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      Asher

      I’m a criminal defense attorney and I only do one night stands. I’ve never had a girlfriend and I intend to keep it that way. I also hate interns. You know, the ones who are still in law school, don’t know anything about real law and just get in the way. But when my boss asks me to do him a favor and take on his niece as my intern for the summer, I can’t say no. The last thing I expect is to fall in love with her.

      Cora

      This is my last summer before graduation and I intend to spend it learning as much as I can about the law. I’m not looking for a one night stand or a relationship. And I’m definitely not interested in my cocky a**hole of a boss who sleeps with a different girl every night. He’s dark, dangerous and everything that I hate in a man. But then one night turns into two, I can’t seem to stop myself.

      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 - Asher

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched her walk out to the street in the soft orange glow of early morning. She was barefoot, carrying last night’s high heels in one hand, her beaded clutch in the other. She slid into the backseat of the Uber and was gone. I checked my phone – seven-thirty in the morning. Perfect. I had known her for less than ten hours and I didn’t ever have to see her again. I didn’t need to worry that I had already forgotten her name. Clarissa? What I remembered was that she had an amazing ass, the kind you only get from hours of squats at the gym. I would miss that ass. Oh, well, the best thing about living in Los Angeles was that there was no shortage of attractive women who loved to work out. That and the weather.

      I walked back to the kitchen to prepare my coffee. I had never been much for breakfast, but coffee was like a ritual for me. I had to make it myself because at most coffee shops they used over-roasted beans. When they are dark and shiny, a lot of the oils that give the flavor have already been lost. A good bean is light brown and dry, all its moisture still locked away inside. I had spent a lot to make sure every cup was worthy. Ceramic burr grinder, professional grade Italian espresso machine, small-batch hand-roasted beans from the finest growing regions in the world. If I decided to indulge myself, I went all out to make sure it was the best.

      I supposed that’s what Clarissa was, an indulgence. I kept strictly to one-night stands. It’s not that I didn’t have time for a relationship or that I was emotionally stunted or anything. I just had no interest in getting involved. I loved women, I loved sex, and I didn’t see any need to go beyond that. Besides, at twenty-nine, I had a long way to go before I settled down. Especially in LA, my bachelorhood could be extended another couple of decades. Just look at Warren Beatty or Alec Baldwin.

      Not that I’m a famous actor or anything. I’m not famous at all, outside certain circles. But within those circles, I’m known as the hottest, sharpest criminal defense attorney in Southern California. I have an office on the fortieth floor of one of the new towers overlooking LA Live and the Staples Center in downtown, but I live in a modest house tucked into the hills just above Sunset, off Coldwater Canyon. The house is modern, sleek. It fits my style – expensive without being ostentatious. Like me, not flashy, but if you know what you were looking at, you know it is the best.

      I finished my coffee, rinsed out the cup, and set it to dry. I walked over to my closet to figure out what to wear. I had an early meeting with the senior partners. Normally, I was not into the office before eleven, unless I was in court. Most of my clients were not early risers. In fact, I did a fair amount of my work late at night, so I was rarely in the office to attend the morning meetings. I brought in so much money to the firm that they never gave me any grief for my schedule, but Edward Cramer, of Cramer, Williams, and Bryant, had personally requested that I attend this morning. So, there I stood, leaning against the island in my walk-in closet, passing my gaze over my collection of Tom Ford’s, Zegna’s, Burberry’s, and Armani’s, only to settle on one of my favorites. A custom-tailored suit I had gotten in Rome. Ash gray and cut to perfection, it hugged my body, angling down from my broad shoulders to my narrow waist while still giving me total freedom of movement. If I was going to be in the office all day, I wanted to be comfortable.

      I hopped into my Jag and wound down the tight, curving canyon roads until I hit Sunset. This early, traffic on Sunset was a nightmare, so I dropped down a couple of streets to take Beverly. In LA, there weren’t short cuts, but there were ways to shave a few minutes off a commute. I guess I could have lived closer to work. Some of the condos downtown were ok. But I enjoyed the peace and quiet, and having four walls to myself.

      The 500 horse-power engine of my F-Type SVR roared as I hit every green light for at least three miles. It was still spring, barely into April, but it already felt like summer and I had the top down. I would have to stop in the lobby bathroom to fix my hair once I got to the office, but it was worth it. When I finally hit a red light, I pulled up next to a Mercedes S with a smoking hot woman behind the wheel. Big sunglasses hid most of her face, but from the side I could see the high cheekbones, the full lips in a perpetual pout, and the graceful curve of her neck. She looked over and gave me a little smile. I would have gotten her number, but the light turned green and she leapt into the intersection. I always paused a bit before going forward on a green light. Drivers in LA had a tendency to overestimate how long lights stayed yellow and I’d been nearly t-boned on more than one occasion. I enjoyed taking risks, but only if they were fun or exciting. Going through an intersection a few seconds faster? The risk/reward ratio just wasn’t there.

      The Mercedes turned down another road before I was able to catch up. No real loss. I didn’t have much time to spare anyway. I only had another twenty minutes before my meeting started and I was still a few miles away. I pressed down the accelerator, feeling all eight cylinders pounding in perfect harmony. There were never many cops around this time of day. Not that I worried much about dealing with the police. I knew all the prosecutors, the ones that mattered anyway, and most of them wanted to stay on my good side.

      Prosecutors, you see, are mostly defense attorneys in training. They work for the government for a few years, work a dozen or more cases at the same time, and try to keep their conviction stats high. They don’t do it for the sixty grand a year they make as an overworked district attorney. They do it because after five or six years they can make three times that on the other side. And that is just at the start. DA’s want a good relationship with me for two reasons. First, if they piss me off I can seriously fuck up their stats and strain their overloaded schedules. Basically, I can make their lives hell. Second, my recommendation carries a lot of weight in the defense firms around town. I’ve come in to assist on dozens of cases, pulling defendants out of the fire. Their lawyers, too.

      But still, I want to avoid a ticket this morning. Like I said, I have a meeting.

      I smile at the receptionist as I stride into the glass walled offices of Cramer, Williams, and Bryant. She’s one of several young, attractive women who man the main phone and serve as a pleasant, but firm screening system for the office. Kelli, the one on duty this morning, has dark-brown hair that hangs long past her shoulders, light-mocha skin, and green eyes. She possesses a killer body, but gives off a frosty ‘look, but don’t touch’ vibe. At least, when she’s in the office. It is a helpful demeanor when your job is to make visitors feel intimidated, like they are about to spend every penny they have and feel grateful for the opportunity. The Cramer, Williams, and Bryant sales pitch starts at the door.

      Outside the office, Kelli was a different woman. She gave me a conspiratorial wink as I walked past. Not today, I thought with no small amount of regret.

      The senior partners and most of the junior partners were already in the small conference room by the time I arrived. Edward nodded a silent greeting, but I otherwise took my seat without attracting much notice. Eliot Bryant was in the middle of a speech. It wasn’t much of a speech, just Eliot telling everyone what the meeting was going to be about, but Eliot always acted like he was arguing before the Supreme Court. Nobody gave him much crap about it because he had, in fact, argued in front of the Supreme Court. Eliot was a big Fourth Amendment guy and had been fighting the slow creep of unreasonable searches for years.

      “So, as junior partners, you are all expected to be leaders in this firm. You have a responsibility to teach, to guide, to inspire. Just as you were once wet behind the ears, pissing your pants on your first day in court, and you had mentors to help you through.”

      ‘Bullshit,’ I thought.

      “Each of you will be expected to take on an intern for the summer.” A couple of muted groans escaped my fellow junior partners, but Eliot pretended not to notice. “As you know, the 2L summer internships are one of our best ways to recruit talent. Some of you were summer interns here once upon a time. I expect each of you to be helpful, patient, and observant. Ed, Ken, and I will be expecting reports at the end of the summer with your assessments and recommendations.”

      He continued on for another ten minutes or so with details about the internship program, hours, expectations, the kinds of work interns were allowed to do and what they shouldn’t. I tuned him out. Instead, I ran back the events of the night before in my head. I had a fantastic memory. It was part of what helped me do so well in law school. Once I’d read something or seen something, it was there, ready to be recalled in a moment. That same skill came in handy when I was sitting in some useless meeting. I could entertain myself with highly detailed recollections of far more entertaining encounters.

      What did I care about dealing with interns? I would talk to Cramer after the meeting was over and get out of it. I had more important things to do than babysit some law student who still thought the stuff they put in casebooks or treatises had any utility in the real world of law.

      But when I went to Cramer’s office later that morning, he was having none of it.

      “Look, Asher, you have to set an example. If you are going to rise in this firm, you need to be a leader and leaders take responsibility.”

      “I have taken responsibility. I have the biggest caseload of any of the junior partners and I brought in more money last year than half of them combined. Dragging along some law student is just going to slow me down.”

      “Asher, don’t make me ask twice.”

      “Fine,” I sighed. “I will do it. But try to make sure whoever I have to babysit has at least a minimal familiarity with the law.”

      “Well, she better know something. She’s my niece.”

      Great. Not only was I going to be saddled with a useless intern, but my boss’s niece. I couldn’t just ignore her, or yell at her, or send her off to do some mindless task to keep her busy. This was going to be worse than I thought.

      “She is coming in this afternoon, so clear out some time around three.”

      I couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          

  




          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 2 - Cora

          

        

      

    

    
      Evidence class ended, thankfully, without my having to review a case or argue anything at all. My tactic has been to over-volunteer whenever I am well prepared for a class, hoping that it will lessen the likelihood of being called upon when I am unprepared. So far, almost two years into my time at law school, it has worked. I waved goodbye to the professor and headed out the door.

      Gould School of Law at USC was great. I enjoyed the campus experience, tailgating for Trojan football games, the events, the steady pulse of tens of thousands of students packed into a two-square mile space in the middle of one of the most exciting cities in the world. It was a far cry from my undergraduate experience at Bowdoin in Maine.

      I had grown up in Pasadena, north of LA, and I wanted something different for college. So, I chose something about as far away as I could. But while the school itself was amazing, I couldn’t handle the cold winters, so I moved back to Southern California. I had zero regrets. The Friday April sunshine bathed the campus in golden light. The law school was right in the middle of the compact campus, so after exiting the building I was immediately swept up in the current of bodies heading to or from their last class of the week. I angled my way across the throng toward the center of campus, between Tommy Trojan and the statue of Traveler. My destination was a bar called Traditions, one of the few places to get a drink on the campus itself. It had become a Friday ritual for my friends and me.

      Tasha was with me in Evidence, but she had stayed behind to talk with the professor. I didn’t want to risk further discussion of cases I hadn’t read, so I had left her behind. Kyle and Emma, who had started dating like three days into our first year and had been joined at the hip ever since, were coming from a Negotiation seminar. Tasha and I had laughed behind their backs at how their penchant for long, arduous conversations with each other, planning out, discussing, and actively managing every aspect of their relationship had prepared them for that course. Emma and Kyle had already gotten a booth when I arrived.

      “Hey, Cora! Tasha get lost or something?”

      Kyle perceived himself to be far funnier than he really was. I twisted my face into a sarcastic grin and Emma responded with a look of sympathy. I guess dealing with bad jokes was one of the aspects of their relationship they had negotiated. I didn’t dignify Kyle’s comment with a reply and slid into the booth, signaling to the waiter and ordering a mojito. Even though it was still early spring, it was warm enough to justify a refreshing cocktail. By the time Tasha had walked in, I was halfway done with my drink.

      “Hey, Tasha, want to get together tonight to study?”

      “With you? The girl who didn’t even read the cases for today?”

      I gave her a winning smile.

      “Come on, that’s like the first time I haven’t been prepared for class.”

      “Yeah, this week.” She laughed. “Not that it seems to matter. You never seem to drop below the top three in the class.”

      We settled into our routine and let the stress of the week melt away.

      [image: ]

      The weekend passed slowly. I hadn’t had an exciting weekend in, I can’t remember how long. The campus quieted down on the weekends. A lot of undergrads were from the area, so they went home to do laundry, hang out with friends, or hit the beach. I enjoyed it, the school was a lot prettier when you could actually see it. Even though my mom still lived nearby in Pasadena, I didn’t visit often. Tasha and I shared a house in the neighborhood of Eagle Rock, which was where a lot of professors and grad students lived. But I still made the trek to school on most weekends to study. It was harder to focus in my own house. If I sat myself in the library, I made sure that I got done whatever I needed to get done quickly so that I could leave. It usually worked.

      It also gave me an excuse not to go to Pasadena.

      I loved my mom, but ever since my dad left, she had been really hard to be around. I wanted to be supportive, to be a shoulder to cry on, but it was so draining. My mom was filled with energy, to the point of being frantic. Normally she kept a lid on things, but when it was just her and me, she could just unload a torrent of thoughts and emotions. It was hard to keep up. Not that I begrudged her some quirks, some emotional instability. The divorce had hit her hard.

      It is something of a cliché, the story where a middle-aged couple split up because a husband falls in love with a younger woman, but it doesn’t make it any easier when it is your cliché. There had been tension between the two of them a few years before he announced he was leaving, but I hadn’t thought anything of it. I had been graduating from college, then spending a couple of years abroad, working for a girls’ education non-profit in South Africa. I was pretty far into myself at the time and I guess I wasn’t really paying much attention to them.

      I still loved my dad, despite the pain he caused my mom. It’s hard to stop loving a parent. But I made a deal with myself soon after I found out. I was never going to get into a serious relationship with a lawyer.

      My dad was a plaintiff’s attorney, a very successful one. He spent more hours at the office than he did at home. I remember fondly the rare occasions when we would all do something together: a day on the beach in Malibu, sailing on Santa Monica Bay, football games at the Rose Bowl. But those events were few and far between. I guess I hadn’t seen it, but my parents had drifted apart long before they split up. My dad got a new place downtown with a paralegal from his office, and my mom kept the house in Pasadena.

      I am not certain how my image of my father influenced my decision to go to law school. Maybe I wanted to prove to myself that I was a better person. I wanted to use my law degree for good, not just to enrich myself. I was taking a seminar on international human rights and hoped to do something to help those in need.

      That’s why I was apprehensive about my internship interview at my uncle’s law firm. My mom’s brother was a criminal defense attorney at one of the best firms in LA. He had done a lot of high profile cases involving celebrities, but mainly focused on white collar defense. It was a great opportunity for me to get some real experience. They spent a lot of time in court and there was no substitute for an actual courtroom. The trial simulations in law school were focused on learning one specific thing at a time. In a real trial, even in the pretrial motions, you had to deal with all sorts of unexpected issues. It would be a chance to be involved in trial preparation, to try my hand at crafting real arguments for real cases.

      On the one hand, I firmly believed in the rights of the accused. I had read enough cases where evidence was planted or searches were conducted improperly to know that the police and the prosecutors could sometimes go overboard. There needed to be a check, a counterbalance to prevent innocent people from being victimized by overzealous law enforcement. But on the other hand, I had spent enough time working with non-profits to know that a lot of people suffer from criminal activity and that a lot of times the more powerful the perpetrator, the less likely there would be any justice for their victim.

      I knew that my uncle walked a fine line in his own conception of the morality of his profession. He was a believer in the system. He was convinced that the adversarial approach, where defense attorney advocated against prosecutor, would more often than not arrive at the correct conclusion. I wasn’t sure I had that kind of faith. Not that it mattered. He had offered me an internship for the summer and it was going to be a great resume builder for when I went looking for a real job.

      As if on cue, my cell phone rang. It was my uncle.

      “Hi, Cora, how is your weekend going?”

      “Hey, Uncle Edward. Just getting some studying in, how are you?”

      “I just wanted to check in and make sure you were ready for your interview tomorrow. It is just a formality, of course, but still, you want to make a good first impression.”

      I’m sure what he means by this is that he wants me to make him look good. I don’t know why the acumen of your relative has any bearing on how other people perceive you. I mean, I’m sure Einstein had a nephew that wasn’t too bright. But according to my mom, it was important to Uncle Edward that I reflect well on him.

      “I will be ready to go, promise.”

      “Good, good. I am going to set you up with one of my best litigators. Now he can be a bit abrasive, so don’t be put off. You can learn a lot from him.”

      A lawyer with a combative, unpleasant personality? What a shocker.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you on Monday?”

      “Be there at ten, ok?”

      We said goodbye. I packed up my books and headed out for a coffee break.
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      My uncle’s firm was located downtown, only a short drive from my house. I had been there often when I was younger, but hadn’t stepped foot inside since I had gone to college. Not that it was hard to find. It was in the same building, but it had expanded. They had the whole fortieth floor, now. After parking my car in the basement garage and offering a silent prayer that they would validate my ticket, I headed up to the lobby. I mean, come on, four dollars every ten minutes?

      The lobby was filled with dozens of gray-suited people. On the surface, I appeared to fit in. I had worn my mock trial outfit. A light gray suit, skirt ending just above the knee, jacket cut low and buttoned at my waist, and a cream-colored blouse that fitted tightly across my breasts. The purpose of the outfit was to look professional, but alluring at the same time. If it made any of my male opponents think of something other than their case, it gave me an edge. And there was nothing inappropriate about it, so nobody could complain that I was being intentionally distracting. It gave me confidence to dress up a bit.

      That confidence disappeared as soon as I stepped off the elevator on the fortieth floor.

      The offices of Cramer, Williams, and Bryant had been transformed since the last time I’d been there. It looked completely different. I remembered a modest space. You had to walk down a non-descript hallway to a bland door with the firm’s name on a little plaque outside. The furniture had been dated, the kind of generic office furniture that was both timeless and never in fashion.

      Uncle Edward had gotten a few high-profile clients in the past few years, and the publicity must have paid off. The elevator opened directly into the reception area. The table was exquisite. A massive slab of live-edge mahogany atop a brushed steel façade with the firm’s name punched out and back-lit. The walls were all glass, showing off the immense space that the office occupied and the extraordinary view – a panorama of the city. On a clear day, it probably extended to the ocean.

      The woman behind the table was equally striking. Honey-brown skin and green eyes, high-arched cheekbones, and full lips. It looked like my uncle was hiring models to work in reception. I suddenly felt as though all my effort in the mirror this morning was inadequate.

      “Hi,” I managed. “My name is Cora…”

      “Yes, Miss Maguire, you are expected. Please have a seat and someone will be out for you shortly.”

      I blinked away my surprise at her abruptness. She hadn’t even looked up at me and had barely finished speaking when she moved on to her next task, dismissing me instantly. I sat down on one of the tasteful, modernist couches and leafed through a copy of the ABA Journal, which was laying on the table amongst an array of general interest magazines like Newsweek and Time. I wondered to myself what would happen to office waiting rooms if the foretold print apocalypse ever came to pass. Would they have to put tablets with the Texture app installed?

      “Miss Maguire?”

      I looked up to see another fashion model daylighting as an employee at a law firm. Dressed impeccably and nearly six feet tall in her heels, she approached me with a long, confident stride. I stood up to shake her proffered hand. I wasn’t entirely uncomfortable with relying on my brains instead of my beauty, but normally I was able to utilize both. It was a combination that I was pretty effective at manipulating, taking advantage when people thought I wasn’t as smart or quick as they assumed based on my appearance. But here, I mean, even for LA these women were gorgeous.

      “I’m Evelyn, your uncle’s assistant. He’s ready for you now.”

      I followed her through the maze of glass-walled hallways. It was disconcerting, everything being open and visible. There was nowhere to hide. I walked quickly to keep up with Evelyn’s long legs. We arrived at a corner office with a modicum of privacy, frosted glass instead of the clear panes that gave everyone an open view into the other lawyers’ offices. I guess it was a perk of being a name partner. Evelyn pushed the door open and stepped through, holding it open for me. I walked in, nodding a thank you to her, and found my uncle sitting behind his desk. The desk was incongruous, a massive, ornate piece made of dark stained wood. It would have fit in an old, wood-paneled room with thick carpets and one of those little drink carts disguised as a globe. But my uncle was a bit of an odd character. I guessed that the contrast suited him.

      “Cora! It is so wonderful to see you.” He stood up and walked around the desk, enveloping me in a warm hug. “Thank you, Evelyn. And let Asher know that she’s here.” The long-legged assistant silently exited the room.

      “Thank you for the opportunity, Uncle Edward, I am really looking forward to getting started. I know I am going to learn a ton working here.”

      He smiled paternally.

      “Of course. I know that you aren’t planning on going into criminal law, but the kind of work we do is broadly applicable. And there is no substitute for trial experience. Even if criminal trials function a little differently from civil court, it still is good experience. Do you know what kind of law you want to practice when you graduate?”

      “Umm, something in public interest law, or international law, I think.”

      “Well, criminal defense might actually be more applicable than you think. I mean, we aren’t The Innocence Project, but we do help to protect people from getting bullied by the state.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “You are going to do great, I’m sure. Now, this is going to be challenging. Law school is nothing compared to actual practice, you know.”

      “That’s an understatement, Edward.” Another man’s voice butted in. I turned to look at its owner. I hadn’t heard him open the door.

      Standing in the doorway was the most attractive man I had ever laid eyes on. His light-brown hair was intentionally, expertly tousled, giving him an air of nonchalance that was clearly cultivated. The loose, disheveled hair contrasted starkly with the exquisitely tailored suit. It fit him like it had been sewn on, accentuating his broad shoulders and torso like an inverted V. His jawline was sharp, defined, with high cheekbones below his eyes, which were gray-blue like a storm-tossed sea. He let the door close behind him and approached me, stalking forward like a leopard, casual but poised.

      “Cora, I would like you to meet Asher Dean. He is going to be your mentor for the summer.”

      Asher raised his hand to shake mine. He kept his eyes locked onto mine, like he was peering right into the center of my being. Absently, I took his hand. It was warm, dry. He gripped my hand gently, but firmly. A little shiver of excitement ran up my arm, like I was touching an electric current. The tingling danced around my chest and settled into butterflies in my stomach.

      I had been a little nervous when I arrived, the uncertainty and the inevitable worries about a new experience, but this was different. I didn’t know if I was going to be able to even get a single word out. My tongue felt like it had grown to double its usual size and my whole jaw felt tight and unresponsive.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cora. Edward said you are near the top of your class at USC.”

      “Yes, well, top ten percent,” I managed to stammer.

      “That’s great, good for you.” He turned to my uncle. As soon as his eyes broke away from mine, I felt a wave of relief. Tension I didn’t know I’d felt melted away.

      “Edward, if you guys are done, I’d like to talk with Cora about what she can expect this summer.”

      “Of course, of course. Cora, you are in good hands. Listen and watch. Asher is a very good attorney.”
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      He ushered me out the door and I was left standing in the glass-walled hallway with Asher. He turned without a word and walked down the hallway. I followed behind. Despite the fact that I was a bit put off by his intensity, I couldn’t resist admiring how his pants snugged around his ass, tapering more than was common in a regular suit pant.

      He didn’t say a word as we walked down the hall and into another office, this one facing straight west with a view of Hollywood, Century City, and Santa Monica in the distance. He didn’t say a word as he sat down behind his desk, a sleek, modern piece with narrow steel legs supporting a thick slab of wood. There were no filing cabinets, no drawers, no scrap of paper anywhere. It didn’t look like the kind of office someone did any actual work in.

      I took a seat across the table from him and folded my hands in my lap. Asher just sat there, resting his chin on his hand, and looked at me. I was determined not to fidget, not to give any sign of how uncomfortable he made me feel. I wasn’t used to feeling this way around guys. Not that I hadn’t had crushes, guys I obsessed about but couldn’t bring myself to talk to, but that was when I was younger. By the time I was in college, I was the one making boys stammer incoherently. And even when I traveled abroad after graduating, I found talking with guys to be the easiest part of learning a new culture. But this guy was different.

      “Tell me what you think about criminal defense.” When he finally spoke, it came as such a surprise that I almost didn’t pay attention to what he was saying. Thankfully, law school had instilled in me an ability to catalogue whatever someone said, even if I wasn’t paying close attention. It was a useful skill when professors indulged in long digressions about irrelevancies, only to double back and ask some question about a case once you had stopped listening. I could just play back the last thing they said in my head.

      “Umm, well, I believe in the adversarial system. I think that everyone has a right to a fair trial and that criminal defense attorneys serve as an important check on the prosecutors.” I grew in confidence as I wound out my answer. I knew I was basically spouting a company line, an answer that defense attorneys told outsiders and themselves when asked how they slept at night after defending some rapist or murderer. It was a good argument, I thought. One that rested on playing one’s role within a system that was basically fair and just. I wasn’t entirely sure I believed it, but it seemed like the right thing to say to a defense attorney.

      It, apparently, was not.

      Asher’s face twisted and he let out a derisive snort.

      “Do they have you practice that line in law school now? Faith in the system, check on the power of the state, equal justice under the law, and all that? Let me tell you. If you based your decision to go into the law on a belief in a system of justice, you are going to last about a month before you break down in tears and quit.”

      I sat there, stunned. This guy was who my uncle picked to be my mentor? He was a complete ass.

      I stayed silent for a few moments. It took me a bit to collect myself. I was entirely unprepared for this guy’s tone, but then again, it wasn’t something I hadn’t encountered before. That sense of superiority, of arrogance, it was common among attorneys. I decided that I wasn’t going to be intimidated.

      While I was composing myself, Asher continued lecturing.

      “Look, criminal law is not about principle, it’s not about justice, it’s about winning. It’s about making sure that your client doesn’t have to pay for his actions. No matter what.”

      I was shocked by how open he was about his cynicism. Most lawyers were able to convince themselves they were doing the right thing, whatever that happened to be at the time. It was a function of the education. When you are taught to argue a position, regardless of your own personal convictions or beliefs, it became a lot easier to argue yourself into changing those convictions, or convincing yourself they didn’t matter. Most attorneys could wrap themselves up in knots in order to prove the case, to themselves as much as anyone else, that they were doing the right thing.

      But Asher didn’t seem to be concerned about that. He didn’t act like he was interested in playing the part of the righteous seeker of justice. It was incongruous in someone who looked like he was barely thirty. It intrigued me as much as it put me off.

      “So, you don’t care if your clients are guilty?”

      He gave a short, sarcastic laugh.

      “Cora, right?”

      I nodded, annoyed at his pedantic tone and the fact that he either had forgotten my name or was trying to make me feel insecure by pretending that he forgot it, a subtle indication that I was of minimal interest or importance to him.

      “Look around you. Do you have any idea what the rent on this office is?”

      I shook my head. I resolved to provide only the bare minimum of responses. I didn’t want to be drawn out into something that would end up making me look a fool.

      “Go down to the garage and look at the cars everyone in this office drives. Look at their clothes, go to their houses. Do you think that any of that gets paid for by defending innocent people?”

      I gave no response. He didn’t seem to need one. He sighed.

      “When do you finish your exams?”

      “May twentieth.”

      He pulled out his phone.

      “Ok. You will be here the next Monday, the twenty-third. Nine a.m. I will have a case file and instructions ready for you. In the meantime, you need to forget everything you think you know about criminal law and about being a lawyer. Because the truth is, you don’t know anything.”
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      The last few weeks before exams were a blur. Tasha and I stayed up late, studying, reviewing our outlines, and re-reading the Nutshell series for our subjects. Outlines were the key to law school success. In an exam, the professor would set out a fact pattern, just a narrative describing a series of events, and then you had to analyze the legal implications. The best responses, or at least the ones that scored the highest, were the ones that spotted the most potential issues. Once you had the issue spotted, you had to I.R.A.C. It stood for Issue, Rule, Analysis, Conclusion. The ‘I’ was the most important part, because it allowed you to get to the rest of the process. You couldn’t analyze an issue you didn’t see. What the outline did was to get all of the various rules you learned during the semester into a couple of pages. Organized into broad categories and then sub-categories and sub-sub-categories. That way, when you were looking at a fact pattern, you could go through the outline in your head and look for facts that might fit a rule.

      It was a strange experience and one that took me a while to get used to. Thankfully, the classes were graded on a curve and everyone else had the same adjustment issues. These days, I could knock out a two-thousand-word answer with full analysis in under an hour. I even cited the major cases we had read in class.

      But this Evidence exam had me shook. For some reason, I kept forgetting one of the four Daubert factors for the reliability of expert witnesses. I looked over at Tasha, who was sitting so still she may have been asleep, her hand propping up her forehead. I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes. They were dry from the air conditioning in the library.

      “I’m going to go get some coffee, you want some?”

      Tasha’s head dropped down out of her hand. She caught herself just before it banged against the desk. She had been asleep.

      “Um, yeah, I guess. A double non-fat latte. Thanks.”

      I hopped down the stairs toward the café on the main floor of the law school building. It felt good to get blood flowing in my limbs again after hours of sitting bent over my books. I had been more focused during this exam period than I could remember. The reason was simple. I wanted to focus entirely on the present and not think about what I was going to do after exams were over.

      When I had come home from my introduction to Asher, I was sure that I would tell my uncle ‘thank you for the offer, but I will find another internship.’ The idea of working with that guy for a whole summer was deeply unsettling. I could handle arrogance. I could handle his superior attitude. But I was unsure I wanted to be around someone with such contempt for their own profession. How could you be motivated to work hard if you were so cynical?

      When I talked to Tasha about it, she was singularly unhelpful.

      “So, what did he look like?” was her first and most persistent line of questioning. I didn’t understand her. Who cared if he was good looking if he was such a jerk? I had no desire to subject myself to being around him for a whole summer. Even if he was an effective attorney and even if there were a lot I could learn from him, I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I didn’t think I wanted to learn anything he had to teach me, because if what he knew made him into such a sour and cynical person at such a young age, those were lessons I could go without.

      But, like any good law student, I forced myself to argue the other side. It was already late in the year to look for another internship. I had relied upon working at my uncle’s firm and hadn’t attended any of the internship fairs that came to campus periodically. I hadn’t done the networking and relationship building that would have been necessary to get a position at a good firm. And say what you will about Cramer, Williams, and Bryant, but it was a firm with a stellar reputation for what they did. It was hard to pass up having that as a line on my resume, especially when the other choices that were left to me were significantly less impressive.

      Besides, if I was going to work as an attorney, especially if I wanted to work to protect people who have been oppressed, victimized, and exploited, I was going to have to come up against unpleasant people. As a lawyer, I couldn’t just avoid assholes, and I couldn’t just scream and yell at them. I had to find a way to work with them. I had to be professional, distant, and composed. Working with Asher would be good practice.

      I had thoroughly convinced myself that working as an intern with Asher was going to be a great experience. That all of the negative elements, the annoyances, the hostility, the aggravation, were actually positive. They were a part of the learning process. And if I learned some tricks about criminal law in the meantime, that was a bonus. In my rational mind, I had won the argument and decided to follow through with the internship.

      But in my gut, I still felt uneasy.

      [image: ]

      The Evidence exam came and went. After I finished, I went straight to my outline and found that I had completely forgotten to discuss a major issue. I hoped that I had done enough to at least get a decent grade, but I was disappointed. Luckily, Evidence was my last exam, so I could go out and forget about it.

      “Hey, you ready to drink your problems away?”

      Tasha approached alongside Emma and Kyle. Kyle looked like he had started his end of semester celebration already.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “I was thinking rooftop at The Standard?”

      I nodded my assent and we headed toward Figueroa to grab an Uber. It was a lot cheaper to take a ride the few minutes up to downtown than it was to pay for parking. It was safer, too, since I think everyone planned on getting pretty heavily intoxicated.

      The Standard was a hotel in downtown LA with a retro vibe and a great rooftop bar serving fourteen-dollar cocktails next to a heated pool. The view from the rooftop was amazing, a panorama of the skyline and the mountains to the north. I hadn’t been there since my first year. There were so many different bars and clubs in LA that you could go to a new place every week. But I was glad we chose this spot. The open air, the view, the intimate setting, it was a relaxing atmosphere. The perfect antidote to weeks of studying and exams.

      I ordered a drink with vodka and elderflower liqueur and grabbed a spot at a table near the edge. The railings were glass, giving a great view down to the street below. Being Southern California, there were heat lamps at every table to ensure that nobody had to sacrifice comfort or fashion to have a drink outside. Not that I was dressed very fashionably. I had stopped by my apartment to get a quick change of clothes, a comfortable but trendy jacket I’d gotten at H&M over a t-shirt and a skirt. Nothing fancy, but put together enough to avoid looking as disheveled as I felt. I didn’t even bother to do anything to my hair, keeping it in the same ponytail that I’d worn to take my exam. I had done barely anything with my makeup.

      None of that mattered, though. I wasn’t at the bar to pick up a guy or to feel good because some guy hit on me. I wanted to relax with my friends and decompress for a night before the reality of my upcoming internship landed. I needed a night to forget everything, all the stress, all the effort, the constant feeling of not knowing enough. As I sat with my back against the glass railing, resting my elbow on the table, and feeling the warmth of the heat lamp radiate into my skin, I felt truly at ease for the first time in months.

      And then I saw him.
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      I felt my muscles tighten and a flock of butterflies took up residence in my stomach. What was he doing here? He was supposed to stay locked away, relegated to the internship part of my life that didn’t begin until Monday. I was supposed to have a respite. But there he was.

      He was on the other side of the rooftop, leaning casually over the railing with a glass of some amber colored liquid in his hand. Probably scotch. What a cliché. He stood there, motionless, gazing out into the city lights. His only movement was to raise the glass to his lips and down again. He appeared to be alone. Not a surprise, given his personality. He just kept looking out into the distance, apparently, in deep contemplation, not paying any attention to the merry-making going on behind him. He seemed incongruous; he would have fit better in some wood-paneled basement bar. The kind with alcoves and quiet corners where you could drink alone in peace. I wondered why he had chosen to come to this place.

      He hadn’t noticed me, thank goodness. I stayed where I was, against the railing with Tasha between him and me. But even if he didn’t notice me, my friends saw me looking at him.

      “Do you know that guy?” Emma asked.

      “No, I mean, sort of. He works with my uncle. I’m doing my internship with him.”

      “Oh my god. That’s Asher?” Tasha said far too loudly. Alcohol had a way of making it impossible to modulate your volume. “He is cute.”

      “Asher? Asher Dean?” Kyle asked.

      “Yeah. Why? Do you know him?” said Emma.

      “Do you not? There was an article about him…where did I see it? Whatever. I read this article about him. He is rich, like super rich, I mean, his family is, anyway. But he became a lawyer anyway. He apparently is a really good defense attorney. The article said he had come in as assistant counsel on that Lamar Broderick case and totally saved it. He is an absolute badass.”

      “Sounds like you have a crush on him. Why don’t you go over there and buy him a drink?” I asked sarcastically. Unfortunately, Kyle didn’t pick up on my tone. He hopped off his chair and crossed the rooftop toward Asher. “No, Kyle, stop!” I said in as loud a hushed voice as I could, but he didn’t hear me.

      I watched in horror as Kyle approached Asher. I could just imagine him awkwardly chatting Asher up, pointing over to our table. Asher would see me there and then be overcome with smugness. He would saunter over and join us for a drink, basking in Kyle’s admiration, filled with the noblesse oblige of successful lawyer deigning to speak with mere law students. I couldn’t handle it. I watched Kyle getting ever closer with growing dread.

      But just before Kyle had gotten his attention, another figure reached Asher.

      Kyle stopped in his tracks as Asher turned away from him to greet a gorgeous, tall, long-legged woman in a tight-fitting cocktail dress. The black and gold dress clung to her statuesque form, shining against her light-mocha skin. She was elegant, stunning. Asher greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and slipped his arm around her waist, ushering her toward the bar. Kyle hesitated for a moment and then turned on his heel, walking back toward us with a chagrined expression. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Asher had disappeared. Probably off to some other trendy spot or elegant restaurant. I relaxed and settled back into my night out with my friends.

      I had downed at least one too many cocktails. Not that I was overly intoxicated, they were just really expensive. I was feeling a bit relaxed and expansive. Our table had grown loud. Everyone was increasing their volume in order to drown out the others to whom they were paying no attention. If, as the saying went, alcohol revealed one’s true self, this table of budding lawyers’ true selves were loud, obnoxious, and loved to hear the sound of their own voices. If I had been sober enough for self-reflection, I would have found it either amusing or disheartening.

      I got up to go to the bathroom for the fifth time. Something about drinking made me have to pee constantly. The ladies’ room was down a narrow corridor. I ran my hand along the wall as I walked, feeling the imperfect texture. The sounds of merry-making outside were still audible, but muffled. It was probably time to start heading home. I knew, in the back of my head, that I was going to have a nasty hangover when I woke up in the morning.

      I stepped out of the bathroom and straight into someone. I mumbled an apology as I backed away and looked up.

      It was Asher.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. As the words left my mouth, I knew that my tone was far too accusatory than the situation required. He arched an eyebrow in response, indicating that he felt the same way.

      “I was having a drink. Are you going to apologize for walking into me?”

      I couldn’t tell if he was messing with me or if he was asking for a real apology. Buoyed by the drinks under my belt, I spread my arms wide and gave him a little bow.

      “I humbly beg your forgiveness, sir,” I said in an exaggerated, over-pronounced, and mocking tone. “You were standing right in front of the bathroom door, you know. Blocking the entrance. I have an easement for access, you know. So, you were infringing upon my rights first.”

      It was like I was watching myself from above. All of the awkwardness I had expected to feel was absent. I had been so worried about him seeing me earlier; now that I had just run into him outside the ladies’ room, there was no time to overthink anything. I just reacted in the moment.

      He laughed lightly. Not a sarcastic, caustic laugh, but one of genuine amusement. I smiled back at him. When we were in his office, he had been so abrasive I hadn’t really thought about anything else. But there in the hallway, in the low light of the rooftop bar, he looked so hot that I forgot how upset he had made me before. I felt a tingle of excitement spread all over my skin, like I was anticipating being touched. Not that there was any indication that was going to happen. He hadn’t moved an inch since I had run into him. The air grew thick, heavy with anticipation. I was sure he could feel the energy between us. But he didn’t do anything.

      Unable to control myself, I blurted out a question that seemed specifically designed to let the air out of the moment.

      “What happened to that woman you were with before?”

      Why had I asked that? Was I trying to reestablish boundaries, to create distance?

      “I’m not sure. She left a little while ago.”

      “Oh, ok.” I wasn’t sure where I wanted this to go. He wasn’t offering anything. He was just letting me bathe in the awkward silence, drawing me out. I could see what he was doing. The frustrating part was that it was working. I felt compelled to speak, but I didn’t have anything good to say. I just needed to fill up the void that had opened up between us. A void that threatened to suck me in against my better judgement.

      “Date didn’t go so well, huh?”

      Oh, god. Why was I trying to be so casual and playful? That wasn’t me. I didn’t know where this sarcastic, joking person had come from. He wasn’t even doing anything, saying anything. Just something about his presence made me uncomfortable. He made me feel like I had to perform, to impress him.

      “It wasn’t a date. She’s just a friend.”

      What was he trying to say? I couldn’t read him, he was too buttoned up. Was he trying to give me an opening to make a move? I never made the first move and I wasn’t about to start with the guy who was going to be my boss for the summer. What if I was totally misreading things? What if the intense energy that I felt was entirely one-sided? Then I would just make things weird for no reason. Besides, even if there was some kind of connection there in the hallway outside the ladies’ room, that didn’t mean anything. I was buzzed and he probably was, too. I was sober enough to realize that doing anything other than going back to my table was a bad idea.

      “Ok, well, I guess I will see you on Monday then.” I tried to sound more casual than I felt.

      I turned to walk away and go rejoin my friends when I felt his hand grip my arm. He held it firmly without squeezing hard. I could feel how strong he was, stronger than he looked. I mean, he definitely looked like he worked out, but he wasn’t huge. And even in his tailored suit, you couldn’t tell what was going on underneath. I had always hated how men’s clothes hid all of their flaws while women’s clothes exposed them. A guy could be packing a beer belly or a six-pack and, if they were wearing a suit, it was hard to tell the difference. But when I felt his hand clasp my arm just above the elbow, it was clear he was at least accustomed to the gym. I tried to pull my arm forward, but it didn’t move.

      I turned back to face him, ready to unleash a verbal tirade and let him know that he had no right to put his hand on me, but before I could get the words out, his face had closed the distance between us. I inhaled his aroma, a mix of sandalwood and mint, clean and rich. Time slowed down as I saw his lips approach in slow motion. I had no ability to react, I was so taken aback. I took in every aspect of his face. The bulge of muscle at his jaw that formed a ridge leading up to his high cheekbones. The valley of his cheeks, his skin tight and clean-shaven. His jawline was strong without being pronounced. Everything was in proportion. And his lips, the lone spot of softness on his face, his lips were slightly open, the lower one rounded and thick, the upper one thinner with a little dip in the middle.

      Even though it felt like long minutes passed as we stood in that moment, it was still a shock when his lips finally touched mine. I stood there, frozen, unable to move. His kiss was hard, at first, or maybe it was my own lips that were tensed. I didn’t have time to think about what was going on, to query whether this was a good idea. I was wrapped up entirely in that instant that seemed to stretch out in every direction to infinity. And in that moment, I wanted to kiss him back. I relaxed my body, melting into him, and softening my lips to receive his kiss.

      I let myself be pulled closer to him until my breasts were touching his chest. I could feel his rock-hard muscles under his shirt. His other hand reached around to the small of my back, pulling me even tighter. I had entirely forgotten about my own arms.

      After what felt like an eternity, he began to pull away. He kept my bottom lip between his lips with a bit of suction. I felt a surge of electricity as all of the sensation concentrated in that one small point on my lip. And then, with a pop, the seal broke and my lip snapped back into place. I stood there, stunned. The whole kiss probably only took a moment, but it felt like we had been there for hours. I was surprised that nobody else had come through.

      He had taken a step back, more than an arm’s length away. His face was unreadable, his expression flat.

      “See you Monday,” he said. Then he turned and walked off, taking a few steps down the hallway and then turning onto another corridor and disappearing. I was left alone outside the bathroom, unsure of what had just happened.

      Did my internship mentor really just kiss me? Did I want him to? I definitely wanted him to in the moment, but was that just a combination of post-exam euphoria and alcohol? Could I even walk into the office on Monday?

      I shook myself, clearing my head like an Etch-a-Sketch. What did I have to be worried about? He was the one who kissed me. He was clearly into me. All I had done was not push him away. He was the one who had exposed himself, put himself out there. He should be the one to feel awkward.

      I told myself these things while I continued standing in the hallway. I was doing a good job, I thought, of making a reasonable argument, based upon the available facts, that I had the upper hand.

      So why didn’t it feel that way?
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      I woke up Sunday morning with a hangover. I hadn’t told my friends about the kiss. I had been too unsure how I felt about it when I got back to the table, I didn’t want to talk about it. Instead, I just sat quietly, allowing them to go back and forth, replaying the greatest hits from the various fact patterns they had encountered in their exams. In some ways, the replays were worse than the exams themselves. It gave you the opportunity to figure out exactly how you screwed up. I preferred just letting it go and waiting until my grades came in. I wondered how it would feel when I was actually practicing, when my mistakes didn’t just affect my grade, they affected someone else’s life. Would I be able to just let it roll off my back? Or would it stay with me, haunting me for weeks and months? I wasn’t sure what I would prefer.

      I thought back to what Asher had said in his office. About how you didn’t get rich defending innocent people. He seemed not to care about how his clients’ lives were affected as long as he got paid. I didn’t want to be like that.

      In the bright light of morning, I was shocked that I had let him kiss me. I was shocked that I had enjoyed it. But maybe he was different than how he had appeared when we first met. Maybe I had seen a glimpse of the real Asher in that hallway. A lot of lawyers had a kind of bravura, a tough persona that helped them to keep themselves protected in the cut and thrust of practice. You couldn’t let the angry, sometimes vicious, arguments get to you personally. So, sometimes lawyers created a kind of hard shell to protect themselves. Maybe I saw Asher’s shell at the office. The real him was the one who kissed me.

      I guess I would be finding out on Monday.
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      Monday morning broke with a haze of low clouds. The technical term for it was the marine layer, a cover of clouds that came in from the cold Pacific Ocean most mornings in the early summer. Most people just referred to it as the June Gloom, even if it did start in May. It was kind of nice, it kept the days from getting too hot and it always burned off by noon.

      I woke up an hour before I needed to. I rolled about in bed for a few minutes until it became clear that I wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep. I pulled myself out of bed and stumbled into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. I was nervous for my first day, but that nervousness hadn’t translated to energy, so I was stuck in a combination of anxiety and sluggishness. It wasn’t a comfortable place to be. Coffee would help. While it was brewing, I grabbed a bagel, popped it in the toaster, and took some raspberries out of the fridge. Breakfast ready, I sat down at the table and read the news on my phone.

      Apparently, an arrest had been made in the murder of Art Crane, the director. The crime had been all over the news in recent weeks. Crane was big-time back in the early 2000s, but hadn’t done much in the past few years. He had been in the middle of production for a new project that was supposed to be his come-back when he was found dead in his office, shot twice in the chest. The person who had been charged with the murder was his assistant, Amber Warner, a young woman who had worked for him for two years. The rumor was that she had been his lover as well. But Crane was said to be reconciling with his wife and the police were saying that she had killed him out of jealousy. I had my doubts.

      I wasted time for a while, since I didn’t have to be at the office until nine. But as often happens, when you have too much time, you end up being late anyway. By the time I got into my car, I had just enough time to make it up Flower to the Citigroup Center. I gave my name to the security guard and got a security badge. It wasn’t a temporary badge, either; it had my picture on it and everything. I clipped it onto my jacket and walked to the bank of elevators.

      Stepping out of the elevator on the fortieth floor, I felt a confidence, a spring in my step that I hadn’t expected. Maybe it was having been to the office before, maybe it was the calmness that comes with the end of expectation and anticipation, maybe it was the fact that Asher had kissed me the other night. Even if he was going to be my boss for the summer, I wasn’t going to feel intimidated. He had exposed himself, put himself out there. I felt like I had the upper hand.

      I said good morning to the Cosmo cover behind the reception desk and walked through the glass doors and down the hallway to Asher’s office. The floor was already buzzing with activity. Rows of cubicles in the center housed paralegals and assistants while the associates had rooms ringing the building, the more senior the attorney, the more attractive the view.

      After a few moments, I realized that I had forgotten the way to Asher’s office. It didn’t help that everything looked the same, identical furniture, partitions, nothing to serve as a guide. I nearly completed a lap around the building when I remembered that the view from his office faced straight west. I looked out the nearest window and saw the Staples Center down the street. I turned right and kept walking until I reached the corner and walked up the west side of the building. I finally recognized where I was. But my little detour meant that I was a couple of minutes late.

      Asher was standing when I walked in, leaning over a pile of papers spread out over his desk. Another person was in the office as well, his paralegal, Rebecca. She was leaning over the table as well. Her blouse was unbuttoned, not so much as to be obviously inappropriate, but certainly enough to allow anyone who was interested a fine view of her large, rounded breasts. They didn’t look fake at first glance, but given her narrow waist and toned, muscular legs, I had to imagine that they were. I didn’t think anyone was lucky enough to gain weight in their breasts without putting it on elsewhere as well. Me, if I put on any extra pounds, they went first to my hips. Not to my butt, that wouldn’t be so bad, but right on the sides of my thighs. So, I tried to stay thin all over, which meant my own chest wouldn’t come close to spilling out the way Rebecca’s threatened to with every breath.

      They were speaking quietly, so I couldn’t make out any of the words. Not wanting to interrupt, I just stood by the door, waiting for them to finish.

      Without raising his head or looking in my direction, Asher raised his voice and spoke to me.

      “You are late. I said to be here at nine.”

      My presence having been acknowledged, I took a few steps forward. My feet were a little unsteady. His tone was cold, unexpectedly so.

      “I’m sorry, it took me a few minutes to find your office again.”

      He had turned back to Rebecca, speaking low enough that I couldn’t hear clearly. But, apparently, it was quite funny, because the paralegal laughed musically, then straightened up, the buttons on her blouse straining to contain her. She smiled at me as she left the room.
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      Asher sunk down into his high-backed chair and put his feet up on the desk. He rested his chin in one hand and with the other motioned to one of the chairs opposite.

      “Sit,” he commanded.

      I bristled at his tone. I wasn’t used to being ordered about. But, at the same time, it didn’t feel like this was the hill to make my stand on, so I pulled out the chair and sat. I locked eyes with him across the desk, trying to read him, to see what he was feeling or thinking behind his cold and stern demeanor. But there was nothing there. His face was a mask, giving away nothing.

      He sat, staring at me, for a long while. He must have been trying to rattle me, to make me feel uncomfortable enough to start talking. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. I didn’t know why he was playing at this, whether he was testing me or engaging in some kind of power play, but I had been top of my class in the negotiation seminar and I wasn’t going to be unsettled by a little silence. We sat quietly for what felt like an hour, but in reality, was just over a minute. Finally, Asher spoke.

      “Art Crane. You know him?”

      “The director? Sure.”

      “Are you familiar with his murder?”

      “Just what I read online. They just arrested his assistant, right?”

      “Amber Warner. We have just been retained as her defense counsel.”

      I felt a little thrill run up my spine. I had never wanted to be a defense attorney and I never wanted any of the limelight that seemed to draw many lawyers to that practice area, but the idea of working on a case that was going to be all over the news was exciting. And scary. I knew when I took this internship that there would be a chance that I would be working on a serious case, but I never expected that I would be thrown into a murder case on my first day.

      “Did she do it?” The question popped out of my mouth before I had time to think. I knew it shouldn’t have mattered to me, as a defense attorney you had to defend your client, regardless. But I wanted to know. Whether born of morbid curiosity or a desire to modulate my sense of moral obligation to this young woman, I wanted to know if I was going to help defend an innocent person or a guilty one.

      Asher looked at me quizzically.

      “She did.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She wouldn’t have hired me if she didn’t.”

      I didn’t understand what he meant and it must have showed on my face because he elaborated. But not before giving an exaggerated sigh, as if he was annoyed at having to explain something that should be obvious.

      “A young, attractive white woman is accused of murder. If she was innocent, there would be no need to hire the best defense attorney in the city. If you can’t get a not guilty verdict for a hot white woman who is actually innocent, then they should take your license. No, if she was innocent, she wouldn’t need me. The only reason to hire me is if she did it. Because I am the only one who could get her off.”

      If it hadn’t been for what Kyle had said the other night, I might have taken his statement for boastfulness. But I had done some research on Asher over the weekend and it appeared that he wasn’t exaggerating, or at least not by much. He had been very successful on a number of high profile cases in the past couple of years. I wasn’t so much perturbed by his ego, that came with the job for most lawyers. What bothered me was his utter assurance that his, our, client was guilty. I had gone to law school to help people, but helping a murderer go free wasn’t what I had in mind.

      I wanted to ask him more questions, to delve into how he justified defending the guilty to himself. Many defense attorneys ignored the question, focusing exclusively on the process and not worrying about the bigger picture. But Asher seemed quite clear on the client’s guilt and he didn’t seem to care. But I didn’t have time to say anything else. He reached under his desk and pressed a button, and in an instant, the door behind me opened and Rebecca sauntered in.

      Asher glanced at her briefly before returning his attention to me.

      “There are a number of things in our client’s past that I would prefer stay in the past. I’ll need you to prepare a motion in limine to exclude character evidence and prior bad acts. Rebecca?” He motioned to the buxom paralegal. She handed me a slim Surface tablet. “That is set up for you to access the necessary parts of our database. You will have a folder with some information about Ms. Warner as well as some sample motions. Now, I need you to write the motion and the points and authorities memorandum.”

      Great. My first assignment is an evidence issue. Just my luck.

      “Isn’t it premature to write the motion if they haven’t proffered any evidence?” I asked, trying to sound like I knew more than I did.

      “No. I know what they are going to want to bring in, so the sooner we get this done, the sooner we can move on to…other things. Have it done before you go home.”

      And with that, I disappeared. At least that is what it felt like. He had dismissed me completely and was now absorbed in his computer screen. I felt a tap on my shoulder. Rebecca. I followed her out of the room and into a small cubicle nearby.

      “Here is where you will be working,” she said in a musical, lilting voice. “Don’t worry, I put some good examples on there. Just read up on the cases cited in the examples and you’ll figure it out.” She gave me a warm smile and returned to her desk.
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      I opened the Surface and logged in with the password Rebecca gave me. The desktop was pretty bare bones, just a couple of folders and one of those pictures of Los Angeles on the one clear day with snow on the mountains as the background. I remember when I was looking at colleges, all of the LA schools seemed to have taken helicopter shots of their campuses on the same day because they all had that bright, sunny shot with the snowy mountains in the background. As long as I’d lived in Southern California, I couldn’t remember actually seeing a day like that.

      I started opening folders and files. The only things I had access to were directly relevant to the assignment. I opened one of the example filings and started reading, but I had trouble focusing. Something was stuck in my head. Before I’d left Asher’s office, when he talked about moving on to ‘other things’ I felt like he wasn’t talking about another assignment. There was a little change in his voice, like he was signaling. Maybe I was right. Maybe Office Asher was the cold professional, but he had another side to him.

      But then again, he told me to have it done before I went home, not indicating at all that he even wanted to see me again before the day was over. He had been dismissive, shuffling me off to go to work as if he hadn’t kissed me two nights ago. I mean, I believed in being professional, but come on. Maybe he just had to play it cool because Rebecca was there. I was his boss’s niece, after all. Maybe he was worried about getting in trouble.

      I brought the kiss up in my mind. I wasn’t exactly inexperienced, I had had a number of boyfriends in high school and college, but I hadn’t been kissed like that before. The intensity was off the charts. It was like kissing a live wire, but instead of getting shocked, it just sent waves of pleasure rolling throughout my body. As I sat there, outside Asher’s office, I thought to myself, ‘If just a kiss was that good, how would it feel to go further?’ Not that I was even sure I wanted it to go anywhere in real life. I mean, he may have just been drunk, regretted the kiss, and wanted to forget about it. Maybe there wasn’t anyone except Office Asher, other than what I created in my own head.

      But at the same time, he was ridiculously hot. His suit looked like it had been cut and sewn around him, revealing a lean but muscular, athletic body. I let my imagination fill in the rest. In my head, I peeled away every layer. By the time I got him down to his black boxer briefs, I had started to get excited. The sound of a rolling office chair snapped me out of it. Rebecca got up from her desk and walked off toward another part of the office.

      I realized that nearly half an hour had passed and I was still reading the first paragraph of the example motion. I berated myself silently and refocused on what I was supposed to be doing. There was no point fantasizing about Asher if I was going to look like a fool for not finishing my assignment.

      I opened a new Word file from the selection of templates and began piecing together the motion. Because there were no depositions, pieces of testimony, written sources, or other kinds of actual evidence yet, I had to be a bit vague. The computer contained a document with some information about Amber Warner’s past that Asher suspected the prosecution might want to bring up, so that is what I used as the basis for the motion.

      According to the documents I read, Amber became Mr. Croft’s assistant after he had met her when she was working as a stripper at a club in Las Vegas. Amber also had an arrest for solicitation, though she was never formally charged. The prosecution would probably want to talk about how the defendant met the victim, but given the probability that at least some members of the jury might be skeptical of a woman who had worked in the sex industry, it would be best to prevent that whole part of her life from coming in.

      I was so busy flipping between five open documents, copying and pasting citations to cases or code sections from several different example motions while I referenced Amber’s background document, that I didn’t notice someone standing right next to my desk. A heavy paper bag landed with a thud and I nearly jumped out of my chair.

      “Oh my god, are you ok? I didn’t mean to scare you,” Rebecca said, nearly as surprised as I was.

      “I’m fine. Sorry.”

      “No problem, good to see you are working hard. I brought you lunch, by the way. Avocado, quinoa, and wheat berry salad.”

      I ate lunch with one hand and continued scrolling through documents with the other until my eyes started to glaze over. I checked down at the bottom right of the screen and saw it was already almost two o’clock. The motion itself was done and I was about halfway finished with the points and authorities memo. I decided to take a break. My legs were getting sore from sitting so long without moving.

      “Rebecca, do you want anything from downstairs? I’m going to get a coffee.”

      “Thanks, I’m good. How are you coming along? Need any help?”

      “Umm, I think I am ok. I was a little bit confused by People v Hill and the issue of materiality. If we don’t know how the prosecution is going to argue the case, how can I show that the way she met the victim isn’t of consequence?”

      Before she could answer, another voice came in from behind me. Asher.

      “Don’t worry too much about Hill,” he said. I turned around to face him. I hadn’t heard him approach. The carpet in the office was thick, muffling the sound of footsteps. “That case is mainly useful for the definition. Focus on People v Ewoldt and the prior act angle as well as undue influence. We have to keep out anything about her past that doesn’t specifically indicate a propensity for similar, violent acts.”

      “Thank you for the clarification.”

      “Were you going somewhere?”

      “Yes, I was just going to take a break and get some coffee.”

      “You aren’t finished with the motion yet?”

      “No, like I said, I am just taking a break.”

      “Rebecca, go get Cora here a cup of coffee.”

      The buxom paralegal got up silently and left for the elevator. I looked a question at Asher. Who the hell did he think he was?

      “I told you that I needed this done before you left for the day. The less time you waste, the earlier you will be done. You don’t want to spend all evening working, do you?”

      He said that last bit with a straight face, no expression. Yet, I thought that I saw something there. Was I just imagining things?
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      I returned to my work and kept my head buried in the memorandum the rest of the afternoon. By the time I finally finished, most of the office was empty. The large windows let in the sunlight as it passed from golden yellow to reddish-orange as it rushed down toward the Pacific. My body was tight from sitting all day, so I stood up and took a couple of paces up and down the hallway. A few paralegals were still working at their desks, but most of the associates had left for the day.

      Stretching my legs, I could feel the blood rushing back into my muscles, easing the tension from my shoulders and my back. When I returned to my area, I felt considerably better and more relaxed. Then all of that disappeared when I saw Asher leaning against my desk.

      “Are you done? Or were you just taking another break?”

      I wanted to snap back at him, ‘Another? You didn’t even let me get coffee.” But I held my tongue.

      “I’m done. Should I upload the file to the case folder?”

      “Oh, there’s no need. It will be weeks or more before we have to file a motion, if we ever do. And we will rewrite it then, anyway. You can just delete it.”

      It took all of my self-discipline to stop myself from screaming.

      “You mean, I worked my ass off all day for nothing?”

      He cocked his head to the side and his eyes dropped down.

      “You haven’t worked it all the way off.”

      I felt a surge go through me. On the one hand, I was angry. Not only had I worked hard all day for nothing, apparently, but then he just casually checks me out using a cheesy line? At the same time, though, it was exciting to see how his eyes ran over my body. There was a hunger in his gaze that was just barely hidden.

      “Fine,” he said, quickly returning to a professional demeanor. “Let me take a look at what you’ve done. Follow me.” He turned on his heel and walked into his office. I was pulled along behind him, like a yacht’s wake.

      The spare décor of his office was tinged pink by the setting sun that shone in as it dropped to the horizon. He said nothing as he crossed over to his desk and sat down. I took my own seat across from him and waited. He had apparently dismissed me entirely as he clicked around on his computer. He was completely focused, which gave me the opportunity to look him over without reservation.

      He was impeccably put together. Even at the end of a long day, nothing was out of place. His hair, cut close on the sides and longer on top, looked like he had just come back from the salon. A slight five o’clock shadow had appeared on his face, giving a tinge of darkness along his cheeks and jawline. I saw his jaw muscles flex and relax as his eyes scanned from side to side.

      It felt strange, sitting there while he read my work. I felt more confident with him looking over my body than my writing. After college and law school, I was used to my work being judged, but never by anyone who I was attracted to. It made me feel vulnerable in a way I hadn’t expected. I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. He was completely silent, pouring his eyes over my day’s efforts.

      After what felt like an hour, but was in truth only a few minutes, he looked up. He held me in his gaze for a few moments. His face was unreadable. Finally, he spoke.

      “Not bad. It should be shorter, though. You only need to say things once.”

      “Ok, thank you,” I started, but he cut me off by raising his hand. I settled into silence again.

      “You won’t be coming in to the office tomorrow morning,” he said.

      What? I thought he had just said my work was ok. Was I being fired from an unpaid internship for no reason? My mind raced around trying to find an explanation and a response. But it was unnecessary because he continued.

      “The arraignment is at nine a.m. at the criminal courthouse. Do you know where that is?”

      “Umm, yes. Of course.”

      “Good. Park at this lot and save the receipt.” He scribbled a note on a Post-it and tossed it across the table.

      “Should I prepare anything?”

      “No, the arraignment is pretty simple. She just enters a plea and we request bail. But I want you there.”

      I nodded and got up to leave. The sun had sunk entirely below the horizon behind Asher. He was now even more in shadow and the light filling the office was slowly fading to a pale purple.

      “I didn’t say we were finished. Did I?”

      I froze in a half-standing position and then slowly sank back into the chair. He held me there with his eyes, though the rest of him was unmoving.

      He reached under his desk with his right hand. I heard a button click. I turned around to see that the glass walls of the office had darkened. I could no longer see out into the hallway, but the window looking out toward Santa Monica and the sunset was still clear. Asher sat there, framed against the sky, while the rest of the room grew dark.

      “Now that you have finished your work, we have some other business that was left unfinished.”
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      He rose up out of his chair, the casters making no noise on the soft carpet. He took a few steps around the side of his desk and stood right in front of me. Unsure of what to do, I kept sitting. I quickly realized that my face was level with his waist. I let my eyes focus on the growing bulge barely restrained by his tailored pants.

      I looked up, bringing my eyes up slowly along his torso, imagining what it will look like once his shirt is removed, and meet his eyes. They were blazing with desire. They took on a light of their own in the darkening room.

      My heart started to beat faster and I could feel the blood pumping throughout my body. The desire that I had felt for him since I first followed him to his office built, redoubling on itself like I was being pumped full of air. I could feel the deepest parts of me swelling with energy, growing more sensitive and alive. He was so hot! He hadn’t even touched me yet and I was ready to explode.

      “Cora, do you have any idea how sexy you are?”

      I wanted to respond, but my tongue felt so heavy I would probably have just mumbled nonsense. It didn’t seem to matter. He ran his hand along the side of my face, tracing his fingers along my cheek and then down my neck. I felt a tingle spreading out from wherever my skin was touched. His fingers were soft and gentle, but his touch was like an electric wire. He brought his whole hand up through my hair, activating all the little nerve endings in my scalp, sending shivers down my back that resonated in between my thighs, making the little muscles jump and tense.

      “I have wanted you since the first moment I saw you. I never wanted to have an intern, but you…”

      He didn’t finish his thought. He didn’t need to. Even for lawyers, actions can sometimes speak louder than words.

      His eyes were hypnotizing pools of light in the darkening room. His hand tightened around my hair, pulling at the roots with a sweet, sharp pain. He held my head in place as he leaned down to kiss me. I parted my lips slightly, waiting to receive him. But the kiss did not land on my lips. Gently, but firmly, he pulled my head to the side and began kissing the side of my face. His lips landed eagerly, firmly on my cheek, then worked their way along my jaw and onto my neck. If I thought my body was tingling before, I began to literally quiver.

      He buried his face in my hair and I heard him breathing in deeply through his nose. He let out a little moan and then gave my earlobe a playful nip. I could feel myself clench and relax deliciously. He pulled back, softening his grip on my hair. I leaned forward, not wanting to break contact, but he was back up, leaning against the desk.

      Frustrated at the interruption, I found my voice.

      “Did you plan this whole thing? Did you make me write that memo just so you could get me alone here tonight?”

      He looked at me as if I had just said the funniest thing in the world.

      “Of course not. I had to see what kind of person you are. Now I know.”

      Before I could ponder what he meant by that, he took both of my hands in his and pulled me up and then stepped toward me so that we were just barely touching. I could feel his stiffness against my hip. I wanted to grind into him, but first I wanted to see where he took things. He draped my hands on his shoulders, guiding me like I was a doll, and placed his own hands on my hips, turning us around like we were in a dance with no music. When we had spun in a half-circle, he gripped my hips hard and hoisted me up onto his desk. I was surprised at how strong he was. He wasn’t that big, but he tossed me up onto the desk like it was nothing. He didn’t utter a sound.

      The sun was all the way down now and the office was filled with the deep purple half-light of dusk. The deep shadows accentuated the perfect lines of his face. I shifted on the desk, rubbing my thighs together in a way I hoped he recognized was intentional. He took my hands from around his neck and laid them back at my sides. He grasped my jacket by the lapels and pushed it backward. I wriggled to get my shoulders free and let him slide the jacket over my arms. The movement brought his face to my neck again and he nuzzled it once more, breathing in the aroma from my hair.

      By the time he had straightened back up, I was already fumbling at the buttons on his shirt. He allowed me to fumble, seemingly enjoying my awkwardness. I hadn’t spent much time unbuttoning buttons on someone else’s shirt. Finally, I finished with the buttons and pushed his shirt back over his shoulders. It was tight, fitted, so it didn’t move easily. But once the shirt fell to the floor, I was confronted with a marble statue come to life. What was it about a suit that made it impossible to see what a man looked like? I sucked in a short, surprised breath.

      He smiled knowingly. He must have been accustomed to this kind of reaction from dozens of other girls. At that moment, I didn’t care. He was mine right then.

      I only had a moment to appreciate what I’d just unwrapped because he was up against me again. His own fingers were decidedly more dexterous in unbuttoning my blouse. It was off before I could even move to help. A worried thought flashed through my head as he started to pull my shirt open, but then I remembered I had worn a new powder blue bra and panty set today. I hadn’t expected anyone to see them, but I always felt more confident when I wore nice underwear. I was glad that I had.

      My blouse off completely, Asher wove his fingers into my hair again, pulling my head back to receive a firm, demanding kiss. I could feel his need, his hunger in that kiss. I moaned into his mouth, the sound muffled and weak. I tried to respond, but he held me firm.

      His other hand, meanwhile, snaked around my back and snapped open my bra clasp. He stopped kissing me and pulled away. He pulled the shoulder straps off so they drooped against my arms. Slowly, he traced a finger along my rib cage, just under my breasts. I sat up, arching my back. He hooked one finger in between the cups of my bra and pulled it away. I let my arms angle forward so it slid off more easily. My nipples, exposed to the cool office air, began to harden.

      “You have beautiful breasts, Cora. I’ve been waiting all day and, suffice to say, I am not disappointed.”

      He noticed my hardening nipples and leaned down until his mouth was level with my chest. I tensed, waiting for him to touch me with his hands or his mouth. But he didn’t. He blew softly across my left breast. I could feel it swell as blood rushed in, my body eager for more.

      He leaned in to kiss me again. Instead of grabbing my hair, he placed one hand in the middle of my back, supporting me as he leaned me slightly backward. His other hand gently cupped my breast. His thumb rubbed slowly around my areola and rolled my rock-hard nipple. I could barely focus enough to kiss him back as he parted my lips with his, sucking at my bottom lip. The dual sensations sent a pulsing, throbbing sweetness all the way to my groin.

      

      He lowered his hand on my back until it rested just above my backside. I put my arms back to support myself and he pulled my hips toward the edge of the desk, spreading my legs apart as he thrust his own body between. My skirt bunched up, exposing my legs up to the bottom of my ass. Not that there was anything to see, Asher’s own groin was pressed right up against me. I could feel the stiffness of his cock against my own sex. Instinctively, I rolled my hips up and down, rubbing up against the hardness. I felt so wet, I couldn’t believe it.

      Asher must have felt it, too, because he broke off his kiss and leaned back. He put one hand under my head and pushed me back onto the desk. My breath came in ragged gasps in anticipation of what I imagined was coming.

      “Now lay still, Cora. Just be still and accept it.”

      I held my bottom lip between my teeth. Asher’s hands slid down, undoing the zipper on the side of my skirt. He hooked his fingers around the waistband and pulled it toward him. I lifted up my hips to help him and then I was laying there on the cold wooden desk in my panties.

      Suddenly, he wasn’t there. I couldn’t feel anything. Absurdly, I imagined he had disappeared. I looked up to make sure that he was still there. Of course, he was. He was standing over me, staring. I felt so exposed, so naked, wearing only the barest triangle of sheer fabric. Apprehension fought with excitement. I felt vulnerable and secure at the same time.

      “I just wanted to look at you,” he said, his voice low and husky, thick with desire. In one motion, he ran both of his hands up my legs, thumbs trailing along my inner thighs. It felt like there should be a glow between my legs for all of the heat. When his fingers came together in their path along my legs, he let his thumbs brush lightly across the front of my panties. The pleasure was so intense it felt almost painful. My back arched and my pelvis tilted forward, searching for more contact. But he had taken his hands further north, gently taking hold of my panties and pulling them down. Following the lead of his hands, I lifted my legs up straight, letting him lift my last scrap of clothing over my feet. In some corner of my mind, I thanked myself for going to regular Pilates classes.

      Asher had both of my ankles in one hand, keeping my legs in the air. My feet were level with his face. A slight bit of pressure and he folded my knees, pushing my legs down, backward, and apart. I felt the cool air between my legs and felt how wet I had become. He stepped under my bent legs, resting them on his broad, muscular shoulders.

      “You smell incredible,” he breathed.

      His hands gripped my hips, holding me firmly in place as he pushed himself forward, my legs going straight up into the air. He planted kisses around my navel, working his way slowly down to my hip bones and then onto the upper part of my thighs. He moved like that, in ever tightening concentric circles. His mouth passed just over my sex and I could feel his hot breath like a gentle touch. I could feel the muscles inside me tighten in a spasm of anticipation. But his mouth moved on and continued its slow, inexorable path around my body.

      My hips rocked back and forth on their own, trying to get closer, to make contact with his lips, his tongue. But he would not go where I wanted. He made me wait, made me want it. I reached behind me and gripped the edge of the desk. I was so full of pent up energy and desire that I thought I was going to explode. How was he so controlled? Every other guy I had ever been with would have been inside me already, pumping away, racing toward their orgasm. I had learned to accept that that was how guys were and to take care of myself. But this was different. It felt like the only thing that existed in that moment was my pleasure. And Asher was controlling that with a dexterity that I hadn’t imagined possible.

      He sucked little kisses on the inside of my thighs. I could feel his hair lightly brushing me – there. I twitched involuntarily. His hands left my hips and travelled by fingertip up to my breasts. He alternated between lightly tracing his fingers around my nipples and powerfully gripping my breasts at the base. The effect was intense. I could feel my whole body vibrating. But the one place where I wanted sensation, where the impact would be the greatest, he was studiously avoiding.

      When he finally landed there, it was almost painful. My nerve endings had been primed for action for so long they were hyperactive. A low groan escaped me. Was that even my voice? I had always made noises during sex, mimicking the expressions of passion I heard in porn, the exaggeratedly feminine ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’. This was different. This was a sound being pulled out of the depths of me, unbidden.

      His tongue was rough, textured, as it danced around my most intimate spaces. I struggled to remain still so as not to interrupt his movements. His hands left my breasts and returned to my hips, holding me firmly in place. I opened my legs further, as wide as they could go. He got the message immediately and took one of his hands away. He moved his tongue up, circling around my clitoris. Then I felt one of his long, elegant fingers slide smoothly inside me.

      He kept a steady rhythm with his tongue as he moved his finger in and out. I could feel the pressure building deep inside of me. My hips tried to buck, to move against him, but he had wrapped his remaining arm across me, pinning me to the table.

      Suddenly, his finger crooked slightly and I felt a new sensation. A wave of pleasure built, dull but intense, powerful. It continued to climb, like a wave that kept rising. My breathing stopped. The wave had to break soon, but it just kept building. Then he accelerated, his tongue and his finger moving blindingly fast, and the wave broke. I convulsed. I could feel myself gripping him inside me, tightening around his finger. The orgasm came from deep, unlike any I had experienced before.

      I had no idea how long it lasted, but when it was finally over I was fully out of breath and I couldn’t feel my legs.
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      I slept so soundly that night that I almost didn’t wake up with my alarm. I pulled on my court outfit, a conservative cut gray pantsuit, and raced downtown. I parked my car and walked the half-block to the criminal courthouse. A twelve-story structure, half of the floors were filled with holding cells. The building had an entirely separate set of staircases and hallways to transport defendants to the courtrooms. I went through security and passed through the milling crowds awaiting early morning cases, the stressed and bedraggled attorneys, the concerned family members, the disinterested and annoyed jurors. I hustled past all of them toward a bank of elevators and joined the press of people going to the upper floors. Ms. Warner was going to be arraigned on the ninth floor, the high security floor reserved for high profile and capital cases.

      Another security station guarded the entrance to the hallway of courtrooms. The hall was filled with figures in suits sitting on benches, some leafing through case files. The tension in the air was palpable. Thankfully, I didn’t have any real responsibilities. I hadn’t passed the bar, so even if I wanted to, I couldn’t sit at the counsel table or speak for the client. I just got to watch. Still, though, my stomach fluttered with excitement. Not only was I going to be at my first criminal arraignment, but I was going to see Asher again. Even though it had only been a few hours since I left the office, I was eager to be in the same room with him.

      He hadn’t arrived by the time I got to the hallway, but it was still a few minutes before the courtrooms opened their doors. I had checked on the monitors downstairs, so I knew that Ms. Warner was going to be in Department 103. I found a spot and leaned against the wall, eager for the start of the action.

      The doors opened and the sheriff’s deputy who served as one of the court bailiffs, stepped out into the hallway and gave a few instructions to the assembled lawyers and others. Basically ‘be quiet and don’t annoy the judge.’ I filed in and took a seat in the gallery, behind the counsel tables. There was a screened off area with a separate entrance on the side of the courtroom where the defendants were brought in from their holding cells. Asher still hadn’t arrived.

      I sat in a chair that had not been updated since the nineties and listened to the whispered conversations around me. Most of the time, arraignments happened in a big cattle call in a special courtroom dedicated to the process, but for higher profile cases, they handled them here. But not everyone here was at the beginning of the trial process, some of the attorneys were preparing to argue pretrial motions. I tried to catch the specifics of what they were saying, but I couldn’t make anything out.

      After a few minutes wait, the bailiff called the courtroom to order and the judge swept in. An elegant woman in her fifties, she had black hair down to her shoulders and wore thin glasses perched low on her narrow nose. She had a severe look, but smiled as she settled herself at the bench.

      “Good morning, everyone. Let’s get started.”

      She nodded to her clerk, who called out the first case. Asher still wasn’t there.

      I started to get a bit worried. What was I supposed to do if he didn’t show up? Even if I wasn’t an attorney yet, could I just step in and say ‘not guilty’? This judge didn’t look like someone whose bad side I wanted to be on, and I didn’t want to do anything stupid that would hurt the client, or my future career. But Asher had been very insistent that I be there. Was he planning something like this all along, to throw me into the fire without warning? I couldn’t believe he would be so reckless. He was the kind of guy who seemed to have everything under control at all times. So why hadn’t he shown up?

      The first couple of cases were called without our client’s name coming up. The tension built in my shoulders. I hated feeling so impotent. I pulled out my phone to text Asher, but the bailiff caught my eye and gave me a sharp shake of his head and pointed to the door. Then I realized that I didn’t have Asher’s cell number anyway. I put my phone back in my jacket and shifted in my seat.

      I listened absentmindedly to the lawyers arguing a pretrial motion. I was so worried about whether Asher would show up on time that I didn’t even catch what it was about. The judge said she would consider their motions and send a ruling the next day. The lawyers gathered their files and left the counsel tables, speaking softly to one another.

      The door to the courtroom opened and I whipped my head around to see who it was. He strode in confidently, taking the distance between the entrance and the counsel tables in a few long steps. He walked by without giving me even a cursory glance, without even acknowledging that I was there. He had a case file held loosely at his side and was dressed impeccably again, in a light gray suit, tan shoes, and a pale pink tie and silver tie clip. He nodded to the defense attorney whose hearing had just finished and then walked through the low swinging doors to stand in front of the judge. How did he know Ms. Warner was the next case to be called?

      Sure enough, the bailiff’s voice rang out.

      “Next case – People of the State of California versus Amber Warner.”

      The judge pulled a file onto her desk and glanced over it for a few moments. In the meantime, a door opened at the back of the room and a woman entered the cordoned off space reserved for defendants. She was small, short, and petite. Her light brown hair fell in waves that looked better than I would have expected from someone who had slept that night in jail. My first impression was disbelief. I know you aren’t supposed to judge a book by its cover, but I couldn’t imagine this woman murdering anyone. More than anything else, she looked scared. Of course, fear could make people do violent things, but she didn’t look the violent type. Still, Asher said that he didn’t take on innocent clients; maybe she had done it.

      I didn’t have any more time to ponder as the judge got things started.

      “Ok, appearances?”

      “Reyna Martinez for the People, your honor.”

      “Asher Dean for Ms. Warner, your honor.”

      The prosecutor was young, probably not more than a couple of years out of law school. I was sure she wasn’t the one who would be trying the case when it really got going. For an arraignment, you could afford to send a less experienced attorney. I imagined that would be what my first few years would be like, doing all of the appearances and jobs that the more senior attorneys didn’t want to do. But then again, the Los Angeles DA’s office was really understaffed. Like most prosecutor’s offices, the attorneys were all overworked, carrying caseloads so burdensome that if they didn’t plea out ninety percent of them, they would never be able to manage. One of the ways that attorneys who defended clients with money could bully the DA was to threaten to take up their time, to force them to actually try the case. It was a shockingly effective tactic.

      The judge glanced down at the case file in front of her.

      “Mr. Dean, your client is charged with first degree murder, how does she plead?”

      “Not guilty, your honor.”

      “What are the People requesting for bail?”

      “One million dollars, your honor.”

      “Your honor, my client has a young child and limited financial means. She cannot afford to be away from home for so long. She is not a flight risk and does not have the means to flee the jurisdiction. She does not even have a passport, your honor.”

      “Limited financial means? How’d she afford you, then, Dean?”

      “Ms. Martinez, direct your arguments to me,” the judge admonished.

      “Apologies, your honor. Mr. Dean is one of the most expensive defense attorneys in the county. Are the People to believe that the defendant cannot afford bail?”

      “Mr. Dean?”

      “Ms. Martinez flatters me, your honor.” I could see his smile from the side. He was charming, even in the most unromantic of situations. “But my firm is providing our services to Ms. Warner at a substantially reduced rate. One million is excessive, your honor. The defense requests bail be set at one hundred thousand.”

      “Your honor, this is a serious crime and the People intend to seek a sentence of life in prison. I would say the defendant has the motivation and the means to flee. The People restate our request for bail to be set at one million.”

      The judge sat quietly for a few moments.

      “Bail will be set at one hundred thousand. But, Mr. Dean. If anything happens, I am holding you personally responsible.”

      “Of course, your honor.”

      The judge banged her gavel and announced a fifteen-minute recess. The lawyers whose cases had yet to be called let out a collective hushed groan as the judge disappeared into her chambers. I watched as Asher turned to the prosecutor and said something to her. He spoke quietly, so I couldn’t hear anything. But it must have been funny, because Reyna started laughing and touched Asher on the arm. I felt a twinge of jealous anger. He hadn’t even looked at me and there he was, joking and flirting with another woman?

      Reyna gathered her things off the desk and left the room. I followed her with my eyes until she was out the door. When I turned my head around again, Asher was standing in front of me.

      “So, you made it. What did you think?”

      “Um, you got what you wanted, that’s good.”

      He looked at me oddly, as if I had said something completely bizarre.

      “Sometimes, getting what you want isn’t good at all.” He broke into a smile. “Of course, in this case it is. See you back at the office.”

      And then he strode out of the courtroom. I picked up my bag and followed him out the door, but by the time I got into the hallway, he was gone.
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      I didn’t see Asher at the office for the next few days. Rebecca just said he was busy and left it at that. I tried my best to charm her and ferret out more information, but her loyalty to Asher was unbreakable. She had a set of assignments, ostensibly from Asher, for me to work on in his absence. I did my best, but found myself unable to concentrate. Was he avoiding me? Had I done something wrong? Had he?

      I knew he was probably uncomfortable with what happened, given that my uncle was his boss, but he didn’t seem like the kind of guy to worry much about that sort of thing. If anything, it likely would increase the fun and excitement for him. I know he didn’t actually need the job, the money from his family meant he didn’t need any job. But from everything he did and said, he enjoyed it and wouldn’t want to risk losing it. Maybe that was why he had disappeared, to give some space and make sure that things didn’t go any further than they already had.

      The rest of the week passed by in a haze of mindless research and writing. The assignments that Asher left were mainly memos on weird and unrelated topics, from deep dives into the elements of insurance contracts to challenging evidence of criminal conspiracy. Nothing to do with the case I was supposed to be working on. It felt like busy work. And if he wasn’t even going to show up to talk to me about it and probably had no intention of reading any of it, I didn’t see why I should waste my time working hard on it. So, I dragged it out, read the news, played games on my phone, and otherwise clock-watched as the days ticked by.

      On Friday afternoon, I was getting ready to pack up my things and head home for the weekend when Asher walked past my desk as if nothing was wrong. He waved to Rebecca and gave me a curt nod and then disappeared into his office. Part of me wanted to just ignore him, to accept that he was just another asshole who wasn’t worth my time and to go home and enjoy my weekend. But I couldn’t. There was something wrong. Whether it was instinct or insight or some kind of delusion, I was certain that something was going on. There was no way the guy that I had been with on Monday night was this cold, this unfeeling. I had to know why he was acting the way he was.

      Rebecca rose as if to stop me as I popped up behind my desk and took a few purposeful steps toward Asher’s office, but I paid no attention to her. I pushed the door open and crossed the room to stand right in front of his desk. He looked up at me, surprise written all over his chiseled features. I had been angry, annoyed, and irritated for the past few days. I had said all kinds of things to him in my head, told him off for being a jerk, for disappearing without a word, for ignoring me. But standing in front of him, looking at him, my tongue grew heavy and my lips seemed stuck together.

      I berated myself for my cowardice. Was it cowardice? I didn’t feel afraid, but at the same time I couldn’t bring myself to yell at him the way I had wanted to just a few minutes before. Looking across the desk at him, the only thing I wanted to do was kiss him.

      “Did you need something?” he asked, polite and reserved. His manner, so casual, drove me nuts.

      “Where have you been all week?” I didn’t want to launch into anything too personal too soon. If he wasn’t going to even acknowledge the night we spent together, if it meant that little to him, then I wasn’t going to open myself up either.

      “I’ve been working.”

      “Well, aren’t you supposed to be, like, mentoring me? I haven’t seen you since Tuesday morning and even then you only said five words to me. If you don’t want me interning with you, you just have to say something, but I need more from you if this is going to go forward.”

      He sat there and stared at me quietly for a few moments. It felt like minutes. His face gave away nothing about his thoughts or how he felt. I began to squirm inside. I knew I was in the right, but his calm quiet unnerved me. Finally, he broke the silence.

      “What are you doing for dinner tonight?”

      “Um…I…I don’t have any plans.” I was so taken aback by the question that I fumbled for an answer.

      “Good. Go home and get changed.”

      “Wait, hang on.” I was flustered by the sudden change. One second, I was laying into him for ignoring me and the next, he was taking me out to dinner as if I hadn’t said anything. Or did he ask me out because of what I’d said. Not that he even asked me out, he just assumed I would want to go out with him. I mean, I did, but that wasn’t the point. Indignation battled with desire. I wanted to go to dinner with him, but I was upset with myself that I wanted to.

      “Where are we going?” The desire won out.

      “Somewhere nice. So…a cocktail dress will do. Maybe wear your hair up. I will pick you up at your apartment at eight.”

      I left the office with a little ball of excitement tingling in my stomach. I wasn’t sure if it was my confrontation that led to him changing his behavior, but I took it as a sign that being direct and saying what I wanted was the right thing to do. Even if this guy made my brain turn to mush and my insides fill with swarming butterflies, I had to state my desires if I wanted them fulfilled. The other night, it seemed like he could read every subtle signal my body offered, but I couldn’t expect that to translate to every other aspect of life.

      

      Back at my apartment, I went through the handful of appropriate dresses that I owned and settled on a black lace over black sleeveless dress. The skirt flared out from the waist, which made my waist and legs look slimmer. It was a bit wrinkled, so I brought it into the bathroom with me while I stepped into a steaming hot shower. I had been carrying so much tension and emotion throughout the week. Asher’s distance at the courthouse, and then his absence for the rest of the week, had made me questioning everything about the night we’d spent together. I knew I shouldn’t build it up too much. I knew from the way Rebecca looked at him, from the way Reyna Martinez, the prosecutor, laughed at his jokes, that he had probably been with both of them before. Or if he hadn’t, that they were thinking about it and he knew it. That kind of guy, you couldn’t assume he was going to call you the next day.

      The hot water calmed me down, settled my nerves. I decided that I was going to make sure that I didn’t let myself get too far down the rabbit hole with Asher. He would be fun, nice to spend an evening with, but nothing more. He was certainly charming, but it was the easy kind of charm that he spent liberally on anything female. I had to remember that when he was talking to me, smiling at me, making me feel like I was the only woman in the world, that every woman he talked to felt the same way.

      He was downstairs at exactly eight o’clock, just as he’d said. He didn’t call, honk his horn, or ring the bell. He was just there. Expecting me to be on time as well. I looked out the window and saw him leaning against his car, a Jaguar, I thought, though I wasn’t great with cars. He wasn’t tapping his toe or checking his phone; he was just waiting patiently. That was one of the things I had noticed early on about him. His discipline. No matter the situation, he always appeared to be in control of himself. It was a manner of being that made you comfortable around him. You never had to worry that he would just fly off the handle or act out of anger. As I gathered up my purse and jacket, I felt a twinge. That was what made his lack of communication that week so galling. He was so deliberate, he must have been deliberately cutting me off.

      No matter. Like I told myself before, I wasn’t going to fall into the trap of expecting more of him than he was able to give. I would just take what good there was to offer and not worry about the rest. He opened the car door for me, like a gentleman, and we sped off downtown.

      Asher handed the keys to the young guy in the red jacket at the valet counter. He held my hand as I followed him through a maze of corridors. The building we had stopped in front of didn’t look like much, but then again, there were all kinds of new bars and restaurants popping up in downtown LA. As recently as fifteen years ago, the downtown area was completely dead after six when all the office workers went to their homes to the north and west. But billions of dollars in new development had led to as close to a real city feel in Los Angeles as anything it had ever had.

      We turned a corner and went down a wide staircase. It took a little while for my eyes to adjust to the low light, but the restaurant that emerged from the gloom was beautiful. A large open space in front of a U-shaped bar was filled with small tables at standing height. The walls were lined with tufted leather booths in curved alcoves.

      “Good evening, Mr. Dean,” the hostess greeted Asher by name. Of course, they knew him. Or maybe he made it a point to take me to a restaurant where he knew he’d be recognized. Was he trying to impress me? As we followed the hostess across the room and through a door marked ‘Private’, he was doing a fairly good job.

      A narrow hallway led to another door, old wood and stained glass. The hostess opened the door and stood aside to let us through. Asher placed his hand on the small of my back and encouraged me to go first. When I walked through, my eyes opened wide. It was a private dining room with a small table that appeared to be carved from a single piece of wood, its roots still visible and the edges left organic. For as dark as the bar was, this room was luminous, bathed in a soft orange-yellow light. A Tiffany’s stained-glass chandelier hung from the high ceiling, whose vaults were painted with frescoes. The room looked like it had been transported from the twenties.

      Asher pulled out my chair and I sat down. The hostess left and we were left there alone.

      “She didn’t give us any menus,” I said, unsure how else to begin the conversation.

      “No need. The chef is preparing something special for us tonight.”
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      The room had a soft instrumental playing, but otherwise was completely quiet. None of the noise and bustle from the bar outside was able to penetrate. Almost as soon as the hostess had left, a waiter came in and silently opened a bottle of wine. The label was in French and was yellowed with age. I was not much of a wine drinker. I enjoyed drinking wine; I just didn’t know very much about it. But when the waiter poured the red liquid into my glass, I could smell the difference between this and the cheap bottles that I had a tendency to buy. It had none of the sharpness or smell of alcohol. It was like walking in an orchard, the scents of earth, wood, and fruit all mingling together. My mouth started watering.

      Asher picked up his own glass once the waiter had left.

      “To your first week on the job.”

      I lifted my own glass in response and we lightly clinked them together, the sound resonating in the quiet space. The taste of the wine exceeded the promise offered by its smell. Flavor exploded in my mouth and a warmth immediately spread from my center throughout my body.

      I looked up at Asher, who was smiling cryptically. Despite the fact that he had invited me out, he was oddly hesitant to begin the conversation. I was not comfortable with long silences, so I decided to open things up.

      “Asher, why did you take on the Warner case if she doesn’t have any money? You said that you only defended guilty people because they were the ones who could pay. But you argued on Tuesday that she couldn’t make bail. It doesn’t make sense.”

      He tilted his glass to his lips again, taking another sip of wine so red and luminous that it could have been liquid rubies. I watched his Adam’s apple work up and down as he swallowed. The muscles around his neck flexed and relaxed. He took a few moments before responding.

      “What I told you before is true, guilty clients are better for your bottom line. And I was telling the truth in court, that Amber could not make bail at one million.”

      “So, why did you take her on then?”

      “Let me tell you a bit about how criminal justice really works. Let’s say you are a poor black or Latino man and you get arrested for drug possession. Now, maybe the cops performed a proper search or maybe they didn’t. These days, the Fourth Amendment isn’t what it used to be, but there are still limits to what police can do. Now, innocent or guilty, the reality is, it doesn’t matter. Because you will get a public defender who is even more overworked and underfunded than the prosecutor. You are lucky if you meet your lawyer five minutes before the hearing. Then you will be pressured into a plea deal because nobody wants to waste the time on your case. Now, there are two groups of people who can afford to pay a top shelf defense attorney: successful criminals and wealthy civilians.”

      “So why are you defending her?”

      “I’m getting to that,” he said, seeming slightly annoyed that I had interrupted his dissertation. “A case like this is often good advertising. It is high profile and the defendant is an attractive white woman. It is going to be featured on the news for months.”

      “But you already have a great reputation, everyone seems to know you, and you are at the best defense firm in Southern California. Do you really need to get more publicity?”

      He took another drink from his glass and looked up at the ceiling. The line of questioning seemed to make him uncomfortable. I wondered why. I also wondered whether I wanted to push it any further. He came off as such a cynical operator, someone who saw all the angles and was always looking out for his own bottom line. But this didn’t make very much sense.

      He was hiding something, but I couldn’t think of what it might be.

      We sat in an uncomfortable silence for another few moments, and then the waiter came back in and set down the first course - a series of crostini with wild mushrooms, tomatoes, and other vegetables.

      The food was consumed without any conversation. Asher was quiet. He did not offer any further clarification or comment on the Warner case, or anything else for that matter. For someone who was always in control, he seemed strangely flustered. Still, I wanted to enjoy a nice evening out, so I didn’t push the issue.

      “Tell me a bit about your family,” I asked, trying to steer the conversation in a different, lighter direction. It did not have the result I had intended.

      Asher’s face darkened.

      “I don’t talk to my family. They cut me off a few years ago.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I hope I didn’t upset you.”

      “It’s fine.” His face softened. “My father is a colossal prick, but he is a rich one. He made a lot of money in commercial real estate. You may have seen signs for Dean Partners on some of the new buildings going up downtown. He paid for me to go to law school because he wanted me to work for the company. When I took another job in criminal defense, he was furious. Said he was going to liquidate my trust fund, cut me out of the will. It pissed me off. So, I decided to defend one of the workers at an office tower they were building who had been accused of stealing supplies. It looked like a nothing case. I took it for spite more than anything else. But in the course of investigating, I found that the construction company had been working with my father to overstate their purchases and then claim the thefts as losses to the insurance company.”

      He popped one of the crostini in his mouth.

      “Since then, I’ve been unwelcome at family events.”

      I was shocked. He had cultivated such an attitude of cynical detachment that it felt strange to imagine him standing up for the little guy on principle, even if the principle were simply sticking it to his father. I reflected on how little I really knew about Asher Dean.

      “At one point, they even tried to cut me out of the business entirely, but my ownership stake came from my grandfather, so I still own a good percentage. But they did decide to cut out any dividends, so I don’t get any money from it unless I sell. Which is what they want anyway.”

      The conversation turned lighter as the dinner wore on. Course after course came out, along with more bottles of wine. I had begun to feel overwhelmed by the profusion of flavors as well as the alcohol. With the initial awkwardness passed, we carried on what felt like a completely normal dinner date.

      About an hour in, Asher excused himself to go to the restroom. I was left in the private room by myself. I poured myself another glass of wine, luxuriating in the heady aroma. The courses were small, but there were a lot of them. I was nearly full. But the food was so good that I couldn’t stop myself from taking another forkful of saffron risotto.

      Asher had been gone for longer than I would have thought normal for a trip to the bathroom. By that time, the wine had already started putting pressure on my bladder, so I got up, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway. I walked back along the path we had come in on, but before I got to the main room, I heard voices talking in hushed, but urgent tones. One of them was Asher’s.

      I peeked around the corner and saw Asher talking with two men. They were both dressed well, in tailored suits, but something about their manner shouted violence. One of them was standing right in Asher’s face while the other loomed to the side.

      “Don’t worry, I will handle it,” Asher said. He looked calm, but I didn’t see how it was possible. “I told you it wouldn’t be a problem and it isn’t.”

      “Listen to me, Dean. We are patient, but we have limits. You know what is at stake here.”

      “Of course I know. You know I know. I am taking care of it.”

      The big man in front of Asher raised his hand and pointed a finger right into his face.

      “You had better. Because if she goes down, well, there are going to be consequences. And not just for her.”

      I kept myself hidden behind the corner until the sound of the two men leaving faded. When I came out, Asher was still standing there, staring at his feet. He heard me approaching and snapped his head up. He immediately composed his face, but I could tell that he was shaken. I tried to affect a breezy demeanor and he smiled at me.

      “Sorry, I ran into a couple of friends at the bar. The restroom is just through the door and to the left.”

      He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. It was an oddly familiar, intimate act that felt out of place. Asher was definitely a little off after that confrontation. I wanted to ask him about it, but the pressure on my bladder was too insistent.

      When I got back to the private dining room, Asher was sitting comfortably, composed, leaning back against the thickly padded chair. I slid into my own seat and tucked into the new dish that had been brought in my absence. My favorite course, dessert. A warm, sinfully dark slice of chocolate cake dripping with ganache and paired with a scoop of homemade vanilla ice cream. I didn’t have much room left, but I decided to do my best. Even if I was a bit overstuffed, it looked like it would be worth it. I took a forkful of the cake and swept it through the melting ice cream. Heaven.

      Asher was eating quietly, watching me from across the table. Despite the fact that I was eager to just dive into the dessert and forget about everything, I couldn’t go any longer without asking about the confrontation in the hallway.

      “Asher, who were those guys you were you talking to in the hallway?”

      His face twitched almost imperceptibly.

      “Like I told you, I ran into some friends.”

      “It didn’t sound like a friendly conversation.”

      “You were listening in?” His voice tightened. I wondered how far I could push him on this. I didn’t want to ruin the evening, but at the same time, if something serious was going on, I wanted to know.

      “Just the tone. It sounded intense,” I lied. He relaxed slightly.

      “A little disagreement. I have some business interests outside of the practice and we were discussing business.”

      I didn’t believe him. It sounded to me like those guys were talking about the Warner case. Could there be something going on besides the murder? Asher clearly didn’t want to talk about it. He must have been afraid of those guys, or whoever they were working for. Is that why he took the case? Was the murder connected to something bigger?

      There were too many questions to ask and Asher was not going to answer them. He smiled and tried to change the subject.

      “How is the cake?”

      “The whole dinner has been amazing.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Could I interest you in a nightcap?”

      I wasn’t comfortable with the way he was just ignoring my questions about the confrontation. I was curious, but also concerned. I hoped Asher was not in some kind of trouble. But maybe another drink wouldn’t hurt. I could certainly use some more time to digest my dinner. If this night was heading where I hoped it was, I didn’t want to feel all bloated and stuffed. Besides, another drink or two might loosen Asher’s tongue a bit and help me get some more information. I nodded my assent.

      “Great. Finish your cake and we will head out. I know just the spot.”

      The spot Asher referred to ended up being a little jazz bar a few blocks away. A live band filled the dark space with music while Asher and I sat tightly next to each other in a small booth. All of the worries and the questions that I had during dinner melted away as Asher put his arm around me and pulled me close.
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      Asher drove fast around the tight curves in the hills as we headed toward  his house. We hadn’t even talked about where we were going or what we were going to do. It didn’t need to be said out loud; we both knew what we wanted. I had put all of my annoyance and anger toward him as a result of his absence during the past week behind me. I knew that one night together didn’t give me any kind of claim on him. He hadn’t promised anything and I hadn’t demanded anything. I wasn’t going to make the mistake of getting too attached, but if I had the chance to get more of what I had in his office, I was going to take it.

      Asher’s house was smaller than I’d expected, but given the cost of houses in the hills, it was probably still worth a few million dollars. He parked the Jaguar in the driveway and walked around to open my door. He led me by the hand along the short path to the front door. The house was modern – spare but elegant, classy. It was understated, the kind of décor that people who knew would know is expensive.

      I licked my lips as he led me straight to the bedroom. I wasn’t in the mood to waste time. I had been feeling a tingling between my legs since dinner, a memory or a reverberation of our last encounter. But when we got into the bedroom, he didn’t throw me onto the bed like I was expecting. He sat down, pulling me down next to him.

      “Cora, I need to tell you something.”

      My throat tightened a bit. What could he possibly need to tell me that was important enough to interrupt what we were doing? Assuming he was as eager as I was, it must be important. Was he as eager as I was?

      “I don’t normally let myself get close to anyone. In fact, I haven’t told any girl I’ve been with about my issues with my family. I don’t know why I have been able to open up to you.”

      He shifted on the bed, turning to face me. He seemed uncomfortable, as if he was struggling to find the right thing to say. It wasn’t something I expected to see in him.

      “I just need you to know, my life is complicated. I don’t think I can be a normal boyfriend. But I like you, Cora. I really like you.”

      I felt a weight leave my shoulders. It sounded like he was just a normal, commitment-phobic guy. Nothing serious to worry about.

      “Asher, I like you, too. And I don’t want you to propose to me right now, if ever. Tonight, I just want you.”

      I could barely believe the words coming out of my mouth. I felt like my lust was taking over my mind.

      Asher looked up, staring deep into my eyes. I could see a hunger there that excited me. He grabbed my shoulders and kissed me, hard. I put my hands on the back of his head, running my fingers through his short, dark hair. He moaned into my mouth as I gripped tightly. He lifted my dress over my head, barely taking enough time away from my lips to slide the thin fabric past. I let go of his hair so I could undo my own bra. I stifled a laugh. I was astounded by my own eagerness. Asher grinned at me as he whipped off his belt. I shrugged out of my bra, feeling my nipples stiffen from a combination of the excitement and the cool air.

      Asher stood up from the bed and quickly removed his shirt. I looked up at him in amazement. It was like looking at a marble sculpture, except instead of cool, hard stone it was made of hot, living flesh. The hardness, though, that was the same.

      I should have felt intimidated or uncomfortable somehow. He was standing there with this perfect body, not an ounce of fat anywhere. But as I sat there, I could feel all the imperfections of my own body. I rarely felt bad about how I looked, but I knew there were little folds and rolls when I sat down, places where things weren’t as tight as they could be. But the way that Asher looked at me, I didn’t feel at all uncomfortable. I felt wanted. I felt desired.

      I reached out to undo his pants, fumbling at first to get the button off, and then slowly pulling the zipper down. His pants dropped to the floor, and then he was there in just a tight-fitting pair of boxer briefs. I stared. Clearly the temperature of his skin wasn’t the only place he differed from a Greek statue. It was huge.

      I ran my hand along its whole length, feeling it give a little jump as I got to the tip. I snatched my hand back, surprised, as if it were some living thing with a mind of its own. I heard Asher laugh and looked up into his smiling eyes. Without breaking eye contact, I hooked my fingers around the waistband of his briefs and pulled them slowly down. When his erection finally sprang free, it was even bigger than it had looked and felt before. I reached out to touch it, but he caught my hand.

      “Later,” he whispered.

      He lifted me up onto my feet and knelt down to pull my panties down. As he raised himself back up, he ran his nose up between my thighs. I gave a little involuntary shudder. Standing close against me, I could feel the heat coming off his body. He placed one of his hands behind my head, holding me in place while he kissed my neck. His other hand drifted down, passing my navel, and coming to rest on my left hip. He put a little pressure on it, turning me to the side. Then he slid his hand toward my center, cupping me. The heat and pressure almost made my knees buckle before he even started moving.

      Without stopping the barrage of kisses on my neck, he started to slowly move his hand back and forth. The heel of his palm was pressed tightly against my clitoris while his fingers spread my lips apart, drawing out the wetness. I could barely keep my feet. I lowered myself onto his hand, grinding into him. I reached down with my right hand and wrapped it around his cock for support. He grunted. If I thought he was hard before, the reaction I got from taking hold of him soon showed me I was wrong. It swelled under my hand.

      That same moment, he slid one of his fingers inside me. I let out a little squeak. I began to pull my hand back and forth on him, matching his rhythm.

      “I can’t take it anymore,” he growled into my ear. “I need to be inside you.”

      He reached down into his pants and pulled out a condom. I hopped back onto the bed and stretched myself out languidly. I was excited, but a little nervous. I had never been with a guy as big as Asher.

      Asher got the condom out of its wrapper, knelt onto the bed, his manhood pointing straight out and a little up, like the prow of a ship jutting proudly. I took the condom from him and rolled it down along his shaft, hand over hand. Man, it was big. Not just long, but thick.

      “Asher, go slow, ok?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it’s, well, it’s bigger than I am used to.”

      He laughed and smiled.

      “Don’t girls always say that?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him.

      “Maybe to you, because it’s true.”

      “Ok, then. Slow it is.”

      And he leaned over me, pushing me down onto the pillows and moving his hips between my legs. I ran one of my hands along his shoulders, feeling the powerful muscles as he held himself above me. I used my other hand to guide his cock to its destination. When I felt the tip press up against me, my muscles tightened briefly. He hesitated. I wanted him inside so bad. I gripped the base of his cock tightly and pulled him forward, rocking my hips up to give him maximum access.

      He came in slowly and I felt myself being pushed apart. Little spasms tightened and relaxed. He kept coming, deeper and deeper until I felt like there must not be any more room. But there was. Finally, I felt his hips press against my body. Then he started pulling out and pushing in, little movements, just rotating his hips. I moaned ecstatically. I wrapped my legs around his waist. Each thrust was a little longer, a little harder. I was so wet.

      I could hear his breathing get deeper, more intense. Moans of pleasure like growls resonated in his chest. He began driving harder, pulling out most of his enormous length and then slamming back into me, pushing me into the soft mattress. His pelvis rubbed against my clitoris, sending regular, rhythmic jolts of pleasure throughout my body. I wasn’t going to last much longer.

      He leaned back, angling his thrusts so the head of his cock rubbed against a little cluster of pleasure inside of me. At the same time, he took his hand, rested it just above my pubic bone, and began making circles around my clit with his thumb. It was too much.

      Waves of pleasure broke over me. I could feel myself convulse and shudder. I could feel him inside of me as my muscles began to tremor and quake. My vision went blurry and my legs went numb. But he kept going. I struggled to catch my breath.

      I had never had multiple orgasms before. Most guys I had been with, I hadn’t even had one.

      Asher pulled himself out completely for a moment, but before I had the chance to protest, he put one of his powerful hands on my hip and flipped me on my stomach. He grabbed my hips with both hands and pulled me toward him. He slid in easily this time. I took a mouthful of sheets to stifle my cry of pleasure. If possible, it felt like he was penetrating even deeper.

      After what felt like long minutes, but may have just been a few seconds, he pulled me upright, holding me against his chest with his hands on my breasts. I reached behind my head to grab a fistful of his hair. I let my other hand fall down between my legs. I held it there, feeling his cock sliding in and out. I heard him groan from the unexpected sensation. But I could feel another orgasm building and I couldn’t resist. I used my free hand to pleasure myself.

      “I love you, Cora,” he whispered in my ear.

      The orgasm shattered me, sending electric bolts of ecstasy across my body. I heard a deep moan behind me as Asher’s pace quickened suddenly. Then he thrust himself powerfully, deep inside me, burying his massive cock to the hilt. I felt it quiver and pulse inside me.

      We both collapsed on the bed.
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      The early morning sunlight streamed in through the large windows in Asher’s bedroom. The angle of the light let me know it was still early, but the place next to me was already empty. Asher was awake. I could smell coffee wafting in from the kitchen. I stretched out under the sheets. My legs were sore, a dull ache that felt pleasantly painful. I can’t remember ever having been so thoroughly fucked.

      When I had flexed and relaxed every muscle from my hips to my toes, I sank back into the bed. I figured I could still get a little bit more sleep. It was Saturday after all. But when I closed my eyes, I realized I had to pee. I tossed the sheets off and swung my legs off the bed and stood up. The wood was cool on my feet. I padded softly to the bathroom and, just like always seems to happen, once I was out of bed I was awake. I wasn’t going back to sleep, but I still might go back into bed, especially if I could convince Asher to get back in with me.

      After I left the bathroom, I walked toward the kitchen. Seeing the house in the soft light of early morning, it was even more impressive than it had appeared at night. It wasn’t large, but everything was exquisitely tasteful. The smell of coffee grew stronger as I approached the kitchen, but I held up, staying in the hallway. Asher was talking to someone. I could only hear one side of the conversation, he must have been on the phone.

      Part of me felt bad that I kept accidentally eavesdropping on him, but at the same time, this was a guy I knew very little about. I barely knew him, but we had already slept together twice. I wasn’t accustomed to that kind of relationship. I needed to find out whether there was something going on I needed to know about before I got myself any further in. Because I knew that, if I wasn’t careful, I was definitely in danger of falling for him. It was one thing when you were putting on your makeup and picking out a dress to tell yourself that you were going to keep things physical, that you were not going to get emotionally involved. It was another thing when you woke up the next morning in his bed, in the softest sheets you have ever felt, still tingling and throbbing from the best sex you’ve ever had.

      Asher’s voice was tight, controlled, but I could tell he was upset. I kept my breathing quiet so I could hear what he was saying.

      “Look, I’m not a child. I don’t need you looking over my shoulder every five minutes. I am in control of the situation…yeah…yeah…well, we have a difference of opinion on that, but given that I am the professional here, we will go with mine, ok?...I know….I know, you think I don’t know that?...yes, you have made the consequences abundantly clear…Ok, ok I will…The girl? Oh, she’s nobody. Yeah, just someone’s niece I’m supposed to be looking after. Doesn’t mean anything. Ok? I will be in touch if there is anything you need to be kept aware of.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. I knew it. I knew I was right to try to keep my distance. I only wish I had tried a little harder.

      I walked quickly back to the bedroom and pulled out my phone and ordered a Lyft to pick me up. I slipped back into my dress and put on my shoes. I wasn’t looking forward to the expression I was sure to get from the driver. It wasn’t the first time I had started the morning in my evening clothes, but it was still awkward. A notification dinged on my phone, the car would be there in five minutes. I made sure I had everything and strode out into the kitchen.

      Asher looked up from his coffee cup. His face betrayed no hint of surprise or distress at seeing me ready to leave at seven o’clock on a Saturday morning.

      “Heading home already?”

      “Yes, I have a yoga class,” I lied. He didn’t seem to notice or care. I was shocked at how lucky I was to be getting out of this early. I could have wasted months, the whole summer, who knows how long, before I found out that he really was the cynical, callous jerk that he initially appeared to be. That the ‘real’ Asher I thought I had seen was just fiction I had constructed out of his false charm and good looks.

      “Thank you for dinner, and…everything.”

      He simply nodded. He seemed distracted more than anything. I walked out into the warm morning and stood at the curb. My car showed up a few moments later. I hopped in the back and left Asher Dean behind me.

      [image: ]

      By the time I had gotten back into my apartment, stripped off my dress, and stepped into the shower, I was crying. My tears mingled with the hot water running down my face. I was sad and angry at the same time. Despite my best efforts, I had allowed myself to open up to him. I knew it was stupid. He was so hot I wanted him to be different. Maybe I had read too much into things he said or the way he looked at me. Maybe I hadn’t really been paying attention to the reality of who he was.

      I got out of the shower and toweled myself off, all remnants of the night before scrubbed away under the hot water. I decided my best option would be to take a short nap. I hadn’t gotten much sleep last night and I realized I was exhausted. I dropped my towel and crawled naked under the covers. I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      I awoke with a start. It was afternoon. I had slept several hours at least. My head was ringing with a thought that jolted me out of bed. What the hell was I going to do on Monday?

      Could I possibly go back to work with him? I didn’t even want to see him, let alone work side by side with him the rest of the summer. Could I confront him with what I heard him say? Was it even worth it? Maybe my uncle could get me in with another firm or with another attorney. But I didn’t want to explain to my uncle that I couldn’t complete my internship because I was sleeping with my mentor and it didn’t go well. I might die of embarrassment.

      I heard a knock at my front door. Was it Asher coming to apologize? To see why I had left so suddenly? Despite myself, my heart beat a little faster at the prospect. I shut down my unbidden excitement and slipped on some pants and a t-shirt. Another knock, more insistent this time. The sound was light, most likely a woman’s hand. Tasha! I was supposed to meet Tasha for lunch and I slept right through it. I flung the door open, ready to pour out a thousand apologies, but my words caught in my throat.

      It was not Tasha.
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      The short, petite woman who stood in my doorway had pale skin and light brown hair that fell in luxurious waves past her shoulders was Amber Warner.

      She was dressed in a pink pencil skirt and a floral blouse. Her eyes were covered by large, vintage sunglasses.  She held a folder under her left arm. Her right arm extended to shake my hand.

      “Cora Maguire? How do you do, my name is Amber. Do you have a few minutes?”

      I was so shocked, I could not respond. I just stood aside as she walked past me and into my apartment. I closed the door behind her, habit taking over for my numbed mind. This woman was accused of murdering her boss in cold blood. She probably did it, too, as Asher was fond of saying, he didn’t represent innocent people. What the hell was she doing in my apartment?

      She sat down at my kitchen table and, as if to answer my unspoken question, began talking.

      “I need your help, Ms. Maguire. Please, sit.”

      Although it felt strange to be invited to sit in my own house, I sat. I felt so tense that I wondered how I was able to bend my legs to get into the chair.

      “I saw you at my arraignment. You’re working for my lawyer. I think that you can help me.”

      “I think you misunderstood,” I said cautiously. I didn’t know if this woman was even stable. How was she able to find out where I lived? I had to keep things calm and find out why she was interested in me without upsetting her. “I am just a summer intern. I’m not a lawyer yet, and I don’t really know anything about the case. I’m sorry, but I don’t know how I could help you.”

      

      “I know exactly who you are and you can help me. First things first, though, you should know that I didn’t kill Art.” She must have seen the skepticism on my face. “You may not trust me, but it is the truth. I am being set up. I didn’t like Art. He was always a bit handsy, especially with younger actresses, but I wouldn’t have murdered him. There is something else going on, but I can’t figure out what it is. That is why I need your help.”

      I did not trust this woman, but her words resonated. I knew it was foolish to think I could discern the essence of a person upon meeting them, but she didn’t seem like a killer. I thought back to the restaurant last night, those men in the hallway. They must have been talking about the case. If Amber was set up to take the rap, why put so much pressure on Asher to get her off?

      “So, if it wasn’t you, who killed Mr. Crane?”

      She sank back into the chair, deflating.

      “I wish I knew. Art had a lot of friends, but he had made more than a few enemies along the way. But this is Hollywood, people talk behind your back at parties, leak stories to TMZ, they don’t blow your brains out in your office. I don’t know who did it, but I think it has something to do with the insurance.”

      “Insurance? Like his life insurance policy? You think his wife did it?”

      “No. The insurance on the film. Art had pulled together a lot of different pieces for this film that was just about to begin production. Now, with him gone, it is going to fall apart. They can’t do it without him.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “A few weeks before he died, I saw an insurance contract worth twenty million dollars. The beneficiary was some company I didn’t recognize. I tried looking it up, but there was no website, no information about it online at all. I was going to ask Art about it, but he was out of town and by the time he got back, I had forgotten about it. That kind of production insurance was not uncommon, but now I am worried that perhaps someone had taken out the contract with the intention of killing Art and collecting the twenty million.”

      Money as a motive for murder made sense. But then again, so did more personal feelings. I didn’t get any sense from Amber that she harbored any kind of anger toward the victim, though. She was calm and reasonable. But the thing that made me believe her was that everything fit perfectly with what I had seen and heard with Asher. All except one thing.

      “Amber, say I believe you. If whoever is behind the insurance scheme and the murder wants you to take the fall, why would they hire you the best defense attorney in the city?”

      She sighed. Lines of worry creased her otherwise flawless skin.

      “Getting me off was part of the deal to keep me quiet. I was supposed to take the fall, but they would pay for my defense and make sure I didn’t get convicted. Then I would get some money once it was all done.”

      “So, what is the problem? Asher will probably win the case. Why do you need my help?”

      “You’ve been seen with him in a…social capacity. And you are working with him. I think you might be able to get through to him.”

      I arched my eyebrow at her, inviting her to elaborate. She obliged.

      “He is in danger. The people who hired him apparently didn’t anticipate how thorough his investigation would be. He is getting close to finding out what really happened. If he does that, he could present that as a defense and this whole thing will come crashing down. These people aren’t going to let that happen. I’m worried that they are going to just kill me. Asher, too.”

      I felt my stomach constrict into knots.  Even though I didn’t know this woman enough to trust her, what she said fit perfectly with the conversations I had overheard that morning and the night before. Asher was in trouble. And he knew it.

      Even if he didn’t really care about me, even if I didn’t mean anything to him, I couldn’t just sit idly by and watch him get hurt. Not if I had the means to prevent it.

      “What can I do?” I asked the stranger sitting at my kitchen table. I had decided to trust her as much as she seemed to be trusting me. It was a risk, to be sure, but the risk of doing nothing and pretending that nothing was wrong was greater.

      “You need to talk to Asher. Get him to drop his investigation. Just do his best to poke holes in the prosecution’s case and get an acquittal. But get him to stop digging. Please.”

      I promised to do what I could, which seemed to be enough for her. And then just as suddenly as she had shown up, Amber Warner was out my door and gone into the warm LA afternoon.
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      I took a Lyft back to the office to pick up my car, which was still in the lot. Thankfully, the firm had given me a pass for the summer, otherwise I probably would have had to sell a kidney to pay for overnight parking in a downtown LA lot. I drove up along Sunset, trying to formulate an explanation that would make sense. Would Asher even listen to me? I wasn’t even sure I fully believed Amber, would Asher believe her words secondhand? As I wound along the curving road at the base of the Hollywood Hills, I felt a pit grow in the depths of my stomach, filling with anxiety and fear.

      When I left his house that morning, I was resolved to never see or speak to him again. Yet here I was, driving right back to his house. I told myself that it wasn’t about my feelings for him. It wasn’t about his feelings for me, whatever those might be. This was an act of duty, giving a warning to a colleague, if nothing else.

      But if that was the case, then why was my stomach buzzing with butterflies the size of sparrows when I pulled up to his house?

      The sun was beginning to set as I came to a stop across the street from his house. I sat there in the car for a few minutes. I chided myself for feeling nervous and excited. I wasn’t going there to see him. I had walked out on him for a reason. I wasn’t going to be embarrassed by the fact that I had left so abruptly. I drew in a deep breath and let it out, then I stepped out of the car, and strode confidently across the street.

      My first knock was not quite as confident, so I followed it up with a firmer, stronger rap on the door. I waited for a few moments, but nobody came to the door. I didn’t hear any movement inside either. I knocked again, louder this time. Finally, I heard footsteps approaching and a shadow darkened the windows on the side. The door opened.

      Asher was dressed in a sweat-drenched t-shirt and basketball shorts. His hair was wet and bedraggled, but somehow still looked good. His cheeks were slightly flushed and his face was covered in beads of perspiration.

      “Cora, I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Come on in.”

      His manner was affable, pleasant. He didn’t seem to be at all concerned with the fact that I had left first thing in the morning and then just showed up unannounced. I stepped through the doorway and back into Asher Dean’s house. I reflected on how different it felt compared to the night before.

      Walking past Asher, I breathed in the scent of his sweat, salty and musky. The smell triggered something in me. For a moment I was back in bed with him, feeling the weight of his body on top of me, the pressure of his cock as it pushed deep inside me. I felt a spasm, a contraction of the muscles in my pelvic floor.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I shook my head to decline and to clear my mind of distracting thoughts. I followed him into the kitchen.

      “So, what brings you here?”

      I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised by his causal manner. After all, I didn’t mean anything to him, why should he feel uncomfortable? I took a breath and settled myself. I had a reason for being there and it wasn’t to lose my head over this guy.

      “Asher, I had a visitor today. Amber Warner.”

      His demeanor changed instantly. His face tightened and his eyes narrowed.

      “What? Cora, you should not be speaking with the defendant. I can’t believe she did that. When was this?”

      “Just a couple of hours ago. Asher, you need to be careful. She said that you could be in danger.”

      “What exactly did she say?”

      I told him everything that Amber had told me. He listened carefully, never changing his expression of intense concentration. He rested his chin in his hand and stared directly at me.

      “And, Asher, I wanted to tell you, I overheard you at dinner the other night with those guys in the hallway. They sounded pretty dangerous. You need to try to get out of this case.”

      His expression broke into a wide smile. He laughed lightly and stood up from the table. I was annoyed by the fact that he didn’t seem to be taking me seriously.

      “Asher, please. You need to listen to me.”

      “I did listen to you, Cora. Thank you, for your concern. Truly. But it is misplaced. I’m not in any danger, I promise. Now, did you need anything else? Otherwise, I will see you in the office on Monday.”

      I sat back in the chair. I wasn’t going to give up that easily. I felt like his nonchalance was an act. I had to press him further.

      “I won’t be coming in on Monday.”

      “What?”

      “I said I won’t be coming in. I am not going to be working with you anymore unless you promise that you will drop this case. I will not get involved or put myself in danger.”

      “Cora, you aren’t in any danger, don’t worry.”

      “Really? How did Amber know where I lived? If she found out, then those guys from the hallway, the ones who are paying you, they could find out, too.”

      “Look, I don’t know why Amber came to you, but I can assure you that nobody is going to come after you.” He closed his eyes. He seemed to have realized he’d said too much. “Not that there is anyone who would be coming after either of us,” he added, but he clearly didn’t believe it.

      He sat back down at the table. His shoulders sagged and he appeared deflated.

      “Asher, why don’t I go to my uncle, maybe he could help?”

      His head snapped up.

      “No. Absolutely not. I don’t want to let this get out at the firm.”

      I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. Seeing him vulnerable for the first time was disconcerting. He had always appeared so capable, so unflappable.

      “Ok, fine. But I will help you get through this, somehow. I want to make sure you are going to be alright.” I paused, hesitating. I wasn’t sure I should say anything else. I didn’t want to confuse an already complicated situation. Maybe it was best just to focus on solving whatever problem was in front of us and not worry about other issues. But I couldn’t resist. I had to know.

      “Even if I don’t mean anything to you.”

      If I thought he had looked deflated before, he positively folded in upon himself now. He let out a groan.

      “That’s why you rushed off this morning,” he said under his breath. He looked up at me and took one of my hands in both of his. “Cora, I am sorry that you overheard that. I was talking with the man who hired me for this case. They saw you at the courthouse and at the restaurant. I was afraid that they were going to try to use you as leverage against me. I tried to make it seem like you were just another girl so that they wouldn’t pay attention to you, so that you wouldn’t be in any danger. I’m sorry that…I care for you, Cora. I just didn’t want to see you in any trouble. I was going to explain it to you in a better way, but you left so quickly, I figured if you were eager to get out of here, all the better.”

      It made sense, in a way. And he sounded sincere. I felt a warmth spread from my mid-section all through my body, releasing tension and relaxing my muscles. I wanted to reach across the table and grab him by his sweaty collar, pull his face to mine, and kiss the life out of him. I wanted to pull him on top of me right on the kitchen table and wrap my legs around his back. But I couldn’t, not yet.

      I kept myself as outwardly composed as I could, even though inside I was a swirling, writhing mass of conflicting emotions. I couldn’t deny how he made me feel. I had never been with anyone like him. But at the same time, he had gotten himself into a precarious situation. Did I want to open myself up to him, knowing that he could be so reckless? Beyond that, how was I to know that he didn’t regularly associate with this kind of trouble? As a criminal defense attorney, especially one who so causally talked about never defending innocent people, he must spend a lot of time with criminals. Would I be getting myself into a situation I couldn’t easily extricate myself from? First things first, though.

      “Asher, do you have any idea how you are going to get out of this?”

      He smiled at me. His easy grin was betrayed by the tension around his eyes.

      “Not yet.” He let go of my hand and leaned back in the chair. “The man who hired me, I had done some work for him before, early in my career. I took a big fee to get one of his guys off of a robbery charge. But I made a mistake, the guy went to prison. The man stayed in touch, always polite, always friendly. But I knew that he hadn’t forgotten. In his eyes, I owed him. So, when he showed up at the office the day Amber was arrested, I knew he had come to collect.

      “What I didn’t know, however, was that bit about the insurance.” He stood up and started pacing around the kitchen. “Funny how things work out. Sometimes things that just look like chance happen for a reason. A regular defense case turns up insurance fraud.” He shook his head. “Like you showing up as my summer intern. I almost refused to take you on and now, I can’t imagine not having met you, having been with you. I don’t want to be pushed around by these guys, but I also can’t risk anything happening to you,” he sighed and leaned over the table. “I’m not doing it. I’m not going to go through with this case.”

      “But, how, what are you going to do?”

      “Go back to your apartment and wait. I’ll send someone to get you in a little while.”

      He walked around the table and put his hand on my shoulder.

      “Trust me.”
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      Back at my apartment, I couldn’t stop pacing the floor. I must have worn a rut in my carpet. The minutes crept by, interminable. Asher wouldn’t tell me what he was planning. I suppose he was trying to protect me, or something, but it just made me anxious and angry.

      A knock at my door snapped me to attention. Asher had told me someone was coming, but not who or when. All sorts of thoughts ran through my head. Irrational fears about who might be behind the door. I padded over slowly and peeked through the peephole. There was a man standing there wearing the uniform of a courier service that a lot of the law firms used. He was holding a manila envelope and shifting from one foot to another. He seemed bored, distracted. I took that as a good sign that he was probably just there to make a delivery.

      I opened the door a crack, not removing the chain.

      “Cora Maguire?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “Sign here, please.”

      He handed me a clipboard with a receipt. I signed in the box and handed it back to him. He passed the envelope through the crack in the door and walked away without saying another word. He put his earphones back in as he headed quickly down the hallway.

      I closed the door and opened the envelope. There was another envelope inside that felt filled with paper, but on top was a handwritten note. It was from Asher.

      Cora,

      I need you to deliver this package to Reyna Martinez. I can’t do it myself because that could cause the evidence to be thrown out. Just tell her that someone delivered it to you but you don’t know who it was. Destroy this letter. Wait at the DA’s office for someone to pick you up. He will ask you to use your phone to call his sister in Milwaukee. We will be together soon.

      Love,

      Asher

      

      My head was swirling, but still I gathered my things, stuffed the envelope under my arm, and headed to my car. I was getting deeper into a situation I didn’t understand and into possible dangers that I couldn’t predict. But for some reason, I trusted Asher. It wasn’t just the physical connection I felt to him; there was something deeper. At the same time, I felt a sensation almost like exhilaration. Even if this was a dangerous game, it was exciting to be a part of something real, something serious. I had always been watching from the sidelines, reading about things that happened to other people. I was in the middle of it this time.

      I parked my car in the lot at the DA’s offices and walked through security. I looked up and down the directory until I found Reyna Martinez’s name and then went to the bank of elevators and waited for the doors to open.

      A handful of other people filed in beside and behind me. They looked like cops. Big guys with serious expressions. Tense, alert, like violence on a frayed leash. I kept my eyes on the floor in front of me. The door dinged and I waited for the occupants to get out and then stepped in, the cops or investigators or whoever they were crowded in with me. Nobody spoke.

      When the elevator reached my floor, I stepped out. None of the others followed me and I breathed a sigh of relief. I chided myself for being worried about something happening in a building full of police and prosecutors, but this whole matter had scrambled my brain’s fear center.

      I opened the door to Martinez’s office and found her, resting her head in one hand, leafing through a stack of case files that towered on top of the desk.

      “Ms. Martinez?”

      “Yes?” she said without looking up from her work.

      “I have a package for you. It’s about the Warner case.”

      Her head snapped up. I placed the envelope on her desk and she took it in her hands. She began to open it, but hesitated.

      “What is this, where did you get it?”

      “I couldn’t say. It was dropped off at my apartment with your name and the case on a note. No sender, no other information. I haven’t even opened it.”

      She inspected the back of the envelope, which had a tamper-proof seal.

      “Who are you? You look familiar.”

      “My name is Cora, but we have not met.” She didn’t recognize me from the arraignment and I didn’t want to give her any help in remembering. “I’m just dropping off this package. Have a good day.” I turned to walk away, but I heard her chair roll back as she stood up.

      “Is this some ploy by Asher Dean? It would be like him to use some crazy trick to try and throw me off.”

      I turned around to face her with my face as calm and neutral as possible.

      “Who is Asher Dean?”

      Martinez shook her head and walked back to her desk. I continued on to the elevators and back down to the lobby. I didn’t know who I was supposed to be on the lookout for, so I just stood around for a few moments. I had barely enough time to get bored when a severe looking woman in a gray suit walked up to me. She looked like an FBI or Secret Service agent, the kind of person who hadn’t laughed in months.

      “Excuse me, miss, can I borrow your phone? I have to call my sister in Milwaukee.”

      I was surprised, Asher had indicated that it was going to be a man. But, then again, maybe he just used the masculine pronoun out of habit. That did always annoy me, the fact that ‘he’ was the default.

      “Of course,” I said, pulling out my phone. The woman gave me a short nod and, ignoring the proffered phone, turned and walked toward the exit. I followed her. She opened the back door to a black sedan.

      “Are you taking me to Asher?” I asked. It came out far more excited than I thought it would.

      “Don’t know the who, only the where.”

      “Ok, where are you taking me then?”

      “Santa Monica.”

      I sank back into the seat and tried to calm my heartbeat. I was sick of being kept in the dark. I knew Asher was private, I liked the mysterious quality about him, but I wanted to know what was in the envelope, what he was planning. Because now it involved me as well. Not just because I was involved in the case, but I was more and more involved in him.

      I watched as the freeway sped by. Traffic was light for this time of day on the 10 freeway. The driver took an earlier exit than I expected.

      “I thought we were going to Santa Monica?” I asked.

      “That’s right, miss,” was all I got for an answer.

      I started to get a little nervous. She had used the right code phrase that Asher had given me, but where were we going? All of my worries were dispelled quickly, though, as we pulled into the parking lot at the Santa Monica Airport. I had never been there before, as the airport is normally used for private airplanes.

      We drove right onto the tarmac. I leaned forward in my seat and peered through the windshield. Asher was there. He was standing in front of a sleek, gleaming jet. Various crew were hustling about, attaching and detaching hoses and doing all sorts of other tasks, but I only saw Asher. The car came to a stop and I nearly tore the door off its hinges and ran over to him, throwing myself in his arms. He lifted me up and kissed me deep as I wrapped my legs around his waist.

      “Good to see you again, too,” he said as soon as he was able to free his lips from mine. “I trust you got the package to Reyna.”

      “I did. She didn’t recognize me either. What was in the envelope, Asher?”

      “Oh, let’s just say it is enough information to put Art Crane’s real killers in prison for a long time. Especially since they won’t have me defending them.”

      “No?” I asked playfully. “Where are you going to be?”

      “We are going to be in Tahiti.”

      A grin broke out across my face.

      “What about my internship?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I will still write you a great recommendation.”

      I laughed and hopped down onto the ground. He took me by the hand and led me to the stairs and onto the plane. I had always wanted to fly in a private jet and this one did not disappoint. It was decked out in soft leather chairs and couches. A small bar held crystal tumblers and a few bottles of top shelf liquor.

      “It is a long flight. We will have to find some way to entertain ourselves.” He grinned hungrily. I felt a pulse of energy shoot through my body, centering in my groin. A dull, sweet aching grew between my legs. I had the feeling I wasn’t going to be bored on the flight at all.

      

      The End
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      Aiden 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. Ellie has to do everything he wants tonight. But he doesn’t want just sex. Oh no…he wants more.

      Tonight, there are no rules.

      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?

      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.
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          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.” 
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          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?  
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          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?  
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          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.  
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          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.” 
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          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.  
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          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.  
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          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.”
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          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.
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          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.
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          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.
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          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.
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          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.”
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          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.”
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          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.
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      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.
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      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/
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      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/2grc4Jn

      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2yXbJcB

      Amazon AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/d/Auctioned-Him-5-Her-Addiction-ebook/B0764F3C7Y/
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      Reviews are one of the most effective tools that I have as an indie author. I do not have a large marketing budget and I’m not published by a large publisher.

      

      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
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      For a limited time, this book includes a number of my other #1 bestsellers. Hope you enjoy them!

      

      Love,

      Charlotte Byrd
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      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!
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to read the rest of Indebted Book 1?
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      Just click here and tell me where to send it:

      https://www.instafreebie.com/free/YbZ46

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Indebted (Book 2)

          

        

      

    

    
      **This is a Standalone NOVEL!

      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.

      [image: ]

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      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!”

      [image: ]

      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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      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.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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. 
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12 - Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      “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?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17 - Jane

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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      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?
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      Reviews are one of the most effective tools that I have as an indie author. I do not have a large marketing budget and I’m not published by a large publisher.

      

      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.
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