by the elevator. I lean up for a kiss, but Simon’s mad. He’s not saying anything, but I can tell. He turns his head away from me.

      “Can I call you later?” I ask. A pang of fear rushes through me. What if he doesn’t want to see me again? What then?

      “Whatever,” Simon shrugs and gets on the elevator.

      [image: ]

      “What the hell are you thinking?” I barge into Tristan’s room without knocking.

      I hope to catch him doing something embarrassing and humiliating too, but he’s just sitting on his bed with a textbook open across his legs. He looks up at me as if I’m lost, as if he had completely forgotten what had just happened! Agh, he makes me so mad!

      “What?” he asks, raising his eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

      “What? What’s going on?” I catch myself repeating his words. “YOU. Barging in on ME.”

      “Listen, I’m sorry about that okay.” Tristan shrugs. “I was just looking for my jacket. I thought that I’d left it in your room.”

      I shake my head. “This is unbelievable.”

      I walk out of his room and slam the door on my way out. I start pacing around the living room thinking of something to say. Looking for words that I can use to convey my anger at him. But nothing comes. I want to slam something. Break something. Hit something. Hit him. Tristan!

      “Okay, listen.” Tristan comes out into the living room. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” I yell. I hate how my voice breaks a bit at the top.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to interrupt. It was really an accident.” Tristan shrugs.

      All I can do is stare at him.

      “Is he still here?” he whispers after I don’t respond.

      “No, of course not! Why?” I ask.

      Tristan shrugs again. Our eyes lock. He looks away. I hate how sexy he looks when he’s wrong. He has this tendency to look down at his feet and shift his weight a bit from side to side. I wait for him to drop his shoulders and let out a few sighs. He does. Why do I have to know all these things about him? I curse myself. I should find him and all of his perfect imperfections annoying and vomit-inducing, but I don’t. Instead, they make me want to...

      I shake my head. No, I won’t go there. Not even in my thoughts. This is over.

      “Can I ask you something?” Tristan asks after a few moments of silence. I shrug and look at the floor.

      “Why did you get so mad? I mean, I know I surprised you. But…why did you get so mad, Alice?”

      “I didn’t get mad,” I say too quickly. “You just wouldn’t leave the room. Why did you just stand there like a statue? I had to yell at you a couple of times before you left.”

      Tristan takes a step closer to me. He tilts his head forward and his hair falls into his face. We’re so close that I can see the pores on his face. Mysteriously, none of them are black.

      “I was in shock,” he whispers.

      “Why?” I whisper. We’re so close that I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “Because you’d moved on,” he says after a moment and looks away. He turns around and walks to the kitchen.

      “What?” I ask in my normal voice. The words seem to echo around the room. Tristan stops in his tracks.

      “What?” he asks.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. I feel like we’re dancing in circles and getting nowhere.

      “I was in shock because you’d moved on,” he whispers. “That’s why I just stood there. I didn’t mean to interrupt, really. And when I saw you two, I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.”

      I can’t understand what he’s saying. My ears are buzzing again.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “We broke up, Tristan. A long time ago.”

      He shrugs.

      “You broke up with me, remember? And now you’re sleeping with my peer review partner. Tea. Remember? So you’re surprised when you catch me in bed with Simon? Are you insane?”

      He looks at me confused. “Wait, what? Sleeping with Tea? Who said anything about sleeping with Tea?”

      “You two haven’t slept together?” I ask.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “Not that’s not any of your business.”

      “Wait, I don’t understand,” I say. “You’ve been dating for awhile now.”

      He shrugs. “The timing hasn’t been right. We’re taking it slow. But it doesn’t matter now. Everything’s different now, right?”

      I want to run up to him and pound him on his chest. What the hell do you mean? It doesn’t matter now. What doesn’t matter? Why doesn’t it matter. What’s different? But something’s holding me back. This isn’t my old Tristan. This person’s different. And our relationship’s different. Fragile, new, to say the least.

      “I guess,” I finally say. It’s all I can say. He looks away disappointed. If you want things to be different then tell me. Tell me what you want. Tell me something, anything, of value, I want to scream at the top of my lungs. But I don’t.

      “I just want to tell you,” Tristan says. I look up at him with hope. Maybe this is it. Maybe this is the moment when he really tells me how he feels about me.

      “I just want to tell you that it won’t happen again.” He finishes the sentences and breaks my heart.
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      Tristan and Tea aren’t having sex. At least, they weren’t until today. I can’t believe I didn’t know that. I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling and listening to Adele. I’m convinced that listening to too much Adele may be dangerous for my mental health, but I can’t help myself. She’s a drug. It took me months to get over her last album, but now she has a new album out.

      Tristan and Tea weren’t having sex. But now that he had seen me with Simon, they will be. Maybe that’s not such a bad thing, I decide after a while. I mean, so what? I thought they were having sex and now they’re going to. So why am I so afraid?

      I take a deep breath. I have so much work to do. I have a paper due in English and a project due in Anthropology. I’ve started neither. Today was supposed to be my study day, but now it’s all gone to shit. Might as well just eat some junk food and watch TV.

      I go out into the living room. When I see Tristan there, I give him a nod and place a packet of popcorn into the microwave. Dylan and Juliet aren’t here, but that’s not going to stop me from hanging out in the living room. Tristan and I are over. We’re dating other people. We’re adults. We’re capable of being friends. Starting with right now.

      Tristan’s watching some sports analysis show on ESPN. Football, I think.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      “Worried about USC this weekend,” he says. Tristan grew up being a USC fan. And now that we’re 3,000 miles away from Los Angeles and he’s going to a completely different school, he’s still a USC fan. I like that about him. Loyalty.

      I ask him who they’re playing. He goes into a long spiel about the new coach and the quarterback this season. I’m only half listening, but I’m enjoying our time anyway. It has only been a few hours since the Simon incident, but everything seems to be somewhat back to normal. Friends. Okay, I can do this, I say to myself.

      “Hey, are you listening?” he asks.

      “Yeah, sure,” I lie. That’s enough confirmation for him to start talking again. We watch ESPN together for a couple of hours. I spend most of my time on my phone reading and wasting time on Facebook, but our time together is still nice.

      “So I think I’m going to go to bed now,” I say when I realize that it’s almost 11.

      “Wish I could do that same thing,” Tristan says with a sigh and flips through the channels.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Oh, you see that sock on our door? That means that Dylan’s in there with a girl. They’ve been there almost the whole night.”

      I look at the sock. It’s bright red and so old that it looks like it’s been washed a million times (probably by Dylan’s housekeeper).

      “I thought that was just a cliché. You actually do the sock thing?” I laugh.

      “How else do we know not to barge in on each other?” he asks. “You know, come to think of it, you and Juliet should develop some sort of system like that too. Otherwise, you know, anyone can just come in.”

      We both burst out laughing.

      “I’ll think about it,” I finally say, rolling my eyes.

      “So who’s he got in there?” I ask.

      He shrugs.

      “I bet it’s Peyton,” I say.

      “No, I don’t think so.” He shakes his head.

      “How do you know?”

      “When he brought Peyton around before, we always hung out together first. He wasn’t hiding it. But this girl. I don’t know, it’s different. I stepped out for a few minutes and, suddenly, there’s a sock on the door. No, this girl’s different.”

      We laugh again. It’s nice to laugh with Tristan. Relaxing and peaceful. We wait for ten more minutes and then decide to take bets.

      “I bet you $10 that it’s Peyton,” I say.

      “No, no. I don’t want to bet with money.”

      “Why?” I recoil in shock.

      “Because it’s boring. Let’s do chores or something fun.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like, if you win then I have to do something for you. Make your bed, do your laundry, take you somewhere?”

      I think about that for a second. That does sound more interesting than money!

      “Okay, so if it’s Peyton, you have to do my laundry for two weeks,” I say.

      “Deal,” he says. He looks me up and down as if he’s sizing me up for something. “And if I win, if it’s not Peyton, but some other girl, then you have to go to Phi Kappa Beta’s Masquerade Ball with me.”

      “What?” I ask. That was the last thing I was expecting.

      “I’m thinking of rushing next semester. And they’re having this masquerade ball in a few weeks. And if I want to come, I have to bring a date.”

      That’s sort of an explanation, but it doesn’t really explain anything.

      “But what about Tea?”

      He shrugs.

      “I don’t know, okay? Tea and I are complicated. We’re in a weird place. And I just want to bring a hot friend. Someone uncomplicated.”

      I nod and then laugh. I can’t help myself.

      “What? Why are you laughing?” he asks.

      I shrug. “You and Tea must be in a really complicated place if you want to bring your ex-girlfriend. I mean, we’re not in that uncomplicated of a place, you know.”

      He comes close to me. “The thing is that you’re really special to me, Alice. What you and I have…it’s different. And now that we’re friends, I just know that things will work out.”

      I smile. I hope he’s right.

      Tristan and I wait for Dylan and his mystery date until midnight. I fall asleep a number of times and, finally, give up a little past midnight.

      “I can’t wait any longer. I have to get some sleep,” I say.

      “I’ll be out here,” he says as I climb into bed. I decide not to close my door. I want to see who Dylan spent the whole night with. I’m pretty sure I’ll hear them if my door is open, I decide, as I drift off to sleep.
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      “Alice? Alice? Wake up,” I hear someone leaning over my bed and whispering. For some reason, I’m crammed and pushed all the way to the cold wall. I also don’t have any of my blankets. It’s as if they’re trapped under something big.

      “Alice?” I hear the voice again.

      “Hey, what the fuck, man?” I’m startled by the voice coming from my bed.

      Suddenly, I realize who it is. Tristan. Tristan’s in my bed. Why? How?

      “I can’t believe you, Alice,” Simon says and storms out of my room.

      I push Tristan out of my bed onto the tile floor.

      The bright lights in the living room hurt my eyes. I catch Simon by the elevator.

      “Simon, Simon! I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know why he was there.”

      “Oh please.” Simon shakes his head. “I come back here to make things right and I find your ex in your bed.”

      “Simon, nothing happened. Please. I went to bed alone. I have no idea why he’s there.”

      My mind is racing. Why the hell is he there?

      “No, I know. I know why. He can’t sleep in his room because Dylan’s got a girl there.”

      “So he just had to sleep with you? Even though there’s a couch and Juliet’s bed that are both empty?”

      I have no response. I’m going to kill Tristan! Simon climbs into the elevator and presses the button. I helplessly watch as the doors close.

      “I’m sorry,” I say when our eyes meet one last time. But he looks away.

      I go back to my room, furious.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Tristan? Sleeping with me? Have you lost your mind?”

      “I’m so so sorry,” he says sleepily. His hair is a mess and his eyes are barely open. “But the couch in the living room got so cold. We don’t even have a blanket there, did you know that?”

      “Yes, of course, I know that! That doesn’t explain what you were doing in MY bed.” I cross my arms across my chest.

      “Well, I came into your room with the intention of sleeping in Juliet’s bed. But it was so dark and her bed was full of clothes. I couldn’t figure out where the blankets began.”

      “So you just got into bed with me?”

      “You were all the way over to one side with your head toward the wall. There was so much space. And I was so tired.”

      Tristan shrugs. His hair is all ruffled and out of place, but his eyes are twinkling. I’m mad at him, but I know I can’t stay mad for long. Not over this.

      “How can I make this up to you?” he asks. “What can I do? Do you want me to go talk to Simon?”

      I think about that for a second. Maybe that’s a good idea. Maybe if Simon could hear it from Tristan that we’re really over then he would actually forgive me. But what if it makes things worse? What if Tristan mouths off to Simon (and there’s a very high possibility of that)? What if they get into a fight? That would make things worse.

      “No, I’ll talk to him. It’s fine.” I shrug. “You still shouldn’t have done that. You have no right to get into bed with me.”

      “I know.” He shrugs. I’m disappointed that he’s not putting up more of a fight.

      “You wouldn’t get into bed with me if I were Juliet, would you?”

      “No, but you’re not Juliet.”

      “Or some strange girl?”

      “No, but you’re not some strange girl. You’re Alice. My Alice.”

      He catches me off guard. His Alice? What does that mean? I stare at his face to try to gather any more clues. But I can’t read him. His expression isn’t blank, but it isn’t very revealing either. Tristan’s lips form into a mischievous smirk, which reminds me of junior year. Tristan had the exact same expression on his face when he and his best friend, Tom, broke into the principal’s office, stole her keys, and moved her car from its assigned parking spot to the back lot. Afterwards, they’d returned the keys to her purse and went on with their day. Very few of us knew what had happened, and the administration never found out. When Tristan finally admitted it to me, he had the same smirk on his face that he has now.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m not your Alice anymore.”

      Thump! Thump! The sound of something hitting the furniture startles me.

      “Shit, shit,” someone cries out in pain.

      I run after Tristan to the living room. Juliet’s is doubled over in pain, grasping her ankle.

      “Fucking couch!” she says.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan asks. He’s standing in his doorway dressed in a t-shirt and boxer shorts.

      I look at Juliet more closely. She’s wearing the dress that she wore out that evening, but it isn’t zipped up all the way in the back. And she’s barefoot. Her shoes are in her hand. Suddenly, everything becomes crystal clear. I look at Tristan. I can see that it’s pretty clear to him too.

      “You know what this means, right?” he asks. “You need to get yourself a costume for the masquerade ball. Oh yeah, and it’s not in a couple of weeks. It’s this weekend.”

      He won our bet. It wasn’t Peyton in Dylan’s room. It was some other girl. Juliet! All I can do is roll my eyes.

      “What, were you guys betting on who was in there with me?” Dylan asks. For a second I think he’s mad. “That’s awesome! Who did you think it was?”

      “Peyton,” I say.

      “And you bet on Juliet?” Dylan asks Tristan.

      “Not her specifically.  Just someone who’s not Peyton.”

      “You guys can go fuck yourselves.” Juliet gets up and wobbles to our room. I doubt that she’s mad about the bet. But she looks like she’s still in pain.

      “What do you think you want to dress up as?” Tristan asks me. He’s actually excited about taking me there.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but I’m not going. Not after what you did,” I say and turn to walk away.

      “Wait, wait, a second.” Tristan puts his hand on my shoulder. “You lost the bet. You have to go.”

      “No, I don’t. You just jeopardized my whole relationship with Simon with that little stunt of yours. Someone I really liked. So I’m not going to be your date at some stupid frat party.”

      “I apologized for that already. Besides, what does that have to do with the bet? We made the bet way before that. I’d still be doing your laundry for two weeks if it had been Peyton,” Tristan says.

      “I’m not so sure,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to go.”

      “That’s the point. If you lose the bet then you have to do something you don’t want to do.” Tristan looks at Dylan for support. “Talk to her, man.”

      “Yeah, Tristan’s right, Alice. You lost the bet.”

      “So?” I ask.

      “A bet’s a bet,” Tristan and Dylan say almost in unison.

      “So?” I ask.

      “So, if you don’t go, you’re going to get some bad karma or something,” Dylan says.

      “I already have bad karma.” I shrug. “I’m living with my ex!”
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      I go to my room and slam the door. It’s 5 am and I have class in a few hours. I need more sleep, but there are more pressing matters.

      “So? Are you going to tell me what happened?” I ask Juliet.

      “I’ve been dying to tell you,” she says and climbs into my bed.

      “I first saw Dylan at a club a few days ago. He was dancing and drinking, but then he saw me and started moaning about Peyton. That girl really fucked him up. She’s in love with her R.A. now, did you hear that?”

      I nod.

      “Anyway, I got tired of his complaining, so I kissed him.”

      “Just like that?” I ask. “Where? How?”

      “We were standing at the bar waiting for our drinks. He was talking on and on about Peyton. I told him that he needs to move on. That the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Then he started complaining about dating and how hard it was, blah, blah, blah. So I asked him what dating had to do with it. He just stared at me like I’d lost my mind. And then I leaned over and kissed him.”

      “And?” I wait with anticipation. “How was it?”

      “It was good. He’s a really good kisser. Well, you know that, already,” she says nonchalantly. I’m glad that it’s pitch black and she can’t see me blush.

      “And tonight? What happened tonight?” I ask.

      “I saw him out, again. I wasn’t going to come over. I wanted to party and dance and let loose. But he came over to me. Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance” was playing and everyone was going wild. He said that he liked kissing me. And kissed me again.”

      “Oh my God!” I squeal like a little girl.

      “We made out for awhile, and then decided to come back here. I was going to sneak out of his room sometime later, but you two were out there forever! What the hell were you doing anyway? And then I fell asleep. Can you believe it? I actually slept over at a guy’s place? This is big for me.”

      “You live here,” I say. She shrugs.

      “Still a big deal,” Juliet says.

      “And?” I ask. “What happened between you and Dylan?”

      “I’m not telling you that,” she says. “It’s private!”

      “No! You can’t leave me hanging like this!”

      She shrugs again. She gets out of my bed and climbs into her own.

      “I need to get some rest.”

      “Did you guys do it? Tell me that, at least.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” She rolls away from me.

      I can’t believe she’s leaving me hanging like this. It must only mean one thing. She really likes him.

      “Fine.” Juliet turns back around. “I’m just going to tell you one thing about tonight and that’s it.”

      I wait impatiently.

      “If I were Peyton and he did to her what he did to me tonight, I’d never let him go.”

      I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling for a few moments. I listen to Juliet’s breathing and I know that she’s not asleep yet. And even if I’m wrong, I don’t care.

      “So, what does this mean then?” I ask. “Are you two, like, dating?”

      “No. I can’t date him! He’s a mess. Plus, I don’t date,” Juliet says.

      “Oh, c’mon. I think you like him.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do!” I insist.

      “Well, you like Tristan. Are you two going to date again?” she asks. She shuts me up and falls asleep.

      I flip over on my stomach and stare out of the window. The sun won’t be up for a bit, and New York is still asleep. I’m not much of a morning person; I can barely drag myself out of bed at 9 o’clock. But I no longer feel the least bit sleepy and I decide to go for a walk.

      I’ve never seen New York at this hour. Riverside Drive is wet from last night’s rain and it glistens in the morning sun. There are a few joggers and dog owners out braving the world, but otherwise the park is empty and feels like it’s all mine. I sit down on the bench and search my purse for a pen and a new thank you card.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you for walking in on Simon and me. Things were moving too fast and I think I would’ve regretted what was about to happen if you hadn’t walked in. I can’t tell you this in person, out of fear that your already enormous head will get even bigger, but it was nice to sleep with you again. I hate that you didn’t get my permission (though I wouldn’t have given it) and that Simon found us, but it was nice. It reminded me of all those sleepovers we used to have when we were kids. Back when we were really friends. I hope we can get back to being those kids again, sometime. I don’t know what I will do if we can’t.

      Love,

      Alice

      

      A bird prances to me just as I finish the letter. The pigeon looks at me inquisitively, tilting her head from side to side. I spread my arms open to show her that I don’t have any food. When she convinces herself that I’m not lying, she walks away.

      I come back upstairs with fresh bagels and donuts. The bakery on the corner just opened and I couldn’t resist not getting something from their first batch of the day. When I walk in our suite, I expect to have some time to myself to enjoy a cup of coffee over some morning news. Instead, I find Tristan studying at the dining room table.

      “That smells amazing,” he says.

      “You can have some. I’ve got plenty.”

      He had made a fresh pot of coffee and pours me a cup. We don’t speak for some time while we eat the sugary goodness and drink our coffees. The silence between us is comfortable. We have known each other long enough to not have to talk all the time. I relax and lose myself in the moment. When I come back to reality, I glance over at Tristan, who has buried himself in his Econ notes. None of the formulas make any sense to me and I’m grateful that I’m not taking that class.

      “So I’ve given it some thought,” I say. “And I was wondering what I’m supposed to wear to this masquerade ball of yours.”

      His eyes light up and a wide grin spreads over his face.

      “Thank you so much! Thank you, thank you!” Tristan pulls me up to my feet and gives me a big hug. He then presses his lips onto mine and gives me a big kiss. I taste the sweetness of a chocolate donut on his lips and inhale the aroma of fresh coffee.

      At first, the kiss feels like something a friend gives another. A friendly kiss without much meaning. But as I try to pull away, it suddenly morphs into something else. Tristan seems to be just as taken aback by it as I am, but neither of us pull away. At least, not in time. Instead, we linger. A little too long. When we finally do pull away, the tone of the morning has changed. Clouds blow in and kill the sunshine outside. Darkness descends on us and we stare at each other without saying a word.

      “So, what should I wear?” I ask, trying to change the subject. Something deep within me tells me that if we were to talk about this, what had just happened, the whole world would disappear. I know this to be true the way I know that I will come back down to Earth if I jump up in the air.

      “Um, it’s black tie. So a gown and a mask should be fine,” he mumbles.

      I nod and leave.
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      Juliet and Dylan are so annoying. Now that they’re sleeping together out in the open, Tristan and I have to sneak around to make sure that we don’t disturb them! Luckily, for me, though, they stay locked in Tristan and Dylan’s room, not Juliet’s and my room. I don’t know how Tristan puts up with it, but he has been a good sport about it so far.

      Simon and I have also managed to mend fences. The day after the incident, I looked for him everywhere on campus and finally managed to track him down in the coffee shop on Amsterdam Avenue. After an hour of talking about it, he agreed to give me another chance, which I know I don’t deserve. I don’t know why I pushed for the second chance so much.

      Do I really like Simon? I do. But something about us also seems off. Perhaps it’s all the guilt that I feel about the kiss. I didn’t tell Simon about the kiss. I couldn’t. I can’t. Our relationship, if I can call it that, is in this fragile state where it feels like if I breathe wrong it might dissipate entirely. And the kiss between Tristan and I – well, that’s much more than breathing.

      The kiss. It has been days since the kiss. The kiss that Tristan and I still haven’t talked about and probably never will, if I have any say in it.

      Besides the kiss, there’s something else that has been weighing on my mind: the masquerade ball. I am going with Tristan to his stupid event and that’s yet another thing that I haven’t told Simon about. I’m not sure I owe it to him. He’s not my boyfriend or anything, but the feeling in the pit of my stomach tells me that I’m wrong. I should tell him. I just can’t.

      I’m pretty sure that if Simon knew about the ball, he’d never want to see me again. And I like him. I hate to admit it, but the fact that Tristan hates him makes me like him even more. Simon’s the first guy I had really liked in a long while. I don’t know where this thing with him is going, but I don’t want to ruin it before it gets the chance to get off the ground.

      I shouldn’t feel bad about not telling, right? This masquerade ball isn’t anything. Tristan’s with Tea. And I’m with Simon. Tristan and I are friends who are going to a party together.

      I pound on Dylan’s door. I can hear them inside. They sound as if they’re reinventing sex in there.

      “Go away,” Dylan mumbles through the moans.

      “I need to talk to Juliet,” I say.

      “Go away,” he says, louder this time.

      I refuse to give up. I need expert advice. I can’t do this without her.

      “Juliet, I need your help,” I plead. “I need to get a gown for that masquerade ball and I don’t know where I should go or what to get.”

      Suddenly, all sounds disappear.

      “You’re leaving? Really?” I hear Dylan’s shocked voice through the door.

      “She needs me,” I hear Juliet say through the rustling of clothes. I smile. Girls before bros! Juliet’s my girl.

      [image: ]

      After a few hours of extreme shopping – searching through 5 stores and trying on at least fifteen dresses before I stopped counting – we finally get back home with my entire outfit. We found the dress in the last place we looked – a little nondescript boutique in Soho called Francesca’s.  The dress is a gold Ralph Lauren sequined v-neck gown that “catches the light in all the right places and doesn’t make your hips look any bigger than necessary,” according to Juliet.

      I don’t buy a pair of shoes because Juliet has again insisted on lending me a pair of hers. And as for my mask, since this is a masquerade ball, after all, it’s a black mask with jewels and feathers that Juliet found at this posh Halloween boutique in the East Village.

      “That mask makes your eyes look amazing!” Juliet says. “Wait till I do your make up – you won’t be able to keep Tristan’s paws off you.”

      She’s talking like that and she doesn’t even know about our kiss.

      “I don’t want Tristan’s paws on me,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes. “No, you want his paws on you, but you want to get to reject them.”

      I can’t stand this anymore. “Okay, can we stop talking about paws, please?” I ask.

      [image: ]

      The following evening, Juliet and I spend two hours getting me ready for the ball. I tell her that she doesn’t have to help if she doesn’t want to, but she insists. She reminds me a lot of Cher from the movie Clueless – she can’t walk away from the chance of giving someone a makeover.

      The door to our room is open due to all the hairspray fumes, which would undoubtedly kill us otherwise. I sit in the chair in front of Juliet’s mirror while she blow-dries and then curls my hair. From here, I can somewhat make out the conversation taking place in the other room.

      “I’m so glad you’re in,” I hear Dylan say to Tristan. “You’ll see you can’t go wrong working with this guy. He guarantees a 15% return on investment, no matter what.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible,” Tristan says.

      “Oh yes, it is. Bank says that it’s not to the public, but it’s a complete lie. They just don’t want to get in trouble in case something happens.”

      “So then something can happen?” Tristan asks.

      “No, that’s the beauty of it. This deal, it’s just for insiders. Everyone’s doing it. At least, everyone who’s connected,” Dylan says. “My dad made $8 million last year with this guy. He’s the man.”

      “Are you hearing this?” I ask Juliet. She shakes her head and shrugs.

      “Do you know how much Tristan has invested?” I ask.

      Juliet shrugs again. “I don’t know, Alice. You know me. I don’t much care for how money is made, only how it’s spent.”

      My heart grows heavy as a thick black cloud descends around me. Whatever this investment thing that Dylan has going, it’s not good. Tristan doesn’t have much money. Definitely not enough to lose in some Ponzi scheme.

      Finally, I’m dressed. Juliet’s five-inch heels are pinching my toes and my heels are already aching even though we haven’t even left the building. I complain to Juliet.

      “It’s because you don’t wear heels enough,” she says. “If you wore them at least a couple of days per week then your feet would get used to them and just go numb like other women’s feet.”

      The thought of wearing heels a couple of days per week scares the shit out of me. I can make it through tonight (I think), but there’s no way I’m subjecting myself to this punishment for eight hours a day a couple of times per week!

      When I look at myself in the mirror, I can’t help but admit that I do look beautiful. My hair falls around my shoulders and frames my face in waves. It minimizes my strong jaw in just the right way while, at the same time, bringing out my eyes. My eyes look about twice as big as they ever have thanks to Juliet’s expert make up and eyelash application. It requires a lot of strength to keep my eyes open, but when they are open, they look magnificent.

      “Oh my God,” Tristan says when he sees me. “Alice.”

      I look at him. He takes a step back and catches his breath. The sight of me has literally taken his breath away. Honestly, I didn’t know that was possible.

      “You’re enchanting,” he whispers and kisses me on my cheek.

      Enchanting? I was expecting cute, pretty, perhaps beautiful. But not enchanting.

      I look Tristan up and down. He’s also dressed to the nines in a black tuxedo. With his tan, gorgeous hair, and twinkling eyes, he looks a little bit like James Bond. I’ve never been attracted to James Bond, didn’t really know what all the fuss was about, but suddenly I catch myself hoping that Tristan’s carrying a sleek, sexy gun and is about to assassinate some oppressive dictator.

      “You’re quite handsome yourself,” I say.

      Dylan looks up briefly from his Xbox game. “Well, well, well. You both clean up well,” he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Tristan led me down 116th Street to a large brownstone on the corner. Frat row in New York is a little different from other places – here, frats have brownstones. Tristan knocks on the door, but no one answers. We can hear music blasting inside, so he tries the handle. It’s open and we walk in.

      Inside, the party feels like a whole different world. It’s as if college and Amsterdam Avenue and 116th Street and New York in general don’t exist at all. Instead, all that exists is this magical world where everyone’s dressed in lavish gowns, tuxedos, and masks. Ah, the masks! The masks are everywhere. Some people are wearing masks that cover their whole faces and others wear the ones that cover just the eyes. The masks are nearly as lavish as the gowns. Most are covered in feathers and beads and silk, and each one is more ornate then the next. Do these people actually go to school with me?

      I’ve been to many Halloween parties, but this one seems entirely different. There’s something mystical about people wearing masks and gowns – they appear so normal and yet extraordinary.

      I follow Tristan along the wall as he greets his new friends and introduces me around. Much to my surprise, all the guys are quite polite and charming. Do I dare say it? Classy. They shake my hand and tell me how beautiful I look. A few poke fun at Tristan by saying that I’m slumming it by hanging out with him. He laughs, of course, and in that laugh, I don’t hear a hint of annoyance.

      While we wait for my Long Island Ice Tea and his whiskey, I look around the room and start to look at Tristan in a whole new light.

      “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. It’s just not what I expected,” I say with a shrug.

      “And what did you expect? Keg stands and red cups? Beer pong?”

      I nod. Of course. This is a frat party. Isn’t that the reputation?

      “You shouldn’t be so judgmental, Alice,” he says. He hands me my drink and takes a sip of his. I didn’t think he would take this so personally.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “I know you’re biased against frats. I know you think they’re lame. Or just some excuse to drink all day or something. But they’re so much more.”

      I nod. Maybe he’s right.

      “You know, I brought you here to show you that your view of frats, it’s not the only one. They also have parties like these.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. Perhaps, I was a little too quick to judge,” I finally say.

      “Oh my God. Are you actually admitting fault?” he grabs his heart in shock.

      “Yes, I did. I am wrong sometimes. Not often, but sometimes,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Now, let’s go dance.”

      The dance floor is crowded and the music is so loud I can barely hear myself think, let alone hear anything that Tristan says. Quickly, we let go and lose ourselves in music. My dress isn’t too tight and I love the way it sparkles in the light.

      Tristan sways his hips as he dances across from me. He’s an amazing dancer with a great sense of rhythm. When he was younger, his mom made him take dance classes. Those classes are one of Tristan’s deep dark secrets, but watching him dance in front of me – so effortlessly – makes me want to write his mom a thank you card.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something,” I scream at the top of my lungs just as the music dies down and switches to a slow song. Everyone around us turns to look at me.

      “Sorry,” I say, cracking up laughing.

      I’m about to walk away from the dance floor, but Tristan stops me. He takes my hand and puts it on his shoulder. He places his hand around my waist, pulling me close.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Dancing,” he says as he starts to grind to the slow rhythm of Alicia Keys. He guides one of his legs in between my thighs and presses his hard body against mine. I want to pull away, but I can’t. Physically unable to. I know he’ll stop if I ask him to, but I can’t do that either. I take a moment to catch my breath. I shouldn’t be doing this because of someone else. But, suddenly, I can’t remember his name.

      We dance for a while, if you can call it dancing. What it really feels like is grinding on each other in public. It reminds me of our senior prom. Tristan flew down to go to prom with me and our friends. We spent the whole night pasted to each other, grinding completly inappropriately in front of our teachers and the principal.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” he asks.

      “What?” I ask. I have no idea what he’s talking about. I look up at him. We’re so close that I can smell his face. It smells like vanilla and honey. I suddenly have an overwhelming desire to lick him.

      “You said you wanted to talk to me about something?” he says.

      “Oh yes, I did. But we can talk about it later,” I say cautiously.

      “No, now’s fine,” he whispers and pulls me closer.

      “Okay,” I say with hesitation. “It’s about earlier. About what you and Dylan were talking about in the living room while we were getting ready.”

      He stares at me for a moment. Slowly, disappointment creeps onto his face. Clearly this was not what he thought I was going to say.

      “Sorry, we can talk about it later,” I say. The song ends, and he pulls away.

      “I’m going to get another drink,” he says. “Want one?”

      I follow him to the bar.

      “You mean about my investment?” he asks after putting in his order. “So I’m investing with Dylan’s guy. So what?”

      “So what? He promised you 15%. That’s crazy. It sounds like a Ponzi scheme.”

      “Well, it’s not. Dylan’s father made $8 million last year with that guy. And Dylan has invested like $20 grand.”

      “Well, Dylan has money to lose. You don’t,” I say.

      “Hey, who the hell do you think you are, Alice? My mom? It’s my money and I say it’s a wise investment.”

      I shake my head.

      “You watch way too many of those American Greed shows and you think that you know everything about investing. Well, you don’t,” Tristan says and walks away from me.

      “Tristan, wait!” I say. I try to follow him, take his arm, but he brushes me away. Within a few seconds, he disappears into a sea of people.

      I don’t know what just happened. But suddenly, I found myself alone at a party where I didn’t know a soul. I was just trying to help. I didn’t mean to sound like I was his mom, though, in retrospect, I know I did. Maybe I do watch too much American Greed. Maybe I have no idea what I’m talking about. Maybe Dylan’s guy makes Tristan insanely wealthy and everything will turn out fine. I wander around the party and hope that I’m wrong about this.
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      An hour passes, but I don’t see Tristan anywhere. I start to wonder if he had left and gone home and left me here at this stupid party all by myself. I wouldn’t put that past him. I text him a couple of times, and when he doesn’t respond, I decide to go to the bathroom and then go home. He clearly doesn’t want to see me.

      The ball spans three floors of the brownstone and there are a few bathrooms on each floor, but they all have lines. Finally, I spot one where the line isn’t obscenely long and get in it. There are two girls ahead of me, both of whom are glued to their phones. And two other guys ahead of them. I lean against the wall and close my eyes in an effort to relax a bit. I’ve had a little too much to drink and the pounding music makes my head feel like it’s getting hit by a sledgehammer.

      “So what do you think of Alice? That girl Tristan brought?” I hear someone say.

      “She’s really hot,” someone else says.

      I open my eyes and realize that it’s the guys ahead of me in line who are talking. They have no idea that I’m there and I creep a little closer to the girl next to me so that I can hear a little better. It’s always nice to hear things like that.

      “I know, right? Like really hot!”

      “I can’t believe that they used to date. Why the hell would a girl like that go out with Tristan?”

      “Oh, he’s a nice guy? And pretty easy on the eyes too.”

      “Oh, shut up, you faggot,” the other guy says and they both crack up laughing. Suddenly, the nice conversation that I’ve been enjoying eavesdropping on turns ugly and bigoted. I can’t believe that he actually used that word. I’m about to say something to him, but then I hear him say something else.

      “I’m just glad that he listened to reason and didn’t bring that chick that he’s actually with to this place. The brothers would’ve never gone for that,” one of them says.

      My heart sinks. They’re talking about Tea.

      “I know! I can’t believe he’s actually with her. She must be amazing in the sack. ‘Cause that fat cow’s not good to look at.”

      And that’s when I’ve heard enough.

      “For your information, Tea’s a wonderful woman. Generous and kind and beautiful. And if you two can’t see that, then you’re fucking blind.”

      I toss my drink in their faces and walk away.
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      As I search through a bed full of coats for mine, I feel tears welling up in my eyes. I hold them back until I grab my coat, wrap my scarf around my neck, and run out of the brownstone. Luckily, no one notices and no one stops me. Once I get outside, a strong gust of cool New York wind bursts open my coat and chills me to my bones. Tears are already flowing down my cheeks and I struggle in zipping up the coat without getting the material caught in the zip line. I continue to walk down 116th Street, but eventually give up on the zipper and just pull my coat closed. I don’t live far.

      When I reach Broadway, I wait for the light even though it’s late and the street is deserted. I’m sobbing and tears are running down my cheeks. I can only imagine how my face looks with twelve hundred pounds of makeup on it. The foundation, all of Juliet’s careful contouring, winged liquid eyeliner, and gobs of mascara have probably combined to make some sort of puddle of cement all over my face.

      As the light turns green, I suddenly pause to think about why I’m so angry. So mad. I’m furious at Tristan for not telling me the truth. For not telling me why he wanted to take me to this ridiculous masquerade ball.  I’m furious at the fact that the only reason he didn’t take Tea is that his frat brothers wouldn’t approve. I’m furious at him for caring what they would think. But the tears that are streaming down my face aren’t just about Tristan. Or Tea. I would never admit it out loud, but I’m mainly crying for me. About how unfair the world is.

      I was fat in middle school. I weighed close to 170 pounds in 8th grade, when I was the fattest. But I was pretty fat even before that. I was fat, about 140 pounds, in 6th grade and it just got worse the older I got. I don’t know what brought it on. All I remember was that it was this vicious cycle. I felt horrible about myself, about how fat I was, so I ate food to make myself feel better. Every night I promised myself to not eat so much the next day and every day I did. I would slip up at breakfast and then basically give up on the rest of the day out of disappointment and anger with myself.

      Growing up fat was one of those things that I never talked about. My parents pretty much pretended that nothing was going on. They said that they wanted me to be healthy and encouraged me to participate in sports. But how could I? I was gigantic and embarrassed to be seen in any sort of workout clothes. This past summer, I flipped through some family albums and found the few pictures that exist of myself from middle school. Oh, how much I hated taking pictures! They felt like concrete proof of the person that I hated to admit that I was. To this day, I remember the hatred that I felt toward myself in every picture. But looking at them this past summer, I was surprised by one thing. I wasn’t as ugly as I had thought I was. I wasn’t even that fat. All of these years, I had convinced myself that I was basically the ugliest and the most disgusting girl that ever existed. But I wasn’t. I was chubby, yes, but I didn’t look horrible. And I was definitely not as big as I had thought I was.

      And during all those years, Tristan and I were friends. He was pretty popular and a jock, but he still hung out with me. When we were together, I would somehow forget about how ugly I was because he made me feel beautiful and worthy. He made me laugh and he laughed at my jokes. And then, at the end of 8th grade, he kissed me.
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      Tristan had the starring role in our 8th grade play, Romeo and Juliet, and he gave an amazing performance. During the play, he got to make out with the hottest girl from our school, Natalie D’Achille, and I was certain that they would start going out soon. I’d had a crush on him for close to a year by then, but of course I was too chicken to act on it. So instead, I just remained his friend. Quiet and supportive. Always there.

      At the wrap party, after the final performance of the year, Tristan and I were hanging out, drinking too much soda and laughing our heads off. We were backstage, somewhere in a dark corner with no one around and, suddenly, out of the blue, he leaned over and kissed me. I barely managed to swallow the last gulp of soda that I took before I felt his tongue in my mouth. I was naïve that I didn’t even know if people kissed with tongues yet, but I will remember the feeling that ran through my body forever. It was like little sparks of electricity went off within me, everywhere, and light bulbs were turned on where I didn’t even know light bulbs existed.

      I couldn’t sleep a wink that night. Whilst the kiss played on loop around in my head, I had a revelation. An epiphany. I suddenly felt like I was worthy. Like I mattered as a person. That maybe, I wasn’t as ugly as I felt. And the next morning, I didn’t pressure myself to only eat a certain amount of calories that day and then gorge on food when I failed. I didn’t make any promises except that I said that I’m going to try to eat only when I was really hungry, and only healthy food. And if I failed, I wasn’t going to chuck the whole day out of the window and eat myself full to drown my feelings. Instead, I would accept that failure is the required for success and move on. No harm done.

      And after that change of attitude, everything in my life changed. I wasn’t successful every day, but never binged again. Not like I used to. And slowly, I started to lose weight. A month later, I lost five pounds. Another month later, I lost ten. And by the beginning of ninth grade, I got down to 120 pounds. I still wasn’t very thin, I was only 5’1’’ back then, but the change was amazing. I’ve never been prouder of myself. And I owed it all to Tristan. He had showed me that I was lovable and that was enough to get me started.

      So why was I crying now? Why was I so upset and angry? I ask myself, walking to my building. Because he had changed. For the worse. Instead of showing Tea the same kind of love and respect, he rejected her. I don’t know if Tea knows about the ball or why he didn’t invite her, but that didn’t matter to me. What mattered was that he didn’t want to take her out of fear of what other people would think. He didn’t want to be embarrassed. He didn’t care about stuff like that when he was younger; he knew that his popularity would survive hanging out with the likes of me. And that was in middle school, for crying out loud! There’s no population on earth that’s more cruel and heartless and subject to trends than middle schoolers.

      Tristan’s such an asshole! I can’t stand him, and a new reserve of tears start to flow down my face again. There’s no excuse for this. This is why he’s embarrassed to be seen with her, why he won’t say that they’re dating. My heart goes out to Tea, but mostly it goes out to my 13-year-old self.

      “Alice? Alice? What’s wrong?” Simon runs up to me. He grabs me and puts his arms around me. When I look up at him, I burst out crying.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      Through a flood of tears and ugly sobs, I tell him everything. I tell him how Tristan kissed me, about the masquerade ball, and finally about what I’ve overheard. The words come out in a stream of consciousness and I’m not sure if I’m making any sense. I then tell him that I’m sorry. How very sorry I am. And that I hate my ex.

      “He just has some sort of effect on me, where I fall in a daze. But now, I’m clear. It’s gone. No more daze,” I say. “But I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore. I just wanted to tell you all this.”

      I start to walk away. It’s over. But the relief that I feel in getting this off my chest is worth it (almost).

      “Wait,” he says. But I don’t turn around.

      “Wait up.” Simon catches up with me. I look into his wide-open eyes and those beautiful eyelashes that frame them. I wait for him to tell me that he just wants to be friends. But he doesn’t. Instead, he scoops me up, pulls me close, and kisses me. He tastes of lavender and mint. His kiss says everything’s going to be okay. And I know he’s not lying.

      “Do you want to come over?” he whispers through the kiss. His lips are soft and inviting and I can’t resist. I nod, follow him to his place.

      We kiss going all the way up the stairs. We kiss as he fumbles with his keys and finally opens the door. We start to pull off each other’s clothes in the doorway and we are entirely naked by the time we reach his bedroom.

      In the morning, everything’s a blur. I wake up early and get dressed quietly so as to not wake up Simon. I’ve never thought I would be one of those girls who sneaks out of bed while the guy she has just slept with is still asleep, but there’s a first for everything.

      I’m not entirely sure why I’m sneaking out. It wouldn’t be a big deal to talk to him, but for some reason, I don’t want to. Simon looks so peaceful sleeping with one of his arms tucked under his pillow that I don’t want to disturb him. I will text him later, I say to myself as I pick up my shoes and tiptoe out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      “So you had a wild night, huh?” Juliet asks when I walk into our room. “How was the walk of shame?”

      The walk of shame is the process of walking home in your evening clothes the following morning, after spending a night at some guy’s house. It definitely wasn’t great. It was after 8 am when I woke up, which basically means that the whole city was already awake. I tried to cover up the gown as best as I could with my coat, but it was pretty obvious anyway. The homeless man who likes to hang out on 116th Street and Broadway even whistled at me.

      “So what happened?” Juliet asks. “Tristan’s really mad at you, you know that right?”

      I roll my eyes. I can’t bear to even hear his name.

      “I have to wash my face,” I say and head to the bathroom.

      Juliet follows me inside, refusing to give me privacy until I give her some of the gory details. At first, I refuse. I wash my face. My eyes look swollen and tired with black bags underneath. No, I can’t be seen like this. I apply a small coat of foundation, some eyeliner, and a bit of mascara. I look in the mirror again. Much better.

      “Okay? So what happened?” Juliet pesters me again. This time, I give in and give her the broad strokes.

      “I’m so happy for you!” she claps with excitement when I tell her about sleeping with Simon.

      “It’s not that exciting.” I shrug and walk back into the living room. Suddenly, the door to Dylan and Tristan’s room swings open.

      “Where the fuck did you go?” Tristan asks.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Because I was worried, Alice. You don’t just leave and don’t tell your date. This is New York City. I thought you’d been kidnapped or raped or something!”

      His voice is tense and tired and angry. But I’m angry, too.

      “You were the one who left first. I couldn’t find you anywhere!” I scream. I don’t yell often, hardly ever, but I’m too tired to keep this conversation civil.

      “I just went to cool off.”

      “Well, you were gone for an hour before I overheard your brothers there talking about how hot I was and how glad they were that you didn’t bring Tea.”

      “So?”

      “So? You didn’t bring your girlfriend because she’s fat? Because you’re embarrassed of her? Do you know what that makes you, Tristan?”

      “No, what?”

      “An asshole. A real asshole!”

      “Oh please.” He shrugs.

      “And even now, you’re not even sorry. You don’t care. I don’t even know who you are anymore, Tristan. When did you become such a dick, exactly? Because I remember when you were a nice guy. A really nice guy.”

      I walk back to my room. He follows me.

      “Listen, I’m sorry about Tea,” he says. But it’s too little, too late.

      “I never want to see you again, Tristan,” I say quietly. My voice is calm now. Certain. “I know I will; we’re roommates after all. I just want you to know that I never want to see you or talk to you again.”

      He stares at me in disbelief. And then I take it a step too far. I feel myself creeping over the edge as the words come out of me, but I can’t stop them.

      “And I hope you lose all of your stupid money,” I say and slam the door to my room.

      [image: ]

      Tristan and I don’t speak for weeks. At first, I actively ignore him and don’t respond to his attempts at conversation. And after a while, he gives up. What forms between us is a kind of Cold War. We pass each other in the living room and the kitchen without speaking a word. We talk only to our roommates, but never to each other. I’m actually impressed that we keep this up. The four of us engage in whole conversations in which he and I speak to and respond only to Dylan and Juliet, but never each other.

      Juliet and Dylan pester me about it for a while, but by the end of the second week, they too give up on us. And our Cold War is embraced.

      It is after we reach this place of equilibrium that I finally write him a thank you card. I’ve been meaning to do that for some time, but I wanted some of the anger to die down within me. When I feel I’ve reached an appropriate level of apathy, I finally pick up a pen and write the thank you card.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you. Thank you for showing me your true colors at the masquerade ball. That moment, when I realized what you had done to Tea (and in a way to my old self), freed me from your grasp. It allowed me to finally let you go. We are completely different people now. I do not much like this new person you’ve become but it is no longer my place to talk about him. Sometimes, I still miss my friend, Tristan, who made me feel like I was the prettiest girl in school even though I wasn’t even the 100th prettiest girl there. But he’s gone, isn’t he? You’re someone else right now. Someone that I hope you don’t stay for long. But that doesn’t matter now, either. I’m just writing you this note to thank you for finally showing me your true self, at this point in your life. I don’t think we will ever speak again (I’m not sure if that’s right or wrong, it just happens to be the case), but I’m okay with that.

      I hope you have a nice life and remember that there was a time in your life when you weren’t so cruel.

      

      Alice

      

      I reread my thank you card. I have no intentions of sending it, but I’m still apprehensive about how snarky it sounds. But snarky is just the kind of mood that I’m in right now. And I’m not apologizing for that either. I’m done apologizing.

      I’m not sure, but the card feels strange in my hands. It feels a little like a good-bye.

      Perhaps, this is the last card that I’ll ever write him. Wouldn’t that be something?
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      After our night together, Simon and I start spending a lot of time together. He didn’t care that I snuck out of his bed without saying goodbye; he just asked me to never do it again.

      “It doesn’t matter what time it is, I want to kiss you good-bye,” he explained. “Promise that you will.”

      I promised and haven’t broken it since.

      Over the last couple of weeks, I discovered many interesting things about my new boyfriend. First being that he doesn’t mind being called my boyfriend and me being his girlfriend. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the label, girlfriend, but he assured me that it was going to be okay.

      “We’re dating right? Sleeping together?” he said. “Why wouldn’t you want to call me your boyfriend?”

      “It seems like it comes with a lot of responsibilities,” I said after thinking about it for a moment.

      “Well, it doesn’t,” he shrugged. “It’s just a word.”

      He’s right, but only sort of. This is college. Hardly anyone’s dating anyone at all and even fewer people are committing to each other with heavy words like boyfriend and girlfriend. I mean, Juliet and Dylan have been sleeping with each other way longer and I don’t think they’d approach the subject of labels for at least another six months.

      Besides his acceptance of labels, I learn other things about Simon, as well. I discover that he loves Indian food and sushi, but hates burgers and French fries. French fries! I mean, who hates French fries? He sometimes has one or two when we go out for drinks, but always cringes. I don’t get it, but I’ve given up on trying to convince him that French fries are the food of the gods. I don’t want to waste them. More for me, right?

      Juliet has taken it upon herself to keep me in the loop about Tristan, just like she does with the rest of the people on our floor. Except of course, Tristan isn’t like the rest of the people. I actually have no interest in hearing about what’s going on in his life. But Juliet doesn’t believe me and informs me of things anyway. Apparently, he’s still seeing Tea. And they’re getting more serious. I don’t know what that means exactly. I can only speculate that it means that he has actually taken the step and referred to her as his girlfriend. Or maybe not. Maybe they just slept together.

      Though Tea and I have been moderately successful in avoiding each other in American Lit, we are again assigned to be peer review partners in today’s class. I know it’s bound to go badly as I gather my stuff and move chairs to be closer to her. But as we go over each other’s papers, we are both generous and courteous. It’s strange, but I don’t even feel a bad vibe coming from her. And as for Tristan? It’s as if we have both silently agreed to avoid a particular topic and are both adhering to our promise.

      During our peer review session, I suddenly remember why I liked Tea so much when I first met her in the beginning of the year. We have a lot in common. For instance, we both love Virginia Woolf and Colleen Hoover. I’ve never admitted that to anyone before Tea. But Tea talks about it as if it’s nothing.

      “But what about what all those people say?” I ask. “That you can’t like both high culture stuff like Virginia Woolf and so-called low culture stuff. You know, Colleen Hoover and other romance authors.”

      “I don’t talk to those people often,” Tea shrugs. She’s exuding confidence. It’s practically pouring out of her veins. I just hope that some of it spills over onto me.

      “Okay, but if you did? If someone had said that to you?” I press. I actually really want to know the answer. I’ve read many blogs and articles on the subject and never agreed with any of them.

      “I’ll tell them that they can go fuck themselves. People like what they like. And they read things for a variety of reasons. I don’t go to the bookstore and say, okay, I’m in the mood for only high art today. I mean, who the hell does that?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug.

      “Do you?” she asks.

      “Of course not. I just pick up a book that I like. Often based on its cover, read the blurb, and then decided if I’m in the mood for the story,” I say.

      “Exactly! And you and I just happen to both love Virginia Woolf and Colleen Hoover. So what?”

      I smile. She’s right, of course.

      “It’s nice to have someone say what I’m thinking,” I say. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with this particular world view. I mean, isn’t it really open-minded and exhilarating? Doesn’t it mean that we’re open to all possibilities? That all we’re looking for is entertainment, but in the best sense of that word? That we’re not bound by some conventions and other people’s opinions?

      “I think so,” she says, cocking her head. “And it doesn’t just apply to books. But other works of art too. For me, anything goes. Eminem and Schubert. Taylor Swift and Edith Piaf.”

      I look at her closely. The way she tapped her finger on the table, not out of exasperation or annoyance, but simply to pass the time. There is something endearing and pure about Tea that I can’t seem to put my finger on. She’s cautious and quiet, but strong and confident in ways that I can’t even imagine being quite yet. And that’s why when she invites me over to her place the following evening, I say yes without hesitation.
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      We’re supposed to be studying and going over our notes from Catcher in the Rye, but instead we talk about a book that she’s writing.

      “You’re writing a novel? Really?” I say in shock. We’re both 18 years old and the thought of even beginning a novel scares the shit out of me. But Tea is unfazed.

      “I’ve had this idea in my head for the last two years and finally this summer, I just decided to go for it. I mean, what the hell am I waiting for?”

      “What’s it about?” I ask.

      “A mysterious death of an old expat in Belize. The narrator is a young woman who finds clues to his murder in a book of Belizian folk tales.”

      “That sounds…intense,” I say. It takes me a moment to find just the right word. The book sounds interesting, but I’ve found that saying that something is interesting is kind of a throwaway line. That’s what people say who aren’t really interested.

      “It sounds daunting, too,” I add.

      “Yes, I guess.” She shrugs. But her eyes twinkle and I get the sense that it’s more exciting than daunting.

      “So can I tell you something embarrassing? I don’t actually know where Belize is,” I say. I hate to admit, but geography isn’t my strong suit. The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it in the world. Is it in Africa? Asia?

      “Not embarrassing at all.” She laughs. “It’s a small country in Central America right next to Mexico and Guatemala.”

      “How small?” I ask.

      “Very small. It’s got a population of about 320,000 people. Like a medium-sized town here. But it is English-speaking. Sort of. Their accent is something to get used to.” She laughs.

      “Have you ever been there?” I ask. I have no idea why else anyone would write a story about Belize.

      “Oh yes! My family has a place there and I go there every summer for at least a month and often for Christmas break, too. Oh my God, Alice. It’s the most beautiful place on earth. The air is filled with salt and hope and cheer. And the people there dance for no other reason except that they’re alive. Every day is like a celebration of life.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I say. “I can’t wait to read the book.”

      And then suddenly, the conversation turns to me and my writing. A topic that I’m not comfortable discussing. Not at all.

      “Well, I’m not working on a novel, that’s for sure,” I say shyly.

      “But you write? Right?”

      “Yes,” I admit it. “I love it, actually. But the thing is that I don’t have much time.”

      Time has always been an issue with me. For some reason, having other things to do, like schoolwork, completely derails me and makes it impossible for me to do work. Homework weighs heavily on me and even if I’m not working on it, I can’t focus on anything else. So I waste my time on the Internet or watching Netflix instead of seizing the little time that I have left and writing. And then, of course, I feel guilty over the whole thing. And guilt makes it even more difficult to focus.

      “I know what you mean,” Tea says. “But the thing is that you have to make time. You just have to, if it’s important to you. Because no one else will.”

      “But there’s something else,” I say. “I’m also kind of afraid. No, not kind of, really, really afraid.”

      I don’t mean to blurt that out, but it just sort of comes out. I’d never really admitted it out loud before. I haven’t even admitted it to myself before, in the privacy of my own thoughts. But here, I am sharing my deep dark fears and secrets with Tea, of all people.

      “I’m afraid, too,” she says. “I hate to admit it. It’s embarrassing, isn’t it? I mean, what’s there to be afraid of? It’s just pen to paper or typing on a keyboard. But it is. You’re pouring your whole self onto the page and what if it’s crap? What if it’s no good?”

      I nod. Perhaps, only writers can understand these fears.

      “But then I just have to tell myself that what’s important is the process. Nothing else. If it’s crap, then that’s what it is. But that doesn’t matter. The final product doesn’t matter so much. At least, you can’t worry about it until later. While you’re writing, you have to let go. I sometimes feel like I enter some sort of alternative consciousness where all I’m doing is typing and someone else is coming up with the story.”

      “Yes, of course.” I nod. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. It’s like all the characters have minds of their own. They’re no longer made up people. I’m no longer playing pretend. I’ve created them, but then at some point they start to speak and think and act on their own.”

      “Exactly!” she nods her head vociferously. For a second, she looks like a bobble head and I think that her head might pop off her shoulders and roll away.

      “But as for being afraid,” Tea continues, “you just have to do it. A little every day. If you write a few hundred words for a few days, then in the coming days, you won’t worry about not being able to write. You build confidence. And experience shows you that it’s possible. You suddenly realize that it’s just a building process. You put a few blocks up every day and after a certain number of days, you’ll have a building.”

      “And how many blocks do you have up?” I ask, continuing on with her metaphor.

      “I have 45,000 words. The novel will be about 60,000 words.”

      “You’re almost done!” I say. “I really want to read it when you’re done.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugs and looks away.

      “Please?”

      “I don’t know,” she says without meeting my eyes. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid? But what about what you just said about fear?”

      “This fear is different. I’m worried about what you’re going to say,” Tea says, looking up at me. She’s trying to read my face to see what kind of critic I am.

      “Don’t be,” I say, trying to put her at ease. “I’m sure it’s marvelous. And if it’s not, I won’t tell you.”

      We both burst out laughing. I laugh so hard that my eyes tear up a bit. When we finally catch our breath, Tea’s face gets very serious.

      “You promise?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      [image: ]

      Just when I’m about to leave, Tea insists on heating up some leftover pizza from last night. I’m sucker for day-old pizza and cave.

      “So how are things going with that guy you’re seeing? Simon?” she asks, pouring me a cup of soda.

      My chest tightens a bit. She has broached the boyfriend topic. Why would she do that? Doesn’t she know that our relationship depends on us explicitly not talking about our boyfriends? It’s okay, stay calm, I say to myself. She just asked about my boyfriend. Simon’s neutral territory. Maybe she won’t bring up her boyfriend at all. I’m definitely not going to ask about Tristan.

      “Good.” I nod. “He invited me for a weekend to this cabin in upstate New York.”

      “Wow, that’s a big step,” she says.

      “I know. It is. I’m not sure how I feel about it yet. But he really wants me to go.”

      She looks puzzled for a moment. But then I realize that it’s not confusion painted on her face. It’s disappointment. With a hint of sadness.

      “You’re lucky. Tristan won’t even let me call him my boyfriend. He says that he doesn’t like labels.”

      Shivers run up my spine. I can’t believe that she has mentioned Tristan’s name, just like that. Like it’s nothing. Just another word.
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      “Are you okay?” Tea asks, putting her hand on my arm. I haven’t spoken a word in sometime. The silence is deafening. My lips are chapped and my throat is tingling. I’m suddenly so thirsty I bet I can drink a one-gallon jug of water without pausing.

      “Fine,” I finally manage. “So tell me more about your book.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” she says, calling me on my shit.

      I look away. Shrug. I search my mind for the last thing she had said. “So Tristan doesn’t like labels, huh?”

      “No, at least that’s what he said to me.”

      I shrug again and start to think of ways to get out of this room as soon as possible.

      “Was he like this with you?” Tea asks.

      Her enormous wide eyes somehow grow even bigger. Juliet would love her eyelashes. They’re so lush and full, unlike mine. Perhaps she might even say that Tea doesn’t need false lashes. No, come to think of it, Juliet’s not the ‘less is more’ kind of girl.

      “Listen, I don’t feel really comfortable talking about this,” I say and start gathering my things. But she stops me.

      “I’m sorry, I know this is probably really awkward for you,” Tea sighs. “I just don’t know what to do. I don’t know if he’s just being a normal guy or if something’s really wrong.”

      I shrug.

      “So, was he like that with you?” she asks again. I can leave. Right now.

      If I just pack up my stuff and say that I really don’t want to talk about this, I can just leave. She can’t stop me. But when I look into her eyes and see that lost look on her face, I know that I can’t. I sigh and give in.

      “Like what?” I ask.

      “Secretive? Anti-labels? Did he mind calling you his girlfriend?”

      “It was different then, Tea. We were both in high school. 11th grade isn’t like freshman year of college. You think you’re so grown up then. Many people want to be in a relationship. Perhaps for no other reason except to say that they were in one.”

      She nods and sighs. I’m making sense to her. I search my mind for some other words of explanation that I could offer her that won’t hurt her feelings.

      “Besides, Tristan and I were best friends. For many years before we ever got together,” I say. “So when we got together, it was different. It was more serious, right from the beginning.”

      Again, she sighs and looks away. I put my arm around her shoulders. They slouch under my touch.

      “How long were you together?” she asks.

      “Two years.”

      “Do you think maybe he doesn’t want to get serious because he just got out of a serious relationship?” she asks. That’s exactly what I’m thinking.

      “I’m sure. If it’s any consolation, that’s kind of how I feel.”

      “What do you mean?” Tea asks.

      I drop my arm from her shoulder, try to pull away. But she just leans on me and waits for my answer.

      “Well, Simon calls me his girlfriend,” I say. “But I don’t really call him my boyfriend. We didn’t have a big discussion about it. He just started doing it. Without my permission, really. Maybe Tristan feels the same way. Maybe he just doesn’t want to complicate things right now, you know? I certainly don’t.”

      I see her listening to me, but I’m not sure if she’s really hearing me.

      “So what happened between you two?” she suddenly asks.

      “What do you mean?” My heart sinks. I don’t want to talk about our breakup. By the puzzled look on her face, I don’t think that’s what she’s referring to.

      “Well, you were kind of becoming friends again, right? He talked about you a bit and how things were getting more friendly and positive. But now, you’re not talking again? He said you were mad at him. What happened?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I decide to fake it. “Nothing really.” I shrug, trying to pretend that everything’s okay.

      I look at Tea. She’s not buying it. I have no idea if Tea knows about Tristan’s masquerade ball, but I have a feeling that she doesn’t. And there’s no way I’m going to tell her. It’s Tristan’s thing. He needs to tell her why he didn’t take her. Agh, I fuckin’ hate that guy!

      “I don’t know. It’s sort of hard being friends again after a breakup. We tried for a while, but it just didn’t feel right. So we’re giving each other some space,” I say.

      I’m gathering my stuff again. This time, I’m leaving for me. Before Tea entraps me in some other conversation that I have no interest in.

      “But Tristan said that you were mad at him,” Tea presses. “What did he do?”

      “Listen, Tea, I have to go. We’re just not friends anymore. Can we leave it at that?” I say, putting on my coat.

      Tea stands up. I think she’s about to give me a hug and walk me to the elevator, but instead she blocks the door.

      “I feel like you’re hiding something, Alice. Did something happen?” she asks. “I promise I won’t be mad. I just need to know the truth.”

      “Nothing happened, Tea,” I say. I purposely use her name, the same way she used my name to make a point. “I have no interest in Tristan. We’re not even friends anymore. Seriously, you have nothing worry about.”

      She doesn’t move away from the door.

      “Can I get by, please?” I ask. “I really have to get back.”

      Finally, she moves out of the way. Very reluctantly.

      “You promise?” she asks. “You promise that nothing happened between you and Tristan?”

      “Yes, yes, I promise,” I lie.

      I don’t even know how to begin to answer that question.

      I walk out of Tea’s building with the certain sense that she didn’t believe me. Honestly, I wasn’t very convincing, but it’s not my place to be. I’m mad at Tristan for a very legitimate reason, but it’s not one that I can share with her without hurting her feelings and embarrassing her. This is Tristan’s thing. It’s his responsibility to tell her. Or not tell her.

      “Agh!” I scream in the elevator. “Shit. Shit. Shit, Tristan. Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

      The elevator dings and the doors open. Two people enter and I take a deep breath. No more outbursts, I say to myself. And bite my lower lip to keep quiet.
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      I pack an overnight bag for the cabin in upstate New York. It’s not really upstate upstate because it’s only 2 hours outside of Manhattan. But New Yorkers have a curious tendency to call everything outside of Manhattan upstate.

      Looking through my closet, I don’t know what to bring. I look up the weather on my phone. It should be in the high 40s and low 50s there this weekend. So really cold, at least for me. I know it’s going to get even colder.

      I pull a small suitcase from under my bed. I’m not a good packer. I don’t do it often and I lack practice, at least according to my parents who both fly practically every week and don’t think that there’s anything unusual about that. My head hurts and my arms feel heavy when I look through my closet for appropriate sweaters. I hate to admit it, but the main reason I’m having trouble packing is that I don’t really want to go. I’m not in that place yet with Simon. The going away for the weekend place. Why was he so insistent on us going? And why the hell did he go ahead and book this place without even consulting me?  Girls like spontaneity in relationships. They like it when guys take initiative and book romantic gateways all on their own. I’m not different, of course. Except that what most girls won’t tell you is that we only want spontaneity from guys we already want to go on trips with. Otherwise, it’s awkward. Uncomfortable. Full of pressure.

      If Simon had asked me about this trip before booking it, I would’ve said no. But he didn’t. He just said that he had booked it and that he couldn’t cancel without losing all of his money. That’s a lot of pressure!

      I look the cabin up on my phone. It looks cozy and warm. A cute mountain gateway. If it weren’t for Simon, I’d be really excited about going on this trip. I haven’t been outside of New York ever since I’ve been here and I’m really curious about checking out the nature on the East Coast. It’s completely different from the kind of nature that I’m used to.

      A knock on my open door breaks my concentration, startling me. I almost drop my phone.

      What? I mouth to Tristan. He motions that the music is too loud. Reluctantly, I turn down Elle King’s “Ex’s and Oh’s” and turn to him.

      Tristan is leaning on the frame of the door. It looks as if he’s actually holding it up.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asks. There’s something unusual about his demeanor. He looks lost, somehow. Vulnerable.

      I don’t say anything and turn back to my packing.

      “Alice?”

      “Go, talk,” I say, folding my favorite purple merino wool sweater with a wide turtleneck into my bag.

      “Is that the sweater that I got you for Christmas last year?” he asks.

      I nod and put another sweater on top of it. I won’t admit it out loud, but it’s one of my favorites.

      “I’m glad you love it,” he says quietly.

      I look up at him. His hazel eyes look green in this light and they search my face for something. Whatever he has to talk to me about is serious.

      “I do love it,” I admit it.

      I can’t lie. I don’t usually like wool. It’s usually bulky and hot or just itches like hell. But this sweater is amazing. Super comfortable and soft. Never itchy. It also goes with practically everything. Tights. Jeans. Even pajamas.

      Tristan gave it to me on Christmas Eve on the beach in Malibu. We spent the day together surfing and kissing and drinking wine coolers. After having a picnic on the beach and watching the sun set, he handed me the box with the sweater. It cost him a month of his allowance.

      “What do you want, Tristan?”

      “I heard that you’re going away with that guy. Simon.”

      I shrug.

      “Are you?”

      “I’m packing, aren’t I?” I ask. That’s bitchy and so not me. I regret saying that, but I won’t apologize.

      “For how long?”

      “Not long. Tomorrow through Sunday.

      “That’s long, Alice. Very long,” he says. I stare at him. I have no idea where this is coming from.

      “Do you think this is too soon?” he asks.

      My patience is wearing thin. We’re not even talking and now I’m supposed to stand here and listen to a lecture about too soon from my ex?

      “Too soon? Are you insane?” I say. “Get the hell out, Tristan”

      I try to close the door, but he puts his foot in the crack. “No, listen, Alice. This has nothing to do with me. I’m just worried.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You know that jealous ex-boyfriend act is getting really old Tristan. I’m sick of it.”

      “No, it has nothing to do with that,” he says. The way he says it, I suddenly believe him. There’s sincerity in his voice.

      “I found out something about Simon,” Tristan says.

      “What?” I ask before I have a chance to think about it. “No, you know what, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care.”

      “Alice, please. Listen. I don’t want you to go,” Tristan says. His eyes tighten. Pupils dilate.

      “I don’t care what you want. This is none of your business,” I say, refusing to acknowledge the uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach that says that maybe he’s right.

      “He does drugs, Alice,” Tristan finally comes out with it. “I didn’t want to tell you, but you forced me. And I don’t mean that he smokes a little pot on weekends. Cocaine. Meth. And a lot of it.”

      “Meth? Are you serious?” I ask, rolling my eyes. I definitely don’t believe that. “He does not. That’s a lie.”

      “I heard it from Juliet a while ago. And she heard it from someone else.”

      “Oh, wow, who can argue with testimony from ‘someone else,’” I say mockingly.

      Tristan ignores me and continues, “I didn’t want to say anything at first ‘cause I thought you’d just find out on your own. But then I heard that you were going away with him.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I shrug.

      “He’s been arrested, Alice. He’s got a record.”

      I shrug. I don’t know anything about this. But I don’t disbelieve Tristan. I just don’t want to give him the satisfaction. Besides, is a record enough of a reason to cancel? It’s a great excuse, I suddenly realize. But then I look at Tristan. He’s searching my face for some hope that I’m with him. No, I can’t give into him.

      “Alice, please, don’t go. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Tristan, I don’t understand what you want from me,” I say, even though he had just answered my question. I take a deep breath and try again.

      “Tristan, we’re over. Don’t you know that? Why are you going around finding out dirt on my boyfriend?”

      He doesn’t respond. Hoping that he’ll just leave, I go back to packing.

      “Alice…” he starts, but I cut him off.

      “You’re just jealous, Tristan. We’re not together and I’m not talking to you anymore because you’re an asshole. And now you’re mad. You want to make my life difficult. Really, I thought you were better than just a gossip.”

      He shakes his head, but doesn’t make a move to leave.

      “And by the way, please don’t put me in the middle of you and Tea, whatever it is you two have going. She knows that I’m mad at you for some reason, but she doesn’t know why. And she was pestering me about it. I don’t want to be involved in your drama, Tristan. You got that?” I say.

      I turn toward him. He’s still standing in the doorway.

      “Alice, please,” he tries again. I’m over it. I kick his foot out of the doorframe and slam the door in his face.
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      Simon has rented a car for the occasion. I haven’t been in a car that wasn’t a cab in more than two months and I feel excited. I honestly didn’t know how I’d miss the car and the freedom that comes with driving until I was back in one. Simon lets me drive even though the rental car isn’t under my name. Sitting at the wheel again after all of this time makes me realize how confined I’d felt living in New York. I can go anywhere. I can drive all day and get to Canada. Or drive 18 hours and be in Florida. Or four days and end up back home in LA.

      “How do people live in the city their whole lives without going anywhere?” I ask Simon, rhetorically.

      “Many New Yorkers think that going across the park is a huge deal.” He shrugs.

      “Well, I sort of get that.” I smile. “You have to take the bus or change trains. But if you had a car…”

      I let my words trail off as I imagine all the wonderful places that I could go and all the things I could see if I had a car. Connecticut. Boston. Maine. Fuck, even Newfoundland.

      Unfortunately, I won’t be going to any of those place today. Within two hours, we arrive at a little outcrop of cabins in a forest. This place isn’t far away, but it feels like we’ve traveled to another universe. A world in which Manhattan and all of its lights and craziness doesn’t exist. The trees glisten in the sunlight. Not a single leaf is green; all are different shades of fall: yellow, orange, red, gold. A light wind blows in and a few gold ones detach and dance under the cloudless sky. The air is crisp and smells of dew and fresh pine.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whisper, immediately forgetting all of my concerns about coming here

      Nature always puts me at ease. Unlike in New York where getting to nature, real nature, requires a car rental, back home, getting immersed in nature is a piece of cake. Wilderness is only a five to ten minute drive away, depending on where you live. Despite what many people think, Southern California is a wild place. Its mountains and hills are filled with mountain lions and coyotes. Even in the suburbs, where my parents live, coyotes often come right up to the house to sing their screeching songs of hope and loss.

      Being back here in the wild, on Peekamoose Mountain, I feel homesick and at peace at the same time.

      “You know, I’m really glad that I came out here with you,” I say. “I wasn’t so sure at first, but now that we’re here, it feels really nice. I really needed a break from the city.”

      Simon smiles at me, the kind of smile that uses his whole face. His eyes twinkle and his cheeks get flushed.

      [image: ]

      After an hour-long hike, we come back to the cabin energetic and more alive than before. We laughed practically the whole time we hiked and my sides hurt not so much from the exertion, but from the stitches that I got from laughing so hard.

      “I’m going to get some firewood,” Simon says. “I want to start a fire.”

      I nod and go inside the cabin. It’s definitely quaint and cozy. The advertisement didn’t lie. The bed is soft and piled with more blankets and throws that we can possibly use. There’s a big wardrobe in the corner and it temps me to unpack my bag. I open the zipper, but don’t get any further than changing my sweaty shirt for Tristan’s merino sweater. No, not Tristan’s. It’s my merino sweater. The uplifting song of a blue jay catches my attention. I walk over to the window for a better look. I admire the way the bird’s blue feathers glisten in the sun and the way she sings without a care in the world. And then, just a little further down the worn path in between the trees, I spot Simon.

      I’m about to call out to him, but something stops me. Instead, I just watch him. He drops the pile of wood he’s been carrying under his arm onto the ground and pulls out a dirty glass pipe from his pocket. He looks around to see that no one’s around and lights up. It could be weed. But growing up in LA, I know plenty of people who smoke weed. And none of them do it in secret, hunched over with that paranoid look in their eye.

      I open the window. Call out his name. I want to see how he’d react. He doesn’t know where my voice is coming from and crouches down behind a bush to hide. Through the shrubbery, I see him take one big drag and put the pipe into his pocket.

      A few minutes later, Simon walks back into the cabin holding the firewood with both hands.

      “What’s up?” he asks breathlessly.

      I’m sitting on the bed, not sure how or where to start. A strange feeling of malaise spread throughout me. Quickly, I realize that it’s not so much malaise, but disappointment. I really thought that Simon was better than this. I’m not even talking about his addiction. I thought that he was better than a liar.

      I can’t beat around the bush. I just have to come out and ask him, straight up.

      “What were you smoking?” I ask.

      “What? Nothing. I wasn’t smoking anything.” He backs away from me.

      “Don’t lie to me. I saw you,” I say without getting off the bed. I feel like I’m holding a one-hundred pound rock in my lap and if I were to stand up, I’d have to take it with me.

      “Okay, okay. It’s nothing. Just something to relax.” Simon winks at me.

      He thinks he can use his charm and cuteness to avoid the conversation. To make me forget about what I saw. But I can’t. It’s not just something to relax. His actions back there pretty much told me that. I don’t say anything.

      “C’mon, Alice. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “No,” I shake my head.

      “Let’s just forget about it. I won’t do it again, I promise.” He crouches down next to me.

      He puts his arms on my lap and looks up at me with pleading eyes. For a second, I’m tempted to just forget about it. I don’t like fighting. And the cabin is quite relaxing. But then I get a whiff of his scent. Definitely not weed. I’ve never smelled meth, but that’s the only thing I can imagine it to be.

      “I can’t, sorry,” I say, pushing him away.

      The invisible one-hundred pound rock vanishes as soon as I get up. My cheeks get flushed. I’m angry. Mad. But not entirely with Simon. I’m mad as hell at Tristan. I walk over to my bag. Turn around.  Suddenly, I feel totally apathetic toward Simon. It’s like this is the excuse that I’ve been waiting for.

      “Have you ever been arrested?” I ask.

      I examine his face closely. Simon meets my eyes, doesn’t look away. His stare is disarming.

      “No,” he lies. I know it’s a lie. And by the expression on his face, he knows that I know it’s a lie.

      “Okay, okay, yes.” Simon walks over to me and grabs my hand. He thinks that physical contact will make me more sympathetic to him.

      “But it was last year. It was really not a big deal, Alice.”

      “Yeah, I guess not,” I say. I pick up the few things that I’ve taken out of my bag and stuff them back inside. I’m leaving because of the drugs, but it’s just an excuse. I know it. This whole trip was way too soon for us. My only regret is that I didn’t listen to myself when I’d thought that it was too soon.

      “Where are you going?” Simon asks.

      “Home,” I say. “I’m going home.”

      “What? Why? We have this great cabin. C’mon stay, please.”

      “I’ve had doubts about this trip before. And this just confirmed it,” I say, pointing to the pocket where he put the pipe.

      “This is nothing, Alice. It’s just for fun.”

      “Really? So why were you arrested? Why did you feel the need to smoke in the bushes if it’s nothing you’re ashamed of?” I say, grabbing my bag.

      I’m grateful for the fact that I didn’t unpack right away.

      “Alice, please. C’mon, be reasonable.”

      “I am. I don’t want to stay.”

      “Well, I do. And I’m not going back to the city until Sunday,” Simon says defiantly, plopping down on the bed in protest.

      I hadn’t considered this possibility. Shit.

      “Fine,” I say after a moment.

      “What are you going to do? It’s dark out there already.”

      “I’m going to take a cab or an Uber,” I say.

      “All the way to the city? It’ll cost you a year of rent!” he laughs. I’ve never seen this side of him before. The mocking, insensitive, petulant, child side.

      “I’m going to take a cab to the train station,” I explain. I don’t know why I even bothered. It’s none of his business anymore.

      Simon jumps out of bed, meets me by the door.

      “Alice.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. I shrug him off.

      “Alice,” he says louder this time. “You can’t leave.”

      “I am leaving.” I turn the knob.

      “Goddamn it, Alice.” He hits the door with his fist, slamming it shut.

      He startles me. The door slams shut with such force, the hairs on the back of my arm stand up. A shudder of fear courses through my veins.

      What if he doesn’t let me leave?

      What then?

      I turn to Simon. His face is inches away from mine. I can feel his hot, fiery breath on my face. Blood drains from my cheeks and lips. My heart pounds so loudly in my chest that I hear it in my temples.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      I take a deep breath. I don’t look away from him. I’m leaving this place one way or another.

      The darkness in his eyes slowly fades and the old Simon comes back to me.

      “I’m so sorry, Alice, really,” he says. He puts his head on my shoulder.

      “I know,” I whisper. “But I have to go.”

      I open the door again. This time, he doesn’t stop me.

      When I get out of sight from the cabin, I finally let out a deep sigh of relief.
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      About a mile down the road, I start to waver on my decision to leave in such haste. I tried to call a cab, but I didn’t realize it until after I left that I have absolutely no reception out here. Not even one bar! Still, I can’t go back. Simon’s insistence on me staying scared me. If I wasn’t sure about leaving beforehand, I certainly was after. There’s a lot I don’t know about him and I had no business coming out here with him.

      I remember what I heard a while ago about women and intuition. Apparently, women have great intuition. The problem is that they often don’t listen to it and don’t act accordingly to it because of a variety of factors. They don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. They feel embarrassed. They think that it’s illogical. It doesn’t make any sense.

      From now on, I’m going to listen to my intuition a lot more, I decide. If I had listened to it earlier, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

      The road’s winding and lit only by the blue light from the moon. But moonlight doesn’t penetrate every bend; the trees hugging both sides of the road block most of it.

      The scent of pine is no longer inviting and comforting. Instead, I’m starting to get scared. I haven’t been scared of the dark since I was six years old, but alone in the woods, all my old fears creep in. I turn on my phone. I still have plenty of battery left. I click on the flashlight button and the bright LED brings me some relief.

      One car drives past me. And then another. A few minutes later, another. They all slow down when they see me. Again, shivers run up my spine. I shouldn’t have stayed up late watching a marathon of old Dateline programs last night on YouTube. All those murder mysteries, which seemed so interesting when I was in the safety of my bed, now seem terrifying. College girl walking down an abandoned country road all alone. I can just hear Keith Morrison’s soothing but sinister voice narrating my crime story.

      “Okay, okay. You can’t think like this,” I say out loud. “The train station is 3 miles away from the cabin, you only have, what, 2 more to go? You can do this. Nothing’s going to happen. Just stop freaking yourself out.”

      I look at my phone again. There’s something comforting about it even though I don’t have a signal. It’s way out. My lifeline. I thank God that the directions to the train station are still cached on the maps screen. Otherwise, I’d be totally fucked.

      A car pulls up next to me. I don’t hear it until the driver honks the horn.

      Beep. Beep.

      Fuck. It’s Simon. He has found me. There’s no way I’m getting into his car. I look around before turning to face him. What can I do? I can run into the woods, I decide. He’ll have to first realize what I’ve done. And if he wants to follow me, he’ll have to pull over, park the car, get out and then run after me. That will give me a good running start.

      No matter what you do, don’t get into that car, I whisper silently to myself. If that’s one thing that I’ve learned from all those crime shows is that it all goes to hell when the girl gets into the car.

      “Alice!” I don’t believe what I hear. The voice is definitely not Simon’s. But it can’t be who I think it is. Can it?

      I turn around. My ears weren’t lying. It is Tristan.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. The cold air nips at my throat. I pull my coat closed at my neck, wishing that I hadn’t forgotten to pack my scarf.

      “Get in,” he says. “It’s freezing out there.”

      I want to. Really badly. It is freezing, colder than freezing, probably. But I’m mad at him. And he still hasn’t answered my question.

      I shake my head. I’ve had enough of guys bossing me around for today. I continue walking, well aware of that fact that it’s my pride that’s keeping me out of his car. Not any intuition. Tristan’s a great guy and he’d never make me feel uncomfortable. He’d break my heart and make me wish that I was dead, but he would never scare me.

      He drives slowly alongside of me.

      “C’mon, Alice. Stop fucking around. Get in,” he says through the rolled down window.

      I shake my head.

      “Why are you here?” I yell. Partly because of the howling wind. And partly because I’m mad at him. “Are you stalking me?”

      “Why are you here?” he yells back. Clearly, not answering my questions. “If you’re having such a good time with Simon, why are you walking down the road all alone in the middle of the night?”

      “Fuck you!”

      “C’mon, Alice. Please, get in.” The tone in his voice changes. He’s pleading now. But my heart remains cold. My pride stands strong.

      “I don’t need you to stalk me, Tristan. I’m fine,” I say.

      I expect our banter to keep going until I reach the train station. I can use an escort. It is cold and dark and windy. And I am scared of being all alone out here. But then it doesn’t.

      “Fine,” Tristan yells and drives away. The screeching of the tires as he pulls away breaks my heart.

      “No, no, no,” I say, watching him disappear into the darkness. “Please don’t go.”

      But I don’t run after the car. I stop, stand there like a statue. Unable to move. A feeling of inevitable doom spreads through my body. Regret. Why didn’t I just get into his car? Why did I have to be so stupid? He came all the way here. He was here to help. He loves you. Why did I have to be so cold? So unforgiving? A million other things that I should’ve said and done run through my mind.

      I look out into the distance. Waiting for him to return. But he doesn’t. He’s gone. Really gone.

      I take a deep breath.

      You can only depend on yourself in life. There’s no one else. Definitely not some guy.

      A set of headlights from across the road blinds me and disappears. The car makes a u-turn across the road and pulls up next to me.

      “Tea and I broke up,” Tristan yells through the open window.
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      This time he doesn’t have to coax me inside. Neither of us says another word as I climb into the passenger seat. I don’t get in because of what he said. I would’ve gotten in if he had said that he hated me. It’s not every day that you get the chance to right the wrong decision that you’d just made. And I didn’t need any more signs that this is what I had to do.

      As I pull up the window, the warmth of the air inside puts me at ease. Heat is coming out from the seat. I start to warm up from the inside out.

      “Will you take me to the train station?” I ask.

      “Why? I’m going back home.”

      “I think I’d like to go to the train station,” I say. I don’t have a good reason. I don’t want to go back with him. There’s something about this. If I let him take me home, he’ll be my knight in shining armor. Or something like that.

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” he asks.

      “Will you take me there or not?” I ask. He grunts and gives something like a shrug.

      We drive in silence for a few moments. It’s deafening. We used to be able to hang out in the same room for hours and not talk without feeling uncomfortable. But now, everything’s different.

      “And by the way, what were you thinking back there?” Tristan asks. The tone of his voice is accusatory. Angry.

      “What if I hadn’t come back for you? You know, you and your dumb pride. It’s going to get you killed.” He shakes his head. “It’s okay to admit that you need help sometimes, you know that? It’s okay to feel lost. You don’t have to do everything on your own all the time.”

      Tristan continues his lecture. He’s not much of a talker. He tends to keep things bottled up most of the time, behind a door with a big lock on it. A lock that I don’t have a key to. And listening to his lecture puts a smile on my face. I know that he cares about me. But it’s not every day that I get actual confirmation of that fact.

      “What? Why are you smiling? I’m really mad at you, Alice.”

      I nod. “I know. You’re right,” I say.

      “I’m right? Wait, what?” He slows down to stop.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have to memorialize this moment in stone. I don’t think I’ve been right, well, in ever.”

      “Well, you better savor it then,” I laugh. “I’m not sure if you’re going to be right again anytime soon.”

      We start driving again.

      “And what were you thinking coming here?” I ask. “I mean, what if everything between Simon and me was fine? What if I hadn’t confronted him?”

      “I would’ve just stayed there.” He shrugs. “I wanted to make sure that you were okay.”

      “Stayed there? Where?”

      “In the parking lot.”

      “The whole weekend?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugs. “I don’t know. I didn’t really have a plan.”

      I roll my eyes. Don’t say anything for a bit.

      “I had no idea that this was going to happen. I was just coming to talk to you. That’s all,” he says after a while. He’s looking straight ahead. Strands of hair fall into his face. He tucks them behind his ear. “I don’t want you to think I was some sort of stalker,” Tristan adds.

      “I know that.”

      “And then I saw you leave. So I followed you.”

      I nod. That makes sense.

      Neither of us says a word for a while. And then I remember something he had said.

      “What happened with you and Tea?” I ask.

      Tristan shrugs, shakes his head. He looks straight ahead. I know that he’s avoiding eye contact with me.

      “Tristan?” I can’t let it go. I’m going to see her and I need to know what I should expect.

      “We broke up,” he says. He shrugs again, the kind of shrug that makes me certain that it wasn’t good.

      “I’m not sure if it’s a breakup since we weren’t really seeing each other officially, but whatever,” he says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We weren’t officially dating. Is it a break up if there’s nothing to break?”

      “Did she know that?” I ask.

      “Not you too.” He looks straight at me. “Yes, I was very clear with her about that.”

      “She didn’t seem like she was when we spoke,” I say.

      Tristan shakes his head. Annoyed.

      “So why did you break it off?” I ask. I’m very careful about not saying ‘break up.’

      “I didn’t. She did,” he says.

      “What?” I ask. That’s hard to believe. Tea was really smitten with him. Why would she do this?

      “She said that she didn’t want to be in an ill-defined relationship. She wanted more. Either we were together, exclusive, or we weren’t. And I couldn’t give her that.”

      I ask him why even though I know the answer.

      We stop at the light. He turns all the way toward me in his seat. Looks straight into my eyes. I see an image of the red stop light in his eyes, and wonder if he can see them in mine.

      “You’re a hard act to follow, Alice,” Tristan says quietly.

      Shivers run down my spine. The tips of my fingers get cold. Then go numb. I don’t know what he means. No, that’s not true. I do. I have my suspicions, but I don’t dare assume. I don’t want to know.

      “What,” I start. My throat is raspy and the word comes out broken in half. “What are you talking about?” I try again.

      The light turns green. He drives out of the intersection and pulls over to the side of the road.

      “What are you doing? Why are you stopping?” I ask quickly. I feel myself going into a panic over what might happen and over what might not.

      “I want to tell you something,” Tristan says quietly.

      I don’t look away from the front windshield even as Tristan turns to face me again.

      “Alice? Turn to me. Please,” he says, touching my hand. I recoil from his touch. I take a deep breath. Quiet my pounding heart. And turn to face him.

      “I love you,” he says, slowly allowing each word its time and space.

      “What?” I mumble.

      “I love you, Alice,” he says again. I try to read his face. It’s blank. All I see is how much his sun-kissed skin has faded in the bleakness of a New York fall.

      “I love you, too,” I say a little too quickly.

      It’s not a lie, but it’s not the truth either. I’m not sure what he meant for his ‘I love you.’ I love you as a friend. I love you like I used to. I love you and want to get back together. I love you and I want to be friends. We sit there in silence for a bit. It seems like we should kiss, but the moment isn’t right. There’s a distance between us. Filled with all the things that have been unsaid. All the things that should be explained.

      Slowly, Tristan starts the car again and puts it in drive. We drive the rest of the way to the train station as strangers.
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      The parking lot is empty and Tristan parks right up front near the handicapped sign.

      “I’ll walk you inside,” he says as I get out.

      “No need,” I say, but he ignores me. I don’t stop him. We walk together into the train station. It’s small and deserted. There are only a few chairs arranged in a circle along the walls. There’s no one at the ticket counter. I check the large electronic schedule board behind the counter. A train going back to the city will come in twenty-five minutes.

      I go to the ticket machine and buy a one-way ticket.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come back with me?” he asks as I press ‘buy.’ I shake my head, no.

      “I’ll just meet you there,” I say. “Thanks for coming out, though. Really. I really appreciate it.”

      Tristan stares down at his shoes. They’re an old pair of sneakers with no shoelaces that he has had for years. He doesn’t wear them often. I know that they’re his go-to shoe when he needs to be comfortable.

      “How long have you had those shoes?” I smile. “Since tenth grade, at least.”

      “Ninth.” He nods his head. When our eyes meet, his sparkle under the harsh fluorescence in the room.

      “Are you ever going to get rid of them?” I ask.

      “Are you ever going to get rid of Bear?”

      My breath gets lodged in my throat and I cough. Bear is an old teddy bear that I’ve had since I was a little girl. I don’t play with him anymore.  He’s too old and fragile, but he sits on top of my dresser and I hold him whenever I feel lost or confused or lonely.

      “No, of course not!” I gasp.

      “Ever hear that a pot shouldn’t be calling a kettle black?” he jokes.

      “Fair enough,” I smile.

      I’m suddenly at ease. I know that Tristan and I are going to be okay. Friends. For real this time. I know that he wasn’t lying when he said that he loved me. And I definitely wasn’t. What happens to love after love? I wonder. Maybe this. This friendship that’s a little bit more than just friendship. Something a little bit deeper. Closer. More unusual.

      “Oh hey, you said that you wanted to talk to me about something. Back in the car. What did you want to talk to me about?” I ask.

      “Just about us. About how I miss you.”

      “You miss me?”

      He nods. I feel his gaze on my lips. He takes a step closer to me. I feel his soft breath on my cheek. We’re standing so close to one another that it would require more energy to pull away than to pull closer together. Suddenly, he catches himself.

      “You know, I miss being friends. I’m sorry about the masquerade ball. I should’ve told you the truth. I was an asshole for not wanting to take her. That’s why I’m not rushing the frat. I don’t want to be that guy.”

      I nod.

      The moment passes. I take a step back. The magnetic force pulling us close together, into a kiss, vanishes.

      “Okay, I’ll see you at home,” I say and turn to walk to the ticket counter.

      Tristan grabs my hand. He pulls me close to him.

      His eyes search mine.

      He pushes my hair out of my face and kisses me.

      Tristan presses his lips onto mine. Softly at first. As if he’s asking permission. It takes me a moment to realize what’s going on. When I do, I kiss him back.

      The fire between us gets stronger.

      He runs his tongue across mine.

      I bury my hands in his hair.

      He wraps his arms around my waist. He searches for the place where my shirt ends and then grabs my back with his hand. The touch of his skin on mine exhilarating. Shivers run down my whole body. I feel like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me. I kiss him harder and he breathes air into my lungs.

      “Please don’t take the train,” he whispers. “Come home with me.”

      We kiss for a few more moments. It isn’t awkward like most first kisses. Tristan knows just how to kiss me. He knows that I love feeling his breath on my neck. He knows that I love when he nibbles at my earlobes. He knows that I love it when he buries his hands in my hair and pulls on it lightly. And he knows a lot more things than this. A lot more than what we can do in a public train station, even if it is deserted.
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      We hold hands and kiss all the way back to the car. I don’t remember agreeing to not take the train, but that hardly matters. He opens the car door for me and continues to kiss me as I get into the seat. I watch him run around the car and hop in the driver’s side.

      “I forgot how good you smell,” he says, inhaling the air.

      I laugh. He hasn’t spoken to me like this in a long time. I look at him. It’s as if he’s enchanted.

      “It’s probably just my shampoo.” I shrug and touch my hair instinctively.

      Tristan looks me over up and down, as if he’s performing some sort of complicated analysis in his head. Then he grabs my head and pulls me toward his nose. Gently.

      “Hey!” I pull away, but not before he inhales me.

      “Your hair smells nice; raspberry, right?”

      I nod.

      “But no, that’s not it.” Tristan shakes his head.

      “There’s this powerful smell of vanilla and something else,” he adds.

      Finally, I give in. I smile and admit that it’s my perfume. Victoria Secret’s Noir Tease.

      “Noir Tease? Really? Alice Summer, oh my!” he jokes.

      I point to the source of the scent. My wrists. He picks up my hands with his and brings them to his mouth. Carefully, he kisses one wrist and then the other.

      “And when did you start wearing perfume?” he asks.

      “About a month ago.” I shrug. “It smelled nice. Plus, it comes with this little pump. I hate to admit it, but I feel like a real woman using the little pump to put on perfume.”

      “I love it,” he says.

      He kisses me on the mouth again, parting my lips with his tongue. At first, the kiss is reserved. Chaste. Nice. But it quickly starts morphing into something else. A fire starts to build somewhere deep within me. I want to rip off his clothes and press his body against mine. Tristan’s breathing quickens. When my hand brushes against his leg, I can tell that he’s getting really excited.

      His hands run down my shirt and then go underneath. Flesh to flesh. My breaths speed up along with my heartbeat. With one quick motion, he unfastens my bra and my breasts are freed. His hand brushes along my belly button and then goes up. Higher and higher.

      “Wait,” I whisper. He doesn’t stop immediately.

      “Wait, wait,” I say louder and pull away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked with a deeply disappointed look on his face.

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. “Not a thing. Except that I don’t want to do it here. We’re not in high school anymore. We have our own place.”

      I wait for him to get mad, but he just shrugs. Nods.

      “Are you sure? How about for old times’ sake?” he asks.

      I shake my head no, trying to fit the clasps of my bra back together.

      In high school, we used to do it all the time in cars. His car. My car. Our friends’ cars. There were many discreet places where teenagers had sex late at night, in cars. Our high school’s parking lot. Other high schools’ parking lots. Elementary and middle school parking lots. The library parking lot. Empty office buildings’ parking lot.

      We’ve spent many hours in empty parking lots. Sometimes with friends. Drinking if one of us was able to score some beer or wine. Sometimes with our significant others.

      “Hey do you remember that library parking lot near my house?” Tristan asks.

      “Which time?” I ask.

      We spent many long evenings there. Unlike the office and the school parking lots, the library was almost never patrolled. It was Tristan’s and mine little secret, too. We didn’t dare share it with any of our friends out of fear that word would get out and our private spot would become public knowledge.

      “Hey, remember what happened to Rachel Prince?” he asks.

      “How could I forget?” I laugh. “Whenever I think about having sex in a car, I think about her.”

      “Really?” he scrunches up his face in disgust. “And how often do you think about having sex in cars?”

      “Okay, that came out wrong.” I smile. “You know what I mean.”

      Rachel Prince was in our grade and we were all close friends in 11th grade. A cop caught her and her boyfriend at the time having sex in an empty office park. But instead of just letting them go with a warning or giving them a citation, he made them get out of the car and stand next to it completely naked while he looked through their identification. When it was 20 degrees outside!

      “At least they were still wearing their shoes,” Tristan jokes.

      Rachel’s incident went around school like a scary story intended only for teenagers. Almost everyone, it seemed, stopped messing around for a couple of weeks. Long enough for the shock to wear off and the hormones to kick in, I guess.

      “I can’t believe that he actually took them to the station and made them wait there for their parents to pick them up. What an asshole.” Tristan shakes his head.

      “At least they got to put their clothes back on,” I say.

      “I didn’t give it much thought at the time. But I think what that cop did was probably illegal. I mean, he can’t just make a 16-year-old girl stand naked outside and look at her without breaking some sort of law. Right?”

      I have no idea. It does sound like it should be illegal.

      “Don’t you think we were lucky?” I ask. “That nothing like that ever happened to us?”

      He nods. “Really lucky. We didn’t even have any close calls!”

      “Oh my God.” Tristan takes his eyes off the road and turns to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh my God, I want to have you right now, Alice. It’s been way too long.”

      “Watch the road!” I say turning his face back away from me.

      “Are you sure we can’t pull over somewhere? It’ll be fun,” he pleads.

      I want him too. I want to kiss again. I want to bury my hands in his hair. Kiss his belly button. And more. But I stay firm.

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s cold. We have two great beds to choose from. And I want to take a shower. Wash Simon and this whole night off me.”

      Then I give it another thought. That’s not right. The night has actually ended way better than I’d expected.

      “Well, not the whole night,” I add.

      “Fine.” He shrugs. “You’re right. It’ll be more special at home.”
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      We are still more than an hour and a half away from home. I try to quench the anticipation building in the pit of my stomach with something fun to think about it. I ask him about his family. I haven’t heard anything about them for a long time. As we start to talk and laugh, I discover that there’s so much that we hadn’t talked about. And it all suddenly floods in.

      For instance, Tristan thinks that his little brother, Cayden, is gay. Gay and doesn’t know it.

      “How can he not know it?” I ask. “He’s 15! Maybe he’s just not gay.”

      “Well, in that case, he’s in denial or something. I’m pretty certain that he is.”

      “Maybe he’s just afraid to come out?” I ask.

      “Why would he be? He knows that my parents won’t care. They’ll probably be happy!” he says.

      “It takes a while to be comfortable in your own skin,” I say. “You have to be patient. I mean, I still can’t come out to most people about being a writer.”

      But we don’t just talk about serious things. We also talk about funny, heartfelt things. Like last Christmas.

      “Do you remember when you chased me around the house for my candy cane?” I ask.

      “No!” he says imperatively. “It wasn’t yours. You got it as a gift, yes, but you hate candy canes! And by the way, who the hell hates candy canes anyway? They’re peppermint and sugar! I know for a fact that you love peppermint tea.”

      “That’s not at all the same thing,” I shake my head, smiling. “What’s important is that that was my candy cane. And you just expected me to give it over!”

      “Because you weren’t going to eat it!”

      “You didn’t know that.”

      “Oh yes, I did.” He nods furiously. “I found that stash of candy canes in your closet from the year before. You didn’t eat one! You just kept them all away from people who actually like them. You greedy, greedy girl!”

      We crack up laughing. I laugh so hard, my eyes tear up. When he catches his breath, Tristan turns to me.

      “I’ve missed you, Alice,” he says as we pull up to our building. He’s planning on returning the rental car tomorrow. After parking, we head straight up to our dorm.

      “I’ve missed you, too,” I say in the elevator.

      A flood of emotions starts to sweep through my body the higher we climb. If I don’t do something, tears will flow out of my eyes and I won’t be able to stop them. I lean up to Tristan and kiss him.

      In the middle of that passionate and explosive kiss, as he tears at my clothes and messes up my hair, I suddenly realize that I don’t need an apology from him over the break up. And I don’t want to think for a second about what this all means. I don’t even want to know if I want him back. I just want to be with him.

      We kiss furiously until the elevator beeps and the doors open. We stumble out, almost forgetting our bags inside. At the last minute, Tristan shoves his hand in between the doors to keep it from leaving. Reluctantly, the elevator opens.

      When we get to our dorm, I head straight to the bathroom.

      “Okay, I’m going to hop in the shower and I’ll meet you in your room?” I say.

      “Unless you want me to join you?” he winks.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head.
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      When I get out of the shower, I reapply my makeup just a bit. I brush my hair, flip it over to give it some life, and leave it damp. I look in the mirror. Is this really happening?

      “Just breathe,” I say to myself. Suddenly, I wish that I had one of those tattoos on my wrist that says ‘just breathe.’ I’ve made fun of those on many occasions. I mean, when do you really forget to breathe? But at this point, I could use one. A visual reminder to relax. Take a break. Breathe in and out.

      My heart beats so hard, it feels like it’s going to jump out of my chest. I knock on his door. No one answers. I knock harder. When he doesn’t answer again, I push it open.

      Tristan’s sitting on his bed with his laptop. He barely looks up. He has a despondent look on his face. When he looks up at me, he doesn’t look at me so much as through me. Somewhere far away.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. But just a little bit. It looks so much like a nod, but different. I wait for him to speak. A minute passes. It feels like a century.

      “I...I…lost the money,” he finally says. His voice shakes.

      “What money?”

      “The money I invested with Dylan’s guy,” he says slowly. There’s a difficulty in each word, it’s as if to say it, he has to move a car singlehandedly from one side of the street to another.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I wrap my arms around him. He doesn’t push me away. Just continues to sit there. Lost in a world that I can’t reach.

      “I lost $15,000,” he whispers, burying his head in his hands. “How could I be so stupid?”

      “I’m so so sorry.” I embrace him.

      I don’t know what to do to make him feel better. I wish there was something, but I feel utterly helpless. Just be here for him, I say to myself. Just sit here and listen.

      “It was going so well. My $5,000 investment became $10,000. I was going to take it out, but then I didn’t. I put it all back in, Alice,” he says.

      Whilst at first, words didn’t come at all, now they’re practically tumbling out of him. “Why did I do that?” he asks. “I’m so stupid.”

      “No, you’re not,” I whisper.

      “I made another $5,000 and then…then it all disappeared.”

      “How?” I ask.

      He takes a deep breath. Lets it out and then says, “The stock plummeted after the CFO of the pharmaceutical company was arrested for insider trading.”

      We sit in silence for a long time. I don’t know what to say and Tristan has nothing else to say. Eventually, and with a great deal of effort, I turn off the light and take the laptop from his lap. I pull the covers over him and give him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Where are you going?” he whispers.

      “I thought I’d give you some time to rest,” I say.

      “Can you stay? Please?”

      I climb into bed with him. Tristan wraps his arms around me. He presses himself against me. We spoon for some time. Minutes tick away. Sometime later, I turn to face him. I think that he’s asleep, but he’s wide awake. Still staring out in the distance.

      “You should get some sleep,” I say. “Things will be better in the morning.”

      Tristan looks at me. He disentangles his hand from the covers and brushes his index finger along my bottom lip. His fingertip feels soft like silk. Slowly, he pulls himself closer to me. I feel his breath on my lips. Our lips touch.

      His lips are effervescent. He parts my lips with his tongue. It feels familiar and strange at the same time. As we kiss, our bodies morph into one. I can no longer tell where he begins and I end.

      Suddenly, his kisses become more forceful. He presses his whole body into mine. Every last inch of it is hard and strong. He climbs on top of me and kisses me harder. So hard that it borders on painful. I try to keep up. I push back into him. He rises a little above me. I’m surprised at my own strength.

      We make out well into the night. It doesn’t go further than that. We don’t rip our clothes off. We simply make out. Like teenagers. Because, mainly, we still are. I don’t want to lie. It’s not like thoughts of pulling off his clothes don’t strike me. But I don’t initiate. And he doesn’t either. At this moment, this is enough. This is more than enough. Sometime later, after we’re both worn out, we fall asleep in each other’s arms.
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      It’s 3:37 am when I sneak out of bed to get something to drink. As I pour myself a cup of milk, Dylan comes in and flips on the lights. He startles me. I shield them as best as I can, but the bright lights still sting my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m so sorry. Didn’t know you were in here,” he says.

      Dylan’s dressed in a suit. The one he wears exclusively to clubs.

      “Shit, Alice, I’m not having a good day,” Dylan says.

      “Neither is Tristan,” I say.

      He looks away. Pours himself a cup of water. “Oh he heard? I was going to tell him in the morning.”

      “He lost 15 thousand dollars, Dylan,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “Oh shit, I didn’t know it was that much. I thought he’d only invested five.”

      “No, he invested his gains back into it.”

      “Ah, well, that’s what happens.” Dylan shrugs.

      “Is that all you’re going to say?” I ask. “That’s all his savings. He lost everything.”

      I’m so angry, I want to punch him.

      “Hey, if it’s any consolation, I lost twenty grand. Just about.” He shrugs.

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t have a rich dad to bail him out,” I say. “You can still afford to go party all night. He can’t.”

      Dylan shrugs. He doesn’t look like he cares much.

      “How could you let this happen?” I try again.

      I have to make him understand. I know I shouldn’t be doing this at three in the morning, after I didn’t get much sleep and he has been out all night. But I can’t stop myself.

      “Hey, listen, it was an investment. He knew what he was getting into.”

      “But it was your guy!”

      “So what? That guy made him $10,000! Would you be here yelling at me if he had pulled out?”

      “No, but he didn’t, did he? He lost all his money!”

      “I don’t want to hear this shit, Alice,” Dylan says. “I lost a lot of money, too. Tristan’s a big boy.”

      “He’s right,” Tristan says, coming out of his room. “He’s right, Alice. I knew about the risks.”

      “But don’t you think Dylan should’ve warned you—“

      “No,” Tristan cuts me off. “It’s fine, really. It’s not Dylan’s fault.”

      “It just sucks,” I say. “You lost so much money. I just wish I could help.”

      “I know, but you can’t. No one can. It’s fine,” he says.

      “No, it’s not.” I shake my head and open the door to my room.

      I leave Tristan and Dylan alone. If he’s not mad at him, why should I be? I rub my eyes. Juliet turns around in bed. She’s engulfed in her comforter and I can barely see her face. Only her eyes.

      “Sorry to wake you,” I whisper and close the door behind myself to block the light from the kitchen.

      “It’s okay,” she says. Her voice is raspy and uneven. “Dylan and I broke up.”

      “Oh I’m so sorry,” I say, changing into my pjs.

      “It’s okay,” she sighs. “He’s back with Peyton. Again. He’s obsessed with Peyton.”

      Though I can’t see very well, I can tell that her eyes are puffy. She has been crying.

      “Hey, weren’t you supposed to be away for the weekend?” she asks.

      I fill her in on the details. Simon. Tristan. Tristan and I making out. Tristan losing his money. Wow, this has been a ridiculously long day. Just going over it in a few sentences tires me out.

      She listens quietly, taking it all in. Doesn’t comment. I’m grateful for that. I couldn’t deal with a snarky remark right now without getting too emotional about it.

      “So how are you?” I ask. She doesn’t respond right away.

      “Eh, fine. You live and learn, I guess,” she says.

      I’ve always wondered what that expression meant. It’s as if it’s a way to just write off a huge part of life and not deal with it. It seems enlightening and worldly, but it sounds like an excuse. Like a statement that someone makes when they don’t want to make a statement at all.

      “So what did you learn?” I ask.

      She’s just trying to cope with this. I shouldn’t be putting her on the spot like that. I know that and I hate myself for doing it anyway.

      “What did I learn?” Juliet asks like she’s trying to buy time. “That I shouldn’t go out with assholes.”

      We both laugh.

      “That’s going to be a tough thing in this city,” I joke.
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      I don’t see Tristan until that afternoon. In the morning, he goes for a run and then I go out for brunch with Juliet. She’s still distraught over Dylan, but trying to put on as brave of a face as possible. That afternoon, she goes out to a matinée show of A Streetcar Named Desire with some of her acting friends. I’m invited too, but opt to stay home. The drizzle that started that morning has morphed into a full blown rainstorm, and I have a hard time braving the streets of New York in this kind of weather.

      The good thing about not going to the cabin for the weekend, one of many, is that I actually had time to edit my paper due on Monday. I was in a rush to finish it before the trip and now, for the first time this semester, I’m actually done two days before it’s due. The feeling is quite exhilarating, I can’t lie. There’s this heavy feeling of dread that lifts off me. I don’t have a dark cloud hanging around my head about a paper that I should be writing but I’m not. It feels so good, actually, that I decided to try to finish other papers early as well. It might be a pipe dream, but it’s good to have dreams, right?

      There’s a knock on my door just as I finish reading the last sentence of my paper.

      “Come in,” I say.  I click save and close my laptop.

      When I turn around in my chair, I see Tristan standing awkwardly in the doorway, unsure about coming in.

      “Oh hey, how are you?” I ask.

      “Okay, I guess.” He hangs his head. “I went for a run this morning. To clear my head.”

      “And?” I ask hopefully.

      “I’m still finding it difficult to get over the fact that I lost 15 grand. But I guess I’m feeling better than last night.”

      I nod, ask him to come in. We both sit down on my bed together.

      “On the bright side,” I say. “At least, you had 15 grand to lose. I mean, that’s something, right?”

      That was my bad attempt at a joke. It backfires. He looks crushed. I feel like a massive idiot for even saying something like that. Something so insensitive.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. Too little, too late.

      “No, that’s true, I guess. Just a little too soon, I think.”

      I nod, grateful that he doesn’t take it personally.

      “So I mainly wanted to come here and talk to you about Dylan,” he says.

      “Dylan?”

      “I don’t want you to talk to him about this anymore. You shouldn’t have lectured him about this.”

      “I was just trying to help you,” I say defensively.

      “I know, but I don’t need it,” he shakes his head. “It’s not Dylan’s fault. I don’t think he scammed me. He lost a lot of money, too.”

      “I know, but—“ I start to say.

      “No buts, Alice,” he cuts me off.

      I feel this incessant need to make Tristan understand that I was coming from a good place. I don’t know why. I don’t think for a second that he might already know that.

      “It was an investment. That’s what happens to bad investments,” he adds. His voice is forceful, certain. I look up at him. There are flames of anger in his eyes.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you mad?” I ask.

      “Why? Because you are butting into my business. Do you know how embarrassing that is?”

      “I was just trying to help.”

      “Alice, I don’t need you to—“ he yells. Then stops short at the end of the sentence. He doesn’t finish it. It’s like he’s afraid of finishing it.

      “You don’t need me,” I say. “I get it.”

      I get off the bed. I don’t want to see his face. Yesterday was like a dream. Not necessarily a bad dream, just a dream. It doesn’t feel real. I walk over to the window and look out at the pouring rain outside. The whole city is crying.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Tristan says.

      I wait for him to put his arm around me. But he doesn’t. He simply walks to the door and leaves.
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      I don’t know whether it’s from lack of sleep and general exhaustion, but I suddenly break down sobbing. This is the first time I’ve cried like that since our actual breakup. I feel like I’ve been holding it all in for so long and now it’s finally out.

      “No, I can’t do this anymore,” I whisper to myself through the tears.

      An hour passes. My tears dry up. I open a textbook to try to get some studying in before finals next week. A knock at the door breaks my concentration.

      “Can I come in?” Tristan asks.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m busy.”

      He sits down next to me anyway. Takes my hand. I try to push him away, but he doesn’t let me. I look into his eyes. There’s a hint of hope and a whole lot of regret in them.

      Tristan leans towards me and takes away my books. He drops everything on the floor. I let him.

      He leans closer to me. Presses his soft lips onto mine. Breathes me in. As we kiss, his hands start to slide down my body. Eventually, they find where my sweater ends. He finds his way underneath. With one swift motion, I’m on my back and he’s laying halfway across me. This feels so good. I can’t stop him even if I wanted to. He traces the curves of my hips and pulls on the strings of my pajama pants. He pulls my pants down a bit, until my hipbones are exposed. Then he pulls away from my mouth and kisses my hips. One. Then another. His fingers tease my belly button. I sigh, close my eyes and let it all happen. Tristan’s always been an expert with his hands and lips.

      My body rises and falls with each kiss. Slowly, I pull off my shirt and take off his. He unbuckles his pants. I drop my bra to the floor. He wiggles out of his pants. Helps me out of mine.

      “I’ve missed this, Alice,” he says in my ear.

      I love the way he says my name. I’ve missed this too. Laying naked next to him with our bodies intertwined, I feel at home. Like I’ve never belonged with anyone else. His breath matches mine. Our hearts beating at the same pace.

      He climbs on top of me, draping me with his whole body. I’m in a cocoon. I’m safe. I grab onto his shoulders for leverage. His muscles are hard and strong, but the skin is as soft as silk. We move in unison. We moan in unison. And when it comes, I look into his eyes and see stars.
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      “Well, that was good,” Tristan says, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and snuggling next to me. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” I whisper.

      When we were together, we started a quirky tradition of thanking each other after sex, if we were both left satisfied. I’d completely forgotten about it until he said those words. They make me smile. We lay in bed for sometime as darkness starts to fall. It’s not even 5 pm, but twilight comes quickly especially on rainy and cloudy days. I know that Juliet will be getting back soon, so I start to get dressed.

      “I’ve missed you, Alice,” Tristan says, propping up his head with his hand.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I say, tossing him his underwear and jeans. “Juliet will be home soon.”

      When we are both dressed, I remake the bed.

      “I want you back, Alice,” Tristan says.

      I’ve been wanting to hear those words a long time. Since the summer. But now that I’m actually hearing them, I don’t feel the way I had thought I would. Making love was wonderful, but I don’t want him back. We shared a good moment, but maybe that is all it’s supposed to be.

      “No, I can’t Tristan,” I turn to him.

      This is not what he had expected to hear. I see the fire and hope in his eyes disappear. Disappointment sets in.

      “What do you mean?” he asks.

      “Tristan, this was nice. Really nice.”

      “Nice? Are you crazy? This was amazing.”

      “Okay, yes, it was.” I give him that. “But I don’t think it’s right for us to get back together. Not now.”

      “Not now?” he asks. I see that I’ve given him hope. That’s not what I meant to do.

      “Not ever,” I say definitively.

      “Why?” Tristan asks. He puts his arms around me, but I push him away.

      I don’t know why. It doesn’t feel right. I try to figure out why.

      “You’re in a tough spot now, Tristan. I get it. And I’ll be there for you as a friend. A really really good friend. But you just want to get together because you’re lonely or anxious about the future. You don’t have to be, I’m here for you. But I can’t be your girlfriend again just because you’re going through a tough time.”

      Disappointed, he walks away. But stops at the door.

      “I don’t want to be with you because of the money. It has nothing to do with that. You asked me why I came to the cabin. It was because I was worried about you with Simon, but that wasn’t all of it. And I didn’t come up because Tea and I broke up. I came to see you because I missed you. And I want you back. I made a mistake, Alice.”

      I nod. Take a breath. But I don’t go to him.

      “Alice, I was a real jerk. I shouldn’t have ever broken up with you. There was nothing wrong with us. I just did it because I didn’t think that we should be so serious in college. I thought we were too happy. Like it couldn’t possibly last because we were too happy. I was so stupid, Alice. Childish. I wanted to date other people. But when it came right to it, I couldn’t. Not really.”

      “Thank you,” I say after a while. “I understand now.”

      I am grateful for the explanation. I didn’t know it, but I’ve waited for the truth about why we broke up for a long time. And now, it was out there. I had closure.

      He’s waiting for me to come to him. To forgive him and say that I love him and that everything’s going to be okay. His arms are to his sides. He’s shown me all of his cards. I know that he’s telling the truth. But something’s holding me back.

      “I love you, Alice,” he says. It’s his last attempt.

      “I love you too,” I say quietly. “I’m sorry. But I just can’t.”

      Tears cloud my eyes. One large one breaks free and rolls down my cheek. My throat aches from sorrow.
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      It’s finals week. Where did the time go? Halloween and Thanksgiving were a blur. I went home for Thanksgiving, but I hardly remember any of it. Thankfully, my finals are spread out and aren’t stacked up like Dylan’s and Tristan’s. I don’t have any double final days and have at least a day to study for the next one. It could be worse, of course. But it could also be better. I look at Juliet. She’s practicing breathing for her breathing class. I wish I had a breathing test instead of three final papers.

      I haven’t talked to Tristan for a couple days except for a brief “hello, how are you?” The more time goes by, the stronger I feel that my decision is the right one. I can’t even begin to express how nice it was to be with him again. But life isn’t just about what happens in bed. It’s more than that. And despite what he says, I’m not entirely sure this isn’t some sort of freaking out moment for him. Maybe he took the break up with Tea harder than he’d thought. Maybe he’s upset about losing all that money. Either way, he’s not in the right state of mind to make a decision as big as this one. I’m sure he’s just confused. I’m pretty sure. But then that voice in the back of my head stirs up. I don’t want to hear it. But it’s there. What if he’s right? What if he just wants to be with me? And all those other things just happened to happen at the same time?

      American Lit is my first final of the year. Many people finish early, but I write practically every thought I have in the little blue notebook. I write until my hand cramps, un-cramps, and cramps again. I go through two notebooks, but finally get every last bit of knowledge that I have about The Invisible Man, To Kill a Mockingbird, and Catcher in the Rye onto paper. Tea and I are the last people to finish. I follow her out of the classroom. She looks tired and worn out. And it’s the first day of finals! I haven’t looked at myself in the mirror. But I know that she looks a lot better than I do. She’s at least wearing jeans and a proper sweater. Whilst I’m dressed in the same sweats that I’ve slept in.

      “How do you think that went?” I ask.

      “As best as it could’ve.” She gives me a weak smile.

      “Yeah, I feel the same way,” I commiserate with her.

      “Hey, listen, I heard about you and Tristan. Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine.” She nods. “He just wasn’t all there. I don’t think we were ever right for each other.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. I’m trying to find out what happened. As if more details are going to give me a better understanding about my own decision.

      “Yeah.” She shrugs. “He never really wanted to be with me. He said that he wasn’t ready for a relationship. I should’ve listened to him. He was telling the truth. I just couldn’t see it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. It’s the only thing I can say.

      “It’s okay. We weren’t meant to be. You know what’s funny? After it was over, after I broke up with him, I thought I would feel terrible. But I didn’t. I felt relieved. So I guess that was the right decision.”

      “Yeah, seems like it.”

      We say our goodbyes. Give each other a warm hug.

      “Have a wonderful Christmas,” she says.

      “You too,” I say. “And don’t forget to let me read your book when you’re done. I know it’s going to be amazing.”

      “You’ll be the first.” Tea smiles.

      [image: ]

      When I get back to my room, all I want to do is plop down on the bed and listen to an unhealthy amount of Adele. Someone on our floor is blasting Christmas music, and though I hate to admit it, it puts me in the holiday spirit. I only have two more finals. Then I’m done. First semester of college finished. I can’t wait to be free!

      I grab a can of soda out of the refrigerator before heading to my room. I’m about to walk in when something on the dry erase board outside on our door catches my attention.

      Can we erase everything and start all over, again? – Tristan

      I read the words carefully, to make sure that I’m not dreaming.

      I feel him come out of his room, stop right behind me.

      “Tristan, what are you doing?” I ask. “I thought we’d gone over this.”

      “I know we did. But the thing is that I don’t think you believe me. I think you think that I want you back because of Tea or losing all that money. But I don’t. I want you back because I’m an idiot. I just realized that I never really stopped loving you. And I never will.”

      I clutch my bag. He doesn’t shift his weight from one foot to another, the way he usually does when he’s nervous or uncomfortable. Instead, Tristan stands up straight, his eyes fixed on mine. At this moment, not even an earthquake can break him away from me.

      “I love you too, Tristan.”

      “So, what is it? Do you not believe me?”

      “No, I do believe you.”

      “So, why can’t we be together?” he asks.

      “Because I’m afraid.” I take a deep breath. “I’m afraid of going through all this again, Tristan. Getting over you was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. And, honestly, I don’t think I can do it again. I’m sorry.”

      I go into my room and close the door. I want to be with him more than anything. I want him to take me into his arms, tell me that everything’s going to be okay. I want to believe him. But I now know that this requires a big leap of faith. The kind of leap of faith that I’m not sure I’m capable of. Not now. And there’s something else. There’s a sneaking suspicion in the back of mind that this burning desire to be with me might blow over after finals. I hope I’m wrong. But I just can’t know. Either way, I can’t think about this anymore. I have two more finals to worry about.
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      Two sleepless days later, I’m finally done with the semester. When I come back home, I find Juliet tossing all of her notebooks and papers from the semester into the trash.

      “You’re getting rid of everything already?” I ask.

      “ASAP. I’m done!”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” I say. I’ve never been one to throw away all of my notebooks, not even in high school where this was practically the ritual every June.

      “What if you need to review something later on?” I ask.

      “And why would I need to do that?” she asks. “Finals are over!”

      I don’t have a good answer. I want my academic life from this semester out of sight as well, but I opt to drop all the papers into the bottom drawer of my desk.

      “We’re all going out later to get drunk,” she says. “You in?”

      “Of course,” I say. “My flight home isn’t until later tonight.”

      “Awesome. I’m going home tomorrow. I think that’s when Dylan’s leaving too. Not sure about Tristan.”

      I nod. “Oh hey, so how are things with you and Dylan?”

      “They’re good, actually.” She smiles. “It was just a fling. But being friends is best.”

      “So, is he back together with Peyton?”

      “Oh, I have no idea,” she laughs. “I thought he was, but then he said that he wasn’t. Those two are addicted to each other. He told me that they’ve broken up and got back together like 10 tens! So much drama.”

      “I never thought I’d hear that from you,” I laugh.

      “Oh, I like drama. On stage. On screen. A little bit in my life. But his level of drama is out of control. No, not for me.”

      We crack up laughing. As different as Juliet and I are, I know that I’m going to miss her over break.

      “So you never told me, what are you doing for next semester?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Weren’t you planning on moving out? Not living with your ex again?” she asks.

      “Oh, that. No, I’m planning on staying. We’re in a good place now,” I say. “Honestly, I completely forgot to even file the paperwork.”

      “Well, that’s good. For me, at least.” Juliet smiles. “’Cause I kinda like you as a roommate.”

      “Oh really? Well, I kinda like you as a roommate, too.”

      [image: ]

      Later that afternoon, while we wait for Dylan to come back from his last final, I decide to pack. As I pull the suitcases out of the closet, all the clothes from the top shelf fall on me.

      “Great. Just great,” I mutter and start sifting through them.

      I need some warm clothes, but not that many. Definitely don’t need the really warm sweaters or the snow boots. Unless, of course, I go skiing, which is a possibility. Shit. I’m going to have to lug all of this crap back home. I start tossing all of my favorite clothes into the bag. I should be rolling them like my dad showed me, to maximize room, but I’m not really in the mood to organize. What will fit will fit and that’s it. I have more clothes at home, clothes that I didn’t wear for four months. Might be a nice change.

      As I rummage through the closet, I work up quite a sweat. I decide to open the window to let in some fresh air. I don’t see the box of thank you cards on the windowsill and they go flying out.

      “Shit! Oh my God!” I scream. But it’s too late. They are already half way down the building. Since they weren’t thank you cards that I ever planned on mailing out, I didn’t bother with the envelopes. They open up mid-flight and take on air. Most take their time and fall at a leisurely pace, letting the wind take them on an adventure.

      “What’s wrong?” I hear someone yell back up to me. It’s Tristan. He’s standing at the bottom of the building.

      “My cards!” I scream. “They’re going everywhere!”

      “I’ll get them!” he yells.

      “I’ll be right down!” I yell back, pulling on my Uggs and grabbing my coat.

      With just my luck, the elevator stops at practically every single floor. People are done with finals. They’re happily chatting away. On two occasions, I have to tell them that I’m in a hurry as they hold the elevator open saying their goodbyes. I should’ve taken the stairs, but it’s too late now. I tap my foot anxiously. My cards are probably all over Manhattan now. Ten minutes later, I finally get onto Broadway. Tristan stands at the corner with a thick stack of cards, reading one. I look around the street. Don’t see a single one.

      “Hey, that’s private!” I say loudly, so that he could hear me over the sound of afternoon traffic. An ambulance rushes by, deafening me to the point where I can’t even hear my own thoughts.

      Tristan doesn’t look up. It’s like he can’t hear me.

      “That’s private,” I say, walking up to him. He looks up.

      “It’s addressed to me,” he says.

      From the cover, I can tell that he’s reading the last card I wrote. Why did it have to be that one? I wish more than anything that he were reading any other card.

      “It’s still private. I didn’t mean for you to read it. I was never going to send it.”

      “Dear Tristan.” He ignores me and starts reading. I try to get the card out of his hand, but he lifts it above his head, continues to read out loud. “Dear Tristan, I’m just writing to say thank you. Thank you for coming back into my life as a friend. Thank you for saying all those things you said. I’ve been waiting for you to say them for a very long time. I love you too. And I’m going to love you for as long as I live. You were the best first boyfriend that a girl could dream of. I don’t think I’m ever going to be ready to say goodbye. But that’s what I’m doing now. I know you said that you want me back. But I’m afraid. Afraid of going through all of this again. The thing is, Tristan, I need a sign. I need a sign that getting back together is the right thing to do. And until then, I’m going to say thank you and good-bye. Love, Alice.”

      “That was private,” I say.

      “I know,” Tristan says.

      He hands me the stack of thank you cards and walks away. Slowly, the rest of the world comes into focus. Cars are honking. An ambulance is blaring. People are darting around me. The whole world that was nothing but background noise a minute ago, floods in. There’s no room in it for me.

      I ride the elevator back to the dorm completely numb. Doors open and close. People get in and out. They laugh and embrace and say goodbye. I see everything happening, but I don’t understand any of it. They look like two-dimensional people. Characters. I wonder if they’re real. And how anyone would know for sure.
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      Juliet, Dylan, and I go out for drinks with a few other people from our floor. Apparently, Tristan texted Dylan and said that he’ll be by later. I don’t want to go, but I don’t want to explain why I’m not going either.

      The numbness finally starts to wear off after my second martini.  And just at that precise moment, Tristan reappears. I see him standing in the doorway of the crowded bar full of celebrating college students. He’s looking for someone. I turn to Juliet, trying to hide in my seat.

      “Tristan’s here!” Juliet and Dylan say almost simultaneously. Everyone cheers.

      “Come join us, man,” Dylan says. “You’re about two drinks behind.”

      “Hey everyone,” he smiles. “But I’m actually here to steal Alice away for a few minutes.”

      “No!” everyone replies jokingly. “Boo!”

      “Alice.” He comes closer to me, touching my back lightly. “Can I talk to you?”

      I shake my head. Every time we’ve talked, things got worse and worse. Now, I’m not sure that our frail friendship will survive another one of our talks.

      “Please, I have to talk to you,” he whispers.

      I sigh, take a sip of my martini, and eat an olive.

      “You okay?” Juliet mouths to me silently. I shrug and follow Tristan out of the bar.

      “Tristan, I want to apologize to you,” I say, wrapping my scarf around my neck and zipping my coat. The air smells fresh and new, the cold’s nipping at my nose. Every tree on the street is lit up in yellow lights. The city is screaming that Christmas is just around the corner.

      “I do, too,” he says. “But before we do any of that, I want to show you something. Will you come with me?”

      Begrudgingly, I agree.

      We walk back to our dorm, ride the elevator all the way to the top. I’ve never been this high before. He opens a small passageway with stairs leading even higher.

      “Where are we going?” I finally ask.

      “The roof.”

      “I didn’t even know this place existed. Or that we could go here,” I say.

      “We can’t. Not really. But I know one of the janitors and he let me up here before.”

      We walk out onto the roof.

      “What do you do up here?” I ask.

      “Think, mostly. It’s a nice place for that. Quiet. Peaceful,” he says.

      Darkness falls with a vengeance in New York, quickly and without apologies. It doesn’t dilly-dally. One minute it’s daytime and the next it’s nighttime and the world is lit up by lights.

      “It looks like Christmas all the time here doesn’t it?” Tristan asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The lights. There are so many lights here. It’s like it’s Christmas all the time.”

      I’ve never thought of it that way before. But he’s right. Every night, when the lights come on, the city seems to celebrate. Rejoice.

      “Alice, I brought you up here because I wanted to show you something.”

      He takes a moment to collect his thoughts. I wait.

      “I’m tired of simply telling you how I feel. I think I’ve used up all the words I have. So, I wanted to show you, instead.”

      He pauses again. Looks straight into my eyes and continues.

      “Ever since I read that thank you card, I’ve been going over all the ways that I’ve disappointed you. All the times that I’ve acted like a jerk. And I think it all started that day, about a week after we broke up. When we were first trying to be friends. We were supposed to see a movie together, remember?”

      I nod. Of course, I remember.

      “They were having a special showing of Titanic and I had promised to take you to see it. And then I didn’t show up.”

      I had waited for half an hour. Then went inside and cried through the whole movie.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Ancient history.”

      “No, it’s not fine. I was an inconsiderate dick. And I’m sorry.”

      I nod. Tristan never really apologized for that. Not in a way that let me believe him.

      “Thank you,” I say. “I really appreciate it.”

      “So, I wanted to do something to make up for that,” he says.

      Tristan takes my hand, turns me around. There’s a projector pointed at a big white screen and two lounge chairs in front of it. Large, warm blankets cover the chairs and a small table in the front with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a plate of cheese and crackers.

      “What is this?” I turn to Tristan.

      “It’s my apology. For everything,” he says. “For ever hurting your feelings. And for letting you go.”

      My chest tightens up. For a second, I feel like the wind has been knocked out of me.

      “Alice, I don’t want to just be your first boyfriend,” he says. “I want to be your boyfriend again.”

      I sit down on the chair. He wraps the blanket around me, pours me a glass of wine. Tristan pulls his chair close to mine. I look up at him. I watch the way his breath moves in the cold air. He starts the movie. We watch in silence for a little while. When Rose gets out of the car in her fabulous hat and heads towards the ship, I turn to Tristan.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      He smiles at me, shaking his head. Like he doesn’t believe me.

      I lean over. He takes my hand, wrapping his fingers around mine. His fingers are hot to the touch; mine are as cold as ice. Tristan brings my fingers to his lips and lightly blows on them. His mouth spreads warmth throughout my entire body.

      He moves even closer. We breathe the same air. I close my eyes and feel his lips on mine. A spark of electricity courses through me.

      “I love you,” he whispers through the kiss.

      “I love you, too.”
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      Dear Alice,

      Thank you.

      Thank you for opening up yourself to love again. You don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. But you have taken a leap of faith. You were afraid, but you didn’t let that stop you from doing what you felt was right. I’ve always thought that to show courage was to run into a burning building to save a life. Well, by opening myself up to love again, I’ve run into a burning building and saved a life. My own.

      Love,

      Alice

      

      THE END
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      After a tumultuous first semester at Columbia University, things are finally looking up for Alice and Tristan. They are in love and it seems like nothing can break them up. But then Tristan starts his internship at a Wall Street investment bank and his busy schedule pushes them apart. Eventually, Tristan asks to take a break, shattering Alice's heart and leaving her devastated. 
      A trip to Atlantic City with friends seems like the perfect way to let off some steam. But what Alice doesn't know is that one weekend can change her life forever. After a few too many drinks, Alice accidentally marries Dylan, her friend and Tristan's roommate!

      
      Can Tristan ever forgive her?
      Can Alice ever forgive herself?

      NO Cheating, HEA, Steamy Scenes!
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      Let’s recap.

      Last semester, I came to college and discovered that my ex-boyfriend was going to be my roommate. Tristan Hilton and I dated for 2 years in high school and we were best friends for many years before that. That break up was the most difficult thing I’d ever experienced. And it took a while before I stopped freaking out about being his roommate.

      My first semester at Columbia was a whirlwind. I made new friends – Juliet and Dylan, my other roommates, and Tea, a girl who Tristan dated for a bit. As time passed, Tristan and I slowly became friends and then more than friends. I didn’t want to take him back at first, but then I did and we had our happily ever after. I love him and he loves me. Yes, really. If you don’t believe me, go and read One Semester; it’ll have all the details.

      We got back together after finals, right before Christmas break. But now that his parents no longer live in Calabasas, California, where we both grew up, we didn’t see each other until New Year’s Eve, when we went skiing in Mammoth. He met me at the airport with a bouquet of flowers. He said he loved me. And we spent the weekend making love and skiing. And eating a few s’mores here and there.
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      As I get into the cab, I’m excited at the prospect of coming back to my new home here in the city. For one thing, my roommates were no longer strangers, but friends. Old friends. And like that old Dolly Parton song goes, “you can’t make old friends.” Unlike my first semester here, this time around, no introductions are needed. We’re going to start off right where we had left off. Laughing. Talking. Reminiscing. I can’t wait.

      From what I heard, Dylan Waterhouse, my roommate who grew up in Connecticut and whose father owns a posh apartment overlooking Central Park, is back with Peyton, his high school girlfriend. Dylan and Peyton, who goes to Yale, had broken up and got back together numerous times last semester. According to Juliet, my roommate from Staten Island whose father owns a string of dry cleaners, they had got back together and broke up twice over Christmas break. But I guess they’re going through an on period. All this drama gives Juliet an insane amount of delight despite the fact that she and Dylan had a thing for close to a month last semester and I was expecting her to be a little bitter over the whole thing.

      And the thing that’s even better than old friends is an old love. My old love, to be precise. I hadn’t seen Tristan since we had gone skiing on New Year’s.

      “Alice!” Tristan yells as I get out of the cab in front of our building. He wraps his arms around me as I try to fish out a $10 bill to tip the cab driver.

      He has recently shaved. His skin feels smooth and smells of coconut oil, his DIY aftershave. I wrap my arms around him and hug him as tightly as I can. And then…my heart jumps into my throat. I take a breath. My chest hurts and no air comes in. My heart starts to beat faster and faster. One more second and it’ll pop out of my chest.

      “What’s wrong? You okay?” Tristan asks.

      He pulls away from me.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just…” I mumble. “I can’t breathe.”

      “Oh my God, Alice. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. “I just need a minute.”

      I double over and put my head in between my knees. I’ve never had a panic attack, but that’s what I heard Dr. Drew say to do in situations like these. Tristan patiently pats my back and waits.

      I take one deep breath. And then another. Slowly, my heartbeat returns to normal. It hits me. It’s love. I’m actually overwhelmed by love.

      “Okay, I’m good.” I stand up straight. I’m no longer sweating, but I’m suddenly keenly aware of how sweaty I am. My shirt is soaked and I’m getting colder with every second. Tristan stares at me with his brows furrowed and his face as serious as I’ve ever seen it. He’s concerned.

      “Sorry about that,” I say. “I just got a little too excited about seeing you, I guess.”

      He takes me into his arms again.

      “Are you okay?” he whispers.

      “Yeah.” I nod. “I think that was a mini-panic attack or something. No worries. It’s over.”

      I look up at Tristan’s face. At the end of last semester, his tan had started to wear off. But now, it’s back again. It’s almost certainly from surfing and skiing over Christmas break. I take a moment to admire how nice his body feels next to mine. Even through all the layers of clothes, his arms feel strong and powerful. His piercing eyes sparkle under the lights of the city and alternate between hazel and green depending on the angle.

      Tristan’s light brown hair is longer than it was last semester, falling into his face. I move a few strands out of his face. My fingers brush over his lips, which are glittering and soft despite the cold weather and lack of Chapstick. He purses them and kisses my fingers lightly. Then he pulls me closer. Tilting my head upward, he kisses me. His tongue brushes across my upper lip and my knees grow weak. We start to move in unison, as if we’re dancing to the same melody. My breaths match his breaths. His shoulders drop at the same time as mine rise. It’s a game of give and take with neither of us giving or taking too much.

      A sudden gust of wind assaults us, bringing us back to reality for a moment. It’s almost 10:30 pm and 23 degrees on Broadway in January.

      “Let’s go inside,” Tristan whispers without pulling away from my lips.

      “Okay,” I mumble back. This is our special game – talking through our kisses. It’s something we have done forever and it’s one of the things that I love most about us.
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      We go upstairs. Juliet, Peyton and Dylan are there, hanging out in the living room. Juliet and I share one room; Dylan and Tristan share another. We all share the living room, kitchen, and bathroom. After a ton of hugs and kisses, the guys serve us all drinks and we catch up. Or rather, I catch up. Everyone else has been here for a few hours already and, from the looks of it, the drinks were already flowing.

      I haven’t seen Juliet since December, and I’m taken aback by how beautiful her hair is. Juliet is a voluptuous brunette with porcelain skin and to-die-for silky hair. I don’t know how she makes her hair so shiny, but I’m jealous. She gave me all of her products to use last semester, but my hair never got that lustrous, no matter what I did.

      Dressed in high heel boots, a tight turtleneck sweater and a short black skirt, Juliet is the epitome of chic. I, on the other hand, look like the ‘90s threw up on me. I’m wearing leggings, a shabby t-shirt that’s way too thin for this weather, and a plaid button down shirt.

      Dylan hands me a beer. He’s dressed in his usual uniform – a Nautica sweater, loafers, and slacks.

      “Hey, Dylan, do you own any other clothes?” Juliet asks as if she’s reading my mind.

      “What do you mean?” He shrugs.

      “No, he doesn’t,” Peyton laughs.

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” Dylan asks, looking down at his clothes.

      “You look like you just stepped off a sailboat in Nantucket.” Peyton smiles.

      She’s making fun of him, but it’s obvious that she loves him and his clothes. He’s an L. L. Bean cover model and she’s the Connecticut queen on his arm.

      Come to think of it, Juliet and Peyton could be sisters. They have almost identical chocolate hair, similar disapproving looks, and opinionated, know-it-all, coy smiles. Except that Juliet’s a lot curvier than Peyton. That’s really an understatement. Peyton’s so thin, she’s practically malnourished, and that’s coming from someone who lives in LA.

      Dylan and Juliet play beer pong while Peyton’s nose is stuck in her phone. The fact that Juliet and Dylan are still on good terms is shocking to me. I mean, they slept together for over a month last semester after Peyton fell in love with her Resident Advisor at Yale. And yet, here they all are – Dylan and Peyton are back together without bruised egos or hard feelings and Juliet and Dylan are friends again. Honestly, they’re the epitome of some sort of post-relationship awakening – the image of modernity.

      “Okay, kids,” Juliet says, finishing her beer. “It’s been fun catching up, but I’ve got to go. I have a date.”

      “You’ve only been here a day and you’re already going out?” I ask.

      “Hey, mama’s gotta play.” She shrugs.

      “So who’s your date?” Tristan asks.

      “His name’s Brayden. He’s a stockbroker,” Juliet announces in her usual way. Name, occupation or major. I’m Alice, English major. Dylan is Dylan, undecided. And Tristan is Tristan, economics major.
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      As soon as Juliet leaves, Tristan nudges me to go unpack in my room. I smile and tell everyone that we’re going to go unpack. They all nod and pretend they don’t know what we’re going to do.

      “You think you’re so mysterious,” I say when we’re both alone in my room.

      “No, not really.” He shrugs and pulls me close to him. “I just want to be alone with you.”

      Tristan presses his lips onto mine. My knees grow weak again. Shivers run up and down my body.

      “No, no, no.” I shake my head. “I do actually have a lot of unpacking to do.”

      I pull away from him and unwrap his arms from my body. But when I lean over my suitcase, he’s around me again. Holding me tight. Close. I feel my body temperature rising.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he whispers in his most soothing voice. I smile. Turn around to face him. It’s not that I don’t want him. I do. More than anything.

      “What do you want?” I ask. The huge smile on my face is so wide, it’s hurting my face, but I can’t make it vanish.

      “You,” he says and tosses me into bed.

      “You’re as light as a feather!” Tristan adds, the words that every girl dreams of hearing.

      He climbs on top of me, cradles my head. He moves my hair off my neck and kisses it lightly. His kisses send shivers down my body and make my feet feel numb.

      I lift his head up to my lips and kiss him on the mouth. I bury my hands in his hair. His hands remain at my sides, but his lips move along with mine. I feel him push into me.

      I hear footsteps outside the door.

      “What’s that?” I ask, pushing him away.

      “Nothing,” he mumbles and starts to kiss my neck again. He gives me light little kisses along my collarbone, driving me wild. But something at the door is worrying me.

      “What if Juliet comes back?” I ask.

      “She won’t,” he says without stopping. “She’s on her date.”

      “So who’s that? Outside?” I ask.

      “Shhh.” He puts his finger across my lips. “That’s just Dylan and Peyton. They won’t come in.”

      “How do you know?” I ask. I don’t know what’s worrying me. But something is making me stall. I’m trying to buy time. But why?

      “They won’t come in because I never intrude on them. They owe me.”

      I know he’s right. I take a deep breath. Just relax. I’ve done this a million times. We’ve done this a million times. This is Tristan. You love him. And he loves you.

      As Tristan’s mouth makes his way from my collarbone further down, to my breasts and then around my ribs and down to my belly button, I start to relax. All thoughts of intruders suddenly vanish and I’m calm.

      Wordlessly, Tristan pulls off my shirt and undoes my bra. He stands above me as he pulls off his own shirt. He isn’t flexing, but the muscles in his stomach still make a perfect six-pack.

      “You’re so hot,” I say, running my fingers over each pack.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” he says, snuggling out of his jeans. He kisses me lightly along my hipbones and tugs at the top of my leggings. I’m getting warm in between my legs. I lift up my butt to help him pull them off me. With one quick swoosh, I’m suddenly completely naked. No leggings, panties, or socks.

      Tristan presses his body close to mine.

      “You feel nice,” he mumbles, as we start to move in unison. I thread my fingers into his hair. His thick hair is so silky that my fingers can’t seem to find traction.

      He kisses me behind the ear as he finds his way into me. We fumble around at first, trying to find the right pace. But quickly, start to move together. Energy builds up within me. I let out a moan.

      “I love you,” he moans into my ear.

      “I love you too,” I whisper as he sends me over the edge. I curl my toes as warmth pulsates throughout my body. I close my eyes and disappear into another world. Tristan moves faster and faster until he collapses on top of me.

      My mind goes blank as my body goes limp. I can’t feel the lower half of my body.

      “Thank you,” he says, sighing and rolling over next to me.

      “No, thank you,” I mumble.
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      We lie quietly next to each other for some time before either of us speaks again. It’s still hard to believe that I’m lying here, next to him.

      Tristan Hilton.

      The guy who was my best friend for many years until one afternoon when he kissed me and we became more than friends. In high school, I thought he was the love of my life. And when his family moved up to the Bay Area in the beginning of our senior year, my heart broke into a thousand pieces. But he promised me that we would make it. We would go away to college together and we would be together forever. And after we finally made it through that year apart, when we got into the same school and almost had everything we had ever dreamed of, we broke up. No, that’s not true. I say that to make myself feel better. But it was really he who broke up with me. The world turned to black. And there was nothing I could do to bring life into it. And then things got worse. I came to college, thinking I would start over, and I found out that he was going to be my roommate!

      “Isn’t this crazy?” I ask. Neither of us bothers to put on any clothes, but I pull the comforter up. It’s getting cold and the radiator is all the way across the room.

      “What?” he asks. “Us?”

      I nod.

      “Yeah, it is,” Tristan says with a smile. He rolls over to his side and props his head up with the hand.

      “But I don’t have any regrets, do you?”

      I shake my head. A part of me wishes that he had regretted ever breaking up with me. But another part thinks that maybe that whole thing made us stronger. We both learned something. We both dated people, experienced what it would be like to be out there. Seeing other people.

      “I don’t mean to bring up something bad,” he says, choosing his words carefully. “But I sort of wish that we never broke up last summer. It was stupid.”

      I shrug and flash him a smile. It makes me so happy to hear that, I feel myself beaming.

      “Why are you grinning like that?” he asks.

      “Why do you think?” I ask.

      “Because you were right?” he asks.

      “I guess. Though those are your words, not mine!”

      He rolls his eyes and kisses me on the nose. I snuggle up in his armpit and close my eyes. I love the way things are now. Different, new, exciting. In ways that I never imagined possible.

      Tristan and I spent the weekend before classes start hanging out. We get our textbooks, go out for brunch, walk around Riverside Park, go shopping in Chinatown. But mostly, we laugh. We laugh like we haven’t laughed in a long time. Like old friends who are just catching up. Everything and every story is exciting. We reminisce about high school. About sneaking out of gym class to go out to lunch. About making out in the church’s parking lot late at night. About watching Jaws together in his parents’ bed when no one was home. And by the time Sunday night rolls around, I realize that I’m no longer holding my breath. I’m breathing easily. I didn’t know it at the time, but our time together over Christmas break felt like a dream. I knew it was happening, but a big part of me almost didn’t believe it. But now that we were back in school and together and happy, I’m no longer waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s like something heavy has been removed from my chest – something I didn’t even know was there.
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      I’m taking 16 credits this semester. Writing 101, a required composition class for freshmen, Victorian literature, an advanced elective that I was lucky to get into, Introduction to Anthropology, another requirement - I think it fills the civilization requirement, but I’m not sure - and public speaking. Public speaking is also required, and this is the class that I’m looking forward to the least. Or rather, not at all.

      Public speaking gives me heart palpitations. It makes me shiver (not in a good way!) and makes me want to throw up. I’m not a public speaker. I’m terrified of giving speeches. I’m so bad at it that sometimes I raise my hand in class, and if the professor doesn’t call on me immediately, I start to freak out and sometimes drop my hand and don’t participate at all.

      “I’m sorry, Alice, but you can’t drop this class,” my counselor informs me when I barge into her office without an appointment and try to weasel out of it. “Unfortunately, public speaking is one of the only classes that fulfills the diversity requirement and fits your schedule. If you didn’t want this class, you should’ve thought about this last semester.”

      “The thing is that last semester, I thought I’d be brave. I thought that it would be good for me to take it and get over this fear, once and for all. But now that I actually have to go to class, I just don’t think I can do it. I’m going to have a heart attack.”

      “You’re going to be just fine, Alice.” She smiles at me and ushers me outside. “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about this anymore. I have a lot of people waiting. If you would like to schedule an appointment…”

      “No, thank you for your time.” I shake my head. “I’ll be fine.”

      I lie. I’m not going to be fine. I’m going to fail.

      [image: ]

      I meet Tristan for a late lunch after class. It’s worse than I even imagined.

      “I thought the professor would lecture for a bit and we would speak in public later. Like later in the semester. But no. I have to make a speech next week!” I say.

      I’m jumbling my words together. I can barely breathe at the very thought.

      “You’re going to be fine,” he says, patting my shoulders.

      Why do people keep saying this? How do they know this? It’s not a given!

      “I have to make five speeches!” I say. “What am I going to do, Tristan? I’m going to die.”

      Tristan smiles. “You’re not going to die.”

      He’s not mocking me, but I’m not sure that he’s getting the severity of this problem either.

      “I’ll help you prepare,” he says. “You’ll be fine.”

      “You will?” I ask. I like the sound of that.

      Public speaking is not a big deal for Tristan. He was our class president for three years before he moved up north. Speaking in front of people doesn’t faze him. He doesn’t fear what others think of him. I wish I could be like that. Confident. Self-assured. But I’m not. And the more I want to be like that, the more embarrassed I get over how I really am.

      “My first speech is next week,” I say. “I have to give a toast.”

      “To whom?” he asks.

      “Whomever I want. But I can’t. No, I have to figure out a way to drop this class.”

      “No, you don’t.” He smiles at me. A confident, self-assured smile. “I’ll help you. We’ll get through this together.”

      Something about the way he says that puts me at ease. He’s telling the truth and I believe him. I’m not doing this alone. I’ll be doing this with him. We’ll be doing it together. It’s always easier to do things together. Right? I suddenly feel like this is actually possible.
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      “So I’m starting the internship tomorrow,” Tristan says after our pizza is ready.

      We only ordered two slices, but the slices are so large at this place, they take up half the table. Thin crust with a thin layer of fresh mozzarella and veggies. Delicious.

      “Young’s and Associates, right?” I ask, taking a big bite of my slice. He nods.

      “Three days per week,” he adds. “Full days.”

      “That’s intense,” I say. “But exciting, right?”

      He shrugs. He’s anxious about this. I’ve never really seen him this way.

      “What if I’m no good?” he asks. I shake my head.

      “Impossible.”

      He smiles.

      Young’s and Associates is an investment bank on Wall Street. The internship is very prestigious and ridiculously competitive. He found out that he got in over Christmas break. In addition to the internship, he’s also taking a full load of classes. Hard classes. Calculus II and Macroeconomics and a couple of requirements.

      “How are you going to manage?” I ask.

      “Somehow, I guess. It’s such a great opportunity. I just don’t want to mess it up.”

      “So when are you taking classes then if the internship is all day long?”

      “I had to rearrange my schedule today. I’m not taking any classes on the days I’m working. So they’re all crammed into the evenings and two are three hours long on Thursday and Friday.”

      “Wow, that sucks!” I sympathize. “Is it all semester?”

      He nods.

      “Until May. And then if it all goes well and I do really well, I’ll be in the running for their full-time summer internship.”

      “That’s a lot of free labor they’re getting out of college students,” I say.

      “I guess.” He shrugs. “But I know I’m going to learn a lot. Plus, it will set me up well for getting a good job after graduation.”

      I’m impressed by his drive. But I can’t lie, the schedule puts me off.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Nothing.” I shrug. But I can tell that he doesn’t believe me. “Well, it’s not that I’m not happy for you. I am. I just don’t want you to get overwhelmed. I mean, this is college. I want you to have time for fun. And your friends.”

      “And you.” He finishes my sentence.

      “That’s not what I said,” I say, even though that’s what I meant.

      “Don’t worry.” He gives me a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll make time for us. And I’m not going to work too hard.

      “Okay.” I nod.

      The following night, I don’t see Tristan until 7 pm. He’s at his internship all day and then I get a text that he’s going to happy hour with his associates after work. I won’t admit it out loud, but I’m annoyed. It’s only the first day and it’s already irritating me. I hate that I want him to spend time with me. Make time for me. I don’t want to be that girl; I want to be supportive and steadfast. But I’m not. The best I can do is to keep my mouth shut.

      “Guess what?” Tristan asks me that night, after he comes home. “I didn’t have to use my fake ID downtown.”

      “Really?”

      “Apparently, those bartenders don’t card anyone in a suit. At least, according to Kathryn.”

      “Who’s Kathryn?”

      “Oh she’s just one of the people I work with. She’s quite impressive actually. She graduated from NYU’s Stern School of Business last year. She worked at Young’s for three summers while she was in college before they hired her. She’s really driven.”

      I shrug and nod. Suddenly, I get a strange feeling about the whole thing. Like the existence of Kathryn will play a significant role in the events that are about to take place.
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      The next afternoon, I walk into the one class that I’m really excited about taking this semester: Victorian Literature. I can’t believe that I have actually been going around calling myself an English major and I have never read Pride and Prejudice or anything by Charles Dickens. That’s one of the reasons I’m so excited about the class. I’m sure that it will fix all of my literary shortcomings.

      “Hey!” Tea says, sitting down in the seat next to mine with a big, wide smile across her face.

      I’m just as happy to see her.

      “I was hoping you’d be in this class,” I say.

      Tea and I met last semester. After a few awkward weeks when she and Tristan were sort of dating and Tristan was refusing to define their relationship or be exclusive, Tea and I developed quite a friendship.

      “You look really good,” I say, looking her up and down. Tea has always had a gorgeous face, the kind that would have Renaissance painters swooning. But now, she’s even more radiant.

      “Thanks for noticing.” She blushes. “I lost 23 pounds. I’m a size 12 now.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” I smile. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “I haven’t been a size 12 since 9th grade.”

      I nod. Tea is one of those beautiful big women who you’d never know was unhappy with her weight. While I have a tendency to slouch, she always stands up straight.

      “I do feel like I lost it all in my boobs though.” She laughs, grabbing her 36 DDs.

      “What inspired you to do all this?” I ask.

      “I got home from school in December, stepped on the scale, and discovered that I was 198 pounds. That’s almost 200! I’ve never been so heavy in my whole life. So I knew that I had to do something about it. And quick.”

      I look at her body a little closer. Her waistline is more defined. And her breasts are perky and sit higher on her body than they used to. Her eyes don’t look so tired anymore either. And even her skin has a kind of glow to it. Though the last two things could really be because it’s the first week of the new semester, not finals week. I’m sure that my eyes aren’t that tired right now either.

      “Oh. I have more news!” she whispers as the professor introduces herself and passes out the syllabus.

      “I’m dating someone now!” she says with a little shriek at the end.

      “Who?”

      “This guy. His name is Tanner. He’s a grad student in architecture.”

      I’m so happy for her. She’s a really good girl and she deserves to find someone who could appreciate her for her.

      “What about you? You seeing anyone special?” she asks.

      My heart jumps into my throat. I should’ve expected this question, but for some reason I didn’t.

      I don’t know why, but I didn’t expect to talk about Tristan. This is the only thing that’s weird in our relationship. I like Tea a lot. And I know that we can even be closer than we are now. Except that there’s Tristan. Guys always get in the way.

      I mouth “later,” and pretend that I’m listening to what the professor has to say. I don’t want to answer her question. I don’t know how she’ll react, but I know that it will be a defining moment. If she’s upset, we probably won’t be friends. No matter how hard I try. If she doesn’t care, then we’ll be okay.

      The professor is giving an introduction about Charles Dickens. The importance of Oliver Twist for his society and how that book redefined the way the society thought about poverty and child labor and workhouses. It’s fascinating. Don’t get me wrong. But I can’t quiet my mind. It keeps going back to Tea’s question. All I can think about is how I’m going to tell Tea about Tristan, and whether I even should. I mean, I could lie. I could pretend that everything’s fine. That we’re just friends. I’m sure that I can even get Tristan to go along with it. He wouldn’t really care either way. But then what would we have? Would we really be friends if I’m hiding this big part of my life from her?

      By the end of class, I come to a decision. Yes. I’m going to tell her. It’s better to just tell the truth. I don’t know if she would find out either way, but at least we would be friends for the right reasons then. And if we won’t be friends, that’s fine too. I mean, it was Tea who dumped him for not wanting to commit to being her boyfriend. And she does have a new boyfriend now. Maybe it will all work out. Or maybe not. I’m starting to waver…

      Class ends and my decision isn’t as steadfast as it was a few minutes ago. Shit. I take a deep breath and tell her the truth.

      “Tristan? You’re seeing Tristan?”

      I nod and shrug my shoulders. I look away from her. I don’t want to see her reaction, in case it’s bad.

      “Oh wow, that’s cool,” she says. I hear a little awkwardness in her voice, but that’s to be expected, I guess.

      “I hope that’s okay,” I say. I don’t mean for it to come out as if I’m asking her permission. That’s not what I mean.

      “Oh, yes of course. I mean, we’re not together. And in comparison to you two, we barely dated at all! And he wouldn’t even call whatever we had dating. So it’s nothing.”

      I finally look at her face, straight on. She’s telling the truth. I can see by the way her face is hiding nothing. And better yet, she seems to be genuinely happy for me. The tension at the back of my neck dissipates immediately. I take a big sigh of relief.

      “I’m glad you’re okay with this,” I say.

      “Yes, definitely.” She grins.

      “I just wasn’t sure how you would react and I didn’t want us to lose this…our friendship. It means a lot to me.”

      Tea smiles from ear to ear.

      “No, of course not. No matter what, we’re not going to let a guy come in between us,” she says.

      “No, of course not.” I shake my head.

      “Well, let’s hang out sometime,” she says. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” I nod. “I’d love that.”

      Lots of people make plans to see each other soon without really meaning it. It’s just the nice thing to do. I’ve done it myself a million times. But this feels different. I know that we both mean it.
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      The second week of school goes by just as quickly as the first. A little too quickly, actually. I have to make my first speech that Friday. The toast. And I don’t want the day to come. I’ve been thinking about it for days but once the Monday before rolls around, I feel myself getting terrified. But on Monday, I’m still able to manage the fear. I try to deal with it by convincing myself that it’ll be okay. And on Monday, I believe it. Unfortunately, by Wednesday, all of my arguments stop working. And I just feel like I’m going to have a heart attack every time that I think about it, which is practically all day long.

      On Wednesday, I decide that I need some practice. Maybe saying the words out loud will make me feel a little better. I stand up in front of the mirror. I look down at the notes that I wrote down. But can’t read a thing. When I open my mouth, my voice shakes. Supposedly, I memorized the words earlier. Or I thought I did. But now that I have to speak out loud, just to myself, nothing comes to mind. I can’t even remember how I planned on starting.

      And the worst thing about all of this is that Tristan is nowhere to be found! He had promised me that we would practice together. He promised me this originally at lunch and cancelled on me all weekend. We made plans on Saturday and then Sunday and then Monday night. By the time it was Tuesday, I didn’t bother making plans anymore. He came home late that night, around 9 pm, and said that he had a ton of Macroeconomics to catch up on.

      Come to think of it, I haven’t even seen him since Wednesday morning, when we waited for our pop tarts to toast together. Agh, what makes me so mad is that he had promised that he would practice with me, help me. And now it’s 9:30 pm on Thursday, and he’s still not back. And he is yet to help me once! I’m angry and mad and disappointed all at once. But mostly, I’m scared. The speech is tomorrow and I have nothing.

      “Dylan, I think I’m going to have a heart attack,” I say, coming out of my room into the living room. Dylan’s playing something on the Xbox. Without looking up, he asks what’s wrong and I give him the highlights.

      “You’ll do fine,” he says, finally putting the controller down. I watch him as he walks to the refrigerator and gets a soda.

      Why does everyone say that when they don’t even know what’s going on? There’s NO way I’m going to do fine. People who freeze and can’t say a word out loud don’t do fine in public speaking classes!

      I shake my head. “No way,” I say.

      “Well, you were going to do it with Tristan, right? So why not me?” he asks.

      “Because…there’s like a million reasons why not,” I say.

      “Name one,” he challenges me.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “But this is worse than being naked. In fact, I think I’d rather be naked with someone than do this.”

      “Oh really?” His eyes light up in a mischievous way. “Well, then, we can arrange that.”

      “Agh, you’re a pig.” I roll my eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “Okay, okay, I get it.”

      “The thing is that I’m terrified. I can’t do it.” I shrug.

      “But you were going to do it with Tristan?” he asks.

      “I said I would. But I’m not sure I actually would have gone through with it. I think I was just going to try.”

      “Well, why don’t you try for me?” Dylan asks.  “I’ll help you. I’m great at speeches.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” I say.

      “I know right?” He laughs. “My dad says that I’m the king of bullshitting. That’s why he wants me to go to law school.”

      “Wow, that’s a great reflection on this country’s legal system,” I say.

      “Eh, I guess,” he says, unfazed. “I’m actually thinking of doing it. Seriously.”

      “Wow, that is like the most honest, non-bullshitty conversation I think we’ve ever had,” I say.

      “First time for everything,” he says sarcastically.

      “So what’s keeping you back?” I ask. “From actually pursuing the path to law school?”

      “Well, for one, there’s no real path. I mean, I can major in whatever and I won’t be taking the LSAT until my junior year,” he says. “But what’s really keeping me from it is that I know it’ll make my dad happy. And that’s the last thing I want.”

      I smile. The moment has passed. Sincerity is out of the window. Now the real Dylan’s back.

      “Okay, enough stalling,” he says. “I want to hear this toast.”

      Dammit. I open my crumpled piece of paper. Clear my throat. As soon as my eyes drop down to the first line, at the top, my heart starts to pound loudly. Suddenly, it’s the only thing that I can hear in my head. I try to ignore it. I open my mouth. But nothing comes out. My throat is dry, like a desert. I feel like I haven’t drunk a drop of liquid in days.

      “Okay, okay,” Dylan says, cutting off my suffering. He takes the paper out of my hand.

      “Alice, look at me. Why are you so scared?” he asks. He’s staring straight into my eyes.

      “I have no idea,” I whisper.

      “Do you think I’m going to laugh at you? Mock you? Heckle you?” Dylan asks.

      No, of course not. I shake my head. He waits for me to reply.

      “I have no idea,” I mumble.

      “Well, I’m not going to do any of those things. I’m here just to sit and listen and clap.”

      Something about someone even listening scares the crap out of me.

      “I hope not too attentively,” I say with a shrug.

      “Why do you think that you’re so unimportant?” Dylan asks.

      There’s clarity in his voice, the kind that only appears when you hit upon the truth. I guess a big part of me does think that I’m unimportant. I mean, I don’t even want anyone to hear what I have to say. That’s pretty pathetic.

      “Okay, how about this?” Dylan changes tactics. “There are freshman in this class, right?”

      I nod.

      “Well, then they probably don’t even care what you have to say. They’re going to be checking their phones. Barely look up at you, let alone actually listen to you.”

      “The thought of that does make me feel a lot better,” I say with a little sigh of relief. But quickly old fears creep in and whatever mild feeling of apathy I managed to scrounge up disappears.

      “Okay, I don’t feel better anymore. Just as scared as before,” I tell him.

      “This is crazy,” Dylan says with a smile. He shakes his head. I can see that he’s perplexed by this whole thing. “I didn’t know anyone could be in such bad shape,” he says, shaking his head. “Okay, let’s forget about this for a little bit.”

      Dylan puts my pitiful, crumpled, and used up speech on the kitchen counter.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “Are you giving up on me? No, you can’t!”

      Panic sets in. If he gives up on me then I have no one.

      “No, I’m not giving up on you,” Dylan shakes his head. “We just need a break.”

      He opens the fridge and hands me a beer.

      “No, I can’t drink now,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m too freaked out by all this.”

      “You have to. You’re psyching yourself out. It’ll make you feel better.”

      “But I have this speech tomorrow. I need to figure out a way to get through it,” I say.

      “And you will. But for now, you need to relax. And not freak out so much. Clear your head.”

      Despite my better judgment, I end up having two beers. We watch Watch What Happens Live and play a drinking game along with Andy Cohen. I’m a real lightweight when it comes to drinking and even one drink gets me tipsy. So, after two, I’m nice and buzzed.  My muscles loosen, my shoulders let up, and most importantly, my mind finally quiets down. I’m finally able to think in complete sentences – my thoughts are no longer running like crazy.

      During a commercial break, Dylan hands me my speech.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, laughing. He doesn’t say a word, just nudges it toward me.

      At first, I pick up the paper as a joke. I laugh a little. I look down at my hands. I expect them to shake just like they did before, but they’re steady. I read the words. Much to my surprise, they all make sense. No thoughts of failure and disappointment trickle in. Instead, I feel a distinct sense of apathy. I don’t really care what Dylan thinks of what I have to say. It’s pretty good and that’s enough for me. Whatever he thinks can’t hurt me.

      I start off by reading the first line. When it comes out right, I go on to the next. And the next. By the end of the first paragraph, I’m talking in a normal speaking voice. I’m even pausing for effect and looking up at Dylan to see if he’s paying attention. By the time I’m close to the end, whatever jitters I had are all gone. But not because I’m done speaking. But because I just don’t particularly care what Dylan thinks.

      “Awesome!” Dylan says, clapping his hands after I finish. “That was amazing. You were amazing!”

      “Wow.” I shake my head. For a moment, I have an out of body experience. I don’t feel like it was actually me who spoke up there.

      “See, you can do this!” Dylan says, giving me a warm hug. “You just need to get out of your own way. Not think about the process so much. Let yourself go.”
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      The following afternoon, I arrive to public speaking class early. I’ve had two beers the hour before. It’s undeniable – I feel lose and confident and a little apathetic (and that’s a good thing, according to Dylan). But I also feel guilty. A big part of me, the one I try to suppress with all of my might, thinks this is cheating. I need to go into this cold or not at all. But I know what’s going to happen if I go in cold. If I couldn’t do it in front of Dylan, there’s no way I’m going to be able to do it in front of a room of strangers and Professor Milner.

      I need to get this over with, I say to myself. The sooner the better. So when Professor Milner asks for volunteers, I raise my hand. Without two beers in me, I would never volunteer for this. Instead, I would pray that I wouldn’t be called on next and if time runs out in class, I would take a big sigh of relief and then fret and worry about this for another week. But now, I’m different. I’m braver. Bolder. Not so afraid.

      I go up to the podium. A class of thirty or so bored kids stare back at me. Professor Milner gives me a nod of encouragement. The girl in the front row types frantically on the phone. I can do this, I say to myself.

      “Okay, everyone,” I start. My voice is confident, self-assured. Just how it was last night. “Can I have your attention please?” I say. I’m giving a toast, and I pretend that I’m holding a glass in my left hand.

      “I’d like to take this opportunity and congratulate Dylan and Peyton on their upcoming wedding. I’ve known Dylan for many years, ever since he was my roommate freshman year in college. Over the years, we grew up, changed, but one thing remained the same, steadfast: his love for Peyton. Anyone who knows them knows that they’ve had their share of breakups, but instead of letting that tear them apart, each breakup somehow made them stronger. I’ve had the privilege of knowing this couple for many years now and I know that they have loved each other for many, many years. Ever since high school. How many of us can say that we met the love of our lives in high school? Not many, that’s for sure. So, let’s put our glasses up in honor of this blessed union. I love you both.”

      When I’m done, everyone in the class claps. I’m stunned. I still can’t believe that I actually did that – spoke out loud for a significant amount of time in front of a group of people. Did this really happen or am I going to wake up any minute now and realize that I still have to do the speech in a few hours?

      As I make my way back to my desk, I feel my heart filling with pride. Who was that girl speaking so confidently in front of a room of strangers? It’s not every day that you surprise yourself.

      The girl who was texting during my speech gets up to give hers. My mind continues to spin, but in a good way. I’m in awe. In addition to my shock that I actually got through the toast in one piece, I’m also surprised about the content of the speech.

      This was not the toast that I wrote the week before. And it wasn’t the toast that I practiced with Dylan last night. No, that toast was for Tristan on his birthday. But today at lunch, completely on a whim, I took five minutes and wrote a toast to Dylan. I wanted to thank him for helping me with the speech. I wouldn’t have survived today were it not for him. I didn’t have a good reason to thank him for anything, so I switched it up and wrote a wedding toast.

      [image: ]

      “Professor Milner actually said that I did a good job,” I brag to Dylan that evening.

      Tristan’s warming up some soup in the microwave.

      “Oh, was that today?” Tristan asks. He hadn’t asked me about it before.

      I hate the absentminded look on his face. I want to throw my plate at his head. But I restrain myself. This is my time to celebrate. This is a good thing. I’m in a good place. I’m on cloud nine. And nothing he does or doesn’t do will change that.

      “I’m sorry, I completely forgot,” Tristan says.

      I ignore him.

      “Dylan, I was amazing. I had no inhibitions. Okay, very little. I said everything I wanted to say. And all the words came out right. I even paused for dramatic effect!”

      “That’s great,” Dylan grins ear to ear. “I knew you could do it.”

      “I knew you could do it, too,” Tristan butts in.

      “You should’ve heard her toast, Tristan,” Dylan says. “It was to you on your birthday. She had really nice things to say.”

      “No, actually, it wasn’t,” I say.

      “What? But that’s what we had practiced.”

      “I know. But when I was going over it again at lunch, it just felt…off. So, I rewrote it. I congratulated you and Peyton on your upcoming wedding.”

      “What?!” Dylan gasps. Tristan also seems to be taken aback. “That’s a scary thought,” Dylan jokes.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I just wanted to thank you. And a wedding toast sounded right.”

      “Just as long as it’s pretend,” Dylan says, laughing all the way back to his room.

      I’m about to walk back toward my room as well, but Tristan catches up with me.

      “Hey listen, I’m so, so sorry about this whole thing. I said I’d help and I didn’t.”

      I shrug. I don’t want to say that it was no big deal because it was. But I also don’t want to get into all this right now.

      “I was just swamped with work and classes. But I know, it’s no excuse,” Tristan says.

      “I honestly don’t know what I would’ve done were it not for Dylan. You really let me down,” I say. “And Dylan saved me.”

      There’s so much more to say. It’s only the second week and Tristan’s schedule is already impossible. I hate his new internship. I want him to quit. We don’t have any time for each other and we’re in college. If we don’t have time for each other now, when will we?

      But I don’t say any of those things. I don’t want to cloud my celebration with a fight. Or even a disagreement.
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      The night after my first speech, Tristan promises to make more time for me. Unfortunately, he doesn’t keep it. He continues to come back home later and later over the next few weeks. Sometimes, even after midnight.

      Eventually, I stop waiting up for him. And I rarely see him in the mornings, too. He’s usually gone before I get up.

      “Honestly, I don’t know how he survives on so little sleep,” I finally vent to Juliet one night. “I don’t know what’s going on. He can’t be working all this time, right?”

      It’s Monday night and we’re watching The Daily Show and Tristan’s still not back.

      “I have a few friends who dated stockbrokers,” she says. “And they do work crazy hours.”

      “What about that guy you had a date with? Did he?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “I just saw him once.”

      I shake my head. Something doesn’t feel right.

      “So you think it’s fine?” I ask.

      “Well, they work crazy hours, but not this crazy.”

      “He says that he has to go out every night because that’s what everyone does,” I say. Somehow those words make a lot more sense when they come from him. It sounds completely unconvincing when I say it.

      “Hey! I have an idea,” Juliet says. I spot a dangerous twinkle in her eyes.

      “What?” I ask cautiously.

      “Why don’t we follow him?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m not one of those jealous girlfriends.”

      “I know you don’t want to see yourself like that, but difficult times call for dangerous measures,” Juliet says. “Or however that saying goes.”

      I’m not convinced. I can’t go along with this. Don’t get me wrong, I want to know the truth. But I also don’t. I know my heart will break if he’s lying…and then what?

      I shake my head no, decisively. I can’t do this.

      “You’re entitled to know the truth, Alice. I mean, what if he’s screwing around on you? Don’t you want to know that?”

      No, not really, I want to say. I’d rather not know it. But that sounds old-fashioned and hopeless and pathetic. And, most of all, not true. Because I do want to know. I just don’t want to want to know.

      “And if it’s nothing then you won’t be worrying about this so much. It’s a win-win.”

      “It sounds like a lose-lose, actually,” I say. “But okay.”

      [image: ]

      The following evening, we take a cab to The Martini. It’s a bar that Tristan mentioned to me a couple of times, the place that they all go to after work for happy hour, the place where they don’t card people in suits.

      It’s raining and I’m reluctant on putting on a costume but Juliet insists. So I arrive at The Martini in professional-height heels, a white blouse, a black mini-skirt and my jacket. It’s the closest thing I have to an office wardrobe and even this one I had to compile from Juliet’s closet.

      Juliet still straightens and then curls her hair and puts on fake lashes but I take a more relaxed approach. Eye shadow, eyeliner, mascara, lipstick. That’s enough. If this night goes badly, I don’t need to look like a clown when it all starts streaming down my face.

      We walk into the bar around 6:30. It’s still relatively empty and we find a dark, quiet table all the way in the back. This is a stakeout, so he’s not supposed to see us immediately, if at all. Juliet quickly orders us two dirty martinis on the rocks with extra olives. On the way over, I promised myself that I would stay sober during this, but one drink doesn’t mean I’ll be drunk. When it arrives, I cave. I need something to calm my nerves. And it fits the bill.

      We wait and sit for a while before we see them. I’m not sure how long exactly, except that I finish my martini and Juliet finishes two.  And then I see him.

      Tristan, dressed in a suit, holds the door open for a woman. She’s wearing a bright red peacoat and high-heel boots. She tosses her hair from side to side as if she’s in a Pantene commercial.

      “Who’s that?” Julie asks.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “Maybe this girl Kathryn.”

      “Who’s Kathryn?”

      “Just someone he works with.”

      “Well, I’m not sure that girl has ever been a ‘just someone’ ever,” Juliet says.

      I know exactly what she means. That girl is drop-dead gorgeous. She has light brown hair and expensive-looking highlights. She sits across from Tristan, facing us, and we get a clear view of her. She’s beautiful. A small delicate mouth, high cheekbones, a perfectly-contoured face.

      “She reminds me of someone,” Juliet says.

      I shrug. I’m more interested in the way that she’s leaning toward Tristan and laughing at everything he says.

      “Kind of like a cross between Emily Blunt and Kate Middleton,” Juliet says. “Oh my God! Do you see where she just put her hand? It’s on his knee.”

      I nod, speechless. I really wish that I didn’t bring Juliet along for this.

      The woman doesn’t keep her hand on his knee for long. It was just a pat, a tap, but it’s enough to send me into a tailspin.

      I’m lost. I don’t know what I’m doing here. But I can’t move. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I want to get up and leave. But I don’t.

      In a moment, the place gets so crowded, I can barely see over all the people who are congregating around the bar.

      “Where are you going?” Juliet asks as I grab my purse and phone.

      “Home.”

      “No, you can’t go home! We didn’t see anything yet.”

      “Juliet, I can’t do this anymore. He’s going to do what he’s going to do. I don’t have to torture myself and watch.”

      Her eyes search my face for answers. But I don’t have a better answer than that. It’s not that I don’t want to know. I just can’t be in this place any longer. The walls feel like they’re closing in on me. I fear that if I stay, I’m going to scream.

      I make my way around the perimeter of the place. I’m not trying to avoid Tristan anymore – in fact, I don’t care if he sees me. But the bar is so crowded, I couldn’t even make my way over there if I tried.

      “Alice,” Juliet whispers somewhere behind me. “Alice!”

      When I turn around, I see that Juliet is staring at something to her right. My eyes follow her gaze. And I see them.

      Tristan and the woman are laughing and they’re so close to each other, their faces are barely touching. A moment later, she leans over and kisses him on the lips.

      Everything suddenly feels like it’s happening in third person. Not to me, but to someone who looks a lot like me on the screen. I’m suddenly outside without my coat. The chill of January hits me like a pile of bricks. I look around. I have to find a cab. I have to text Uber. My mind wanders in circles. I can’t make a decision. All I’m decided about is that I can’t go back in for my coat.

      “Alice! Alice, wait up!” Juliet runs out after me. She hands me my coat.

      “He pulled away from her. He stopped her,” she says.

      “What?” I ask wrapping the scarf around my neck. I don’t understand a word of what she’s saying.

      “She kissed him. And he stopped her. He pulled right away. You just didn’t see it,” she says.

      I pull my coat shut – the zipper is too complicated to operate at this moment.

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I ask.

      Juliet shrugs. “Well, yes, actually,” she says.

      I guess. I guess that’s something. Except that it doesn’t really feel like a victory. I feel like I lost a long time ago. It feels like it’s all a little too late.

      Juliet and I take a cab home in silence. She tries to talk to me, but I cut her off. I can’t. Talking just makes my thoughts cloudier and incomprehensible. Finally, we walk into our room. I climb into bed and hide under the covers. I just want the whole world to disappear. I’m still awake when I hear Tristan come back. I look at the time. It’s about half an hour later. I want to talk to him. But I don’t have the energy. When he peeks into my room, I pretend to be asleep.
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      The following day, I have another speech in public speaking class. I was planning on getting up early and practicing it before class, but I end up sleeping until lunch. I want to stay in bed all day. But I can’t skip it; it’s a huge portion of my grade. When my hands start to shake looking down at the paper with my script, I go to the kitchen and force myself to down two beers. They taste disgusting first thing in the morning. This worked last time. It has to work this time.

      Walking over to class, I hope that I don’t run into Tristan. He has class in this area and I just can’t see him now. Not before I get this speech over with.  When Professor Milner asks for volunteers, I raise my hand.

      Walking to the front of the class, I feel like I’m going to throw up. But not because of my nerves, but the alcohol. I take a deep breath. You can do this, I say to myself. Thirty sets of bored eyes look up at the podium. They don’t care what you have to say. Don’t think. Just start talking. I unfold my speech. This speech is about gratefulness. We’re supposed to thank someone for helping us do something important.

      “Thank you for having me,” I start. “I want to take a moment to thank my mother and father for…”

      I stare at the paper. The words are there in black and white. All I have to do is say them out loud. But for some reason, I can’t. They don’t make any sense. I have an overwhelming urge to thank someone else.

      “No, actually, I don’t want to thank my mother and father. I’d like to take this time to thank my boyfriend, Tristan. Thank you, Tristan, for never being there for me. Thank you for wasting two years of my life in high school and then breaking up with me a couple of weeks before college. Thank you for ‘accidentally’ becoming my roommate and confusing me with all of your crap last semester and tricking me into thinking that you’ve changed. And most of all, thank you for this semester. Thank you for promising to help me with my speeches and leaving me high and dry. And thank you for pretending that you have a lot of important work to do when in reality you’re just hanging out with that girl that looks a lot like Kate Middleton, from your office. And, of course, thank you for mentioning how hot she actually is before I show up at the bar to spy on you. That was really the cherry on top. That made me feel a lot better watching you two making out. But most of all, thank you for doing all of that now, before I wasted even more of my life on you. You fucking asshole!”

      Shit. What did I just say?

      I look up at the class. Thirty pairs of hands start to clap and cheer. Oh my God! I nod, hang my head, and make my way back to my chair.

      At least I didn’t freeze. No, the words just came out. I couldn’t make them stop. But I definitely shouldn’t have cursed!

      After class ends, I try to make my way outside, past the professor, without him noticing. No such luck.

      “Alice Summers. May I talk to you, please?” he asks.

      “I really have to go,” I say.

      “It will just take a moment.”

      I take a deep breath and turn to face him.

      “I’m assuming that was not the speech that you had prepared earlier,” he says. I nod. “And I’m assuming that you know that it’s illegal to come to class drunk?” he says.

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “Intoxicated, then. Either way, you can get expelled for this.”

      “Expelled?”

      My head starts to buzz. My eyes come in and out of focus. Oh my God. What did I just do?

      “I’m so sorry, Professor Milner. It will never happen again. I was just having a really bad night.”

      “Yes, I know that,” he says with a little smile. “I heard all about it in your speech.”

      He’s mocking me. I shake my head. Look down at the floor. I don’t know what to do.

      “I’m going to have to fail you on this assignment,” he says.

      I’m going to get kicked out of school. What am I going to do?

      “But,” he says, giving me hope. I look up at him. “But I won’t report this incident to the Dean of Students if you promise to go to see an alcohol and drug abuse counselor.”

      “But I don’t have an alcohol problem. I hardly ever drink,” I say.

      “You’re drunk in my classroom. That’s enough for me to know that something is wrong.”

      “Okay,” I say, dropping my shoulders.

      “You have to see this counselor every week for the rest of the semester. Starting this week,” he says. “If you miss a meeting, I’ll have no choice but report your behavior to the Dean of Students.”

      “The rest of the semester?”

      Professor Milner ignores me. He writes something on a piece of paper and hands it to me.

      “The counselor’s name is Dr. Greyson. She’s very nice. Here’s her office number. I’ll let her know to expect your call.”

      [image: ]

      The buzz from the alcohol starts to wear off by the time I get home. Instead, it’s replaced with a blistering headache. And, as if the day wasn’t completely shitty already, it also starts to rain. And I get completely soaked walking back to the dorm.

      I put on a fresh pot of coffee as soon as I get in. After I change out of my wet clothes, I go back out to the kitchen and see Tristan pouring himself a cup.

      “That’s my coffee,” I say.

      “I think there’s enough for two,” he says with a smile.

      “I don’t care. I’m going to drink two cups myself. You have to make your own.”

      “Okay, jeez, what’s wrong with you?” he says, pushing the cup toward me.

      I shake my head. The Advil hasn’t kicked in yet. It hurts to talk.

      “I saw you,” I say after I finish one cup of coffee. And start on another.

      He stares at me as if he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.

      “Yesterday, at the Martini.”

      “What…what were you doing there?” he asks.

      I look him straight in the eyes. They twinkle in the light. Look as beautiful as always. But I hate them now.

      “I was talking to Juliet about how I don’t see you anymore and she suggested that we go spy on you,” I say. “Who is she?”

      “Nobody,” he shrugs.

      “Didn’t look like nobody. You two looked really cozy together.”

      “Alice, she’s nobody. Just Kathryn. I told you about her. She works with me.”

      “I thought you all go there together? As a group.”

      “Well, yesterday, everyone suddenly cancelled,” he says.

      “How convenient,” I say sarcastically.

      “Listen, nothing happened,” Tristan says. He puts his arm on my shoulder. I shrug him off.

      “Don’t touch me,” I say. “And how can you say nothing happened.  You two were laughing the whole time. She put her hand on your leg. And then you kissed. I saw you.”

      He shakes his head.

      “And I pushed her away. Immediately. I don’t like her that way. I love you.”

      “Doesn’t feel like it,” I say.

      “I know that she likes me. But she’s my colleague. I want to be nice. But she also knows about you.”

      I shake my head. This conversation isn’t really going as I had planned.

      “I just hate being this way with you, Tristan. I hate that you’re gone all the time and now I’m becoming some sort of jealous, crazy girlfriend. This isn’t who I am.”

      “I know.” He nods. “I know that I work too long. And I should not go out with everyone so much. But there’s this whole party atmosphere there. It’s hard to explain.”

      I shrug. I understand. But I don’t really hear an apology. At least, not one that I believe. Just a lot of excuses.
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      Neither of us says anything for a while. I want to tell him that I don’t know how to deal with this. I know he wasn’t cheating – I don’t think he would, no matter what Juliet says. And that even the flirting and the interrupted kiss is as far as it will go, but I still feel shitty about this. The main thing I want to tell him is to just stop. Take a break. Have a little fun. I feel like we’re some sort of old married couple that are like two ships passing in the night due to their hectic work schedules. Mainly his schedule, actually. But I don’t say any of these things. Instead, I sit across from him and pout.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” Tristan finally says. He takes his hands in mine. He stares at me – I feel his gaze burning a hole in my face – until I look up. I see my reflection in his eyes. I also see someone who is at a loss as to what to do. The despondent look in his eyes frightens me.

      “I don’t know, Tristan.” I shrug. “You really hurt me, you know. I just felt like a total idiot sitting there, watching you flirt with Kathryn.”

      “I wasn’t flirting. We were just laughing over what someone said back in the office.”

      “It looked like flirting,” I say. “And then when you kissed…”

      Shivers run up my spine. I can’t even handle saying the word.

      “We didn’t kiss, Alice. She kissed me. And I didn’t see it coming. And when it happened, I pulled away right away. And I told her that I have a girlfriend and it’s going to stay that way. That I love you.”

      “I guess,” I say, sighing.

      “But I understand how you feel.” He finally says something I want to hear. Something I’m yearning to hear. “I understand that it was awful for you. Just as it would be for me if you ever…”

      Tristan lets his voice drift off. I can see that the thought of it is painful to him too.

      He comes closer to me. Takes me into his arms. This time I don’t push him away. I want him close. I want to get over this. Whatever it is. I want to find a way to forgive. He lifts up my head. Slowly, Tristan presses his lips to my cheek. He gives me soft, tiny kisses as if his lips were wings of a butterfly. Cradling my face, he buries his fingers in my hair and brings his lips to mine. I close my eyes and part my lips.

      Tristan’s lips are soft. Effervescent. His tongue inside my mouth feels like home. Like finally, we’re somewhere where we belong. He drops his head and tilts mine. I feel his lips run down my neck. His kisses are so soft, the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Somehow we end up in my bedroom. I have no idea where Juliet is, but I also don’t particularly care. I just hope that she doesn’t come home any time soon.

      We fall into bed together. Our legs intertwine. His hands caress my shoulders and run down both sides of my body. As we grind against each other, we shed our clothes. My legs open and his intertwine with me.

      “Wait, I have to get my wallet,” he mumbles. I nod. He needs to get a condom. We never had unprotected sex. I’ve been meaning to go on the pill, but that requires going to the gynecologist. And I hate doctors, let alone gynecologists. So I’ve been putting it off.

      When Tristan’s ready, he plops back next to me.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says, brushing hair out of my face.

      “So you are you,” I say, smiling.

      I pull him on top of me and kiss him. His hair falls into my eyes. He comes into me. Slowly, our bodies start to move in sync. His hands slide up and down my body. And I bury my fingernails into his back. I start to moan with pleasure. Our bodies rise and fall with each movement.

      “Oh shit!” Tristan says and pulls out of me. “Oh my God, no, no, no.”

      I look down. The condom is broken.

      “What does this mean?” he asks. “What are we going to do?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh my God, you can’t get pregnant.”

      “I know! Stop freaking out,” I say. “It’s going to be fine. You didn’t…finish yet. So, the likelihood is probably really small.”

      “But there’s still a likelihood,” he says.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug.

      We sit in bed for a few moments, staring at each other. We both know that the night is over. And there was no way to recover it now. Eventually, I grab my clothes and hand Tristan his.

      [image: ]

      Later that evening, I meet up with Tristan again in the living room. He’s watching TV, but not really watching. Just flipping through the channels, looking for something to watch.

      “There’s nothing good on,” he says.

      “Yeah, I know,” I say.

      Tristan turns off the TV and grabs a Red Bull out of the refrigerator.

      “Isn’t it a little late for Red Bull?” I ask.

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “I have a lot of Macroeconomics to do. I think I’m going to fail that class.”

      “I’m sure you won’t.”

      “Can I tell you something, Alice?” he asks and continues without waiting for my answer. “I just feel a lot of pressure. I’m working these crazy hours. And I don’t have time for anything. Not for my classes. Not for you. Not even for work. You know, I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do there? I mean, I look at those charts and figures and they just intimidate me. But I pretend that I know what’s going on. And that’s exhausting.”

      “I can imagine,” I sympathize.

      “And as for going out afterwards. I often don’t want to go. Really. I just want to come home and be with you. And study, though I don’t really want to study.”

      “So why don’t you?” I ask.

      “Because I hear the way they all talk about other interns who didn’t come along. And how all the full-time people mock them for skipping out. And all those people who didn’t go out with them – well, they’re not working there after graduation. Tim told me that many of them are still struggling to find work six months after finishing college.”

      I nod. I want to sympathize. I want to say something that will make him feel better. But nothing comes to mind.

      “Tristan, it’s your freshman year of college. You shouldn’t be working so hard. You should have some fun.”

      “Alice, I’m talking to you about something serious that I’m going through and you…you just act like it’s nothing. Like what I do doesn’t matter. Don’t you know how that makes me feel?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t mean it like that. I didn’t want to…”

      “I know. You never mean it. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’ve said it.”

      I don’t know what’s happening here. How did all of this suddenly become my fault?

      “I know you’re working hard. But maybe the internship is just too much. I mean you’re going to an Ivy League school. And it’s your freshman year. You should be able to have some fun, sometime. You’re practically entitled to it.”

      “And what makes me entitled to it, exactly?” he asks.

      “I don’t know. The fact that you’re 18 years old. If you’re not going to have fun now, when are you going to?”

      He shrugs. Drops his shoulders. I run over the conversation in my head. I didn’t mean to get into another fight. Or maybe this is just the continuation of the last one. I don’t know anymore.

      I turn around to head back to my room. Everything is still completely unresolved, but I don’t think anything will improve today. It seems to be one of those things that you have to sleep on in order to get a fresh perspective.

      “The thing is that, Alice, my life is just so complicated right now,” Tristan says. I guess he wants to keep talking. “I’m torn in all of these directions,” he adds.

      “I know,” I say. I come back toward him and put my hand on his shoulder. “You need to take some things off your plate. It’s too crowded.”

      “And I want to,” he nods.

      I look at Tristan. He looks tired, but close to saying something important. Finally, he’s going to make me a priority. That must be what this is all about. So just come on out with it. Say it.

      “So you understand?” he asks.

      “I think so.” I nod. “You’re going to try to get out of the internship?”

      “Get out of the internship?” he asks. “You don’t really understand at all!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The internship is hard and time-consuming, but it’s also super important. I can’t believe that you still don’t get that. I mean, how many times do I have to tell you?”

      I hear anger in his voice.

      “Okay, okay.” I get it. “There’s no need to raise your voice. You’re just complaining about it so I thought…”

      “So I complain about it. So what? You’re supposed to be supportive. You’re supposed to be understanding about it.”

      I shrug. I don’t understand anything that’s going on anymore.

      “What I’m trying to say is that I’m a little confused with everything right now. That’s why we’re off. Why this is getting so complicated,” Tristan says.

      He gestures, pointing to us. What he means is that we’re complicated. We’re off, as a couple.

      “I’m confused about everything,” he says again.

      “Stop saying that. I don’t know what you mean. Say what you really mean,” I say in my most insistent voice. His metaphor keeps going over my head, leaving me confused.

      “I’m confused about us, Alice.”

      The words hang in the air as if they are suspended on a string. I stare at him. What’s happening here?

      “I think we need to take a break.”

      My ears start to buzz. Tristan keeps on talking, explaining, but I don’t hear a thing. Everything turns to black.
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      I go see Dr. Greyson the next day. I want to stay in bed and never come out again, but I can’t miss the appointment or I’ll get kicked out of school. At this point, however, I can’t even imagine graduating. Nothing else happened last night after Tristan told me that he wants to take a break from us. At least not for me. Tristan kept talking, but I don’t know what he said. Eventually, I said that I had to go to bed and I haven’t seen him since.

      I barely have the energy to change out of my sweats, but somehow I manage to make it to Dr. Greyson’s office, all the way across campus. I don’t know what to expect. But I also don’t stress out about it much. I’ve become a robot. Operating entirely on autopilot.

      Unfortunately, there’s no line. And Dr. Greyson comes out and greets me as soon as I arrive. I take a deep breath and walk into her office. Dr. Greyson is a beautiful, no-nonsense African-American woman in her early 40s. She has gorgeous olive skin and perfectly manicured nails. Her suit looks like it’s tailored and her heels look expensive – if only Juliet was here, then she’d tell me exactly how much they cost. When she asks me to sit down, her voice reminds me of Oprah’s even though Dr. Greyson is about half her size.

      Her office is decorated with photos of exotic places. Tropical islands, white sandy beaches, schools of fish swirling around corals, places that seem so far away from here they might as well be on another planet.

      “You like to travel?” she asks, catching me staring at one photo with ‘Thailand’ underneath. The photo has a long, wind-swept palm tree coming down to earth and kissing the sand.

      “I like your photos,” I say. “Definitely not New York, huh?”

      She nods. She doesn’t say another word. It takes me a moment to realize that she’s waiting for me to answer her question.

      “Yes, I do,” I finally say. “I haven’t travelled too much, though. But I really enjoy it when I do go. I hope to travel a lot more in the future.”

      Somewhere warm, I continue talking in my head. Somewhere with coconut palms where you don’t need to wear layers of clothes to stay warm. I’ve never really thought of it until this very moment, but clothes insulate people. You put on these layers and they separate you from the world. Make you feel as if the world isn’t right there. And other people aren’t like you. This isn’t really a complete thought yet. I don’t know what I’m thinking. It just feels like that, sitting in this office, wearing a T-shirt, a sweater, jeans, boots, a scarf, and holding my jacket on my lap. It just seems like too much right now. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be in at tank top, shorts, and flip-flops right about now!

      “Professor Milner has filled me in about what happened in class,” Dr. Greyson says. Her voice shatters the silence of the room. And brings me back to reality. I had let my mind drift off a bit.

      “Yeah,” I say with a nod. I don’t really know what else to say about that incident.

      “He told me about why you were sent here. But now I want to hear it from you.”

      “I know you’re an alcohol abuse counselor, but I don’t really drink. Not really. Not at all. I have a beer and I’m completely drunk. That’s how much of a lightweight I am.”

      “I understand.” She nods.

      “So I don’t really know what I’m doing here.”

      “Well, you may not drink, but you did show up to class drunk and gave a drunken speech. So you are dealing with something. And I want to hear about it.”

      I sigh and fill her in on the details. She listens carefully. When I’m done, she nods her head.

      “So, what’s going on with your boyfriend, Tristan, now? It is all resolved?” she asks.

      I shake my head, no. Not even close.

      “I don’t think we’re together anymore,” I whisper. I feel tears start to build up at the back of my throat. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

      I take a deep breath. And the tears suddenly dissipate without coming out. Thank God. The weepy feeling goes away. And I just feel a little dead inside.

      “Something happened last night,” I say. She waits for me to continue. Not pushing me beyond the pace at which I’m comfortable. I don’t know if I have the strength to say it out loud. “The condom broke,” I whisper.

      “What?” Dr. Greyson sits up in her chair. I don’t repeat it. “Alice, when did this happen?”

      “Last night.”

      “You need to go to the health office. You need to get the Plan B pill. It works within 72 hours.”

      I nod. I don’t want to.

      “I know you don’t want to deal with it right now,” she says urgently. “But you have to. You only have 72 hours. If you go to the health office, they’ll give you a prescription and you can get it filled tonight.”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “It’s probably fine. He didn’t…orgasm.”

      The word feels awful in this clinical environment. But I couldn’t think of another one.

      “It doesn’t matter. There’s still a chance that you might get pregnant. You have to take care of this.”

      I sigh.

      “Alice, if you don’t promise to take care of this, I’m going to take you to the health office myself. This is very important. Unless of course, you want to get pregnant at 18.”

      I don’t. That’s the last thing I want.

      “Okay, I promise.” I shrug.

      [image: ]

      I stand in line at the closest drugstore, the Duane Read a few blocks away from the dorm. Could this week get any worse? I think to myself, perusing through People magazine. All of these people dressed up in the best dresses for the Golden Globes in warm Los Angeles. Oh what I wouldn’t give to be back there. I don’t have to be at the Golden Globes, I just want to go home. Away from this place. Away from this week.

      “Alice? Alice!” I hear someone calling my name. I don’t recognize the voice. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now. Shit.

      When I turn around, I come face to face with Tea. And let out a sigh. Tea is one of the best people to run into.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks.

      “Just getting some medication. You?”

      “Me too. Well, not medication, but I have to pick up a few things.”

      They call my name. The pharmacist gives me the box and instructs me about how to use it. I nod and pay the amount. $70! Crap. Why the hell is it so expensive? The pharmacist asks me about insurance, but I say I don’t have any. It’s a lie. I do have some but it’s through my parents’ and I don’t want them to find out.

      “Oh my God, Alice,” Tea says. “I couldn’t help but overhear. Plan B. Are you okay?”

      I shrug. “I’ll be fine.”

      I don’t plan on telling her what happened with Tristan, but it just comes out. In the hosiery aisle of all places. Right in front of a wall of leggings!

      “I can’t believe that you two broke up.” Tea shakes her head. “I’m so sorry. And now you have to deal with this on top of all that?”

      I sigh. And I have to attend mandatory alcohol abuse counseling. And I still don’t know how the hell I’m going to pass my public speaking class at this point. Tea asks me if I want to have a cup of coffee next door. That sounds like a great idea.

      “Hey, you know what you need?” she asks as we share a croissant. I take a sip of my coffee. “Why don’t you come to Atlantic City with us?”

      “What?”

      “Tanner and I are going to Atlantic City this weekend. And I’d love for you to come.”

      “No, no, you guys are going on a romantic getaway…” I start to say.

      “Well, it is Valentine’s Day, but it’s not like that.”

      Valentine’s Day. Oh my God. That’s right! It’s this weekend. I had completely forgotten about it.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I have to go there to research something for this book I’m writing. Tanner is coming along. It’s too soon for us to go on a weekend trip. So actually, you’ll be doing me a favor if you come.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t want to be a third wheel. And I’m sure that Tanner wants some romantic time with you on Valentine’s Day.”

      “Okay, well, then invite some people. I’d love to have extra people there.”

      “Tea, what’s wrong? Are you not that into Tanner?”

      She sighs. “No, I am. I’m just…I don’t really want to go away for a weekend with him. I’m not ready to sleep with him yet.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Oh, I see. And if you two go away together, share a hotel room…then you think…”

      “Exactly,” she says. “So you’re really going to be doing me a favor. And invite your roommates too. The more, the merrier. Juliet. Dylan. Maybe not Tristan.”

      “Ha, yeah, probably not Tristan.” I smile. “I guess a trip away from here does sound nice.”

      “Excellent, then it’s decided!” She grins from ear to ear.

      “So tell me about this book. That’s exciting!” I say. “Was it what you were working on before? About Belize?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “It’s a completely different story. It’s actually a romance novel.”

      “Really? Wow.”

      “I know. I never thought I’d write one. But then I read a few and they’re really exciting and passionate. And I just wanted to try my hand at it.”

      “So what’s it about?” I ask.

      “I’m not entirely set on the name yet,” Tea says. “It’s either going to be called A Weeklong Fiancé or Fiancé for a Week.”

      “Hmm, I’m intrigued.”

      “It’s about this normal girl. She’s a copywriter at an online magazine. Just graduated from college. She has an apartment, a roommate and an unhealthy obsession with chocolate and shoes.”

      “Well, who doesn’t, right?” I say with a wink.

      “She’s drowning in student loans, has no idea how she’s going to pay them off. And then she gets an offer that’s too good to pass up. Take a weeklong cruise to the Caribbean with a dashing, rich stranger and pretend to be his fiancé at his family reunion. For $10,000. No sex. Business only.”

      “Wow, seems like most girls would do it for way less than that.”

      “That’s what she thinks. But then she starts to fall in love with him,” Tea says.

      “I love it!” I say. And I do. Really.

      “So this trip to Atlantic City is a little bit of a research trip. I’ve never been to a casino before and I want to get a taste of what it’s like. What it looks like, etc.”

      “I get it.” I nod. “And I’d love to read your book when you’re done.”

      “You’ll be the first.”
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      There was no way I was going to go on this trip without at least Juliet. And I was excited when Dylan decided to come along too. They don’t know Tea very well, and none of us have ever met Tanner, but they were down for a fun weekend. When I first told Dylan about this, he invited Tristan as well, but luckily for me Tristan said that he had too much work to do. Peyton was invited too, and she was planning on coming along, until she remembered that she had a big paper due on Monday.

      Juliet, Dylan and I share an Uber to Grand Central Station. Juliet and I over packed a little and we’re laden down with bags that wouldn’t fit in the trunk.

      “Why did you two have to pack so much?” Dylan asks. He only packed one small suitcase, the size of a carryon. “It’s just two nights.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Juliet rolls her eyes.

      “Just pack a couple of outfits and that should be enough,” Dylan insists.

      “And what happens when you don’t feel like wearing one? Or it’s inappropriate to wear it? No, you have to have backups.”

      I didn’t pack as much as Juliet, but I definitely took too much. There seems to always be shirts and pants that you think you might wear, that you almost should wear, but for some reason never do.

      “So what’s going on with you and Tristan?” Dylan turns to me.

      Juliet makes a face at him as if to ask why the hell he’s bringing him up.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. It just seems that something’s off, but Tristan didn’t tell me what exactly.”

      I shrug.

      Tristan and I haven’t spoken much since that night. Though he did corner me by the bathroom this morning and insisted on talking.

      “Alice, I just want you to know that I don’t want to break up,” he said. “That’s the last thing I want.”

      “You don’t want to break up? I thought that was exactly what you wanted.”

      “No, not at all. I just want to take a break. A breather.”

      “That sounds like a breakup.”

      “No, not at all,” he said.

      “And what’s the difference?” I asked.

      “I just need a little time. A little space. But I want to be with you. I don’t want to be with anyone else. And I hope you don’t either.”

      “So I’m just supposed to wait around for you? Is that right?”

      “Look, the way I see this break is just that. A break. I’m not going to date anyone. And I hope you don’t either. I’m just confused. And I need time to get myself back together.”

      

      “Alice?” Dylan asks. “You okay?”

      “Huh? What?” I ask.

      “You seemed to have spaced out a bit.”

      “Oh right, sorry. I don’t know what to say about Tristan. I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Wait, are you two back together?” Juliet asks.

      “No, definitely not. But apparently, according to him, we were never broken up. Just on a break. Whatever the hell that means,” I say.

      

      We ride the rest of the way to Grand Central in silence. My mind drifts back to Tristan, unwillingly. I still don’t completely understand the difference between a break and breakup, nor do I really care. I’m not sure if I’m down to be on this break, whatever it is. All I know is that I’m looking forward to going on this trip and forgetting all about Tristan and everything that has happened this weekend. I need to dance, drink a little too much, and let go of all this crap.

      [image: ]

      The three of us meet up with Tea and Tanner inside Grand Central. As we walk toward them, I smile at the fact that all girls seemed to have over-packed and both of the guys under-packed. Tea makes all the introductions as soon as we come up.

      Tanner is definitely hot. He’s about 6 foot 4 with gorgeous eyes and lustrous hair. His dark hair matches his dark eyes and his five o’clock shadow makes him look mysterious. He’s three years older than Dylan. And while Dylan often comes off cocky, Tanner seems confident and self-assured. Perhaps it’s something that Dylan will grow into in time.

      Tanner and Tea make a cute couple. He helps her with her bags on the way to the train and gives her a peck on the top of her head as we wait. I’m suddenly really thankful that Peyton decided not to come. They’re the only couple here and the balance of power is definitely on the singles. It would not be the case if Peyton were here.

      Everyone gets to know each other during the two-and-a-half-hour train ride to Atlantic City and it feels like we’re old friends by the time we arrive in the hotel suite that Tea and Tanner got for our stay.

      “Are you sure you two don’t want us to get our own hotel room?” Juliet asks.

      “No, of course, not,” Tea says a little too fast. I notice that Tanner isn’t so quick to vote for everyone staying at the suite. “That’s why we got the suite. So there was room for everyone.”

      Well, almost everyone. The plan is that Tea and Tanner get the bedroom, which is separated from the living room with two French doors. And the three of us sleep on the couches in the living room. There are two long couches, one for Juliet and I, and Dylan will sleep on the floor.

      “As long as I’m not the one sleeping on the floor, I’m fine,” Juliet announces and starts to unpack her bag.

      [image: ]

      “This is going to be a fun night,” Juliet says in front of the bathroom mirror.

      The three of us cram ourselves into the bathroom and share it. Unfortunately, there are only two plugs – one short of how many we need. Tea is blow-drying her hair and I’m flat-ironing my hair. Juliet, who’s planning on curling hers, waits patiently for her turn while applying false lashes.

      Both Tea and Juliet came on this trip prepared. Not just in terms of the clothes they had packed, but also with their makeup kits. Juliet’s makeup bag can be a whole separate carryon bag. Tea’s isn’t so big, but it unfolds and once it’s all unfolded, it puts mine to shame.

      I only packed a small Ziplock bag of only what I need. Now, I’m starting to think that I need a lot of more. After Juliet and Tea unpack their supplies on the counter, it looks like the backstage of a Victoria Secret show. They both have so many tools and brushes that I don’t even know what they’re all for.

      “So you know they have eyebrow extensions now, right?” Juliet asks Tea.

      “Yes, I know. I saw it on Instagram. Aren’t they amazing?” Tea asks.

      “I’d love to get some. I think I over-plucked mine a little bit in high school.”

      They both stare at their eyebrows in the mirror. I’m suddenly become super self-conscious of my own eyebrows. Perhaps, they’re not up to snuff.

      “Well, not everyone can have naturally beautiful brows like Alice,” Tea adds.

      “I know, right? They’re amazing!”

      I roll my eyes. “A few years ago, they were too bushy, but now they’re apparently just right.”

      “Well, a few years ago, everyone was wearing low-rise jeans and showing their hip bones. And now, it’s all about high rise,” Juliet says.

      “Yeah, that’s the cool thing about fashion. It changes all the time,” Tea adds.

      “That’s also the stressful thing about fashion,” I add. “It changes all the time.”

      I free up one plug for Juliet to plug her curling iron into and go to the living room. I don’t contour my face – just put on some foundation, eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow and lipstick. That’s enough for me.

      There’s a knock at the door. When I open it, I see Tanner with a bag of alcohol and a case of beer. Since he’s the only one of us who can legally drink, he was sent out to get everything for the pre-game.

      “Pre-gaming is about to commence!” Dylan announces.

      Pre-gaming is a very important tradition in college. Since most of us aren’t legally able to buy drinks, we use the time before we go out to get a little drunk. Plus, the drinks are way cheaper this way. Dylan asks everyone what they want. I ask for a martini. Forty-five minutes later, just when we’re all ready to leave and I’m finally done with it, I’m already feeling like I had a little bit too much. Unfortunately, I keep drinking.
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      I open my eyes. My head is pounding as if someone is smashing on the drums with all their might a millimeter away from my eardrums. A slither of light peeks in through the blackout curtains and my eyes can barely handle it.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. My throat itches. I cough and feel the nightstand for something to drink. My hands lands on a glass. I bring it to my lips. And then take a sniff.

      Please don’t be alcohol, I say to myself. It’s not. Just water. Whew. I drink the whole glass. Finally, I manage to open my eyes a little wider. The room is pretty dark, but the light still pierces my eyes as if it’s a sword. I cover my eyes with my arm and look around.

      Where the hell am I?

      I’m sitting in a tall bed. There are suitcases all around. And French doors across from me. The place does not look familiar, however.

      My eyes dart to one side and I spot the bathroom. Carefully, I get up and walk to the bathroom. I don’t put on the lights, but I do look at myself in the mirror. I’m a mess. And not even a hot mess. My hair is completely out of place. Crumpled and sad. My make up is all smeared and I have ugly raccoon eyes. I wipe my mouth – lipstick residue comes off on the back of my hand.

      “Where is this?” I whisper.

      My eyes adjust to the muted light enough for me to stop protecting them with my hand. I look around the bathroom. It’s familiar and foreign at the same time. I feel like I’ve been here before, but not often. This is not our bathroom back at the dorm. And then I see it. My tiny, bright pink, travel-sized flat iron. And it hits me. I’m at the hotel. We’re in Atlantic City. But for some reason I’m in the room. Weren’t Tea and Tanner supposed to sleep here?

      I come back into the room. What the hell am I doing sleeping here? And everyone else sleeping there? I search my mind for answers. But it all comes up blank. I can’t remember a thing!

      “Oh shit, why is it so bright in here?” I hear someone say.

      The voice startles me. It’s quiet, but it’s definitely not coming from the outside.

      It’s coming from the bed!

      Please don’t be Tanner.

      Please don’t be Tanner.

      Please don’t be Tanner.

      When he moves the cover from his face and sits up in bed, I see that it’s not Tanner.

      It’s Dylan.

      “Dylan? What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Stop yelling! My head is killing me.”

      I give him a moment to collect his thoughts. He gets up and pulls the blackout shades shut. The slither of light is gone. My head feels a little better.

      “What are you wearing?” Dylan asks me.

      I don’t know. I didn’t even think to look. I look down. For some reason, I’m wearing a white bathing suit cover up. It’s light and airy and has tiny little spaghetti straps.

      “I don’t know,” I say, shrugging. What I don’t reveal is that I’m also not wearing underwear.

      Dylan sits up more in bed. He’s not wearing a shirt either.

      “Are you wearing any clothes?” I ask him, cautiously.

      He rubs the back of his head. Then looks down.

      “No.” He shakes his head. He acts like it’s no big deal. Just gives out a little sigh. Clearly, he’s not fully understanding the magnitude of this situation.

      “Oh shit,” I say. “Do you think we…?”

      I can’t finish the sentence. No, we couldn’t have. Right? I try to remember something, anything, from last night. Why did I have to drink so much? The last thing I remember is staggering up some stairs at a casino (which one?) with Juliet. My phone said it was 1:30 am. Or maybe 3:30? I have no idea.

      “Do you think we what?” Dylan asks.

      His mind isn’t working well. Either that, or he’s particularly dense.

      “I’m not wearing underwear,” I decide to inform him. “And you’re naked.”

      “Oh shit,” he whispers. The expression on his face says it all. Peyton. They just got back together. This is Valentine’s Day, for crying out loud.

      “I can’t remember anything,” he says.

      “Me neither.” I shake my head.

      “You can’t tell Peyton about this. Promise me that you won’t. She’ll never forgive me.”

      I nod.

      “No, you have to promise,” he says. He’s speaking really fast. It sounds like he’s about to hyperventilate.

      “I promise. I don’t want Tristan to know either,” I say.

      Oh my God, Tristan! This is the first time he had popped into my head this whole morning.

      “Oh wow, Tristan,” Dylan mumbles. They are roommates. And really good friends. This doesn’t look right, not at all. “But maybe nothing happened,” Dylan says. “I mean, we don’t remember a thing. So maybe we were too drunk.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I mumble. “I hope you’re right.”

      I find my underwear under the bed and put it on. I turn around as Dylan puts on his clothes. I don’t want to tell him this, but this is going to be a hard one to hide. Juliet is outside and she’s our roommate. And not just our roommate, Tristan’s roommate. And if we did sleep together, the news is just too juicy for her to keep quiet. And if Tristan finds out, I’m sure that Peyton will too. He won’t be in a very forgiving mood. Besides, I’m not even sure if I want to keep it from Tristan. We’re not really together anymore.

      [image: ]

      Dylan and I walk out of the room with hung heads. I’m actually tiptoeing. I hope that everyone is still asleep. Unfortunately, they’re not. There’s a room service cart in the middle of the room and everyone’s having breakfast.

      “Wow, look who’s up!” Juliet announces to the whole room. Tanner stops pouring his cup of coffee. Tea looks up from her magazine.

      “Hey.” I smile and wave. “Morning.”

      Without saying a word, I walk over to the opened box of donuts and grab one with cherry filling spilling out of its side. Sugar isn’t the best way to start the day, but I need a pick-me-up. A big one.

      “So…how does it feel?” Tea asks.

      Dylan and I look at each other. He has a confused look on his face. I’m equally perplexed.

      “What?” he asks.

      Okay, so maybe we had slept together, even though neither of us remembers. But how is this their business exactly? It’s not, but it doesn’t stop them from gossiping. I hate to admit it, but if Dylan and Tea slept together, I’d be all over it as well.

      “I can’t believe you two did that last night.” Tea shakes her head. She has a mischievous smile on her face.

      “We don’t remember a thing,” I finally admit. “Why were we sleeping in that room anyway? Wasn’t that supposed to be your room?”

      “Yes, but after what happened…we just thought it would be more appropriate,” Tea says with a shrug.

      Why is she being so mysterious?

      “What happened?” I ask. I search all of my memories from last night in an effort to find one that would explain that. But nothing comes to mind.

      “Wait, a second!” Juliet says, getting excited. Her eyes light up and she gets a big grin on her face. “Wait a second!”

      I hate how dramatic she can be sometimes. How animated.

      “Are you two really, and I mean, really, telling us that you don’t remember what happened last night?”

      Dylan and I exchange looks. We both shrug and shake our heads.

      “No,” I mumble. “Not really.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Juliet asks.

      “Um,” I say. “Walking around the casino, going up some stairs somewhere, drinking. A lot.”

      “And you?” Juliet turns to Dylan.

      “Not much else,” he says. “I don’t even remember going up any stairs.”

      “Oh. My. God!” Juliet shrieks and jumps up and down. “Oh. My. God!”

      “What?” I ask. “What’s going on?”

      Tea joins in Juliet’s excitement. But Tanner just stands back a little. He doesn’t shriek or jump, but he does flash me a smile. Clearly, our lack of memory is bringing everyone a great deal of joy.

      “Oh c’mon, just tell us. What happened?” Dylan says, grabbing a bagel. He starts lathering it with a generous amount of cream cheese. “What’s the big deal?”

      “Okay, okay,” Juliet says, taking a big sigh. She’s trying to calm herself down. We wait. “Okay. I can do this,” she says and then bursts out laughing.

      “C’mon!” I say. I’m losing my patience. And I’m not really in the mood anyway. It’s way too bright in this room. My head is pounding. My mouth is dry. And I’m already regretting eating half the donut, even though I continue to take additional bites.

      “Okay,” Juliet says. “You know what you did last night?”

      “No!” Dylan and I say in unison. We’re both growing more and more impatient with every second.

      “Well, let me tell you,” she says, clearly milking the moment. She should be an actress, I decide. She has epic timing. “What you two did last night was…get married!”

      Dylan drops his bagel to the floor. It falls with the cream cheese side down. I start to choke and cough. Tea hands me a cup of water. I manage to get a few sips in.

      “What?” I ask when I finally get some air. “What?”

      “You got married,” Juliet says again. Quietly this time. The tone of her voice is serious. But it feels like a joke.

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “No, that can’t be. We didn’t actually get married. It was just a joke. Please, tell me it’s a joke.”

      While I have the tendency to talk and say everything that comes to mind in times of stress, Dylan, apparently, has a completely different tendency. I turn to him for some support in this. But he just stares at the wall. As if he’s frozen. Like a statue.

      “Dylan.” I pull on his shirt. “We didn’t get married. Right?”

      A moment later, he comes back to reality.

      “No, we couldn’t have,” he whispers.

      “Well, you did,” Juliet says. Her certainty frightens me.

      Tea comes over to me. She puts her arm around my shoulder.

      “You did, honey,” she says sympathetically.

      “No, no, no.” I shake my head.

      “The reason you’re wearing that dress,” Tea says, “is that you wanted to get married in white. So when Dylan asked you to marry him, and you said yes, we all went to the only place that was open in the casino and bought it.”

      “But this is a bathing suit cover-up!”

      “I know. It was a resort wear store. That was all they had,” Tea says.

      “Look at your left hand,” Juliet says.

      When I look down, I see a large diamond ring. It’s gorgeous.

      “What is that?” Dylan comes over and takes my hand.

      “You got it for her,” Juliet says. “Alice thought it would be funny to get one of those lollypop rings and let have that be her engagement ring. But you said that no wife of yours is going to have a lollypop ring. So you marched into Tiffany’s and got her that 1 and half carat diamond.”

      “Shit.” Dylan shakes his head.

      “How did this happen?” I whisper. He shrugs. “I mean, how did we even get engaged let alone get married? Why didn’t you stop us?”

      All three of them look down at the floor.

      “We were all drinking a lot,” Tea says. “And I guess it sounded like fun.”

      “Fun?” I ask.

      “It just felt like we were in a movie or something. I mean, that’s what people do in movies, not in real life,” Juliet says.

      “So, what happened? How did this happen exactly?” Dylan asks.

      “We were all drinking a lot,” Juliet says. “And suddenly you started to complain about Peyton. Or was it Alice who was complaining about Tristan?”

      “I think Alice started first and then Dylan joined in,” Tea says. Clearly, their memory isn’t that great on all this either.

      “Either way, you two were moaning about your significant others. And then Tanner said that you two would make a good couple.”

      “Tanner?” I ask.

      “Well, I don’t know you two well. And I was drinking a lot.”

      “It was just a joke,” Tea says. “But Dylan thought it was a really good idea. He started going on and on about how you two are friends and friends make the best couples. At first, you thought it was pretty funny. I went to the bathroom and came back and you two were engaged.”

      “Holy shit,” I whisper.
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      And then suddenly, it all starts to come back to me. Not everything, but big chunks of it. I remember sitting next to Dylan, eating sushi. I got some extra soy sauce around my mouth and he wiped it away with his finger. The moment lasted a little bit too long. I didn’t want it to stop. He leaned closer and kissed me. I kissed him back.

      “You’re such a good kisser,” I said.

      “So are you,” he said.

      “I sort of wish we could kiss longer,” I joked. And then he kissed me again. This time it was longer than a kiss. It was more like a make out session.

      I don’t know how much time passed, but when we stopped, he said, “I wish I could kiss you forever.”

      “Me too,” I mumbled.

      He looked over my shoulder and smiled.

      “There’s a wedding chapel over there,” Dylan said. “Do you think that’s a sign?”

      I shrugged. “Probably not.”

      “Well, let’s make it one,” he said. “Alice Summers, will you marry me?”

      “Are you insane?” I asked, laughing. “Don’t joke about that.”

      “I’m not joking. I like you. You like me. We’re really good at kissing. We’ll probably be even better at the other stuff.”

      “That’s one reason to get married!” I said.

      “Of course it is! We’re really good friends. And relationships are complicated. So why don’t we just marry each other?”

      “Because we’re still in college!”

      “So? Wouldn’t it be romantic?”

      And insane. And crazy. But romantic? Yes, I guessed so.

      “Besides, Tristan would hate it,” Dylan added.

      Well, if he would hate it then…I started to waver.

      “C’mon, say yes. Please say yes,” he said and kissed me again. When we pulled away this time, we were engaged.

      [image: ]

      “This can’t be happening,” I say. Everyone’s staring at us.

      “You’re remembering it, right? I can see that,” Juliet says. I nod and drop my shoulders. “Dylan? How about you?” Juliet asks.

      “Bits and pieces,” he whispers.

      “Well, here’s your signed marriage certificate in case you forget again,” Juliet says, handing us the paper. “The minister said that you should expect to get something in the mail about it as well.”

      I have to sit down. My head hasn’t stopped throbbing and the locomotive whistling and banging around up there now seemed to have picked up speed. I have no idea what to do about this. All I know is that I don’t want anyone to find out about it. This is so embarrassing. So humiliating. So not like me. I don’t get drunk and do crazy things like this. I’m just a regular person.

      This is all Tristan’s fault. If he hadn’t wanted us to take a break, I would never be here alone complaining to Dylan about this. I wouldn’t have ever even kissed him, let alone married him!

      Oh my God! My breaths get shallow. My heart starts to beat faster. What if Tristan finds out? He can’t find out. Ever. If he does, it will crush him. This will definitely change our status from a break to a breakup. And I don’t want to break up.

      My mind’s racing. I don’t know how to stop it. I need to lie down.

      [image: ]

      Dylan and I ride the train back to school in silence. Neither of us is in the mood to talk. The train’s not too crowded and there’s enough room for both of us to take up entire seats. I sit across from him, in the window seat. Juliet, Tea, and Tanner are planning on taking a later train, but also come back today. No one’s really in the mood to stay too long in Atlantic City after the night we’ve all head.

      Around Elizabeth, New Jersey, my headache finally starts to fade and I can think clearer. When I look across the aisle, I see that Dylan also stopped staring out of the window like he’s unconscious.

      “How could we let this happen?” I ask, sitting down in the seat next to him. He shrugs, hangs he head. “What are you going to do?” I ask. “Are you going to tell Peyton?”

      “I have no idea,” he whispers. “We were just getting back into this really good spot. Not fighting so much. I thought we were finally over all that bullshit from last semester. And now this…it’s going to crush her.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know what to do either,” I say.

      Suddenly, a look of shock and horror appears on his face.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “You’re not actually thinking of telling Tristan, are you?” he asks.

      I shrug.

      “Alice, you can’t!” His voice aches from desperation.

      I haven’t actually given this any thought. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want Tristan to know. I don’t want him to know any of this. I want us to go back to the way things were before he got “confused” and we went “on break.” I want us to be back in that happy place, where everything felt safe and I thought our love would last forever. But we’re not there anymore. This weekend definitely made things a whole lot more complicated. But even though I don’t want Tristan to know about what happened, I mainly want it to never have happened. I’m not sure if I want to lie to him.

      “Alice?” Dylan shakes me. I must’ve spaced out for a moment. Or ten.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      My eyes focus on the earnest look on Dylan’s face. He doesn’t want me to say anything to Tristan and he’s holding his breath, waiting for my answer.

      “Alice, you can’t tell him,” he says.

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s my roommate! How are we going to make it through the rest of the semester after this?”

      “But wouldn’t it be worse if he finds out anyway?” I ask. I can’t lie; the thought of keeping this from Tristan does give me some relief.

      “He won’t, if you don’t say anything.”

      “But what about keeping this lie? Isn’t that bad, too?”

      Dylan sighs. “Of course it is. But…I just don’t know any other way around it.”

      We don’t say anything for a few minutes while we both think about this. But more time doesn’t really help me decide either way.

      “Okay, what about this?” Dylan says, turning to me. “What if we first try to get this whole thing resolved? You know, get un-married. And then, and only then, tell him the truth.”

      That actually sounds like a good idea. Wow, I’m impressed.

      “Yeah, that sounds like it could work,” I say. “And by un-married, you mean…”

      “I don’t know, I guess we can try to get an annulment. And if that doesn’t work out then maybe a…divorce.”

      That word. Divorce. It sounds so adult. Even more than married. Lots of people get married. Not everyone gets divorced. Especially at 19.

      “Wow, divorce,” I say, trying to come to grips with the foreignness of the word. “I always thought that I’d have a house with wall-to-wall carpeting, a big mortgage, a golden retriever, and an SUV before I’d ever do that.”

      “I thought those things were a requirement,” Dylan says, flashing me a smile. I laugh. This is the first time we smile since last night. It feels good to do it again.

      “So you think we can get an annulment instead? What is that exactly?” I ask.

      An annulment sounds more reasonable than a divorce. I mean we were really drunk. This was a mistake. How can our situation be subject to the same thing as people who have been married for years? Shouldn’t there be some sort of special clause for accidental weddings?

      “I don’t really know,” Dylan says with a shrug. “But from what I’ve seen on TV, I think it’s some sort of alternative divorce for people who were coerced into marriage.”

      “Hmm, well, maybe we were coerced. We drank too much. We can’t be held responsible for this,” I say.

      “I’m not sure it works that way.” He nods. “This is Atlantic City. If everyone said that they were drunk and should get the opportunity to get a do-over, none of the casinos would be in business anymore.”

      “I guess not,” I say.

      “As soon as we’re back, I’m going to find out exactly what an annulment is. And whether we can get it instead of a divorce,” Dylan says. “But before we do that, we have to make a promise to each other.”

      “Didn’t we already do that?” I joke. “Promised to love each other through thick and thin? For richer and poorer?”

      Dylan cracks a smile.

      “And look where that got us,” he says. “Okay, let’s promise each other that we’re not going to tell anyone about this. And I mean not anyone. Not Tristan. Not Peyton. Not even friends back home. Until this is all resolved.”

      I look straight into his eyes. They twinkle under the harsh fluorescent lights.

      “I promise,” I say with a nod.

      “I promise, too,” Dylan says. For a second, we dance around possibly giving each other a brief hug to solidify the promise. But instead, we settle on a handshake. It’s more professional. Less intimate.

      “Oh, and don’t forget to text Juliet and Tea and Tanner and tell her what we’ve decided. We can’t have Tristan and Peyton finding out any of this by accident,” Dylan says.

      I nod and get my phone.
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      I arrive at Dr. Greyson’s office on a cold February day. The clouds hang low in the sky and the world is so grey and colorless, it feels like it’s in mourning. The trees on campus stand stark naked, without a leaf in sight. It is on days like these that I miss the sunshine of Southern California the most. I miss the mountains and the endless blue sky. I try to remember what it’s like to not feel claustrophobic all the time – by both the tall buildings and the low sky. But I can’t. It has been more than a month since I’ve been home. And a month of clouds and grayness makes it hard to remember anything. Sitting in Dr. Greyson’s waiting room, I wonder if I can even make it here four years.

      “I feel like this weather is making everything in my life worse,” I complain to Dr. Greyson.

      She’s wearing a grey pantsuit and black heels. I glance down at her feet. A little bit of her olive skin is exposed between the end of her shoe and her pant leg. It’s barely 20 degrees out and I wonder if she wears these shoes outside or if she has boots or sneakers hiding somewhere underneath her desk, which she changes into on her way home.

      “What do you mean?” Dr. Greyson asks.

      “It’s just so cold and grey. It has been like this for more than a week and it just makes me so depressed. I don’t know if I can live here for four years.”

      “Well, February does tend to be the coldest month. But luckily, it’s also the shortest month,” Dr. Greyson says.

      I look at her. There’s an unusual amount of pep and optimism in her voice. But it quickly disappears when she finally realizes what I’m really saying.

      “Are you trying to tell me something, Alice?” she asks, pursing her bright red lips. They are large and perfectly lined. I wonder how she gets her lipstick to stick the whole time. If I wear lipstick to one of these sessions, it’s usually completely gone by the end. But hers remains in tact, bright and perfect, just as if she had just applied it.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “It’s just something I’ve been thinking of recently.”

      “What?”

      “Transferring.”

      “Transferring out of Columbia? To go where?” Dr. Greyson asks.

      “I don’t know yet. But I was sort of thinking of University of Southern California. I got in there before. It’s back in LA. It’s warm there. My parents live there.”

      Dr. Greyson shakes her head.  “This isn’t just about the weather, is it?” she asks.

      “Well, sort of. I mean, it’s hardly ever grey and bleak like this there. And it’s never this cold. Maybe I’d have a better perspective about everything if I went there.”

      “Perhaps,” Dr. Greyson shrugs. “But I don’t want you to discount everything that you have been through recently. That takes a toll.”

      Ah, everything. That’s one way of putting it. I don’t say anything for a while.

      “So, you haven’t told me how you’re feeling about this. Your marriage to Dylan?”

      “Accidental marriage,” I correct her. The accident part is supposed to make me feel better about this, like it’s not all my fault. Even though I know it is.

      “Okay, accidental marriage.”

      “I don’t know how to feel about it. I just feel lost. We got back last night and Tristan was there in the living room and I felt like such a liar.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we were hanging out and we were both acting like his friend. But we’re not. Friends don’t do this to friends. They don’t get married and not tell him. Friends don’t marry your roommate and not tell you. Friends don’t marry your girlfriend and not tell you. We’re both such frauds.”

      “It must be difficult,” Dr. Greyson says.

      “And on top of all that, we’re still technically on a break. What I mean is that we’re not broken up. And now I’m married to his roommate. I just don’t know what to do. I need to get out of this marriage as soon as possible.”

      “And when is that happening?”

      “I don’t know exactly. But soon. Dylan’s looking into getting an annulment. I really hope we can do that.”

      I hate to admit it, but it’s actually kind of nice to come and talk to Dr. Greyson. Juliet always has some sort of jokes or witty comments to offer, but Dr. Greyson is an unbiased third party. She never makes fun of me. Or mocks the situation, no matter how absurd. She simply listens and nods. I do, however, wish that she offered a little bit more advice. When I first started coming here, I thought she would. I’ve never been to therapy and I thought that she would give me the right answer and send me on my way. But she doesn’t. About the only thing that she does is give me one or two cryptic little sayings that could mean a number of things. But it doesn’t really amount to any actual advice since they often require me to think about what I’ve done even more (and that leaves me even more confused about the whole thing).

      “And what about your parents?” she suddenly asks out of the blue.

      “What about them?”

      “Are you going to tell them about Dylan?”

      “No! Absolutely not.” I stare at her as if she had lost her mind. “They’d freak out. And besides, I don’t want anyone to find out about this. If I could not tell Tristan about this at all, it would be even better.”

      “But you just told me a few minutes ago that you want to tell him. That you feel like a fraud by keeping this from him.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what I want. I want to just turn back time and have none of this happen.”

      “We all want that sometime, Alice. But unfortunately, we can’t have that.”

      We don’t speak for close to a minute. This hour is really dragging by. I sigh. Only fifteen more minutes, I say to myself.

      “And what are your thoughts about public speaking class?” she asks. “Do you have any concerns about that?”

      “Concerns? Yes, you can call it that. But I would say that it’s more like I’m terrified and hopeless about the whole thing,” I say.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Dylan showed me a way I could get through the speeches and I was really happy about that. I even got a B+ on the first speech, which is like a miracle. But now that my old strategy won’t work anymore…” I say with a sigh.

      “Alice, I wouldn’t call drinking before class a strategy,” Dr. Greyson says, flashing a smile.

      “Why? I would.” I shrug. “It was the only thing that calmed my nerves. And now I have no idea how I’m going to get through the next one. Which by the way is in two weeks.”

      “I’m going to give you a pamphlet about this next time you come in,” Dr. Greyson says. “It will have a list of actual strategies for dealing with stage fright.”

      I shrug. “Okay,” I say. I don’t have my hopes up. I’ve read a lot of things about it on the Internet and none of them have been particularly helpful.

      “You know, of course, that you can’t drink again, right?” Dr. Greyson asks at the end of our meeting.

      “Yes, of course.” I roll my eyes. “I’ll get kicked out of school for sure. Unfortunately, I think I’m going to fail that class either way.”

      “No, you won’t,” Dr. Greyson insists. She seems so certain about it, but I’m not sure. In fact, I’m pretty sure that I will fail. What else can happen if you stand up there without saying a word?

      I walk out of her office and back into the cold bleakness outside. This semester was supposed to go differently. It was supposed to be fun and exciting. Tristan and I were supposed to be together. We were supposed to actually take advantage of everything that college and New York City have to offer. So why did it all go so terribly wrong?

      I decide to walk through Riverside Park to clear my head. I’ve been dwelling on this for far too long and I know that I’m nowhere close to being done. Juliet will come home tonight wanting to talk about this weekend – wanting to offer her advice over the whole thing without really telling me anything I don’t already know. And then Tea will call, I’m sure. I haven’t talked to her at all since all of this happened except for one or two texts asking her to keep this weekend to herself. And then, of course, there was Tristan. He has texted me a number of times since the weekend, trying to set up a time to talk. He wants to talk about our break. And I don’t want to. I don’t think I can face him. I mean, I don’t think I can face him and keep this weekend to myself. But, at the same time, I also can’t tell him what happened. It will crush him. And us. Our break will definitely become a break up. And then what? Will it mean that we’re really over? That there’s no more Alice and Tristan?

      No, that is not how this semester was supposed to go. I walk past a couple kissing on the bench in Riverside Park. They are wrapped up in each other’s kisses. Their hands are intertwined and their legs are pressed closely together. That was supposed to be us. We were supposed to be sitting on that bench and kissing, not caring that it’s nearly 15 degrees outside.
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      I’ve managed to avoid Tristan for a whole week. I thought it would be hard, but it wasn’t. His work schedule has remained pretty much the same since our fight. He works late Monday through Wednesday, and has classes all day Thursday and Friday. A couple of days, he came home way after eleven and left before I was up.

      On Thursday, in Victorian Literature, I space out for nearly the whole lecture thinking about him and Kathryn. Why does she have to be so hot? And so nice? I’ve never felt this way before. I never thought of myself as a particularly jealous person, but thinking about him and her working late at night at the office makes my skin crawl. I know we’re not together anymore. And worse yet, I’m married and he doesn’t even know it, but still. I don’t want him to be around her. But there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I stay out late this evening. I know he won’t be home and I just don’t feel like sitting around my dorm room all day, staring at the walls. Or reading a million BuzzFeed articles and making extra boards to pin more curious but completely unimportant things on Pinterest.

      I stop by the coffee shop that Tea and I frequent often and order a cup of green tea.

      “Hey!” I hear a familiar voice.

      “Hi Tristan,” I say, turning around and forcing myself to smile. What the hell is he doing here?

      “What are you doing here?” he asks.

      “Just getting some tea, and you?”

      “My class got cancelled. So I thought I’d waste some time here,” he says with a shrug. “Oh man, I haven’t seen you in forever!”

      Tristan puts his arms around me. His body feels warm and firm, comforting. And for a moment, I’m transported to another time. When we were still together, and in love. When everything in the world was right. And nothing could break us up.

      “You smell so nice,” he whispers, giving me a chaste peck on the cheek.

      He leans over to kiss my lips, but I turn my head away. I move away from him. My whole body tenses when he puts his arm on the small of my back and doesn’t remove it. Eventually, I just take a step to the side to get myself some space.

      “Listen, I’m glad you’re here,” he says.

      His face looks serious. Tristan furrows his brows and his eyes look earnest and under control. It’s as if he can stop them from twinkling just by willing them so.

      “I can’t stay,” I say.

      “Alice, please.” Tristan takes my hand. “I feel like we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I haven’t seen you much since…that happened. And I really need to talk.”

      “No, I really can’t.” I shake my head and turn to leave.

      “You don’t have any more classes today, Alice. You’re just avoiding me,” he says. The desperation in his voice makes me sick to my stomach. Against my better judgement, I turn around and sit down across from him.

      “Thank you,” he says, picking up my hand and kissing the back of it. As if he’s some sort of servant. As if I’m some sort of princess.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I ask. My voice is distant and austere. I’m trying to make it as impersonal as possible. As if that can save me.

      “Us,” he says. This time, his eyes twinkle. The light washes over my body as if it’s my conscience, making me feel even more horrible than I already do. I wait for him to continue. I’m afraid that I’m going to start crying if I utter even a word. My throat closes up from the pain, and my mouth runs dry.

      “I’m so, so sorry about everything that happened, Alice,” Tristan says. He takes my hands in his and looks me straight in the eye. At first I try to resist, but I can’t avoid his eye contact no matter where I turn. He forces me to lock eyes with him.

      “I was a real asshole,” Tristan continues. “I don’t want to excuse any of my behavior, but I was under a lot of stress. I had this intense Macroeconomics problem set due, which I couldn’t do at all. And I was swamped at work. And we had that fight. Oh, it was so stupid.”

      I nod and try to look away. When he notices my gaze moving, he takes my chin with his hand and points my head back at him.

      “What I’m trying to say, Alice, is that I love you. I’m not confused anymore. I know what I want.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask. I can’t believe what he’s saying. It sounds like words. Familiar words. But they don’t make any sense in that order.

      “I want to be with you, silly.” He smiles.

      “Um,” I start to say. I don’t even know where to begin.

      “Please, Alice.” Tristan’s eyes plead with mine. “I love you. And I know I hurt you again, but I want to make it up to you.”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      “I know you love me too,” he says, kissing my fingertips. “I just know it. I can feel it now.”

      Oh, if only it was this simple. Of course I love you, I want to say. But that’s not all that matters. There’s more to it. There’s all this complicated life stuff. All the things that make love so impossible and complex and difficult to handle.

      “I love you, too,” I say. I don’t know what else to say. I want to tell him something true. For a second, I don’t want to lie. I don’t want to be a fraud. Every moment we’ve had together has felt like an un-truth ever since we got back from Atlantic City.

      “That’s great,” Tristan’s eyes light up. But I shake my head. “What? What’s wrong?” he asks.

      Tell him. Tell him now. Tell him that you accidentally married his roommate. He’ll forgive you. If you tell him now. I open my mouth to say it. But nothing comes out.

      “I’m not sure that’s enough,” I say.

      “Of course it is, Alice,” Tristan says. He moves over to my side of the table. There’s warmth pouring out of him, actual heat, and it wraps me in a warm blanket of love. He puts his arm around my shoulder lifting up my head. He presses his lips onto mine. I want to push him away. He doesn’t know what a horrible person I am and how wrong it is for him to love me. But I don’t. I can’t. I want to stay in this moment forever. I don’t know if it will come again.

      “Love is all there is, Alice,” Tristan says through the kiss. I can feel a wide smile form on his lips. “Don’t you know that?”

      “No, there are other things. Things that complicate love,” I say, pulling away from him. And if you knew what I did, you wouldn’t think that love is all there is, I say to him silently, in my own head.

      “No.” He kisses me again, parting my lips with his and running his tongue over mine. “All you need is love. That’s all anyone needs.”

      “That sounds nice,” I say with a smile.

      “What’s wrong, Alice?” Tristan says. His face grows more serious. Concerned.

      “Nothing.” I shrug. Just tell him. Open your mouth and say, so this is what happened that weekend we went to Atlantic City. We got really drunk, and I mean really drunk, and Dylan and I accidentally got married. But it was just an accident. We’re going to get an annulment. Everything’s going to be okay. Let’s just pretend that everything is the way it was. Like this never happened. I mean, all you need is love, right? And you love me and I love you. That’s all you have to say. Just start talking.

      “Alice?” Tristan asks again.

      “I don’t know Tristan,” I finally manage to say. “Everything is so complicated now. I don’t know if we can just go back to the way things were.”

      “But why? I want to. And I can see that you want to, too,” he says with a hopeful look on his beautiful face. I inhale and breathe out slowly. So what if I did? What if I just moved on with this from this moment forward? Wouldn’t that be something? But, of course, I can’t. I wouldn’t. It would be too wrong.

      “Okay.” I nod my head. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      “Okay?” Tristan asks. I can see that he can barely believe his ears. “Seriously? You want to get back together?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “I love you. Very much. More than anything.”

      “Oh my God, Alice.” Tristan wraps himself around me. I can feel him smelling the top of my head as he hugs me. And I feel his body shaking next to mine.

      “I love you,” he whispers as he pulls away.

      When I look up at him, I see a few tiny tears building up at the bottom of his eyelids. Tristan isn’t much of a crier – I’ve only seen him cry on two occasions, once when his grandmother died and another when his best friend got into an awful car wreck and we didn’t know if he would live or die.

      “I’m so, so sorry about everything,” he mumbles.

      “Me too,” I whisper. “I’m sorry about everything.”
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      Tristan is sorry about the past. He wishes it would go away. But I’m sorry about the future. I wish that it wouldn’t come. Or least, that the truth wouldn’t come out. Sitting across from him right now, it almost feels possible. Like I can actually get this marriage annulled without him ever finding out about it. Maybe we can just…pretend that this never happened. Maybe we can just start off where we had left off.

      “I’m so happy, Alice,” Tristan says, leaning back in his chair. His smile turns into a laugh, which then shakes his whole body. Loose strands of hair fall into his face as he rocks back and forth. He tucks some behind his ears, over and over, but they keep getting untucked.

      Our eyes meet and, this time, I don’t let go.

      “Me too,” I whisper.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he says, taking my hand. I don’t know where we’re going. I let Tristan lead the way. I’m okay with wherever he decides to take me. I just want to be with him.

      [image: ]

      Tristan leans close to me. We’re in his room. No one else is home. His fingers run along my jawline and bury themselves in my hair. He gets closer. I feel his breath on my lips. But he doesn’t kiss me. I pull forward and try to press my lips onto his, but he stops me. He demands that I wait. He leans down and runs his lips over my neck. His lips are smooth and gentle. Soft.

      I bury my hands in his hair. Slowly, I pull his head up to mine. I have to taste him. I want his tongue inside my mouth. When our lips finally meet, shivers run throughout my body. His tongue is strong and rough. Tristan grabs my neck. With each breath, his kisses get more and more passionate. Now, he is kissing me as if he’s trying to prove something. I let him. I kiss him back with the same intensity and power. I want to prove something too. No matter what happens in the future, I want him to remember this moment. This moment in which only we existed. And the whole world could stop spinning upon our command.

      Slowly, Tristan removes my sweater and I pull off his t-shirt. He unbuckles his pants and steps out of them. He pushes me down onto his bed and unzips my skinny jeans. He kisses my legs as he rolls them off me. My knees grow weak, as Tristan’s kisses intensify. He runs his fingers over my breasts, toeing the line between pleasure and pain.

      As my hands make my way up his naked body, they feel rushed and unstable. Urgent. The muscles in his stomach flex and I feel each distinct muscle of his six-pack. I lean back, enjoying the moment, looking forward to what’s next.

      Tristan undoes my bra and tosses it on the floor. He then grabs my hips and tugs at my panties with his teeth. I wiggle my body to help him along, enjoying the ferociousness of the moment.

      Slowly, he eases himself inside of me. I feel myself welcoming him inside. My fingers dig into his shoulders and my hips start to move up and down on their own. I’m getting close. I look up at him. Our eyes meet briefly. I can see that he’s getting close, too. A moment later, a warm sensation pulses through my body. My legs get numb and I dig my toes into the bed.

      “Oh, Tristan,” I whisper.

      “Alice,” he moans, taking one last thrust and collapsing on top of me.
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      We lay next to each other for a while. Twilight comes and goes and darkness sets in. But neither of us bothers to get out of bed or turn on the light. It’s as if we’re both trying to hold on to this moment for as long as possible.

      “Thank you,” Tristan says, propping up his head with his hand. I turn to face him.

      “No, thank you,” I say.

      Tristan flashes a mischievous smile.

      “Well, thank you for this, definitely,” he says, giving me a peck on a cheek. “But what I meant is thank you for forgiving me. I know that it’s not really your specialty. And that I must’ve hurt you a lot with all of my talk about taking a break.”

      His words sting a little. I can’t lie. But he’s right. I’m not one to forgive easily. And if I weren’t in the wrong, if I hadn’t just accidentally married our roommate, I’m not so sure we’d be doing this right now.

      “I still don’t really understand what happened,” I say. “Back then.”

      “To tell you the truth,” Tristan says after a moment of silence, “I’m not so sure either. I think it was all that stress I was under. I just sort of cracked up.”

      “I see.” I nod. That’s not much of an explanation, but we’ve been over this a million times. And a million explanations later, I am still not completely clear about what really happened.

      “So, how’s work going?” I ask. “Still as crazy as ever?”

      “Yes,” Tristan says. “More so even, I think. But I have a little bit of a routine now. So I don’t feel so lost all the time. Like I’m playing catch up.”

      “And do you like it?” I ask. “Do you think it’s something you want to do in the future?”

      “I don’t know,” Tristan says, looking up at the ceiling. I can tell he’s really thinking about what I had asked.

      “I like the internship. I mean, I really think I’m learning a lot,” he finally says. “I definitely want to do something with finance or investment banking in the future, I think. I’m just not sure about this particular job. Like the one that Kathryn has.”

      Agh, Kathryn. Why did he have to bring her up?

      “So how’s Kathryn? Did anything happen between you two?” I ask cautiously. I don’t want to seem too jealous or concerned. Just like I’m trying to make normal conversation.

      “No.” He shakes his head definitively. “I’m sorry again about before.”

      “What? What do you have to be sorry about?” I ask.

      “Well, you know, I wasn’t entirely truthful back then. I mean, I knew that she liked me. Of course, I did. She told me. Even before she kissed me at the bar that time. And I told her about you. But…I guess I should’ve been even more clear.”

      I nod. I feel very guilty. I need to tell him the truth. I know that. I owe him the truth. But now I’m even more scared than I was before. Now, I’m terrified. Even a few hours ago, he was sort of my ex. And now he’s back to being my boyfriend. I feel like I have the whole world on my shoulders – and it’s getting heavier and heavier by the minute.

      “Alice?” Tristan turns to me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay? You’re sort of spacing out for a bit.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say, nodding. “It has been kind of a long day.”

      “Okay.” He springs out of bed. “Why don’t you relax for a bit while I try to put a dent into that Macroeconomics problem set. And try being the operative word, of course.”

      I smile and nod. I watch him get dressed. He gives me a peck on the cheek and leaves the room.
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      I am still lying naked in bed and listening to music when I hear Tristan call my name from the living room. It has only been ten minutes since he left, but I suddenly realize that I’m in Tristan’s room and Dylan might be back.

      “Alice!” Tristan yells.

      “What?” I call back, scrambling to put on my clothes. I manage to throw on my sweater and underwear, but I struggle with the jeans. Why did I have to wear skinny jeans today? Of all days!

      “Alice!”

      “I’m coming!”

      I roll my bra into a little wad and hid it in my bag. Why can’t he just come over here? Why is he yelling like this?

      When I walk into the living room, I see Tristan pacing back and forth.

      “Tristan?” I ask.

      He stops dead in his tracks. When he turns around, I see an expression on his face that I have never seen before. His eyes are empty, his lips are pursed and his cheeks are devoid of color. I think that someone has died.

      “What’s wrong?” I run up to him. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      I try to put my around him, but he shrugs me off.

      “What’s this?” he says, waving something in my face. I take it out of his hand. It’s a postcard with a picture of a casino from Atlantic City. Oh wait. Not just some casino. The casino!

      “I don’t know,” I say, putting on the most innocent look I can. “What is it?”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Alice,” Tristan says, shaking his head. He hands me the postcard. I flip it around. And see it. Those words. They will probably stay with me always.

      

      Dear Mr. Dylan and Mrs. Alice Summers Worthington,

      Congratulations on your recent wedding. It was a pleasure to share this momentous occasion with you. We hope that you will join us again in the near future. As a thank you, we’d like to extend an invitation to you to stay at our hotel for a reduced priced.

      

      There is more to it than that. The postcard offered us a 50% discount on all future bookings for the year. But, frankly, I stopped reading carefully after I saw the words Mrs. Worthington and wedding.

      “Alice, what’s going on?” Tristan asks, taking the postcard out of my hand.
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      I take a deep breath. This is my chance. Tristan knows and he doesn’t really even know he knows.

      “I have something to tell you,” I say. “Can you sit down?”

      I can tell by the look on his face that he isn’t mad yet. Not even angry. Instead, he has this vacant look in his eyes. Like soldiers do in war movies, right after their friends get blown up. Shell-shocked.

      Tristan sits down and I tell him everything. I don’t even try to sugar coat it. I just tell him the truth. Exactly as it happened. He listens quietly and doesn’t interrupt me once.

      “I don’t understand,” he says after I’m done. “You’re actually married?”

      I hate that word. It makes me sound so old and worldly and stupid at the same time.

      I nod. “Yes, technically. But hopefully not for long.”

      “To my best friend, Dylan?”

      I didn’t know that they were best friends now. That’s news to me. I nod.

      “To our roommate, Dylan?” Tristan asks. I nod again.

      “And you two, what, slept together? On top of that?” he asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say after a moment. “I honestly don’t know. But maybe.”

      “Oh my God, Alice! Oh my God! What were you thinking?” He gets up and starts pacing around the room.

      I want him to sit down, but I’m afraid to reach out to him. Afraid that he’ll push me away and never talk to me again.

      “I wasn’t,” I say. “I was really upset about us. I wanted to let out some steam. So we all drank a little too much. And I got really drunk.”

      “Yeah, everyone drank too much, but it was only you and Dylan who got married and slept together. Why? Why did you do that?”

      Tristan’s eyes search my face. I see longing and desperation in them. I want to make it all go away. But I can’t.

      “And you know what else, you were never going to tell me about this, were you Alice?” he asks. “If I didn’t see this stupid postcard, you and Dylan were just never going to tell me. You were just going to go on and pretend like nothing had happened.”

      “No…we weren’t,” I lie.

      “Yes, you were!” he yells in my face. The hair on the back of my arms stands up.

      “And what about Juliet? Does she know?”

      I don’t reply. I simply look away from him.

      “Oh shit! Juliet knows, doesn’t she? She knows?” Tristan says and goes back to pacing. “So, what do you all do? Do you all joke and laugh about this behind my back when I’m not here. Is that what you do?”

      “No, no,” I say. Before I can get a hold of myself, I run up to him and throw my arms around his shoulders. “No, I’m so, so sorry, Tristan. You have to believe me.”

      “Get the fuck off me!” He pushes me away. Hard. I lose my balance and fall to the floor. “I can’t believe you, Alice,” Tristan says, shaking his head. “I poured my heart out to you. I apologized for just flirting with Kathryn. And you just went out there and married our roommate. My best friend. What the fuck, Alice? Who the hell are you?”

      I don’t know. I don’t know who I am. All I know is that I’m not the person that I once was and I’m not sure if I’ll ever be her again.

      “Are you okay Alice? What are you doing on the floor?” Dylan walks into the living room.

      “You!” Tristan yells. I don’t see him run past me, but suddenly he and Dylan are intertwined and withering around on the floor.

      “Tristan, stop. Please,” I yell, but it’s to no avail. He punches Dylan in the face. He tries to punch him again, but Dylan blocks the second punch. And instead, knees him in the groin.

      “Tristan, Dylan, please stop!” I yell at the top of my lungs. But no one is listening to me. They’re back at it again. Pushing. Tussling. Fighting. At one moment, Dylan’s on top. But at the next, Tristan is. And then Dylan, again. And back to Tristan. Finally, I manage to grab someone’s shoulders. I pull as hard as I can. But he hardly budges.

      BAM!

      Everything turns to black. I can’t see anything. My whole face is tingling and throbbing. When I grab my nose to try to numb the pain, I feel something hot and sticky. I pull my hand away and see that I’m covered in blood. My nose is bleeding. I can’t see out of one eye.

      “Tristan, what the fuck are you doing?” I hear someone say somewhere very far away. I recognize the voice. It belongs to Dylan. But he’s speaking in slow motion.

      “Are…you….okay?” Dylan asks me. I see him above me. He’s still talking incredibly slowly. I try to say yes, but nothing comes out. My blood over my body is freaking me out. My heart starts to beat faster. My breaths get shallower. My hands and legs go numb. And everything turns blurry.

      “Alice? Alice?” I hear someone one’s voice somewhere above me. It’s a female voice. I try to open my eyes. But I only manage to get one open. The light from the lamp causes me great pain and shut it quickly. The other one doesn’t open at all.

      “Oh my God, Alice,” I hear the girl say again. “What the fuck is wrong with you two?”

      “It was an accident. He didn’t mean to elbow her,” a guy says.

      “I don’t care. You shouldn’t have been fighting in the first place,” she says. Juliet. It’s Juliet, I decide.

      “He started it,” the guy says. And suddenly, everything starts to come back to me.

      Tristan finding the postcard. Telling him about the accidental wedding. Dylan walking in. Tristan and Dylan fighting. Trying to stop them. Getting elbowed in the face. My nose bleeding. I don’t remember this, but that’s probably when I must’ve passed out.

      I sit up and look around. I can barely see out of my left eye. The eyelid feels incredibly heavy and I don’t have enough strength to lift it. All I can make is a little slit.

      “You need to put some ice on that,” Juliet says. She goes to the refrigerator and gets me a bag of frozen berries.

      “Here. We don’t have any peas, but this should do.”

      “Where’s Tristan?” I ask, taking the berries. I press the bag onto my eye. It relieves some of the pain from the swelling but brings about more of a different kind of pain from pressing something so cold onto such a sensitive surface.

      “I don’t know,” she says with a shrug.

      “He’s outside,” Dylan says.

      “What the hell happened, Dylan?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, what the hell happened to you? You weren’t supposed to tell him anything! Or don’t you remember that little promise?”

      “I wasn’t going to. But that stupid hotel sent us a postcard thanking us for getting married there, with some sort of discount for future stays. He saw it,” I say.

      I point to the dining room table where the postcard, which has ruined my life, lays innocently.

      “Shit,” Dylan says, picking it up. “Why would they do this?”

      No one says anything for a few moments.

      “It’s probably for the best,” I finally say. “He was going to find out anyway.”

      “But not like this,” Dylan says.

      Dylan goes to his room. And then comes out with a concerned look on his face.

      “Do you know where my phone is?” he asks. “I just had it.”

      “I saw it earlier,” Juliet says. “It was on the floor when you two were fighting.”

      Juliet helps Dylan look for his phone while I continue to sit motionlessly in a daze.

      “It’s not here,” Dylan says. His voice is getting frantic. What’s the big deal? I wonder. Who the hell cares about a phone right now?

      “It’s not here, Alice,” he says.

      “So?”

      “So? So? Don’t you know what this means?”

      “What?”

      “Tristan must’ve took it,” Dylan says. His face drains of all color. I stare at him.

      “Why would he want your phone? He has his own.”

      “Because his has Peyton’s number on it,” Juliet says quietly.

      Oh no, I think. I shake my head.

      “But Tristan wouldn’t do that,” I say slowly.

      “Of course he would,” Dylan says. “He’s really pissed at us.”

      “Do you know her number?” Juliet asks. “You can use my phone.”

      Dylan walks around, trying to remember. No, he shakes his head.

      “I used to know her old one, but she recently got a new one with a New Haven number,” he says.

      “Wait, I called her a few weekends back. I think I can find it. What’s the area code?”

      “203,” Dylan says.

      Juliet scrolls through her phone. Eventually she finds it and hands Dylan her phone. He’s about to dial it. But then hesitates.

      “I can’t,” he says, shaking his head.

      “You have to know,” Juliet says.

      “But how will I know? Do I just ask her?” he asks.

      “You won’t have to,” Juliet says. “If he called her and told her…you’ll know right when she answers.”

      Dylan breathes in deeply. I look at Juliet. We both seem to hold our breath.

      “Peyton?” Dylan says after she finally picks up. “Hey.”

      His face simply grows white. All blood drains from his cheeks and his lips turn almost blue. Dylan’s shoulders slouch and he drops down to the couch as if his legs can’t hold him up anymore. Without saying a word, he looks down at the phone.

      “She hung up,” he says even though no explanations are needed. Juliet and I both know that Peyton knows.
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      A week passes. My eye manages to heal somewhat, not look so black and blue. I can see out of it again. Unfortunately, my life is a little harder to heal. Tristan doesn’t return any of my calls or texts and he refuses to talk to me. One day we ride the elevator down together. No matter how hard I try, he ignores me. I’m not even a stranger to him anymore. I’m worse. I’m a ghost. He doesn’t even acknowledge my existence.

      And the worst part? I know that I deserve it. I should’ve just told him the truth right away. I shouldn’t have led him on and acted like everything was fine when he made up with me. I shouldn’t have done a million things, but if I were to do it again, I would. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to be with him. If only one last time. Looking back now, I wonder if I knew that it was going to be our last time together. Maybe that’s why I went along with it. Seized the day, so to speak.

      I made an unusual discovery this week. I didn’t know how difficult it was to explain why I had a black eye and make someone believe that it was an accident. For some reason, I came up with a ridiculous story – that I fell into a corner of a bookshelf. It seemed so reasonable, but when I ran it by a few people who asked me with a concerned look on their face what had happened, I could tell right away that though they nodded and said they were sorry, none of them believed me. Luckily, my eye started to heal and fewer and fewer people asked me about it as time passed.

      Outside of my roommates, the only people who know the truth about what happened are Tea and Dr. Greyson. They were the only ones with whom I actually talked about all this in detail and told the truth. When I talked to Tea about it, she acted like a good friend. She didn’t make judgements and she didn’t give me advice. I messed up so much that I’m beyond advice. I don’t want to hear it. I can’t take any of it in. I just want to run away screaming whenever someone (like Juliet) offers it up. Dr. Greyson, on the other hand, isn’t much of an advice giver. But when I talked to her, I got the impression that she actually thinks that I secretly want my whole life to fall apart. Like I’m on some sort of mission to destroy my life. And I’m not. Not really. At least I hope not.

      But honestly, talking about it doesn’t help much. Instead, it makes me feel like I’m dwelling on something that I can never get over or change and that makes me feel like crap. So recently, I’ve come to a decision. I’m not going to talk about it anymore. And I’m not even going to think about it. If Tristan doesn’t want to talk about it, then why should I? What’s done is done. It’s over. It was a terrible mistake. All I can do now is try to move on. If only the legal system understood the urgency with which I wanted to move on…
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      The legal system moves at its own pace. And it cannot be rushed no matter how hard you try. And dealing with it is an exercise in patience. What I find out from Dylan and later confirm on my own by researching the topic online is that an annulment is incredibly difficult to get in the state of New York.

      I’ve heard the word “annulment” many times before, but I didn’t actually know what it meant. Apparently, an annulment is a finding by a court that a marriage is invalid or void and this finding allows the court to make it as if the marriage never occurred. This is what both Dylan and I want, but it doesn’t look like it’s something that can happen.

      “I can’t believe that we can’t get an annulment,” I say. Dylan is sitting on the couch texting someone.

      “We’ve been over this already,” he says without looking up.

      “I know.” I sigh. “But what if…”

      “Look, here, let me read it to you,” he says, cutting me off.

      He already told me this and I read a lot about it already online, but I still feel like there must be a way. Dylan searches for something on his phone and clears his throat.

      “There are various grounds that allow either spouse to bring the action to annul the marriage,” Dylan reads. “These are the grounds. Either spouse had not reached the age of legal consent, 18 years of age. That doesn’t apply to us.”

      I nod.

      “Either spouse is incurably incapable of having sexual intercourse. Either spouse has incurable insanity for at least five years after marriage. Either spouse could not give actual consent to the marriage (could not understand the effect, nature, and the consequences of marriage).”

      “Oh that’s us!” I say. “We were drunk. We didn’t actually understand the effect and consequences of marriage.”

      “You didn’t let me finish,” Dylan says. “Either spouse could not give actual consent to the marriage, could not understand the nature, effect and consequences of marriage, as a result of some mental incapacity or deficiency.”

      “We were drunk,” I say.

      “That’s not a mental incapacity,” he says.

      “Are you serious? We got married and didn’t remember. If that’s not a mental incapacity or deficiency, I don’t know what is.”

      “Maybe,” he says. “But that’s not what it means legally.”

      Dylan turns back to his phone and continues to read.

      “Either spouse consented to the marriage as a result of force or duress of the other.”

      “Again, I was drunk, I consented as a result of duress,” I say.

      “Again, this doesn’t apply,” Dylan says. “Force in legal terms is a really high standard. It’s as if I held a gun to your head to get you to marry me.”

      “And finally, either spouses’ consent was obtained by fraud,” Dylan reads. “The fraud must go to the essence of the marriage contract, and then only the injured spouse can obtain the annulment.”

      “So none of these will work?” I ask. He shakes his head.

      “So, what do we do now?”

      “We have to get a divorce,” Dylan says.

      “And what does that entail?” I ask. Dylan shrugs.

      “I have no idea. But I’ll ask our family attorney.”

      So, this is certain now. An annulment is not an option. We can’t just make this marriage go away and pretend that it never happened. We have to get a divorce. A divorce. Divorce. That word is so strange, I can barely comprehend its meaning. After we get a divorce, will I be a divorcee? Some sad, middle-aged woman who’s bitter about men? No, of course not. I’ll still be a 19-year-old girl who made a terrible mistake. But it still doesn’t sound pleasant.

      Dylan and I don’t say a word to each other for a while. He hasn’t talked about it with me yet, but I heard from Juliet that Peyton refuses to talk to him. He hasn’t seen her since Tristan told her even though he went to her dorm on two separate occasions to try to explain. She flat out refuses to see him. And Tristan and Dylan? They’re still roommates, but they’re also ships passing in the night. Tristan is barely home and when he is, he’s usually asleep. I’m not sure they’ve spoken since the fight either.

      “We really fucked up, didn’t we?” I ask when I turn to Dylan and see that we were thinking about the same thing.

      “Big time,” he says quietly.

      “Do you think they’ll ever forgive us?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he whispers. The thought of that sends shivers up my spine.
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      The party for that Friday night had been planned a long time ago and we can’t cancel it now. It was Dylan’s idea, but we have all invited people and asked them to bring people so there’s no way to let everyone know it’s off. The only thing is to go through with it and host it. Dylan gets the alcohol and the cups and Juliet and I get the food and the decorations. Juliet actually seems excited gets a little carried away in the party favors section.

      “Are you sure we need so many?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, throwing more into the cart. “I’ve been living in the middle of a war zone for a couple of weeks now and I need to let loose. At first, it was fiery and exciting so that was fun. For me. But now, the whole place has become some sort of Cold War zone. No one talks to anyone anymore. It’s boring. And tense. And this party is exactly what we need to move on with our lives.”

      “Move on?” I ask.

      “Listen, you and Dylan act like you’re the only people in the world getting a divorce. But you’re not. Lots of people do it. And they don’t mope around like you two. So you made a mistake? So what? Nothing too terrible has happened. It’s not like you killed someone.”

      “You definitely have a way of putting everything in perspective,” I say sarcastically. “I mean, I guess I should be glad that instead of just ruining my life, I didn’t actually kill someone.”

      But the sarcasm is lost on her. She either doesn’t get it or chooses to actively ignore it. Instead, she goes to the next aisle over and drops a few more decorative banners into the cart.
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      Later that night, our dorm is flooded with people. Everyone is standing around, drinking, laughing, and having a good time. Two separate beer pong games form and Dylan is only too happy to organize and oversee both. He’s a beer pong king and is quite a stickler for rules and regulations. While he is taking advantage of the party as an excuse to get plastered, I decide to not drink at all tonight. Nothing good has come from my drinking this semester and I need a break. I pour myself another cup of soda into a red plastic cup and try to join a conversation about the Oscars. Who is nominated. Who isn’t. Who should’ve been. But I can’t follow what anyone is saying. I know what they’re saying, but none of the words are making sense in sentence form. My mind is wondering. I can’t focus on anything.

      “Don’t you think so, Alice?” the girl next to me asks. I have no idea what she’s talking about. She lives down the hall from me. I’ve seen her a million times before. We’ve exchanged pleasantries in the elevator. I know that she’s majoring in dance. But I can’t even remember her name.

      “Yeah,” I say with a nod. Everyone waits for me to continue, but I can’t. “Listen, does anyone want anything to eat? Or another drink?”

      Everyone shakes their heads and goes back to what they were doing. I head toward the dining room table and top off my drink with more soda. I want to look busy and like I’m having fun. I pace around the room saying hi to people, but not staying long to engage in actual conversation. My mind wanders, but it keeps coming back to one thing: Tristan. Will he come? I search the room and all the new faces that have shown up in the last half hour. But Tristan’s not one of them. Maybe he won’t come. I wouldn’t be surprised. Even though it was Dylan and I who have done this horrible thing, it is him who has been paying for it. It has been him who has been staying away. We didn’t ask him to leave. I didn’t want him to stay away. But he has ostracized himself.

      And then just as I’m about to give up hope, I see him.

      He walks through the front door in his suit, tie, and polished shoes. He is dressed like an adult, like someone with a real job. The girls at the party are dressed nicely, taking the opportunity to wear nice outfits for once in college, but the guys are a total disaster. In comparison to them, he looks like a god.

      Unlike many guys our age who look like they don’t belong in a suit and like they are playing at being adults by putting on their dad’s, Tristan embodies his. He doesn’t look oppressed by the stiff collar or the perfectly creased pants. He doesn’t look like the tie is one step from strangling him or the cuffs are cutting off his circulation and his willingness to live. No, his body belongs in the suit. He looks like he could sleep and eat and run in it. Like the two were meant to be together.

      He walks toward the dining room table and pours a drink. The red cup looks out of place. He should be holding a perfectly polished glass with scotch. Or maybe a martini. I wait for him to take a sip – to see his elegance at work. But instead, he turns around and hands it to someone behind him.

      Her.

      Kathryn.

      The woman in red.

      Oh. My. God.

      I want to scream. Tear my eyes out. Tear her eyes out. Pound my fists on the table.

      But I continue to stand there motionless. Expressionless. Taking little shallow breaths that are barely enough to keep my body from shutting down.

      Kathryn smiles graciously and nods. She’s about to take her drink from Tristan, but then mimics to him to hold on to it for a second while she removes her coat. Under her coat, she’s wearing a little black dress. It’s tight around all the right places, accentuating her beautiful figure. I watch as Tristan looks her up and down while taking her coat. Her collarbones are adorned with a delicate necklace with blue gemstones that bring out her eyes. Her lips are lined with a luscious red lipstick.

      Agh! I look away from them. I think I’m going to scream otherwise.

      “Tristan’s here,” Juliet says under her breath. She nudges me in his direction.

      “I know,” I say and try to walk away. But she follows me.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have to leave,” I say.

      “Why?”

      “Did you see his date?” I ask. Juliet looks around.

      “Oh yeah! That’s the same girl from the bar, huh?”

      I roll my eyes. Juliet can be very dense sometimes. Or bullheaded. I’m not sure if it’s on purpose.

      “Alice,” I hear someone call my name. I pretend that I didn’t hear it. But he’s persistent.

      “Alice?” he says, grabbing my arm. I know who it is. I take a deep breath before turning around.

      “I’d like to introduce you to someone,” Tristan says. His eyes sparkle. He wants to make me suffer. I deserve this.

      “This is Kathryn,” he says. “Kathryn this is my ex-girlfriend, Alice.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I extend my hand. Her hand is warm and inviting, while mine is ice cold. I feel like it’s getting sweaty as we touch and pull away as quickly as I can.

      “Nice to meet you, too,” she says in a kind, soothing voice. There’s a tinge of malice in it and it makes me hate her even more. She isn’t proud or trying to rub it in my face. Why can’t she be like every other girl? Why does she have to be…genuine?

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Kathryn says.

      “Well, don’t believe everything you hear,” I say jokingly. I mean it like a casual joke, but it comes out all wrong. Bitter, somehow.

      “Oh no, not all. Tristan had nothing but good things to say,” she says with a smile. I can tell that my comment made her do a double take.

      “Well, now I know that you’re lying,” I say with a smile.

      Kathryn takes a deep breath and a sip of her drink. I can tell that this moment is as uncomfortable for her as it is for me. And we both blame Tristan for it. But Tristan isn’t sorry. He wants to pick a fight.
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      “So,” he says with a cocky attitude. He looks around the room.

      “What?” I ask when he doesn’t continue.

      “Where’s your husband?” he asks. Now I get it. He was just waiting for the right moment to deliver his blow. I didn’t know he was such a good actor. He has got excellent timing.

      “Tristan,” Kathryn says. She puts her hand on his arm, to try to get him to calm down. That used to be my job. I’ve been laid off. “Tristan, calm down,” she says under her breath. I try to hold back the smile that’s forming on my lips. What she doesn’t know is that he’s perfectly calm. Decisive. This is exactly what he wants to do.

      “What? We’re all friends here, right? Alice? I’m just making small talk. Just wondering where your dear hubby is,” he says sarcastically.

      Okay, I’ll play along. I look around the room.

      “Dylan’s right over there,” I say pointing to the beer pong table. “Do you want to talk to him?”

      “Yes,” he says reluctantly, taking a beat. I’ve called him on his bluff. “I’d like that,” Tristan adds.

      I call Dylan over. When he sees the three of us, the expression on his face changes from exuberant and laid back to reserved in a moment. He stares at me. I shrug to apologize. There’s nothing I can do.

      “Dylan, I’d like you to meet my…friend,” Tristan says, searching for the right word for who Kathryn is to him. The way he says it, we both know that it’s not true.

      “This is Kathryn,” he says. “Kathryn, this is Dylan Worthington. My roommate and Alice’s husband.”

      “Not for long,” Dylan says. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      I look at Kathryn. As they shake hands, Kathryn is so embarrassed, she looks like she wants the floor to open and swallow her right there and then. But Tristan remains oblivious, either completely unaware of how uncomfortable she and everyone else is, or callous to it. At first, I gave him the benefit of the doubt. But now, I’m not so sure. He’s beaming with pride. The wrong kind. He wants us to suffer. And he doesn’t care if Kathryn suffers along with us.

      “Not for long?” Tristan asks. “Is the honeymoon over already?”

      “There never was one, Tristan. You know that,” Dylan says. Then he turns to Kathryn to explain. “It was an accident. We’re getting it taken care of.”

      “I see,” she mumbles.

      “An accident? Oh, is that what you’re calling this?” Tristan says, taking a step back. Insulted. “People accidentally rear-end a car. They accidentally forget their keys and get locked out of their house. People do NOT accidentally marry their best friend’s girlfriend!”

      “Okay, Tristan, calm down,” Kathryn says, sternly this time.

      “I am calm,” he says, shrugging her hand off his shoulder. “But seriously. Why don’t we take a poll? I mean, let’s ask all of these people at the party whether what you two did can be considered an accident.”

      None of us say anything. I feel like I’m watching a runaway train and I can’t do anything to make it stop.

      “Hey, everyone. Everyone. Can I have your attention please?” Tristan says loudly. After a few moments, everyone quiets down and turns their attention to him.

      “My roommate here, my best friend, Dylan Worthington went to Atlantic City a few weeks ago with my other roommate and my girlfriend. The girl who was the love of my life, or so I’d thought. And they got married and slept together. And they are saying that it was an accident. Now, my question to you all, is can we actually call it an accident? I mean, to me an accident is running into something or calling the wrong number. But not marrying your best friend’s girl.”

      We all wait for someone to say something. Each second that passes feels like an eternity. And then a smart-ass from the back yells out, “It depends on how much they had to drink!”

      Everyone laughs.

      “See, that’s what they keep telling me,” Tristan says. “But the thing is that all of you in this room have been drunk plenty. And how many of you can say that you got married while you were drunk.”

      “Maybe she just got tired of your moaning, man. Maybe your roommate doesn’t complain so much,” the guy in the back says again.

      Everyone laughs with him and turns back to doing what they were doing. Tristan shakes his head and drops his shoulders. He’s embarrassed. And I’m sorry for him, but I can’t help but give out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m sorry, Tristan,” Dylan says. “I’m really sorry.”

      “I don’t care,” he says, shaking his head. Tristan turns away from him, so Dylan turns to Kathryn.

      “We’re getting a divorce. As soon as possible. We just have to get a lawyer and this will be over. Soon.”

      “I know,” Kathryn says.

      She’s speaking for Tristan. I hate how I seemed to have been replaced in a second. But I can’t blame anyone but myself. And the alcohol.

      “Well, I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” Tristan says. “I was really rooting for you two.”

      The sarcasm in his voice is filled with pain. I wish there was something I could do to help him. To make all of this go away. But I’m helpless.

      “You’re a real asshole, Tristan,” Dylan says.

      “Oh, I’m an asshole? Seriously, man? I’m the asshole?” Tristan asks. He’s at a loss for words. I don’t know why Dylan had to say that. He was on the right track with his apologies. But now…everything’s even worse.

      “I’m sorry.” Dylan turns to me, as if to answer what I was thinking. “But I’ve apologized for this plenty. I am sorry. I’m not making excuses. But if he doesn’t want to accept my apology there’s nothing I can do.”

      “Fuck you, Dylan!” Tristan says.

      “No, fuck you,” Dylan says.

      We’re a second away from yet another fight. And I don’t know how to stop it. Luckily, Kathryn does.

      “I’m leaving,” she says, grabbing her coat away from Tristan. He’s caught off guard.

      “What?” he asks.

      “I’m leaving,” she says again. She puts on her coat and puts her cup on the table.

      “It was nice to meet you,” she says to me and heads toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Tristan yells after her.

      “I’m leaving,” Kathryn says without turning around.

      “Why?” Tristan asks, running up to her.

      “Because you’re acting like a child. I didn’t come here with you for you to act like that.”

      They continue to argue, but everything else they say is out of earshot. All I know is that Tristan isn’t able to get her to stay and they take their arguing outside.

      The night proceeds at a more even pace after that. Dylan and I avoid each other. I spot Tea and Tanner and try to lose myself in a conversation with them. They were present for the scene that Tristan caused, but once he leaves, they thankfully don’t ask me anything more about him. Juliet hooks up with a guy I’ve never seen before, but luckily does not invite him to spend the night.

      When I go to bed that night after cleaning up after the party, I’m well aware of the fact that Tristan isn’t back yet. I try not to think about it and what it means. He’s with Kathryn and they’re probably at her place. Instead, I just bury my head under the covers and force myself to fall asleep.
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      The following morning, I sleep in late. The party raged on until after 3 am and I don’t get up until well after 10. My head is pounding. I wrap myself up in my robe and drag my feet into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee. My thinking is all blurry and the light streaming through the windows is too bright. I pull the shades down. Plop. They make a loud noise, startling someone sleeping on the couch.

      “What the hell?” he asks. I turn around. It’s Dylan. “Why are you making so much noise?” he asks with his eyes still closed.

      “Why are you sleeping out here?” I ask, ignoring his question.

      He doesn’t respond. I look at the door. And there, on the handle, I see a Do Not Disturb sign. But not just any sign. I’m well familiar with that one. That’s the Do Not Disturb sign that Tristan stole from the hotel room in Mammoth, California where we spent the weekend skiing and making love. That’s our Do Not Disturb sign.

      Suddenly, the door opens. And Kathryn comes out. She’s wearing the dress she wore last night and holding her heels in her right hand. Her hair is disheveled and out of control. She’s wearing barely any makeup and the eyeliner that she has on looks like it was applied last night, but she still looks as beautiful as ever.

      “Hey,” she says quietly.

      “Hey,” I say, taking a deep breath.

      I wait for her to run off and leave, but she doesn’t. She simply stands in the middle of the room waiting for something. But for what? She keeps eyeing the coffee pot. And then it occurs to me.

      “Would you like some coffee?” I ask reluctantly.

      “Oh, yes, please!” she says. A huge smile forms on her face. “I simply can’t function without it. I don’t think I would even be able to find my way home.”

      I nod and pour her a cup of coffee.

      “Hey, listen, I’m so sorry about last night.” Kathryn walks up to me. She puts her hand on my arm. Shivers run up my spine. I want to shrug her off, but I don’t want to be rude.

      “What do you mean?” I manage to utter.

      “You know, about Tristan making that whole scene. If I knew that he was planning on doing that…I would’ve never agreed to come.”

      “Oh, that, yes. I understand,” I say with a nod.

      “Can you two please take your chatter somewhere else? My head is killing me,” Dylan moans from the couch. He doesn’t bother to lift his head off the pillow and his words are muffled and barely comprehensible.

      I’m about to reply, but then there’s a knock on the door.

      Bam. Bam. Bam.

      Loud knocks, each one less patient than the last.

      “Who could that be?” I ask rhetorically. I open the door. A man in an expensive suit and coat storms past me.

      “Dylan! Dylan Worthington!” he yells at the top of his lungs.

      Dylan opens his eyes and jumps back into the couch. There’s a sheer terror in his eyes. I look at the man before him. He’s fuming. It looks like smoke is about to come out of his ears, but his suit and tie and coat remain perfectly coiffed and put together. His newly shone shoes shine in the sunlight even though the streets are full of slush and sleet.

      “What the hell are you thinking, Dylan?” the man yells, reaching for something in his front pocket.

      “Dad—” Dylan says.

      Ah, that’s who it is. Kathryn and I exchange looks.

      “What is this?” Mr. Worthington waves a large piece of paper in Dylan’s face.

      “What is it?” Dylan asks.

      “This, my darling son,” Mr. Worthington says quietly, his voice saturated with sarcasm, “this is a bill from Tiffany’s.”

      “Oh,” Dylan mumbles under his breath.

      “So, imagine my surprise.” Mr. Worthington turns to Kathryn and I. I get the sense that this man is used to speaking to large groups of people and he relishes the sound of his voice, “when I walk into Tiffany’s this morning to buy a diamond ring for my future fiancée and discover that my son, Mr. Worthington, already has an account with them.”

      “Shit,” Dylan says.

      “Yes, that’s right. ‘Is something wrong with the other ring you purchased? Or would you like to exchange it?’ the nice woman at the counter asks me. I, of course, have no idea what she’s talking about. I haven’t been to Tiffany’s in years, not since Dylan’s mom and I divorced. So I have no idea what she’s talking about. So I ask her to educate me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Dylan whispers.

      “And you know what I find out?” Mr. Worthington asks. He’s speaking to everyone in the room, but he’s focused on me. “Do you?” he asks when I don’t respond.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head.

      “What I find out is that apparently I already bought a 2 carat diamond ring from them. Apparently, I had spent $40,000 there two weeks ago!”

      “I can explain,” Dylan says with a whimper. But his dad doesn’t let him.

      “A $40,000 ring? Are you insane, Dylan? An engagement ring should be two months of your salary. And the last thing I remember is that your salary last year was zero. A big fat zero. So what does that mean, Dylan? That means that the only ring that you could’ve gotten your Peyton is a ring pop. Because that’s all you can afford.”

      “Not Peyton,” Juliet says. I don’t know how long she’s been standing there, but she’s never one to avoid drama.

      “Excuse me?” Mr. Worthington asks.

      “Dylan didn’t marry Peyton,” Juliet says, shaking her head. “He married Alice.”

      “What?” Mr. Worthington yells. His face gets flushed and the pupils of his eyes dilate so much it looks like his eyes fill with blackness.

      “Wait a second,” Dylan says. “Why did you go to Tiffany’s?”

      What the hell is Dylan talking about? His dad is about to murder us all and he’s questioning him? I start to inch my way to the back of the room. If Mr. Worthington explodes, I want to be as far away from him as possible.

      “I’m going to ask Cynthia to marry me,” Mr. Worthington announces.

      “What?” Dylan asks.

      Just at that moment, the door to his room opens and Tristan comes out. Perfect timing. As usual.

      “Cynthia? You’re going to ask Cynthia to marry you? Are you insane?” Dylan asks. He’s no longer a scared little boy afraid to make his father mad. He’s now standing right in front of his dad, challenging him. He’s indignant and his mouth is full of anger and venom.

      “Yes, Cynthia.” Mr. Worthington shrugs. He looks as surprised by Dylan’s temperament as we all are.

      “Cynthia is four years older than I am,” Dylan turns to me and explains. “She’s 23 years old. And my dad apparently doesn’t think that there’s anything inappropriate in that.”

      “Age is just a number,” Mr. Worthington says.

      “Yeah right,” Dylan says.

      “But hey, why are you questioning me anyway? I wasn’t the one who secretly got married to a stranger and got her a…” Mr. Worthington looks down at the piece of paper in his hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see that a picture of my ring at the top. “The 2 carat Tiffany Embrace diamond ring,” he reads from the print out. “It’s bead-set diamonds exquisitely accentuate a round brilliant center stone in a setting that evokes glamour and romance. All for a price of $44,100! And you two were engaged for how long? An hour?”

      “You got her a 44 thousand dollar ring?” Juliet whispers. Her eyes light up and I think she’s going to faint.

      Honestly, the ring looked nice, but I had no idea it was so much money.

      “And you know what the best thing is? He put it on his father’s credit card. How perfect is that?” Mr. Worthington says sarcastically.

      “He got you an engagement ring?” Tristan asks quietly. His voice is barely audible, but everyone turns to look at him.

      “I’m not going to keep it,” I say. It’s the only thing I can say.

      “You got her an engagement ring?” he asks Dylan.

      “So what?” Dylan asks. He’s taken aback, I can tell, but I get the feeling that he’s not apologizing as long as his dad’s here.

      “So what?” Mr. Worthington yells. “I was going to get my actual fiancée a $30,000 ring, but my son went out and splurged on 44-grand of my money on some stranger!”

      “She’s not a stranger,” Dylan says. “Alice this is my dad, Mr. Worthington. Dad, this is Alice Summers. My roommate and wife.”

      “Oh please,” Mr. Worthington rolls his eyes.

      “What? You think this marriage is a joke? Well, it’s not,” Dylan says with a shrug.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I whisper.

      “Look, Dylan, even your wife knows it’s a joke.” Mr. Worthington laughs.

      “Well, it’s not. I wanted to marry her and I did. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      I shake my head. No, no, no. What is he talking about? Suddenly, my whole body starts to shake uncontrollably. I turn to Tristan. He can’t actually believe this. Why is Dylan doing this? But Tristan just grabs his jacket and walks out. I follow him. I can’t stay in that room any longer.

      “Tristan! Tristan!” I run after him catching him by the elevator. “Please, wait,” I say. The button pointing down is lit up and I know we don’t have much time.

      “He gave you a ring?” he asks. There is sadness on his face. And disappointment. It looks like he’s going to cry at any moment. He takes a deep breath, trying to hold back tears.

      “He got me a ring. But I’ve already given it back to him. We’re getting a divorce. This all has been a terrible mistake,” I say. I’m speaking fast, a little fast, but I want to be able to get everything out before the elevator comes.

      “He got you a ring, Alice,” Tristan says with a shrug. As if that means something. As if it signifies something important. “And a really expensive ring,” he adds.

      “So what? That’s Dylan. If he gets something then he goes all out. But it doesn’t mean a thing. I don’t care about that ring.”

      “It’s a 2-carat ring, Alice. It cost almost 50 thousand dollars.”

      “It was just a splurge. A mistake from a night full of mistakes,” I say. “Why does it matter what kind of ring it is?”

      The elevator doors open.

      “I don’t know,” Tristan says, stepping inside. “But it does.”

      The elevator doors close and he disappears, leaving me alone. I’ve never felt so alone before. This is over. Really over. My legs crumple underneath me. I drop to the floor. Tears rush down my face. I can’t stop them even if I want to. I just let them wash over me. Maybe they can wash away my mistakes. Probably not.
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      Day turns into night and into day again. I lose track of time. I cry for so long that my eyes feel like someone’s slicing them with razor blades and my chest starts to physically hurt from the pain. Eventually, the tears dry up. There are no more. The pain remains, but it’s as if it’s happening to someone else. I’m detached from it. Separated somehow. Now, there’s just a dark cloud that descends around me.  One that I can’t shake no matter what I do.

      The next two weeks are consumed by melancholy. Hours blend into days and days into nights. I become something of a zombie. I don’t cry much anymore, I just wander around lost. Detached from the world. Unreachable. I avoid everyone. I stay on campus for as long as I can, wandering the busy stacks of the library. And when I do come home, I avoid everyone except Juliet, whom I can’t really avoid even if I had tried. Luckily, she has the good sense to pretty much leave me to my own devices. She doesn’t pester me with questions and she doesn’t ask me how I’m feeling. Mainly, she just leaves me be, which is exactly what I want. As for Tristan and Dylan, I don’t see them at all. I can’t. I don’t think I have the strength to deal with my feelings if I were to see Tristan again. And I’m too mad at Dylan. I can’t believe that he went out of his way to say those things to his father. Those things that hurt me to the bottom of my core. He doesn’t want to be married to me. He doesn’t want to be engaged to me. I, of all people, know how much he had regretted marrying me instead of Peyton. At least with Peyton, there’s a history. They love each other. And they have for a long time. And even if they were to marry by accident and then get divorced….well, that seems just like something out of their story.

      So, if that’s true, why did he have to go and tell everyone that he wanted to marry me? Why did he have to get such a big ring? And why did he have to throw it in his father’s face? There are some things that I will probably never understand. But I will talk about it with him, one of these days. Just not now. Not yet.

      Despite all of my melancholy and lonesomeness, I did manage to come to a decision.  A pretty important one, too. I’m going to transfer to University of Southern California next year. It’s something that I had been thinking about ever since this whole mess with Tristan happened. And now I think that getting out of town and going to a completely different school will be the answer to my problems. I know it looks like I’m running away. It sort of feels like that too. But I honestly don’t think I can solve my problems by staying here. They are too complicated and convoluted. No amount of talking will make Tristan understand what happened. Or forgive me for what I’ve done. No amount of talking will allow me to forgive him for sleeping with Kathryn or for starting this whole thing in the first place. At this point, it feels like all we can hope for is space. Distance. Space, distance, and time will allow both of us to move on and perhaps, one day, be in that nice space again where we can talk to each other without wanting to kill each other.

      USC will be my opportunity to start over. It’s a good school in a warm climate near my home. I know LA. LA is my home. Nothing bad, nothing this bad, has ever happened to me there. And it sounds like the best thing. I’m only in my freshman year and I can barely see myself making it through this winter in tact.

      It is with this attitude of cautious optimism and hopefulness that I walk into my public speaking class that Friday and raise my hand to make my first real speech. I have not had anything to drink, and I’m under no mind-altering substances, not even caffeine. Surprisingly, the jitters and the fear that plagued my other speeches didn’t accompany this one. No. It’s like I’m a completely different person now. I clear my throat and look down at my notecards. The assignment is to give a public speech in a professional situation and I’ve prepared a lecture on Jane Austen. I did my midterm paper on Jane Austen for my Victorian Literature class and I give a cautious, but thorough speech on her life and work. Yes, I rely on the notecards a little too much. Yes, I avoid eye contact with almost all students in the class and instead choose to look out into space, somewhere beyond their sight lines. But overall? Overall, the speech goes incredibly well. I speak clearly and my voice only shakes a little bit when I forget to breathe. I take a few sips of water as my mouth runs dry, but I don’t rush through them and I don’t worry about tipping over the water bottle and everyone laughing at me.

      “I don’t know what it is, but something about me feels different now,” I tell Dr. Greyson at our next meeting. I’m going on and on about the success of my speech and how in awe I am over the whole experience.

      “What do you think it is?” she asks, taking off her reading glasses and letting them dangle around her neck on the ornate leather rope.

      “I’m not sure,” I shrug and really think about it. “But I sort of think it has something to do with everything that has happened. In the beginning of the semester, I was so focused on Tristan and our relationship and how he wasn’t helping me prepare for the speeches that I was paralyzed by them. And now, now that everything happened as it happened…I don’t know, it feels like I’ve been through too much to almost care what those people think.”

      “Very good,” Dr. Greyson says, nodding approvingly. “I’m very proud of you with making so much progress, Alice.”

      “What progress did I make?” I ask.

      “You’re giving yourself a voice. When you first came here, you were lost in your own mind. You didn’t care what you thought and felt. You only seemed to care about what other people thought and felt about you. It’s almost like you, the inside you, didn’t exist. And now…here she is. You’re embracing your flaws and mistakes. You’re owning them. But you’re not letting them dominate your life. You’re no longer silencing yourself.”

      I think about that for a second. She’s right. Of course she’s right. I have been silencing myself for way too long. I’ve been living trapped in my own fears and insecurities instead of simply embracing myself for who I am. The ironic thing is that the more I seem to embrace myself and my insecurities, the less insecurities I seem to have. It’s as if I have only been manifesting them as a way to protect myself. When in reality, they’ve been hurting me more than they have been helping me.
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      Spring break couldn’t come soon enough. I am going back home to California. I am going to spend the week watching beautiful sunsets over the green valley below my parents’ house, swinging in the hammock on our wraparound deck and eating oranges straight from my mom’s carefully maintained orange tree.

      By the time my mom picks me up from the airport and we finish eating dinner in front of their new wall of windows looking out onto the valley spotted with wildflowers, I forget all about my life in New York. It’s as if absolutely no time has passed. I feel like I had never left at all.

      “So, tell us everything that has been going on,” my mom announces.

      We talk everyday and I keep her up to date on my everyday life, but she still demands an update as if we haven’t seen each other in ages.

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “Just school stuff. Lots of papers. Midterms. Didn’t do very well on my Victorian Literature midterm, unfortunately.”

      “Like an A-?” my dad jokes.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Like a C.”

      “Oh wow,” my mom says. “Well, that’s good.”

      “What?” I gasp.

      “It’ll build character. I don’t think you’ve ever gotten a C before and this is good for you. To know that you are capable of making mistakes. That you’re not such a know-it-all.”

      She’s joking of course. Trying to make me feel better. I appreciate it. My mom can always be counted on that. She doesn’t take things too seriously. At least, not anything that shouldn’t be taken seriously. In fact, she always has a way of putting life in perspective. “Don’t sweat the small stuff” is pretty much her motto.

      And that’s precisely why I feel so terrible about keeping the events of the last month or so secret. I should tell her. She probably won’t freak out. At least, I hope not. Honestly, I have no idea how she would react. But I can’t. I’m scared. So, for now, all my mom knows is that Tristan and I broke up. Again. This time for good. So instead of telling her what’s really going on, I focus on my grades. And school.

      “I did a speech for public speaking last week,” I say. “And it actually went okay.”

      “Oh, I knew you’d do great!” my mom says, clinking her glass to mine. We’re drinking her specialty: sangria. She makes amazing sangria.

      “You know, you can’t get sangria anywhere in New York,” I say wistfully. “I guess it doesn’t fit the climate; it’s all grey skies and bleakness over there now. But I honestly think that a little sangria would do New York some good.”

      My mom flashes her pearly whites.

      “Speaking of grey,” she says. “You’re looking a little grey.”

      I look down at myself as if I can see my face. “I know,” I say with a shrug, “but I haven’t seen the sun in close to a month. Honestly, it gets really depressing sometimes. More like all the time, actually.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” My mom pats my hand.

      Unlike me, my mom looks radiant. Both of my parents are doctors, but they’re not working as many hours as they used to anymore and now it looks like they’re glowing. Gone are the dark circles and the tired eyes. Their skin looks sun-kissed and they’re as fit as ever – given their daily tennis matches at the Calabasas Country Club.

      “So how’s the business going?” I ask.

      My parents started a clinical research organization, which runs pharmaceutical trials. It took a few years for it to get off the ground, but now they have more time and more than we’ve ever had.

      “Really, really good.” My mom smiles. “I’m so glad I’m not killing myself at the hospital anymore. Now, I actually have time to do my makeup everyday and get my hair done every week. Can you believe that? Me actually taking care of myself?”

      “I’m so happy for you,” I say.

      And I mean it. They’ve been working so hard for as long as I can remember, missing my sisters’ and my games and events and special occasions.  And now, everything is finally falling into place. They have time for themselves. Time for each other.

      “So, okay,” I say, taking a deep breath. “There is something I’ve been meaning to talk to you two about.”

      “Wait, wait,” my dad says and pours himself another glass of wine. My mom laughs.

      “You ready?” I ask. He takes a sip and nods.

      “Okay, so…I’ve been thinking about something.” I don’t know how to say it without actually just coming out and saying it. I look at my parents. They are waiting for the news patiently but eagerly. “I’ve been thinking of transferring to USC next year.”

      The table gets so quiet, I hear the hummingbirds flapping their wings as they angle for some syrup out of the feeder.

      “Oh wow, that’s a surprise,” my dad finally says.

      “But we thought that you loved Columbia,” my mom says. I know she’s serious because she puts her glass of sangria down and leans closer to me.

      “I did. I mean, I do. But it’s just tough, you know. Winter. All that darkness and the cold.”

      “Well, spring is coming,” my mom says.

      “Hey, if she wants to go to USC, that’s awesome. Why are you trying to talk her out of it?” my dad asks.

      “It’s not that. I’m just confused. I thought you loved New York. This is the first I’m hearing about how you don’t.”

      “It’s not that. It’s not just New York. I mean, it is, but it isn’t,” I say. I’m grasping at straws. The truth is that I don’t know what it is. I just don’t want to be there anymore. I don’t want to deal with the cold and all of the bad choices that I made there. But I can’t really come out and say that. Any of it.

      “Well, I don’t know about your mom,” my dad says, “but I, for one, would love to have you close by. You can visit on weekends. Go surfing anytime.”

      I smile. That sounds…amazing. Exactly what I want.

      After my dad goes inside to answer a few emails, my mom stays out with me on the deck.

      She takes a sip of her sangria and taps her manicured nails on the table. I’m well familiar with this nervous habit of hers. Except this time, something jingles along with it. I look at her wrist. She’s wearing a white gold Tiffany’s bracelet.

      “Is that new?” I ask, even though I know it is. Why did it have to be from Tiffany’s? It reminds me of everything I want to forget back in New York. I can’t bear to look it.

      “Yes,” she says. “Your dad got it for me for our anniversary.”

      “Wow, really?” I ask. My dad has a lot of good qualities, but buying jewelry isn’t one of them.

      “Yes, and I didn’t even have to pick it out myself. He just went out and bought it. All on his own.”

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      “I know,” she says with a laugh. “I thought that maybe he had a stroke.”

      I smile. It’s nice to know that no matter how old I get or my parents get, they always have the ability to surprise me. I think that’s important in life. The ability to surprise others.

      I look at my phone. The high of being home is wearing off and I’m starting to feel more and more tired with every minute that passes.

      “I think I’m going to go lie down for a bit,” I say. “I’m really tired from the flight.”

      “Okay.” My mom nods. “But before you go, Alice, can I ask you something?”

      I sigh and sit back down. It’s about USC. I know it. I look into her deep blue eyes and wait.

      “I know your dad is overjoyed about you transferring to USC,” my mom begins. “And I am, too. Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to have you close by. We can go shopping and out to lunch. It would be really fun. I miss those Saturdays we used to have together when you were in high school.”

      “I miss those, too,” I say. Suddenly, thinking back to them, I feel like I’m going to cry.

      “But the thing is that I don’t really understand why you’re doing this. And maybe that’s not my place. Maybe you don’t want to tell me, and that’s okay. But I just want you to really think about this. I don’t want you doing this because things aren’t working out for you in New York. Certain problems you can’t just run away from. It’s strange and hard to believe, but for some reason they tend to follow you around. Even across three thousand miles.”

      “I know,” I say, nodding. Though I don’t really know if I agree with her.

      “And it’s not just certain problems. It’s really all problems. What I’m trying to say…rather ineloquently, I guess, is that I want you to come back here for the right reasons.”

      I nod. I’ve heard that before, that you can’t fix your problems just by changing geography. But changing geography would change a lot of aspects of my life. For one, I would not be living near Dylan anymore – my soon to be ex-husband. And I wouldn’t be living in the same space as Tristan anymore – the love of my life up until now, the guy who broke my heart, and the guy whose best friend I married. Oh, what a mess. I promised myself that I wouldn’t think about this anymore. None of it. At least while I’m in LA. But I’ve only been here for a few hours and I’ve already broken that promise ten times.
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      I’ve spent my week in Southern California walking along the sand in Malibu, hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains and eating outside multiple times a day. I think that’s probably what I’ve missed most about California. Eating outside is an important part of the culture here. Almost all restaurants and coffee shops have outside areas to eat. Some have simple awnings. Others have elaborate tables, closed off porches, and heating lamps. And there’s no shortage of them in the Commons area near my parents’ home.

      There’s something magical about eating outside under the bright blue sky and the sunlight. The food tastes different, too. Everything has more flavor. Every kernel is somehow more delicious. Over the last few weeks, I’ve been stuffing myself with every greasy thing that came my way. Oily French fries. Hamburgers glistening in fat. Pizza with different types of shiny cheese. There is something about the bleakness and the darkness of New York at this time of year that made me want to eat every unhealthy thing that any vendor or restaurant within walking distance of my dorm would offer. And so I gorged myself all in effort to make the darkness go away. Of course, I was unsuccessful.

      But here, under the high sky, which is so high that it looks like not even a rocket could reach it, I suddenly feel free. I don’t want a grease or fat or oil. No, now I crave something healthy. Something green, definitely organic, and absolutely refreshing. Looking back on the week, the only things I seemed to have eaten all week are fruits and vegetables in a million different ways: smoothies, salads, fresh from the little containers from the farmer’s market. Just this morning, I’ve had one of my mom’s famous green smoothies, which taste amazing by the way, and five juicy strawberries as big as my palm.

      “Are you sure these are organic?” I ask. My mom is a stickler for organic produce. She would be horrified to know what I’ve been living on for the last two months. My mom believes that the body is like a machine. So in order to have a healthy mind and body, you have to power it on healthy foods.

      “Yes, of course. Why?” she asks, taking a big bite.

      She’s splurging today, apparently. She made homemade whipped cream – something she never does when my sisters and I aren’t home – and we are covering each strawberry that we stuff into our mouths with a generous amount of it.

      “I don’t know,” I say, laughing. “These strawberries are just so huge. I thought that they just had to be zapped with something.”

      “Well, I got them from Clara from the farmer’s market on Saturday. She has the most delicious berries.”

      “Oh, you’re just saying that because she’s young and is a farmer and you admire anyone who can grow their food.”

      “Of course I do! In today’s day and age, what’s more miraculous and uncommon than that?”

      I smile, taking another bite. The whipped cream melts in my mouth and cuts the tartness of the strawberry perfectly.

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving already,” my mom says wistfully. “I miss you already.”

      “I know. The week just flew by. But I’ll be back in two months. For good.”

      “For good?” my mom asks.

      I think about that for a second.

      “Well, I meant the summer,” I say.

      “And then?” she asks. “Have you given some thought to what I’d said?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “But honestly, I don’t know. I don’t really have a good reason for leaving New York except that I want to. But I’m not completely decided yet.”

      My mom smiles and tosses her hair. She has such an easy and effervescent quality to her. She’s absolutely gorgeous, but it looks like she doesn’t even know it. I just hope that in the future, I’m half the put together and confident woman that she is. In fact, it would help a lot if I were that woman already. Then I’d have a lot fewer problems, that’s for sure.

      My flight is in a few hours and I go to my room to pack. Wistfully, I put away all the clothes that I don’t need back into my closet. It’s been wonderful wearing all of these tank tops and light long sleeved shirts and shorts and capri pants for the week. I must’ve changed my outfits three times a day just to take advantage of all the clothes that I could wear here that I can’t wear in New York. I put away my flats and flip-flops and drag out the Ugg boots that I’ll be traveling in. I’ve had these Uggs since last year, so they are technically my California Uggs. But in New York, I don’t wear them with shorts and spaghetti straps. No, there, these boots are my go to boots and they’re often not even that particularly warm.

      After completely depressing myself, I decide to take shower. I put on some Miley Cyrus. I’ve decided to quit Adele cold turkey because her lyrics and songs were doing nothing good for improving my mood. I need to listen to happier music, I decided on the plane here. And for a whole week, I was happy with Miley and Meghan Trainor. But now that I’m going back somewhere I was dreading, my heart yearned for Adele.

      No, I say to myself silently in the mirror. When you’re starting to feel down, that’s exactly when you need to avoid the things that only bring on more clouds. I skim through my phone for some other music.

      Ah!

      “Hips Don’t Lie” by Shakira.

      An oldie, but a goodie. It’s upbeat and fun. Exactly what I need. I turn up the music and climb into the shower.

      When I lather up my hair, I hear a knock at the door.

      “Yeah?” I yell out over the music.

      “Hey, honey? I can’t find my phone anywhere,” my mom says, opening the door. “Have you seen it?”

      “No,” I say. My mom is always losing her phone. Honestly, not a week goes by that she doesn’t call me on my dad’s phone completely frazzled by the fact that this time she had finally done it, lost it for good.

      “Well, I can’t find it anywhere,” she says. “Would you mind if I used yours? I just have to call your dad about something.”

      “Sure.”

      My mom leaves and takes my music with her. But the good mood that the beginning of that song put me in doesn’t wear off. I close my eyes and let the hot water run over my face and body. Light streams in through the window. I love the way its warm rays feel on my eyelids. When I open eyes, I’m greeted by a curious blue jay investigating me from the windowsill. I want to wave to her, but I don’t want to scare her so instead, I just admire the way her feathers dance in the breeze.

      And then, right there and then, as I’m watching the blue jay cock her head from side to side inquisitively, for absolutely no reason, something occurs to me.

      Oh. My. God.

      Noooooooooo!

      I turn off the shower and wrap a towel around myself. I don’t secure it well and it falls down right before I reach the door. I have to scramble to get it up over my breasts. My hair is completely soaked and water from it runs down my shoulders. My feet leave little puddles on the hardwood floors.

      I look into each bedroom that I pass, looking for my mom. Maybe she didn’t see it. Maybe she just called my dad and that was it. Please, please, please let that be it. My heart jumps into my chest and I can’t take a full breath. I try to slow down my breathing, breath through my stomach like I had learned at yoga, but I’m freaking out. And nothing’s working. Where the hell is she?

      Finally, I get to my parents’ bedroom. Unlike all the other doors, the door to this one is closed. I open it quietly, but don’t bother knocking. I walk in and see my mother sitting on the edge of the bed staring at my phone. Her shoulders are slumped. Her hair is dangling lifelessly in her face. She’s completely motionless. She looks like she has seen a ghost. Or found out that her daughter not only got married without telling her but is also now getting divorced.

      Shit.

      I know right away that it’s too late. She has read my text messages. But I think that maybe she hasn’t heard me. So I try to tip toe out of the room. Please, don’t hear me. Please, please, please.

      “Alice,” my mom says quietly. She has a stern tone in her voice, very much unlike her usual tone.

      “Hey,” I whisper. My mouth is completely dry. I cough a little.

      “What is this?” she asks, turning to face me.

      Her back straightens out and her chin flies into the air. She’s no longer sad. Now, she’s angry.

      “What?” I ask. Even though I know exactly what she’s looking at. I don’t know what it is about me, but I have this tendency to deny when I’m put on the spot.

      “These text messages,” she says, shaking my phone in her extended hand, “from Dylan.”

      I shake my head. I don’t know what to say.

      Of course, I can get angry about her going through my phone and reading my private messages. But something holds me back from going that route. I hate to admit it, but a small part of me is happy that my mom found out. This has been a heavy burden to carry around with me and now it’s out.

      “Alice?” my mom asks. “Do you care to explain?”

      I look away and shrug. She throws my phone on the bed. After crossing her arms, she taps her foot a little waiting for me to say something. I glance over at the screen.

      

      You’ve been dragging your feet enough about this. My message is highlighted in green.

      

      Sorry. Dylan’s message appears in grey.

      

      That’s not good enough. When are we finally going to get a divorce?

      

      It’s happening, don’t fret!

      

      How can I not? It has been forever since we got married. At first, you promised me an annulment. And then that was not possible. And now you’ve been playing games with this divorce. I want to know when.

      

      I don’t know.

      

      I can only see part of the exchange on the screen, but I know it word for word.

      “When did you get married?” my mom asks. “Oh my God, I never thought that I would ask my daughter that question!”

      “Mom, it was an accident. I was really drunk. Tristan and I just sort of broke up. I don’t even remember it happening, really.”

      Her blank face tells me that she doesn’t quite get it.

      So I start from the beginning. I fill in all the details about every little thing and, close to an hour later, she seems to finally get it.

      After listening carefully and intently, my mom takes a deep breath. I’m shaking from the cold – I’m still wearing my towel, after all. But so much time has passed that my hair is dry in parts and some of the puddles that I’ve made walking barefoot on the hardwood floor have dried up.

      “I have to go get ready,” I say, turning to walk back toward the bathroom. “I have a flight to catch.”

      My mom nods. She isn’t angry or upset anymore. She’s just looks lost. Despondent. Not quite here.

      “Before you do that,” she says to me, “regardless of all of this, and how hurt and disappointed I am that you didn’t tell me about this, I still want you to remember what I said to you before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I’m a little clearer about why you want to transfer to USC. But before you do that, I want you to think about this for a moment. It seems like transferring will make you leave all of your troubles behind in New York. And that by simply getting away from New York, you won’t have any of those problems anymore. And you may very well be right. But the thing about problems is that they tend to haunt us. They tend to follow us around, as if they’re on leash. Because they’re not tied to geographical locations, they’re tied to us.”

      I nod.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying, Alice?” my mom asks.

      “Yes, I do. And I’ll think about it.”

      And I mean it. Truly.
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      On the plane back to New York, I’m wedged into the middle seat between an old woman with bright orange nails who looks like she’s about to chat me up for the whole flight and a large man who spills over into my seat and doesn’t even try to contain himself in his. I quickly put in my earbuds and turn up the music on my phone. I want to zone out. This is going to be a really long flight.

      But no matter how hard I try to fall asleep, my mind keeps racing. I try a breathing exercise from yoga – breathe in through my nose and breathe out through my mouth. But after a few minutes, I’m just as awake as before.

      The thing that I keep coming back to is how disappointed my mom looked after I told her what had happened. The flicker and brightness in her eyes seemed to have dimmed. She sighed these big, exasperating breaths and her skin seemed to lose all color in a matter of seconds.

      I wanted her to yell at me, curse me out, anything but this. I felt like I had actually physically hurt her and I’ve never wanted to take something back more than I did that.

      Shit. I really messed up. I kick myself over practically every decision I’ve made this semester. Even getting back with Tristan at the end of last semester now seems like a completely foolish idea. If we had never gotten back together, we’d still be friends. I wouldn’t have cared about his busy schedule so much and I might even start dating someone new. Huh, what an idea.

      I haven’t given that much thought, but I am young. Not even 20 yet. And I’ve only really been in one serious relationship. And a very not-serious marriage! Dylan, Dylan, Dylan. Why is getting a divorce from you so difficult? Why has it been dragging on for this long?

      I shake my head to try to clear it. But thoughts that I have no interest in thinking just continue to wash over me like ocean waves. I turn up the music and put on my eye mask. Maybe this will help.

      [image: ]

      Juliet gets back to the dorm a little bit after me. Unlike me, she didn’t opt to go home to Staten Island for spring break. No, she had a proper spring break full of drinking and partying in Daytona Beach, Florida. She comes back refreshed, though not very well rested. But her skin has a nice deep glow to it and her hair has streaks of highlights – all evidence of a spring break done right.

      “Why are you not tanner?” Juliet asks, showing me her bikini tan lines. “Didn’t you spend the week in sunny California?”

      “I am a little tan,” I say. But unfortunately, I don’t have any tan lines to show off. “But California is different than Florida. The sun there is very powerful and the air is thin. So it’s hard to get a nice tan as quickly as in Florida.”

      That’s always a surprise to everyone who hears that I’m from California and I’m not the color of an apricot.

      “I can only get that tan,” I say, pointing to her shoulders, “in the summer when I spend all the days at the beach.”

      “Well, I say that you had missed out then,” she says with a quick smile. “Honestly, it was a blast. I won’t lie, I did black out a few times; I’m not completely used to drinking from morning to night, but wow, what a party.”

      “I’m glad you had a good time,” I say.

      She went with a whole group of Columbia spring breakers. She didn’t know a soul before she went, but is now probably best friends with every last one of them.

      “I’ve got to say, it’s nice get out there and meet new people,” Juliet says. It seems to me that all she does is meet new people throughout the semester. “It gets a little boring to hang out with the same people all the time.”

      I stare at her. I’m about to say thanks sarcastically, but she quickly adds, “No offense, of course.”

      “None taken.”

      “You should really get out there more,” Juliet says. That seems to be her solution to every problem. And at this point in my life, I sort of think that she might be right. I do need to meet new people. Try to shake things up in my life, but in a good way.

      “I will,” I say. And then it occurs to me. Maybe this is as good as a time as ever to tell her about my plans for next year. She might even approve.

      “So, speaking of next year,” I start.

      “We weren’t speaking of next year,” she points out.

      “Okay, you know what I mean.”

      “Oh yeah, about being roommates next year, you mean?” Juliet asks, changing into her pajamas. They are purple and have little coffee pots on them. I’m actually quite jealous of how cute they are. “I’d love that,” she says. “When I said that it’s nice to meet new people, I didn’t mean that I didn’t want to be your roommate anymore. You’re an awesome roommate. There are lots of people out there that are way more obnoxious than you and I’d hate to end up with one of them.”

      “Well, thanks,” I say sarcastically. “But no, that’s not really what I was referring to. Actually, I’ve been thinking about…something else.”

      I can’t quite find the words to say what I want to say. Maybe it’s because I’ve already disappointed one person today and I don’t want to disappoint another. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to hurt my friend’s feelings. But sooner or later, I do have to tell her. Be brave.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      Juliet gets a concerned look on her face. It’s unusual and I feel like I’m actually scaring her. Honestly, I didn’t know that Juliet was capable of being scared.

      “No, nothing’s wrong. I’m just thinking that I might not be here next year.”

      “What? Are you crazy?” Juliet says as her eyes grow wide.

      “I’m just thinking of transferring to USC,” I say.

      “USC?” She repeats the word as if she doesn’t know what it means.

      “University of Southern California?” I clarify.

      “I know what USC is,” she says, spreading her arms out wide. Juliet has a tendency to gesture with her hands and speak with her whole body whenever she’s drunk or angry.

      “It’s just something I’ve been thinking about for awhile. I think I need a change. It’s close to home. And, honestly, this weather is killing me. It’s making me so freakin’ depressed.”

      “Oh, you’re not leaving because of the weather,” Juliet says. “Don’t lie. You’re leaving because of Tristan and Dylan. And your stupid marriage.”

      I sigh. She’s right. But not entirely. I do hate the weather. The fall wasn’t too bad, but this winter is unbearable. The slush and the darkness and the cold. Everyone on the outside seems angry and disturbed by it, too. It’s harder to get a cab. It’s impossible to see one smiling face in the subway. It’s the very opposite of everything that I love and miss about Southern California.

      “It’s not just them. It’s just something I want to do,” I say with a shrug. Another thing I want is for this conversation to be over. Unfortunately, given how much Juliet is pacing around the room, I’m not sure that’s going to be possible anytime soon.

      “Listen, Alice, you’ll get through this. You and Dylan are going to get a divorce soon and everything will go back to normal. And next year, we can live in a completely different dorm, just the two of us, and we never have to see Tristan again. Or Dylan for that matter, if you don’t want to.”

      “You’re right. I know. But I really don’t want to be here anymore.”

      She shakes her head. She tries again. She reminds me of all the fun things we did in the fall and that we can do them again. She says she’ll hang out with me more and won’t go out almost every night. She’s trying her best to convince me to stay. I admire her for that. I listen patiently and say that I’ll think about it. But that’s a lie. I’m done thinking. I’m pretty set about this.

      [image: ]

      “Alice is doing what?” I hear Dylan say outside our room. Juliet went into the kitchen and she held this thing to herself all of two seconds.

      “Alice!” Dylan knocks on the door, but doesn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, he just barges in.

      “What is this I hear about you wanting to transfer? Are you crazy?”

      “No.”

      Great. Another person to explain this to. I had less explaining to do to my parents!

      “But why?” he asks. I go into all the reasons all over again. I feel myself being less exuberant about it all though. I’m losing patience with all of these people questioning my decision. And then Dylan calls me on it.

      “We’re your friends, you know, right?” Dylan says. “That’s why we don’t want you to leave. We love you.”

      That breaks my heart. Dylan’s not one for expressing his feelings well. If at all. He’s from Connecticut, after all.

      “And I’m sorry I’ve been dragging my feet on this divorce thing. The truth is that the fact that we’re still married makes my dad really angry and I sort of love it. Nothing really fazes him much, and this is really getting under his skin. But I’m going to talk to the family attorney in a few days. And I’ll take care of it.”

      Finally, an explanation for all the delays! I’m thankful for it. But I also feel like it’s too little too late.

      No matter what I say convinces either of them that this is really something I want to do and I’m not just running away from my problems here. I won’t admit it out loud, but they’re basically right. So, we eventually call it a night after agreeing to disagree.
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      When I meet Tea for lunch the following day, she has a completely different reaction to the news. I’m ready to go into a big explanation about all this yet again, but she just nods and says that she understands. She really catches me off guard. So much so that I don’t even know what we’re going to talk about for the rest of lunch since I thought we’d talk about this the whole time.

      “So I finished my book,” Tea announces after we order.

      “What?”

      “Remember, the romance one about the girl pretending to be a wealthy guy’s fiancée on the cruise?”

      “Of course! I can’t believe you’re done with it already.” While I’ve been head-deep in my own drama, Tea managed to write a whole book. Imagine that!

      “I’d love for you to read it,” she says.

      “Oh my God. Yes, definitely!”

      “I can send you an ePub version so you can read it on your phone,” she says.

      “Perfect!”

      Tea has been working on the book since January and it’s finally done. I’m awed by her dedication. In addition to her classes and Tanner, she has been working on this project and now it’s completed.

      “Frankly, I’m really jealous,” I say when our food finally arrives. I ordered a tuna salad and she’s having a grilled chicken panini.

      “What? Why?” she says, laughing.

      “Because you went out there and did this awesome thing. While I’ve been burying my head in the sand and dealing with all of my stupid problems.”

      “Well, another way to think about it is that you’ve been out there living life while I’ve just been writing about someone else’s.”

      “Given how this semester has gone, I really wish I had some fictional drama in my life instead of real drama.”

      “I know,” she says sympathetically. “It’s been really tough. I’m sorry. But I’m sure that when you look back on all this next year you’ll laugh about it.”

      I smile. “Probably not next year. Maybe, in ten years.”

      “Okay, in ten years.” She smiles.
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      Tea sends me her book that evening and I plan on just reading a chapter or two. But seven hours later, well past my usual bedtime, I finally finish it. Wow. The characters are so vivid; they seem more real than real people. They practically jump from the page. I don’t remember the last time I devoured a book like that. It’s so different from all the books I’ve read for English classes. Unlike in the books that I’ve read before, the romance and the love in this one was real.

      The characters weren’t just people on the page. When they spoke, I heard them. I saw them. I felt them. Their love is real. The girl, Savannah, acted just like I would, or anyone our age. And the guy, Tatum, well, Tatum was definitely a better version of any guy I’ve met. It’s as if all of the best qualities of the guys I knew, like Tristan and Dylan, were exaggerated to the ninth degree. Don’t get me wrong. He has some bad qualities too, some insecurities. But nothing that his love can’t help him with.

      I lay in bed for close to an hour after finishing Tea’s book, waiting to fall asleep. But unlike all those other sleepless nights I had, the ones that tore me up inside, the ones which I spent hours beating myself up for all the things that I shouldn’t have said and done and all the things that I should’ve said and done, this night was different. I actually lay in bed thinking about the book. Imagining Tatum and Savannah’s love for each other, their first kiss, their first everything. Unlike all these other books, in this one, Tea didn’t shy away from fading to black. She took me everywhere, describing every touch, every feeling, every sensation and smell. And in the end? I fell in love with Tatum and Savannah and I had to have more.

      

      Why the hell did you write this book?

      I text Tea even though it’s in the middle of the night. Hopefully, she has her phone off if she’s sleeping.  But Tea writes back almost immediately.

      What? You don’t like it?

      No, I fucking love it!!!

      Oh…ok. So, what’s the problem?

      What’s the problem? The problem is that I can’t sleep. I love them. And I want more.

      More?

      More about Tatum and Savannah. Are you writing another one? I can’t type fast enough.

      Um…I haven’t thought about it much.

      Well, think about it! I’m going to try to get some sleep now. Not likely though, thanks to your book. Sorry not sorry.

      After putting down my phone, I still can’t get to sleep. This time my mind doesn’t wander. I know what I want. I want what Tatum and Savannah have. I want their kind of love for me. I want to be in love again. I want to feel butterflies over the possibility of touching someone again. I want to wonder how our first date went, whether it was as amazing for him as it was for me. I want to dance in the rain and kiss in a blizzard. I want to live inside a romance novel. But that’s not possible, right? That’s not reality, right? And yet, reading that book sounded more like the truth than my real life. How is that?

      [image: ]

      Three weeks later, Dylan comes into the living room where I’m procrastinating on working on my Victorian Lit paper. I should be doing research on it in the library, but instead, I’m looking up something vaguely related to Victorian times on my phone and hoping that I will stumble on a topic to write about that way. So far, no luck. Juliet and Tristan are also in the room. Juliet is painting her nails and Tristan is doing his Macroeconomics problem set. Tristan and I have entered another period of Cold War. We don’t talk to each other unless absolutely necessary, but we also don’t avoid each other at all costs like we used to. So that’s an improvement in my book.

      Dylan is wearing a wide grin on his face. He flashes me his pearly whites, which do nothing but remind me that I really need to get my teeth professionally whitened. But I’m afraid of dentists and all doctors for that matter so I’ve been avoiding them at all costs.

      “What?” I finally ask. He’s obviously eager to share some news with the room.

      He holds up a thick packet in a manila folder.

      “Guess what this is?” he asks.

      “Your history paper?” Tristan says jokingly. We all know that Dylan did not do very well on his last history paper. And by not very well, I mean that he got a C-. Enough for him to start worrying about passing the class.

      “Ha ha, very funny. No,” he says, rolling his eyes. “No, these are divorce papers!”

      I’ve never thought that I’d be so happy to hear the phrase “divorce papers” in my life.

      “Really? Are you sure?” I ask, grabbing the packet out of his hand and scanning the papers. They don’t make any sense of course; it’s all legalized. All I see are the little stickers by the signature lines.

      “Yep, got them from the lawyer this morning. You will be glad to know that this divorce is the most amicable one that my dad’s Park Avenue attorney had ever dealt with. He said that the two of us were the most mature clients he’s ever had.”

      “Well, that’s nice to hear,” I say. “Given that this is probably the stupidest thing that either of us has ever done.”

      “So all you have to do is sign where those stickers are and we’re done. A courier will come tomorrow to pick them up and take them to the court,” Dylan says.

      “Great! Does anyone have a pen?” I ask.

      I want to get this over with as soon as possible. We look around the room, but there’s no pen to be found. And then suddenly, Tristan hands me his.

      With all the excitement, I had completely forgotten that he was still in the room. Our eyes meet as he hands me his pen and our fingers touch briefly. In that moment, it feels like he can see through me, completely and entirely. Like he knows everything about me that I ever was and ever will be. The feeling leaves me uneasy and scared.
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      I sign each page as Dylan flips the pages for me. He already signed his portion at the lawyer’s office. When I sign on the last line, a tremendous weight lifts off my shoulders. I give out a big sigh. Suddenly, I’m 300 pounds lighter.

      “We’re divorced!” Dylan grabs me by the shoulders, wrapping his arms around me. “Divorced! Let’s celebrate.”

      “Woohoo!” Juliet says. “Finally.”

      “Who wants a beer?” Dylan asks, getting himself one from the refrigerator.

      “Wait, remind me, isn’t it alcohol that got you into this mess in the first place?” Juliet asks.

      “Oh, whatever, buzz kill,” Dylan waves his arm at her dismissively. “Alice?”

      I shake my head no.

      “I still have some work to do tonight,” I say. “And honestly, given how long it took for all of this to happen, I’m going to pass on partying with you for a while.”

      Dylan is the only one who celebrates our divorce that night, but we all take a rain check. And even for him, it’s not much of a party. He has only one beer and disappears into his room. Juliet disappears into our room soon after to get ready for another date.

      “Congratulations,” Tristan says without looking up from his textbook.

      “Oh, thanks,” I say.

      I wait for him to say something else, but he doesn’t. So I go back to taking a quiz about the decade that I should’ve grown up in on BuzzFeed.

      “I know it wasn’t your fault how long all of this was taking,” Tristan says. This time he looks straight at me.

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      “Okay. Well, I guess what I wanted to say is that I know that, too.”

      “Okay, I guess,” I say.

      I hate the weirdness that exists between us when we’re alone. In fact, I can’t stand it. I’m about to get up and leave when Tristan stops me.

      “So, Kathryn and I aren’t together anymore,” he says.

      “Oh. Okay,” I say. I don’t really know how to respond to that. It’s so out of the blue. “I didn’t really know you were dating.”

      “Yeah, ever since that night…of the party,” he says.

      That’s one way of putting it. Another is since that night when she slept over and you made her coffee in the morning. Or since that night when she slept over and Dr. Worthington came in and made a huge scene.

      “Oh, well, I’m sorry, I guess,” I say.

      “Don’t be. It just didn’t work out,” he says with a shrug.

      “Tristan, why are you telling me this?” I ask.

      Are you trying to hurt me? I want to ask. But I don’t.

      “I don’t know,” he says. The expression on his face tells me that he’s not really trying to hurt me at all. He’s just over-sharing for no reason whatsoever.

      “Did something happen?” I ask. I don’t mean to. I don’t care. Actually, I don’t want to know. But my mouth gets away from me.

      “She cheated on me,” he says quietly.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “But it wasn’t working out even before that. We just didn’t fit right,” Tristan says.

      I’m still sitting on the couch and suddenly he gets up and sits down next to me. Very close. So close that I can feel his breath on my face.

      “I’m not sure if it will ever be right with anyone else,” he says.

      “Of course it will,” I say, waving my hand.

      It sounds like he’s just having a moment. He’s just throwing himself a pity party. But when I look back at him, and I see the way his eyes refuse to leave mine, I know that I’m wrong. He’s serious.

      “What I mean is that I kept trying to make myself feel like I did when we were first together. Not just with Kathryn, but with all the others.”

      “What?” I know I should be focusing on the first thing that he said. The first part of the sentence that’s a compliment to me. But instead, all I focus is on is the second part.

      “All the others?” I ask, when he doesn’t reply.

      “Well, you know.” He shrugs. “Just all the other girls that I was with this semester.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say with a gulp.

      “Don’t worry, we weren’t serious. Just girls I met at the bar after work. Very casual,” Tristan says. He’s clearly not aware of the fact that I’m screaming on the inside. What girls? You were seeing other girls? How many? Why?

      “Kathryn and I were dating, but we weren’t exclusive. And I just kept meeting these girls downtown. And you know what, at the beginning of the night, I had hope that this was the one that was going to give me butterflies. Like this is the one that will catch my attention. But after a night together, I just felt…flat. Like it was nothing.”

      I can’t stand this anymore.

      “Tristan, why are you telling me all this? Are you trying to hurt me?”

      “No, not at all. I’m saying it as a compliment.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, very inarticulately, I guess. What I’m really saying is that I keep looking for the same connection that we had and it’s just not there. You’re one in a million, Alice. Maybe one in a billion.”

      I take a deep breath. Tristan always had an odd way with words. Just when I think that he’s trying to be mean or is being dense on purpose, he goes out there and gives me the biggest compliment ever. I’m mad at him for saying all the rest, but I can’t stay mad for long because I don’t hear that kind of thing everyday.

      “Well, thank you, I guess,” I say. I turn around to leave, but he stops me again. Seems to be in at talkative mood tonight.

      “So what’s up with you?” Tristan asks. “We haven’t really spoken in ages.”

      “Well, I just got divorced,” I joke. He smiles. And we both laugh about the situation. I figured that it would be years before this happened, but apparently I didn’t have to wait that long.

      “Actually, there is something I’ve been meaning to ask you. I have to do this final speech in public speaking class. It’s going to be in a big auditorium in front of all the sessions of the class. I’m terrified, of course, to say the least.”

      “So you want help with the speech?” he asks, his eyes light up.

      “No.” I shake my head. It hadn’t even occurred to me that he would want to help. “I just wanted to invite you to it. I have something important to say and, if I can get it out, I’d like for you to hear it.”

      “Oh, wow, okay,” he says. “Let me know the time and place and I’ll try to make it then.”

      “Try?” I ask.

      “I’ve disappointed you enough this semester. I don’t want to make yet another promise I can’t keep,” he says.

      “Okay, fair enough.”

      “Wow, look at us,” Tristan says after a moment. “I guess it is possible to be friends even after all that has happened this semester. Hey, here’s a wild idea, want to be roommates again next year?”

      I stare at him. It suddenly occurs to me that he doesn’t know about my plans for USC. I thought that he would find out eventually given the rumor mill that Juliet and Dylan usually operate, but I guess this one fell through the cracks.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Tristan asks me.

      “Well, I thought that you knew already, but I’m not going to be here next year.”

      “What?”

      All the color in his face disappears. His lips start to turn an awful blue tint as if he’s been swimming in freezing water for an hour.

      “I’m thinking about going to USC,” I say. Why do I always do that? Use qualifiers where they don’t belong. “Well, no, not thinking. I’m going to transfer to USC for next year,” I clarify.

      “Why?”

      “Because…because of a variety of reasons. I just think it’s for the best.”

      “How can you say that? Are you doing this because of what happened between us? And you and Dylan? Well, that’s all over. It’s in the past. Let bygones be bygones. You don’t have to go all the way clear across the country because of that.”

      Tristan rambles on for close to twenty minutes about all the reasons that I shouldn’t leave New York City. I listen carefully and not. I’m afraid that if I actually engage in this discussion, I’ll never get to bed tonight. I look at him trying to convince me, fighting for me to stay, and a big portion of me loves it. He’s actually passionate and animated about something and not so reserved and calculated. I can see that he cares about me. I can see it in the way that he’s fighting for me to stay. And I appreciate it, really. But it doesn’t change my mind. It’s all too little too late.
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      “So, why did you invite Tristan to your final speech?” Dr. Greyson asks me at our next and final meeting.

      The weather has turned from cold to wet, but remained just as grey. It has been drizzling all day today. It feels like each raindrop that falls from the sky sucks me of a little bit of my energy. Dr. Greyson is wearing bright red heels, which compliment her bright red lipstick and stand out nicely against the grayness of her suit. Looking at that splash of color gives me a little bit of a boost.

      “I’m not sure,” I say. “I guess I’m looking for a little closure.”

      “What is the speech about?” Dr. Greyson asks.

      “It’s free form. It can be about anything. So I decided to write something about him. About us. But I don’t even know if he’ll show up.”

      “And if he doesn’t?” she asks.

      I think about that for a moment.

      “You know what?” I say. “It’ll be okay. If he doesn’t show up, that’s fine. This speech isn’t really for him. It’s sort of for me.”

      Dr. Greyson’s face explodes in a wide smile.

      “I’m very proud of you Alice. You’ve come a long way.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, I don’t make it a habit to comment like this,” she says, “but since this is our last meeting and you’ve made plans to go elsewhere next year, I might as well go ahead and tell you.”

      I take a deep breath and brace myself. Dr. Greyson is not one to offer up compliments easily. In fact, everything with her is all about being a work in progress. But I guess that’s what life is, isn’t it? A work in progress? You’re never done growing or changing and there’s always room for improvement until that moment when you’re no more. I’ve never thought about it, but that perspective makes Dr. Greyson quite an optimist about humanity. More of an optimist than I am, probably.

      “When you first came here Alice, I saw a broken, hurt little girl. Someone who was afraid to own her feelings. Someone who was afraid to listen to her heart. Someone who was to a large extent not very true to herself. And now, you’re a different person altogether. You have grown into yourself. You have gained self-esteem. You believe that you have worth and your feelings have worth. That makes me very proud, Alice. You’ve become quite a young woman, my dear.”

      I smile. I want to jump out of my seat and hug her. And then…I do. I wrap my arms around her shoulders in a warm embrace.

      “Oh my.” She laughs in a surprise. And then hugs me back.

      “I hate to say it, but I think I’m going to miss you,” I say, sitting back down across from her. “Coming here hasn’t always been my favorite time of the week. But I think I really learned a lot from you.”

      “I’m happy to hear that,” Dr. Greyson says. “But I want you to remember that it’s not me that you have learned a lot from in this office. It’s through the process of reflection. I don’t mean to undermine my own credibility, of course, but it was you who has done all the work. All the work of looking back and examining your feelings and actions.”

      I nod. She’s right, of course. Yet again.

      “Well, I’m going to miss you anyway,” I say with a shrug.

      “And I’ll miss you.”

      I look at the clock. Our last meeting has come to a close.

      “I hope that USC ends up being everything you’re looking for,” she says at the end of our session. “And if you ever find yourself in New York City again, don’t be a stranger.”

      Walking back home from Dr. Greyson’s office, I feel like I’m floating on a cloud. My feet don’t seem to be connected to the ground. It’s an amazing feeling to feel like someone, a stranger, is proud of you. My parents have always told me that they loved me and were proud of me, but now hearing it from a complete stranger, I beam with self-confidence. Dr. Greyson is right. I have made a lot of progress this semester. Everything that has happened has made me a stronger and more self-assured person at the end. And that somehow made it all worthwhile.

      [image: ]

      I arrive at the auditorium where I’m supposed to give my speech early, as usual. There’s a line of nervous students backstage waiting to go on. The auditorium is filled with five classes of public speaking students. There have been two sessions of this particular kind of torture and this is the second one. Everyone backstage has been assigned an earlier time. And the rest of the people who are going today are waiting in the audience. I make small talk with some of the others, but we’re all focused and not really into it. We’re all too focused and too nervous about the speech that we’re about to make. I’m the third one up and I look over my flash cards. I’ve written the speech in big letters with a lot of spacing in the words to make sure that I could see it well when I’m up there. I did not take anything to calm my nerves and I’m jealous of the two girls and guy behind me who are talking about the anti-anxiety meds that they took to calm theirs.

      “I can do this,” I whisper to myself. “I can do this. I’m going to be fine.”

      Finally, it’s my turn. Everyone is still clapping for the last person who went up. I didn’t hear a word of what he said. I walk out onto the stage and force myself to smile. The lights are blinding and I can’t see a soul. Something about this experience feels different than the intimacy of my previous speeches. They were all in a room of about thirty people where I could see every set of eyes. Here, there are no individuals in the room. They’re just a sea of people. I take a deep breath and clear my throat, quietly. I open the lid of my water bottle so that I don’t have to fumble with it during the speech, if my mouth runs dry.

      “Ladies and gentlemen I am extremely honored to be here and for this opportunity to speak about my friend Tristan Hilton. For many years, Tristan and I were very close friends. We did everything together. Played with light sabers in our own third-grade version of Star Wars, played endless games of Release and tag and slept over at each other’s houses until our moms grew concerned that we were getting too close for ten year olds. They had nothing to worry about, of course; we were only kids, and then we turned 13. Our feelings for each other grew and eventually, during our junior year in high school, we started dating.

      “Dating in high school can be a complicated thing for many. There are a lot of letdowns and mixed feelings, but Tristan and I never experienced these things. Once we were together, we were together for good. We were best friends and nothing could break us up. But then we got to college. Things were more complicated for us in college. For one thing, we broke up right before we got here and then found out that we were going to be roommates.”

      I pause for effect at the end of the sentence and let the crowd take that line in. There’s a gasp that emanates from them. I smile, turn a flash card, and continue.

      “Not the easiest thing to go through, as many of you can imagine. College was a time of change. Both for us individually and for us as a couple. We weren’t a couple for a long time, and then we were a couple again. But our togetherness didn’t last either. I won’t bore you with the details, but I’m sure that many of you either heard me relay some of the more sordid ones in one of my unfortunate speeches in class or at least heard about it.”

      The crowd laughs. I thought that maybe only a few of them would laugh, the people from my class. But the laughter spreads throughout the room. Juicy rumors do fly rampant.

      “Well, anyway,” I say with a smile, “what I really want to talk to you about is not really our history, but friendship. In college, friends come so easily. You meet someone in class, they like the same music as you, they also like to go out on Thursday nights, and you’re friends. And because they come so easily, it’s easy to take them for granted. You think that it’s no problem; you’ll just make more friends. But what my relationship with my friend Tristan taught me is that it’s not that easy to make friends. And it’s way too easy to lose friends. And so, to close, I just want to ask you all to look at the people in your own life who you care about and give them value. Don’t fight over stupid things, and if you fight, at least forgive easily. Friendships are important because they define who you are. The people you meet here will be the people who will forever know you as a nineteen or a twenty-year-old. So, when you’re an old fifty-seven-year old, there will still be people in your life who knew you when you were fun and vibrant and full of life. No offense, of course, to all the fifty-year-olds out there. I hope you know I’m kidding.

      “And so, in closing, I want to say thank you to my friend. Tristan. No matter what happens to us in the future, you will always be special to me because you’re my oldest friend. You knew me even before college. You knew me as a third grader and I knew you. And I will always value that. Thank you.”

      The auditorium explodes in applause. I smile and nod and smile again. I can’t believe that I actually did that. I gather my notecards, which are limp with sweat, grab my water bottle and walk backstage. A warm sensation spreads throughout my whole body. Relief. My heartbeat returns to its normal rhythm.

      “You were great,” someone tells me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, that was really good,” someone else says. I’m not paying attention to anyone who’s talking to me. I’m simply nodding and smiling and walking further backstage, toward the exit.

      I take a big sip of my water. But I don’t stop at one gulp. Suddenly, I’m thirstier than I’ve ever been. And I drink the entire bottle without stopping.

      “You were amazing,” someone says.

      “Thank you,” I mumble and walk past him.

      “Alice?” the voice says again. It’s mildly familiar.

      “Yeah?” I turn around and see Tristan.
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      Tristan is standing backstage with his foot propped up on the wall. There are wires and poles all around him, but he’s standing so casually that it looks as if he’s back in our dorm. His arms are by his sides and his face is tilted slightly toward me.

      “You came,” I say. Still on a high from my performance and the crowd’s response, I throw my arms around him. “Thank you.”

      For a second, he seems surprised by my exuberance, but then quickly wraps his arms around me too.

      “You were wonderful,” Tristan whispers into my ear.

      “Thanks,” I say when I pull away. “I was super nervous, as you can imagine. But I got through it. I can’t believe I got through it.”

      I’m keenly aware of the fact that I can’t stop smiling. I try to press my lips together, but they just won’t budge.

      “I can’t believe you said all those things,” Tristan says.

      “Oh, yeah, well…I don’t know,” I say. I don’t really know what to say. “That’s how I feel and I just wanted you to know that.”

      I’m owning my words. I’m being honest to my true feelings. Wow. This is a whole new world. A whole new me.

      “Well, thank you,” Tristan says. “Thank you for saying those things and thank you for inviting me.”

      “Sure, anytime,” I say jokingly. “Actually, no, not anytime. This is the last time. I’m surprised I didn’t have a heart attack leading up to this.”

      “I thought that given how well this went, you’d be considering a career in public service. Somewhere where you can make speeches all the time,” Tristan jokes.

      “Hell, no!”

      We share an awkward moment of silence. Tristan takes a step closer to me. I look up at him.

      “Well, thanks for coming,” I say. “I really appreciate it.”

      “No, thank you for inviting me,” he says. “I had no idea that you were going to do a whole speech about me.”

      “What can I say? You are sort of an important person in my life. And I want you to know that I meant what I said. I’m really grateful for our friendship.”

      He nods his head, hanging his shoulders. Then he looks up at me. His eyes sparkle in the dim light. And suddenly, the moment changes. We are friends one second and more than that the next. Nothing changes except that I know, I can sense, that he wants to kiss me. I want to kiss him, too. He takes my hand in his and looks carefully at each of my fingers, as if he’s seeing them for the very first time. Slowly, he brings them up to his lips and gives me a light peck. I know what’s coming next. I want it to happen, but I don’t let it.

      Instead, I take a step back.

      “I have to go,” I say. “Thanks for coming again.”

      I walk back home in a daze. I’m on a high from my speech and from the moment with Tristan. I did not give my speech or invite him to it for that to happen. And I pulled away because I don’t want to spend the rest of my time here and the summer wondering about the kiss. No, it’s time for me to move on. Tristan will be in my life as a friend only. And that’s enough. That was the whole freakin’ point of the speech. So why can’t I get him out of my head?

      [image: ]

      Finals finally come to an end. It’s funny how you wait for this one week each semester, dreading it, hating it, and each day of the week passes ever so slowly. But then it’s Friday and you look back and bam! Finals week is over. This time I didn’t procrastinate until the last possible minute to study for any of my classes and was able to get a proper night of sleep every night. Unlike Juliet, of course. She stayed up all night for what seemed like three days straight.

      “Did you end up getting any sleep at all this week?” I ask her, packing up the disaster that is my desk.

      I’m not so much packing up as going through all the junk that has piled up in there and throwing almost all of it out. Why didn’t I do this earlier again? Why did I think that I would need to hold on to all of this junk mail? Juliet doesn’t keep anything and calls me a hoarder.

      “Not really.” She shrugs. “A few hours here and there in the afternoon.”

      “I don’t know how you’re still functioning,” I joke.

      “Red Bull, baby! Red Bull and about fifty pots of coffee.”

      “So, what are your plans for the summer?” I ask.

      “Oh my God! I completely forgot to tell you,” she says, jumping up and down. Her eyes light up like a Christmas tree.

      “I’m going to the Hamptons! Well, not just me. A bunch of people I know are pulling together and getting a place there. It’s not cheap, but it’s going to be epic!!”

      “Oh wow, that sounds exciting,” I say unenthusiastically.

      “You’re a West Coast girl, so I’m not sure you’re quite getting the significance of this. This is the Hamptons. The Hamptons are the place to be in the summer. There’s like a million parties everyday.”

      “No, I get it. I’m sure you’ll have a blast,” I say, trying to infuse my voice with more excitement.

      “And of course, you have to come!”

      “What?”

      “Yes! Please, c’mon. It won’t be the same without you,” Juliet pleads. Juliet is an expert in pleading. This is probably the exact same voice she uses to plead for things from her father. Its high pitch makes her sound completely helpless, when in reality, she’s the only one in control.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug.

      “Okay, promise me that you’ll think about it. Especially around July 4th. Or any week or weekend really. It doesn’t matter, they’re all going to be amazing!”

      “How long are you going to be there?” I ask.

      “Two months,” Juliet says. “Most people will be coming and going, but I’m planning on soaking every second of my Hamptons time.”

      I turn back to packing. I’m almost done with my desk, which now looks like a shell of its prior self. How many students have sat at this desk before? I wonder. How many papers were written here? How many tests were studied for? How many hours were wasted procrastinating?

      “So?” Juliet asks.

      She walks over to my bed and plops herself on it. There are piles and stacks of clothes everywhere. I have a tendency to fold things first before figuring out what order I want to stuff them into my bags. I do this mainly because I hate to unpack when I get home, and often let my bag just sit there half unpacked in the corner of my room. And if I’m not going to unpack then I need to be able to reach all of my favorite clothes easily.

      “Okay, I’ll think about it,” I say.

      “Will you really think about it? Or are you just saying that to get me off your back? You know you say that a lot when you really have no intention of thinking about anything ‘cause your mind is already made up.”

      “Oh my God.” I laugh. “You’re such a pest. I’ll think about it. Really. I promise.”

      The Hamptons do sound nice. I’ve never been to Long Island, but I’ve seen it in plenty of movies and television shows. Maybe it would be nice to fly back here for a week or so and really let loose. If there’s anyone who knows how to have fun, it’s definitely Juliet.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she says, getting off my bed. “I’m really going to miss you, girlie.”

      I turn to face her. She taps her foot slightly on the floor and doesn’t look directly at me.

      “I’m going to miss you too,” I say and wrap my arms around her.

      “Hey, hey, hey. What’s going on here?” Dylan walks into our room through the open door.

      “Are you saying your goodbyes already? You’re not leaving today, are you?” he asks.

      I shake my head without letting go of Juliet. We’re still locked in an embrace and when I shake my head, we both move side to side.

      “So what’s up with the waterworks?” Dylan asks.

      Juliet and I finally let go of each other. There’s mist in both of our eyes.

      “Well, since you’re saying your goodbyes already, I wanted to make sure that you’ve said your goodbye to your engagement ring,” Dylan says, pulling out a small blue box from his pocket. “I’m taking it back to Tiffany’s today.”

      Juliet’s eyes light up. “Give that to me,” she says.

      “You haven’t taken it back already?” I ask.

      Juliet opens the box and puts the ring on her finger.

      “Gorgeous,” she whispers. “My future fiancé has his work cut out for him.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Here, you have to put it on, Alice. One last time,” Juliet says.

      I shake my head, but she grabs my hand and pushes the ring on my ring finger. The two-carat diamond and the little diamonds around the halo sparkle so bright that they make me want to reach for my sunglasses. I find myself transfixed, unable to look away.

      “I have to hand it to you, Dylan,” I say. “I’m not sure that I’ll ever have a ring this beautiful in my life. And I want to thank you for that. Whomever you marry in the future will be one lucky lady.”

      Dylan’s face explodes in a wide, effervescent grin.

      “No matter what, I have a feeling that you’ll be my favorite wife,” he says.

      All three of us crack up laughing. Even now, I have a hard time believing that the events of this semester actually took place. Wow, what a ride.
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      A few hours later, I’m pretty much packed up. All the posters and pictures from my side of the room are down and all that’s left are little bits of glue and tape that I wasn’t able to scrape off. It’s definitely a sorry sight. Finals have this odd letdown quality to them. There’s all this build up, anxiety, and anticipation and work leading up to them. And then, one moment later, they’re over and you find yourself at a loss as to what to do. It’s like there was a purpose of you being there and suddenly there isn’t. It’s already my second semester, but I still haven’t found a decent way to cope with this feeling. A huge part of me wants to go to sleep and rest, but my mind keeps racing and my body wants to celebrate. We’re all going out later tonight, around 10, but there’re still hours until then. I plop down on my bed, pull the covers all around me, and wrap myself around my phone. The Internet is always a good way to kill time.

      There’s a knock on my door.

      “Hey.” Tristan stands in the doorway. “Can I come in?”

      I just started a game of Candy Crush.

      “Sure,” I say reluctantly, barely able to pull myself away from the screen.

      “You going out tonight?” I ask.

      “Yep,” he says, nodding.

      “Cool.”

      He doesn’t say anything for a moment. Okay, I have to put down the phone.  He’s waiting for me to pay attention.

      “What’s up?” I look up at him.

      He sits down on the bed next to me. A little too close. I pull the covers over and create a little bit of a barrier between us.

      “How did your finals go?” he asks.

      “Good.” I shrug. “I don’t really know. I guess we’ll see.”

      He looks somewhere behind me on the wall. I can tell that he’s not really interested in my answer.

      “You? How was your Macroeconomics final?” I ask. That’s his most difficult class. I really hope that he ends up passing it. And not just passing, but succeeding.

      “I actually think it went okay,” he says. His eyes light up at the thought. “I’m really hoping for an A-. That professor never gives out As.”

      “Oh wow, that’s great. And you see, you were worried.”

      There’s a moment of silence. I wait for him to say something else, but he doesn’t.

      “Tristan?” I say. His eyes return to mine. “What’s up? Did you just come here to talk about finals?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “Not really.”

      I wait for him to say something else. But again, he is at a loss for words.

      I’m starting to get impatient.

      “Tristan, what’s going on? Is there something you want to talk about? If not, then please leave me alone so I can waste a few hours playing Candy Crush.”

      “Okay,” he says, taking a deep breath. “I just want to apologize for everything that has happened this semester. I shouldn’t have worked so hard and ignored you. I really didn’t give our relationship a fair shot. Just looking back to last winter and how much fun we had. I’m not really sure what happened when we got to school, except that I was a dick.”

      “It’s okay,” I say. “What happened happened.”

      “No, see, that’s precisely it. It happened because of me. If I hadn’t been so busy with work and school and actually spent some time with you. Then maybe…”

      “No, I should’ve been more understanding about your job. It was a good experience, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” He shrugs. “I just don’t think it was worth losing you over.”

      “Well…it’s okay,” I say. “I don’t really know what to say.”

      “And I also wanted to apologize for getting confused about us. That was partly because of my crazy schedule. I just felt like I needed to get something off my plate.”

      “Tristan, it’s fine,” I say. I sort of hate that he referred to me as the something that he had to get off his plate. “It’s all in the past.”

      “You see, that’s the thing. What if I don’t want it to be in the past, Alice?”

      “What?”

      I feel myself losing color in my face as blood drains away somewhere to the lower half of my body.

      “Don’t look so scared,” he jokes.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I just want to apologize for everything that has happened this semester. Because I know it’s my fault.”

      “Well, not exactly,” I say with a smile. “You didn’t force me to marry Dylan.”

      “I know.” He waves his hand to dismiss the matter. “But I know it wasn’t for real. I know you don’t love Dylan. I just made a bigger deal out of it than I probably should have.”

      “No, I don’t think so. In fact, I think you’re response was probably quite appropriate given the circumstances.”

      We both start laughing. It’s too ridiculous not to. A part of me is shocked that we’re actually laughing about it so soon. I was sure that it would be years before I could laugh about this. And yet, here we are.

      As we laugh, our bodies move closer and closer. I’m not sure how it happens, but suddenly, I find myself right next to his face. I look up at him, surprised. Tristan doesn’t look so surprised. His eyes sparkle. He licks his lips. He touches my chin and lifts it up, bringing my lips closer to his.

      “Tristan,” I whisper.

      “Alice.”

      “What are you doing?” He looks down at my lips and then back to my eyes.

      “You know what I’m doing.”

      “No, we can’t,” I say, pulling away from him.

      “What? Why?”

      “Because. Because you know why.”

      Now, I’m getting angry. Does he really not know why? I look at him. He stares at me dumbfounded.

      “Because I’m going home to LA. And you’re going to the Bay Area. We won’t see each other for a long time. You’re going to be here for school next year and I’m going to go to USC.”

      “So?” he asks.

      “So? I don’t want to kiss you and then spend the summer wondering what the hell it means. I want to move on from this Tristan. I can’t keep doing this.”

      “What if I don’t want you to move on?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I want to be with you, Alice. I want to try again.”

      I look at him. He looks earnest. Set in his decision. But I’m not.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t,” I say, getting out of bed. “I don’t think this…this thing between us can work. It’s too complicated.”

      “I love you, Alice.”

      He walks over to me and puts his hands on my shoulders. A few loose strands of hair fall into his beautiful face. It takes all of my strength I have not to just lean over and kiss him.

      “I love you, Alice. Do you love me?”

      I don’t reply for a moment. I could lie. But I don’t.

      “Yes, I love you, too.”

      “So? What more do we need?”

      “It’s not enough, Tristan. I know the Beatles say that it’s all you need, but I need more. At least now.”

      I walk out of the room as quickly as I can because tears are already flowing down my face. I can’t stop them. I don’t even try. I just hope that he doesn’t catch up to me and see them. And another part of me hopes that he does. I want him to wipe them away and say that no matter what, everything will be okay.

      But Tristan doesn’t follow me. I get to the elevator and ride down to the ground floor. It’s May and New York is in full bloom. The streets are crowded with people in t-shirts and shorts. Everyone seems to be running, bicycling, or walking their dogs. I run down to Riverside Park. I need to be alone, but that’s pretty much impossible in this city. All I can ask for is to be somewhere where no one knows me. Strangers here don’t make it a policy to comfort strangers.

      With tears running down my face, I run until I reach the fence separating me from the Hudson River. I stand there watching the river flow by and letting my tears flow with abandon until twilight falls.
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      I don’t see Tristan at the bar that night. I keep waiting for him to come by. I have my act all ready to go, but he doesn’t show up. Dylan and Juliet are clearly disappointed and somewhat angry at me. They’re even upset the following day while I’m stuffing the last of my stuff into the few available spaces that I still have left in my bags.

      “You know what I’m not going to miss about you?” Dylan says, lying on the couch. “All the drama that you and Tristan had this year.”

      “Hey, why is that all on me?” I ask. “It’s him, too.”

      “It’s him, too. Except that while you show up after you two have drama, he doesn’t.”

      “That’s on him, too,” Juliet says, taking my side.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      I look at my phone. I have to leave for the airport in less than twenty minutes. But I still haven’t seen Tristan.

      “Where is he?” I turn to Juliet. “I haven’t seen him since last night.”

      She shrugs.

      “Dylan?”

      He looks down to the floor. I can see that he’s hiding something and that he’s sorry about it.

      “What?” I ask. “What’s is it?”

      “I think he left already,” he says quietly.

      “What?”

      “But he didn’t say bye to me!” Juliet explodes and then catches herself. “Or Alice.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Dylan shrugs. “I thought that he had said his goodbyes earlier. I didn’t think he would just leave like that. But he left about an hour ago while you two were still at brunch.”

      I feel tears start to build up in my eyes. Why? Why did he have to do this? I try to blink to make them stop and manage to hold a few back. Juliet gives me a big warm hug. I sob a little into her shoulder.

      “Please don’t ruin my shirt with your wetness,” she jokes.

      “I promise,” I say, even though I’m pretty sure there’s already a clear impression of my wet face on her shirt.

      After that, our goodbyes are short. I can’t wait to get out of there. The naked walls and the forlorn looks make me sick to my stomach. Dylan and Juliet help me downstairs with my bags. I give each of them a brief hug and promise to come back soon. Juliet brings the Hamptons up and again I promise to think about it. Though at this point, I want to put as many miles between New York and me as soon as possible and never look back. I need to get away from here. Maybe then I can forget about everything that has happened.

      I hail a cab. When the cab pulls away from the curb, I finally let all of my tears flow freely down my face. The cab driver looks at me through the mirror and quickly darts his eyes when he sees my tears. Too bad. There’s nothing I can do to stop them. They just keep coming and coming. I finally manage to get a hold of myself somewhere near the Bronx. La Guardia Airport is still a bit away.

      I take a deep breath. It’s okay, I say to myself. If this is what he wanted then this is what it is. I guess I’ll never see him again. At least, not for a really long time. And that’s fine. I got over him before; I’ll get over him again. Thank God I never did kiss him the other night. Otherwise, this would be unbearable.

      And then, as we wait for the light to turn green at one intersection, my sorrow suddenly turns to anger. No, you know what, fuck Tristan. How dare he do this to me? All I said was that I didn’t want a relationship with him again and he just leaves? Without a goodbye? Without even a see ya later? You deserve better than that Alice. A lot better.

      When we finally get to the airport, I get out of the cab with a newfound confidence. My tears have all dried up and I’m forcing myself to look forward to a new chapter in my life. Summer in Southern California. There are worst places to go home to. I’m looking forward to the beach, surfing, drinking too much sangria in some Malibu beachside café, and driving a little too recklessly through the winding Topanga Canyon with the top down. It’s going to be fun. You’ll see.

      After I pay the cab driver, I don’t bother to get a cart and instead choose to struggle with four large bags all by myself. The ticket counter isn’t far; I can see it from here. I don’t need a cart. But then I quickly realize that I do. Otherwise, I have to keep dropping my enormous bags off one by one a few feet away from me and go back for the others. I can’t very well leave them entirely by themselves as I get in line out of fear of getting one of them confiscated and examined by the airport police.

      As I fumble with my bags during one of these mini-trips on my way to the check-in line, I hear someone say my name.

      “Alice.”

      At first, I think they must be talking to someone else. I’m not expecting to see anyone I know here. So I ignore the voice and keep making little trips for all of my bags.

      “Alice!” the man’s voice says louder. “Alice!”

      When I finally get all of my bags to the place where the check-in line begins, I am covered in sweat and out of breath. I turn toward the direction where the voice is coming from and see…Tristan.

      “Tristan?” I ask cautiously. I am actually so physically and emotionally drained that I don’t quite believe my eyes. I am seeing bright spots all over the place; maybe the Tristan before me is also a figment of my imagination.

      “Alice,” he says again. He’s dressed in a casual pair of jeans, a plain t-shirt, and he’s holding a bouquet of daffodils  – my absolute favorite flowers. His hair falls slightly into his eyes and he pushes it out of the way with his free hand.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “These are for you,” he says. He hands me the daffodils and I can’t help but inhale their sweet scent. They smell of hope and springtime.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Alice, I’ve thought a lot about what you said yesterday. And I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re wrong.”

      “I’m wrong?”

      “Yes. That happens sometimes, you know,” he jokes. “Alice, I want you back. I want to be with you. I love you. And love is all we need. What else is there that matters?”

      “But how is that going to work?” I say, shrugging my shoulders. “You’re going home to the Bay Area…”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not,” he says. He tilts his head, exposing a mischievous smile.

      I stare at him. I have no idea what he means.

      “I’m coming back to LA with you. On the same flight as you,” he says, holding up his ticket as proof.

      I don’t believe what he says. I look into his eyes. It feels like minutes pass before anyone speaks again. He gives in first.

      “I’m going to live in my parents’ old house in Calabasas.”

      He lived in that house since he was born until his senior year in high school when his parents moved to the Bay Area. It’s only fifteen minutes away from my parents’ house. It’s a place where we made a million memories. It’s a place that I will always associate with being his home.

      “I thought they had sold it,” I say slowly.

      “No, they just rented it out. They owned it for so long that they barely had a mortgage on it. And you know Calabasas, the prices went through the roof. They’re getting a ton of money for it in rent.”

      I don’t know why he’s telling me all of these details when all I care about is why he’s going back to the LA area.

      “Anyway.” Tristan catches himself babbling. “You don’t care about any of that. The only thing that’s important is that the renters just moved out and they were going to put it back on the market, but I asked them if I could stay there for the summer.”

      “So, you’re coming back home?” I ask. The word “home” feels both strange and familiar in my mouth. I don’t mean to say it, but Tristan just smiles at me and gives me a wink.

      “Yes, I’m coming back home.”

      He comes a few steps closer to me.

      “That way you don’t have to worry about us being apart this summer, Alice. I want to be with you and I want to spend the summer with you. I love you.”

      I inhale slowly. For some reason, tears start to well up in my eyes.

      “I thought that you had left without saying goodbye,” I whisper. “I was so mad at you.”

      One lonely tear rolls down my cheek. Tristan takes me into his arms. He wipes my cheek with his thumb. His touch sends a warm sensation throughout my body.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m such a jerk.”

      “You are,” I say. “But I am, too.”

      Slowly, he bends his neck forward. Our lips are so close together that our breaths intertwine. He smells of mint and lavender.

      “I love the way your hair smells,” he whispers. “Honey.”

      I smile. It’s my new shampoo.

      We stare into each other’s eyes. Everyone else in the airport ceases to exist completely. I feel like we’re in one of those scenes in the movies where the whole world spins around the couple and the couple stands still.

      And then, just when I can’t wait any longer, Tristan slowly presses his lips onto mine and the whole world explodes in a wild array of colors.

      “So, what do you say?” he asks through the kiss. I pull away from him to look into his eyes.

      “About what?” I ask, trying to be coy. But the huge smile on my face is exposing my true feelings.

      “Will you take me back, Alice Summers? I find myself unable to live without you.”

      I make him suffer for a moment. And then say, “Yes.”

      Tristan grabs me by the waist and spins me round and round. My feet leave the ground and I feel like I’m a bird, flying high above the clouds. When I finally come back to earth, Tristan gives me one more kiss, takes my hand, and we head toward the check-in line.
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      Two weeks later – Malibu, California

      

      Carrying two smoothies – mango yogurt and green ginger peach – I make my way back from the smoothie truck toward our spot on the beach. The sand feels warm and relaxing under my bare feet. Warm breeze toys with my summer dress, making the skirt fly up and exposing my little yellow polka dot bikini bottoms. The sky is so high it doesn’t even come close to touching the cliffs of Santa Monica Mountains above me. There isn’t a single cloud in the sky.

      The sun is bright and hot and the beach is filled with people on multi-colored blankets. White waves rush toward me, tossing boogie boarders in the surf. Somewhere in the distance, where the water is blue, I see a lone figure sitting on his surfboard.

      Tristan.

      A second later, he takes on a wave like an expert, dipping his long green board along the waves. He rides one long wave all the way to the edge of the sand. He walks out of the water, holding his board to one side. His gorgeous tan body glistens in the sun accentuating each chiseled muscle. A few steps away from me, he tosses his hair, exposing his sparkling eyes.

      “Hey babe,” he says, dropping the board and wrapping his wet arm around me. I’m burning up – not just from the summer heat – and the coolness of his body brings me relief.

      “Thanks for the smoothie,” he says, taking a sip. “It’s delicious.”

      “Anytime.”

      Tristan takes me into his arms and gives me a big kiss with his incredibly soft lips.

      “Mmm, salty,” I say after the world around us stops spinning and I finally manage to pull away from him.

      After he finishes his smoothie, Tristan puts suntan lotion on my shoulders. His hands are strong and I close my eyes in pleasure. He takes extra care to make sure not to get suntan lotion into my hair.

      “You ready?” he asks after I take the last sip of my smoothie.

      “For what?”

      He pulls my sundress off.

      “For what?” I ask again, laughing.

      Tristan flashes a smile and winks mischievously. Then, before I know what’s going on, he pulls me up to my feet, tosses me into his arms, and carries me into the waves.

      

      THE END
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      Check out my books here:

      https://www.amazon.com/Charlotte-Byrd/e/B013MN45Q6/

    

  

cover.jpeg
g

Alpha Billionaire Romance

CHARLOTTE BYRD





images/00002.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
#" BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CHARLOTTLE BYRD





images/00003.jpeg
#1 BESTSEREING AUTHOR

CHARLOT TE BYRD





images/00006.jpeg
An Alpha Billigpaete Romance

)

CHARLOTTE BYRD





images/00005.jpeg
CHARLOTTE BYRD





images/00008.jpeg
faire Romance





images/00007.jpeg
FAh Alpha Billionaire el

-

CHARLOTTE





