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      A contract. A baby. It was supposed to be as simple as that.

      
      Ryan Gold always gets what he wants. And what he wants is a sibling for his son after his wife’s untimely death. The last thing that Ryan’s looking for is a relationship, especially with someone who isn’t remotely interested in him or in raising this baby. But there’s something about Lexi…she ignites a fire inside of him, one that’s not easy to put out.

      

      It has always been Lexi’s dream to go to college. But in her family, a Bachelor’s degree is a pipe dream. And then Ryan came along with his offer. It’s unusual, yes. But the money would make all of her dreams come true and give her a real shot at making something of herself. Besides, what could go wrong?

      
      The Baby Contract is a standalone steamy romance with no cheating, no cliffhanger, and a happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Lexi

          

        

      

    

    
      It has always been my dream to go to college. And not just a college, but a real four-year university. Preferably, an Ivy League school. Yale. So, what happened? How did I - a straight-A student all throughout high school, taking nine Advanced Placement courses - end up in a dead end, minimum wage job with no career prospects? Well, life happened, I guess.

      “Hey, Lexi!”

      I stopped and whirled around automatically when I heard someone call my name. It was Elise, one of my friends from school. I hadn't even noticed I’d walked right past her, but I was in a hurry.

      “Hey,” I called back tentatively, waving a hand.

      She broke into a wide smile. She was with a group of other kids from back then. People I’d known but hadn't had much contact with. I had even less reason to talk to them now, all of these years later.

      “I almost thought you were trying to avoid me or some shit. I’ve been waving at you since before you walked right past me. How could you not notice?”

      My only response to that was an awkward smile. Elise was one of my closest friends, but I hadn't told any of them the current problems I’d been facing.

      With high school over, all my friends were going off to college. A few of them were already accepted into some schools and were all ready to move once the summer was over. We were halfway there already. I wanted to go to college as well, but… I’d hit a snag.

      My mother.

      “Sorry about that,” I said in place of an explanation. “I was kinda lost in my thoughts I guess.” I glanced at the people behind her who were waiting for her. “Um, you guys look like you’re going somewhere?”

      Elise glanced over at them as well, as if she’d forgotten they were there, to begin with. “Oh, yeah. We were gonna get something to eat. Would you like to join us?”

      “Oh! No, I’m sorry, but I can't,” I said, apologetic. “Maybe we can meet up some other time, though?”

      She laughed. “You’ve been saying that for ages, though, and we haven’t met up in a while. We should hang out as much as we can before we go to college, you know? We’ll probably end up in different schools, after all.”

      I felt an ache in my chest, but I didn’t let it show on my face. All Elise would see was me smiling.

      “Yeah,” I murmured. “I just need to go home and talk to my mom real quick, all right? I’ll call you later, and we can set something up.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she warned, pointing a finger at me.

      I just chuckled. She reached her arms out for me, and I leaned forward to return the offered hug. It was quicker than I would have liked, but I didn’t want to clue her in to anything.

      “I need to go now, but I’ll call up the others, and we’ll see when we can all meet up, all right? I’ll see you later, Lexi.”

      “Bye, Elise,” I said quietly, waving a hand at her.

      She turned away, back to her other friends, and I watched as they all walked off, talking and laughing among themselves. If only I could be so carefree.

      When they were out of sight, I sighed and turned around, my expression dropping into sadness as I continued on my way home, only slower. I didn’t want to get there, because I knew what would be waiting for me at home.

      What am I going to do?

      It was something I’d been thinking hard about since graduation. I wanted to go to college. Unlike a lot of people I knew, who were going because it was expected of them, and their parents would be paying for them. I used to hear them complain when school was winding down, and plenty of times, I’d wanted to walk up to them and complain right back, let them know just how lucky they were to have parents that were sending them off willingly.

      My mom didn’t want me to go. Because she thought it would be a waste and because there wasn’t any money.

      I’d thought about getting a part-time job to make up some funds, and I’d done that the day after school was over. It wasn’t a lot of money, considering I only had to waitress for a few hours a day, and I’d been let go since I was only there to take the place of someone who’d left for family reasons. She was back, and I was out of a job. Still, I had some funds. But of course, it was nowhere near college level.

      But I need to get way more, somehow.

      My building was up ahead, and I braced myself for what I would be walking into. I paused with my hand on the door handle for a minute before turning it. I walked inside, my nose wrinkling instantly at the heavy smell of alcohol in the room. I sighed, then locked the door behind me and walked further into the small apartment.

      “Mom, I thought I asked you not to drink too much. It’s barely lunch time, you know,” I muttered, matter-of-factly. My words hid the pain I felt in my chest seeing my mother, seated on the floor in front of the coffee table, with empty cans and bottles of alcohol all over the living room, and some still on the table.

      She threw a glare at me as she picked up an open can and tipped her head back, drinking the last of the contents of the can, all the while keeping our eyes locked. Then, she crushed the can and tossed it, not caring where it landed. I watched as it bounced off the wall near the TV, then fell to the dirty floor.

      “I don’t remember you being the boss in this house,” she slurred at me, eyes narrowed. “Where have you been?”

      “Out,” I said brusquely.

      I went around the room, picking up the cans and tossing them in the trash, taking the bottles to the kitchen and sticking them inside a cabinet. I glanced in the fridge and grimaced at all the beer that was in there. I went back to the living room where mom had another bottle open and was staring at something on TV. It was some old drama that I didn’t bother paying attention to.

      “Mom,” I called. She didn’t answer, and I frowned. “Mom,” I called her louder.

      “What,” she snapped without looking at me.

      “Where did all the beer in the fridge come from? I thought you told me you didn’t have any money.”

      She didn’t answer immediately, and I narrowed my eyes at her. I watched her, but after a minute, I couldn’t control my suspicions. I ran to my room, going to where I’d hid all the money I’d made. I usually waited for the cash to reach a certain amount before I deposited it in a bank account I’d opened up myself when I hit eighteen. So, I’d still had some cash at home, what I’d earned for the past two weeks. I was going to go to the bank to deposit it tomorrow.

      It wasn’t there.

      My heart skipped a beat when I found the money missing. I had more in my bank account. But every little bit I got, what I didn’t use to help with groceries and house bills, went to my savings. And she’d just taken a chunk of it like it was nothing.

      I ran back to the living room, glaring at the woman I’d grown up with as a mother.

      “Why the fuck did you take my money?” I growled.

      She glanced at me lazily, unrepentant.

      “Mom!” I shouted. “I wanted to save up that money for college! You know that already, so why would you just take it?”

      My breathing was ragged, my whole body trembling with the force of my anger. My hands were tightened into fists at my sides.

      Why are you doing this to me?

      After a minute of staring at each other, me in anger and she with indifference, mom broke out in laughter. It started in small chuckles, then grew into loud guffaws. She laughed until tears were pouring out of her eyes, and she had an arm wrapped around her stomach.

      “Oh, that… that was so funny,” mom said in between giggles. “Honey, I already told you to give up on college, didn’t I? There just aren’t the funds for it. You know that.”

      “That was still my money,” I growled. “You didn’t have the right to touch it. I can do whatever I want with it, and you know I want to go to college.”

      “And I’ve told you to forget it plenty of times,” she said, laughing. “Either you have a hearing problem, or you’re too stupid to know what that means. College would be a waste then, wouldn’t it? Should I say it again?”

      I just stood here, body still trembling. It wasn’t just anger, though, because I could feel hurt creeping in. I’d known college would be a stretch for a while. Mom had trouble getting me through high school, so it was damn near impossible. I hadn't been surprised when she told me she didn’t have the money to send me off to college after school, and while my grades weren’t bad, I wasn’t smart enough to get a scholarship. So, I’d known I would have to work for it.

      But… mom. Why are you doing this instead of helping me?

      The tears came unbidden, and because I didn’t want her to see me crying just so she could laugh at me again, I turned away from her. I went back to my room and made a quick decision. I’d thought of doing this before, but I hadn't had the courage until now. After this latest let down though, there was no reason for me to stay.

      Mom could take care of herself like she always had. I took out the little cash I had and left my bedroom for the last time. I had a purse and a jacket on me, so I was good to go.

      “Hey. Where are you going with that bag, huh, Lexi? Going to a friend’s house?”

      I ignored my mom’s voice as she called out to me. I walked out of our house with no intention of going back.

      The trip into the city was mostly blank, my body moving on autopilot. I remembered walking to the bus station, paying for a ticket with cash from my account, then getting on, and the ride there. But, it all seemed so far away, like I was watching someone else’s life and not my own. When the bus reached the final stop, I got out.

      Then I realized… fuck. I’d never been to the city before, born and raised in my small, boring town. I was lost. I had my phone in my purse. I knew, if I could just reach out to my friends, I could find someone willing to help me out.

      But I didn’t want to tell them I’d run away from home like I hadn't wanted to tell them I wouldn’t be going to college with them.

      Because I was so fucking ashamed.

      I stood here on an unfamiliar sidewalk, at night, and let the tears fall. I’d have to think of something to do later, but right then, all I wanted to do was cry.
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      I glanced around as I walked into the McDonald’s. Edward, my two-year-old son, was by my side holding my hand, but he was practically vibrating in place, and I knew he wanted to run ahead of me. Not that I would let him. For one, he might be getting close to age three, but walking was still new to him, so I didn’t want him running.

      “You’re supposed to behave, Eddie,” I chided gently.

      He pouted up at me, but nodded, his small hand tightening around mine.

      It was Friday night, and I’d brought him out of the house to eat out as a treat. I was just too tired and lazy to cook. I didn’t treat him out often, and I felt he deserved this. I found an empty table for two nearby and headed right for it, walking slowly so his short legs could keep up. I would have rather carried him, but he’d been growing stubborn about walking on his own, unless he was really tired.

      “Sit right here and wait for daddy, okay?” I told him as I lifted him onto the seat, squatting down, so I was closer to his level. He shook his head stubbornly, and I sighed. “Just wait here, okay? Please? I’ll bring the food over here.”

      After a short staredown, he slumped against the seat and nodded.

      “Okay,” he whispered, so quiet I almost didn’t hear him.

      That made me smile. It wasn’t easy being a single dad, but I tried my best. He was at least willing to talk to me now. When he first lost his mom, he’d alternate between crying and staying silent, and it had worried me for a while. He was slowly starting to open up though.

      I placed a peck on his forehead, then stood up and headed for the counter to place our order. I kept glancing back at him to be sure he stayed where he was. He was sitting sideways on the chair, keeping his eyes on me the entire time.

      “Why did you have to do that, Kora?” I whispered to myself.

      “I’m sorry?”

      I looked at the McDonald’s employee who’d spoken and shook my head with a smile.

      “Sorry, I was talking to myself. How long until my order’s ready?”

      “Just a minute, sir. Would you like to sit down and someone can bring it over to your table?”

      I shook my head again. “If it won’t take long, I’d rather wait.”

      “Okay, sir,” she said with a smile back at me.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out. I grimaced when I realized it was about work. Because I had to spend more time with my son now that it was just the two of us, work had become tiring. Once upon a time, I was a guy that had always had everything under control, but my life had spiraled in the past several months.

      I didn’t bother picking up the call. Instead, I cut it and sent back a text message instead. I’d made it clear to the people in my office that when I clocked out on Friday, I was out until Monday morning. I didn’t want to just leave my son with a nanny and assume he was going to be fine. Ever since he’d lost his mother, he’d clung to me more, as if worrying I would leave him as well. I’d talked to a psychologist who suggested spending more time with my son, and my weekend was the time for me to do that.

      There was the sound of a yelp, then things crashing to the floor, and I looked up.

      “Oh, Edward,” I moaned under my breath.

      I hadn't looked away for that long, but he’d slid off the chair. He must have been running to me and knocked into a young girl carrying her food to her table. She’d received her order as I stepped up, but it was all over the floor now, with my son standing to the side with his head down, hands held together in front of him. From a few feet away, I thought he was trembling.

      “Give me a bit,” I said to the employee behind the counter. She just nodded, looking curiously at the commotion. I walked over and picked up Edward. He buried his face in my shoulder, and I patted his back. I turned to the girl. “I am so sorry about that. My son didn’t see where he was going. Are you okay?”

      I looked her over, but I didn’t think she was hurt. Her food was all over the floor, but that was a problem easily taken care off.

      “Oh, I’m… okay,” she murmured. She tried to smile, but it trembled on her face.

      “I’m sorry about the food; can I buy more for you? It was my son’s mistake, after all, and it’s the least I can do.”

      She nodded, looking a little listless, and followed me as I went back to the counter. I shot curious looks back at her, wondering what was wrong with her, because she was acting like something was wrong, and something big. I wondered what it was.

      “Thanks for this,” she said, her voice so quiet that I might not have heard if the room were more crowded.

      “It’s fine. As I said, the fault is on my side.” I tried to smile at her, but she was looking down. I noticed she was trembling a bit, much like my son was. I turned to the employee. “Um, can you give her whatever she wants? I think my son ran into her and she dropped her food. Do I have to pay for the clean-up as well?”

      “No, that’s fine,” she said quickly, waving her hands. “The spills will be taken care of; it was an accident after all. Ma’am, can you give me your order?”

      I stepped back as the girl moved forward and hesitantly gave her order. She shot a glance at me like she was worried I would take my word back and make her pay for it. I didn’t want her to worry about it because I had no intention of doing that. The employee took down her order, and I picked up the receipt. With that handled, and still waiting for my order, I turned my attention to my son.

      Little Edward still had his head buried in my shoulder like he was worried I’d scold him. I rubbed a soothing hand up and down his back, calling his nickname gently.

      “Eddie? Can you look up at me for a little bit?”

      His arms tightened on my jacket, and he shook his head.

      “Hey, buddy, come on. It’s okay. I just want to talk to you for a little bit.”

      With some more coaxing, he finally looked up, a contrite look on his face. I just smiled and patted the top of his head.

      “I’m not mad at you, okay?” I said quietly. “But I told you to sit down and wait for me, didn’t I?”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Then why did you come after me? You should have stayed at the table.”

      He pouted and looked down, not answering. I sighed. I would have preferred he spoke verbally. I didn’t want my son to see a psychologist; he was too young to be subjected to that. I’d talked to the doctor instead, and he’d given me tips on how to help him. I already knew that him talking was good. When I asked things, and he didn’t answer, that was not so good. It was why I couldn’t bring myself to be angry. That, and he probably just didn’t want to be separated from me for too long. But there was no way I could handle carrying both him and our order back to our table.

      I glanced at the girl and the employee then walked back to our table with Edward. I set him down on his chair again, hoping he wouldn’t move this time.

      “Give me just a little bit, and I’ll be back with the food, okay, Eddie? Promise me you’ll sit here until I come back?” Edward hesitated. “I’m not going that far away, right? You can see me from right here,” I said, glancing back to the counter. He nodded slowly. “So you can wait just a bit. Is that okay?”

      Edward had started speaking when he was a year and some months old. He could speak fairly well by the time my wife, Kora, passed away. Since he’d stopped speaking, and I hadn't spent as much time with my son as Kora had, I didn’t know just how much he understood at his age. He at least knew his mom wouldn’t be coming back, but sometimes, when I spoke to him, I wondered if he only pretended to understand.

      It was my fault. I didn’t know how to converse with my son because he was too young. If only he’d been a few years older…

      But, there was nothing I could do about it, was there?

      “Okay, daddy,” he said.

      I sucked in a sharp breath. His voice was louder than earlier. And when was the last time he’d called me Daddy? I remembered it was when he’d woken up from a nightmare and sneaked into my room.

      I smiled at him, pecked a kiss on his forehead again, and then went back to the counter. The girl was still there, and she glanced at me when I stepped up.

      Taking another glance at her, I realized she was young. Probably high school age. She also seemed like she was here alone. I frowned.

      “What’s a girl like you doing out at night on a Friday, and at a McDonald’s of all places? Alone?”

      I ran my eyes over her again. Could she still be in high school? Or recently finished? She looked about eighteen, dressed in a t-shirt, jeans, and a jacket, with sneakers on her feet. Her dirty blond hair was tied back away from her face, little wisps framing it. She had beautiful eyes, a deep blue. I noted that they were red.

      Young, I told myself when I began to notice the curves under her clothes. Strange.

      “I was just hungry,” she muttered, frowning at me. “And I was thinking. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      I didn’t take her cold attitude to heart, because it was true, that it wasn’t any of my business. But I didn’t know this girl. Why would she go to a McDonald’s to think? If she was hungry, she could take the food to go, but she had been looking for a place to sit when Edward ran into her and she’d dropped her food.

      “Excuse me, sir?” the employee called. “Your food is ready now. We’re sorry for the delay.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, feeling relieved. I held out my card, making sure there was some distance between me and the weird girl. “Cut the cost of both our orders, please?”

      I picked up my tray of food as the employee processed the payment. Then I got my card back. I glanced back at the girl once as I headed back to the table where my son was waiting for me.
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      I watched as the man walked back to his son with their order, feeling traces of guilt.

      You didn’t have to be so rude, I thought to myself. He probably didn’t mean anything by it.

      But I was feeling on edge. I wasn’t sure how long I’d stood outside crying before deciding to get something to eat. I hadn't had anything since that morning, and even though I knew there were more important things to do, like looking for a place to spend the night, getting food into my stomach was the priority.

      So, I’d walked around. I’d passed a few restaurants, but I was very conscious of my lack of money. I could probably get a motel to stay at for a few nights, cheap. It would give me the time to think, not that I hadn't been when I happened upon the MacDonald’s and walked inside, because it was probably the cheapest place I’d come across so far.

      I still didn’t know what I was going to do.

      Just kill your pride already and call someone!

      I rolled my eyes at myself. No way would I do that. Not if it meant having to explain to my friends what was going on. I wasn’t quite that desperate yet. I had relatives other than my mother, but none of them lived in the city. Besides, they’d try to encourage me to go back home, and I was already sick of my mother.

      There was no way I was going back there ever again.

      “Ma’am? Your order is ready.”

      I looked up at the employee behind the counter. She was probably a few years older than me and calling me ma’am. I tried not to show how awkward I felt as I smiled at her and picked up the tray.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly, then turned away.

      For a Friday night, the place wasn’t all that crowded. Still, most of the tables had at least one person seated. I took a few steps away from the counter, looking for the best place to sit where I would be away from people. I’d already had a table in mind, but it was the one where that man had sat down with his son, so I needed to look for a new table.

      As my eyes passed over them, my gaze stopped.

      I wonder where the kid’s mother is, I mused to myself. That guy’s wife?

      It made me a little sad, thinking about my mom. They were clearly on a family outing, and I wondered if his mom was like mine and wasn’t in their life, or maybe she was busy. Or he didn’t have a mom? Like how I didn’t have a mom.

      Poor kid.

      I winced, remembering how angry I’d been when he’d knocked into me and made me drop my food. Because I didn’t have that much money, and this kid’s dad looked pretty well off. I’d felt guilty the moment I looked down at him to see him standing there, all silent and trembling. I hadn't said anything, but he was probably scared. I’d felt bad, then I’d felt like crying again.

      Then his dad had come up.

      I could tell he was a few years older, though I couldn’t guess his age. He was at least younger than thirty, probably. I’d been too out of it to notice much, besides that he was tall and good-looking. He’d been acting like a gentleman, offering to pay for more food. Then he did it.

      And I’d treated him so rudely. The guilt doubled.

      After a short hesitation, I sighed quietly and walked slowly over to their table. I stopped some feet away, but neither of them looked up to notice I was there.

      “Hello?” I called out tentatively.

      They both turned their eyes to me, and I was hit with how much they resembled each other. Both with dark hair and green eyes, the little boy’s face still chubby with baby fat. He couldn’t have been older than three years old.

      Shit, Lexi, I chided myself. You could have at least asked if the kid you knocked into was okay or not.

      “Um, I’m sorry about back there,” I said. “I just realized I didn’t ask if your son was all right. I didn’t hurt him when I knocked into him, did I?”

      His eyes widened a little before his expression twisted into one of guilt. He’d probably remembered he hadn't done the same. I wanted to reassure him, but the man turned to the little boy, and their eyes met.

      “Eddie? Did you get hurt before?”

      Eddie… so maybe Edward? He shook his head, and I could tell both of us let out sighs of relief at that.

      “I was also rude,” I said, making the man turn back to me. “I apologize for that. I’m… going through some stuff and it made me overreact, I guess…”

      I let my voice trail off, feeling awkward, shifting on my feet and feeling the weight of the tray I held in my hands. This guy probably didn’t want to know my life’s story. I’d given the apology, so I might as well leave. I glanced around, only to wince when I realized more people had come in, a big party that took up at least two tables.

      Well, damn. Now, where am I supposed to sit?

      “It’s fine.” I looked back at the man to find him looking at me, eyes curious. “It was probably rude of me to pry in the first place. Would you like to sit with us?” he offered.

      I stood by for a minute, indecisive. I didn’t want to intrude on them. But, there wasn’t any other free table now. I smiled at him awkwardly as I walked around the table. It had four seats on all four sides, and with the two of them sitting across from each other, I got a seat that let me see both of them at once.

      “So,” he started. “Would you mind telling me what you’re doing out here on your own? You look… a little young.”

      “I’m eighteen,” I said before he got the wrong idea. I wasn’t running away from home—I was leaving. There was a big difference.

      He nodded, and for a second, I thought he looked… relieved?

      “All right,” he said. “But still. What are you doing out this late alone? Wouldn’t you rather go home? Maybe be with your family?”

      I grimaced when he said, family. Could I even claim to have one, with the way my mom had been acting? And I’d left home anyway. I didn’t plan to visit any of my relatives since for most of them that meant going back to my hometown… and there was no way I was doing that just yet.

      “I, uh, actually had to leave home,” I explained.

      He frowned. “Did you fight with your parents?”

      I pursed my lips, considering. After a minute, I gave a slow nod. “I guess you could say it like that.”

      He looked confused. I opened my mouth to explain further, but then I paused. This man was a stranger. I glanced at the little boy, who wasn’t paying any attention to either of us, swinging his legs as he ate happily. They were both strangers I’d given trouble to already. Did they need to hear all my bullshit just because I didn’t have someone else to vent to?

      “You can tell me,” he said, encouragingly.

      “It’s just,” I started hesitantly. I bit on my lip.

      But suddenly, my hesitation went out the window. Why not? I had no one else at the moment, and I wouldn’t until I called one of my friends, but it would be a while before I would do that willingly. This guy was a stranger, yeah, so what if I vented to him? I’d probably never get to see him again anyway.

      “It’s my mom,” I admitted. “Or I guess you could say it’s me wanting to go to college. I thought it would be something possible for me after I finished high school. I mean, mom never really made me any promises, but I was willing to work for the money. Only, now that I’m out of school, I guess she expects me to feed us both, but I want to save my money up for college, not so that she can keep up with her alcohol problem.”

      I stopped myself there. Not because I was rambling, I’d realized it and gone ahead anyway, because I didn’t want to stop just for that. But, talking about alcohol addictions around a child was probably not a good thing. And what else was there to say? That was my big problem. My wanting to go to college and mom not at least supporting me if she wasn’t going to give me the money for it. Well, that, and how I was too fucking proud to call my friends for a helping hand.

      “Would you like a job?”

      I looked up at the man, blinking at him for a moment, not sure I’d heard him right.

      “What?”

      He smiled, looking amused. “I asked if you wanted a job. You’re looking for one now, right?”

      “Well… I was going to start looking for one soon, I guess,” I murmured meekly.

      He grinned. “That’s great then. Because I have a job opening if you’re interested.”

      I glanced at his son, curious. “Do you need a nanny?”

      Was I right, and the boy’s mother wasn’t in the picture anymore?

      He chuckled. “Not quite,” he said. He held his hand out to me, and I stared at it for a second,p before realizing he probably wanted me to shake it. So I did. “My name is Ryan. And this little guy here is Edward.”

      “I’m Lexi,” I offered.

      He reached a hand inside his jacket and pulled out a pen. He looked around before picking up one of the napkins.

      “I don’t have anything else with me,” he said sheepishly, bending over the napkin and writing something down. “If you have your phone on you, maybe just copy it down, so you don’t lose it.” He gave me the napkin and put his pen away. “You can come to this address the day after tomorrow, and I’ll explain everything about the job.”

      I nodded, taking the napkin. I stared down at the address written down. Then, I decided I’d do what he said and typed the address into my phone. I still kept the napkin. Then we ate until they were both finished, and they waved at me as they left. I waved back. Then I looked down and realized I hadn't eaten all of my food yet.

      Not that I still felt so hungry. I felt so damn giddy. But my stomach growled, and I winced, looking around, hoping no one heard that.

      Maybe just a little bit, I thought, digging in. It’s paid for after all. It would be a waste.

      I couldn’t stop smiling the entire time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4 - Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell were you thinking?

      I’d been asking myself that since I handed over my address to that girl from McDonald’s.

      “What exactly were you thinking?” my best friend echoed, minus the curse.

      I shrugged. “There’s no guarantee she’ll even come. Maybe she’d think I was just playing with her and forget about it.”

      Part of me was hoping she would do that. Though, there was a more significant part hoping she would say yes.

      “Hey, little guy. Can you believe this dad of yours? He did something really silly, you know? Tell him.”

      Edward just giggled where he sat beside me.

      We were in my bedroom, both of us sitting on my bed. I had a large TV set up on the wall across from the bed, and we were on a video call with Chris. I’d known the guy for most of my life, and he was even Edward’s godfather. Also, one of the few people my son was still himself around. I’d already explained to him everything that had happened, and his thoughts were aligned with mine.

      “I honestly don’t know why I did that,” I admitted. “I guess I’ve grown desperate now, huh?”

      There was no other explanation for my behavior.

      Sure. It has nothing to do with the fact that she’s legal age, and you think she’s attractive, Ryan.

      I winced and pushed that voice to the back of my head. I’d been trying very hard not to think about it. Chris didn’t miss it, of course, and he gave me a look to tell me he’d be asking about it once I had Edward out of the room.

      “What do you know about her, then?” he asked.

      I hummed. “Well, she did tell me a lot of stuff. A little too much. She left home because her mom couldn’t afford to send her to college, and she wanted to look for work so she could pay her own way.”

      Chris nodded his head slowly. “If that’s the truth, then she’d probably not be that bad. If she’s willing to work her way through college on her own… that is, of course, if she wasn’t lying.”

      “I don’t think she could have lied to me, though,” I murmured. “I mean, not that it would be impossible or anything, but just… the way she acted…”

      Not to mention how sad she’d looked. The red eyes that made it clear she’d been crying.

      Fuck. I was only just thinking about it, but I could have asked if she even had a place to stay since she’d moved out of her home.

      Too late to think about that now, Ryan, I chided myself.

      “Hey, Eddie? Isn’t it time for you to go to sleep now? You feel tired, buddy?”

      Now that Chris had brought it up, I looked down at Edward. He looked at Chris, then at me, and he nodded his head slowly. I frowned. I should have been keeping an eye on him. I should have been the one to notice my little boy was getting sleepy.

      “Do you want daddy to tuck you in?” I asked, sliding off the bed and picking him up. He nodded languidly with his cheek resting on my shoulder. I glanced at the screen. “Wait a minute, would you?”

      Chris waved. “Goodnight, kid. I’ll come see you when I get back home, all right?”

      Edward raised his head long enough to send back a wave, then I carried him out of my bedroom and over to his. His bedroom was across from mine and, when I slept, I kept both our doors slightly open, so he could find me whenever he wanted. He had a night light on his bedside table that he could easily carry, so he wouldn’t have to worry about the dark when coming to me. Other than moving him directly into my room—a move I’d been told not to give into—it was the best I could think of to ensure his comfort just in case he had a nightmare and it woke him up.

      I carried my son over to his bed, crouching down to pull back the covers before laying him down with his head on the pillow.

      “Goodnight, Eddie,” I whispered as I tucked the covers around him. I ruffled his hair gently, and he smiled sleepily up at me.

      “’Night, daddy,” he whispered.

      I smiled back, leaving him with a peck on his forehead. I might have lost my wife in one of the worst ways possible, but I still considered myself pretty lucky to have my little boy with me.

      I left his room with the door just slightly open. I went over to my room, then moved to sit on the bed. Chris was still there on the TV, and I sighed.

      “Before you start, Chris, I wasn’t thinking anything when I offered a job to that girl. I just figured she needed one.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me, the look so condescending, I wished he was really in front of me so I could give him a smack on the back of the head.

      “So, if I asked if this girl was attractive…”

      “She was also eighteen, you jackass.”

      He shrugged. “So what? She’s legal age, Ryan. There’s nothing wrong with thinking she’s attractive.”

      “You know that isn’t what I’m looking for anyway,” I said with a scoff.

      Even though I had to admit, that even as distraught as she’d looked, Lexi really was pretty.

      “You could have at least told her a little of what you wanted from her, you know. What happens if she says no?”

      I frowned to myself. The possibility had occurred to me, I just didn’t want to think too much about it, because it was the last thing I wanted.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about it, but all the other surrogates have failed, Chris. I wasn’t joking when I said I was desperate.”

      I needed one, and soon. I’d met plenty of women already, all of them willing. But either I found fault with them, or my son didn’t like them. He might not know exactly what I was meeting the women for, but I was getting my son’s input on this. Because whether or not this woman would be in our lives in the future, her genes would be.

      “Maybe I really should wait on this,” I muttered.

      Chris sighed. “That was what I said about it, remember? You have your hands full with Edward right now, don’t you? Are you sure you can handle a baby in the house?”

      “There’s no way to know unless it happens,” I pointed out. “And, it’s not like I’m doing all this for no reason at all. You know how much Edward wants a sibling right now. How can I refuse him?”

      Already, he’d had his mother taken away from him, and, of all the things he could have asked of me, a little brother or little sister was it. Maybe it was spoiling him, but I wanted Edward to have what he wanted if it would make him happy. It made me a little sad to think he’d have to forget about his mom, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      “And do you think this girl would be the right woman for this?”

      Any other person, I would have shrugged it off. But, with Lexi… I wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but I liked her, even though I knew nothing about her. I hadn't offered her the job just because I’d felt sorry for her, after all. And, if she decided in the end that she didn’t want it, I would look for another job for her.

      “She’s pretty,” I said, looking up at Chris. “After how cold she was at first, she just talked and talked. A little too much, but I guess I thought it was cute.” I had a serious look on my face, and Chris mirrored my expression back to me.

      “You do realize, that just because she’d be the mother—if she even agrees—personal traits probably don’t carry over?”

      I snorted. “I’m not stupid, you know. But a child of mine is going to have half my genes and half someone else’s. I at least have the right to like the other half of those genes, Chris.”

      He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t say anything at all. You can do whatever you want, Ryan, you know that. I just hope you’ve thought the whole thing through. I worry about your fool head when I’m not there to help you in case you fuck up.”

      I laughed. “When was the last time I ever fucked up, huh? Isn’t that usually you?”

      I had been the married one, after all, for a few years, and I’d loved playing the good husband and father to my son. Chris still very much lived the life of a bachelor. I had never, not once, envied him that. Even after I lost Kora.

      “I… do think she’s perfect for the option of my surrogate,” I said honestly. “Now… it’s just getting her to agree that I’m worried about.”

      Because I might be questioning my sanity for deciding to do this in the first place, but never once had I regretted handing that girl my address. I could do a check on her before we signed anything, but I wanted it to be her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5 - Lexi

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked up to the big, thick black door. A maid dressed in a black uniform opened the door. My first thought was to wonder how she knew I was coming to the house. Did they make her stand there to stop someone from ringing the doorbell?

      “I heard the car, my dear. My name’s Grace,” she replied as if she had read my thoughts.

      “Come inside, or are you going to stand out there all day? We don’t bite in here...” She ushered me inside. I held my backpack loosely as I crossed the threshold. The driver, who failed to introduce himself or even speak with me except to give me orders in and out of the car, said he would bring the rest of my things up later.

      Manners and wealth don’t seem to mix with working for the wealthy, were the thoughts that were running through my mind until I met Grace. I saw her rosy cheeks and smile, and I knew we would get along, I was right.

      “So, are you here for a while? I’ve not had a pretty young thing like you in the house, not for a long time. Only one little boy and a big one,” she whispered in my ear after she shut the door. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      I nodded in response. After all, just who would I tell?

      “As I said, we don’t bite...” Grace said.

      I started to go pale. I caught a glimpse of my face as she continued her grand tour of the house. My hands started to get sweaty, and I was breathing rapidly, considering we were walking at a slow pace as we went from room to room. The house was so beautiful. The crystal chandeliers hung from a vaulted ceiling in the entryway. The walls were decorated with a warm cream color that looked as if they had just been painted, for there were no smudges or marks on them. I glanced down at my wrinkled t-shirt and skin-tight jeans. There was the beginning of a hole in my right knee, and the bottom was frayed, but these were the most decent clothes I had in my collection, besides my work clothes. Now, here in this mansion, I felt dirty and messy compared to everything.

      As I stood here with the maid, I felt self-conscious about everything that was on me and about me. From my hair, which I’d managed to swoop up into a loose ponytail, my new trademark look, to my glasses which were slightly askew and slanted to the left of my face because the hinge was broken.

      For the first time in a long time, I just felt cheap.

      As if Grace could sense my nerves, she suddenly grinned. “I love your t-shirt. It’s funny. Life is too short. Turn around; what does the back say?”

      “So stop wasting it! I love it, too,” I said as I quickly spun around. My nerves settled by her friendliness.

      “Let me give you the grand tour,” she said as she wrapped her arm around mine.

      We glided past the stairs, and I listened as she explained the different parts of the house. I could not get over how immaculate the walls were, and I noticed there were more paintings than photos of the family until we reached the stairwell. Then, at the top was one of him—the most good-looking man I have ever laid my eyes on. I tilted my head to the side captivated by his green eyes.

      “Yes, that is the handsome Mr. Gold. You’ll get to meet him tomorrow. He’s traveling back from China at the moment.”

      “China? Wow!”

      “Yes, he has business connections everywhere. You name it, he’s been there. Now, this is the second floor.”

      “How many floors are there?”

      “Five.” She edged closer to whisper. She made me think that maybe the walls had ears because she had done it twice in the few minutes since I had met her.

      “The lower ground floor belongs to Mr. Gold.”

      Then she continued to walk forward.

      “This is your room and where you will be staying for the next few days…” Grace continued to bore me with her rules and regulations about my eating times. I wasn’t allowed to bring food into the room. Where I should put my dirty clothes, and I should only bathe in my en-suite, but I could relieve myself in the other toilets in the house. Even the way she said ‘relieve myself’ sounded sophisticated. If she saw me squeezing out my shit as if my life depended on it, she would know it was far from posh!

      A question my mind kept drifting back to—do only three people live in this house?

      “Did you hear what I said?” Grace asked as my mind started to wander.

      When I merely nodded, she continued.

      “You have no luggage.” She ran her hand over the bed, and I looked at her.

      “You’re not going to lunch, we just have it in the house, and you do not need to be so formal!”

      The floors in the house were wooden. Grace told me they had them restored to their original wood. There are so many rugs, Grace warned me, very expensive rugs that lay throughout the house. She told me to be careful, to wear slippers if I had them, and if I didn’t, then she would give me a pair.

      I went to the bathroom, grateful that there were towels in there that I could use. They were fluffy and emerald green. I shook my head to rid myself of confusing thoughts. The shower was in a marble bathroom and was bigger than my bedroom. I ran the shower and then took off my underwear. No, the shower was bigger than my old bedroom.

      Showered and dressed, I sat at the huge maple table. Which spoon was the right one, I thought as I counted three different spoons as a bowl of steaming cream soup was placed before me.

      Like a flash of lightning, Mr. Gold appeared in the room. “It’s the one on the end,” he whispered as he passed me. I smelled his aroma, and I nearly died, too nervous to look at the man that was in the painting.

      I felt like he was undressing me with his eyes, for they bore deep inside of me, peeling away each layer slowly and carefully.

      His son, Edward, cleared his throat, breaking the spell. I sat here nervously because every time a dish came my way, I did not know which cutlery to use.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The one room in the house that did fascinate me was the library. Mainly because the only libraries I had ever visited had been in public buildings and never in someone’s house. There were normally a few books on a shelf overtaken with DVDs. This was something very different. It had a stereo in the corner, which Grace told me was used to play only classical music. She said that all I had to do was press the on button and either Beethoven or Mozart would come pouring out from every corner of the room.

      This was the first thing I did as I eagerly picked up books and read the descriptions to find out more. It was like heaven. The school library is full of books but geared to different ages. This one was full of adult books, but some of them felt like they were originals, the pages intact, but they were old and delicate. I shook my head at the idea that I could be holding the original Great Expectations. I remember reading on the net that it was worth tens of thousands. Would it be just sitting in the library for anyone to take?

      “Yes, it’s original,” Mr. Gold whispered in my ear and then darted across to the other side of the room. He must be a ghost. I’ve never known anyone that could move as fast as he could. A trail of his scent lingered as he moved. I inhaled it and embraced it as I followed him.

      I felt myself being drawn to him like a magnet. I tried not to let my heart miss a beat as I gazed into his bright green eyes. He wore a black suit with a matching shirt and red tie. Something that I’d never noticed before was his age.

      Everyone had class in this house. I truly felt like an outsider who didn’t belong.

      I drew a bit too close to his body. I realized that I was flirting as I was so close to him that I could almost taste him. I wanted him to pull back and stop the attraction that was happening between us, but instead, he gently put his arm around my waist, drawing me closer and whispered, “Glad you came.” He forced his tongue into my mouth and formally introduced himself.

      I wanted to scream. This was my first kiss. The problem was he tasted as nice as I thought he would, his lips delicious. They tasted like vanilla and sweet.

      Sure, I had watched movies, dreaming about what it would be like, but until you carry out the actions for real, it’s all just make believe. This felt awesome. Maybe I had been watching too many movies because the next thing I did was run my hand through his soft wavy hair.

      As I did, he pulled me back. “Not now, my sweet. Not now. All things come to those who wait...” with those words, he flashed back out of the library and left me in heaven still yearning for more.
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      I waited a day before deciding to start with negotiations. I’d spent that day looking at Lexi.

      Having her in my house was different from catching her late at night at a McDonald’s restaurant. She’d showered and changed clothes, and her color looked slightly better. She didn’t look like she’d been crying, and she’d even tried to fix her hair up a little bit.

      Maybe I should find some clothes for her, I mused to myself.

      It was clear she hadn't left home with too much, and it was easy for me to see how self-conscious she was about how she was dressed. She’d keep fidgeting with her clothes, her hands tugging on her t-shirt, or wiping her palms down her thighs. I could have told her she didn’t need to be.

      I was used to seeing women in the best designer clothes, and yet, most of them didn’t hold half the appeal she did in her old, tight jeans and a ratty t-shirt.

      The next morning I put Edward in a car to take him to his grandma’s place, where he would stay for a week. I could tell the little guy didn’t want to go. He held on tightly to my shirt as I carried him over, looking at me with wide, pleading eyes that almost made me cave.

      But, I was technically doing this for him.

      “You’re just going to visit grandma, Eddie,” I said coaxingly. “You miss grandma, don’t you? She wants to see you, too, you know. Besides, you already promised you’d go.”

      He pouted and tugged on my shirt. I sighed.

      “You want me to go, too?”

      He nodded.

      “I can't, son. We have a guest, remember? I can't just leave her alone. But, I’ll tell you what, I’m going to have a nice surprise for you soon, okay? Do you trust daddy?”

      He ducked his head down so I couldn’t see his eyes, but he nodded. I grinned.

      “All right. I’ll see you in a week.”

      He wrapped his arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. I returned the hug before leaving him to my bodyguard team. They were men I’d known long before Edward was born, so I trusted him with them. I would have loved to take him myself, but I needed to talk to Lexi, and we had to have an agreement before I let her spend too much time with my son.

      Chances were, she would be leaving after the deal was done. It would be bad for Edward if he got used to her, only for her to leave.

      I waited until the car was completely out of sight, then turned back to the house. My mom had a system much like my own set up so we could have video calls every night before Edward went to sleep. Hopefully, it would be enough to help him relax so he could have fun on his trip.

      As I walked inside, I caught sight of Lexi walking down the stairs. She was in another pair of jeans, these just as skin-tight, but older than the other pair she’d had on. They had rips on both knees, and a hole lower down on one leg. I caught myself staring at the pale skin underneath, wanting to see more. She was running her hands through her hair, with a hair band on one wrist, so she probably wanted to put it up. I just barely held back the command to leave it down. She looked better that way.

      “Is something going on?” she asked innocently.

      I shook my head. “My son is just going on a trip. He’ll be staying with my mom for a week.”

      I waited until she walked all the way down the stairs and stopped in front of me.

      “I’d like to talk to you, in the library,” I said, heading that way, and she fell into step beside me. “I think it’s about time I tell you exactly what it is you’re here for.”

      “Oh,” she murmured. “You mean the job you mentioned?”

      I hummed. I pretended not to notice how she kept looking at me out the corner of her eye.

      Inside the library, I led her over to my desk in the back. There was a separate area for sitting, but I liked working in the library sometimes, because it was so quiet and peaceful, even though I had a home office. The desk was hidden around some bookcases and wasn’t easy to notice from the doorway or the seating area, unless you walked around. Lexi had been in the library before, but she hadn't been here, the sound of surprise she made gave her away.

      “I have a contract ready for you,” I said, walking around the desk and sitting down. The desk had drawers that opened by thumbprint, which was why I was usually comfortable leaving some of my things for work in here, instead of my more secure home office. “Please sit down and read through it. If there’s anything you’d like to discuss, let me know. Before you read the real contract, though, I need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Do you know what that is?”

      She nodded slowly as she took the file I held out to her, then sat down opposite me.

      “It means, I keep quiet about everything, or you can sue me.”

      My lips quirked in a small smile. “More or less,” I agreed. “Everything is in there. Sign the contract on top first, that’s the NDA.”

      I handed her a pen, which she also took. She read through the NDA, then signed it, and handed it back to me. I looked it over, nodded, and set it down. Then I turned to her expectantly. She was looking at me.

      “Can I just ask what this is about first?” she asked. “I mean… I’m going to read through it, but it’s three pages long. So if I could have a summary…?”

      I pressed my lips together tightly. I would have preferred if she just read it instead of me having to say it. I didn’t want to sound like a nut or a creepy old man. Not that there were that many years between us. But still.

      “I’ll keep it simple, then,” I muttered. I took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh as I slumped back into my seat, crossing my legs and placing my folded hands on my thigh. “What I need most right now, Lexi, is a baby. A sibling for my son. I haven’t been able to find the right woman to carry him yet… at least until I met you. So basically, I’m asking you to carry a child for me.”

      She spent a moment just staring at me, mouth slightly parted. I waited, my heart beating fast and hard in my chest, but the nerves I felt weren’t visible on the outside.

      When she did break the silence, her words surprised me.

      “Is this a joke?”

      It wasn’t quite the reaction I’d expected. She hadn't even tried to fight against it. Instead of looking angry, or unsure, she was confused.

      “No, it’s not,” I said.

      She blinked and looked down at the contract. “Oh.”

      I tilted my head a little to the side, frowning at this girl. ‘Oh’ wasn’t any better a reaction, but I didn’t think I’d be getting more from her.

      “I’ve been looking for someone for a few months. But I don’t want just anyone. So far, you seem like the perfect candidate, for various reasons that I can tell you, if you want to know. Also, you look like you have nowhere to go. I’m not sure where you spent the past couple nights…”

      She glanced up. “Um, I had some cash saved up. Not a lot, but enough to get me a couple of nights at a small motel not far from where the McDonald’s was. And the cab fare to get here after that. I’m… broke right now.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. “That’s good then, that you were fine.” I leaned forward, bracing my elbows on the desk, then resting my chin on my folded hands. “Well, just go over the contract for now. You can let me know if you’ll be taking it on or not. If not… I won’t just toss you out; I’ll find you something else. If you are okay with it, however, we can start tonight.”

      Lexi looked up at me with another blink. “I’m sorry, start what? Will we be going to a hospital, or…”

      “Oh.” She must not have understood before. I took another bracing breath. “I might have neglected to mention the big catch. Though it’s all in the contract, you could just read it…”

      “What do you mean?” she insists stubbornly, frowning.

      I smiled. It was the most reaction I’d seen from her so far. “I mean, this baby is going to be conceived naturally.”

      Her jaw dropped, eyes widening in a show of surprise, the reaction I’d been expecting. Her lips rounded in a silent ‘oh’ as she looked back down at the contract.

      “How did you even know my full legal name?” she asked, frowning down at the documents in her hands. “I only introduced myself as Lexi when we met.”

      I almost snorted at the question. It had been twenty-four hours already. I’d had to go on a quick trip, or I would have had her meet me today, but this was so much more convenient. Of course, I had everything on her with that kind of time.

      “You didn’t give me much, but it was enough to hand over to an investigative team, and they did all the work. I have just the right people, and they do good work. I wouldn’t give this kind of offer to just anyone I met in McDonald’s without looking into them a little more.”

      “And… you found nothing wrong with my background?” she asked slowly, glancing up at me.

      I shook my head. “Nothing that bothered me. I still think you’re the perfect candidate.”

      She nodded slowly, then looked down at the document again.

      “Any more questions?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      I pursed my lips, wishing she would look up or give me a verbal answer. What she’d displayed so far was hardly enough to go on, and I didn’t know if she would take on the job or not. I was hoping for a yes, but I knew well that could be asking for a miracle.

      I didn’t want to bother her or lead her into the decision. It had to be hers, or we could both regret it in the months to come.

      “Good,” I murmured, then got up to leave her in the library. I’d give her to the end of the day.

      If she still didn’t have the answer by then… I’d give her another day.
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      I wasn’t sure how long I spent in that library after Ryan left me alone. I read over the contract, line by line. Considering how big a thing this was, I couldn’t afford to miss any fine print.

      It was all pretty straightforward, though. The extra pages just explained the rules of the contract. My eyes blew wide open when I saw the amount I would be getting in compensation. I’d never dreamed I could see that many zeros anywhere outside of a mathematics textbook.

      “Don’t be swayed, Lexi,” I warned myself, forcing my eyes to keep reading. “You will not sign your life away, even for that much money.”

      It was tempting, though. With it, not only could I get to do whatever I wanted in college, but I could get myself a place to stay, and I could last some months after school without getting a job.

      It would be so perfect if it weren’t for the stipulation that the child had to be conceived through natural means.

      That might not be so bad…

      I gasped at the thought that entered my mind and slapped myself lightly on the cheek.

      “You will not think like that!” I hissed to myself.

      But… I had to admit Ryan was attractive. Hell, the man was gorgeous! I was still wondering why I hadn't come across his wife, or even a picture of her, yet. Surely, she would be some beautiful woman worthy of the big screen. So I didn’t get what he meant by the ‘perfect candidate.’ My life was so damn flawed. Unless he just found it convenient that I had nowhere to go and had few choices available to me.

      Whatever the reason, this was a job, and I was going to look at it objectively. Or I would try anyway.

      He and I were going to sleep together to conceive a child. There were alarms ringing in my head at that thought, but not that kind of alarm. I was a virgin; I’d never been with a guy that way before, but I’d thought of sex like most healthy teenagers. Ryan’s maturity and looks were a lot in his favor. If it didn't feel so much like I was prostituting myself, a part of me would have been tempted to jump into it for that alone.

      The most important rule was, once I had the child, I could not take him or her away from Ryan. It wasn’t expressly stated, but I figured, after the deed was done and I’d looked after the child for the first three months of life, I was free to go. That part bothered me just a little bit. Yes, my job was to play surrogate. But it would still be hard to have my first baby and just give him, or her, away.

      For a lot of reasons, the biggest one being the payout, it was a good deal. For about as many reasons, I felt uneasy.

      “Do I take the deal, or do I tell him no deal,” I muttered to myself.

      I’d finished reading the contract, and I placed it on top of the desk, though I continued to stare at it. Like, if I stared long enough, the correct answer would just jump out at me. After sitting and thinking a while, I still had nothing. I sighed and looked away.

      Confused and unable to make a decision, I decided a walk might do me good.

      “I wonder how big this house is,” I mused to myself as I walked out of the library. Now that I’d seen the section with Ryan’s tucked away office, I realized there were more shelves beyond it that I hadn't noticed before.

      On my first day, I’d had a bit of a tour, courtesy of Grace. I decided to go around while trying to look for her. She was the only other person, besides Ryan, that I’d even talked to. Only, it wasn’t so easy to find her. The house was so large I felt like a curious child exploring.

      I did come across a few maids, but none of them were Grace. Still, I tried to talk to them, with poor results.

      “Hello?” I said to the first. But she just smiled at me, nodded a little, and walked right past me without pausing, carrying some towels.

      “Excuse me?” I said to the second one, who I found taking care of some flower arrangements inside the house. She glanced at me, probably assuming I wanted her gone, and with a nodding-bow, she walked out. I just watched her go with my jaw dropped, but no words coming out of my mouth.

      What the fuck?

      The third I found dusting in one of the rooms. I wasn’t sure how many rooms I’d been through by then because I wasn’t keeping count. There were a lot, though. I watched her for a moment before attempting to approach her. She glanced at me when I first walked in but didn’t stop working.

      “Um, is there anything I can help with?” I asked hesitantly. “Like, maybe some chores that no one has attended to yet?”

      She looked up and smiled at me, shook her head, then went back to her job.

      After that, I just stopped bothering them. Either they were not used to interacting with the people of the house, or they just didn’t like me, or want to speak to me. I went a bit further, but I didn’t find Grace, and I couldn’t help a sigh of disappointment.

      I did come across something else, though, that was probably better. Family photos. None with the wife in them, but plenty with Ryan and his son from when he was a baby, and plenty of other people I didn’t recognize.

      “He is handsome,” I muttered to myself. “And he looks so much better when he smiles. Like, smiles…”

      I’d seen him smile, of course, but every time it was more like a polite quirk of the lips than a true smile. I could see it in the photos, though. He was beaming down as he held a newborn Edward in his arms, all bundled up in soft blankets. In another photo, father and son were smiling together, Ryan lifting Edward high up over his head. Plenty of other photos of the two of them just playing together caught on camera. Loving memories… the kind I never had.

      He wasn’t as serious then as he is now. I even found a recent photo, where both of them were beaming at the camera. Or maybe, the person behind it? Thinking about it, Ryan wasn’t the only one that was different. I hadn't been around Edward that much, but he didn’t look like the same happy child as in those pictures.

      I wondered what had happened to them, and if I was allowed to know.

      Regardless, he wants me to carry a child for him. Maybe, it’s for the both of them?

      With a heavy heart, I retraced my steps back the way I’d come, then made my way to my room. I sighed as I closed the door behind me, then fell on top of the bed, squirming until I was lying on my back, pushed up against the pillows.

      “What’s the right answer, here?” I asked out loud. I didn’t expect an answer… but it would have been helpful if I had someone else to ask for this shit.

      Thinking that I sat up. I had my phone on the nightstand where it had stayed since I’d arrived here. I still hadn't contacted any of my old friends, and I thought about it again for probably the nth time. Who could I call to ask about this? Maybe Elise…? But I sighed and dropped that thought. I couldn’t call her, or even any of the others. This wasn’t exactly a normal situation, and I had already signed an NDA. I didn’t need to make Ryan mad, and something told me that he would find out if I mentioned the current situation to anyone, even if I didn’t mention any names and tried to make it all hypothetical.

      “There isn’t much of choice, is there?” I muttered, frowning at my phone. “He obviously needs this… his son, too. The money is pretty great. I’d be an idiot not to pick this. A win-win, for all three of us…”

      That was the thought I had in mind as I got off my bed, leaving my phone back on the nightstand. I walked out of the room and made my way back to the library. I headed for the desk where I’d left the contract and pen.

      I picked up the contract but hesitated. I’d made my decision, and I knew Ryan was right. He couldn’t just pick anyone he’d run into. I didn’t know why he’d picked me, and I suddenly regretted not asking. I realized I was pretty much ready to sign my life away, at least for the next several months, probably a year. It was a big step to take, even bigger than my decision to leave my mom and home when I had no plans.

      Well. You’re on a roll with the impulsive decisions, so why not?

      This decision wasn’t so impulsive, though. I’d thought it through, the pros and the cons.

      I picked up the pen and turned the pages of the contract to where the dotted line was. I signed my name without a second’s hesitation. I’d expected for my heart to feel heavy, but instead, I only felt relief.
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      I’d signed the contract. Now, if only I could find some way to inform Ryan.

      “Where the hell could he have gone anyway?” I muttered to myself.

      My stomach growled, and I only then realized I hadn't eaten anything yet. I sighed, rubbing my stomach, though it wasn’t exactly something new to me. There’d been plenty of times when I’d skipped breakfast. A short stay at Ryan’s was just changing that, little by little. Not only were the meals here three times a day, but they were also quite lavish and intricate. By dessert, I was full, but ate it anyway.

      “Maybe I should go look for the kitchen… he might just be giving me time like the gentleman he is.”

      It must have been several hours since I woke up already, and only a little less since he left me alone. It was probably lunchtime for my stomach to be complaining…

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      I startled at the unexpected voice that I assumed was calling for me. I whirled around in the chair to see a maid standing behind me, one I had not yet seen, with a phone in her hand.

      “Yes?” I said, flushing a little when my voice cracked and I cleared my throat. I thought, they won’t talk to me, but they can scare me to death?

      “There’s a call for you,” she said, holding out the phone.

      I blinked at the device she held out to me. It must have been one of the house phones, though I hadn't seen one yet. Hesitantly, I reached for it. She gave that short nod-bow, then turned to leave. I reached for her; mouth opened to stop her, at least to ask where I could find the kitchen later for a meal. But then she was gone, and I was left alone with the phone.

      “Hello?”

      I startled again. The voice this time was coming from the small speaker on the phone. I winced because I hadn't realized Ryan was on.

      “Hello?” I returned tentatively.

      “How have you been?” he asked.

      I blinked, surprised at the question. It hadn’t been all that long ago that he’d seen me.

      “Um, I’m fine?” I winced as my stomach growling again reminded me that wasn’t exactly true. “I mean, I’m a little hungry, but I’m okay. Did you want to know about the contract…?”

      “I saw,” he said calmly.

      “Excuse me?” I glanced around, wondering exactly how he’d seen. Until it hit me, that he probably had security cameras all over the house. Of course, there would be one aimed at his desk for when he wasn’t there.

      He chuckled. “No need to look, or sound, so alarmed. I didn’t just spend the past few hours watching you walk all around the house. The maids told me.”

      I winced, wondering if I should tell him that that didn’t particularly make me feel better. But then, I should probably get used to it, right? It wasn’t being spied on when technically, Ryan was looking out for his house and his family’s interests, after all. I was still the outsider here.

      “Should I not have been walking around?” I asked tentatively. “I’m sorry, but I just needed to clear my head and think…”

      “And you thought things through,” he finished for me. “And came to the right conclusion for yourself?”

      Slowly, I nodded. “Yeah. I figured… I have nothing to lose, and this contract helps the both of us. And maybe Edward, too?” I added boldly, completely confident in my assessment that he wasn’t just doing this for himself.

      Ryan sighed. “That is true. I didn’t realize you’d be this perceptive, not that I was trying to keep anything secret… I hope you read the contract thoroughly?”

      I nodded, picking up the papers. “Yeah. Every clause. There are a few things I’d like to talk about, but they can wait. I’m fine with how it is.”

      He hummed. “That’s good.”

      There was a short silence. I broke it after a few seconds.

      “What happens now?”

      “What?”

      “What am I supposed to do now?” I rephrased.

      “There are a few things I need you to do,” he said. “First, I’m going to have someone get you something to eat. It’ll be light because I’ll have some other people drive you somewhere.”

      I bit down on my lip. “Drive me where exactly?”

      “I’ve already told you, there’s no need to be so worried. I just need you to go to a doctor and get yourself checked out. If you get the all clear… we can move on from there.”

      I wondered what he meant by ‘all clear,’ and exactly what I was going to have checked out. Suddenly, I felt nervous.

      “I have a few private doctors that I trust. You’ll be meeting one of the female doctors if that will help you relax a bit. I’ve known her for years, and I can promise you that she will be discreet. You’re not going to be asked to do anything too difficult.”

      I nodded nervously, though I didn’t completely trust his word. When was the last time I even saw a doctor? My family had no insurance, and therefore, no need to be going in for regular checkups. I was rarely sick growing up, except for the occasional cold, and I was a careful child, so I never hurt myself so badly that I needed to see a doctor. The last time… was probably when I was young and going to a dentist for my teeth.

      “All right,” I said

      “Someone is coming over to you now to take you to eat. I’ll see you later,” he said, then hung up.

      “Miss?”

      I looked around me and saw another different maid waiting for me. Seriously, how many of them were even in this house!

      “I’m guessing you’re here to take me to eat?”

      She nodded at me, then reached out a hand. It took me a few seconds to realize she was waiting for me to hand over the phone, so I did. Then she led the way. I expected to be taken to the kitchen, but instead was led to the dining room where I’d eaten with Ryan and Edward before. There was only one spot set, and it felt a little awkward as I settled in at that big table by myself.

      But the food in front of me was good, and I was hungry. I dug into the meal.

      Half an hour later, I was done. A few maids came in to take the dishes away, and I was a little glad to realize at least a couple of them looked familiar. Another one stood by my side as they left, probably waiting for me to get up. I’d already showered that morning, but I suddenly felt like I needed to have another shower.

      I didn’t want to be a bother, though, so I got up and let the maid lead me to the front door where I was handed off to a man and woman in black suits, white shirts, and dark glasses. The standard uniform for bodyguards, maybe?

      They led me over to a car waiting in the driveway. One of them opened the back door for me, and I slid inside, feeling a little awkward at how comfortable it was. I’d only ever been in a taxi or squished in one of my friend’s cars. I’d never been inside anything so luxurious.

      My life had changed, hadn't it? Just from signing that contract…

      The drive to the hospital took at least half an hour. It was enough for the food in my stomach to settle. The female bodyguard led me inside as the other remained with the car, and I was a little thankful for it.

      I could feel warmth spread in my chest that Ryan was thinking about my comfort.

      We got into an elevator and went up a few floors, then stopped at an office. The bodyguard nodded, waited for a voice to call back, then opened the door, and gestured for me to go inside. I did so, a little reluctantly, taking in a deep breath to calm my nerves.

      “Hello there,” a woman called.

      She was dressed in a blouse and skirt, with a white lab coat over it and a stethoscope hanging around her neck. She smiled warmly at me as I walked inside, and it put me at ease immediately. She looked like she could be around my mom’s age, but was so much more put together than I’d seen my mom in a long time.

      “Hello,” I murmured back.

      “Please, sit down,” she said, waving at the chair opposite her desk. She sat down as I did. “Now, I understand you’re here for a full checkup. I promise it’s not going to take too long, and I can send you back home in a couple of hours. I won’t be getting all the results back today, but I can have them sent over, okay?”

      I nodded slowly, relaxing further when she smiled again.

      I realized, as she carried it out, that there wasn’t much to be afraid of. There were a few moments of embarrassment but they weren’t that bad. I felt a bit squeamish as she took a blood sample, but it was mostly painless. I looked away for a moment, and it was done.

      Less than two hours later, I was finished.

      “You can let Ryan know I’ll send the results, at the latest, tomorrow,” she said as we shook hands. “But, as far as I’ve seen, you get the all clear.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I meant for not making anything awkward for me, though I didn’t elaborate.

      She just smiled like she knew what I meant, and I left.

      The bodyguard was waiting outside the door, back straight and hands clasped together in front of her, staring straight ahead. She turned to me as I walked out of the office, and I felt awkward again, that she’d had to wait for me, even though she didn’t say anything.

      We went back home. When we arrived, I was feeling exhausted from the emotional rollercoaster the whole day had been. More time had passed than I realized, and it was already evening by the time I walked into the house.

      Ryan was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if he was waiting for me somewhere or keeping himself busy. Either way, I felt too tired to go off and look for him. I’d eaten once for the day, and I felt like that was more than enough for me.

      I went up to my room to sleep, blacking out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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      There was a light knock on the door. The person didn’t wait for me to say anything but simply started turning the door handle, and I knew someone was entering. I was scared and relieved when I saw Mr. Gold.

      Wary of my attire, I quickly wrapped the robe around me tightly, and as I started to tie it, he closed the door and said, “Don’t. I can make you feel better; lay back down on the bed.” I lay back down as I wrapped my robe around me tighter.

      “No, not with the robe.”

      I looked at him, shocked by his request, and he simply nodded as if to confirm what he had just said.

      I took the robe off and flung it on the floor. It seemed to arouse him because he said, “Nice.” His voice was husky and sent shivers through me. I should be afraid, being naked with a mature man, but I felt beautiful and powerful. It was a new sensation, and I didn’t want it to end.

      I rose onto the bed slowly, fully exposing my big arse. He followed me, and as I lay with no bra and no panties, he asked, “Were you waiting for me?”

      I nodded. In a way, I was waiting for him. I knew he wanted me. The way I felt right now, I needed something, especially him. I didn’t care that he was taking advantage, or that he would take my virginity, and I would never see him again because I just needed to be loved. I wanted this one thing from him. He could do it over and over and over again.

      He started to play with my feet. At first, it was ticklish, and then I started to feel a different type of feeling. The one that I got whenever I’d watched porn a couple of times. I watched it to learn about sex and to learn about pleasing myself. At the time, I figured at this rate that I would be a virgin for eternity. I watched him as he stroked my feet, and I imagined his hands riding up higher.

      I have generously sized breasts that I hoped would stay that way as I grew older.

      He sat at the foot of the bed as he played with my feet. At first, I watched him until he said, “Close your eyes.” I did everything he asked because I hoped that in all his madness, he would do the one thing that I desired, and that was to make love to me.

      As my eyes closed, I felt something soft and moist tracing lines up and down the inside of my thighs. At first, I thought it was his fingers, then I wondered if it was his dick, but as it became moister, I realized that it was his tongue. It felt warm, sending tingling sensations up and down my body.

      I started to arch my back slightly, and then I felt his mouth on my nipples. They were taut and straining for him. He started sucking on them harder and harder as if he were pulling on a straw. I started to feel pleasure and even pain at times. He would bite them and then mildly lick them. His movements were gentle and slow. I couldn’t fault him for anything he was doing, but there was one thing I craved, one thing I hoped he would do again. I wanted him to kiss me.

      Instead, his tongue explored my body. It raced down my stomach and into the palms of my hand. I cupped his face, and he nuzzled in my hand like a baby. The whole experience was sensual. He was not simply going to have sex with me but enjoy me, too. It sent waves of pleasure and passion down my spine.

      He increased the pace and changed direction.  I wanted to open my eyes, but I was scared. If I did, then he might decide not to enter me. He started growling and picking up the pace. I started to moan louder as he became rougher and somewhat forceful, though I didn’t deny him any part of my body.

      Fuck me! I shouted in my mind, and it was as if he had read my thoughts and knew my body, which had begun to ache as he cupped my breasts and pulled on them. He pulled them so hard that I let out a light scream.

      “Yes, I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’ll never forget it!”

      Good was the word that entered my mind as I heard him unzip his trousers and rip the condom which prompted me to straighten my legs up in the air.

      I gritted my teeth together because it hurt so much, and I found myself back in the pleasure and pain zone.

      “You’re so tight. You’re a virgin—just the way I like it.”

      It was sore. He was opening up my pussy, and I could feel the walls stretching as he reached further inside. I was going through pleasure and pain at the same time. As my wetness increased, the pain decreased, and the pleasure began to take over.

      I was so overcome and aroused at the same time.

      I felt everything in me shake and it scared me; he was so big or maybe, as he said, I was so tight that it felt like my body was ripped apart. I wanted to scream. I wanted to scream so loud, so I only whimpered while biting my teeth at the same time.

      I held my butt in the air so he could thrust into me over and over again. As I began to relax and arch my back more, he stopped and withdrew himself from me. He lay down next to me and said, “I’m not ready for you to come yet.”

      Is that what was happening?

      Was I coming? How did he know and I didn’t?

      I had read about it in Fifty Shades of Grey. I assumed that was what they were doing in the two porn movies I watched. However, they were so mechanical that it was hard to determine exactly how I felt.

      “That fucking ass just turns me on,” he whimpered as he lifted my leg and shoved his fat cock into me one more time. Then he rocked back and forth. I held onto his butt, and it was only at then that it dawned on me that he had not removed any of his clothes. Here I was naked, and he was fully dressed, probably so he could make a quick exit after he had finished.

      His hands were hungry over my body. One minute they were gripping tightly onto my arse, the next they were fondling my nipples, and other times they were holding my breast—or as much as he could scoop in one hand. He was hungry to fuck me, and I was ready to receive him. I started to sweat, but I got the impression he was doing most of the work.

      I had the same feeling overtake my body. I began to jerk as I realized it was happening again. It excited me but frightened me at the same time. I realized that for the first time in my life, I was going to climax.

      I bit his arm hard, and he screamed and then laughed a wicked laugh. Just then, I felt his come. I released him because I felt all my energy draining from my body as I climaxed. I licked my lips and thought how twenty minutes ago, or maybe longer, I was a virgin—and now I no longer fit that category.

      I fell asleep, too, knowing this was the best night of my life and wishing that there were more nights like this but, I think that once I become pregnant, they will stop.
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      I smiled to myself as I watched Lexi fall asleep beside me. I wasn’t nearly done. I wanted to wake her up so we could go another round, but decided she could use a bit of a rest. Besides, she’d been a virgin. She was going to be sore.

      It should be fine, though… as long as I’m careful…

      But I pushed that thought aside. It was a wonder she was letting me do this at all; I didn’t want to push her in case I went too far.

      I stretched my body out then got out of bed. The room I’d given her had a bathroom attached, and I went in there to get cleaned up. I looked down at my limp dick and winced at the spots of blood left on me. There would be some on the sheets, too.

      Would she mind taking a shower with me? I wondered to myself. We’ve done something so much more intimate, but…

      Her being a virgin was a big clue, but it was more than that. She was new to intimacy. It was possible she’d never even had a boyfriend and one of those innocent high school relationships that I’ve only ever heard about.

      I’ll just have to get her used to it.

      With that thought, I grinned. I took some tissue to wipe off the blood, then went back into the bedroom. My eyes immediately landed on Lexi where she lay asleep on the bed, her body barely covered with the sheets.

      “Lexi?” I called softly, shaking her shoulder lightly. “Come on, Lexi. Get up. We’re going to take a shower.”

      It took a little coaxing to get her up, but I managed, and she rubbed her eyes, then looked at me.

      “What?” she muttered hoarsely.

      “Shower,” I repeated. “Get up.”

      It took a minute, but she slid off the bed by herself, and I took her hand, leading her to the bathroom with me. I stood her to the side as I turned on the water in the shower enclosure and waited for it to warm up. It wasn’t until she was under the warm spray, and I’d walked in behind her, that she realized we were both naked. Her eyes widened as she looked down at herself, then me, and then her whole face flushed.

      “Why are you so shocked?” I asked, feeling a bit amused.

      Her hands twitched up, but she stopped them last minute before she could cross them over her chest.

      “Sorry, I just… this is a bit unexpected.”

      “We’ll probably be doing this a lot in the future,” I told her in warning. “So you should learn to get used to it now.”

      She blinked up at me then nodded slowly as she shuddered out a breath.

      I picked up the shower gel where it stood on a shelf in the wall. I put  some on my hands, and I reached for Lexi. She yelped, startled, and probably would have gone down if I hadn't caught her around the waist and dragged her against me.

      “I’m sorry!” she blurted out, her fingers digging into my arms where she held onto me. “You surprised me.”

      I just chuckled, ducking down to nuzzle the side of her face. The movement caused our wet bodies to slide together, and Lexi gasped as her nipples rubbed against my chest. That had me grinning again, and I held her tighter as I started rubbing my hands up and down her back.

      “W-what are you doing?” she stuttered, her voice breathy.

      “Say my name, Lexi,” I murmured against her ear, giving her lobe a light lick. “If you’ve forgotten, the name is Ryan. Say it.”

      My hands slid down her back to cup her ass cheeks, and she let out a moan.

      “Ryan,” she gasped. “Please…”

      “Please what?”

      She didn’t reply, and I didn’t wait for one.

      Lexi clung to me, even as I reached for the shower gel again. I liked feeling her pressed up against me, but I had to push her off just a little bit so I could wash her properly. She kept her eyes closed and head turned down so I wouldn’t see her expression, but there was no way I could miss the gasps and moans she let out as I rubbed the liquid soap all over her body. She trembled, and I wanted so badly just to take her again.

      I knew better than that, though. I craved so much more because it had been a while for me since I last had sex. But, she might have to leave in the future, and I didn’t want her to have bad memories of me when I was the first guy she’d given herself to. Some women were sensitive about those sorts of things, and I knew Lexi would be one of them. I couldn’t let my wants get in the way of her needs, not even over the fucking contract.

      “Ryan,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

      I blinked at her as she pulled me out of my thoughts. I was momentarily surprised by the positioning of my hands, one of them massaging her breasts, the other running on the insides of her thighs.

      “Wha…?” I muttered, feeling a little confused. Fuck, did my mind suddenly have a mind of its own, or what?

      “My body’s feeling a little hot,” Lexi gasped.

      She finally looked up at me, and I grit my teeth against the temptation to take her again. Lexi was fantastic. Our first time left me wanting more, and I just knew the whole baby making exercise with her was going to be such a great fucking ride. One I would never forget.

      I had to play this cool. If not for her sake, then for my conscience. The girl had enough taken from her; there was no need for me to completely steal her innocence.

      “What do you need?” I asked, and at that moment, I was serious. I wasn’t trying to tease her. I may have laid down the terms of the contract, but she was offering me her body, and I had to respect that. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

      Hesitantly, one of her hands moved from where she was holding onto my forearm. Instead, she placed it on the hand between her thighs, spreading her legs a little further, and applied a little pressure on the back of my hand to slide it up a bit higher.  With her direction, I palmed her sex, fingers teasing at her entrance.

      “I want you to touch me here,” she said, the words bold, but her voice was quiet and wavering. Her eyes flickered down for a minute before they were back to staring into mine. “I… want you to make me come. Please.”

      I watched her for a minute, then ducked down to press a quick peck on her forehead.

      “Whatever you want, Lexi,” I promised.

      As much as shower sex could be amazing, I’d always been wary of it, because it was so fucking risky. I’d been a little less about taking risks after Kora died. I could make this one exception, though.

      I shifted us around, moving carefully until I had her back pressed against the tiled wall. I didn’t remove my hands from where they were positioned though, playing with her breasts and her clit, with my fingers teasingly brushing her entrance as our positions shifted. I delighted in the shaky gasps pouring out of her mouth as I pleasured her. She was holding onto me once again, tightly, and the sting of her nails digging into my shoulder and arm only satisfied me.

      “I’m going to make you feel really good,” I whispered to her.

      “Ryan,” she breathed out, tilting her head back, her eyes going half-lidded, mouth parted as she breathed in short pants. Her head was out from under the shower spray, or she would have drowned like that.

      I leaned down to press kisses to her neck, licking up drops of water clinging to her skin. The hand on her breast squeezed gently; then I rubbed her nipple with my thumb, then moved the hand to her other breast to give it the same treatment. My fingers between her legs were circling her clit at the same time, and her body gave little jerks at the twin assault.

      “Ryan!”

      Lexi’s voice was higher this time, the sound bouncing around us in the shower enclosure, and I guessed she was getting close. I pressed my mouth against hers to muffle her noises in a kiss, as I slid a careful finger inside her followed by a second. I thrust in and out of her with careful movements, crooking my fingers as they pulled out, rubbing against her clit with the heel of my palm. Using the hand I had on her breasts, I rolled and tugged, rubbed and pinched her nipples. I pressed my body close to hers, bracing her against the tiles so she wouldn’t move too much.

      She let out a cry in my mouth as I felt her body break out into a full shudder, her walls convulsing around my fingers. I pulled them out of her, instead focusing my attention on her clit, rubbing furiously, bringing her as much pleasure as possible. It would have been better to do it on a bed, but we’d get that chance later.

      Lexi’s body slumped against the tiles as the waves of her climax passed, and I finished cleaning the both of us up.

      I got us out of the shower, and I toweled her down, then left her to get dressed, pulling on my pants so I could switch out her sheets, instead of calling for the maids. I didn’t do too great a job of making the bed, but by the time Lexi was ready to go to sleep, she didn’t look like she cared. She just crawled in and got under the covers, easing into sleep the moment she lay down.

      “Good night, Lexi,” I murmured.

      I watched her a moment longer before I picked up the rest of my clothes, turned off the lights, and headed to my room. I didn’t realize until I had my door closed behind me that I’d had a huge smile on my face the entire time.
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      I woke up to find myself alone in bed. I blinked my eyes as I looked around in confusion.

      Wasn’t Ryan with me when I fell asleep?

      I lifted my arms above my head and stretched out, only to freeze when I felt various aches all over my body. It was enough to bring back the memory from last night, and my face immediately heated up in a blush.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to myself, lifting the covers over my head and curling up under them, ignoring the aches this time.

      Ryan and I… did it. We had sex last night. I wasn’t a virgin anymore.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a little squeal as I squirmed under the covers. There was this big grin on my face, even though a part of me was still dazed from all of this.

      After a few minutes of nearly suffocating myself under the covers, I threw them off. I sat up, wincing a little when the ache between my legs got worse, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I’d gone through periods without medication; I could handle the after-effects of losing my virginity.

      Last night was… amazing.

      Ryan had made love to me in this bed. Then, he’d taken me to the shower and made me orgasm with just his hands. I found myself hoping we could do so much more of it as I slid out of bed. I headed for the bathroom, feeling my face heat up once more as I remembered Ryan washing me after getting me to orgasm for the second time. I hoped there would be more of that as well. A part of me had been worried that he’d just fuck me and leave me alone to keep to the terms of the contract.

      Technically, he did, my mind pointed out. But, at least he’d stayed for a bit until I fell asleep.

      I took a quick shower then left the bathroom with a towel wrapped around me. I patted my body dry, then found some clothes to wear. Since I’d been staying at Ryan’s house, the maids had been cleaning my clothes and hanging them up in the closet for me. It was such a spacious room and it made me realize I didn’t have much with me. I wondered if he could give me some cash in advance so I could buy some more clothes. I would have to ask.

      Dressed once again in old jeans and a t-shirt, I left my bedroom. I stopped just outside, feeling a moment of awkwardness as I wondered exactly where I was supposed to go. But then my stomach growled, and I shrugged, figuring I could go to check the dining room, see if any food was ready.

      I got there, though, and the room was empty. It took me a minute to realize I was pouting.

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      I looked up at the unfamiliar voice to find a maid standing at the entrance to the dining room.

      “Yes?” I said cautiously.

      As was the pattern for the last few days, any time they talked to me, it was because they had a message for me from Ryan. I missed Grace, the maid I’d met the day I’d arrived, and I wondered for the first time where she was and why I hadn't seen her again. Yeah, Ryan’s home was spacious, as were the grounds, but I should have run into her at some point, right?

      Or, did he send her off with his son? The way she talked about them, she could have been closer to them than the other workers, so it was entirely possible…

      “Mr. Gold asked that you have breakfast on your own this morning. Are you ready to eat? We can have the table set for you in a minute.”

      Well… I was hungry, and this was one of those days where he’d leave me alone, so why not?

      “I’ll have breakfast, please,” I answered.

      She left me with a smile and a short nod. I moved to sit down at the dining table. Several minutes later, three maids walked in to set the table in front of me. I was drooling from the scent of it alone before I even had the meal in front of me. It was a full breakfast, with a plate of toast, pancakes, bacon and eggs, with bottles of strawberry jam and syrup. There was a carafe of coffee and a mug, as well as a carton of orange juice and a glass.

      Damn!

      I thought it was way too much for just me. I’d gotten pretty used to not even having breakfast, so having all of this food in front of me, when it was just me, was a bit intimidating. I’d learned, though, that in this house, everything was extravagant, including the food.

      “Thank you,” I called out to the maids as they walked out of the room.

      I didn’t get a reply, but I wasn’t waiting for one. I dug into the meal, eating happily. My mind drifted as I ate, and I wondered what was going on at home. I wondered if any of my friends even knew I’d left, because I’d gotten no messages from any of them. My mom obviously wouldn’t be reaching out to me, and I pushed aside all thoughts of her and how she was living. She’d raised me, in her way, and a part of me felt responsible for her, but not to the point I would ruin my chances at a better future.

      Maybe… once I get the payout, I can send her some cash. And I can just be free of her after that completely.

      It felt fair.

      Even though I didn’t think I could finish everything on my plate, somehow, I did. I was at the table for nearly an hour, though, and the maids walked back into the room to take the dirty dishes, just as I took the last sip of orange juice, though I’d only had half a glass because I’d already had some coffee. I was feeling full, and I sat back and watched them do their job.

      “Miss?”

      One of the maids set down a small silver tray with a folded paper in front of me.

      “This is a message from Mr. Gold,” she told me. Then she nodded and left with the others.

      I stared at the note, biting down on my lower lip. After a minute of staying still, I reached for the note. My heartbeat picked up as I slowly unfolded it and read the contents.

      Come to my room tonight. Ten p.m.tonight, and not a minute later.

      Under it, was how to get to his room from mine, since I’d never been there.

      My heart was beating so hard right then it felt like it wanted to beat right out of my chest. It was just a simple note, but already my body was getting fired up in anticipation. I mourned a little to myself that I’d have to wait until tonight, crossing my legs and squeezing my thighs as I focused on breathing through the throbbing that was going on between my thighs.

      Fuck!

      I hadn't known him that long, and already this man had me wrapped around his fingers. Just the thought of him was enough to get me hot and ready. I took the note with me as I went back to my bedroom, deciding to stay there for the day. I’d have to find something to entertain myself so I wouldn’t lose my mind in between then and when I had to meet Ryan.

      “It’s just… twelve hours,” I muttered to myself as I dropped onto my bed. “Then we can meet…”

      Impatience was growing in my chest though, and I tamped it down. My thoughts immediately went to last night, and I threw an arm over my eyes with a groan, resisting the temptation to touch myself, to try and get myself off. Ryan had done it so easily, but I’d never made myself orgasm before.

      I can’t wait to see him again, I thought, biting down on my lower lip. To have him touching me again.

      I willed time to move faster as I picked up my phone and decided to surf for news online to keep myself busy.
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      I was waiting in my room, pacing in indecision. I glanced at the watch on my wrist and grimaced.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Too much time.”

      I wanted Lexi badly, but I knew I needed to give her space after last night before I scared her away. Also, I needed to get control of myself, and I’d thought some space between us would be a good thing, for the both of us.

      But I could barely stand it. I hadn't left the house the whole day; I’d barely left my room because I was worried I would run into her. More than that, I was worried that I would go looking for her deliberately when I was supposed to be staying away. It was harder than I’d thought it would be, keeping away from this woman that I hadn't known for longer than a week.

      After another round of pacing, I checked my watch again. It was a few minutes to seven p.m.; the time food was usually set in the dining room. I’d had breakfast in my room, just in case Lexi woke up early, even though she usually sleeps later than I do. Lunch was the same. I’d pretty much wasted an entire day in my room, too scared to even make a break for my home office. I didn’t do work in my room, so I’d pretty much just played games on my large screen, which wasn’t as fun without Edward here to enjoy it with me, or at least my friend joining me online for a game or two.

      It reminded me so much of my teenage days, and I wondered now how I’d survived for days doing nothing but playing mindless video games. After I’d entered adult life, I just didn’t see them the same way.

      “Do I go see her, or not?” I asked aloud. “I told her to come to my room, but what if she wants me there?”

      There was no convenient way to ask without letting her know I wanted to be there. And it would just be silly to ask the girl if I could join her at the table in my dining room. So after some more pacing, I let out an explosive sigh and moved to my closet.

      “Might as well join her. She might get lonely by herself,” I said to myself, feeling hopeful.

      I’d spent the day in a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, but it wasn’t nearly good enough to show up in front of Lexi in. So I switched them out for a formal pair of slacks and a button-down shirt. I left the shirt open at the collar, fastened the cuffs, and then pulled on a belt. I pulled on a pair of loafers and left my room.

      I got to the dining room, just in time for the maids setting the table to see me and realize I would be sitting at the table. They’d already set one place, but they added another for me, at my usual chair. By the time Lexi walked in, several minutes later, the food was all set, and I was just waiting for her to eat.

      “Lexi,” I said in greeting, pushing back my chair so I could stand.

      She’d frozen in the doorway, looking at me with wide eyes, like she was surprised to see me.

      “Ryan?” she said, sounding confused. “I… didn’t think I’d be seeing you until later.”

      I ran a nervous hand down the front of my shirt, hoping she wouldn’t recognize the movement for what it was.

      “I… decided it would be a waste to have our meals served separately. Please, sit.”

      I gestured toward her chair on the opposite side of me, and she finally moved from the doorway. Her movements were tentative, but she walked across the room and to her chair. I sat down in my seat at the head of the table, and she sat to my right.

      Once we were both seated, I looked to Lexi, waiting for her to start eating. But, she didn’t move, staring right back at me. Neither of us said a word, though we probably both had a lot we wanted to say. I almost pushed myself forward to begin first, to ask how she’d been, if she felt fine from last night, physically and emotionally. If she’d missed me as much as I’d missed her over the course of the day.

      Instead, I picked up the utensils, ready to start digging in.

      “Can I ask you a few questions?”

      That had me pausing and looking back at her. I was a little surprised she’d mustered up the courage where I couldn’t. Then I set the utensils down and pursed my lips at her.

      “Do they all pertain to the contract?” I asked.

      She nodded slowly. “A few of them are personal, but I do mostly want to find out more about this contract.”

      I returned her nod. “Very well. You can ask whatever you want, but I get to decide whether to answer you or not. I would also like to ask if we can eat while we speak. The food will get cold.”

      “All right,” she muttered, picking up her utensils.

      When I saw her starting to eat, I followed suit, waiting for her questions. I made sure I looked unflappable on the outside, but I was worried about her questions and whether or not I could answer any of them to her satisfaction. Was she going to up and leave if she wasn’t satisfied?

      “I’ve meant to ask,” she started slowly after a few more minutes of silence. “About your wife. I mean… Edward’s mother. I haven’t seen a picture of her anywhere; I only guessed you were married. Were the two of you… in the same…?”

      “Arrangement?” I finished for her, once I realized where she was leading with that question. “If she and I had the same arrangement as with you? No. I knew her for a while, we dated. We were married.”

      “Were,” she repeated.

      I gave her a hard look that told her not to prod too deeply. “Were,” I said firmly.

      She nodded and looked down as she took another bite. She chewed thoughtfully, and I was watching her the entire time as she deliberated her next question.

      “About the contract, then. If everything goes well and I conceive, what happens once I give birth to the child? If, say… I want to keep seeing him or her? I wouldn’t try to take them with me; I doubt I’d be able to look after a child alone. But if I thought about it?”

      I frowned at her question, wondering if she was trying to imply that she felt that way. That didn’t quite sit well with me. I’d viewed our contract as ending rather quickly once she had the baby.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” I said with stiff formality, even more than I’d already displayed so far. “Once you have the child, you will be signing over legal rights to me. The contract beforehand comes in as a safeguard. You can't renege on the deal afterward, unless you want to get dragged through a court case.”

      She frowned and paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. Slowly, she lowered it to her plate, her expression serious as she looked at me.

      “Are you telling me… I won’t even be allowed to see my child?”

      “You shouldn’t get things wrong,” I corrected her. “The child will be mine. Your work as a surrogate is to help me carry him or her, but after that, you get to live your life, and I go back to mine. It is be the best thing to do for the both of us.”

      After all, it wouldn’t do to get her attached to the child when she would have to leave them anyway. And in the same vein, neither I nor Edward would have to get attached to her, knowing she would be going off to pursue her dreams.

      “I get that we have a contract, but do I have to cut off complete contact?” she asked, looking visibly upset as the frown grew deeper on her face, and she fisted her hands on the table. “I mean… after the birth, I’m going to need some time off to recover. Then I’ll be going off to school, and there would be breaks. I could come back, maybe babysit—”

      “There would be no need,” I cut her off. “I have people that can do that sort of thing for me, and I’ll be around at home a lot in place of you for the baby. You will be allowed to see the baby, of course. You just won’t be able to hold them. It would be for the best.”

      Lexi didn’t see things my way, because she jumped up, looking all indignant.

      “What do you mean, it would be for the best?” she complained. “No one would have to know the child was mine—”

      “I’m not budging on this, Lexi.”

      She seemed to freeze at the use of her name and just stood there blinking at me for a few minutes. Then, she moved away from the table, and I went to stand when I noticed her stumble. But she shot me a hard look that had me going still in my chair.

      “Please excuse me,” she said quietly, averting her eyes. “I lost my appetite.”

      I watched her leave; my lips pressed tightly together.

      Was what I was doing so wrong?

      Lexi, you still seem to think it’s as simple as a contract, but once you see this child, hold them. Would you want to give them up? Because I wouldn’t either.
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      After Lexi left me alone at the dining table, I lost my appetite as well. So, after a while of trying to get myself to eat, I finally gave up. Several minutes later, when the maids came in to take the food away, I watched in annoyance, because I didn’t like food leaving the table.

      “Make sure that doesn’t go to waste,” I reminded them as they cleared the table.

      “Of course, sir,” one of them answered.

      I gave an approving nod, then left the table to head to my bedroom for some privacy. They knew exactly how I liked things done around the house. In fact, most of the hired help on the grounds had been on the job for more than two years, and I could call them family, but for the fact that I didn’t see them as constantly, though they were always there.

      That thought gave me an idea, though. Grace, one of the longest-serving maids, had been here since I first got the place, and she’d been so great I never let her go. She never asked to be let go, either, so things worked out for everyone.

      This wasn’t a problem I could take to just anyone, after all. I couldn’t ask my friends, and I sure as fuck couldn’t ask my family. My friend already knew about the contract, and even he had a problem with it. Even if it were Grace, I wouldn’t give her the full details, but because I’d brought this strange young woman into the house and gave a bunch of instructions about how she was to be treated, she would have guessed. Grace was a smart woman, after all. I also knew that she wouldn’t push for information unless I approached her first.

      “Fuck,” I muttered to myself, frowning. “I sent her off with Edward…”

      It had been the best move for my son, but now that I thought about it, she would have been good company for Lexi to have around, because I sure as fuck failed at that. As far as I knew, Lexi hadn't gotten friendly with any of the other maids since Grace left, so she pretty much spent all day by herself.

      That was something I’d overlooked, something I would have to rectify as soon as possible.

      But first, I had to speak to Grace.

      I moved to the seating area of my bedroom and sat down on one of the chairs, pulling my phone out of my pocket. Grace had an emergency phone with her that I’d insisted on her having whenever she was off the grounds, and I would need to call her for something. It was separate from the phone she used with friends and family so she would always know who was calling because my number was the only one saved to that phone. She was number three on my speed dial, and I tapped on the button, then put the phone to my ear. She picked it up on the third ring.

      “Hello, Ryan,” she said with her usual gentle, almost motherly tone. It always calmed me down when she talked to me like that, as if, when I lost Kora, she’d suddenly become a mother to both me and my son. It didn’t calm me down at that moment, though. “You only call when there’s an emergency, but I have Edward with me here. Is there something I can do for you?”

      I took a deep breath, ready to ask, only to pause.

      What exactly was I going to ask?

      I hadn't completely thought that through. Crap! But then, after a moment, I figured a cutout version of the truth should be fine.

      “It’s about the house guest,” I admitted. “She, uh…”

      “You made her mad,” she guessed.

      I winced. “Not… I mean, I’m not sure she’s mad, she just got up and walked away in the middle of dinner. I don’t know how to interpret it.”

      “And you called me for advice,” she guessed again. “Like a teenage boy, wanting to know what went wrong with wooing his first crush.”

      “I would appreciate it if you didn’t word it that way, Grace,” I complained.

      She wasn’t a crush, after all, and Lexi and I hardly had that kind of a relationship. I was pretty sure Grace would scold me, though, for being so cold as to term it all a business contract.

      “So,” she prompted. “What exactly did you say to her to get her so mad?”

      “Um,” I floundered, frowning as I waved my free hand around as if that would bring an idea to me. “We were… talking about something. Something important. It’s to do with the agreement we have for her staying here, and I thought we were on the same page. But I just realized today that we’re not, and I guess I’m not quite sure how to get her to understand my point.”

      I was pretty confident that that was all that was needed. After all, she knew the details already. Even if she hadn’t read the contract, down to the fine print, I had told her, and what I didn’t, she could have guessed. She was acting as a surrogate in exchange for enough cash to get her through college, which necessitated her leaving after the agreement was over. So when she’d mentioned the possibility of sticking around, it had worried me, for several reasons that I’d listed out to her already, but that seemed to be what made her mad at me in the first place.

      But I firmly believed I was in the right, so Grace’s reply confused me a bit.

      “You’re going about this all wrong, Ryan,” she said in a chiding tone.

      “What?”

      She sighed. “Lighten up, Ryan. Can you learn what that means and try to do it? We can even make it homework if you’d like.”

      “You don’t have to do that, I know what it means,” I said defensively. “And it’s not like I’m making impossible demands or anything! I’m sure if you’d heard you wouldn’t disagree with me right now because it’s for the best.”

      Again, she let out a sigh, and this time, it had me frowning.

      “That, right there is your problem, you know? You probably won’t tell me what it is, but that doesn’t matter. You’re assuming whatever decision you’re making is the best. How does this girl feel about that? Because you know you can't just make decisions for her, right? That would get her mad at you.”

      That had me going still in my seat. I tilted my head back and stared blankly at the ceiling. Grace was right because I was the one pushing all the decisions in everything we did. I drafted the contract by myself, and yeah, I gave it to her to read before she agreed, but what if there was something she’d wanted to add in or wanted to clarify or change? I hadn't been there. She’d signed, and I found out afterward. Hell, I hadn't talked to her much at all.

      “Why don’t you try talking to her again?” Grace suggested. “And this time, discuss the two of you, as soon as you possibly can, before she has time to grow even angrier.”

      “Do you think she would talk to me if I went to her now?” I asked anxiously, unconsciously running my hand down my thighs.

      Grace hummed. “Well. If she’s in a bit of a huff now, going to see her too early might not be the best idea either. She’d probably ignore you if you tried your phone, too.”

      I knew that already, which was why I hadn't bothered to try contacting her that way. And I figured she hadn't wanted to see me, which was why I hadn't gone to her room.

      “If you want a quick fix, there’s a book the young miss appears to like. I’ve heard news from the other maids, and it proved my theory correct.”

      “What theory?” I blurted out, impatient.

      “Lexi loves to read,” she said, telling me something I already knew. Then, she went on. “Once she discovered your classics collection in the library, she fell in love with one particular book.

      I got her hint immediately and grinned.

      “Thank you, Grace,” I said quickly. She gave me the name of the book, and I was on my feet and racing out of my room after quickly hanging up the call.

      In the library, I moved to my little covered office. I had plenty of pen and paper in the drawers, and I went through them until I found one of each. I wrote down a quick note, for Lexi to meet me as we’d originally planned so that we could have a proper talk.

      Then I went hunting for that book, I was relieved when I found it.

      I kept glancing over my shoulder to make sure there wouldn’t be anyone there to see me, though I didn’t understand why; but by the same token, I loved the idea.
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      As I entered, his cold smile turned into a warm, loving one.

      “What am I doing here?”

      “I thought you wanted me to fuck you?”

      “Thought you did.”

      “No, that was just a teaser,” he replied, which sent shivers down my spine. “I will have you screaming for more.”

      I wanted to scream ‘yes, please.’ I just simply nodded. I began to grow weak and wet at the anticipation that he would enter me one more time.

      He took my hand. I glanced at the mahogany posts on either side of the bed and a large gold lace curtain tied to each post. The first thing that came to my mind was it was more of a woman’s bed than a man’s type of bed. It was huge, and the idea of lying on the golden bed turned me on, especially with the hottest man that I’d ever met so near to me.

      He took my hand and led me to the bed. I took off my shoes in anticipation of him exploring me once more. I got excited at the thought of what he was going to do to me. He reached for my hair and loosened it from my usual ponytail.

      “That’s better. Why do you insist on keeping your lovely hair in a cage?”

      I had never thought of it like that. I just tried to keep it off my face. Not that I wanted everyone to stare at my face, but with my short-sighted vision, I needed as much visibility as possible.

      I was a slave to his commands. Next, he gently used his arms to lower me onto the bed. It felt nice to be treated so well. He knew how to make a woman feel special, and right now, I did not feel like a woman. I felt like a lady.

      He gently nibbled on my ear and said, “You are mine tonight.” I did not respond but merely closed my eyes with hot anticipation. This time, I watched his every move. He stripped for me slowly by taking off his t-shirt, and I watched as the ripples of his six-pack were revealed.

      Oh, my, I am in seventh heaven.

      I wanted to taste him and touch him. As he took off his pajama bottoms, I moved closer. I have never touched a cock before; I thought as I caressed it. He moaned as I squeezed it and he put his hand on the back of my head, encouraging me to go forward.

      It smelled so good, I just had to taste it with my mouth. I envisioned that I was sucking a lollypop and did the same movements I would do if I were sucking one. I put it in my mouth making sure I did not bite him. He groaned louder and pushed my head even more onto his thick cock as I sucked him harder and harder.

      I was pleased that he was enjoying it, I was becoming wet from the noises he was making, and my panties dampened. Oh, yes, I wanted him in so many ways that were unspeakable. I just wish this weren’t the last night.

      I removed these thoughts from my head as I sucked until he came in my mouth. I swallowed it, and he responded, “You are a good girl, you sucked me dry.” He laughed while panting at the same time.

      What was the big deal?

      I wanted to satisfy him, and I wanted to make sure I did.

      Like a hungry wolf on the hunt, scavenging for their feed, he wanted to feed me with sex, and I was helping him.

      He wanted to gratify me. Didn’t he realize that everything he did to me did that alone? I did not need more from him. He did that with his smile, his touch, his embrace, and most of all, by making love to me. Yes, I came to the right place at the right time to discover that I do belong somewhere, in his arms and in his life.

      He turned me on all fours. I felt like a dog, and then he slid his two fingers up my arse.  They were wet and slimy; I’m not sure why.  At first, it hurt, but the more he did it and rocked me, the more I discovered it was not too bad. He was lying in between my legs, and as my breasts dropped further down, he would try to capture them in his mouth sucking them and laughing every time he managed to capture one of them.

      It was a game to him, and he liked it.

      Afterward, he stopped me and forcibly made me sit on his fat dick covered in a condom.  Crap, when did he put that on? He used his hands to maneuver me forward and backward. It hurt at first. I wasn’t sure if it was because his dick was so big or because I had only lost my virginity the day before.

      As the movements became deeper, I enjoyed it more, but I could feel the same sensation as I had the day before. I was climaxing. I could not believe that this feeling was something that I had never felt in my entire life. I had heard about it, saw it a few times on television, but experiencing it was an utterly new experience. It felt so good, too good in fact.

      I reached my arms up into the air and began to arch my back. I felt the thrill of a rollercoaster ride, and I wasn’t going to stop until I felt ecstasy. I started to scream and so did he at the same time.

      “Yeah, baby, come to papa.”

      As we both screamed in pure joy, I fell on top of him. He laughed as he brushed my back the same way he did two days before when we were taking pictures. He smiled and shivered at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15 - Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexi fell asleep almost immediately. I didn’t blame her; the sex was intense. I still had a smirk on my face, knowing just how much she’d enjoyed it, and loving it.

      I slid out of bed to head to the bathroom. I found a wash cloth and wet it a bit with warm water to wipe myself down. Then I went back to the bedroom to do the same for Lexi. She mumbled in protest, squirming around, a slight furrow on her brow, but she didn’t even wake up. I just smiled at that and went to put leave the cloth in the bathroom.

      Back in the bedroom, I eyed the mess that was our strewn clothes and hesitated. Technically, we were done for the night. I was supposed to try not to get attached to this woman, which was why I’d been trying too hard to keep my distance before.

      But I couldn’t bring myself just to get dressed and leave. Instead, I went back to the bed, lay down next to her, and watched her sleep.

      Damn, she is beautiful. More and more every time I see her.

      I reached a tentative hand to brush a finger down her cheek. She squirmed a little, but again, did not wake up.

      A ring interrupted the silence. It was my phone, and I got out of bed, heading for my clothes to pick the call up quickly before it woke her up.

      “Hello?” I answered quietly, going to the bathroom and locking the door behind me.

      “Daddy? It’s me!”

      I perked up at the sound of my son’s voice. It had been a while since we’d been apart for so long, even though it was only for a week. I didn’t send the kid away from home often because he didn’t like leaving home. I’d been distracted by Lexi’s presence, but hearing his voice again, I remembered just how much I missed my kid.

      “Hey, Eddie,” I said, my voice brighter, though still trying to keep it down. “How’ve you been, kid? I hope you’re having a good time at grandma’s?”

      He hummed. “Grandma’s awesome!” he declared.

      There was a round of laughs behind him, and I guessed the rest of the family was around him and listening in. I smiled, hearing my little boy so happy.

      He is why I’m doing all this; I reminded myself.

      This whole thing with Lexi, the contract, wanting a baby… I was doing all of it for the sake of my son. He had lost his mother, and while I couldn’t get that back for him, I could at least give him a sibling to play with, before the age gap got a little too big.

      “I’m glad, kid,” I murmured, leaning back against the bathroom door. “I miss you a lot over here, you know? It’s just not as much fun without you around.”

      “Just work then, daddy,” he said, to another round of laughs.

      I winced. Ah, work.

      Shit. It wasn’t exactly a new realization, but I knew I was shirking work, too. Lexi was just too much of a distraction for me to focus on anything else, though. I had an office outside of the house, but I usually just worked from home for convenience. Still, it felt like I hadn't been out of the house at all since she came. And it wasn’t like I was even doing any work.

      When was the last time I stepped into my home office? I couldn’t remember because I was always so busy doing other shit. Like worrying about Lexi. Her thoughts, and her comfort, not to mention wanting to be with her. She was pretty much all that had occupied my mind the past few days because I was worried about her when I couldn’t see her, and when I could see her, I couldn’t seem to take my eyes off her.

      The one thing I hadn’t neglected, in fact, was calling my son every night, and yet today, I’d waited so long to do it, that he’d called me himself.

      Get it together, Ryan.

      “Daddy’s a bit busy over here,” I said vaguely. “But I miss having you around. So hurry up and get back, okay, kid? Say hi to grandma for me.”

      “’Kay, daddy,” he said brightly. “Bye.”

      I smiled to myself as he cut off the call. He hadn't talked much, and yet, it was more than he’d talked on other days. Sending him to my mom’s was the best idea. I should probably go, too, the next time he went, or mom would get pissed at me for not visiting her as often as I should.

      There was still the question of work, but it wasn’t like I had to get to it at that moment. There wasn’t anything so pressing that it couldn’t wait. So I left the bathroom, picked up our clothes to lump them in a pile, then went back to bed, leaving the phone on the nightstand.

      I slid back into bed, pulling the covers over me, and lying on my side so I could look at Lexi some more.

      Why am I so attracted to you?

      I frowned to myself as I considered it. I knew it couldn’t be something so simple, as her being a woman and me a man, because I had met many women that wouldn’t have minded jumping into bed with me, even if it was just to give me a kid. I hadn't felt a thing for any of them, though. It was a bit strange with Lexi because no matter what I knew of her from the background check, she was still very much a stranger. A stranger that I saw, and immediately wanted to take home with me.

      Whatever it was about her that kept pulling me in… I didn’t mind it.

      I let out a yawn, realizing just how tired I felt.
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      “Morning, sleepyhead,” are the words that wake me up as he whispers in my ear. What is this? Is it love or infatuation?

      I spread my legs, and he shuts the door, at the same time I close my eyes. I smell his musk…his strong, masculine musk. Even first thing this morning, there is no change to his aroma. It’s the same as the night before, strong, masculine, and crying out my name.

      My hairs stand up as if they’re attracted to him like a magnet. They want to pull him close. I want to say something, anything that will help me figure out what’s going on. I should’ve run out the door; I feel his length brush against my thigh. I’m naked, and he’s so close, close enough my erect nipples are aligned with his.

      His head is between my legs and his hands around my ankles as he starts to lower himself down. I open my eyes, knowing I don’t have to look at him.

      “Don’t move,” he demands as his tongue darts straight into my wetness, and I groan. I moan at my weakness, my constant refusal to stay as far away from this man as possible.

      He holds gently onto my ankles and pierces his tongue in and out of my labia. I stand, trying not to disobey. It’s so hard because I’m becoming weaker and weaker at the knees the more he presses against my clit. His tongue is swirling, his lips are blowing, and it’s driving me wild. I know I’m so close to the edge of climax, and the only words that can escape my lips are, “Hmm, I’m…”

      He’s quiet as he takes control of my climax. He keeps moving slowly in and out, and his fingers tease my ankles.

      I come, slumping like a rag doll waiting to be controlled. He jumps up behind me and holds onto my breasts, pushing me against the door. This can only mean one thing: he wants relief, and it’s going to be against the door.

      My head moves to the side, he slides his tongue into my mouth, and I suck it. I suck it harder as his fat cock strokes my cunt. I start to get wet again. Ryan wants me to know he controls me, and as much as I want to leave, I can’t. He never forced me; he just wants me to stay. He needs me to be the one who chooses, and I took the option of being with him.

      I clear my mind and take the pleasure he is going to give me as he enters me slowly with his length. I forgot how big he is until he thrusts it in until it won’t fit anymore, and with one hand still on my breast, he focuses on my clit with the other. His fingers stroke it as he circles his hips, my pussy becoming once again acquainted with his member.

      He’s not going to pump into me.

      This is the beginning of my journey. I want to scream, but I keep sucking his tongue. I start to lap it harder as I feel his cock grinding, my pussy crying for more. I whimper as he withdraws his tongue from my mouth and asks, “What do you need me to do?”

      “Pump me.”

      “No, what do you need me to do.”

      I’m confused by the question. I need him to fuck me, but I don’t want to say that, so he continues to rotate his length. It goes round and round, and so does my arse. This time, he drops my breast and uses both hands to stroke my arse, and alternates the movement to my clit.

      I need him to fuck me, and the more I feel, the more my pussy walls tell me not to be so stubborn and just enjoy the sex. It is crying, and if it could speak, it would shout it out loud and clear. He slows his movements, making my torture feel even worse. I’m frustrated and finally blurt out, “Fuck me.”

      “Louder.”

      “Fuck me!” I shout with my head pressed against the door, partly because of the force he has on me, and partly because I’m exhausted.

      We come, and I’m exhausted and sore at the same time. As I feel his come shoot up my spine, I cry, my tears streaking down my cheek.

      He climbs on top of me slowly, and says, “I’m going to make love to you. This is what you need and want right now.”

      Open, your mouth. Tell him to get off you.

      I should deny him. I should have prevented him from torturing me as he did before. He sighs as he makes his way to the bathroom to clean himself. I watch him like a frozen statue. Unable to move, waiting for him to take me as he did once before. My pussy wants more, and it knows he’s willing to give it. As he makes his way back, he kisses my head, then my cheeks and finally my lips. It feels like I’m kissing a different person.

      This person doesn’t want to fuck me; he wants me to love him as he is going to do to me right now. My wetness is driving me mad as it starts to flow when his length strokes my pussy. I can’t believe it feels this way after what he did, and I feel betrayed.

      Every part of me is letting me down, my pussy, for reacting every time he touches me, my impulse, for not walking out the door and my conscience, as I recall that I came here to give him a baby not to fall in love.

      He is causing so many mixed emotions in my mind that I can’t think straight. I kiss him back with hunger as he gently enters my pussy, and my legs wrap around him so we can be as one. He thrusts gently inside me, using his hands to caress my sides, my face and, at times, to drive my head closer to his as we kiss.
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      I woke up before Lexi did, and the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes, was her face. It made me smile that she was the first thing I got to see in the morning. I debated waking her up for the moment but decided she could stay for a bit.

      Slipping carefully out of bed, I went to the bathroom to get showered up. Then I wrapped a towel around my waist, another around my shoulders to catch any drops of water from my hair, then went back to the bedroom.

      I moved over to the bed to where Lexi was still sleeping. A glance at my phone’s screen on the nightstand told me it was about time for breakfast, so I reached a hand out to shake her awake.

      “Lexi,” I called out gently. “Come on, Lexi. You need to get up and go shower. We should be going to have breakfast soon.”

      It took a few minutes with me shaking her and calling her name gently as she grumbled and tried to squirm stubbornly away from me. But then she opened her eyes and blinked up at me, then sat up. Her hair was sticking up, her eyes were squinted at me, and she still looked a bit drowsy. But I couldn’t help looking at her and wanting to take her again, my eyes falling to her exposed breasts as the sheets fell away from around her chest.

      “What time is it?” she asked, rubbing her eyes with a fist. Then she raised her arms up as she stretched her body out with a yawn.

      Fuck.

      I couldn’t stop eyeing her body, but it wasn’t the best time for this shit. We didn’t want to miss breakfast, and I’d probably made her sore last night.

      Get your mind out of the gutter, I thought to myself harshly.

      “Almost time for breakfast,” I told her, leaning closer to peck a kiss on her cheek. “Get showered and dressed.”

      “Okay,” she said, smiling at me before stumbling out of bed.

      I thought about helping her, but she stabilized herself and walked toward the bathroom. I watched her the whole way, wondering if she knew she was naked. She’d been so shy in the beginning; if she could be this open with me, then things were progressing well between us, right?

      Before I could get any ideas, I walked out with my clothes in hand. There would be no one out in the hall this early in the morning, so I didn’t feel worried. After getting dressed, I wasted several minutes looking through my phone to see if I had any missed calls new texts, or emails. There were a few.

      When I thought I’d waited enough time, I got out of my room. I walked slowly down the hall, my eyes on Lexi’s door, waiting for her to come out. I didn’t have to wait long; I was out of time to keep stalling unless I wanted to start taking a step every minute. Before she walked out, looking shocked to see me there.

      “Hey,” she said, smiling.

      “Hey,” I repeated, returning the smile.

      We walked down the stairs and to the dining hall together. I had this large grin on my face, and when I glanced at Lexi out of the corner of my eye, I could see she was just as happy as I was. We sat down at the dining table, and immediately, food was set. I waited until the maids were gone, then turned back to Lexi.

      “Dig in,” I said with a wave at the spread. “And let me know if there’s something you like or don’t like, okay?”

      She hummed with a nod of her head. “It would be hard, though. How could I not like anything? The food here is always the best. Better than anything I’ve ever had.”

      I smiled to myself, feeling just a bit proud, even though I never lifted a hand to make any of the food in the house.

      “I’m glad that you like it,” I murmured. “Though, it does make me curious about you.”

      Her wide eyes looked up at me as she crunched down on some toast, then took a sip of coffee.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked.

      So, she would just tell me if I wanted to know? We ate a little bit, and she kept sending me looks, probably waiting for me to ask. But, just in case I got her mad like last time, I figured I might as well let the both of us have our fill first.

      Then finally, I said, “I did want to know a bit about your home situation. I mean, I know you were just living with your mom…”

      She sighed and nodded. “Yeah. I don’t remember much about my dad, though I do have a few memories of who I think could be my dad. There were no pictures of him around the house, though, so I can't know for sure. He died when I was young, and mom didn’t take it well.”

      “Your mom and you don’t get along?” I asked. She wouldn’t have run away from home otherwise.

      “I don’t know if I would put it quite like that,” she said slowly. “We got along just fine, but I guess we never really talked. She got me through school, and she liked to drink. I didn’t like that about her, because she’s not exactly a nice drunk. Things fell apart when it came to college, though, because I wanted to go, but she wanted me to work so she could work less and bring in more income. We probably argued more than we’d talked in years, just because of college, before I’d had enough and just left. She wanted to hold me back in every way possible, and I was determined. The decision was pretty easy to make.”

      She said it all so matter-of-factly, I wasn’t sure if I should have felt sympathy for her or not. She probably wouldn’t want any pity, though. There was some more silence between us because I didn’t know what to say to her. She was the one to break it this time.

      “What about you?” she asked. “I’ve been curious about Edward’s mom, but I didn’t know how to ask before. I’ve been around the place, and I couldn’t even find a single picture of her. Is it okay for me to ask?”

      Her question brought back the memories, and I felt a lump in my throat. But I managed a smile and a small nod for her. Of course, she would be curious, and there was nothing wrong with letting her know, after all.

      “There are pictures of her around, but I keep them all locked up in my room because Edward gets quiet for days after he sees them. I’m hoping... that there will be a time when he will be fine with looking at them, and I’ll put them back up.”

      She slowed her chewing, her focus on me. “What happened to her?” she asked softly, probably reacting to the tone of my voice which was the furthest thing from happy.

      “Her name was Kora,” I started quietly. She didn’t miss the past tense, and I saw her expression fall into one of sympathy. “We met in college and… it wasn’t exactly love at first sight. You could say we were rivals. Only she disliked me a lot more than I did her because she thought I’d paid my way through everything when she’d worked hard to get to where she was.” I smirked to myself at the memories. “I proved her wrong, of course. Somehow, we fell in love, and got married right after graduation.”

      I could still picture how beautiful she’d looked in her wedding dress, mere days after we graduated because neither of us wanted to wait too long after we’d already passed one hurdle.

      “It wasn’t long before we had Edward. She and I planned to have a lot of kids. But when Edward was a year and a few months old, she got sick. Or, more like we realized she was sick, we just didn’t know before.”

      There was a short silence.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice small.

      I just shook my head, shaking off the memories along with it, and gave her a small smile.

      “It’s fine. We looked for the best, but there was nothing we could do for her. She did her best to be there for Edward in her last moments. The two of them were very close. She spent more time with him than I did, so he took it hard when she passed away. It’s why I want another child so badly while Edward is still so young. I want him to have a sibling to play with as he grows up. I don’t know if it’ll help any, but he’s slowly coming out of his trauma. He talks now when before, he would go days, sometimes weeks without saying so much as a word. He’s getting better, but I was so worried before…”

      I surprised myself a little with how open I was about this. The words had just come out of my mouth without a second thought, but now that I’d stopped, I thought I’d said too much. So much, that the memories were rushing through my mind, and I couldn’t stop them.

      We finished breakfast, and I didn’t raise my head from my plate once. I was feeling a little emotional, and I found myself blinking a lot to push back tears. I’d revealed pretty much everything about myself, and now she knew all the cards I held.

      The moment I was done, I got up and left without a look or a word to Lexi, heading to my room alone to pick myself up.
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      I watched as Ryan got up and left the dining room the moment he was done eating, and I couldn’t bring myself to call him back. Thinking of what he’d said, I could guess why he was acting the way he was. The grief must have been strong because it probably hadn't been that long ago.

      I finished eating by myself and left the table just as the maids were coming in to clear it.

      “He probably went to his room,” I murmured to myself.

      I knew where his room was, of course, but I’d only ever gone there with an invite. So, I was a little hesitant just to go barging in when he was dealing with something personal. It hurt to think of it that way, but technically, it wasn’t like he and I had a relationship. It was an agreement, with a contract and everything. It didn’t suddenly make me his girlfriend or make us best friends who talked about everything with each other.

      “I should leave him alone,” I decided.

      Still, as I walked up the steps, I couldn’t help feeling worried. I remembered him waking me up this morning, then stalling just long enough to be outside my door by the time I got out so we could walk to the dining room together. It had been so sweet of him, and it had made me happy.

      But then, I just had to get nosy.

      “Fuck it, Lexi,” I sighed.

      My own story was nowhere near as tragic as his. My dad had been gone for a long time; I could even argue that I missed the idea of him, rather than missing him, because I barely remembered him. Mom and I had never quite gotten along, so that was nothing new. For Ryan and his son, though, the wound was fresh, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the little boy that had lost his mom too early.

      I hesitated in the hallway upstairs, but with a sigh, I went back to my room.

      Ryan had woken me up for a shower, but all I’d done was wash my face, brush my teeth, and wipe myself down. I’d tried to hurry so I could go out to meet Ryan, and he probably just didn’t notice. Now, though, I wanted that shower.

      I stripped and dropped my clothes on the floor as I went to the bathroom. I turned the water on and waited for it to warm up. I glanced at myself in the bathroom mirror, running my hands through my hair. Internally, though, I was worried about Ryan.

      After a few seconds, I reached my hand under the spray, and while it was only a little warm, it was better than icy cold. I stepped under the spray, ducking my head under it to let it soak my hair before pushing it back and blinking my eyes open, only for them to grow wide as I saw Ryan there, pulling off his boxers then coming toward me.

      

      “Shhh,” he placed his finger to my lips then he reached out to the side and took a sponge. He uses the sponge to clean around my breasts keeping his eyes on mine. He’s bathing me, cleansing my troubles away and I close my eyes and let him. He releases some of the water and my breasts ease and relax as it drips down them. He changes position and I sit on the bench at the edge of the bath. He kneels in front of me and opens my legs and then he moves the sponge gently over my exposed body.

      He starts circling the sponge across my neck while giving extra care and attention as I tilt my head from side-to-side. I keep my eyes closed. If I open them, I’ll be tempted to kiss him or want him to put his length inside of me. He moves the sponge between my legs while gently caressing my pussy, making sure not to deeply penetrate it, but just brushing it with the strands.

      I groan as my wetness takes over, my pussy starts to throb harder while he moves gently in and out of me. Then, he stands up and glides it around my leg until he gets to my foot. As he holds onto my foot, he rubs the back of the sole of my foot and sucks on my big toe. He bites it lightly, I frown and open my eyes, and he whispers, “Relax.”

      With his soft but demanding tone, I forget all of my worries. I relax my head back and release my hair with my arms hanging down to the sides, and I let him guide my sexual thoughts and movements. I let him continue to bathe my naked body, and I love it.

      “Better?” he asks while he continues to lift my legs simultaneously brushing the sponge against them, making my pussy walls scream for him to push his length against them. He holds both of my legs, and I wrap my arms around his neck. I know where we’re going and I can feel his cock getting more erect by the second as he’s moving up and down teasing me.

      “Put it in,” I demand with confidence. He’s changed this innocent virgin from Tulse Hill into a sex fiend, and he knows it.

      Is it him, or the way he pleases me?

      He moves away and says, “Come.”

      We’re both dripping with bubbles covering most of our bodies and making a complete mess. I try and make sure I don’t slip, not only do I not have my contacts in, but my legs feel weak after the sensations he’s been giving me for the last few minutes.

      As we enter, he puts the water on lukewarm, and it sprinkles all over our bodies. I lift my arms and flick my hair to the back of me. It forms a line to the arch of my back. He presses my back into the glass wall and then lifts me up. I’m elevated against the wall with only one thing left for him to do. He pushes his length inside me with one long slide.

      No caution.

      No warning.

      He just thrusts himself inside of me. His big, fat cock enters me, and my pussy walls cover it like all their prayers have been answered.

      I yell out, “Yes, Yes, Yes!” Water is running down my throat. My nipples are crushed against his chest, and my sex is crying out for him to fuck me. Shit, this man knows how to fuck a girl. I welcome it with open arms.

      “That’s my girl. You feel that?”

      I hold onto his shoulders and don’t respond. I pant as he thrusts into me harder. My nipples turn into pebbles as the water bursts over my body removing the sweat of our intensity. Every thrust feels like a release of his frustration. Every dig in his back is the depth of my anxiety. Every scream for him giving me the fuck of a lifetime. I hold onto him for dear life as he pushes my back harder against the glass wall.

      I can’t believe that he’s making me feel this way. The sensations running through me are driving me mad. He cries out in ecstasy as I dig harder into his back.

      “I want you to want me,” he says as he withdraws his dick and I slump down after I climax so hard around him. I’m still shaking like a withering leaf in the wind and my legs drop like jelly. My cunt walls cry like an injured child as he looks me in the eye and I try to focus on the water splattering all over my hair and my balance is in his control.

      Is the great and powerful Ryan Gold, succumbing to feelings for me?

      “I want you to want me,” he chants again forcefully as his length decreases after jetting his come inside me. I want to deny him the pleasure, so I avoid looking into his eyes but wipe the water splattering into my eyes.

      You’re up to your old tricks! I know what you want.

      We stand next to each other like two lost souls. He’s demanding that I look him in the eyes. Feeling broken about my lack of response and trying to figure out what’s going on inside my head, he moves my hand and then he turns my head toward him. He’s ignoring the water which is separating us, and I can’t resist any longer, and I say what is going on inside my brain.

      “I want you,” I reply shakily, almost whispering as I surrender to him. His cock reacts to my words like a magnet because it’s erect and shoots up, back inside of me with force. This time, he wants to hurt me. He’s more vigorous, and with his tongue moving fervently in my mouth. I hold onto his head as if for dear life and with the same urgency. I need him to love me. I don’t want to be used. Please Ryan, don’t let this be a trick, I scream inside my mind

      “I fucking want you,” I scream out even louder, through the glass walls. I feel the shake with him pounding in and out of me like a basketball on a court. In and out it rubs against my cunt walls as I shout it louder each and every time he penetrates me.

      “I. Fucking. Want. You!”

      He cries out as I dig harder into his back. He needs to make me finish. I’m so close to the edge.

      He grunts so loudly while his movements are faster and I know him well; he’s about to come.  He then pushes the button to turn off the water.

      Panting and exhausted from our episode in the shower, he asks, “Did you mean it?”

      I nod and then gently press my lips against his. “I mean every word.”

      He carries me to the bed with water dripping down our bodies. His limp dick bounces up and down against my pussy. He delicately places me on the bed and then goes back to the bathroom, and gets towels. With the same gentleness, he dries my hair. I admire his softness and smile as he moves on and dries rest of my body.

      I’m unable to speak while he dries himself and then pulls back the covers for us to crawl inside. I lay on top of him, with his arms wrapped around me. I squeeze him so tight, and he kisses the top of my head.
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      I sighed as I dressed up in my room. I pulled on a pair of slacks and a white button-down shirt, then a tie and a belt. I pulled on a pair of socks and dress shoes. I already had a watch picked out, left on my nightstand with my phone, and I picked it up, checking the time before fastening it on my wrist.

      “I’m going to be late,” I muttered, then let out another sigh. “Fuck. I don’t want to go.”

      It was the first time I’d admitted it out loud, even if only to myself. But I had to remind myself that I technically still had work to do. I’d been neglecting it, and this was too important to just blow off.

      Fully dressed, I picked up my phone and put it in my pocket, then pulled on a coat over my shirt, the same navy blue as the slacks.

      “At least there’s time for breakfast,” I mused to myself, leaving my room.

      I was several minutes late, but I’d already sent word to the kitchen to let them know I’d be having breakfast in the dining room, so to just set a place for me. I walked slowly down the stairs, and when I made it to the dining room, I found Lexi already there, seated but not eating.

      “Why aren’t you eating?” I asked.

      She must have been lost in thought, because I surprised her when I suddenly spoke, and she jumped, then whirled around to look at me.

      “H-hey,” she stuttered slightly, a blush forming on her cheeks. “Sorry, I didn’t think you’d show up for breakfast.”

      I’d told her about the trip already, yesterday, and she wasn’t happy with me because of it. She was, of course, part of the reason why I didn’t want to go. I hadn't had time to explain to her anything about the trip, but I felt a little hopeful she would listen to me now. The last thing I wanted was to leave with her feeling upset at me.

      I pulled out my chair and sat down and the entire time my eyes didn’t leave hers.

      “I wanted to eat with you one last time before I go,” I said honestly. “I’m sorry I have to leave.”

      She looked down, her shoulders slumped. “It’s work,” she said dully. “I guess I can say I understand. I was starting to wonder if you even had a job.”

      The joke fell flat, and there was an awkward moment between us. Conscious of time ticking away, I served some food on my plate and poured myself a mug of coffee. I didn’t usually take it with sugar, preferring my coffee black, but I would be on a plane for several hours, so I added some sugar before taking a sip. I grimaced at how sweet it tasted, but drank it down anyway.

      “Please eat,” I said to Lexi when she didn’t make a move to do the same. She met my eyes for a second, then she sighed. But I was glad to see her get some food for herself.

      She served herself quietly. I took a peek at my watch, then continued to eat. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut. It was out of character for me, to back down from anything, unless it came to my family. But, I was quickly coming to realize Lexi was one of the people I was willing to make compromises for. I hadn't known her that long, and yet I felt so close to her…

      I looked up, coming out of my daydreams when she cleared her throat. She was obviously to get my attention, and she had it instantly. She didn’t look up, and for a moment I thought she was really just clearing her throat and not trying to catch my attention. But then, she spoke.

      “Can I ask? Where you’re going?”

      “I’m going to Germany,” I said quietly. “It’s an important business deal for my company, and it’s not something I can delegate. I have to be there personally, or I won’t get the deal.”

      She nodded slowly, and I noted how she was mostly just poking her food instead of eating. I wanted to tell her that I’d changed my mind, that I wouldn’t be going after all. I knew it would make her feel better. Even more, it would make my son feel better.

      Edward had come back with Grace, just in time for this deal to become a problem. I’d told him that I was leaving last night, at the same time I’d told Lexi. But the reason I hadn't been able to follow her to explain was because I had to spend the night consoling my son. I couldn’t take him on the trip with me, like I had several times before, because I didn’t know just how long the trip would be, and I wouldn’t have much time for him anyway. I wanted to see him before I left, too, but I knew he would just cling to me if he was awake, and it would be hard for the both of us to say goodbye.

      “How long?” she asked again, pulling me out of a daydream.

      “I can't be sure,” I said honestly. “It’s a pretty big deal, and there’ll be representatives from other companies all over the world looking to secure the bid. Because there will be so much competition, it’s not going to be so cut and dried. There’ll probably be several layers to the considerations, and as long as I survive each one of them to the end… I could be there for weeks,” I admitted. “I can’t say for sure if it’ll hit the month mark, but it’ll probably come close.”

      Lexi’s lips were flattened, and there was a furrow in her brow that showed her displeasure. I hated it even more than she did. I didn’t want to leave her and my son, but I couldn’t just take them both either.

      “Why does it have to take so long?” she muttered.

      I gave a sad smile, not that she saw because she still refused to look at me. Please look at me, I begged internally.

      “I’m sorry, Lexi.”

      She snorted, glancing up at me before her eyes quickly fell back down. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I know this is something important for your work, or you wouldn’t have to leave in the first place.”

      Lexi took a bite of her food and chewed slowly, then swallowed and bit her lip, finally raising her head to properly look at me again. I gave a small smile in response, but she didn’t mirror it.

      “Can you…” she started, sounding hesitant, only to let her voice trail off. She shrunk back a bit before her back straightened out again and a determined expression crossed her face. I waited for her to say what she wanted to say. “Do you think it could be possible… for me to come with you?”

      She was looking down again by the time she managed to ask the question, and just as well that she didn’t see the expression that was on my face. I waited a minute, wishing internally, so very badly, that I could give her the reply that she wanted to hear. But I sighed, and her shoulders slumped as she knew it before I even clarified.

      “I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

      She looked up at me, her eyes sad. “Why, though? I wouldn’t mind a trip to Germany, and I wouldn’t mind if I had to be by myself either because I know you’ll be busy. But… can't I just go with you?”

      I shook my head slowly. “I would love to. I’d love to take Edward along, too, but I can’t take him, and I thought it would be a good time for the two of you to get to know each other. You’re going to be around for a while, and I would like it if the two of you went along.”

      “Why can't you take him with you?” she asked.

      I sighed and looked down. “Remember back when I mentioned his trauma to you, after his mom’s death? Partially because of it, he can't be away from home for too long. The week at my mom’s was pushing it a bit, but he survived there because he was with his grandmother. I won’t have time to spend with him in Germany, most of it will be spent in and out of meetings. He would miss me if I left, but it would be ultimately easier for him if he stayed home.”

      Lexi pouted. “I thought you didn’t want me to spend too much time with him anyway. You didn’t want any attachments forming, remember?”

      I frowned, wondering if I’d ever told her that, though I had thought it plenty of times. Or maybe, she was just smart.

      “There is that,” I said slowly. “But I can't help that you’re going to be around for a while; he’s obviously going to run into you at some point within that time. This house is big, but it’s not that big. I’d rather you meet him properly, and he gets used to you on his own than try to hide him from you, because then he won’t trust you. It’s asking a lot, but can I please leave my son in your care?”

      I waited with my breath held, and she took so long to respond, I thought her answer must be no. But then she sighed and tried to smile at me.

      “Fine,” she said, agreeing. “But can I have a favor?”

      “Anything,” I said quickly without thinking.

      “Can I sleep in your bed tonight?”

      Her request had my eyebrows jumping up, and my body heating up a little. She would sleep in my bed; I just wouldn’t be there with her. It would be a nice thought to take with me to Germany.

      “Of course you can,” I said simply. “In fact, sleep in my bed every night.”

      She gave me a genuine smile, just for that, and I found myself hoping that this trip went by fast.
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      Three weeks.

      It had been three damn weeks since Ryan left to go on his trip, and I missed him something fierce.

      Dinner was over, and Grace was putting Edward to bed. In the past three weeks, I’d come to know the little boy and realized Ryan had meant it when he said there were times the boy rarely spoke. Every time I was around him, even when he was playing with his toys, reading, or coloring, he was very quiet. If I didn’t have my eyes on him, I wouldn’t even think he was there, and I couldn’t help thinking just how sad that was.

      Little Edward and I had gotten close, but not too close. He at least said ‘hi’ to me when he saw me now, even if it was as quiet as a whisper, but that was pretty much it. I knew he and Ryan talked at least every night before he went to sleep, no matter what time it was where Ryan was. He was such a loving father to the boy, and at times, it made my heart flutter.

      Would he treat my child the same way?

      The thought had occurred to me a couple of times before, and it came up again.

      But, more importantly, Ryan was going to call me after he’d talked to Edward. And not just a phone call; a video chat on the large screen in his bedroom hung up on the wall opposite his bed. He’d shown me how to work it before he left, but we hadn't used it before, though he wouldn’t tell me why when I knew he was definitely on video chat with Edward, who had a laptop all to himself.

      I was excited about it, more than I wanted to admit to myself because then I’d have to remind myself why caring too much for this man was pointless.

      Once I made it to the bedroom, I checked the time, then went to the bathroom, deciding I could take a shower to waste some time because he’d still be on the phone with Edward. He’d given me an exact time when he would be able to talk to me, and it was what I’d been waiting for since yesterday.

      Out of the shower, I went to Ryan’s closet. With him gone, I’d started picking out some of his clothes to fall asleep in. it was probably wrong of me, and he didn’t know I was even doing it. I’d been scared at first because everything in his closet was designer, even simple t-shirts. But there were plenty of clothes just lying around, and I’d found the clothes that looked oldest and used those. It had been a week and a half after he’d left when I caved and put on his clothes to sleep in his bed with for the first time.

      “I hope he won’t get angry,” I worried to myself as I hesitated to put on his clothes again.

      I knew I would do it anyway, though. Because I didn’t think I would be able to see his face, even over video, and just fall asleep fine afterward. Having his clothes helped just a little bit.

      So I found a t-shirt in pale cream with long sleeves and a pair of cotton sweats. The t-shirt practically drowned me, the sleeves swallowing my hands until my fingertips just barely showed. The sweat pants had a cord through the waistband, so I could tie them and they wouldn’t fall. The ends of them fell over my feet, and if I had to run in them, I would probably trip. I walked slowly over to the bed and lay back on it, making sure I was up against the pillows, lying somewhat in the middle.

      I picked up my phone where I’d dropped it on the nightstand on my way to the bathroom and fidgeted with it, checking the time every so often until I saw that it was time. Exactly ten p.m. on the dot.

      The remote was also on the nightstand, and I leaned over to pick it up. I looked over the buttons, remembering Ryan’s instructions, and I followed them, pointing it at the TV. First, I turned it on, then turned on the video chat feature. Ryan had told me I would know when he called, and he showed me how to answer. When the call came in, a notification appeared on the TV screen, and suddenly, I wasn’t so calm.

      What the fuck should I do?

      I was having a little freak-out on the bed, wondering whether or not I should take his call. There was a fine tremble all over my body, and when I tried to press the button to pick up the call, at first, I couldn’t. But then I took a deep breath, forced myself to calm down, and pressed down on it.

      The screen lit up, and for a moment, there was nothing on it, but then the image changed, and I could actually see something. It looked like a lavish couch in a pale white that matched the carpet, and in the background was a glass wall. I could see lights beyond it, but I couldn’t see clearly. I figured quickly it was probably Ryan’s hotel room, someplace with a nice view, and again, I felt wistful that I couldn’t have just gone with him.

      “Ryan?” I called tentatively. “Are you there?”

      I waited, holding my breath. I wasn’t even sure if he’d heard me because my voice had been so quiet. But there was no reply, and I could feel disappointment starting to settle in my chest. Then someone came into view of the camera and sat down, and I could finally see him.

      “Lexi,” he said with the biggest grin. “Sorry about that, I had to take an important call. I didn’t mean to make you wait.”

      “It wasn’t that long,” I muttered. “Oh. Can you hear me?” I asked, making my voice a little higher.

      Ryan just chuckled and leaned back in his chair, arms thrown over the back of the couch.

      “You don’t have to raise your voice, I can hear you just fine. But don’t speak too quietly either.”

      I nodded at the instruction, and we spent a moment in silence. I didn’t know what to say and looking at him, I wondered if I could say anything at all.

      Ryan looked as good as he had the last time I saw him, if not so much better. He was dressed in a pair of slacks and a shirt with the first few buttons undone. He looked relaxed, unlike when I’d seen him off those three weeks ago.

      “Why didn’t you video chat with me before today?” I asked, tired of the silence, slightly pouting. “Did you not want to see my face?”

      The smile on his face was so gentle, I could feel my heart give a little squeeze in my chest.

      “It’s the opposite,” he said. “I wanted to see your face so badly I just had to hold back. I didn’t think I’d be able to stay and do what I need to do if I’d gotten to see you before.”

      “Does this mean you’re done and can come back now?” I asked hopefully, though he dashed those hopes pretty quickly.

      “Not yet,” he admitted. “Everything is almost done, I just need to close this deal, and I’ll be back. I’m not sure when exactly, but it will be soon, I promise.”

      I sighed and looked down, hoping he wasn’t just saying that to make me feel better. I tugged on the t-shirt sleeves, not that I needed them to fall any further, but anything to get me out of looking right at Ryan was fine with me.

      “Hey, wait a minute,” he said slowly.

      I looked up with wide eyes, guessing he’d only just realized what I was wearing. He frowned at me, actually leaning close to the camera and squinting. But then he jumped back, jaw dropped, as he looked at me.

      “Are those my clothes?” he asked, voice incredulous.

      I nodded, flinching slightly. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. It kinda just happened…”

      I let out a small nervous laugh. Ryan didn’t look angry, though. He just stared at me with this look of consideration before moving on to a different topic.

      “How has Edward been with me gone? I talk to him, but I’d like to hear your opinion. Also, did the two of you get to hang out at all? Did he warm up to you?”

      I smiled at the rapid-fire words, and I settled back, readying myself for a long chat.

      “He’s been just fine,” I said. “Well, he was pretty quiet, but you already told me he was like that, and Grace told me it was normal. Hmm. We spent some time with each other, and I don’t know if I can say he warmed up to me, but we’re on speaking terms now.”

      “Really?” Ryan sighed in relief. “Good. That’s a good sign. At the moment he doesn’t talk to a lot of people outside of the family, so it’s a good sign.” He grinned. “I want him to get to know you. I know if he does, he will come to think of you as I do.”

      I wanted to ask what he meant by that, my heart fluttering in my chest once more, but I didn’t.

      “What’s Germany like?” I asked instead, genuinely curious. “I’ve thought about traveling a few times, but I’ve never really been out of the state. I’m a little sad that you couldn’t take me, you know?”

      “I know,” he said, looking contrite. “And I’m sorry about that. Do you want me to describe the place for you? I’ve been here a few times.”

      Again, I wanted to ask a question. This time, if there was a possibility he and I could go on a trip together outside of the country. It didn’t have to be Germany, just wherever, as long as he took me. But again, I held back.

      “Describe it to me,” I requested, though it came out sounding more like a demand. “Maybe I can picture it, and it would be like I was there with you.”

      His answering smile made me think he liked that thought just as much as I did.

      We talked. It wasn’t all that different from how we’d spent the past several weeks, with Ryan calling me every so often to check on me. Except for this time I could drink him in as we talked, and I didn’t waste the opportunity at all. Also, it was longer, and the feeling that he didn’t want to cut the call was stronger, too, so the call dragged on for a while.

      By the time we hung up, an hour had passed, and I was feeling content with myself. I wanted to feel a little happy, because it looked like Ryan missed me, as well. Then I remembered, and I sobered up.

      Shit! Just what the fuck are you doing to yourself, Lexi?

      I was this guy’s baby maker, and I was barely thinking about it. Instead, here I was, having fanciful thoughts, like maybe there could be something between Ryan and me. I couldn’t keep thinking that, though, because it wasn’t true.

      The contract…

      I had it put away in a drawer in my room, and I hadn't looked at it since the day I signed it. Of course, I only had the copy, and Ryan got the original. Still, its existence weighed on my mind in times like these, when I was tempted to get carried away.

      I knew I couldn’t let myself. It would be setting myself up for heartache later, and I’d had enough of that to last me a lifetime. I settled in for a restless sleep, feeling worried about my future.

      So much more, though, I missed Ryan and wished he would be coming back soon, as he’d said.
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      I woke up in the morning, my breathing heavy and my body covered in sweat.

      “Fuck!” I cursed as I got out of bed, grimacing when I had to pull the wet sheets off my skin. “What was that dream last night?”

      This at all because of that dream? Actually, no, this was all because of the video chat I had with Lexi.

      It had taken even longer than the call I’d had with my son, and a part of me had felt just a little bit ashamed of that. But I hadn't wanted to cut the call, and the only reason I even ended it when I did was because I didn’t want her to stay up too late because of me. Going through the rest of my day after seeing her had been difficult enough. And then there was that dream.

      Dammit! When was the last time I had such a vivid dream? And one like that? I looked down at myself suspiciously, tugging on the shorts I’d gone to bed in, only to sigh in relief when I realized that the only wetness in my shorts was the sweat. So, at least I didn’t have a wet dream. That would have been embarrassing at my age.

      “Ugh,” I groaned to myself, walking over to the bathroom, because I felt sticky all over from drying sweat.

      I paused to take a look at myself in the mirror. I would have looked normal, like any other morning, only my eyes were unusually focused and bright when I hadn't been up five minutes yet, there was a slight flush to my cheeks.

      Running a hand through my hair, I moved over to the shower to turn the water on, stepping in before it could start to warm up. My body jerked at the cold, but I held still until it wasn’t so freezing anymore, and I took my time washing myself up. I ended up thinking about the dream while in the shower and let out a growl as my cock hardened.

      I’d gotten myself off a few times on the trip in the three weeks I’d been away from Lexi. After seeing her last night, there was no way I wasn’t going to want to get off. I’d done it last night, twice, before I fell asleep. I had a feeling it was getting out of hand, though.

      I looked down at my cock, taking myself in hand and imagining it was Lexi doing it, imagining she was here with me in the shower. I took myself in hand, closing my eyes as I stroked up and down my hard length. I came pretty quickly.

      Afterward, I left the bathroom with a towel around my waist, the other around my shoulders. I went to the room’s closet, where I’d put up the clothes I’d packed, I picked out a suit for the day. I set it down on the bed and finished drying myself up.

      My phone was still on the nightstand where I’d left it last night, and I was tempted to pick it up and call home. I wanted to hear Lexi’s voice some more. Screw that, what I wanted was to see her again.

      Like last night. Fuck, but I hadn't expected the sight that met me to be so sexy.

      She’d asked to sleep in my bed the one night, and I’d given her permission to use it while I was away. And there was the added surprise of seeing her wearing my clothes. But really, I’d been so happy to see her that I didn’t even notice it right away.

      I miss her.

      It wasn’t exactly a big revelation, but I felt it even more now. Doing the video chat was a mistake, but I couldn’t find it in me to regret it either.

      I dressed up quickly, then picked up my phone and put it in my pocket. The moment I was out of my hotel room, it rang. I was tempted just to ignore it, but I picked up the call.

      “We’re all waiting for you in the lobby, sir,” Beth, my PA, told me.

      “I’ll be right down,” I said brusquely.

      I took the elevator to the first floor where I met my team. Besides my assistant, I’d brought employees from my team along with me to share some of the burdens.

      “Morning, Beth,” I greeted as I neared them, exchanging nods with the others, and they fell into step with me as I walked past them. “Is there time for breakfast?”

      “I’m afraid not, sir. We’ll have to pick up some coffee on the way.”

      I’d expected it, but I still sighed in disappointment. It was pretty usual for me not to have much for breakfast, actually, but I’d gotten used to more since Lexi had moved in. And I couldn’t help thinking of being back home, having breakfast at my dining table with Lexi and my son both there. I was determined to make the dream a reality—once I was back home.

      “What do we have on the schedule today?” I asked Beth.

      “There are three different meetings between…”

      We stepped out of the hotel where a couple of cars were waiting on us. We filed inside, Beth making sure to sit next to me. I only half listened as she went on to explain what we had to do for the day, who would be doing what, or going where, or meeting who. Though the rest of them were here to lighten my load, because I was still the boss, I had the most to do.

      Fuck this, I thought mutinously. I want to go home.

      We made a stop on the way to get coffee, and then the day got busy.

      I barely had a moment to myself the whole time, with my PA following my every move, and meeting a bunch of bigwigs in meetings throughout the whole day. I only got a fifteen-minute break for lunch, and I couldn’t have the big spread I wanted because there wasn’t time to eat it in between the drive to and from the diner we went to eat at.

      By the time everything was over and I could go back to my hotel room, I was feeling exhausted. I didn’t let it show to my subordinates, though. It wouldn’t paint the right picture for them.

      Beth and I stopped at the hotel’s lounge where we both got some non-alcoholic drinks and talked about what had to be done tomorrow.

      “Have you heard anything about the final decision?” I asked after we’d exhausted everything else.

      She shook her head slowly like she was afraid to give me any bad news.

      “I’m afraid not, sir. I’m not sure why there’s a delay, if another team is making them hesitate, or if they’re still just deliberating…”

      I sighed. “I hate that uncertainty.”

      “But we have more than a fifty percent chance of winning this,” she cut in to say. “At least one other company is close enough to be our competitor, and the margin between us is seven percent. I’ve included everything relevant to the conclusions and even compensated for any setbacks. So unless someone has a last trick up their sleeve, we won’t lose.”

      There was still uncertainty, but more than a fifty percent chance was good. It would have been impossible had the figure gone higher, and I didn’t think there would be any last tricks because this was cutting it a bit close. I knew the numbers were right because Beth rarely ever made mistakes, and her accuracy was the reason I’d hired her when she came to me all fresh-faced out of college with low experience.

      But then why are we still here?

      I didn’t voice my displeasure, though, and not only because my PA didn’t deserve to deal with my bad mood just because I was horny.

      “Thank you for your insight today, Beth,” I said as I stood up, and she followed suit. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      With that, I turned my back and headed back to my room. I took my phone out of my pocket to call Edward. I was feeling a bit restless, so the call didn’t last that long, and I sent several apologies to my son, telling him all the great things we would be doing together the moment I got back.

      I was about to put the phone down and go for a shower when I thought to call Lexi, too. I held back, but now that I was safe back in my room, thoughts of her were rushing through my head again. In my mind, I saw her lying on my bed with my oversized clothes on. Then in my dream, where she lay beneath me on a soft, white bed, just waiting for me to take her. Of course, it wasn’t a temptation I could ignore, and in the end, I’d woken up right as we both came in the dream.

      Fuck!

      Now all I could think off was all the times that I did have her like that. And after the long weeks, it felt like I could snap, finally.

      “I stayed away too long,” I grumbled to myself, moving over to the couch and draping myself over it. “Shit, this is bad. I really can't. Especially not after last night.”

      I knew better than to just give up on my work because of a woman. I’d done it for Kora when she was sick, but this was nowhere near the same thing. The company would survive even without me making this much effort… but it could be improved, and the one thing I hated was to stagnate, never move forward.

      So, the decision was easy enough to make.

      “Tomorrow,” I told myself decisively. “Tomorrow, I’m going to that damn office, and I am going to close this fucking long-ass deal.”

      Her body was out there waiting for me. It couldn’t wait much longer, and neither could I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22 - Lexi

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan came back early; he couldn’t stay away from me. He rushed over to me as if I have fire all over my body and he needed to put it out. He threw the chair backward and I pulled on his shirt. I cradled my nails around the collar of his shirt, and then I popped his buttons off with urgency. He pushed me onto the wooden dining table, pushing everything on the floor, just out of our way.

      He ripped off my panties.

      “Oh, my,” I said while I watched him drop his trousers. My legs opened in anticipation. I lifted my leg up, and he pushed it to the side as he stretched across and took the bottle of wine and poured it on my body.

      “I’m going to lick it off you, and then I’ll suck you dry.”

      “You are a bad boy!” I laugh as I throw my head up leaning on my elbows.

      He starts teasing me, by putting the bottle top in my pussy and then he starts to pour the wine there. It’s almost like he’s making a cocktail of come.

      “The best-come cocktail I’ve ever had.” He laughs as he sucks the wine out of my pussy. Shit, he’s driving me wild. I can feel the bubbles of the wine tingling on my pussy walls. I need him to finish me off, and I cry out as I use my hands to touch myself. He stops when he lifts his head up. I’m sitting on the dining room table with my fingers in my pussy and rubbing my nipples. I think he’s going to join me with his dick; he doesn’t as I sit up and watch him.

      “Ryan!”

      “I like watching you… make me come.”

      His dick is jerking up and down and with my cunt throbbing for him to come inside. I spread my legs wider. I have my feet up on the table so that he can get a good look.

      He grabs the chair that he threw to the floor and sits down. He takes the bottle of wine, licks the ring, his eyes are on me while he takes slurps of the wine and says, “Carry on.”

      I’ve never done a show, but for some reason, I feel less than shy. My dress is ripped apart. I have no knickers, and my pussy is full of white wine. I feel surreal. Like I’m going on a different journey. Ryan has to help me understand what I need do for myself. I focus on him while the door to my sensuality is unlocked.

      I gradually slip my finger inside. The first one just feels as if I’m just easing myself into the position.

      “Put a couple more in there. Slowly…” I do as he commands and slip a couple more fingers inside and start to rub my walls. They feel soft and watching him lick his lips I imagine his tongue inside me just making me come. I can’t hold it in as I flick my nipple and make a circle in my pussy with my fingers.

      Shit, is this what he does to me?

      I never knew I could do this to myself. I lick my lips and start panting like a dog, the deeper I put my fingers inside me. I look down and see him stroking his cock, and then I start pretending that his penis is the one making me come.

      I’m so sore from before because our sex was rough. I’m gentle with myself, but yet I still end up being rough as my clit starts throbbing even more.

      “Come for me baby,” he cries as he jerks off even more. Shit, I want to come at the same time.

      I shiver as the experience makes me feel in tune with myself. I’m so hot, and I feel like a brand new woman. I smile as his come lands on his trousers, and he rips the part of my dress still under my butt and uses it to wipe himself.

      “I think I’m falling for you,” I say as I make my way over to him and sit on his lap.

      “Think?”

      “Okay, I am,” I say trying to avoid looking into his eyes.

      “Well, I fell a long time ago,” he replies while he moves my hair from out of my eyes and kisses me softly on the lips. “Shit, we need to get out of here!”

      I look around the room and see the bottle and plates on the floor. “Quick run. You can’t wear this.” He gently puts my feet on the floor and holds up my dress and panties which he tore off earlier. I grin at the idea of trying to wrap them around my body. It’s early and the staff should be wandering around, but not into this room without Ryan’s permission. He made his intentions clear earlier when I’d tried to clear the room.

      I hold his hand, and we run to his room like lovesick teenagers. It’s so funny, and we laugh as we leave our shoes and run barefoot back to the place we find the most comfort, our bed.
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      I sat in my office going through some files on my computer. My PA stood on the opposite side of my desk with a folder for me, and after a minute, I reached for it.

      “Anything I need to be concerned about?” I asked, looking up at her with an eyebrow arched.

      “No, sir,” she said, looking pleased with herself. “Things are progressing just as predicted. This is the report you wanted.”

      I nodded as I took it and opened it to flip through the papers inside. I skimmed them and felt a curl of satisfaction in my chest. The deal we got in Germany was turning out to be a great investment, as I’d thought it would be.

      “Keep making the progress reports and bring them to me every couple of weeks for the first three months. After that, we can check at the end of every month. Notify me early if there’s a problem, though.”

      “Of course, Mr. Gold,” she said with a nod. “This isn’t the first time I’ve done this. You can trust me to take good care of it.”

      I smiled at her as she left. Beth was right, I did trust her with a lot. Not only did I know she was loyal, but she was also good at her job and always brought in the results she promised, as long as nothing unexpected happened.

      Once she was gone, I raised my arms up above my head and stretched, then settled back in my seat, slouching low and closing my eyes. A small smile curved my lips without my permission, but I was alone, so I didn’t immediately wipe it off to try and display some professionalism.

      “I want to go home,” I sighed.

      I found myself thinking about Lexi again. In the two weeks since I’d gotten back, we’d had plenty of time together to enjoy each other’s company. But now with the new deal in place, I couldn’t stay to work at home. I was the boss, but I had a responsibility, to the company, and to the people that worked for me, and my pride would not allow me to let them down because of my selfish desires.

      There’s work to be done, the diligent part of me warned. But I was working up a nice daydream of Lexi and I being home together, spending time with Edward and bringing him further out of his shell. I’d seen it myself when he was around her, how he was slowly growing used to her. I was a little worried that it would be a problem when she had to leave because that was probably still happening. But, that could be a year from now. And, I was hoping by then, he’d be too excited about his new baby brother to notice too much.

      But I pushed those worries away for the moment. It had been the plan in the beginning when I did find a surrogate, that I would keep her at arm’s length. But then, I never expected Lexi.

      She was still young, and she had her whole life ahead of her. But she was unlike any woman I had ever known. Her warmth reminded me just a little of Kora, but she was nothing like my late wife, and I would never mistake the two of them. I’d loved Kora with everything I had, and… I had a feeling that I could grow to love Lexi just as much if I let myself.

      I was afraid to. And yet, at the same time, I was excited at the possibility.

      There was a knock at my door, and it brought me out of my revelry. I stretched out again, before straightening my back, then placing my hands on top of my desk, and looking toward the door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Beth walked back in, but when I didn’t see a file in her hands, I frowned. Usually, if it were just a call or a visitor, she would just tell me over the intercom. Unless it was something too important and privacy was necessary. Her expression was blank as usual, giving me no idea as to what the problem could be.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, feeling the beginning of dread in my chest.

      “No, sir,” she said quickly with a shake of her head.

      I calmed down a little, then frowned. “It’s something important though, right? Or you wouldn’t have had to come in here just to tell me.”

      I was just a little miffed that she’d cut into my fantasy. A fantasy I knew I could have if I could just go home, but my off days were the weekends, and even then, I had to put in a lot of time during the weekdays to finish up, so that I barely got home in time to have dinner and tuck in my son before he went to bed.

      “There’s a woman here to see you, sir,” she said.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Who?”

      I had an idea, though, and even before she confirmed it for me, I was starting to feel excited at the thought of seeing her, as well as confusion as to why she was at my office. She didn’t know where I worked, but my staff did, and the only way she would have arrived here is if Grace had asked my driver to bring her because her authority was right below mine.

      Why did she have to see me? Then I started to panic a little, internally. Did something happen at home? With Edward?

      “She says her name is Lexi,” Beth said slowly, eyeing me intently. “She also says that she lives with you, and she came here to ask you something important.”

      “Please ask her to come in,” I said curtly, doing my best not to give anything away.

      I held myself still, forced myself not to move as she left my office, and a moment later came back with Lexi in tow. I raked my eyes over her, looking for whatever could be a problem, but she looked fine, physically. She had her head tucked down, her hands clasped in front of her, fingers twisting nervously, and I narrowed my eyes at them. I was too busy watching her to care about whatever emotion Beth was seeing me display. The moment she left us alone, I jumped up and walked around the desk, stalking over to her until I grabbed her lightly by the tops of her arms.

      “Lexi, what is it?” I asked anxiously. “Is there something wrong? Why did you come here?”

      She looked up at me and tried to smile at me, but it shook around the edges.

      “Can I not come here to see you without something being wrong?” she asked, trying for a light tone and failing.

      I took a step back, my hands falling from her, and I buried them in my pockets, then frowned at her as I tried to calm myself down.

      “Then did something happen? I wasn’t expecting you to come here. You’ve never even been here before.”

      She shrugged. “Grace thought I should come see you. I came in the car with the two guards from that first time I went to the hospital. They let me know where your office would be at the reception desk in the lobby, and the guards got me the clearance to come up.”

      I nodded, confirming my theory that it had been Grace’s doing. I would have loved some warning, but it wasn’t like I hated having her here. Then something she said sunk in, and I was frowning in worry again, just barely holding myself back from tackling her in worry.

      “The guards that took you to the hospital… is that where you came from?”

      I held my breath, letting it out in a gust when she nodded. I couldn’t hold myself back anymore, and I closed the short distance between us to put my arms around her waist, pulling her body closer to mine as if reassuring myself she was fine because I could feel her.

      “Did something happen?” I asked.

      She bit down on her lip, then reached an arm around her. She pulled something from her back pocket, and I stepped back just far enough so she could unfold it and hold it up for me. I took it from her, frowning at the contents. Then, my hands tightened around the papers to the point that it crinkled, my eyes widened, my mouth gaped, and I was pretty sure I trembled a bit.

      “You… y-you’re…” I stammered, unable to let out any words, as my eyes flitted between the paper and Lexi, who was giving me an unsure smile.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said quietly. “I’ve been feeling unwell the past several days. You were so busy with work, so I didn’t want to bother you with it. But this morning, Grace told the bodyguards to drive me to the hospital for a checkup, then to bring me here afterward.”

      She flattened her lips, her hands clasping in front of her again, fingers twisting and untwisting as she fidgeted in place. I could tell she was anxious, and I wondered why she would be.

      “Lexi,” I said, a slow smile growing on my face. “Holy shit. Lexi, you’re pregnant!”

      She let out a small, nervous chuckle. “I’m pretty sure I just said that.”

      I burst out laughing, in relief, in excitement. Finally! Without thinking, I picked her up and spun her around, and she yelped, then let out giggles of her own. But then I remembered her condition and stopped, putting her down carefully.

      “Sorry about that,” I said a little sheepish. “I have to remember to be careful with you from now on. You’re pregnant!”

      She snorted. “You don’t have to be so careful with me, and you don’t have to keep saying that.”

      But I just laughed some more, feeling so ecstatic, like I could go running down the hallways in the building, and I didn’t care that people would see.

      “Let’s celebrate,” I said, giving her a manic grin. “I’m getting off work early; I’m sure everyone will understand.”

      “I don’t want to bother you at work, though,” she said, biting down on her lip.

      I pecked her cheek and took her arm, pulling her to the door.

      “Trust me; you don’t have to worry about that. Just wait, okay?”

      I opened the door and stepped out of the office. Everyone on the floor that noticed suddenly looked right at me when I just stood here, grinning like a madman.

      “Everyone, I’ve got an announcement to make!” I shouted. I ignored Lexi shushing me from behind. “My girl is pregnant! We’re going to have a baby!”

      There was stunned silence for a moment. Plenty of them knew of the story about my wife and that I’d been single ever since. None of them knew about the whole surrogate story, and they didn’t know I was even seeing anyone. Lexi was clutching the back of my shirt as she pressed into my back, cowering behind me. But it only took a moment before everyone was shouting and cheering for us, clapping filling the floor.

      I laughed and turned to look at Lexi. I took her by the tops of her arms and gave her a sound kiss on the lips. Then I went back into the office, picked up my things, and left.

      “Close the place up for me, Beth,” I called to her, and she nodded quickly at me, grinning wildly as she whooped and clapped with everyone else.

      Then I took Lexi’s hand, and we made a run for it. I heard her laughing behind me and felt my heart swell with so much emotion it was suffocating.

      Lexi, I am never letting you go.
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      I had been hesitant to go to Ryan’s workplace to bother him, though Grace seemed to know what she was doing when she insisted I let the guards take me to the hospital, then to Ryan right after.

      Getting the news that I was pregnant was a surprise to me. Even though I’d been feeling ill, and certain foods would trigger the need to vomit while others triggered a craving, and I’d started sleeping more than usual, I never connected the dots on my own. It could have been a while longer before I figured it out on my own.

      What now?

      It was the thought that ran through my mind once the doctor handed me the piece of paper that said without a doubt I was carrying a child in my belly. At first, all I’d felt was numb. I was about to turn nineteen, and already I was going to have a baby. It was all so fucking surreal I almost pinched myself to wake up.

      Then it hit me again, that I was going to have a baby. I felt a little panicked then, and the doctor had made me sit down for several minutes, sipping down a glass of water and controlling my breathing. After the panic came a little bit of excitement and uncertainty.

      Seeing Ryan’s reaction to the news killed some of the uncertainty and raised up the excitement. I couldn’t help the peals of laughter as we ran out of his office with his colleagues whopping and clapping in excitement for us. Ryan practically vibrated the whole trip down the elevator, holding me close to his side. Then there was the trip in the car.

      The moment we got home, he had the maids prepare a feast as he went around calling family and friends, letting them know he would be having a baby. I didn’t know what they knew about his surrogacy deals, but I knew from listening in that most of them were surprised because they hadn't known he was trying. He’d tried to get me to talk to some of them with him, but I’d turned him down flat, feeling insecure.

      His friends, his family, none of them knew me. Now that he’d made this news so public, some of them would probably come asking for details, and they would find me there. I didn’t know what to make of his actions.

      When they came calling, what would he tell them? Would he mention the contract? Was I still going to disappear from his life after I gave birth to the baby?

      Those, and so many other questions rose up in my mind, but I didn’t voice any of them at the moment. We sat down to eat with Edward, and though he didn’t say anything when Ryan told him he would be getting a little brother or sister, I could see his eyes light up with excitement.

      Later, we went to his bedroom and took separate showers, with me going first as he talked to one of his friends on the big screen with Edward. It had been a while since I’d gone back to my room to sleep since it was pretty much a given now we’d be sharing a bed. I waited until the call was done, and he’d left the room before I left the bathroom.

      I found some of his clothes to put on to sleep in. Ever since that one time he caught me wearing them, he’d insisted I put on his clothes when we were going to bed. I didn’t know what the appeal was because I thought I looked ridiculous in them. But some nights, he’d tear them off me almost as soon as I had them on, and he’d tackle me to the bed and ravish me. I went to bed and got under the covers to wait for Ryan to show up.

      My eyes were just starting to slip closed when the door opened, and Ryan walked in. He threw a warm smile at me when he saw me snuggled under the covers, holding up a hand when he saw me try to move.

      “Just stay still, I’ll be back, okay?”

      I nodded and lay back down, watching him as he went toward the bathroom. He was out in five minutes, and he dried himself quickly then pulled on some sleep clothes. My face warmed a little in the short moment I saw him fully naked. He wasn’t exactly shy around me. But by the time he came to join me in the bed, the spurt of desire had died down because I was still worrying.

      Ryan climbed under the covers and sidled up to me, wrapping his arms around me and tugging me until we were spooning. I placed one of my hands over his with a small squeeze.

      “I’d like to make love to you tonight,” he said with a chuckle. “But I’m feeling a little tired from all the excitement. It reminded me of the commotion when Edward was about to be born. I can't believe I almost forgot this feeling.”

      I bit down on my lip as he nuzzled my neck, keeping still in his arms.

      “You practically announced it to the whole world then, too?” I asked, only a little sarcastic.

      He chuckled, and I shivered when his breath fanned over my neck. “Of course. There was a big celebration with the whole family, and there’ll probably be one here this time, too. Mom must already be planning it, calling out all the friends and relatives…”

      “Is this okay?” I asked, trembling a little in fear.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I didn’t know how you were going to go about this, but I figured I’d be a pretty big secret because I was supposed to leave eventually. But, you can't exactly do that now that you’ve told everyone already. So do you have a plan, or… what exactly does this mean?”

      I held my breath, waiting for his reply. I wanted him to say something that would be good to hear. Like, the contract was null and void, like he would keep me even after the contract. I would be a part of his life. But I didn’t want to get my hopes up, so I steeled myself for disappointment.

      “Would you like to stick around afterward?” he asked cautiously.

      I blinked, stunned for a moment at the reply. It was abrupt and out of nowhere because while we’d been getting along pretty well together, neither of us had outright mentioned me staying. It was also a different tune to what he’d said to me the last time we talked about the contract.

      “Really?” I blurted out, incredulous.

      He hummed. “We did get closer than I’d thought to in the beginning. It wasn’t intentional, it just… happened that way. And I realized I want you around, Edward wants you around… so there’s no reason you have to leave. Unless you don’t want to stay?”

      His words were cautious, and I wanted to smack him. As if I would want to leave if he would have me! I tugged on his arms so he would release me, and I felt him go still against my back. I ignored it, pushing his arms off so I could turn around to face him, then tug the arm back around my waist so I could look up at him. His expression was closed off and careful.

      “I want to stay,” I said honestly. “Or at least, I don’t think I want to leave anymore.”

      His expression cleared to one of relief; then a furrow appeared in his brow.

      “Why didn’t you just ask me then? I didn’t say anything because I wanted to respect your boundaries. Although we really should have talked all this shit through way earlier.”

      I smiled, then bit down on my lip.

      “Would it… be okay, though?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Definitely,” he reassured. “Everything is going to be just fine, you’ll see.”

      “What do we do when people have questions?” They would assume we were in a relationship, so they’d ask the usual questions, like how we met, what happened after that…

      Ryan grinned, not looking at all worried. “Don’t worry about that. We can come up with something to say. As for the contract, no one needs to know about it. In fact, I could rip it up if you want.”

      My eyes widened at the proposition. It was too tempting to resist.

      “Rip it.”

      His grin widened, then he pulled me closer, leaving a peck on my forehead as he held me.

      “I already did,” he admitted, voice soft.

      We fell asleep holding each other, and I had the biggest smile as I drifted off, dreaming of our future together.

      Epilogue

      Lexi

      I sat in the living room with Ryan at the other end of the couch from me, my feet resting on his thighs. Edward was a short distance from us with his coloring book, occasionally looking up at the TV, but it didn’t hold as much interest as his coloring book did.

      “Are you comfortable?”

      I looked over at Ryan with a smile, my heart fluttering at his fretting, even after months of it. The best part of it was that I’d never had someone be so worried about me, though I’d snapped at him for it a few times, it only ever made me happy.

      “I’m just fine,” I told him, only to shift and wince a bit. He caught it, but I arranged my expression into something reassuring. “I’m okay.”

      It was getting pretty close to my due date, and for the past week, Ryan hadn't even pretended to be focusing on work. When he had something he needed to be done, he spoke to the people at his office on the phone while keeping an eye on me the entire time. It was a little annoying to be watched like a hawk, but I interpreted it as loving and didn’t get mad too often.

      He had a reason to feel worried, though. I’d given him the reason. Being pregnant was new to me, and the changes that were happening to my body were all so strange I didn’t know how to react to them sometimes. The increased appetite and trips to the bathroom were expected, but I got tired much quicker, and my body ached in the worst places, where I couldn’t do a thing to help myself because my stomach had swollen to the size of a beach ball.

      At that moment, though I was trying to act like nothing was wrong, my whole body felt achy, especially my back. I’d feel a sting in my stomach now and then, and I tried not to show my worry. But then I felt pressure below my stomach and wrinkled my nose. Ryan caught that, too.

      “Bathroom?” he guessed.

      I gave a tiny, embarrassed nod because he’d been helping me go to the bathroom the entire week after I let it slip that I was having a hard time. He didn’t even seem to care, carefully setting my feet down and jumping up, then reaching out to help me. I waved his hands off.

      “I can do this much by myself,” I mumbled.

      I planted my hand on the seat to push myself up, only to pause when I felt something warm on my palm where there shouldn’t be. I shifted, frowning, and realized I was wet, too.

      “Ryan?” I asked. “I didn’t have any water with me, right? And I didn’t happen to pour it on the seat, right? So, why is it wet?”

      He arched an eyebrow and looked down where my palm was touching. “Is the couch wet?”

      I nodded, giving him a guilty look. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s fine. Here, let me help you up.”

      I allowed it this time, and he patted the space where I’d been sitting while I patted my backside and felt my face warming up in a blush. Inside, I was panicking that maybe I’d lost control of my bladder and peed on the couch.

      Ryan, though, was quicker, and his panic was very visible when he turned back to me.

      “Lexi, your water broke. The baby’s coming.”

      It took some time for it to sink in for me. Because I’d been told I’d know if the baby was nearly coming when I started feeling labor pains, but there was none of that, just a lot of embarrassment. Especially with Edward here, now looking up at me with his wide eyes that looked so much like his dad.

      As I stood here, non-comprehending, Ryan was moving around, making calls and running up the stairs to come down with the bag we’d pre-packed for my stay at the hospital, for as long as I would need to be there, thrown over his shoulder. I was still a little confused by the time he got back to my side, and I noticed he was shaking in his anxiety.

      “I called mom, and she said she'd meet us at the hospital,” he said as he gently led me by the hand. “Go out to the car, Edward. Lexi and I will be right behind you, all right?”

      “Okay, daddy,” he said, jumping up and running for the door.

      Ryan led me to the bathroom where he helped me change into something dry. Then he led me out to the car. On the way to the hospital, I felt the first wave of labor, and I started panicking. Finally, Ryan found his purpose, and he set to work calming me down.

      Everything after that was a whirlwind. We got to the hospital, and I was set up in an operating room. I was in too much pain to make much sense of anything, but before long, Ryan had come to join me, and he stayed with me and held my hand the whole time.

      The first thing that registered to me after the pain was gone was the loud baby’s cry. I was exhausted to the bone, and I wanted nothing more than to fall asleep. But hearing that cry, it was like I was suddenly energized. I forced my eyes to keep open just long enough until the nurse brought our child to me.

      “Congratulations,” she said, handing over the heavily wrapped bundle. “You have a beautiful, healthy daughter.”

      The first thing I thought was how tiny she was. Ryan and I cooed over her. She had her eyes closed and her hands folded into cute little fists. They’d only wiped her down because apparently the fluid she came out of me with—besides the blood—was healthy enough for them to leave her covered in it for a while.

      We didn’t get that long with her before they had to take her away to take care of her, and I had to be moved to a room. I was sad to say goodbye to my baby, and Ryan, but I was asleep pretty much as soon as I closed my eyes.

      I woke up who knows how long later, and Ryan was seated in a chair by my bedside with his head lying on the bed close to my hand. I smiled at him and ran a hand through his hair. He jerked awake, his eyes widening, and he grinned up at me.

      “Hey there,” he said, leaning over me to peck my forehead. “You finally woke up.”

      I yawned. “How long was I out?”

      “Long enough that Edward was taken home and brought back. He’s already seen his baby sister.”

      “He has? How did he react?”

      Ryan chuckled. “Oh, he was overjoyed. He’s been waiting for this just as much as we were, you know. He was a little bummed that she’s a girl, but overall, he’s happy.” Then his smile went soft. “He told me when we were waiting for you that he’s glad to have a sister, and a mom, too.”

      I gasped, and I could feel my eyes sting a little as a smile grew on my face.

      “Really?” I asked in a small voice.

      He nodded. “Don’t be surprised if he comes in here calling you mom.”

      Over the past several months, Edward and I had gotten closer, and I could say we were friends. He spoke to me as much as he did his dad, but when he called to me, he called me by name. Now that I’d seen my little girl, the thought of Edward calling me mom was suddenly so much more important.

      The door opened, and the little boy in question walked inside with a big grin on his face, practically vibrating in place.

      “Hey there, little guy,” Ryan called out. “Where’s grandma?”

      “She’s outside; she said she wanted to give us some time with the baby.” He hopped over to the bed, grinning at me. “Mom, mom! Little sister is coming! The nurse is bringing her right now.”

      I let out another gasp actually hearing him calling me mom, and Ryan sent a knowing look at me.

      “Come over here,” Ryan said, opening his arms, and Edward ran into them.

      Just as he’d settled down, the nurse walked inside, carrying the baby, just as he’d said. She sent all three of us a smile as I held my arms out for my baby. Then she left us alone, and I watched the boys as they marveled at the baby in my arms.

      “Do you think I could carry her?” Edward asked me.

      Ryan and I shared a look, and he turned to Edward.

      “She’s a little too small right now, kiddo, so we have to be careful with her. Give it time, and we’ll let you carry her later, as long as we’re both with you, all right?”

      He pouted but didn’t complain, and all I could do was laugh at myself as I marveled at my own beautiful little family.

      

      THE END
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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.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

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

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jealous much?” I ask.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?” 

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

      I shake my head, roll my eyes.  

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

      I shake my head.  

      “Okay, what? What did you hear?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          When it’s my turn…

        

      

    

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

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

      “Twenty-thousand. Thirty-thousand.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “$250,000 going twice.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Get me ready? What do you mean?”

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

      “Please take off your dress,” she says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay, enjoy yourself,” she says and walks out of the room.
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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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      Amazon UK: http://amzn.to/2wf5n74
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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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      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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      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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      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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      “Whenever you’re not around, it’s all I can do to think about you. I crave you…You make me want to be a better man, Ellie.” With these words, the beautiful and damaged Aiden Black asked me to marry him.

      He has made me the happiest woman in the world, even though our life together is far from perfect. My best friend needs justice for what happened to her in Maine and Aiden is now unemployed after his billion dollar company was stolen from him. Will all this turmoil make us stronger or will it just make us fall apart?

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern-day, dark erotic romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After, for now.

      Auctioned to Him 6 also contains free BONUS, steamy, standalone, billionaire romance novels.
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      “I’m going to do bad things to you,” I say after a moment. As much as I love her, I also crave her. This trip to the Caribbean is going to be so much more than a trip for us to get to know each other. No, I need to blow off some steam. Way too much shit has happened recently to both of us. And we deserve some time to…get to know each other in another way.

      “Oh, really?” she asks, her eyes twinkling in the starlight. “Like what?”

      “Mr. Black is coming back. With a vengeance.”

      Her body quivers, but she doesn’t budge. I inhale deeply. This is something I’ve been thinking about for quite some time. But other things have come up, gotten in the way. And now, well, the timing couldn’t be better.

      “I need you to sign a contract.”

      “What kind of contract?”

      “A contract that will make you mine.”

      She looks surprised, appalled even. But then a small smile forms at the corner of her lips.

      

      WARNING: This is a HOT, modern-day, dark erotic romance with a bad boy alpha billionaire for fans of EL James. It contains light bondage, NO CHEATING, No Cliffhanger and a Happily Ever After, for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Enjoy this book? Make a Difference!

          

        

      

    

    
      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 my other #1 bestseller. Hope you enjoy it!

      

      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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to fuck her the first time I saw her. She wasn’t my type. Not at all. A little plump with messy, brown hair and a sweaty forehead from taking too many orders and delivering food to strangers who left her fifty cent tips.

      She was dressed in a plain white t-shirt and ratty jeans. The jeans dragged a bit on the floor and the holes were definitely not made by a manufacturer. No respectable girl I knew would ever wear something like that, and that made me want her even more.

      Her jeans were tight at the waist, and she adjusted them periodically. Pulling them up over her hips while pulling down her shirt. She was trying to hide her figure, as if she was embarrassed by her gorgeous thighs, hips, and breasts. Contemporary society is all fucked up. This girl’s –this woman’s body, was what every man wants. Every straight man of every race, ethnicity, and creed. A tiny waist, shapely hips and legs, and breasts big enough to grab on to. Despite that, all the women’s magazines try to do is to convince them that they’re too fat because they’re not shaped like 12-year-old boys!

      The name tag on her shirt said, ‘Brielle,’ which was a fancy French name to have for a girl who worked at a crappy roadside diner in the middle of the workday. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that this was her full-time job. I would be surprised if she worked here to get through school. There wasn’t a college for a hundred miles in any direction.

      No, this Brielle was all wrong for me, and the worst part was that she didn’t have any money!

      I don’t like girls without money. It’s not because I’m shallow. It’s because I’m practical. I don’t fuck girls without money, because it gets too complicated. It’s much more likely to make things more complicated. Girls without money feel taken advantage of. They want to see me more. They think that a one night stand is unreasonable, and if it goes past one or two nights then they want me to save them. Rescue them from their pathetic little lives. But I’m not a prince. I’m not a white knight either. I don’t have it in me, even though I do own a white horse that I love to ride.

      I don’t like to rescue girls. I don’t like needy girls. No, the girls I fuck have to have their own careers – a starring role in a TV show, a signed contract with a prominent modeling agency, or at the very least, a reasonably-sized trust fund with one or two million from mommy and daddy. Oh hell, who are we kidding? It’s always from daddy.

      I established these rules long ago, and I abide by them religiously. They are there to keep both of us safe. To make sure that we both have fun, but not too much. I don’t want the girls I fuck to have expectations about me. Expectations that I will never live up to.

      And now, walking into this café and seeing Brielle, I’m ready to toss them out of the window. I want her. I want to put my throbbing cock in her wet pussy and pull her hair until she moans.

      I get hard in anticipation as I watch her take an order from an old trucker at the next table.

      “Hey, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Brielle says, pushing his hand away from her ass.

      I was too focused on her breasts that I hadn’t even noticed the trucker’s itchy hand reach out and grab her ass.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he says sarcastically and laughs to his friend.

      “Not as sorry as you’re going to be,” she says, grabbing his uneaten plate of food.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I don’t know where you think you are, but this isn’t that kind of establishment. You can’t just go around touching women inappropriately here. And you’d better get the hell out.”

      “But I didn’t finish eating,” the trucker stands up dumbfounded. He reaches out for his plate, but she moves it away from him.

      “You’re done,” she says with the kind of determination in her voice that makes me ever more hard. “Please leave,” Brielle says. “And don’t come back.”

      “I’d like to see your manager, you little cunt. You’re going to get fired.”

      “I’m the manager here. Now, get the fuck out!”

      I get out of the booth and stand next to her. I’m thankful for my loose fitting jeans.

      “You heard her, sir,” I say. “The lady would like you to leave. So please leave.”

      People at the next booths start to clap and cheer, and my friends join in. The trucker and his friend curse her out, but head towards the door.

      “You’re a real cunt. You know that? You’re going to be sorry for this!”

      I’m standing right next to her and, though, she’s trying to stay strong, I can see that she’s really shaken. Her chest is flushed, and the trucker’s plate is rattling slightly in her hand.

      “That was really impressive,” I say.

      She turns to me.

      “I’m probably going to get fired over it.”

      “I thought you were the manager?”

      “No,” she shakes her head and starts to gather the plates and cutlery from the trucker’s booth. “The manager’s coming in later tonight. I’m just the waitress.”

      “Well, I don’t see why you’d get fired. He had no right to grab your ass like that. He was a real asshole.”

      “Thanks,” she smiles. Her smile lights up the room. “Can I get that in writing from you?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      I startle her. Catch her off-guard, in a good way. I like that.

      “I’m just kidding,” she finally says. “Let me just get all this stuff to the kitchen, and I’ll come back and take your order.”

      When I return to the booth, the guys laugh and slap me on the shoulders. They know she’s not my type, they know that I’m breaking my rules.

      “I don’t know, Tyler. Looks like Wyatt’s in love,” Logan laughs.

      “With a waitress!” Tyler chimes in.

      “What happened to only dating girls with jobs or rich girls? Preferably both?” Ryan asks.

      “She’s got a job,” I say. “We’re at her job.”

      “Oh, please. A waitress? That’s not a real job. You’re breaking your rules, and you know it,” Logan jokes.

      It’s all in good fun, but right now I hate their teasing. They’re right of course, and still I want her.

      “Nothing’s happening. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say as assertively as possible.

      “We see the way you’re looking at her,” Ryan says. “We’re not blind.”

      “I was just impressed with what she did. Brielle’s got spunk.”

      “Oh, Brielle, is it? You two are on a first name basis already?” Tyler chuckles. Dammit. I shouldn’t have let that slip.

      “It’s on her fuckin’ name tag, idiot,” I try to save myself. But they’re not buying it.

      Brielle comes back to our table to take our order. After writing down everyone else’s orders, she looks up at me from her notepad. My cock gets hard again, and I push it back down, under the table.

      “You know, you made quite an impression on our friend, Wyatt, here,” Logan suddenly says.

      “Is that so?”

      “I really liked how you handled that trucker,” I say. I feel like I’m on my back foot. I don’t like coming on to girls in this manner. I glare at Logan, but he doesn’t stop.

      “Wyatt was just telling us that you’re not at all like the girls we’re used to,” Logan continues.

      “Well, working for a living would do that to you,” she says with a smile. I hate how she mocks me for having money. I want her even more now. I want to push her down on the bed, and I want her to let me tie her hands to the bedpost. I want to tease her until she screams my name.

      “So what would you like? Wyatt, is it?” she turns to me.

      I had picked out something on the menu, but now I couldn’t remember what it was.

      “What would you recommend, Brielle?” I say reading her name tag. Her name is burned on my cock, but I can’t let her know that. Not yet.

      “Our spinach omelet with feta cheese is quite good.”

      “Okay, I’ll take that.”

      

      The café clears out a bit. While my friends continue to pick at their food, I excuse myself and head towards the bathroom. Before I get there, I pop into the back and find Brielle sitting on a crate reading a book. She quickly puts it away, but not before I catch the title. Jane Eyre. My sister’s favorite.

      “Can I help you with something?”

      “No, not really.”

      She stares at me. I know I need a reason for being here.

      “Yes, actually. I was just wondering if I can take you out for a drink sometime.”

      I catch her off-guard. Her face lights up, and a brief smile crosses her face.

      “That’s probably not a good idea,” she says with a forlorn sigh.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, for one thing, you don’t even live here.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      She furrows her brows and folds her arms across her chest, pressing her breasts together in front of me. They look as if they are on a platter, and it requires all the strength within me not to reach out and touch them.

      “People who drive Bentleys don’t live around here.”

      She’s right, of course.

      “And the other thing?”

      She takes a deep breath.

      “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      “Who said anything about a relationship?” I ask and immediately regret my choice of words.

      “And I’m definitely not looking for anything casual.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask.

      I should just drop it, but I can’t. No one, and I mean no one, has ever turned me down. I can’t even believe that this is really happening. Maybe she’s just toying with me. Maybe she’s just flirting.

      “Because I’m not into one night stands, Wyatt,” she says and walks away. I love the sound of my name in her mouth. I want to put more of me there.

      

      Brielle avoids eye contact with me the rest of the time that we are there. That makes me want her even more. She iss feisty and hot, and she doesn’t take shit from anyone. An unusual girl. I wanted her so much then, I thought I was going to explode.

      When she comes over with the check, I purposely extend my hand. She tries to place the plastic cover with the check into my hand, but I take the opportunity to reach out and touch her. Her touch is electric. It sends shivers through my body.

      Suddenly, Brielle lets go of the plastic cover, and it drops to the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m so clumsy.”

      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” I apologize.

      I see Logan, Tyler, and Ryan smirking at me from around the table, but my eyes remain fixed on Brielle. When she bends over, her cleavage expands, and her breasts look like they are going to spill out of her t-shirt.

      “Thank you,” I say and hand Logan the check.

      It is Logan’s turn to cover the bill. We never split the bill, unless it was a VIP table at a Vegas nightclub or something extravagant like that. The bill at this roadside café hardly registered as real money. Logan’s family is equally wealthy, but he is cheap on tips. If the girl didn’t flirt with him or go really out of her way to impress him, he didn’t like to leave her more than fifteen percent.

      I make sure that I am the last one out of the booth and quickly slip a $100 bill under the check.
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      I notice him just as he pulls into our little dusty parking lot with his Bentley. That car costs more money than I’ll make in a decade. There are five guys in it, all equally attractive and cocky, but he is the only one who catches my attention.

      Tall, handsome, tan. Blue eyes and dark sandy hair that made him look like a brooding dark stranger and a surfer boy depending on the light.

      He strolled into my café with a confident and laid back swagger that would make male models jealous. There’s a carefree nature to his demeanor and yet, at the same time, there’s something very intense about him.

      I like the way that he says my name. I like the way that he’s impressed with my ability to deal with annoying pestering old men. What he doesn’t know is that, unfortunately, I’m used to unwanted sexual advances from gross strangers. What that trucker did was one of the least offensive things, frankly. The men who come in the middle of the night try worse things.

      Wyatt wants to take me out for a drink. Yes, yes, yes, I say to myself. Say yes. You deserve this. But I reject him. I want to say yes, more than anything, but I can’t. I’m too fragile to have my heart broken by the likes of him. Of course, it would happen. He’s cocky and rich and arrogant, and guys like that only want one thing. The thing that I certainly want to have with him, but not now. Not considering everything else I have that’s going on.
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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.
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      Her words pierce through my heart. Now, I want her even more. I thought that things would be different, since I  came alone. I left my friends back home and drove two hours back to this godforsaken town to see her again. She doesn’t know this, of course. I hate the feelings of helplessness that she evokes in me. Why? Why didn’t she say yes this time?

      I have to have her. Not against her will. I have to make her beg for me.

      I look at Brielle. She stares at me with a blank stare that’s impossible to read. She brings me my food and disappears back into the kitchen. She’s not staying around to talk. I have no reason to eat at this shitty place without her presence.

      “Don’t take it personally,” an older woman with a lifelong smoker’s voice says.

      She has been sitting at the far end of the counter all this time, but I didn’t notice her until now. The woman comes closer. She smells of cigarettes and wears a small white apron with pockets, just like Brielle. There’s no dress code here, but I know she’s a waitress.  Her name tag is old and worn, and I can’t read her name.

      “Brielle’s going through a lot right now.”

      I nod as if I understand. The old woman is thin but looks as strong as an ox. She leans over the counter.

      “Brielle just doesn’t want more complications in her life right now,” she whispers.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know about her mom, right?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “Well, she’s getting worse. Neither of them can afford the chemo treatments anymore, and the insurance ran out a few months ago. It’s looking really grim.”

      I nod. Her mom’s dying of cancer.

      “There’s some experimental procedure that’s available and looks like it could be an excellent option for her.”

      “That’s good,” I say.

      “Yeah, except that Brielle can’t afford it. She can’t even come close.”

      “How much does it cost?”

      “Not sure. Thousands. A couple hundred or so, I heard. And who’s got that kind of money?”

      I look away. My gaze drifts outside to my Bentley. That car costs as much as a cancer treatment to save someone’s life. I’ve never put it in that perspective before.

      The old woman startles me when she puts her long shriveled up fingers on my face and turns it toward her.

      “So don’t take it personally, kid. She’s got a lot on her mind. But I know she likes you. I saw the way she was looking at you. In the seven years that I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her look like that at a guy before.”
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      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!

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.”
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      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.
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      I spent the night crying into my pillow. How dare he do that to me? I sob. My pillow is damp from all the tears I shed. I’m not just crying over what happened. I’m crying over what it means. He was such an asshole, and now I can never trust him again. I had to physically push him off me. Who the hell does that? How far would he have gone if I wasn’t strong enough to push him away? To knee him in his balls?

      Millions of thoughts swirl in my head. I hate him. And I love him. I want to kiss him. And I want to punch him. I want him to knock harder on my door and knock it down. And I want him to go away and leave me alone. My makeup is running down my face, and my eyes burn from all the cheap mascara getting into them. Finally, when they start to burn so much that it becomes unbearable, I force myself to go to the bathroom and wash my face.

      “Why do you have to be such an asshole?” I say to myself in the mirror as if I’m talking to Wyatt. “We had such a great dinner. You were lovely. Polite. I was kind of a mess, but you weren’t. You were…a gentleman. And then that. That happened. How can I forgive that?”

      I shake my head. No, I can’t forgive that, because next time it might be much worse. I sigh.

      I tried. I really tried. I came here. I had dinner. I even kissed him. This is all that he could’ve expected from me. It’s okay if I go now. I’ve tried to repay my debt. It didn’t work out. Because of him. So it’s not my fault, right? Right.

      There’s a knock at the door. Then another. And another. I don’t answer. I’ve said enough. I don’t want to argue anymore. My mind is made up. In the morning, Mr. Whitewater is ordering me a cab or a driver, and I’m getting out of here.
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* * *

      The following morning, I sleep in late. I’m still in bed at eight a.m. The bed is made of feathers and softness beyond my imagination. I feel like I’ve slept on a cloud, and I’m not looking forward to going home to my thin, uncomfortable mattress at home. I got it for $99 on sale, and it feels like it.

      I pull on the most comfortable pair of jeans I own and my favorite turquoise tank top. Someone once told me that I looked great in turquoise, and I’ve stocked my closet with turquoise tops ever since. I always thought they were right, but this morning, I’m not so sure. I look pale and tired. A big part of me is regretting the fact that I’m leaving, but I’m not sure I have the courage to go back on my word.

      There’s a light knock on the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “Good morning, Ms. Cole,” Mr. Whitewater says after I open the door.

      “Good morning, Mr. Whitewater,” I say with a yawn.

      He looks like he has been awake for hours. His hair is perfectly groomed and coiffed, and his suit is starched and ironed, or whatever one does to suits to keep them wrinkle-free.

      “Mr. Wild told me that you will be leaving this morning. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes, me too,” I nod. I am sorry. I wish this weren’t happening.

      He doesn’t say another word, doesn’t make a move either. I stare at him. What’s wrong? Slowly, his eyes tilt down. I follow them to the floor and see a light pink box.

      “Oh, what’s this?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. But it’s for you,” Mr. Whitewater says.  He quickly takes a step back and turns away from me to give me some privacy.

      I examine the box carefully in my hand. The cardboard looks old and smells a bit like cake. I carefully open the flap and peek in. It’s a book! A book?

      I pull out the book and let the box drop to the ground. Oh, my God. My heart starts to pound. Is this really what I think it is?

      A first edition of Jane Eyre!?!?

      The book is rather small and weathered, but otherwise it’s in excellent condition. I open it and run my hand along the smooth spine. I flip through the pages until I get some resistance at the very front. The pages are thicker here. Carefully, I flip the pages one at a time until I get to the title page and discover a note. It’s written on perfumed paper, the kind that you see in expensive paper stores. There’s a delicate floral design gracing each of the ends.

      I open the note.

      It’s from Wyatt. I see his name written in beautiful, careful script on the bottom. The W is elongated and flowery, the y is elegant and the two sets of t’s are defiant and proud.

      

      Dear Brielle,

      I’m sorry. For everything.

      You deserve a lot better than me, of course. But please give me another chance.

      

      Yours,

      Wyatt

      

      Yours. I like the sound of that. I’ve never had anyone who was mine, in that way. My heart skips a beat again. And then another.

      Mr. Whitewater clears his throat, and I remember that he’s still here.

      “I think I need a moment, Mr. Whitewater,” I finally manage to utter. I go back into my room and close the door.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. “A first edition of Jane Eyre!”

      I press the hardback book to my breasts and inhale its beautiful musty smell. This book has been around for hundreds of years, and now it’s mine. It belongs to me.

      But can I accept it if I decide not to stay here? I want to. He owes me an apology, and this was a marvelous apology.

      My thoughts drift back to Wyatt. Suddenly, I remember the softness of his lips and how they danced with mine to a tune that only we heard. I remember how hot I felt in between my legs and how much I wanted him to push up my taffeta skirt and let me wrap my legs around his strong, powerful torso.

      He wasn’t alone in feeling what he was feeling. I was there right along with him. We shared a chemical and electric connection. I was drawn to him as if he were a magnet, and I had trouble pulling away as well. I loved how hard his cock felt pushing into me, pressing me to the wall. I wanted to rip off his clothes. I wanted him to rip off mine. And then it was just too much. In a split second, it was suddenly too much.
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* * *

      I don’t know what I should do. I want to stay, but I also want to go. I want to stay to get to know Wyatt more. And I want to run away from this place and its games.

      The sound of a startled horse scares me, and I walk over to the window. I lift the window and open the shutters. I didn’t notice it last night, but there are stables to the right of me. The horse makes another piercing cry, sending shivers over my body.

      “It’s okay, Sebastian. It’s okay, guy,” Wyatt says. I can’t see him, but his voice is firm and commanding, and I really believe that it’s going to be okay.

      Suddenly, they emerge. Wyatt is dressed in jeans, a pair of brown boots, and a simple white t-shirt. He’s tan, and his sweaty body glistens in the sun. His hair looks wet, either from sweat or water. He’s riding a tall black horse with a thick black mane that flies up with each gallop. They are moving as one. I look closer, and I see that the horse is not wearing a saddle. Wyatt is riding bareback!

      The horse and the rider dance together for a few moments in a circle. The horse kicks up  swirls of dust, which in the sunlight look like periwinkle. Then suddenly, the horse shifts his weight and raises his front legs in the air.

      “Oh wow,” I whisper in awe. Wyatt remains in place on his back holding on by nothing but his powerful thighs. It looks like the horse is going to land on his front legs and morph into a trot, but he doesn’t. Instead, he lands hard on his front hooves and lifts his back hooves up high in the air. Then he does it all again.

      My smile fades quickly after I realize that something’s going wrong.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper and bring my hands to my face. “No, no, no…”

      But it’s too late. The horse bucks one last time, and this time, Wyatt doesn’t hold on. I see him flying through the air. He misses the chain-link fence by less than a foot and lands flat on his back.

      “Oh my God!” I scream. My voice echoes around the room, but Wyatt doesn’t get up.

      “Get up! Please get up,” I scream, but he doesn’t.

      For a brief second, I consider running to the back of the room, down the long hallway, down the winding staircase, out of the front door, and around the entire 10,000 square foot house, but then I see a simpler way down.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Whitewater enters my room.

      I’m already hanging out of the window, half of my body is on the roof of the patio.

      “Wyatt is hurt, call 911!”

      I climb down the post of the patio, jump into the orange grove below and run toward Wyatt.

      I finally reach him. His face is so pale that it’s the color of those white Mexican plates from dinner. All blood has drained from his face, and his lips are blue.

      “Wyatt? Wyatt?” I scream. I want to shake him and bring him back to life. But I’m afraid he has broken something in his body, and that will make it worse.

      “Wyatt? Wyatt? Please wake up. Please, please, please,” I shout cradling my arms around him.

      Mr. Whitewater runs over.

      “How is he? Oh my God. He’s unconscious.”

      I nod. I don’t know what else to do.

      “I just called 911, but they won’t be here for some time.”

      “What, why?” I demand to know.

      “Twenty minutes at the earliest,” he says and puts the receiver back to his ear. “They say that we shouldn’t move him until they get here. He might’ve broken his back.”

      The world fades to black with those words. ‘He might’ve broken his back’ is all I hear in my head over and over again. The paramedics arrive sometime later. They have to scream at me to get out of the way. I don’t move. I don’t even know if I can move. Someone pushes me out of the way, and they take Wyatt away. They strap him onto a gurney and roll him to the ambulance.

      I can’t go along. No one can. They tell me and Mr. Whitewater that we can follow along behind the ambulance if we want.

      I’m in a daze. I don’t know what to do. I follow Mr. Whitewater to his car.

      “Are you sure you want to come? I thought you wanted to leave this morning? You still can, if you want to.”

      I stare at him. All thoughts of leaving have all but dissipated. I don’t even know what he’s talking about. All I know is that I can’t leave now. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, and I can’t leave until I find out. What if he needs my help?
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* * *

      Twelve hours later.

      I’ve spent the last twelve hours in the hospital looking at magazines and mindlessly reading books that I did not understand on my phone. I read the words, but they don’t make any sense. I don’t know who wrote them or for what reason. The only thing that makes sense to me is the pictures. I leaf through the celebrity magazines and pay close attention to which movie stars have lost and gained weight. Which ones were pregnant. Which ones got engaged and which ones got divorced. It’s all things that I used to find interesting, but now none of it makes any sense.

      This hospital reminds me of the one back home, where I waited for hours for my mom to get out of her various surgeries. Time stands still here. It’s as if the waiting room is some secret time travel chamber in which I can go into and not age for hours and days and months. I age, of course. I noticed it whenever I went into to the bathroom and looked at the horror that was my face, but I never felt time passing. Not even one second.

      Breathe, I say to myself. Breathe.

      I take a deep breath. And then another. And another. I feel a little better, but as soon as I look around, all of my thoughts and concerns and regrets creep back in.

      A doctor who is in charge of Wyatt and his condition comes out from behind the double doors with a smile on his face.

      “Wyatt’s awake now,” he tells Mr. Whitewater. “He’s one lucky young man. Even though both of his legs are broken.”

      Broken legs. I sigh. He is lucky.

      “Wait here,” Mr. Whitewater tells me. I have no right to go see Wyatt. I’m not really anybody to him. Barely an employee. Still, I hope that I can go in to see him.

      “And he doesn’t have any brain damage?” Mr. Whitewater asks the doctor.

      “No, not that I can tell. But it’s too soon to know for sure.”

      I wait for what seems like a century for Mr. Whitewater to come back. Now time is positively moving backward. I wonder if it’s 1993. Finally, he comes out.

      “He’d like to see you,” Mr. Whitewater says.

      “How is he?”

      “Fine. Definitely all there.”

      I smile. A wave of relief sweeps over me.
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      Brielle walks into my hospital room carefully and cautiously. It’s as if she’s walking on eggshells.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “Don’t be afraid.” I sit up in my bed, trying not to look so sickly and powerless, even though I have a pounding headache.

      “How are you?” she asks sheepishly.

      Her hair falls into her face slightly as she walks, and she pushes it aside without much regard. Her lips look soft and exquisite even under the harsh fluorescent lights of the hospital room. Her skin is tan, and her cheeks are full of color. Brielle is wearing a long sleeve hoodie, and she wraps her arms around her shoulders as if she is trying to hold on to the entire world.

      “I’m good. Fine,” I say confidently. It’s almost true. I want it to be true. I’ll act like it is until it becomes true.

      “Broke both legs,” I say nudging at the cast. “Imagine the luck.”

      “It could’ve been much worse, Wyatt,” she comes closer. I love the sound of my name in her mouth.

      “Nah,” I wave my hand. But she slaps it away.

      “No, I’m serious. It could’ve been much, much worse. I saw you out there. You passed out. You were unconscious. I thought you would go into a coma and never wake up.”

      “Hah, like you’d care. You’d just be happy that you got off the hook,” I joke.

      She stares at me and raises her hand to slap me again. This time across the face. But something stops her.

      “Fuck you, Wyatt. Fuck you for even thinking something that terrible.”

      That was a pretty shitty thing to say. I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I was just trying to make you laugh.”

      “How would that make me laugh, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. I’d shrug, but my shoulders hurt too much.”

      This one does make her laugh. She opens her lips just a bit and lets out a small, willowy laugh. The world is alright again.
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* * *

      “How did this happen?” Brielle asks after a few silent moments.

      “That’s what you get for riding a four-year-old stallion bareback,” I laugh.

      Her face turns white. “What do you mean? Are you joking again?”

      I shake my head no. Then suddenly, something comes over me, and I tell her something I never would otherwise.

      “I was really upset that you were leaving. That I did that to you. Disrespected you like that. But I want you to know that it was really an accident. I must’ve not heard you or something. I would never keep going beyond what you said was okay. I’m not that guy.”

      I stop and look at her. She waits for me to continue.

      “So I was really angry with myself over the whole thing. Over what I did. Over the fact that you were now scared of me. And leaving. That’s the last thing I wanted. So  this morning, I went for a walk and ended up in the stables. I saw Sebastian. He’s a powerful thoroughbred. But he’s not broken yet. He’s wild and crazy, and I felt wild and crazy at that moment. It was like we were breathing the same air and feeling the same energy. I opened the gate, and he let me get on top of him. I really thought we were connecting, and we wanted the same thing. But I was just feeling crazy. He ignited something within me, some long forgotten feeling of hope and love and wildness. And so I urged him outside of the stable. And that’s when it got bad. He started to buck, and he wouldn’t slow down long enough for me to get off. And then I just flew off.”

      “You remember it all?”

      “I remember every single moment.”

      “And what about afterward?”

      “No,” I shake my head. “Once I hit the ground, I don’t remember anything.”

      She looks at me. Tears well up inside of her eyes. One large tear breaks free and rolls down her cheek. I reach out and wipe it off her face.

      “I was so scared, Wyatt. You were just laying there. Motionless. Unconscious. I wanted to shake you so much, but I was afraid something was broken. And then…”

      Her voice drops off, and she looks out of the window. A tiny sparrow dances on a branch. We both watch the sparrow for a moment before she turns back to me.

      “And then?” I ask.

      “And then I thought that maybe it was even worse than that. You didn’t wake up Wyatt. Not for a long time.”

      I nod.

      “You scare me, Brielle,” I finally say.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. But I feel something for you, and it scares me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she waves her hand and smiles. “How can I scare you?”

      I try to shrug again. Again I feel pain.

      “Come here,” I say and wave my index finger to get her to come closer to me.

      “What?” she leans down.

      “You scare me,” I whisper and press my lips up to hers. I lift my body a bit toward hers and my neck throbs in pain.

      I sigh in pain when I pull away.

      “Are you okay?” she says with a smile licking her lips.

      “No,” I shake my head. “But it was worth it.”
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* * *

      That evening, the nurse gives me some morphine, and I fall asleep quickly. When I wake up in the morning, my back is throbbing, and I find Brielle half asleep in the chair.

      “Hey, you’re awake,” she smiles at me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “I can’t believe you slept the whole night here.”

      “Oh, I just dozed off. It’s no big deal.”

      “No, it is,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to get us some coffee,” she jumps up to her feet.

      I’m jealous of the spring in her step, and I wish more than anything that I could jump as well. I’ve only been in bed for one day, and the thought of not being active for another two months scares me to death.

      “Brielle…”

      She turns at the door. Her hair leaps one last time before landing softly around her shoulders.

      “Yes?”

      “I was just wondering…” I don’t know how to phrase the question exactly. She waits for me as I try.

      “I was just wondering if you were planning on going back home today?”

      “No,” she shakes her head. A wave of relief sweeps over me, but I’m not sure if I have been clear enough.

      “And tomorrow?” I ask.

      Suddenly, it hits her what I’m asking. She walks back to my bed.

      “I’m not going home for awhile, Wyatt. But under one condition.”

      “What's that?”

      “If you promise me that we will be friends. Just friends.”

      I thought about that for a moment. Just friends was better than nothing. “Okay,” I nodded.
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      How do you know if you truly love someone?

      There was a time a time in my life when I never believed in love. I grew up in a world of privilege. My two brothers, Gatsby and Atticus, and my sister, Ophelia, were raised by our nannies and had everything we ever wanted. Our parents had houses in Los Angeles, New York, Montana, an apartment in Paris, and another one is being built in Dubai.

      When we were little, the family had more cars than I could even count – our father, Dr. Wild – is an avid collector. We each got a new car of our choosing as soon as we turned 16, and each one of us promptly crashed it soon after. I think it was O – we’ve always called Ophelia O – who kept her first car, a brand new Mercedes, the most expensive class of that year, the longest. Six months, I believe.

      My mother never cooked, but every night that we had dinner at home, we always had a delicious gourmet meal prepared by our personal chef. Our birthdays were lavish and expensive. Each one probably cost as much as a regular couple’s wedding. They were extravagant, with different themes and costumes and close to 400 guests each time. That doesn’t sound like a fun birthday party for a five-year-old, but the entire school was invited so most of them were.

      Our exclusive private school didn’t have a school bus to get us to school, and the responsibility fell to our nannies to deliver us there and pick us up after each of our after school activities. O did theater. Gatsby and I played lacrosse. Atticus was in the band.

      Our parents were always there to cheer for us – always physically present – and yet emotionally and metaphysically away. It’s hard to explain now, difficult to put into words, but it was as if they were never really there.

      Ever since I can remember, our parents had their own lives. My father, the renowned doctor and later the founder of a prosperous pharmaceutical company, worked late into the night and all weekends. He was always traveling and running meetings.

      My mother had her philanthropic activities. She was the head of a number of boards that raised money for a variety of noble causes. She didn’t get paid, but she worked nearly as hard as he did and organized all of our days and the house staff on top of all that.

      It’s maybe cruel to say this, but my parents gave me the impression that love only meant one thing. My parents said that they loved us, but their love was complicated. It came with expectations and, inevitably, disappointments. It was never the kind of love often featured in movies. They were never mushy and hopeful and exuberant. They were both too busy with either work or their social obligations to really show love. Or at least, the way I expected it to be.

      And so, coming back to my original thought. How do you know if you truly love someone? How am I expected to know if I love someone if their love was the kind of love I had only ever known?

      Before I broke both of my legs riding a wild stallion, I never had time to think about these things. But now that I’m bed bound for more than six weeks, it seems all I do is think. I had to remain active somehow, and my mind was the only place I had left.

      Brielle enters the room carrying two cups of tea on a tray. She has been here for six weeks. Six of the happiest weeks of my life. I have never been immobile for this long before, and yet her presence has made it, somehow, bearable. If it weren’t for her, I’d be tearing my hair out. I’d be drunk all day just to pass the time. And yet, with her here, we find things to do that do not involve going outside much or using our legs.
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* * *

      I think I’m falling in love with Brielle. Her long hair, her tender eyes, her soft skin. I don’t know anything about love, I’m the first to admit it. Yet, I also know that I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Sometimes, when I see her, my heart jumps into my throat, and I forget to breathe.

      Other times, when she’s away from me for a couple of hours, I feel anxious and uncertain. I don’t know what to do with myself and spend the hours just looking out of the window or staring aimlessly at the television screen. I can’t read a word that makes sense. All I can do is wait for her to return.

      Brielle has been bringing me breakfast, lunch, and dinner and has made Mr. Whitewater all but useless. The responsibility of those things would’ve fallen to him, but she asked him if she could do it. I think she likes being useful. In fact, I’ve never met someone who enjoys being useful so much. It’s almost as if she really loves taking care of me.

      I feel myself falling in love with Brielle, even though I’m not sure if I know what that means. But does anyone? Isn’t love just some sort of feeling that bubbles up from within us, from some place deep within our core that we didn’t even know existed?

      There is one problem, however. And it’s a big one. We – Brielle and I – have decided to keep things professional. I believe that the only reason she’s even here is that our relationship is now strictly professional. Or so she has called it. But in reality, it’s not professional at all. Only a fool would think that our interaction is professional. We are more like friends. Close, close friends. And it’s clear, at least I think it is, that I want more.

      “What a beautiful morning, right?” she says plopping down on the couch next to me. “What do you want to do today?”

      I want to kiss you, undress and lay in bed looking at and exploring your naked body until dinner. I want to say this to her, but instead I lie.

      “Not sure, whatever,” I shrug and remember her hurtful words.

      “No more kissing, no more romance, or whatever it was that was happening between us,” she said in my hospital room. I felt woozy from all the pain killers, but I remember each one of her words as if she said it a minute ago. “I just want to work here for the year, like I’d agreed, and be friends.”

      “Okay,” I had agreed.

      “You promise?” she asked. “This is one of my conditions of staying. The only one.”

      I remember looking into her deep brown eyes and nodding. Then agreeing verbally to the only thing that would keep her in my life.
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* * *

      “You feeling alright?” she asks. Neither of us has said a word in a few moments. She touches my hand with hers sending shivers up and down my legs, as always. My cock grows hard, and I press down on it, trying to calm it. Ever since we’d decided to be friends, she started touching me more and more. More than she ever had before. But the touching is not sexual, at least not on her part. Just a pat of the hand, a small hug, a nudge, but each touch still makes me get hard.

      I want her. I want her up against the wall. On the bed. Outside in the desert. In the shower.

      “Hey, Wyatt?” she asks leaning close to me with a look of concern on her face. “How are you, today? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m good,” I fake a smile. “Why?”

      “Something seems off,” she shrugs. “Oh, I almost forgot, I got your pills, here.”

      I stare at her. Brielle mentions the pills in the same nonchalant way she has for the last six weeks, but this is the first day that I turn them down.

      “Nah, I’m feeling okay. I don’t think I need them today.”

      Her face lights up. “That’s great!” she wraps her arms around me. “I’m so happy. You’re making so much progress. Maybe you’ll be able to take the casts off soon, too.”

      Now, there’s a thought. To stand up and hold my body weight with my own two feet. I’ve taken that for granted for so many years. Then when I suddenly couldn’t stand up on my feet and had to use crutches…the helplessness that came with that was unimaginable.

      I smile with my whole body at the thought of taking the casts off.

      “Yeah, I can’t wait,” I say. “I hate being a blimp. I feel like I’m totally useless. And like I’m getting fat.”

      Brielle laughs. It’s a small, quiet laugh that only gives me a small peek at her perfect white teeth. Then she looks me up and down.

      “No, not at all.”

      “You have no idea how hard this has been for me. I mean, I know it hasn’t been easy for you at all, waiting on me all the time. Which again, you don’t really have to do. We have staff here for that,” I say.

      She starts to say something, but I cut her off. I know what she’s going to say. She is the staff, she’s happy to do it, or something in that vein.

      “That’s not what I want to say. What I mean is that it’s been really hard for me to be so inactive for so long. I love being outdoors. I love riding horses. Playing basketball. Football. Baseball. Whatever. Using my body is a huge part of my life, and these past six weeks, it’s like I’ve become someone else. I couldn’t do that. And if it weren’t for you…I would’ve been completely lost. It would’ve been much more hard. So what I’m really trying to say, very artfully, is thank you. Thank you so much for being here. And being you.”

      Brielle takes a moment to internalize what I’ve said. Then she leans close to me. It takes all of my strength not to place my lips on hers, but I’ve long made myself a promise that it would be her, this time, who has to make the first move.

      “It has been my pleasure,” she whispers in my ear and pulls away.
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* * *

      Brielle jumps off the couch and the mood in the room changes. I watch her walk over to the large floor to ceiling window looking out onto the desert in front of us. A large raven perches on top of a crooked Joshua tree in the distance and then flies away.

      “I finally found some tape, and I’m going to take care of that bird problem,” she says. By bird problem, she means that too many birds are flying into our spotless window and killing themselves. Mr. Whitewater, who washes that window almost every other day, isn’t going to be happy, and we both know it.

      “You know, he has been hiding this thing from me for all of these weeks,” she says with a smile and picks up the roll of duct tape from the tray. “I’ve been asking him for it forever.”

      “What can I say, he loves keeping that window clean.”

      “I know he does, and the view from it is beautiful. But we can’t just sit by and do nothing as birds continue to kill themselves on it practically every day.”

      “I guess not,” I chuckle.

      “Where do you think I should put it?” Brielle asks.

      Over my hands and then to the headboard, so that I can’t touch you as you go down on me. And then I will wrap it around your hands and do the same to you.

      Of course, I don’t say any of that out loud. Instead, I point to a few spots on the window, which have resulted in the largest amount of casualties.

      “You know, I talked to my mother again this morning,” Brielle says as she tapes the window.

      “Oh yeah, how is she?” I ask. I only mildly care. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s doing bette,r but mainly because that means that Brielle doesn’t have to go back home and take care of her.

      “She’s doing even better than before,” she smiles.

      The $250,000 check that I sent her for her mother’s treatment was worth that smile alone. Brielle starts telling me all the details about how her mother’s feeling. Her breathing is improving, not much pain in her hips, blah, blah, blah. All the information comes into one ear and goes out the other. I’m not paying attention. Not even a little bit.

      Instead, my mind drifts elsewhere. I look at Brielle’s round butt and the way it fills out her jeans. Her jeans have little decorative hearts on the back pockets, and they draw my eye on the roundest part of her body. I don’t know why clothing designers put them there. Do they know that they make women’s butts look irresistible? Is that the whole point? Do the women know just how hard it is to look away from those two little hearts? Does Brielle?

      When she turns to face me and tell me something else about her mom’s condition, my gaze runs up her body. Brielle’s small waist accentuates her hips, making them appear wider than they really are. Then I land on her breasts. She doesn’t wear a bra often, but her breasts are firm and erect. When the temperature in the room falls below 75 degrees Fahrenheit, her nipples get erect and resemble the tips of a ripe strawberry. I’ve gotten into the habit of turning down the furnace and praying each morning that today would be the day that she again chooses to go without a bra.

      “Hey, are you listening?” Brielle asks.

      “Yeah, so your mom is happy with the new doctor?” I parrot the last thing that she said to me. I developed this talent of reiterating the last line that someone said back in sixth grade, and it has served me well way after I was done with formal education.

      My words put her at ease, and she continues on with her story while I curse myself for ever agreeing to be this hot girl’s friend.

      Fuck being friends!

      We shouldn’t be just friends.

      Friends with benefits maybe.

      Fuck buddies.

      Lovers.

      Girlfriend?

      Fiancé even.

      Maybe more.

      I shudder at the places that mind is going. Girlfriend, maybe. I’ve had a few girls who I liked enough to call my girlfriend. But fiancé?  Really, Wyatt? What are you thinking? That’s exactly it, though. I’m not thinking. I’m just feeling.
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      I don’t know why the fuck I ever insisted on being friends with Wyatt. The friends status was supposed to protect me. It was supposed to make me feel safe and to make me feel as if nothing is going to happen between us. I thought that it would create distance between us and release some of the tension that forms whenever we occupy the same room. But it’s only making things worse.

      I want him.

      I want him to want me.

      He does. I can feel it. But he won’t make a move. He made me a promise, and he’s keen on keeping it.

      Even now, standing on this stupid chair, taping tape onto the glass to stop the damn birds from crashing into it every day, I feel Wyatt’s eyes burning a hole in my back pocket.

      He’s staring at my ass, and the scary thing is that I want him to But more than that, I want him to grab it and pull me up to his lap and kiss me.

      Of course, he won’t. He has made a promise.

      So now it’s all up to me. And I’m afraid. And I’m a coward.
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* * *

      After I taped all the spots where birds have crashed into the past week, I get down and sit next to him on the couch, which has become his home. Wyatt hasn’t moved much in weeks. He pretends that he’s fine, but I can feel his anxiety growing.

      “I need to get the hell out of here. Out of this room. Away from this couch. I want to see Sebastian again.”

      I get goosebumps at the thought. Sebastian is the crazy, untamed, three-year-old stallion that broke both of his legs the last time he tried to ride him. I don’t want Wyatt anywhere near him. He was lucky to get out of that situation with only both legs broken. The doctors said it could’ve been much worse. He could’ve broken his back and ended up like Christopher Reeves.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask.

      Wyatt nods and waits for the question.

      “Why did you ever get on him, in the first place? What were you trying to prove?”

      I don’t know much about horses, but I do know that no one in their right mind rides stallions. All the testosterone makes them crazy and wild. Unbroken.

      “Nothing,” he shrugs in the casual way that makes me swoon. “I just felt like riding him, that’s all.”

      I don’t believe him. “I don’t think so,” I say staring straight into Wyatt’s deep eyes.

      “You don’t? Why?”

      “I think you were angry with yourself.  And you wanted to, I don’t know, take some of that anger out on yourself.”

      Wyatt’s eyes meet mine. I can tell by the way he sits back in the couch and adjusts his stature that I’ve hit on something.

      “Oh, please,” he shrugs and rolls his eyes. He’s lying. Either to just me or to the both of us.

      “No, I do,” I smile. “Really.”

      Then his face grows serious. The casualness that just danced across it all but disappears.

      “Listen, Brielle,” Wyatt says. All I hear is the irritation in his voice. “Please don’t psychoanalyze me, okay? I’ve been through that enough with a ton of real doctors. The last thing I need is some more psycho babble from some novice.”

      His words sting. More than that even. They pierce my heart. I feel tears bubbling up and I’m about to let them all out.

      “Fuck you,” I say and leave before I show even more vulnerability.

      “Brielle, I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I hear Wyatt yell after me, but I don’t turn around. At this moment, I hate him. I hate him the way I never hated anyone.
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* * *

      We don’t speak the rest of the day. By the next day, my anger with Wyatt dissipates a bit. He apologizes again, and, this time, I accept his apology. By the afternoon, we joke and laugh like before. I’m glad that things between us have improved, but I am still keenly aware of the boundaries that separate us. Now, I’m also more cautious. Certain things can’t be talked about or joked about.

      That afternoon, over a very late lunch or an early dinner, I ask Wyatt about his family. He tells me about his domineering father and the pharmaceutical company that he started when all the kids were little.

      “My father’s got four kids, but that company was his real baby,” he says. “And we all knew that for many years.”

      “What about your mom?” I ask.

      “Mom was there and not there. She had her own commitments, but most of the time she was absent. It’s like she had her own interests that none of us kids ever fit into.”

      “Not even Ophelia?” I ask. I know that mothers can often be closer to their daughters than to their sons.

      “Not even O. We’ve all had nannies, though, so that was supposed to make up for everything, I guess. It felt like they loved me, all of us, I mean, in their own way, but it was somehow never enough. You know?”

      I nod. I try to understand, but Wyatt and I come from two completely different worlds.

      “What about you?” he asks. “What was it like for you growing up?”

      I take a moment to consider the question.

      “It wasn’t really easy,” I say. “My father left when I was little when my little sister was only two.”

      “I didn’t know you had siblings.”

      “I don’t. Well, not anymore. I never know how to answer that question about brothers or sisters.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks. He moves closer to me with a steadfast look of concern on his face.

      “Well, I used to have a sister until I was fifteen, but then she died. She was sick almost her whole little life and, after she passed, my mother was never the same after that.”

      “What did she die of?” he asks even though I have the feeling that he already knows.

      “Cancer. What else?” I shrug.

      “Like your mother?” he gasps.

      I nod. “My mom was diagnosed soon after. Right when I graduated from high school. That’s why I never went to college. She was the sole breadwinner and, after her diagnosis, she couldn’t really work. Not with all the chemo and radiation. So I got a job at the diner. And then another one at the bar. And I’ve been sort of stuck there ever since.”

      I look at him. I like the way he looks at me. There’s pity and sorrow on his face, but it isn’t as depressing as the looks other people typically have.

      “But it’s okay now,” I smile. “Thanks largely to you.”

      “I just wish that I’d met you earlier,” he says.

      A big part of me wishes that too. I’ve spent so many years being poor and living paycheck to paycheck, on even less than a paycheck, that having money seemed like an answer to all of my problems. People like to say that money is not the answer to all of your problems, but for many years it would’ve been the answer to all of mine.

      We share more this day than any other day. I feel us growing closer and closer. Even if we don’t fully comprehend or understand or conceptualize each other’s childhood experiences, we are at least aware of them.

      After we finish our salads, Mr. Whitewater brings us soup. I hand Wyatt his bowl and take mine. It’s not very comfortable to eat soup on the couch, but I don’t want to move.

      “What did you want to be when you grew up?” Wyatt asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “You mean for work? I thought I’d be lucky if I became a nurse or something like that. It would give me a steady job or profession. The pay is much better than a waitress’s.”

      “No,” he shakes his head. “That’s not what I mean. Not just for work. Didn’t you have dreams of what you wanted to do or to be when you were older? No matter how unrealistic.”

      I smile. I’m about to tell him that only wealthy or privileged kids spend their days thinking about unrealistic dreams and go about pursuing those, but then I really think about it and realize that I, too, had a dream once. And, perhaps, still do.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you, but only if you promise to keep it a secret.”

      “Keep it a secret? Don’t you know that dreams can’t become a reality unless you verbalize it? Unless you infuse them with the power of speech?”

      “Actually, no, I didn’t know that. But if you want to hear this then you have to promise.”

      He takes a moment, then agrees.

      “I’ve never told anyone this before, but I want to be a writer,” I say.

      “That’s great! That’s an amazing thing to want to be,” Wyatt smiles with his whole face.

      I feel overwhelmed by his exuberance.

      “But why don’t you want anyone to know? It’s so inspiring and beautiful!”

      Inspiring and beautiful? I’m not so sure.

      “Because it’s embarrassing,” I mumble.

      “What? How?”

      I stare at him. “I just don’t think you understand, because you were probably raised to think that you can be anyone you want. Do anything you want. Right? But I wasn’t. I don’t even have a bachelor’s degree, Wyatt. Only a high school diploma. I’m practically illiterate in the writing world.”

      “That’s crap! Don’t say that. Degrees don’t matter. All that matters is whether or not you want to do it. And then you gotta take steps to do it.”

      “That’s your privileged upbringing talking,” I joke.

      “No, it’s not,” he leans closer to me. His face gets really serious. “To be a writer you need heart. And you have that. I think you can be a writer. No, I know you can.”

      His words wash over me like a wave. Overwhelmed by his support and encouragement, I have trouble taking a full breath. A knot forms in the back of my throat. If I don’t inhale slowly, I’m afraid that I won’t be able to take a full breath again.

      No one has ever believed in me so much before.

      We both return to our food. Wyatt takes two last scoops of the soup. I lean across him to put the bowl on his side of the side table.

      I’ve done this hundreds of times over the last six weeks, but today is different. There’s a warmth emanating from Wyatt, the kind that I haven’t felt since our last kiss. I watch him take a breath and inhale the world around us, the way people smell a bouquet of flowers.

      When he opens his eyes, he catches me staring at him and sits back. He’s giving me room to collect myself. He’s respecting my boundaries and the rules that we have both agreed to play by. But this time, I don’t – can’t – respect those boundaries anymore. This time, I don’t pull away. I look at his sweet, beautiful lips and press mine to them.

      Immediately, his lips respond to mine. He pulls me closer to him and wraps his arms around my shoulders. In a split second, the whole world fades away. His hands move through my hair and my fingers run along his jawline. It’s strong and powerful and touching it makes me want him even more.

      “This is wrong,” I whisper without pulling away.

      “Yes, and yet it’s so right,” he mumbles.

      And then suddenly, he stops and looks at me.

      “Do you want to stop?” he asks. “Is that what you meant?”

      Yes and no. I don’t know.

      He waits for me to answer, but I’ve lost the ability to speak. Instead, I reach up to him again and run my tongue on the inside of his mouth.

      “Oh, Brielle,” he moans. He lifts up my head with his hands, then runs his hands down to my hips. With one swift motion, he lifts me up and places me on top of him.

      I laugh and continue kissing him. I feel how hard he is, and it makes me feel all tingly all over my body. He pulls away from my lips and starts to kiss down my neck. I tilt my head back and sigh from pleasure. His lips make his way down my collarbone and toward my breasts. He takes one of my breasts in his hand and kisses the top.

      I close my eyes. I want this moment to last forever.

      “Oh my, I’m so sorry!” a female voice shatters our bliss. I pull away from Wyatt but remain firmly on top of him.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, O?” Wyatt yells out. His deep voice startles me, and I fall to the side. I scramble to adjust my clothes. When everything seems in place, I look back up.

      There’s a tall, gorgeous woman in five-inch heels standing before me. Her hair is jet black and cut in an aggressive slant. Her makeup is flawless, and her eyeslashes are long and powerful. She has pale skin, and her blood red lipstick makes her look like something of a clash between a 50’s pinup and a vampire.

      “I live here, too, remember?” she laughs and tosses her hair. “Besides, I’ve come to see how you were feeling. And from what I can see, you’re doing quite well.”

      Neither Wyatt nor I say a word. I probably look as dumbfounded as he does.

      “Well, since my brother seems to have forgotten his manners, I’ll introduce myself. I’m Ophelia, Wyatt’s older sister.”

      Ophelia extends her hand to me. When I shake it, what strikes me most about it is how cold it is. Her fingers are long, and her long gray nails are filed down to a point at the end. In fact, come to think of it, everything about Ophelia is pointy. She has pointy heels, a pointy nose, pointy nails, and even pointy elbows.

      “I’m Brielle. I’m Wyatt’s personal assistant,” I mumble.

      “Yes, I see. You’re definitely assisting him on a very personal level,” she says lifting one of her eyebrows.

      “O, please. Play nice,” Wyatt says. “Brielle’s a friend.”

      Ophelia puts her sunglasses back over her eyes, turns on her heel and waves her hand. “Well, I gotta get my bag.”

      Wyatt and I watch her walk out. Before she reaches the end of the hallway, she turns around briefly and says, “Brielle, can you help me with something here?”

      I look at Wyatt, unsure as to what to do.

      “No, O, take care of it yourself,” he yells back.

      “No, it’s okay,” I get up. “I’ll help her, it’s no problem.”
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      Mr. Whitewater takes O’s Louis Vuitton bags to a guest room upstairs and places them near the bed.

      “You don’t mind unpacking these for me, do you? Brielle, is it?” Ophelia asks walking toward the door.

      “What?” I ask. I’m not sure if I had heard that right.

      “You work here, right? Or do you just get paid to fuck my brother?”

      I stare at her.

      “Hello? Earth to Brielle! Do you work here or not?”

      “Yes,” I mumble.

      “Well, please unpack my bags for me, then,” she says and walks out.

      I’m dumbfounded. I’ve never been treated like that by anyone. I’m not sure what to do. I look at her three bags. How dare she speak to me that way? I’m not a maid! I’m not a servant!

      I want to toss her bags over the railing and punch her in her stupid face.

      I sit down on the bed.

      Suddenly, I come to an unfortunate realization. If I don’t do this for her, if I don’t act like a servant, then what am I really here for? What am I getting paid for? Well, I do help Wyatt out a lot. I serve him food and help him with his crutches. Take him outside. But now that our relationship has turned into something more interesting, will I still be doing that? Yes, of course! I decide. I’m here as a personal assistant. He’s definitely not paying me to sleep with him. And we haven’t even slept together yet. Perhaps, in the future…

      My mind drifts again. I hate Ophelia for her snooty attitude and her self-importance. But there’s also something else that I hate about her. I hate her for interrupting us. Our kiss. Now, instead of sitting around thinking about how wonderful our kiss was and how it could’ve become something more and what that could be, I’m sitting here thinking about Ophelia! Fuck her!

      Slowly, I pick up one of her bags and unzip the top. I’ve never touched a Louis Vuitton bag before, and it’s even nicer than I expected it to be. I love how soft and delicate the leather is. The structured frame of the bag reminds me of those vintage bags that everyone used to travel with in the movies from the 40’s and 50’s. If only my phone worked in this place, then I could actually look up how much one of these bags costs. Agh, why do you even bother, Brielle? I ask myself. It’s Louis Vuitton, each one must cost a fortune! So the Wild family is loaded, what else is new?

      Inside Ophelia’s bags, I find some gorgeous dresses, crop tops, designer jeans, and three smaller Louis Vuitton bags full of makeup. Once all the dresses are hung up in the closet and all the jeans and tops are folded nicely on the shelves, I check the bags for any left over things that I might’ve forgotten. In the front pocket of the smallest bag, I find a box of pregnancy tests. I don’t know what compels me, but I decide to count them. The box says that there should be ten, but she only has seven. Three are gone. Hmm. Why would three be gone?

      I’ve never been in this situation, but my friend got pregnant in the eleventh grade. I remember standing next to her and holding her hand as we waited for the results of the first test. It was between third and fourth period. When the first test said that she was pregnant, she immediately took another one. That one confirmed the results of the first so she took another one and another one. We went through four tests before she finally gave up and believed that she was indeed pregnant.

      I sit back down on the bed. I can’t believe what I’ve discovered. Ophelia is pregnant! Or at least, she might be. Oh, my God! I want to tell Wyatt, but I can’t. Right? It’s not my place. I was snooping through her stuff…Well, actually that’s not true. She asked me to put everything away, and I made this discovery of the three missing tests inadvertently.

      My mind continues to race. I don’t know why I’m so involved with this. So what if Ophelia is pregnant? She’s in her late twenties. It’s not even that surprising. It’s not like she’s a teenager. It’s not a big deal.

      I try to remember whether she was wearing a ring of any sort when I saw her. Wedding ring? Engagement ring? No, the only ring that I saw on her hand was a small twist ring around her thumb. If that was anything sentimental, then it definitely wasn’t from a significant other in her life.

      But even if that was the case, who cares? She’s in her late twenties, and she has every right to be pregnant even if she isn’t married or engaged or with anyone. It’s none of my business, and no matter how much I want to tell Wyatt, it’s none of his business either. Damn it!

      “Brielle! Brielle!” I hear Ophelia’s voice traveling up the stairs.

      Jesus Christ, I say to myself. I just met her a few minutes ago and she’s already treating me like a servant.

      “Yes?” I say walking to the top of the stairs.

      “Are you done yet?”

      “Yes,” I nod.

      “Okay, great. Can you be a darling and get me some ice tea, please. I can’t find Mr. Whitewater anywhere and I’m so thirsty. It’s so fucking hot outside!”

      I stare at her.

      “Brielle?” she asks and snaps her fingers. “Are you there?”

      “Did you just snap at me?”

      “Sorry, sorry, it’s a dumb habit. I know we’re not supposed to do that to the staff anymore. But who can keep up with all of these changes in socioeconomic relationships?”

      Who the hell is this woman? And does she live on this planet?

      “Brielle? Ice tea, please?” she says and walks away.

      I sigh. I have to talk to her about this, but something tells me that it will be a very long and tedious conversation.

      I go down to the kitchen and get the pitcher of ice tea from the refrigerator. I pour her a glass and bring it to her in the living room, where Wyatt is still sitting on the couch.

      “Here you go, Ophelia,” I say.

      “So how did you two meet?” she asks when I turn around to leave the room.

      I don’t know what to say.

      “In a diner actually,” Wyatt says after a moment.

      “A diner, really?” Ophelia asks in her snooty, stuck up way. “That’s weird.”

      “Why’s that?” Wyatt challenges her.

      “Just a step down from your typical fare, isn’t it?”

      “And what’s that?” he asks. I’m on a verge of crying, and he’s actually going to make her say it. Why is he doing this? Why are they both acting like I’m not here?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Ophelia tosses her hair. She opens her compact and fixes her perfect lipstick application. “Cocktail waitresses in five-star hotels? They aren’t doing it for you anymore?”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Which tight end will it be this week, O? Or are you over football players in general now that certain quarterback dumped you for a Victoria Secret model?”

      “Fuck you!” she turns to him. Wyatt wipes little droplets of spit off his face.

      “Don’t start something you don’t want to finish, big sister. Or you’ll be up way past your bedtime.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Wyatt,” Ophelia gets up from her seat.

      “Oh, what’s the matter? You can dish it out, but you can’t take it?” Wyatt yells at her.

      “He was my fucking fiancé, Wyatt,” she says. Her voice cracks a bit. Is she actually tearing up? No, that can’t be it.

      “I don’t care,” Wyatt shrugs, unfazed. “Brielle is my guest, and you’re going to treat her with a little respect.”

      Ophelia gets a hold of her feelings and returns back to normal. “This is my house, too, and I’m going to treat the help any way I want to, bro.”

      Wyatt stood up for me. I’m grateful, but I also get the feeling that it made things a lot worse.

      “Just so you know, we’re not having dinner together tonight,” Wyatt yells after her, but she simply slams the door behind her.

      “I don’t think she was expecting to,” I say.

      “Fuck,” Wyatt shakes his head. “I don’t know why she has to be like that.”

      “Like what?” I joke.

      “She’s not always like this. Sometimes, she’s nice. She can be really nice and kind. I don’t know what the hell is going on with her, but ever since that son of a bitch dumped her, she’s been a real bitch.”

      I find it hard to believe that Ophelia wasn’t always a bitch, but I take his word for it.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry about her.”

      “It’s okay,” I sigh. I don’t really know how else to respond to this whole situation. I’ve never been treated like this by complete strangers before. “I just feel like she hates me or something. For no good reason. Do you think she’s jealous of me?”

      Wyatt laughs. “No, I don’t think so.” His nonchalant laughter makes me tense up.

      “Why are you laughing?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Just the thought of O being jealous of you?”

      “You’re such a dick, Wyatt. You know that?” I shake my head and get up to leave.

      “What? What did I say?”

      I turn around to face him. The expression on his face is blank. He’s either a total idiot or completely clueless.

      “For your information, I didn’t mean that O is jealous of me…I meant that she might be jealous of you and me. But you just had to take it somewhere shitty, didn’t you? You know, I have a lot to offer. Just because you all have money and I don’t have any doesn’t mean that no one can be jealous of me. You fuckin’ stuck up asshole.”

      I turn and walk out the door.
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      I don’t want to see his face again for a long time, but a few hours later, there’s knock at the door. I know who it is, but I don’t answer.

      “Go away.”

      “Brielle, please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of that. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “I don’t care. Go away,” I say without getting off the bed.

      “I was just really mad at my sister for how she was treating you. I don’t know why she said any of those things.”

      “It’s not her I’m mad at right now, Wyatt.”

      “I know. I know,” he says and slaps the door with his hand. The slap is angry, but not at me. It sounds as if he’s angry with himself. “Brielle, please open the door. I really want to apologize to you face to face. And then I’m going to go.”

      I take a moment, but eventually give in.

      “What?” I ask opening the door. My hands are folded across my chest. I am in no mood to hear anything, but his most heartfelt apology.

      “Brielle, I didn’t mean any of that. I’m not going to make any excuses. That was wrong of me to say. It was wrong, and it was also untrue. I was an asshole. You know it. I know it. I’m sorry.”

      Wow. That was a much better apology than I’d expected. I thought he would make excuses, try to explain. I thought he would cloud up his apology with all the things that we usually say to diminish our wrongdoing. But he didn’t.

      I look at him. He’s pressing both of his arms against the sides of the doorway and leaning into my room. But only slightly. He’s no longer the cocky, arrogant Wyatt, who I’ve come to find so attractive. There’s another side to him. A vulnerable side. And I find this side is just as attractive.

      “Okay,” I nod.

      “Okay?” his face lights up.

      I nod again. I hate this part of the argument. That transition when one person apologizes and the other person accepts the apology. After that, there’s this gap or space that forms between the two people. The space demands to be filled with some sort of bodily contact, but neither of us seems sure of who the first person should be to make the contact. He’s the one who was wrong, the one who apologized, so I think it should be him. But looking at him and the way that his eyes are asking my permission, it seems like he thinks it should be me. Finally, I take a step forward.

      That’s enough of a lead for him to lean forward and take me into his arms.

      “You know I can’t stand your sister, right?” I say pulling away from him.

      “Yes, I know that,” he presses his lips to mine.

      “No, I don’t think you do,” I mumble. This time, I’m unable to pull away successfully. I struggle a little but eventually give in. His lips taste like strawberries, and his tongue dances with mine.

      “How long is she staying here for?” I ask. I have to ask now before things get more out of control.

      “Can we not talk about my sister right now?” Wyatt pulls at my tank top. “It’s a little hard to get in the mood.”

      “Really?” I laugh. “You seem to be having no trouble.” I nudge him a little pointing at the hard thing in his jeans thats pushing into my stomach.

      He laughs and continues to kiss me. He kisses my neck and makes his way down to the top of my breasts.

      “How long will she be here for?” I ask again. I need to have a date that I can look forward to.

      “I don’t know,” he mumbles with his face buried in my cleavage. “A few days. A week, maybe.”

      I nod. I try to believe him. I want to tell him that it may be months, because she might be pregnant. Who the hell gets pregnant like that in today’s day and age, anyway? How stupid could she be? My mind wanders again, but Wyatt’s sloppy kisses bring me back into this moment. Whatever I may know or not know, I’m not going to tell him tonight. That would ruin everything.

      “Let’s not talk about her anymore,” I say.

      “Good idea,” he smiles.

      Wyatt pushes me back against the wall and presses his whole body against mine. He pulls on my hair slightly as he kisses my neck and my lips. The pressing and the pulling gives me goosebumps, and I feel myself getting wet. After a moment of high intensity, the kissing slows to a more measured pace. It’s like the desperation for our each other has vanished, if only for a moment, and we can really enjoy our time together.

      But then Wyatt pulls away. His face has a very serious expression on his face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “I’m just not sure what all of this is going to do to our agreed upon friendship.”

      I don’t even wait a second to answer. “Nothing. It’s going to be good for it.”

      “Really? Are most friendships improved with jumping into bed together?” His lips are forming into a coy, little smile. I realize that he’s joking. Making fun of me. Teasing me, even.

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he shakes his head. He’s back to the cocky, arrogant guy I first laid my eyes on. “The ball’s in your court.”

      Fuck! I don’t want the ball. I want him to push me down and have his way with me. I want to just be taken over by feelings and pleasure without any of the responsibility of owning my feelings or decisions. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

      “What are you going to do, Brielle?” Wyatt mocks me. “Are you going to ask me to stay a little longer? Or are you going to play by the rules?”

      He’s joking and making fun, but I know that his heart will be broken if I say I want to play by the rules. Stupid rules of friendship. Why did I put that in place anyway?

      “And what if I asked you to leave?” I ask licking my lips. He stares at them as if he can’t look away.

      “Then I’ll  leave,” he says quietly.

      “You promise?” I ask.

      He cracks a smile. Who’s going to give in first? I don’t really care as long as it’s someone.

      “Please ask me to come in,” he finally whispers.

      I can’t believe it! I’ve actually got him to do it!

      “You’re such a pushover,” I laugh.

      “No, not at all,” he wraps his arms around me. “I just want you a lot.”

      Wyatt’s lips are soft and irresistible. He holds me tight against his hard body, and we float over to the bed. I don’t even know how it’s possible, but it feels like floating even though he’s still completely in a cast.

      His hands travel over my body, and I moan softly. There are no more rules to be break – all of them have already been broken. No, all of them are about to be broken. And that’s okay.

      He strokes and kneads my thighs and they open up for him as if they were petals of a flower at sunrise. I get flushed with lust.

      His hands pull my tank top over my head and allow my breasts to fall out. Wyatt grabs one with his hand and puts the other into his mouth. It feels like an electric current is running through me, making it impossible to concentrate on anything but this moment. Suddenly, the current focuses itself on the lower part of my body.

      Wyatt’s tongue starts to move his way down my body in endless circles. He sends me into a spiral of pleasure. I groan and buckle against him. I move my hands down his rock hard  body and discover that he’s already naked. No jeans. No underwear. I’m not sure how or when he had taken them off, but I’m happy to find his hard cock straining for me.

      I grip his cock and start to pump it slowly. Wyatt’s hands make their way inside of me and push me to the brink of the unknown. I wrap my legs around his body and push his cock inside of me.

      It doesn’t take either of us very long. A shuddering swell of sensation rises from somewhere deep within me. Wyatt starts to groan and I gasp. I throw my head back and a strong orgasm washes over me, rippling throughout my body and reaching its furthest extremes. With one last moan, Wyatt collapses on top of me.
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* * *

      The rest of the night passes in a blur. We stay up late eating junk food and laughing about every idiotic thing imaginable. He tells me stories of his brothers and how much they had as little kids, and I tell him funny stories of my own sister. I thought that having sex would change something for the worse. That’s why I didn’t want to do it originally. I thought it would make things odd and awkward, but instead I discovered that it only made things better.

      “You know, I don’t get you,” I say. Wyatt is lying with his head on my pelvis, and we’re both staring at the ceiling.

      “What don’t you get?”

      “Well, with other guys, my other boyfriends, they just rolled over and fell asleep almost immediately after.”

      “Agh, Brielle,” he waves his hand in disgust. “I don’t want to hear about other guys right now. Not after that.”

      “That was good. There’s no denying that.”

      “Okay? So?”

      “I was just trying to give you a compliment. All I wanted to say was that you’re not like all of them.”

      “How’s that?” Wyatt turns to me and props up his head with his hand.

      “Well, we just had awesome sex, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Awesome, mind-blowing sex?”

      “Yes, I agree,” he smiles.

      “And you still want to talk to me afterward?”

      “Who the hell have you been sleeping with that they didn’t want to talk to you afterward?” he jokes. “Geez! And I thought I had bad taste in the opposite sex.”

      “No, no, no,” I laugh. I love the easiness of our relationship. It’s so easy to joke and laugh with him. It’s almost as if it’s unreal. “It’s not that they don’t want to talk to me afterward…it’s just different after sex. It’s like the chase is over, and now they just want to relax.”

      “Well, I’m not like that,” he kisses me.

      “Yes, I can see that,” I kiss him back.

      “Besides, those guys are idiots.”

      “How so?”

      “The chase is never over,” he says confidently with his head tilted back. “What they don’t take into account is that it doesn’t just have to be a one time thing. One night does not mean one time.”

      I look at him. His face is very serious and stern. Then with a little crack of the lips, a small smile starts to form, and I laugh out loud.

      “Oh I see. So you’re taking the long view of things, are you?”

      He comes close to me again. His kisses me on my upper lip then my lower lip. Then he starts to kiss down my neck.

      “The long view is all there is,” he whispers. “And the night’s still young.”

      He pushes me back down on the bed with one arm and pulls up my nightie.

      “No panties, huh?” he kisses my belly button.

      “You’re going to regret it.” Wyatt’s kisses go further and further down. At first, I try to resist, but eventually I tilt my head back and open my thighs.

      “I kinda doubt that,” I whisper and let a waterfall of pleasure cover me from head to toe.
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      Brielle is the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted. I don’t know who those idiots were that fell asleep immediately after having sex with her, but all I want to do is stay up and worship her all night. I can’t believe that I’m lucky enough to be with her. It is almost five o’clock when we finally fall asleep in each other’s arms after a long night of lovemaking. I thought I was in shape, but my whole body is sore all over. Not just my cock.

      The following morning, I wake up and notice that it’s almost noon. Brielle is nowhere to be found, but comes back after I get dressed.

      “I made you some breakfast,” she says carrying a tray with waffles, pancakes, and fresh fruit. “I would’ve loved to go out and gotten some bagels and some store bought coffee, but this will have to do.”

      I wobble to her and kiss her on the mouth. My cock has a mind of his own and quickly gets other ideas.

      “Okay, okay,” she quiets me down. “Let’s at least have breakfast first.”

      I sit down on the bed next to her. Man, am I hungry. I grab the top waffle and shove it in my mouth.

      “Last night was amazing,” I say. “I had an awesome time.”

      “Me too,” she says with a wide smile. She is freshly showered and smells of lavender and honey. Her hair glistens in the sunlight.

      “What do you want to do today?” she asks.

      “You mean besides spend the whole day with you in bed?”

      “Yes, besides that,” she chuckles.

      “I want to go outside. See the horses. Say hi to Sebastian,” I say without a moment’s hesitation.

      The expression on her face changes immediately.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing, don’t worry. I’m not going to ride him.”

      “I hope not,” she says. But the gravity does not vanish from her face.

      I put my arm around her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. You just scared me,” she says.

      I don’t understand. Then it hits me. “Just by mentioning the horses?”

      She nods.

      “It’s going to be okay. It was just an accident. Sebastian’s a good horse. He’s sweet, you’ll see. And the others. Well, they haven’t done anything at all.”

      Brielle shakes her head. “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I know. And it won’t,” I kiss her on the top of her head.

      “You promise?” she looks up at me with those big wide brown eyes. They are impossible to say no to.

      “Yes, I promise,” I say.
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      Brielle and I got ready to go out and see the horses. After interrupting her in her process of getting dressed and pulling her back into bed, we finally got it together enough to exit the bedroom.

      “Mr. Wild?”  Mr. Whitewater says standing right outside the door.

      “Oh, my God, you nearly gave me a heart attack!” Brielle jumps back into me.

      “I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Mr. Whitewater apologizes. “But there’s a woman downstairs that’s asking for you. Are you expecting anyone, Mr. Wild?”

      I shrug, shake my head. “Brielle?”

      She shakes her head no.

      Mr. Whitewater explains. “The woman downstairs is claiming to be your mother.”

      “Mom? Mom?” Brielle rushes past him and runs down the stairs. “Mom?”

      From the top of the stairs, I see a woman dressed in a blue suit and a matching wide-rimmed hat standing in the foyer.

      “Mom, what are you doing here?” Brielle asks. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, of course!” Brielle’s mom hugs her. She then gives her a peck on each cheek, careful not to smudge her makeup.

      “Wyatt, this is my mom,” Brielle says without actually giving me a name. “Mom, this is Wyatt.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Cole,” I shake her hand. Her hand is warm and firm, and her whole way of occupying the room reminds me of one of my favorite aunts.

      “Oh, please, call me Danielle.”

      “Danielle,” I repeat the name to burn it into my memory. “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you. Brielle, why didn’t you tell me that your mother looks like she could be your sister?”

      Both Brielle and Danielle blush. Women always do when I say something like that to them. The only difference in this statement is that I actually mean it. Danielle looks so young and full of life that an unsuspecting stranger could actually confuse her for Brielle’s sister.

      “What a beautiful home you have here Wyatt,” Danielle walks around the foyer. She carries herself with a familiar strength and confidence that reminds me of my mother and sister, but the likes of which I’ve rarely seen in strangers entering the house.

      “This vase, it’s absolutely marvelous!” Danielle points to one of my mother’s favorite vases standing tall on a side table. Its history stems back all of the way to the seventeenth century.

      “You’ve got an excellent eye, Danielle,” I say. “It used to belong to my great great great grandmother who came from Virginia.”

      Suddenly, I notice the strange expression on Brielle’s face.

      “Mom? What are you talking about?” she whispers.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. Danielle walks to the other side of the room were I doubt she can hear us.

      “I don’t know who this woman is,” Brielle whispers to me.

      “What are you talking about? Isn’t this your mom?”

      “Yes, of course! But it’s also not her. I don’t know. I don’t know why she’s dressed like that. Or how she knows about 17th century vases.”

      “I know about 17th century vases because I watch a healthy amount of Antiques Roadshow,” Danielle says. She either has excellent hearing or must not have been far enough away to be out of our earshot. Brielle blushes.

      “Mom? Can I talk to you, in private?” Brielle asks.

      “No, Brielle. That would be rude,” Danielle waves her hand in a casual manner that I’ve often seen my mother and her rich girlfriends do to their servants.

      I feel the tension between them building, at least on Brielle’s side, and step in to broker  peace.

      “Ms. Cole, I mean, Danielle, would you like to join us for lunch? My sister’s visiting us as well, and I know she’d love to meet you.”

      Danielle quickly agrees, and I excuse myself to make arrangements.
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* * *

      An hour later, we all sit down for lunch – Brielle, Danielle, O, and I.  This was not the way that I’d planned the day to go. The last thing I want to do is spend more time with O, who still hasn’t apologized for her rude behavior. And who, I am yet to forgive. But the presence of Brielle’s mother at lunch is quite interesting. I’ve never met this woman, whose life I saved, or rather my money has saved, and a big part of me is eager to get to know her more.

      Danielle makes herself comfortable at the head of the table and talks almost non-stop about how well she’s doing and about her new husband.

      “Luke and I have been practically living together for these last two months,” she says with an exuberant flair that reminds me of O.

      “Luke?” Brielle asks.

      “Yes, Luke. Remember, I told you about him?”

      “Yes, you told me that you were seeing a guy named Luke, but you haven’t really mentioned him for a month.”

      Brielle is steaming. Anger is bubbling up from some dark place within her.

      “Tell me more about Luke, Danielle. What’s he like?” O pipes in. She can’t help herself, can she? What I can’t figure out is why is she doing this? Is she doing this because she hates Brielle? Or just for fun? And what reason can she possibly have to hate Brielle?

      “Oh, my darling, Ophelia. Luke is fabulous! He’s Swiss, and he lives in France. He’s got plenty of money, and he wants me to move to France with him as soon as possible after the wedding.”

      “What are you talking about, Mom?” Brielle’s face grows pale. “You’d just met him! And now you’re moving to France?”

      “Brielle, I know that this seems sudden. But Luke and I are in love. I know that I might seem a bit different to you—“

      “A bit different?” Brielle gasps. “It’s like you morphed into some rich, stuck up princess overnight.”

      “Now, there’s no need to be rude.”

      “Yes, yes, there is, mother,” Brielle says. She uses the word mother in a derogatory way, the way preteen girls on television usually say it. “It’s like you’ve lost your mind or something!”

      Danielle shakes her head and looks away.

      “So how did you meet your Luke?” O asks. At this moment, I’m thankful that O is here with us. The tension between Brielle and her mom is growing, and I’m not pretty certain that it will result in an explosion. The only thing I’m not sure about is whether I can stop it.

      “Online. We met up in downtown LA and have been inseparable since.”

      Brielle shakes her head. She’s about to say something, but I put my hand down on her knee to stop her.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Somehow, we make it through the rest of lunch. I manage to calm Brielle down and give space for O to connect with Danielle. By the end of lunch, they seem inseparable. They are laughing at each other’s corny jokes. I’ve never seen O act this way with anyone else except for her close friends and never our own mother. It’s as if Danielle is the mother that O never had.
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* * *

      “I don’t know who that person is in there,” Brielle says to me when we are finally alone in my bedroom. O is showing Danielle around the gardens, and I sneak away with Brielle. It gives her some breathing room.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That woman is not my mother,” Brielle says, sitting down on the bed. She buries her hands in her hair. I try to rub the back of her neck, but she pushes me away.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I say. “She seems perfectly lovely.”

      “You don’t fuckin’ get it, do you, Wyatt? She’s not my mother. She looks like her and sounds like her, but it’s not her.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know what this Luke wants, but he wants something.”

      “What could he want?”

      “Something. Why else would he be with her?”

      That hurts my feelings. She doesn’t even know what she’s saying, but her words cut deep.

      “I don’t want anything. And I’m with you.” I say and turn away from her.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she whispers. She approaches me, wraps her hands around my shoulders, but this time it is me who brushes her away.

      “You think that I want something from you?” I ask. Looking far into the horizon, I see Danielle and O laughing by the rose bushes.

      “No, that’s not what I meant. But then again…”

      She lets her words trail off. I wait for her to explain. Finally, she does.

      “But then again, I am here because you requested my presence here.”

      “Do you want to leave?”

      “No, not anymore. But I did originally come here to pay off a debt.”

      “Fuck you, Brielle. Everything I did for you and your mom was because I wanted to. I asked you to come. I asked you. I didn’t demand you to. You could’ve came or not. And you can leave at any time.”

      I turn around to walk toward the door. She catches up with me.

      “Wyatt, please. I’m sorry.”

      But I’m not in the mood to forgive.

      “You can go anytime,” I say and head for the door. Before I get there, she stops me. She forces me to turn around. I didn’t know that she was so strong. She pushes herself up to my lips and presses hers onto mine.

      Something takes over me. I’m mad at her; I don’t want to kiss her. But I do. My cock grows large as she rubs it, and she unbuckles my jeans and lets them fall to the floor. We kiss as if the world is going to end in a minute and rip our clothes off, with the same ferocity.

      I want her.

      I need her.

      She wants me.

      She has to have me.

      My shirt falls to the floor. Her shirt lands on top. I undo her bra and grab her breasts with my hands. She moans from pleasure. I rip off her panties and step out of my underpants.

      She buries her fingers in my hair, kisses the back of my neck. She lets her hands slide down my washboard abs and squeezes my cock. I wince from the mixture of pain and pleasure.

      With one quick motion, I toss her on the bed and spread open her legs. Within another second, I’m in her again. I pull in and out, and pleasure builds within my thighs.

      “Oh Wyatt,” she moans as I pull gently on her hair. Her moans get louder and more powerful. I’m getting closer too.

      A few more thrusts and I collapse on top of her. Satisfied. From the smile on her face, I know she is too.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “No, thank you.”
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* * *

      After sex, I try not talk about her mother anymore, but that’s the only thing that is on Brielle’s mind.

      “I just don’t know why she’s acting like this. Why she’s dressed like that? Why she’s hanging out with Ophelia? Do you think she’s having some sort of mental breakdown?” She rants.

      I’m only half listening. I’m sleepy and tired, and all I want to do is turn over and go to sleep. But I nod along and try to be supportive. I don’t know much about women, but what I do know is that they want their men to be supportive. And being supportive means listening along to their rants and nodding in agreement.

      “So?” Brielle stops talking. I open my eyes and look around the room. She’s already fully dressed in the same thing she was wearing only an hour ago.

      “So what?” I ask.

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know, Brielle,” I shrug. I already told her what I thought, and she didn’t want to hear it.

      “I really want to know.”

      “I already told you what I thought,” I say. I’m trying to avoid actually saying the words, but all signs are pointing to the fact that this might be inevitable.

      “I want to hear it again. If it’s still what you think,” she says cautiously. She’s no longer ranting. If I do this, I’m going to have to proceed with caution.

      “I don’t know your mother, Brielle, but the woman I met today seemed fine to me. She seemed happy. Maybe she seems so different to you because she’s actually happy for once. She’s no longer worried about her cancer or dying. Maybe she’s just trying to live her life to the fullest.”

      Brielle doesn’t say anything. I wait for her to process what I said. Her face remains expressionless, and, after awhile, I start to get worried that this was the wrong way to proceed. She’s not getting this. She’s not in agreement, and we’re going to get into another big fight. But then she surprises me.

      “Maybe you’re right,” she shrugs. “I’m going to go downstairs and talk to her.”
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      That night at dinner, things between Brielle and Danielle are at a stalemate. Brielle spoke with her mother in private, and I don’t know what was said. All I know is that somehow things got worse. They are no longer fighting, just ignoring each other.

      Danielle was planning on leaving before dinner, but O, of course, got in the middle of it all and insisted that she stay.

      “You can’t leave now, you just got here. Please stay for dinner. You must stay for dinner!” she said grabbing her arm. Much to my and Brielle’s dismay, Danielle agreed.

      Dinner becomes divided into two camps. Brielle only speaks to me and Danielle only speaks to O. O doesn’t bother to speak to Brielle, whom I’m now convinced that she hates wholeheartedly, but she does speak to me. Brielle doesn’t speak to O nor her mother. I try to speak to both O and Danielle, but when I do, Brielle ignores me and stares at her plate.

      Awful. Shitty. Ridiculous. All words that come to mind to describe this dinner, one of the worst ones of my life.

      Finally, when the dessert comes, I finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. It’s almost over, I say to myself. You just gotta hang in there for half an hour more. Forty-five max.

      “Ahem,” Danielle stands up and raises her glass. “I’d like to make a toast.”

      O leans forward in her seat, exhibiting the eagerness of a first grader on her first day of school. Brielle, on the other hand, shrinks in her seat as if she wants to disappear.

      “I would like to thank you, Ophelia, for being such a wonderful hostess. I know that I came without much of an announcement, but meeting you has been quite a treat.”

      “No, please,” O blushes. “It has been my pleasure.”

      “I would also like to thank you, Brielle. You aren’t as excited about me being here as I thought you would be, but nevertheless, it has been wonderful to see you again. I really missed you, honey.”

      I look closer and there are small tears pooling at the bottom of her eyes. Brielle looks at her, too.

      “Thanks for coming,” she manages, which seems to be enough for her mom, who smiles widely.

      “And finally, I would like to thank you, Wyatt.”

      That’s unexpected.

      “Thank me? For what?”

      “For everything, of course. For my life. The money that you gave us. No, that you gave Brielle for my treatments. It has been a lifesaver, in the truest sense.”

      “What money?” O perks up.

      “Oh you know, the money that Wyatt gave me to pay for cancer treatments. Our insurance company refused to pay for the experimental treatment and, if it weren’t for that money, I’d be dead right now.”

      I shake my head.

      “No, I’m serious, Wyatt. I would be. You save my life. And of course, I have to go back and thank my little Bree for taking care of me during all of those years and for finally getting out of the house, so that I had some space to date and find myself a man.”

      “Mom,” Brielle shakes her head. But Danielle ignores her.

      “I’m terribly sorry that my daughter is acting like this,” she says to Ophelia and I. “I’ve taught her to behave better than this, that’s for sure.”

      “Oh really? Is that what you did, mother? And when was that? When I gave up my future to stay home and work at some shitty diner to take care of you when you were dying of cancer? Or when I came here to pay off the debt for your cancer treatments?”

      How did this nice toast suddenly get so out of hand?

      “Debt? What debt?” O turns to me. “What is she talking about, Wyatt?”

      She finally got it. I can’t believe it took her this long. But then again, she’s always been a bit slow.

      Damn.

      Fuck.

      Shit.

      How the fuck did this come out? Why didn’t Brielle keep her mouth shut?

      “Nothing, no debt,” I mumble. My mind races to find just the right excuse that makes sense to this story.

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

      No one says anything for a few moments.

      “I don’t understand,” O says. “How much money did you give them exactly?”

      “Not much,” I shrug.

      “Oh my God, no! It was a lot, O,” Danielle insists. Fuck her. Fuck her!! I want to scream.

      “But how much, exactly?” O asks.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Danielle turns to me. “You were so generous and you didn’t brag about it? O, it was $250,000. Can you believe that? It was more money that I’ve ever seen. And your wonderful brother, he just wrote Brielle a check after meeting her only a few times. His heart is so big.”

      I can see the anger building within O. She purses her lips. Narrows her eyes. “That’s definitely one way of putting it.”

      “What? Whatever you’re going to say just say it already, O. Come on out with it.” I can’t stand this anymore.

      “Oh, you want me to just say it? Okay. Fine. What about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “You knew that I needed money. That mom and dad cut me off. And instead, you just chose to give that money away to strangers. How could you?”

      “They needed it for something better, O. All you would do is go shopping and party.”

      “Fuck you, Wyatt! I’m your sister. Who cares what the hell some strangers in a diner need the money for? That’s their problem. This money, it’s our money. Our family’s money. And you had no right to give it away just to get some pussy.”

      “That’s not why I did it.”

      “I don’t care!!” O is hysterical. She’s walking around, pacing, screaming. I’m keeping my distance. I feel like she’s going to explode at any minute.
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* * *

      O and I continue to scream at each other. It’s like we’re children again. Nothing matters now, but to yell at each other. Who ever says the meanest, loudest thing wins. Wins what, though? Neither of us knows.

      “I can’t believe you did this for her!” O’s face is flushed. She feels like she’s losing. I know because she always starts to bring in other people into the fight when she feels like she’s losing ground.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I ask. “She’s perfect.”

      I say it. I mean it. I glance over at Brielle. She smiles.

      “She’s white trash!” O screams. “Trash! Trash!”

      “Fuck you, Ophelia!” Brielle pipes in. I don’t want her part of this, but she already is.

      “Who the hell do you think you’re calling trash?”

      “You, you bitch!”

      O puts her hands on her hips. She thinks she’s gaining ground. Her attention is diverted to someone weaker. Someone without a strong position. Or so she thinks. I look over at Brielle. Her face is expressionless. Her eyes are unflinching. It’s like she has something on O. She knows something she shouldn’t.

      “At least, I’m not the one who’s pregnant. And unmarried. Single. Am I right, Ophelia?”

      Pregnant! What the hell is she talking about? O’s not pregnant.

      “What’s she talking about, O?”

      I wait for O to fight back. Tell Brielle to shut up, send her to hell. But she doesn’t. Instead, she breaks down. Her legs buckle under her and she drops to the floor.

      “O!” I go to her and wrap my arms around her. I’ve never seen O this fragile. At least, not since her boyfriend killed himself the day before their prom.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Brielle?”

      “It’s true,” she shrugs. I hate how cold she is. A few moments, I felt nothing but love and warmth for her. But now, all that’s gone.

      “It’s true,” Brielle insists. “Isn’t it, O?”

      I’ve never heard her call O that, and I hate the way she says it.

      “O?” I ask. Her face is buried in my shoulders. She’s sobbing.

      “Yes,” she mumbles. “I think so.”

      I continue to hold her. Brielle stares at me. Something in her eyes tells me that she’s sorry. I pull away from O and she stands up on her own two feet.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “He left. He left me,” she sobs. “And your girlfriend has no right to go through my bags!”

      “Yes, I do! You were the one who told me to put all your shit away because you’re such a princess that you couldn’t do it yourself.”

      “Brielle, please,” I say.

      “You’re telling me to be quiet?” Brielle gasps.

      “Yes, I am. Can’t you see that O’s having a difficult time here?”

      “I can’t believe you’re taking her side!”

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side. There are no sides. There’s just this crazy situation that I just heard about,” I say.

      I turn to O. “How did this happen? Why?”

      But she doesn’t say a word. Instead, she sobs and buries her face in her hands. I fuckin’ knew it. I knew it. O’s ex, if you can call him that, was such an asshole. He never had a job. He was a ruthless playboy that cheated on her incessantly and told her he loved her.

      “I just don’t understand what you saw in him, O. He was such a dick.”

      She shrugs and continues to cry.

      The three of us stand in a semi-circle, unsure as to what to do. Danielle sits motionless at the table.

      Finally, I turn to Brielle.

      “How long did you know?” I ask.

      “Ever since I unpacked her bags the other day. I was going to keep this private, but…”

      “You had no right to keep it private,” I say. I don’t know why I said that. When Brielle’s eyes grow big with astonishment and shock, I want to take those words back immediately, but I can’t.

      “What are you talking about?” Brielle crosses her arms across her chest.

      “Nothing,” I shrug.

      “This wasn’t even her news to reveal! You bitch,” O hisses.

      “Okay, I’ve had enough of this,” Brielle throws her hands up and turns to leave the room.

      “Where are you going, darling?” Danielle walks after.

      “I need to get out of here.”

      Danielle follows her out leaving O and me alone in the room. I turn to her. I don’t know what to say. I want to yell at her for being so stupid. How could she just get pregnant like this with that moron’s baby? And is she planning on keeping it? What will our parents say?

      But she looks at me with her large puppy dog eyes, and I can’t do any of those things. All I see is my sister and that she’s lost. Alone. Scared. Terrified, probably. I would be, and I wouldn’t even be the one who’s pregnant.

      “Are you okay?” I ask quietly. “Can I get you something?”

      She shakes her head, no. She sits back down. I look her over, up and down. I look for signs of pregnancy, but there are none. Except that she didn’t drink this evening. Strange. I didn’t notice that before.

      “I hate that girl,” she says. I sigh.

      “You two just got off to a bad start. You came in here ordering her around. What did you think was going to happen?”

      “I thought she was the fuckin’ help, Wyatt. How was I supposed to know that she’s your girlfriend? You said that she worked here.”

      “She does. But that’s not all she is. I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

      She smiles. I don’t remember the last time I saw that beautiful smile. It puts me at ease.

      “Tell me about it,” she says rubbing her non-existent belly.

      I ask her about the father. At first, she doesn’t want to talk, but eventually she caves. They have been on and off for two years. This happened during one of the on-times.

      “At least, he’s got money,” I say.

      She shrugs. “I don’t care about the money.”

      I look around the room. Frantically, as if I’m searching for something.

      “What wrong?” she asks.

      “I’m just looking for my sister. Because this girl in front of me who said that she doesn’t care about money, that can’t possibly be my sister!”

      “Oh shut up,” O laughs. I’m glad that I’m still able to make her laugh. “I’ve grown up. I’m going to be a mom.”

      “So I heard.”

      “She had no right to tell you. That’s why I got so mad at her. That and my hormones are all out of whack now.”

      “I know,” I nod. “But she did. So what? Do you want me to keep your secret for you?”

      “Yes,” she nods. “I just can’t tell anyone else yet. I can’t have mom and dad finding out. Not before I decided what to do about all this.”

      “Oh, so you’re not decided?” I ask.

      “Don’t get so excited. I’m pretty sure I’m going to keep it. I just need some time. I’m not sure how to break it to them quite yet. I need time.”

      I nod. I understand. Mom and Dad are difficult people to break things to. They have so many standards and rules. Plus, they are way too easily disappointed by their children. Whenever you present them with a new idea, it’s very important to have an answer for everything. And with this whole situation, they will eat her alive.

      “Will you help me?” O asks. “Help me come up with a plan?”

      I smile, nod. Not sure what kind of plan we can come up with, but some sort of plan would be better than nothing. I knew that for sure.

      “You owe me,” she adds.

      “Owe you for what?”

      “For giving away a quarter of a million dollars to some strangers!” The tone of her voice shows that she’s joking, but not really.

      “It was for a good cause.”

      “Oh, please,” O rolls her eyes. “Good cause my ass. If that had been some guy with a humpback and his mother was dying, you wouldn’t give two shits about them.”

      I roll my eyes. Shrug. Shake my head, no. But we both know that she’s right.

      “Just tell me one thing, okay?”

      “What?”

      “Why her? What’s so special about her?”

      I think about it for a moment. I want to say it’s because she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. Or the funniest. Or the wittiest. But none of those things are true.

      “She was the only one who said no. A couple of times, too. And then, I just had to have her.”

      O throws her head back and laughs. “You guys are all the same.”

      I nod in agreement. Perhaps, we are.

      “Okay, so? Now, that you had her? Was she worth it?”

      “Yes,” I say immediately. “Yes, she was.” I would say that to O anyway, even if Brielle wasn’t worth it, but it’s not a lie. Everything in my body says that I’m right. That what we have has been right and good and perfect.

      “So now that you know the truth, that Brielle and I are the real thing, you’re going to have to treat her a little better. A lot better.”

      O laughs and rolls her eyes, but agrees.

      

      Before leaving, Brielle’s mother stops by to bid us good-bye. I’m not sad to have her go, but I’m surprised that she’s leaving so soon. I invite her to stay half-heartedly, but she insists that she must go. Luke is waiting for her. She has a plane to catch out of LAX. Our goodbye is short. She thanks me again for the money and shakes my hand. She congratulates O on her pregnancy, tells her to not worry and call her at any time, if she has any concerns. O agrees and, by the tone of her voice, I know that she actually might. It’s odd how well O and Danielle connected. O isn’t one to make friends easily with other women. The closeness that I see between them reminds me of how far apart O is from our own mother. But then again, relationships between mothers and daughters are often difficult and treacherous. My mother barely spoke two words to my grandmother, and I have hardly anything to say to my father.

      “What about Brielle? Should I call her down?” I ask.

      “Oh no, there’s no need. We already said our goodbyes. It was a pleasure to meet you both!”
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* * *

      After Danielle leaves, I go upstairs to see Brielle. Something doesn’t feel right. I call her name going up the stairs, but she doesn’t reply. I say it again when I knock on her door. But again I hear back nothing.

      “Brielle?” I ask opening the door. “Are you okay? Your mom just left.”

      Her bags lay open on her bed. They are half full of clothes and she sits on her bed facing the window. She doesn’t turn around, but as I get closer, I can see that she has been crying. Her eyes are puffy. Her makeup is smeared and her cheeks are red.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head, no. She opens her mouth to say something but gets choked up by her tears.

      “Why are your bags out? Where are you going?”

      She takes a moment to gather herself. She stands up and wipes away her tears. “I’m leaving,” she says.

      “What!?” All air gets knocked out of me.

      “I’m leaving,” she repeats herself quietly. “I can’t stay here anymore.”

      “But why?”

      “Ophelia’s pregnant. And now that you know, she needs you. My mom is going to be in

      France for awhile, I’m going back home. You don’t need me here.”

      I don’t understand anything she’s saying. “What does any of this, of us, have to do with O?”

      “What does it have to do with O?” she yells. “Everything! She doesn’t want me here. She hates me. She wants me gone. And now that she’s going to stay here, I’m going to leave.”She breaks down as she yells, but then gathers her thoughts and continues. “Okay, listen. I’m sorry about yelling. But O is pregnant. And she needs you. And she wants me out.”

      “I don’t care what O wants,” I shake my head. No, this can’t be happening.

      “But I do. She’s going to stay here in her house. And I don’t need to be here.”

      I search my mind for things I can say to make her stay.

      “What about the debt?” I finally ask. I don’t want to bring it up, but nothing else comes to mind.

      “What about it?” Brielle crosses her arms across her chest.

      “We have an arrangement here. Don’t we?”

      “Oh is that what this is about? You think that whatever job I was doing here is worth a quarter of a million dollars a year?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “Well, in that case, I’m just going to get a real job and pay you back every cent from that.”

      “That’s the last thing I want. You know that,” I say. “And that’s going to take forever, anyway.”

      Brielle walks over to the closet and starts throwing clothes into her suitcase.

      “How about this? Why don’t you just hire someone a little more compatible with your sister to be your servant around here. I bet she’ll like that.”

      “Of course, she will!” I close the suitcase. I try to stop her from packing like a little child. I’m pathetic and stupid, and it’s all I can be right now. “But this, this thing between us, it has nothing to do with her. I thought that you liked being here. Liked spending time with me. Was I wrong?”

      Brielle sighs deeply. “No, you weren’t.”

      “So why are you leaving?”

      “Because it’s all getting too much. It’s not just us here anymore. And I need some time to think about everything that has happened.”

      I know there’s nothing else I can say or do to change her mind. I’m not here to keep her hostage. If she wants to leave, she has every right to. No matter how much it hurts me. In silence, I watch her pack her bag. She’s no longer tossing them into it mindlessly, she’s folding each one. Her mind is made up. All I can do now is let her go and see if she comes back to me.
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      Shorter days of the approaching winter descended upon my mom’s trailer, wrapping it in a dark cloud. In the past, this place was my space to be myself. It infused me with hope and made me feel as if everything was going to be okay. But not anymore.

      I came back home to get back something I felt like I lost. My sense of myself. But this place was no longer my space for solace. It wasn’t home.

      As I looked around these two rooms, everything was in its place. The pots and pans were in the bottom cupboard next to the stove. The plates were on the lower shelf near the stove. All utensils were in the broken drawer next to the sink. Mom had cleaned this place before she left, and it was the cleanest I’ve ever seen it. But that wasn’t why everything felt different.

      Mom’s not here anymore, I remember saying to myself. This place is all mine for a while. It’s okay to make it my own.

      But these words rang hollow. The person who came back here was a stranger. Her mother was now marrying some rich Swiss guy who she’s never met. She was falling in love with a spoiled billionaire who was a little too used to buying everything he ever wanted. And beyond all that, she, Brielle Cole, was also a stranger. She didn’t know who she was. She didn’t know what she was meant to do here. She didn’t know why she left or why she came back home.
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* * *

      Leaving that night was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I have been sitting around my mom’s trailer for days now, doing nothing, and feeling no better about what had happened. Thinking back now, I don’t even know what the hell propelled me to leave. On one hand, it was Ophelia. Her cruelty and attitude and hatred for everything that I was. But, on the other hand, it was more than just Ophelia.

      It was my mom’s sudden announcement and her ability to just move on with her life. I’ve never seen my mom act that way. For as long as I’ve ever known her, she has been dwelling and living in the past. It’s as if the present didn’t exist. All that existed was her life back then, even before her cancer diagnosis…when my sister was still alive. I’ve spent years trying to get her to move on with her life. To embrace what life had to offer. And now that she has, finally, Idon’t know what to do with myself. I’m angry at her. I’m pissed off. How dare she move on? How dare she be happy?

      Agh, what a petulant and spoiled brat I am! I hate myself for these thoughts, and yet it is beyond me to make them stop. They’re like a streaming video that I can’t turn off. They simply come without an invitation and continue until they are done.

      When I finally do get a quiet second, my thoughts turn to other things. Wyatt.

      Why did I run out on him like that? Because of Ophelia, but she wasn’t the only reason. She was only a pretense.

      I’m also angry. I started to pack my bags for one reason. I was angry with my mom, and I wanted to stop her. I wanted to beg her to stay. But then when I’d realized that that was impossible, I needed to keep going. My anger at her morphed into something else completely. It became anger at Ophelia and, eventually, anger with Wyatt. Why didn’t he defend me more to Ophelia? Why didn’t he take my side? I didn’t care that I was wrong. That I acted like a child, telling everyone the secret that I had no right to tell anyone.

      I could’ve used that secret to connect with O. I could’ve told just her and I could’ve opened myself up to be her confidant. I could’ve kept her secret, and she would’ve thanked me for it. But instead, I did something else. I acted like a brat. I thought that he would be mad at her, but why would he be? She’s his sister, and he loves her. He wants her in his life. He’s going to be there for her.

      “Fuck you, Wyatt,” I mutter. It has been more than two weeks since I left, but my anger at him and myself has only multiplied. “No, Fuck you, Brielle.”

      I’m hungrier than usual. I open the refrigerator and eat a cold slice of last night’s pizza. Nothing too nutritious can satisfy my hunger now.

      That fateful night when I decided to leave runs over and over in my head. And then an unexpected thought hits me.

      I’m afraid.

      There. I finally thought those words out loud. The next step is to say it out loud.

      “I’m afraid. I was afraid,” I say. But of what? Of being happy. Of fighting for what I wanted. For staying with Wyatt and seeing where our relationship can go.

      “And what relationship is that?” I’m now talking to myself. “You had sex a few times, so what? That hardly constitutes a relationship. Lots of people have sex without much of a relationship. I’m sure that Wyatt has had sex plenty without being in any relationship.”

      I say those words out loud, partly because I feel like I have to and partly because I want to make them true. But they aren’t. We didn’t label it or define it, but what Wyatt and I had, had been a relationship. At least the beginning of one. And that was worth a lot. To both him and I.

      “And I ruined it,” I whisper.
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* * *

      Another two weeks pass without one incident. I see that I’ve fallen into darkness, engulfed with boredom, but I can’t do anything about it to change it. The world outside is sunny and sparkly. The sky is bright blue without a single cloud, but it doesn’t bring me any happiness. I know I need to get up off the couch and go outside, at least for a walk, but I don’t have the energy. All I muster to do all day is to dial to get some food delivered. Even going to the grocery store seems like a task that’s too big to conquer.

      This has to stop, I say to myself. I need to get a job. At least my old one. Then I can start thinking of what else to do with my life. But instead, I just pick up my phone and read the gossip magazines. Cellulite and how to lose ten pounds are the most important problems in the issues, and I’m terrified of stepping on the scale. I feel like I have gained at least ten pounds, if not more, in the last month.

      Wait a second. Has it been a month already?

      Suddenly, I’m filled with energy. I run over to the kitchen and leaf through the old calendar. It’s three months off, but the year is correct.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      My hands grow cold and my fingers get numb. I touch my neck and it feels like a stranger is touching me. I shudder and zip my hoodie.

      “No, this can’t be. No. No. No.”

      I shake my head. But it definitely can. I grab the keys to the car. On the way to the pharmacy, I pray that it’s not true.

      “Please, please, don’t let this be true. This has to be a mistake. We just did it a few times. This can’t be happening.”

      I turn up the radio to drown out my thoughts, but they refuse to go away. It wasn’t just one time. It was twice. And both times, we didn’t use any protection. Why? How could I’ve been so stupid??

      I’ve never had sex with anyone without protection before! What if he has some sort of disease? What if I have it now?

      But a mysterious illness is not the most important thing on my mind.

      When was the last time I had my period? I try to remember. I count the days, but I can’t quite remember. All I know is that it definitely wasn’t this month.

      Fuck!! I scream and shake myself grabbing onto the steering wheel.

      “No, no, no. This isn’t happening,” I whisper to myself. I try to calm myself down, but nothing works.

      I get home from the pharmacy in a daze. There were like a million different pregnancy test brands at the pharmacy. How the hell are you supposed to choose one? I couldn’t, so I bought three different ones. I read the instructions. They are not too difficult, only three steps, but I still have trouble understanding. Eventually, I take one into the bathroom and pee on the stick. I leave the stick in the sink. I have to wait three minutes for the results to develop.

      Three minutes. Doesn’t sound too long, but it also sounds like an eternity. I turn on the television, but all the channels annoy me. They are too loud and too bright. The shows are too stupid.

      I need a drink.

      I search the cabinets for my mom’s not-so-secret stash. I find a bottle of wine and pour myself a glass. This will calm me down. I put the glass to my lips and take a sip.

      Shit!

      I spit it all out.

      What if I’m pregnant? I can’t have a drink while I’m pregnant!

      Agh! I scream. I’m not much of a drinker, but I hate how when the craziness of the situation finally calls for a drink, I can’t have one!

      “That’s fucking perfect!” I say. I put on the kettle instead. Tea. Soothing, calming tea. It will put me at ease. At least, a little bit.

      I listen for the kettle to get louder and louder until it gives off one last puff and turns off once and for all. I take a moment to choose just the right kind of tea bag. Ginger tea is one of my favorites, but before I left I bought another kind of tea, Jasmine green tea with orange. I’ve yet to try it.

      I rip off the foil and place the tea bag into my cup. The timer on my phone goes off. Three minutes are up. The results of the pregnancy test are up, but I can’t  look at it yet.

      That’s funny, I smile to myself. For the last hour, I’ve acted like a crazy person rushing around – running to the car, speeding to the pharmacy, speeding back home – all in an effort to find out if I’m pregnant or not in the shortest amount of time. And now that the test is done, I need more time.

      I bring my tea cup to the kitchen table and sit down. I can’t look just yet. My whole life is about to change completely, if the result is positive, and I can’t bring myself to face that quite yet.

      The tea is boiling hot, but I take a sip anyway. I dunk a biscuit into the tea and take a bite.

      Well, this would definitely explain why I’ve been so hungry and lethargic.

      When I’m done with my cup of tea, I walk over to the bathroom. “Be brave. Either way, it’s going to be okay,” I say to myself.

      I walk over to the sink and pick up the pregnancy stick.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      The words are in blue, and they stand out against the whiteness of the pregnancy test. I thought that I would throw the test down and sob and cry if I saw that I was pregnant. But I don’t. Instead, I feel calm and at peace. I’m not terrified or upset. I’m fine.

      Wow, I’m actually fine.

      I smile at myself in the mirror.

      “I’m pregnant, and I’m fine,” I say.

      I go into the living room and sit down on the couch. I wait for my head to get flooded with thoughts of incompetence and all sorts of doubts, but nothing comes. My mind is clear. Free. Empty. Happy, perhaps?
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      That night I called the only person I could think of. I haven’t spoken to Tara in years. We went to high school together, but after high school she moved a few towns over, and we fell out of touch. From social media, I know that she has been married since we were 18 and has a ten year-old stepson. Her husband was a teen father, and he now works as a volunteer firefighter while she stays home and takes care of their son.

      I don’t know what else to do. I pick up the phone and dial her number. I need someone to talk to, and I just hope that she answers.

      Two hours later, Tara is sitting across from me in my living room. She’s exuberant and red-cheeked and here. Actually here.

      “I can’t believe you came over so quickly. It has been so many years and still…” I say.

      “Yes, of course, I’m here for you, honey. I’ve wanted to reach out to you for so long. I’m happy to be here,” she gives me another hug.

      I told her what happened. I told her I was pregnant and a brief overview of what I’ve been doing with my life and my situation with Wyatt. But tonight, I cover the details. She listens carefully hanging onto each word.

      “So, that’s pretty much it,” I say when I get to the end of the story. “Would you like anything else to eat?”

      Tara is much bigger than I am. She was always a heavy girl, but now she’s quite large. But despite that, she’s beautiful. Her kindness oozes from her, and I wonder how every single person she encounters doesn’t fall in love with her.

      “No, I’m fine,” she says. “So what do you think you want to do? About the baby?”

      I shrug. I don’t know.

      “Either way, you should probably tell Wyatt.”

      I nod. I know she’s right. “I don’t know.”

      “What don’t you know? You don’t think he’ll take it well?”

      I think about that for a moment. “I actually have no idea how he’s going to take it. But shouldn’t I know what I want to do before I tell him?”

      “Perhaps. But you know, it’s not just your decision entirely. Besides, he might be very supportive about either decision you make.”

      “But what if I don’t want to keep it and he does? What then?”

      She shrugs. The very thought of that sends chills through my body. Can I really have this baby just for him to raise it? But what if I don’t want to have it and he does? Does that give me the right to get rid of it?

      “I just don’t know. That’s why I wanted to call you. You’re my oldest friend, even though we haven’t been very close recently.”

      “I’m always here for you. You know that, right?”

      I nod. “I do now.”

      We sit together without saying a word for some time. I don’t know what to say or do, but the mere presence of her puts me at ease. Breathing gets a little easier. My jaw doesn’t clench so much.

      “What about your mom? Did you tell her?” Tara asks.

      Oh, crap. My mom! “No, I didn’t,” I shake my head and tell her what happened with my mom. About her sickness and recovery. About her becoming a completely different person. A person that would take a long time to get to know.

      “You shouldn’t judge her so harshly, Brielle,” Tara says after listening to the whole story. “You don’t know what it’s like to be on a brink of death like that. It’s very difficult and probably terrifying. She’s just trying to live her life now. Who knows what kind of regrets she’s trying to get past now that she’s actually alive.”

      I never thought of it that way. To me, as it is with probably many people, my mom isn’t a whole person with her own desires and hopes and regrets. She’s just some reflection of me. It’s crazy to say that out loud, but I never thought of my mom out of my own context. She was always my mom. Not Danielle. Not a woman who survived the death of a child and her own battle with cancer. Thinking of her now as Danielle, I see her in a different light.
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      I decided to keep the baby. I’d thought about it for a while, going back and forth for more than a week, talking to Tara on the phone, going through all pros and cons. Then one day, I just woke up and decided to go with my gut. And my gut said to keep it.

      After making the decision, I seemed to have come alive. Energy sprouted from somewhere within me, and I no longer spent my days wallowing or laying around on the couch. I went back to the diner and got my job back. Today is Friday, and I am going to start it on the following Monday.

      When before I could barely muster up the strength to drive to the grocery store and make frozen dinners in the microwave, once I made the decision to keep the baby, I bought nothing but healthy ingredients and started to cook elaborate and nutritious dinners.

      I also decided to tell Wyatt, but not until I go the confirmation from the doctor that I was, indeed, pregnant. That’s where I’m headed to now. My appointment is at one in the afternoon, and sitting here at the stop light, I can’t help but think about how different my life has become in the short weeks that all of this has happened.

      The phone rings. I answer and put it on speaker.

      “So how are you feeling?” Tara asks. We are now talking at least once a day, and often more than a couple of times a day.

      “Good. Excited. I’m on my way to the doctor now.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Brielle.”

      “I’m going to tell Wyatt as soon as the doctor confirms it. You wouldn’t believe how much energy I suddenly have. I was moping around for weeks, and now I just can’t wait to get up in the morning and start the day.”

      

      And then…the world fades to black.

      

      Some time later.

      

      “Brielle? Brielle?” Someone’s calling my name. But it sounds very far away like it’s at the other end of a long tunnel.

      I give up. My eyelids are just too heavy. I can’t open them. Not yet.

      

      Some more time later.

      

      “Brielle? Brielle?” This time, the words are closer. They are no longer a tunnel away. My eyelids are a little less heavy. I manage to open them. Harsh light floods in blinding me.

      “Brielle? She’s opening her eyes! Brielle?”

      The voice sounds familiar. The sound of it makes my heart seize up.

      “Brielle, please wake up. Please.”

      I try harder. Someone’s rooting for me. Someone very important.

      When I finally open my eyes, I see Wyatt. The concerned look on his face morphs into relief. His eyes are filled with hope.

      “W-y-a-t-t?” I manage to say. There’s something in my mouth. But someone removes it. My mouth is dry. My lips are chapped. I’ve never been this thirsty.

      “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      

      Some more time later.

      

      I wake up and sit up in a hospital bed. I don’t know how much time has passed or what day it is. All I know is that Wyatt is no longer wearing his casts, but is walking around on his own.

      “I love you,” he says over and over again. “Do you know that? I love you. I should’ve told you a long time ago, but I was afraid. And I didn’t know how to say it.”

      I stare at him. I don’t understand what he’s saying. Or why.

      Tara’s also there. She looks guilty. Happy to see me, but guilty.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. And then I remember.

      “You were in a car accident. A tractor trailer ran the red light. You’re lucky to be alive,” Tara says.

      And then I remember. It’s not just me.

      “And my baby…” I ask.

      No one says anything. I don’t know if Wyatt knows. But by the look on his face, I suspect that he does.

      “What happened to my baby?” I ask. No one wants to say it. It’s not good news.

      “You lost the baby,” Tara finally says. “I’m so sorry.”

      

      The world fades to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21 - Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      Tara was the one who called and told me about the accident. I drove to the hospital in a daze. From the tone of her voice, I could tell it was bad. Strangers don’t just call other strangers about accidents if things aren’t bad.

      When I finally got there, I saw a girl laying in a hospital bed. She was Brielle, but at the same time, she wasn’t Brielle. Gone was the exuberant, feisty girl who became one of my closest friends over the last few months. Gone were her laughter and her smile. Instead, what remained was some sort of fragile shell of a person she once was.

      And then Tara told me about the pregnancy. About how she was going to keep the baby. My baby. A million thoughts swirled around in my head. Thoughts that I was ill-equipped to deal with. Thoughts that I had to simply put out of my head just to get through the days.

      Brielle lay in an induced coma for three days. We didn’t know if she was going to live or die. I stayed the whole time. When I called O and told her what happened, she came to stay with me. She didn’t have to. I asked her not to, but she insisted. It was like something was different about her too.

      “I love you. I love you,” I said to Brielle when she first opened her eyes. I didn’t say it when we were together and lived to regret it. So now that she was awake, I wasn’t going to miss my chance again.

      “I love you,” I say to her again this morning. “I want you to know that I always did.”

      She smiles at me. She knows about the baby but doesn’t say anything else about it. We try to focus on today. I try to make her laugh. I read funny stories to her from my phone. I show her funny videos of cats and dogs. Finally, she cracks a smile. A few hours later, she manages a laugh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My sister had  wanted to see her for the last two days. Ever since she woke up. But I didn’t want her to. Things between them got so bad and so complicated, I didn’t want Brielle to be uncomfortable in any way. Finally, after Brielle finally laughs, I decide to ask her about it.

      “O is here. She has been here this whole time. For the three days that you were in a coma and the last two days that you were awake.”

      “Really?” Brielle looks surprised.

      “Yes. And she wants to see you.”

      Brielle shakes her head.

      “Please?” I ask again. But Brielle again shakes her head.

      “She doesn’t want to see you,” I say to O, who’s waiting outside.

      “No, I have to see her.”

      “You can’t.”

      I’m adamant, firm in my position. “If Brielle doesn’t want to see you, then that’s it. You can’t.”

      I think she believes me. I think that she accepts Brielle’s decision. But I should know better. As soon as I start to walk over to the vending machine to get a cup of some terrible hospital coffee, O marches right into Brielle’s room.

      “Brielle, I’m so sorry,” I hear O say.“I’m so sorry about everything. I was such a bitch to you. I don’t know what came over me. But I shouldn’t have acted that way.”

      I come back to the room to pull O out.

      “You can’t be here,” I say. “She doesn’t want to see you.”

      “I know. I’m leaving. I just wanted you to know that. Okay? I feel terrible about all this.”

      I’m about to drag O out, but Brielle stops me.

      “It’s okay,” she whispers and sits up in her bed. “Go on.”

      O apologizes in the way I’ve never seen her apologize before. I’ve never heard her be so sincere and honest. She talks about how awful she felt after her boyfriend dumped her and she wound up pregnant. She talks about how lost she’d felt and how coming back home was the only place she felt safe. And she talks about how much she hated Brielle for being there.

      “I’m sorry, okay,” O sits down on the bed next to Brielle. “I was awful. I just wanted to apologize for being so awful and ask you to forgive me.”

      Brielle takes a moment.

      “Okay,” she finally nods and smiles. “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22 - Brielle

          

        

      

    

    
      I have been back “home” with Wyatt and O for three weeks. He says that this house is my home, and slowly but surely, I started to believe him. Did I really have another home? The trailer where I grew up and lived with my mother for all of those years wasn’t really a home anymore. Not really. She was gone, traveling around Europe with her new boyfriend. And now that she was basically an entirely different person, the place that we had shared no longer felt like home.

      I continued to get better and better every day. The car accident had some residual effects, of course. Goosebumps run up my arms whenever I hear the screeching of the tires or a honk. But otherwise, I was starting to feel like my old self.

      “At least you never lost your memory,” O keeps saying. She’s right. I remember almost everything leading up to the accident and everything after I came out of that coma. What I remember most about her was how shitty she treated me when she first came to live here. But, the funny thing about life is that, just when you think you have something figured out, it changes on you.

      “From the way O and I are getting along now, you’d think it was she who fell into a coma,” I remember joking with Wyatt. To say that O is now nice to me is to say the understatement of the century. She’s kind, sweet, accommodating. She’s starting to show now, and every day that goes by, every day that the baby grows bigger inside of her, the nicer she seems to get.

      “I thought the hormones were supposed to make her worse,” Wyatt asks laying in bed with me one morning.

      “Maybe only in the first trimester,” I shrug.
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* * *

      It has been three weeks since I left the hospital, and it has been longer than that since we talked about our own baby.  The only real casualty of that fateful car crash. I don’t know how to bring it up, and I get the feeling that Wyatt doesn’t want to bring it up. Though I love this new O, who has somehow become one of my closest friends, seeing her belly swell does make me sad. I’m excited for her, but I am also devastated for my own child.

      Everything about the accident is unfair, but it is out of my control. What I can control is how I react to it. How I allow it to affect my life. At least, that’s what I read on some new age self-help site. And when I first read those words, I thought they were the answers that I was seeking. I felt better. Calmer. But now, I realize that everything that has happened to me over the last year has been pretty unfair. It was just the accident that was particularly unfair and bad. But what is there to do? Nothing. I have no control over this. None of this.

      It is in this mercurial state that I checked my email on my phone. The sun is shining brightly outside, and Wyatt keeps wanting me to go horseback riding with him, but I can’t muster the energy to get out of bed. Now that Wyatt got me a phone with better cell reception and actual coverage to allow me to go online, I have very little energy to do anything but lay around in bed.

      There’s an email from Danielle. My heart drops and, at first, I don’t dare open it. What the hell does she want? I don’t know what my main issue is with my mom, but something about the thought of her makes my whole body tense up. On one hand, I’m happy for her. At least, I want to be. I’m happy that she found someone to spend time with, someone who can afford to take her to Europe. I’m glad that she’s living her life to the fullest. After everything that she has been through with losing my sister and getting diagnosed herself and nearly dying in the process, she really deserves to be happy. So why can’t I be happy for her? Perhaps, I’m a selfish, self-centered girl who wants her to be unhappy for the rest of her life. No, that can’t be it. It’s more than that. At least, it’s not all that.

      I finally get the courage to press ‘open’ and scan the email. I don’t read any of the words carefully enough. I don’t linger. I simply move on from line to line.  My mom rambles on and on how much she loves Switzerland and Barcelona and Madrid – apparently, they’re in Spain now. She asks about how I’m feeling and mentions that she’s glad that I have such a wonderful boyfriend to take care of me. Again, she apologizes for not coming to see me in the hospital and mentions that she totally would’ve if Wyatt had said that things were turning for the worst.

      “I was in a fuckin’ coma, Mom! How much worse could things get?” I talk at my phone. I want to toss it across the room, but it’s not the phone’s problem that I don’t want to get this email. I take a break, breathe in and out, before continuing.

      “Great news: I’m getting married!” I read the line over and over. It’s at the end of the email. I read all the words around it and read it again, but it still doesn’t make sense.

      “We want to get married in LA when he comes here on business next month. It’s not going to be a big wedding, just our closest family, and friends. I’ll write you more about it later, when we get the details figured out! How exciting!”

      Getting married? Is my mom kidding? How the hell is she getting married!?

      I get up and pace around the room. I can’t breathe. My chest hurts. I crack my knuckles and wince from the pain. I didn’t do it right. Fuck. How is this happening? She doesn’t even know this person that she’s marrying. They’ve only known each other a few months! That’s not enough time, at all.

      “Can you believe it?” I ask Wyatt as soon as he comes into the room. He doesn’t know what I’m talking about it. I show him the email. It takes him forever to read it and respond.

      And when he finally does, he simply asks “So what? Isn’t this great news?”

      I don’t even know who this person is standing before me and pretending to be Wyatt.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t get it,” he shrugs. “Your mom’s getting married. She sounds happy. What’s wrong with that?’

      

      The way he phrases it puts me off guard. I take a step back. There really shouldn’t be anything wrong with it. This would be fine for someone else’s mother, but not mine. She’s not the type. She worked in a diner almost her whole life. She lived in a trailer park. She doesn’t have any prospects. She has fought cancer her whole life. First with her daughter and then with herself. My mom simply does not do this!

      “My mom isn’t the type,” I finally say. “My mom isn’t the type of woman who meets a European stranger late in life and has this torrid affair with him. And then marries him.”

      “I can see that you’re very upset about this,” Wyatt says. “But let me put it this way. Aren’t you a lot like her?”

      “How so?”

      “Well, you grew up in the same trailer park. You had basically the same life minus  cancer. And yet you found me. I’m also not a very typical option for someone like you.”

      Now, I’m not sure if he’s insulting her or me.

      “I didn’t really mean it like that,” Wyatt quickly corrects himself. “All I’m trying to say is that you never know what kind of things happen in life. And you can’t just go around trying to live in some sort of box that you put yourself in. Your mom has lived her life in a box for a long time. Maybe this is her  way to just try to get out of it.”

      I nod. Perhaps.

      “Besides, it’s not like you two have any money.”

      “So? What does that mean?”

      “I mean, it’s one thing if you had money or some sort of trust fund or something. Then you’d worry about this guy’s intentions with her. But you don’t. So that’s one thing you don’t really have to worry about.”

      I thought about that for a moment. Wyatt was right. My mom and I didn’t offer this stranger very much in terms of finances. It was probably his family that was worried about some poor American who he was going to marry. Perhaps, things between them were simpler than I thought.

      “There you go,” Wyatt smiles at me. “I can tell that I’m starting to make sense to you.”

      I smile too. “Maybe, you’re right. Maybe she is in love.”

      He wraps his arm around my shoulder. “But what if she doesn’t know him enough? I mean, this hasn’t been that much time. She’s only met him a few months ago.”

      “Even if it’s not, even if this is a big mistake. So what? Isn’t that what life is about? Giving it all even if it is a mistake?”

      So what, huh? I thought to myself. Maybe I need to adopt that attitude as well. So what?

      My phone beeped again. Another email. But Wyatt took it away from me and pressed his lips onto mine.

      “What are you doing?” I mumble.

      “Nothing,” he mumbles back through the kisses. “I want to kiss you.”

      “Oh you do, do you?” I say. He presses his body to mine and intertwines his fingers with mine. A rush of excitement courses through my body as he pulls me on top of him. We fall onto a soft feather bed. Wyatt starts kissing my shoulder and neck. I close my eyes and enjoy the moment.

      His tongue is soft and kind and strong when it needs to be, and it has sent me to the heights of ecstasy and the depths of despair.

      Beep. Beep.

      The sounds breaks my concentration. I’m not usually the one who’s obsessed with my phone. Even out of the two of us, Wyatt is the one who checks his a lot more. But something is pushing me to look at it. Why? Another email from my mother? Perhaps. It’s not like I have a job that sends me emails. Still, I have to answer it.

      “Oh, where are you going?” Wyatt tries to grab me and pull me back into bed. He’s only successful in pulling off my button down shirt. “Leave it alone. It’s just a phone. Who cares who it is.”

      “Let me just look at it for a second, and I’ll be right back,” I smile. Want to be back in bed with him. I want to kiss him and touch him and take off all his clothes.

      I pick up the phone and look at the screen. The new email takes a moment to load. As soon as it loads, I drop the phone. I pray that Wyatt thinks it’s an accident even though it wasn’t. I dropped it because of his name.

      Ryan.

      Ryan?

      Ryan!

      How the hell did he find me? No, no, no.

      “Oh shit,” I get down on my knees. I reach for the phone, but Wyatt is quicker than I am in my fragile state. My mind is racing, but my body is standing still. I can’t make one decision or perform one action. I’m lost and afraid. My frozen hands shake uncontrollably.

      “Let me see this,” Wyatt jokes. “What is so important for you to get out of bed and look at. It better be from your mom.”

      His smiling and joking, but I can barely crack a smile. My mouth runs completely dry and my lips are chapped.

      “Okay, so Danielle says…” his voice trails off. I can’t see what he’s looking at, but I know it’s bad.

      “Brielle, who is Ryan?” he turns to me. His voice isn’t accusatory or distant. More like curious.

      “Um, Ryan…” I say. I don’t know where to begin or how to explain. This is my secret. My shame. One that I never planned on sharing with Wyatt. “No one. Not really,” I say.

      He stares at me. Then hands me the phone. Reluctantly, I take it.

      “Hi, sweetie. I’m coming back to town. Would love to catch up. Love always, Ryan.”

      I read the email silently. I don’t know what to do with myself. His words aren’t frightening or scary on the outside, but they cut me to my very core.

      “It’s no one,” I toss the phone aside. “No one important.”

      “Well, I didn’t think so,” Wyatt says. “But then I was just witness to the expression on your face. What’s wrong? Who is this guy?”

      I shrug. I don’t know how to begin to explain.

      “And why is he writing ‘love always’? Is he your old boyfriend?”

      I nod. “Yes, he’s just not quite over it.”

      This part is true. Ryan McPhee is an old boyfriend. He’s someone I cared a lot about at one time. But that was such a long time ago, I can’t even remember who I was then.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” Wyatt asks. He’s not letting it go. And the more I resist, the worse it’s going to get. And yet, I still can’t find the words to explain.

      “Seriously, he’s nobody. Just some old jerk I have no intention of ever contacting again,” I put on a brave face, but it’s no longer just brave. I’m acting a role of someone who’s not really scared. Someone who is powerful and strong and untouchable. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. We fall into bed together again, and I just hope that the passion in our kisses is enough to erase any memory of Ryan and his email.
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* * *

      Over the next couple of days, I got two additional emails from Ryan. They said basically the same thing, but they scared me just as much. Each email made me more and more nervous. Each email made my blood run cold, if not colder than the one before. The second email also came with an apology.

      “Listen, I’m sorry for everything that happened. Let’s make up. Love always.”

      The casualness in his tone made me want to rip his eyes out. Who the hell does he think he is? But instead of letting him get a rise out of me, I simply reply.

      “Please, don’t contact me again.”

      I’d debated whether I should’ve written that to Ryan for some time. Each time going back and forth. Changing my mind over and over again. On one hand, it would be good to just ignore him. Completely. Not give him any reply at all. Just pretend that I didn’t get the messages. On the other hand, I thought that telling him to stop would let him, asking him, to stop might evoke some remaining feelings of humanity left within him. Perhaps, if I’d asked to stop then he might actually comply with my wishes. Eventually, I did write back and spent the next day agonizing over if this was the right decision. And then another day later, I finally decided to send it.

      My thumb hovers over the word ‘Send.’ To send or not to send. That is the question. I press send. And regret the decision almost immediately. My throat closes up. My chest begins to ache. I can’t take a full breath of air.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      My mind goes blank. This can’t be happening.

      “Hey, Brielle,” Wyatt barges into my room. I whip around in the chair and drop the phone. He walks in cautiously and picks up the phone.

      “Are you okay? You’ve been kinda off ever since that email.”

      I nod. I still don’t know how to tell him the truth. I should, but I can’t.

      “I’m fine,” I give him a little peck on the cheek. He deserves a lot more than that, but I just can’t bring myself to show him any attention. Not ever since I got the emails.

      “I’m just a little freaked out about my mom’s wedding,” I lie. I’ve almost entirely forgotten how freaked out I was about her wedding. It scares me too, but not like this. Nothing scares me as much as this.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Wyatt tries to comfort me. He puts his arms around me. Kisses me. But I can’t reciprocate. I feel like I can’t breath. Like the world is closing in around me.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks looking me straight in the eye. He doesn’t believe what I’m saying. And I don’t think that my body language is any more convincing.

      “Please tell me if something’s wrong, Brielle. Things have been off ever since that day. But I get the feeling that it’s not just your mom’s impending nuptials.”

      “What do you mean? What are you talking about?” I try to act innocent. My acting is abysmal. My hands get impossibly cold. I can’t even open up my fists to warm them up.

      “I just don’t really understand what’s wrong with you. I feel like there’s a lot you’re not telling me.”

      “About what? About Ryan?”

      Shit. Why did I have to say his name? He probably wasn’t even thinking about him!

      “Yes, about Ryan,” Wyatt crosses his arms across his chest. “I know you better than you think, Brielle. I know when something’s off. You’ve been walking around in a daze around here for days. It’s like..you’re afraid of him, or something.”

      I’m terrified, I think. But I don’t say a word.

      “So, are you?”

      No, I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say with a shrug. “Everything’s fine. I’m just feeling a little under the weather, that’s all.”

      “But if something is wrong, you’ll tell me, right?” Wyatt asks.

      I nod.

      “No, you have to promise me. Out loud,” he says and waits.

      I’m not confident that my voice can manage it without giving me away. I take a deep breath.

      “I promise,” I say.
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      Brielle doesn’t know this, but I checked her phone. She had been acting so scared and awkward that I had to find out what else was wrong. I was expecting to see more emails from her mom. But what I found instead made my heart sink.

      Two more emails from that guy Ryan McPhee. Two more emails!

      Each email had an apology for what had happened. What?

      Each email asked Brielle for a chance to see her again. To apologize in person, presumingly, but this wasn’t stated explicitly.

      And the worst thing: each email ended with the same “Love Always, Ryan.”

      What does this mean? Who is this Ryan McPhee? And why does the mere mention of him make Brielle so uncomfortable? I try to put myself in her shoes. I have ex-girlfriends, too. Some I like more than others. There might be one or two of them who would freak me out if they ever contacted me and wanted to make amends, but I doubt that I would ever react like she has. Like she is reacting. What is her reaction exactly? A shutdown. But not a quick, shutdown with a one swoop motion. Instead, it’s a slow shutting down like the way people die after a long illness. One organ shuts down at a time.

      The only thing I could think to do is to look him up on the internet. I googled him last night and came up with a list of 18 pages long of Ryan McPhees, who all live in California. Of course, I don’t even know if he does live in California. That’s just an assumption and one that can easily be wrong. What it seems like from the emails is that he doesn’t live anywhere near her mom’s place, but that’s about as narrow as I can get it. And, that too, is also an assumption.

      

      O is now as big as a house. I can’t tell her this without fearing for my life. She walks briskly, but all of her movements are so exaggerated I sometimes think that she resembles a clown in a fat suit. I’m not really this immature, of course, I know enough not to mention any of this. It’s just that I’ve never seen a pregnant woman before. Not so up close and personal.

      Today, she enters the kitchen with both arms full of groceries and fresh flowers.

      “Please take these now, NOW!” She yells. I run over and grab everything from her just in time. The groceries are from the farmer’s market. So they are all packaged in bulky, eco-friendly, recyclable paper bags, which are bulky and awkward to carry.

      “You think you got enough groceries?” I ask. O has become obsessed with eating cleanly. No frozen dinners. Nothing with MSG, whatever that is. Nothing processed. She even started to make her own hummus!

      “I’m going to make a quiche for dinner tonight,” she announces with a wide smile. I stare at her. I’m still not used to this new and vastly improved version of O. She cooks and cleans and nests as if there’s no tomorrow.

      We have yet to talk about her ex. The father of her unborn child. But she has been so friendly, upbeat and happy ever since Brielle came home from the hospital that I didn’t want to break the spell by bringing him up. Clearly, she wasn’t in the mood to discuss him or she would’ve brought him up herself, I reason. O was never one to shy away from an uncomfortable topic of conversation.

      “A quiche, really?” I ask furrowing my brows. That sounds complicated.

      “Yes, really,” she rolls her eyes. I’m sure she knows why I’m surprised. How can I not be? I’ve never seen my sister bake a thing in her life. Up until a few months ago, I doubted that she even knew what an oven was or how to turn it on.

      “You’ve really come a long way, O,” I say. I hope that I sound encouraging rather than sarcastic.

      “How so?”

      “Well, remember how I got you that ‘Microwaving for One’ cookbook for your birthday a few years back? And you told me that you tried making something from it and it was too complicated.”

      O bursts into a laugh. Strong and powerful and unashamed. I’m suddenly reminded of my old sister, the one who was never afraid to laugh too loud or dance as if no one was watching.

      “I have come a long way since then, didn’t I?”

      I nod. “I like this version, though. It’s a good version.”

      She smiles and winks. “Me too.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask when she starts to lay out all the ingredients for the quiche. I figure it’s as good of a time as any.

      “Sure, shoot.”

      “Brielle got these emails from some guy named Ryan.”

      “What kind of emails?”

      I tell her everything. She listens carefully as she chops the spinach. She thinks about it for a moment while whipping the eggs.

      “No, I don’t believe it’s anything, Wyatt. That girl loves you. I see it in the way she acts around you.”

      I think about that for a second. She’s right. Of course, she’s right. And yet, something in the back of my mind gives me pause.

      “I know,” I finally say. “I know. But I’m just not so sure. What if I’m wrong?”

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “Okay,” I take a deep breath. I didn’t want it to come to this, but I need a second opinion. “Well, that’s why I sent them to myself.”

      “You did what?” O’s eyes grow wide.

      “She just acted so weirdly. I didn’t think anything at first. But then, I wasn’t so sure. So I sent them to myself when she was in the shower.”

      O shakes her head.

      “I know, I know. It was a really shitty thing to do, wasn’t it?”

      “Kind of. You know, if this turns out to be nothing, then she’ll really feel like you violated her trust.”

      “I know,” I hang my head. I feel my shoulders sloping down and taking the whole world with them.

      I get my phone out and show her the emails. O reads them carefully. I wait, trying to guess her reaction.

      “I don’t know,” she finally says. “This guy, Ryan, sounds desperate, in love maybe. But I still don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      I try to figure out what’s worrying me. I just don’t know.

      “The thing is that it’s not even really him or what he says. It’s her reaction. She looked…I don’t know, uncertain? Scared? In some instances, petrified even. She was trembling when she got the first one.”

      “Trembling?”

      I try to convey exactly what I saw, experienced, but whatever words I find are not enough. There was a lostness to her. A kind of sorrow.

      “Maybe she’s just afraid of your reaction to them. Seeing you two together these past few weeks,” O smiles. “You two are getting along so well. You’re so happy. I just don’t think this is anything for you to get jealous over.”

      O is trying to be reassuring, but I’m not convinced. On one hand, I know she’s right, of course. But on the other, I’m not so sure. There are other factors in play. Facts that I’m not aware of. And that makes me worried. We are happy. It’s not an act. But the emails, they have to mean something, right? Why else would she react that way?

      “How about this?” O puts her hand around my neck. “Why don’t you just ask her?’

      “Just ask her?”

      “Yeah, what’s the worse that can happen?”
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* * *

      The following day, Brielle is still acting strangely. I’ve tried to bring the emails up a few times, but the problem is that I’m not supposed to know about the emails. Plural. I’m only supposed to know about one. And I can’t very well accuse her of keeping the others away from me without incriminating myself.

      But there’s something else on my mind as well. Brielle and I haven’t had sex since she got Ryan’s first email. She’s trying to act normal, but it doesn’t feel natural. It’s like she’s forcing herself to be friendly. Or maybe it’s just my own feelings being mirrored back to me?

      “Want to go horseback riding, today?” I ask Brielle, popping into her room after breakfast. I’m not expecting a yes, by any means. I’ve gone horseback riding multiple times without her, and she has avoided going with me for weeks for a variety of reasons. For one, she’s afraid of horses. She can’t even let one smell her hand without recoiling. This isn’t really a good sign, not according to most horse experts. According to lore, only people who are inauthentic are afraid of horses, because horses can spot a fake from a mile away.

      Another reason is that she’s angry at Sebastian for breaking my legs. They’re not all like Sebastian, of course. For one thing, they’re not all young stallions. I’ve reassured her about this multiple times, but she still won’t step foot into his part of the barn.

      “Sure, that will be great,” Brielle says. I look at her, unsure if I heard her correctly.

      “What?” I ask. I’ve forgotten the question.

      “Let’s go horseback riding,” she smiles. I’m not sure if I believe her.

      “Really? Why the sudden change of mind?” I ask her when we are already  on our way over to the barn.

      “Just looks fun,” Brielle says. There’s a slight hesitation in her voice as if she’s trying to cover something up. But I’m not going to let her back out.
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* * *

      “Hey! Hey!” I hear someone yell behind us. I turn around and see O wobbling toward us. It’s supposed to be a run, but at this point she’s so pregnant that it’s not really a run anymore.

      “Hey! Wait up!” she yells when we are already standing still near the barn. When she finally reaches us, her beet-red face sparkles in the sun. She grins from ear to ear.

      “Are you okay?” Brielle asks. “What’s wrong?”

      “No, nothing,” O says catching her breath. “Really good news. Just give me a moment.”

      We wait in anticipation for her to get a handle on her breathing. She seems to be taking her sweet time.

      “I just talked to your mom,” she finally manages. “She’s getting married. Do you know that?”

      Brielle’s face falls. She looks at the ground. There’s a mixture of anger and disappointment building behind her eyes.

      Finally, she nods. O doesn’t seem to notice a thing. Excitement flows out of her and she loses her breath again.

      “I just talked to her and she’s really into doing a very small wedding. She was actually thinking of eloping, but then she thought about you and how much she wants you to be there.”

      “Oh thanks,” Brielle says sarcastically. “I’m glad that she gave her only daughter at least that much thought.”

      “Anyway,” O rolls her eyes. “Danielle and I talked about what she wanted, and she was thinking of going to a courthouse and doing some small dinner in LA. And then I said, why doesn’t she just come to our house?”

      “Our house?” The prospect of a wedding at our house scared the hell out of me. “No, no, no, O. Don’t you remember the disaster that was Mom and Dad’s vow renewal ceremony? It took like a year to plan and occupied the house for nearly a month!”

      “Hear me out, Wyatt!” O put her hand up.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I can’t help but laugh. “Sticking your hand in my face? What is this the 90’s?”

      “Okay, sorry! I just need you to hear me out. Brielle! Where are you going?”

      I turn around and see that Brielle is already halfway back to the house. I run after her calling her name. O follows slowly behind me.

      “Brielle! Wait up!” I grab her arm and spin her around.

      “Leave me alone.” Brielle’s crying. Large, round tears are slowly rolling down her face. Her lips are puffy and the lipgloss that had only a minute ago glistened on them has disappeared.

      “Where are you going?”

      “What does it matter? Leave me alone!”

      “Brielle, please,” I try again. But I feel like I’m losing her.

      “Leave me alone, Wyatt! Let go. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      I let her go. O finally catches up.

      “Brielle, please. Wait. I didn’t tell you everything,” O says. Brielle turns on her heel to walk away but then stops.

      “And what is it that you left out? How you’re going to have this glamorous wedding for my mother and her wealthy fiancé here at the house? And how much fun you two will have planning all the details? And picking out the dress?

      “No,” O shakes her head. Brielle doesn’t understand. “No, not at all. That’s the thing. Your mom doesn’t want a big wedding. It’s going to be hardly a wedding at all. More like a special occasion dinner. They’re just going to say their vows, and then we’ll all have dinner. No one’s coming besides you and us. And the only reason I think Wyatt and I are even invited is because we live at this house.”

      Brielle hesitates. I feel her processing all the information.

      “She doesn’t want a wedding?” she finally asks.

      O shakes her head. “No, not at all.”

      “Not at all?” I ask. A wave of relief covers me from head to toe.

      “I knew you’d be ecstatic about this too,” O says pointing to me. “He’s not one for lavish parties.”
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      I can’t believe the roller coaster of emotions that I went through when I heard about my mom’s wedding. I’d agreed to go horseback riding with Wyatt, because I’ve reached the end of my rope regarding reasonable excuses. He has become really suspicious of practically everything I do ever since the Ryan emails, and I needed to find a way to reconnect with him. We haven’t had sex since I got that first email from Ryan. And that’s unacceptable!!

      Walking over to the barn, I was trembling. Shaking like a leaf on a cool autumn day. I heard somewhere the horses can tell right away if you’re not being honest, and I was terrified that my secret from Wyatt would come to the surface. Then, just when I was worrying about the whole Ryan debacle, a whole other thing shook my world.

      My mom is getting married. She’s actually doing it!

      And she’s coming here. I’m not exactly sure how I feel about this last part. O is excited. She’s over the moon to be exact. But me? I don’t know.

      “Are you okay?” Wyatt says. I turn to face him. I’d completely forgotten that he was in the room. How long had I been staring into space like this?

      “Yeah,” I flash him a quick smile. “Fine.”

      “Not so sure,” he says picking up his phone.

      In the span of only a few weeks, we have managed to become an old married couple. Not sure how all of this took place, but suddenly, there is an ocean between us, even though there are only inches that separate our bodies.

      Only a few weeks ago, just laying this close to him would’ve sent shivers over my whole body. All I would’ve thought about is how to find just the location for my arm so that I can brush up against him, accidentally. But now. Now things are different. My mind is elsewhere. On two things specifically. My mom’s impending nuptials and Ryan’s disconcerting emails.

      “Brielle? What can I do? What’s wrong?” he puts his phone away and faces me.

      “I want this to work,” he says. I’m covered in cold sweat.

      “What do you mean? I want this to work, too. Very much so.”

      “I’m no so sure,” he shrugs. “Things are so different between us, now. It’s like you’re running away from me or something. Every time I see you, you make some excuse to avoid me. To not spend time with me.”

      “No, no I don’t.” I don’t know what else to say but deny the truth.

      “Yes, yes, you do,” he’s not letting me get off that easily. “There’s something going on that you’re not telling me.”

      I shake my head.

      “Why are you lying to me, Brielle? Why?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “Really? Really? You’re going to go there?” he gets up and takes his phone. I shrug and wait.

      “And what about these emails? You got two other emails from Ryan after that first one. He’s apologizing. He wants to see you.”

      The whole world went silent. I felt like I was punched in my stomach. How does he know about the other emails?

      “Are you going through my phone?”

      “Yes, I did. I’m sorry about that. But you were acting very weird, Brielle. I had to do something. I had to find out what was wrong.”

      I can’t speak. My mouth is parched and I feel like I’m going to pass out any second now. “I can’t believe you went through my phone.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry about that. But please tell me what’s going on with Ryan. At first, I thought it was nothing. Just some ex. But your behavior after you got the emails just got stranger and stranger. Now, I know that something’s going on.”

      I can’t say a word. I feel like I’m choking. I also want to choke him.

      “No,” I finally manage. “Nothing’s going on.”

      It’s not true. A part of me is screaming on the inside to tell him. Tell him the truth. It’s not as bad as he’s imagining it to be, but my fear is not letting me. I’m too scared to tell the truth. So all I can do is lie. And get mad.

      “There’s nothing going on, Wyatt. Not with Ryan and me. But I can’t believe you went through my phone. Are you that fuckin’ insecure? Are you that much of a coward?”

      I’m riling myself up to make all of this his fault. It’s not right, but blaming him is all I can do in this situation. There’s a look of disappointment in his eyes. Quickly, it turns into anger.

      “I thought you were better than this, Brielle. I thought that we had something. Real.”

      “We do. But we can’t continue to have it without you trusting me.”

      “I do trust you,” he whispers. “At least, I did until right now. I know that something is going on. With you and Ryan. Otherwise, you wouldn’t react like this.”

      “You don’t know shit,” I say and turn away from him. Just tell him the truth. The truth. It’s not this bad. It will stop him from thinking all these bad things about you. About you and Ryan. I try to find the words, but nothing comes out.

      “There is no me and Ryan. He’s some ex. That’s it,” I finally manage to utter.

      “Why is he writing you? What does he want?”

      I can’t even imagine. I can’t let my mind go there. Shivers run up my spine, and I start to shake. Wyatt doesn’t know what he’s talking about. What he’s asking me to say.

      “What is he apologizing for, Brielle? What happened between you two?” He asks carefully. He can probably sense my anxiousness. The depths of which he will hopefully never know.

      “Nothing really,” I shrug. But I have to offer him more than that. “Okay, we dated. For a bit. Not long. And then I broke up with him. That’s it.”

      I pray that that’s enough information. But it’s not.

      “So what is he apologizing for?”

      I need to offer him more. Tell him the truth, I say to myself over and over again while Wyatt waits patiently.

      “He just didn’t take it very well, that’s it,” I finally say. I can’t look Wyatt in the eye. I feel like he can sense the truth just by looking at me. When we finally do make eye contact, I realize that he can’t. His expression is completely blank. Like one of those that Buddhist monks have when they reach enlightenment. I saw a documentary on them recently on Netflix, and it clearly left an impression.

      “Is that all?” Wyatt asks quietly.

      “Yes,” I nod. Please leave this alone. Please. Please. Pretty please.

      “You’re full of shit, Brielle. You know that?”

      His words hit me so hard, they knock the breath out of me.

      “It’s true,” I whisper.

      “No. No, it’s not. You know that. And I know that,” he says and walks away.

      When he reaches the door, I start after him.

      “Wyatt, please.”

      “We have nothing else to talk about, Brielle. Unless you want to tell me the truth.”

      “This is the truth,” I start to sob. Please believe me.

      “No, it’s not,” he shakes his head and walks out.

      Big fat tears start to roll down my face. I’m a coward. I’m a freak. Why couldn’t I just tell him the truth? I love this man. I did nothing wrong. And yet, something kept me silent.

      Of course, I know perfectly well what it was that kept me silent.

      Pain. Shame.

      To admit what happened was to make it true again. It was to contaminate this house with all that darkness and hopelessness. No, I couldn’t do that. I can’t do.

      But was that worth this? Worth Wyatt thinking that Ryan and I was anything at all? Worth Wyatt having doubts about me and how much I love him?

      Love. We haven’t used that word yet. Not really. But I love him. I’ve known I loved him for a long time now. And until the emails, I was pretty sure that he loved me too. Shit. Shit. Shit. How could I screw this up so badly? I buried my head in my knees and cried until all sense of time disappeared.
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* * *

      One day passed. And then another. And then another five. Wyatt and I still didn’t speak. He avoided me in the hallways and ate dinner and lunch at different times from me. O still spoke to me, thankfully, and she was sweet and kind and a friend that I really needed.

      “I think I’m going to leave soon,” I tell O at dinner on the sixth day of our silence.

      “What? No!”

      “Yes,” I nod. “After the wedding.”

      The wedding is in two days. My mom is arriving tomorrow morning. I tried to get out of it. I tried to get her to move it to somewhere else. But O interfered. She said that she didn’t care that Wyatt and I were no longer together or were having drama. Danielle was her friend, and the wedding was not getting cancelled just because things got a little tense.

      “No, you can’t leave!”

      “I have to. I don’t think Wyatt and I are together anymore. He won’t say a word to me. And I just can’t stay here like this. I don’t really know what I’m doing here.”

      “But you’re my friend, too. Please stay. Stay until after the birth, at least.”

      I think about it for a moment. She’s due in two months, but I don’t think I can manage here for that long.

      “I don’t know, O. I’d love to. But this thing with Wyatt and me is serious. He won’t say a word to me. I don’t think I can stay here for two more months like that.”

      “Are you sure you can’t work it out?”

      O knows about Ryan. At least, as much as Wyatt does. And that’s enough. I can’t share any more than that.

      I nod. “I don’t know what he wants from me. He doesn’t believe me when I tell him the truth. What else can I do?”

      O shrugs. She feels my pain. I can tell by the hurt expression on her face. The problem is that I know what else I can do. I can tell him the truth. The real truth. The one that he feels is somewhere below the surface of all our conversations. The only problem is that I’m a coward, and I can’t bring myself to tell him any of it. I can’t bring myself to say any of it out loud.

      And the worst part of all this? Is that I’m willing to give up the best thing that ever happened because I’m such a coward. It makes me sick to my stomach!

      My mom arrives the following morning. She is as radiant as I’ve ever seen her. Her hair shines in the sunlight, and her skin has a beautiful glow to it. Her eyes are wide, and she’s wearing fake eyelashes that make them look triple their normal size. And there’s something else. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “Hello, darlings,” she hugs me and then O. “Oh what a beautiful place you have here! It seems to get more gorgeous every time I visit.”

      When she embraces O, I finally realize what it is that adds to her beauty. Her lips. They aren’t pursed from tension and anxiety anymore. Instead, they are calm and relaxed. Glowing just like the rest of her.

      “Here, let me introduce you to my darling husband to be. Luke!”

      A distinguished man with a few gray hairs on the sides extends his hand. I’m about to shake it, but instead he brings it up to his lips and kisses the back of my hand.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Brielle,” Luke says with a slight French accent. His words are soothing.

      I watch my mom introduce Luke to O, Mr. Whitewater and eventually Wyatt who all respond warmly to his calm demeanor. After all the introductions are made, Luke takes my mother’s hand and tells everyone what a pleasure it is to meet her friends.

      There’s a genuine goodness to his way of being in the world. He hugs my mother when he doesn’t have to, as if he is drawn to her by some invisible magnet. Not long ago, Wyatt and I had this same way of being. It’s called being in love. Even before O takes my mom and me upstairs for the dress fittings and the men head to the other part of the house to try on tuxedos, I know that what my mom and Luke have is real.

      “So what do you think?” Mom takes my arm on our way up the stairs.

      “I like him,” I say. “He seems to really love you.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” she wraps her arms around my shoulders. A wave of relief sweeps over her face. It’s like she has been holding her breath, and now she can let it out.

      It makes me happy that I can provide this sense of relief for my mom. And it makes me even more happy that, at this moment, I’m not lying. I’m telling the truth. It feels good. So good, that for a brief moment, I consider telling Wyatt the truth.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” O takes my hand. “Danielle, I can’t wait to see you try on the dresses that I picked out for you.”

      My mom stares at her dumbfounded. “I thought I would just wear something I already have. I have this little yellow summer dress that Luke got me in Paris.”

      The smile nearly vanishes from O’s face, but she is quick to recover.

      “Yes, of course. Whatever you’d like. But since the dresses are already upstairs, maybe you’d like to take a look?” O says with a mischievous look in her eye.

      I’m sure that that look has served O very well over the years and has had quite an effect on many men.

      My mom’s eyes light up. She has always loved shopping. Even when we had absolutely no money, she would go to Target or Ross and browse the aisles. Inevitably, she would come home with some crazy marked down pair of jeans or a beautiful top, which she only paid $5 for.

      “When did you have time to get dresses?” I ask on our way up the stairs.

      “Oh, you don’t think I was just laying around here all day doing nothing, did you? I’ve been hard at work planning this little shindig ever since I heard of it.”

      I shake my head and smile. I’m glad that there are women like O in the world. Women who get immense pleasure from planning and organizing events. I’m glad, mainly, for selfish reasons. Because I don’t have that event planning gene, and if the world was made up of people like me, then civilization would be doomed.

      I wait on the couch in O’s room for my mom to try on her first dress. O is in the walk-in closet with her, because according to O, “trying on wedding dresses is a three or four woman job, but we’ll manage.”

      I offered to help out, but both of them insisted that I stay put.

      Finally, my mom comes out. My jaw drops. That’s not an exaggeration. It actually drops open, as if I’m in one of those old school cartoons.

      The woman before me is tall and elegant and looks like she’s ten years younger than my mom actually is.

      “So? What do you think?” My mom asks smoothing the large taffeta skirt of the wedding dress with her hands.

      “Beautiful,” I manage to say. Tears come to my eyes, but I try to hold them off. I can’t believe that this is my mother standing before me. I’ve never seen her this beautiful and radiant. This effervescent.

      “Yes, you do look lovely, Danielle,” O cuts in. “But there’s another one that I think might be a little bit more you.”

      “Another one?” I ask.

      “Yes, how many dresses do you think I got exactly? Just one? What kind of fitting would this be?” O tosses her hair and rolls her eyes. I smile.

      When my mom disappears into the dressing room, O turns to me.

      “You really like that dress?”

      I nod.

      “I think the skirt is a little full. It makes her look a little bit like a recently groomed poodle.”

      I nod. I don’t know what to say. That was the most extravagant thing I’ve ever seen in real life, and I’m in awe by its grandeur.

      Before I get the chance to gather my thoughts, my mom comes out again. This time, she’s wearing a long gown that hugs her hips and makes her look as if she were six feet tall.

      “This is an A-line dress,” O explains. “It accentuates your figure a lot more giving you a very, very nice shape. What do you think, Danielle?”

      This time, it is my mom who has tears in her eyes. She wipes them off with the back of her hand.

      “I’m sorry. So sorry, I didn’t want to just disintegrate into a puddle, but it’s beautiful.”

      “Well, this is it then,” O says decidedly.

      “This is it? Aren’t there more dresses to try to on?” I ask.

      “You don’t know the first thing about shopping for a wedding dress. Do you, Brielle?” O asks.

      “No, why?”

      “Well, if you did, then you’d know that the first dress that makes the bride to be cry is the dress. No ifs, ands, or buts. This isn’t a science, darling. This is an art. And the first dress that produces that reaction is the one!”

      We both turn to my mom. She’s staring at herself in the mirror. She’s never looked lovelier, and she knows it. Tears are streaming down her face. Tears of happiness and joy. The kind I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen. The kind that I really wish my little sister was here for.

      “And for us, the bridesmaids, I got us these lavender dresses.” They are cut to the knee with built in cups and thin straps going over the shoulder. The material is the lightest thing I’ve ever felt. This must be what it feels like to be a butterfly, I think to myself when I look at myself in the dress in the mirror.

      “The color really compliments Brielle’s skin tone, don’t you think, Danielle?” O asks.

      “You’re breathtaking,” my mom says choking up again.

      We start to do our own makeup, but O remains in charge.

      “First, you’ve got to put on the primer,” she instructs. “It’s like painting a house. Would you ever paint a wall without putting on primer first?”

      Mom and I just stare at her. I don’t actually know, since I’ve never painted a wall or a house. I have put on foundation before, but apparently without primer, and that’s all wrong.

      “All of these years of applying makeup and I’ve been doing it all wrong,” Mom jokes.

      O sprays on our foundation then blends it with a wide brush. Fake eyelashes are next. The glue frightens me, so I just close my eyes and pray that O doesn’t glue them shut. She applies the eyeliner and the eyeshadow next, and follows that up by filling in my eyebrows.

      At first, I try to protest and do my own makeup. But once the fake eyelashes come out, I just give up and give in. So does Mom.

      When O’s finally done, I look at myself in the mirror and don’t recognize the beautiful woman staring back at me.
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* * *

      By four o’clock in the afternoon, we are all ready. Just in time for the ceremony. O leads the way, taking us to the garden. My mom looks like a movie star. She moves as if she were floating on air.

      The wedding will take place in the garden’s gazebo. When we walk into the garden, Mr. Whitewater is standing at the head with a small book before him. Luke is right next to him on the right, and Wyatt is next to him. Luke looks like all fiancés do in movies: nervous, lonely, and incredibly handsome.

      I follow O down the aisle. In the end, I turn to Wyatt. He’s radiant. The tux accentuates every hard line of his body. It looks as if it were made to just be worn by him in this world.

      “Doesn’t Wyatt look handsome?” O whispers.

      “Very,” I say. I try to meet his eyes, but he purposely avoids mine.

      When the music starts, I turn away from him and look at my mother. She walks down the aisle slowly and majestically, as if she was born to do this. At this moment, she is no longer my mother. She’s Danielle. A woman on the verge of starting her new life with the love of her life, and I can’t be any happier with her than I already am.

      When she gets closer, I see that the most beautiful thing that she’s wearing is the smile on her face. The last time, I saw her this happy was when my little sister was still alive. And that was many, many years ago.

      The wedding passes in no time. Mr. Whitewater reads from the Bible and asks the bride and groom if they promise to care for each other in sickness and in health, for better and for worse. They say their “I do’s” and lock lips.
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* * *

      “Okay, let’s all head out to the foyer for cocktails,” O says as we walk down the aisle following the happy couple. Throughout the ceremony, I tried to meet eyes with Wyatt, but he had successfully evaded me until we were supposed to lock arms and walk back down the aisle. Finally, I thought. This will be my opportunity to at least touch him. No matter how chaste.

      But he didn’t give me his arm. When I reached for it, he recoiled and walked slightly ahead of me. It took a lot of courage for me to reach out to him. I hope he knows that. I also know what he would say if I’d said that out loud. “Why don’t you get just the courage to tell me the truth?”

      I will. Later this evening. I will tell you everything, I promise myself.

      

      ***

      When I get to the foyer, I head straight to the bar.

      “What would you like?” the bartender asks. He doesn’t look familiar. He was was probably just hired just for the occasion.

      “Martini. Dry, please.”

      I should’ve started drinking a long time ago. At least, way ahead of the ceremony.

      “Here you go, madam,” he hands me the drink.

      “Excuse me, sir. You can’t be here. This is a private party,” I hear someone say behind me.

      “Don’t worry, this won’t take long. Only a few minutes.”

      I drop my glass to the floor. That voice is all too familiar and frightening.

      Time stops. I turn around. Everyone’s still mingling, talking, and for a brief moment Ryan and I are the only ones in the room.

      “Hi sweetie,” he takes a few steps forward and is suddenly right next to me. He’s breathing on the back of my neck. Suffocating me. I want to move my feet and run, but I’m bound to the floor. Frozen from fear.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see that he’s carrying a handgun.

      “Wow, you’re even more beautiful than I remember,” Ryan says brushing his hand against mine.

      I shudder and recoil from his touch.

      His wide black eyes are devilish and sinister. Arrogant. I can’t believe that I was ever drawn to them.

      “Can I help you?” Wyatt comes closer. I don’t know if he knows about the gun. I want to scream for him to go away and stay away. This man is armed and dangerous. But I remain still and barely breathing.

      “Yes, you can, actually. I’m here to pick up Brielle,” Ryan says tossing his head back. His shoulders are square with Wyatt’s. He’s challenging him.

      “Pick her up for what?” Wyatt asks.

      “Not for anything. Just pick her up. She’s coming with me.”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Wyatt asks. “Do you know this man, Brielle?”

      “Tell him, Bree,” Ryan says.

      But tell him what? The truth that I should’ve told him a long time ago. I can’t do it now as much as I couldn’t do it before.

      “Okay, then. If she won’t do it, let me do it. My name’s Ryan McPhee. And Brielle and I are together. She’s the love of my life. She got lost for a little bit, but now she’s back.”

      Wyatt stares at him. And then turns to me.

      Finally, I summon courage from some place deep within me that I didn’t even know existed. I’m shaking. But my words are steadfast.

      “We are not together, Ryan. I have a restraining order against you. Or did you forget that?”

      Wyatt gets it immediately.

      “You have to leave, Ryan. This is a private party.”

      “Oh yes, I know. But I’m not leaving without Brielle,” he say and pulls out his handgun. The whole room grows quiet. It gets so quiet I can hear my mom’s pulse from across the room.

      Ryan grabs my hand, shaking me out of a daze. “Let’s go, Brielle.”

      “Ryan,” Wyatt steps forward. Ryan is too fast for him. “Another step forward and I’ll shoot you. You better stay back now, you hear?”

      Everyone stops in their tracks. Out of the corner of my eye, I see O’s terrified face.

      “Let’s go, Brielle,” Ryan wraps his cold, strong hands around my waist and pushes me forward.

      A thousand thoughts rush through my mind. I can run, but then he’ll shoot me. Someone can get hurt. I’m not sure everyone in the room realizes just how crazy he is. Just how out of control.

      Outside, the clouds that have been gathering ever since the ceremony finished, suddenly break out into thunder. A few aggressive flashes of lighting follow, and all of the lights go out. My mom screams. Ryan pulls me closer. I can’t see a thing anymore. The whole room is a blur. It’s pitch black, and I have no idea where Ryan is pulling me.

      A few moments later, my eyes adjust to the darkness. Then, from the distance I see him. I want to yell out to him to stop, to get away, but I don’t want to alarm Ryan, who has yet to see him.

      With one swift motion, Wyatt knocks the gun out of Ryan’s hand and punches him. Ryan falls to the floor, but he doesn’t let go of my hand, and I tumble onto the floor along with him. Wyatt looks around for the gun, but Ryan is quick. He grabs him at the ankles. Wyatt falls to the floor. Thump. Ryan’s back on his feet. He’s holding the gun over Wyatt’s head.

      “No!” I scream out. My voice can’t stop a bullet. Wyatt moans. He’s been shot!

      Rage boils within me. The fireplace is right next to me. I see the metal poker Mr. Whitewater used to adjust the wood on the flame. I grab it, put it behind my back, and turn to face Ryan.

      “Oh you think, you’re so brave, defending Brielle like that? What, you think you’re some sort of hero?”

      Ryan’s talking to Wyatt, who’s withering in pain on the floor. He doesn’t see me. This is my only chance. I don’t think, don’t give a thought. I simply act.

      I run straight for him, poker extended. It goes through his chest. Blood spurts out of his mouth. I step back to keep it from touching me.

      “Brielle,” Ryan shakes his head. “Brielle.”

      Those two words will haunt me forever. Ryan’s legs give out, and he drops to the floor.

      “You’re going to be okay, Wyatt. You’re going to be okay,” I grab Wyatt and cradle his head with my body. He’s still breathing, but each breath is laborious. He has been shot in the stomach. I hear O calling the police and feel everyone circling the two of us. I feel them there, but at that moment, we’re alone. No one else exists, but us.

      Wyatt opens his mouth and tries to say something.

      “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. You don’t have to say anything,” I say. Hot tears run down my face, and I pray that I’m right. But Wyatt keeps trying. Eventually, he manages to form the words.

      “I…love….you.”
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      Wyatt, O, and I often talk about that fateful day, the day my mother got married. O had her baby while Wyatt was still recovering at the hospital from the gunshot to his abdomen. Wyatt spent four days in the hospital recovering from the gunshot to his abdomen. I spent another two weeks telling him everything about Ryan and I. Everything that I should’ve told him earlier. He was my boyfriend for a year, but he got a little clingy. So I decided to break up with him. At first, I thought he took it alright, but he said that he wanted to be friends. And continued to contact me. When I told him that we could no longer be friends, he got angry. Hit me. Pushed me down. I tried to call the cops, but he smashed my phone. When he finally left, I went to the police station and got a restraining order. He was told to stay away, but he didn’t. I saw him cruising past my house. He came to the café and sat in the parking lot until someone told him to leave. I called the cops. They enforced the restraining order, told him to stay away, but he kept breaking it. And each time that I saw him, I got more and more afraid.

      Then I came to Wyatt’s house. This was the one place where I felt incredibly safe. Ryan couldn’t reach me here. He didn’t know where I was, nor did anyone else. I stopped hearing from him. Months passed, and I thought that he had moved on with his life. Then I got that first email.

      My whole life was turned upside down. I started to panic. Fear ate me up inside. I was terrified. I couldn’t think of anything but him. The only thing that kept me going was that I really believed that he didn’t know where to find me. And then he did.

      I didn’t know how he found out about this place, but then I got a call from my mom. Apparently, her trailer had a break in and some documents were missing. One of them was the letter from Wild, Inc. and another from Wyatt about repaying the debt, along with the letter was his return address.

      “He must’ve just come here on a hunch,” Wyatt says when we talk about it again. Wyatt’s home now, but still a little weak from the medication.

      “Yeah, that must be it,” I agree.

      “I still can’t believe you did that,” he says.

      “Did what?”

      “Kill him like that. That took a lot of courage, Brielle.”

      “I’m just sorry that I didn’t do it earlier, before he shot you,” I put my hand in his. “I knew how dangerous he was, and I just let it go. Let the scenario play out.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Wyatt smiles and kisses the top of my head. “You didn’t know he was going to shoot me. He’s crazy. You couldn’t have predicted any of this.”

      I try to believe him.

      “Hey, I’ve been meaningto ask you something. I’m thinking of taking that job in LA working for my father’s company. After I get a little better. What do you think?”

      “I think that would be so exciting. Yes, definitely. A nice change of place. You need that.”

      I’m happy for him, but another small part of me is a little sad. What would that mean for us, then?

      “Well, I can only do it on one condition, though,” Wyatt flashes his mischievous smile.

      “What’s that?”

      “You have to come with me. Will you?”

      I look at him. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “What would I do there?” I ask.

      “Anything you want. It will be a new start for us. What do you think? Please say yes.”

      I think about it for less than a second. “Yes! Yes!” I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. “Of course, yes!”

      Then something occurs to me.

      “But only under one condition,” I say pulling away from him. “We go horseback riding first. After you get a little better, that is.”

      “You want to go horseback riding?” he asks. “I thought you were afraid?”

      “I am,” I smile. “Well, no. That’s not entirely true. I’m a little apprehensive, but I’m not afraid anymore.”

      Wyatt pulls me closer to him and kisses me.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal,” he whispers through the kisses.

      

      THE END
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