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Chapter 1
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February 2009

 

Val and I always go out on Friday nights.  We were sick of the same old bars that we had been visiting so we decided to try this place called Joe’s.  We heard it was a more upscale place to hang out, so we wanted to give it a shot.  Because we decided to meet at 8pm, I went to the gym when I finished work and then went home to shower and change.  Even though I don’t have court on Friday’s, my dress most definitely wouldn’t be appropriate to even wear into the office.  I bought it last weekend with Val.  It’s a sequined black and gold super mini dress.  The back is exposed with cloth draped just above the base of my spine.  It’s so tight I have trouble sitting down in it, but if I am lucky tonight, I won’t be doing much sitting.

When I get to Joe’s, Val and her group of girls from work are waiting outside for me.  We immediately are escorted to the front of the line.  So not surprising given our wardrobe selections and the fact that we are all beautiful girls.  One look around the place and I can tell that Val and I will become regulars here.  The atmosphere is very nice.  There are high back booths and high top tables scattered around a large hardwood dance floor.  The décor isn’t cheesy like most places.  There is drop down lighting throughout and there is a live band.  The bar has mirrors along the back, and the cabinetry that the bottles sit in is exquisitely ornamentally carved in dark cherry wood.  The bartenders and wait staff are all dressed in all black, and the place is packed already.  Val’s work friends consist of insurance agents and secretaries at her office.  They are a fun bunch.  I was worried about not fitting in with them, but we all seem to get along like we’ve known each other forever.

It doesn’t take long for the guys to take notice of our group.  We’ve made our way to the bar to order our first round of drinks when the first guy approaches.  He’s confident and incredibly sexy.  And he’s cocky.  I roll my eyes and smile as I turn my back towards him.  I, too, am confident, incredibly sexy and I can certainly do cocky.

“Hey ladies, welcome to Joe’s.”

Even though I know he’s behind me his deep husky voice startles me.  He had to be close for us to be able to hear him, but he’s so close that I can feel his warmth on my exposed back.  I can feel his breath.  Oh yes, we’ll most certainly be visiting Joe’s again.  Desire pools deep within me.  I realize I should probably scoot back before I do what I’m about to do, but part of me can’t wait to see his reaction when I do it.  So I decide to stay planted where I am.  I slowly turn my head to him seductively and lick my lips before taking my bottom lip beneath my teeth.  “Mmm, thank you for the welcome.”

I try not to let the grin that is trying to form on my lips escape.  I watch his mouth open while he sucks in a deep breath.  I raise my right leg, the one closest to him so that the back of my heel touches the skin behind my knee.  I watch as his eyes wander to the movement.  I wonder how long I will be able to tease him before he is able to find words.  It takes everything in me not to giggle.  I love how powerful I can be to a man.

He grunts before he speaks, and I see his hand that is resting on the bar next to me form a fist. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you ladies in before.  I wanted to introduce myself.”  He removes the hand from the bar and extends it to me.  “My name is Joe.”

Nice Veronica.  Nice.  I let my grin finally escape and reach for his hand.  “I’m Veronica.  Joe as in Joe’s?” I ask.

“That would be me.” He hangs on to my hand a little longer than what I’d typically expect.

I stare down at my hand that is still in his. “Well nice to meet you, Joe.” Then I look back up into his dark eyes.

“Listen, whatever you ladies want tonight.  It’s on the house.” He winks.

I glance back at my entourage.  “Did you hear that ladies, anything we want tonight.  It’s on the house.”  When I turn back to Joe, he’s taken a step back.  “Thank you.”

He’s about to turn on his heel to walk away, but he holds my gaze a little longer.  “My pleasure,” he says seductively, and I know that there are implications with that statement.

After we’ve all gotten our drinks, we head over to one of the high top tables.  I can’t seem to keep my eyes off of Joe.  Everywhere I look I see him.  He’s tall, and he stands out in the crowd.  I’m talking with one of Val’s friends, but I feel eyes on me.  You know the feeling like someone is staring at you.  I turn back around to the most intense bright blue eyes.  It’s like they are magnets pulling me closer towards him.  I quickly glance away to grab my drink.  I can’t give away how he makes me feel.  It’s my job to wear the poker face, to retain the upper hand.  He makes the sensations I had towards Joe feel like a slow intense burn.  But these with him, they are like an explosive display of pyrotechnics going off in my body.  If just his look can evoke such fire within my body, I can only imagine what his hands would do to my skin, what his mouth could do to my lips, and then I quiver for a moment at the thought of him inside me.

It’s almost too much to bear.  I want him, and I want him now.   When I turn back around, he’s right in front of me.  I can barely move because I’m pinned in between his body, that I can tell is so hard beneath his clothes, and the table.  I push my arms back to brace the table to keep my balance.

“Hey there, I’m Bradley Banks.” He holds his hand out for me to shake it, but he’s so close I have no choice but to try to step back.

I take the tiniest of steps back and reach out to place my hand in his.  When I do, it’s exactly as I thought – electrifying.  Game face, Veronica, game face.  I smile as if he has no effect on me at all.  I know this works when I am doing my job.  I don’t know if it will work for him, but here it goes.

“Veronica Johnson,” I confidently reply.   He just stands there for a moment grinning.  It’s as if he’s happy that I seem unphased by him.  I am definitely not used to the reaction he is giving me.  Joe’s reaction, now that was the typical reaction.  But, this? What the hell is this?

He releases my hand. “So, Veronica what do you do?”

I am focused on my breathing, and I am suddenly thankful for all of these years in the courtroom and corporate meetings.  I am very good at remaining calm and maintaining my resolve.  “I’m a corporate attorney, you?”

“I’m a CEO and architect.”

I like that he’s successful.  I shift on my feet.  These shoes are kickass, but they hurt like hell.  I also move because I feel the wetness between my legs.  It’s partly because I’m hot, but it’s partly because of him.  I decide it’s time to start stroking that ego of his.  “Oh, a big shot, huh?”

“Nah, not a big shot.” He shrugs his shoulders and chuckles a little. “Just a normal guy who is a work-a-holic and perfectionist.”

I will have to make him laugh again.  His smile, his laugh, and those eyes are the sexiest thing I’ve seen and heard in a long time.  “Well, I can certainly relate to that.  All I do is work these days.”

“Ah, but you’re here.”

I am getting more and more flirty and playful.  “And, so are you, Mr. Banks,” I quickly counter as I wink.

“Yeah, but my mind is most definitely somewhere else.”

Oh, I love flirting with sexy men.  I start to sway from side to side to the music.  “And where might that be?”  I take a sip of my drink and glance up to him.

“Somewhere more private.”  He inhales sharply and gently grazes his finger down the side of my arm, “Somewhere where I’d be perfecting undressing you.” He closes his eyes for a moment.  “And I’d be a work-a-holic to your body.”

Damn, it’s as if he was reading my mind earlier.  I can’t resist him any longer.  I ever so gently kiss his bottom lip.  It takes every bit of will power to pull away from him.  I want more of that.  I lean into his ear so he can hear in my voice just how badly I want him, “Oh, how I’d like that.  Your place or mine?”

He slides his hand to the small of my exposed back and pulls me in swiftly to where I am pressed firmly up against his body, “Baby, I’d take you right here, right now on that table.  Let’s get outta here.”

With that, I turn towards Val and give her the look.  The one that says call and make sure I’m okay tomorrow.  She winks and mouths, “He’s hot.”

I nod my head in affirmation.

When we are out of the building, I’m still not sure where we are going.  “So, your place or mine?” I ask.

He turns to face me and crushes my body against the building.  His hands are on the bricks, and his delicious arms are so close to my head that I just want to turn my head and lick them.  As he pushes his hips into me, part of me is worried about ruining this fabulously sexy dress that has done precisely what I bought it to do, but the other part of me wouldn’t care if he ripped it to shreds.

Where has Bradley Banks been my entire life?  I peer up into his eyes, and despite the darkness of the night, they gleaming at me; the lights of the building are causing them to sparkle.  Before I can open my mouth and say another word, his lips are on mine, and the desire I have been feeling towards him is raging full force in my body.  He doesn’t hold anything back, thrusting his tongue through my lips.  I grip the bricks beneath my palms.

Maintain control, Veronica.   I turn my head to the side breaking our kiss.  Instead of him pulling back at the break in contact, he takes the easy access to my neck and continues to kiss and nibble, sending sensations shocking through my body.  Despite my internal thoughts, I can feel all control and will power where he is concerned melting along with my insides.

He grunts as he pulls back, and I am a panting mess.  I have yet to find a single word since his assault began on me.  His eyes are hooded, and I’m thankful he seems to have some self-control.  “Veronica, where do you live?”

I stare at him baffled.  Who the hell wants to make small talk after that?  That’s certainly a damper, and I am a little thankful because it makes forming words a little easier.  “Suwanee, why?”

His lips form a sideways smirk.  “Then, it’s my place.  Let’s go.  Now.”  He grabs my hand and pulls me behind him towards his silver Nissen 370z.  His long legs are taking such quick strides that I’m practically am running in my Minalos.  This is not the car I would expect him to be driving, but it suits him.  He’s so damn hot.  I take the opportunity to regain some control where he is concerned.  I point to my car.  “I’ll follow you,” I say confidently.

He turns his head cutting his eyes at me and then laughs.  Nothing about that statement was funny.  I stare him down, determined for him to either say something or go back to getting in his car.  Our eyes are locked, and it’s like we’re bulls about to charge each other.  The longer I look into those sapphire eyes, the more I see red.  He shakes his head as he closes his mouth.  It’s obvious he’s dismissing whatever was about to fly out of his mouth.  I already can tell he has a smart mouth.  His actions let me know that he’s also a smart man.

The longer we stare at each other it’s as if we are both paralyzed.  I’m sure it’s only been seconds, but it feels like the world has just stopped, and nothing else exists.  Our lips curve into seductive smiles, and he points to his car.  “Follow me, then, just as long as you don’t back out.”  His voice drops, and he is gripping his chin between his middle finger and thumb, brushing those delicious lips with his pointer finger.  My mind is being controlled by other organs at this point because all I want is that finger in my mouth, in me, on me.

I want him.

He surveys me up and down just barely moving his head from side to side.  “Damn, I can’t get us there fast enough.  The way you’re responding just to my eyes alone tells me that we’re going to have a very good time tonight.”

I thought I had been doing a good job of keeping myself together.  Keeping my game face on, but clearly I am transparent when it comes to the things he already does to me, to my body without so much as even a touch.   “Cocky, much?” I harrumph as I glance down at his pants.  It’s obvious that he’s just as much affected by me as I am him.

“Oh, you have no idea.  Are you following me or are we going to get arrested tonight for indecent exposure when I rip that little thing you probably call a dress off of you?”

I run my tongue over my lips because I know that drives men crazy.  “I’m following you, remember?”

He mirrors my action by licking his top lip.  “It’s probably good we’re taking separate cars.  Let’s go.”

The anticipation running through me is almost more than even I can bear.  I climb in my car and despite the cold weather, I’m on fire.  I’m on fire for Bradley Banks.
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June 2010

 

Wednesday before Cade’s Wedding

 

I climb out of Bradley’s bed and lean down to pick up my clothes.  “So, where are you going again this weekend?”

He is leaning back on his elbows, hands behind his head watching me get ready.

“Charleston.”

I slip back into my panties and then fasten my bra back, trying to act casual, like I’m shooting the breeze. “And what are you doing there again?”

“My cousin’s getting married.  I’m a groomsman.”

“Are you taking a date?” I peek through the opening of my blouse as I pulled it back over my head.  I can’t believe I just asked him that.

He tilts his head to the side and gives me that sexy as hell crooked grin of his.  Then he takes it a step further and combines it with that single raised eyebrow, and it takes everything in me to not climb right back into that bed with him.  But my mood is quickly spoiled by his response.  “And what do you think?”

Yeah, I knew the answer.  I guess I had hoped that after all this time that maybe it was starting to change.  I shrug my shoulders.  “Well, I am available if you don’t have a date.”

“Thanks, but you know I’m not interested in dating anyone.”

It’s times like this that he makes me feel like a cheap whore.  Like a mistress.  Never mind the fact that I haven’t been with anyone else since that first night at Joe’s.   I start to put my skirt back on. “I know, but I thought you might like company. You know after the wedding.”  And with that sentence, I inwardly cringe because that sounded very much like something a whore would say.  We see each other twice a week on Saturday’s and on Wednesday’s.  The thought of going a full week without him is making me physically sick.  I don’t know what my problem is.  Nothing he has said is new.  I’m nothing more to him than a fuck buddy.

Bradley sits up, and I am shocked when he pulls me down to him. “But, then I’d have to introduce you to my family, and I’d have questions from them that I don’t want to answer.”

I drop my head and look down.  I know he can tell I’m upset, and that’s why he pulled me back onto his lap.  Not that he really cares.  He’s smart with me.  He knows exactly what to say or do to keep me right where he wants me.  We’ve been doing this little charade for a long time now.  I don’t how he can’t feel more, want more.  “Are you ashamed of me to the point you wouldn’t want your family to meet me?”

“No, I don’t introduce girls to my family.  I don’t want pressure to produce an heir or to get married.” He swiftly kisses me, and just like that, I know that no matter how much I hate myself for being his little sex slave, there is no way I can end this.

“I gotta get ready.  I’m meeting Joe to go fishing.”  He pats me on the back and asks. “We good?”

“Sure.” I know he won’t expect this.  He thinks I’m just going to jump up and let myself out, but I don’t leave.  I turn around and pull his head to mine.  I control our kiss.  It’s deep, slow, and sensuous.  “Just something for you to remember while you’re away,” I whisper as I break it leaving him frozen for a moment.

“Mmm, get outta here before I take all those clothes off of you again and make myself late to meet Joe.”

“Oh, I’d like to make you late to meet Joe, though.”

He grabs my head and pulls me into a passionate kiss and then pushes me away.  “I bet you would.  See you for our mid-week appointment Wednesday?”

I chuckle at his ridiculous statement further solidifying what I am to him.  But my chuckle is also because of the differences in our kisses.  I’m not stupid.  I know that was his way of saying that he is the one in control, not me.  “Mid-week appointment?  Well, I guess it is that.  But, I could think of a lot of other sexy things to call it other than that.”  Mid-week appointment.  Saying it out loud combined with his cocky mood just pisses me off.

Bradley gets up and opens his dresser to pull out a pair of boxer briefs.  Looking back over his shoulder as he walks toward the bathroom to shower, I assume, he replies, “It is what it is, Veronica.  If it’s no longer enough for you, then we can just end it.”

I narrow my eyes at him.  “You can be such an ass.”  I grab my purse and turn on my heels.  “See you Wednesday.  I’ll let myself out,” I hissed.

Bradley cocks his sexy sideways grin. “See ya, Roni.”

It’s the first time I don’t really care how sexy he is.  I’m frigging pissed off at the way he made me feel today.  I know I brought it on myself.  I have never felt so used in the last year and a half.  Maybe I should just tell him to go screw himself.  Food for thought over the next week, I suppose.  


Chapter 2
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Today has been one of the worst days in a long time.  I started feeling bad this morning.  I don’t know if I have a summer cold, or what?  I’ve been exhausted and cranky.  Things at work are a complete mess.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t one of the lucky kids that had parents who were willing to foot the bill for their education.  I don’t come from wealth or privilege.  I have worked exceptionally hard to put myself through undergraduate and law school, often working two jobs at a time.

One of those jobs happened to be a runner at a local law firm.  So I know that behind every good attorney is a good paralegal.  And that is the root of my bad day.  Tina, my paralegal, is a nice enough girl.  I understand that everyone makes mistakes.  But it’s a serious problem when I have to literally send every single document on my desk back to her because of an error when we are dealing with millions of dollars for our clients.  I wish it was just that she was having a bad day, like me.  But this has become an everyday occurrence.  It’s never easy to make the decision to let someone go, especially when the person is as sweet as she can be.  Maybe it’s the fact that I don’t feel well, but enough is enough.  I finally put in a request for a new paralegal.

Usually I would work late, even on a Friday, but all I can think about is how I want to go home and go to bed.  I grab my black leather Channel brief case and stop as I approach Tina.  As much as she irritates me, I find it difficult to be mean to her.  She’s someone that I could see myself being friends with if she didn’t work for me.  And after she finds out that I’ve had her fired, there will be no chance at a friendship for us then.  It makes me sad to know that very soon she is going to be unemployed.  But that’s not my problem.  She should proof her work.  I try to form a small smile forms as I mutter, “I’m headed home.  Have a nice weekend.”

“I’m about to finish up and head out myself,” she says as she briefly glances up to me with a smile on her face.  “Hope you feel better.”

I tilt my head, and my smile broadens.  I feel like a total witch.  I haven’t mentioned that I feel bad all day, yet she’s intuitive enough to have noticed.   “Thank you, Tina.  Goodnight.”

After I climb into my black Mercedes SLK, I toss my bag to the passenger seat, and my thoughts shift.

Usually, I’d be calling Bradley to confirm our plans for tomorrow night.  We usually go to Joe’s on Saturday nights to flirt and relax.  He’s so sexy when he’s at the bar.  All the women are gushing over him because he’s sex on legs.  We talk dirty the entire time until we can no longer stand it and are rushing to his place.  It’s like the first night we met on repeat every week.  It never gets old to me.  I sigh as I put the car in reverse.  I debate going to Joe’s tonight, but I decide I’ll head home since I’m not feeling well.

I do some of my best thinking while I drive.  I’m stuck in this hell known as Atlanta rush hour traffic.  Eight lanes of people driving like absolute morons.  Today, I’m even more frustrated than I would normally be.  I think it’s probably because I like routine, and my routine is off with Bradley being out of town at his cousin’s wedding.  The past couple of days I have been extremely confused as to what I want from him.  Our relationship is just sex.  Well, there is also the playful, flirty banter.  I know on days like today I can usually negotiate an extra meet up with him.  I prefer his form of stress relief, and I find my desire to be near him is addictive.  He has become a habit I can’t kick.

I realize as my jaws start to hurt, that I have been clenching my mouth closed.  My fingers are red because I’m gripping the steering wheel so tightly.  It occurs to me that thinking about him is not making me feel any better.  It’s actually making me even more furious and grumpy.  I don’t know what the big deal would have been with taking a date to wedding, or for that matter, a friend.  No one would have had to know that we were intimate.

Then I grimace as I question myself at the thought of how that would have played out.  No flirtation or touching.  That would be a dead giveaway that there was more between us.  Could I have done that?  I shake my head and chew on the inside of my cheek.  A thought quickly crosses my mind before I dismiss it as quickly as it came.  You’re in love with him.

No.  I quickly squint my eyes closed before popping them back open. “I don’t do love.  That’s why we’re together, but we’re not.  We are a match made in heaven.  Two people who don’t do commitment,” I speak out loud, as if Val were in my passenger seat instead of my lonely Chanel bag.

I know if Val, my best friend, were in that seat she would be telling me that I am.  She’s all but said so in the past.  She’s also told me to quit being so available.  She doesn’t particularly like Bradley.  Well, I think she would like him more if he would commit to some form of relationship with me, one that involves more than just sex.  I don’t think she cared at first because before she met Alex, her firefighter hunk of a boyfriend, she was all for a one-night stand.  I think what bothers her is the power she knows he has over me.  But it is control I willingly give, I think.  In fact, lately I’ve been wondering if I’m still happy with our deal.  Is it enough?  I’m not exactly getting any younger.  It would be nice to be able to be in a relationship like Val has with Alex.  As long as I continue this with him, I’ll never have that.
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I live in a quiet upscale neighborhood in Suwanee, which is about thirty five minutes northeast of Atlanta.  I love it here.  It’s close enough yet far enough away from the hustle and bustle of the city.  This is why we always go to Bradley’s place; it’s so much more convenient than my house.  There have been times we’ve not even made it the fifteen minute drive back to his place after our flirting at Joe’s, let alone thirty five.

After a forty five minute drive home, I am relieved to pull into my driveway, and I realize just how tired and crappy I feel.  Despite being meticulous about things being kept in their place, I’m too tired to care today.  I toss my keys onto the counter and walk to the cabinet that holds the few medications I keep in my home.  I rarely get sick.  I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  At this point, I just want to go to sleep.  I read the back of the bottle to see how much Nyquil I can take.  It is my drug of choice if I ever am sick.  Just knock me out so I don’t have a care in the world.  Yuck!  I had forgotten how much I hate this stuff as I feel the warm liquid sliding into my stomach.

Once I’ve rinsed the medicine cup and put it away, I drag myself back to the living room and start stripping out of my clothes.  I don’t even have the energy to walk to my bedroom.  It’s summer, yet I have been freezing all day.  So I pull the throw that is folded on the top down to cover my shivering body.  I had planned to watch television, but before I can think another thought or make another move, I feel my heavy eyelids closing as I drift off into that groggy state of sleep where you can still hear the television or people talking, but you don’t care.  Nothing else matters.  It’s as if you’re paralyzed and can’t move, talk, or think.  

 

[image: ]

 

I hear my phone ringing, and I squint my eyes open trying to recall where I am.  I have no idea what time it is.  I am assuming I slept all night; it is way too bright in my house for it to still be evening.  My head is pounding.  Everything is a big blur.  It takes everything in me to roll over and grab the pants that I had been wearing on what I assume was yesterday.

My phone is still in the satin pocket of my slacks.  Before I can answer, the call goes to voicemail.  I swipe to look at the call log and smile at the sight of Val.  But my smile quickly turns to a frown when I realize that we had plans.  I quickly call her back, and I already know I’m in trouble.

It barely rings when Val huffs, “Did you forget?”

My voice cracks, and I can’t contain the stretch and yawn that my body automatically does as I reply, “Um, I didn’t really forget.  I felt like crap all day yesterday.  I came home and took Nyquil, and I’ve been asleep ever since.”  I cringe as I speak the next sentence because I know Val is going to fly through the roof.  “I think I might need a rain check.”

“You’re that sick?  C’mon, it might do you some good to get up and move around before you go canceling on me.”

“I just feel like I have a hangover, but I don’t.  My head is throbbing.”

Val exhales into the phone, “Oh, well take some mega Motrin and get your ass ready.  We never get to hang out anymore.”

I shrug and roll my eyes.  She’s right.  I know she is and I miss her so much.  If it weren’t for this headache, I think I’d be good to go.  “Uh huh.  Okay.  But I need some extra time to get ready.  I’m moving at a snail’s pace this morning.  No coffee yet.”

I know Val well enough to know she’s probably grinning at getting her way.  “I’m already on my way to your house.  I’m only five minutes away.”

I turn and put my feet on the ground and wait to let the dizziness fade.  “Good to know.  I’ll wait for you to get here then before I get in the shower.”

“See you in a few.”

“Bye.”  I press the red button to end the call and toss my cell phone onto the coffee table.  I gather my clothes from the floor and take them to dry clean hamper before heading back to the kitchen to get myself a large glass of water and medicine.  I will myself to feel better as I swallow the pills.

I have one of those coffee pots that will automatically brew my coffee for me every morning, but that requires that you set it up the night before.  Just my luck that the one day I need an IV drip of coffee, I have to not only prepare it, but also wait for it to brew.  I shake my head because I realize that I desperately need to snap out of this terrible mood that I’m in, or there is no way I’m going to be able to even remotely enjoy my time with Val.

Speaking of Val, my doorbell rings.  She wasn’t kidding when she said she was close.  I stumble to the door seriously second guessing my decision to do anything other than cuddle in my bed all day with a good book and just be lazy.  I open the door to my beautiful best friend.

She’s almost the same height as me.  She has a fair complexion, but her features and hair are all very dark.  Her chocolate eyes are accented by black eyebrows and the longest eyelashes.  They are so long they don’t even look real.  She’s thinks she’s fat, but I try to tell her that most girls would pay to have the curves she has.  She’s wearing khaki shorts with a black sleeveless shirt.  I am sure if she could wear flip flops to work, she wouldn’t own any other types of shoes.  She’s wearing these adorable gingham ones that have a little bow in the middle.  That’s about as fancy as Val gets unless we’re going clubbing or she’s at work.  She looks comfortable and ready to shop until she drops.   Excellent.

Val and I grew up together.  We’ve been best friends our entire lives.  Most people are lucky if they ever have one friend that is as good to them as Val is to me.  So it really is hard to not smile at her and be excited to spend some much needed bonding time together, regardless of how I physically feel.

My point about her being a wonderful friend is proven by the Starbucks cup she extends to me with a gracious smile.  “Grande Skinny Caramel Macchiato for you, my friend.”

I tilt my head to the side and reach out for the welcomed gift.  “Thank you, my friend.  Come here.” I pull her into a hug.  We embrace each other a tad longer than we usually would.  I realize how much I’ve missed her and furrow my brows wondering what in the world has all the sudden made me so sappy.

I back away and motion for her to sit on the love seat.  “So, you know I have to drink this macchiato before I shower.”  I cross one of my legs under me as I sit on the adjacent sofa.  I blow and then hesitantly take my first sip not knowing how hot it is. “Mmmm, this is just what the doctor ordered.  What did you wanna do today?”

Val smiles as she gets comfy, blowing and sipping her own coffee.  “Duh, I want to shop.  So hurry up and shower already!”

I roll my eyes.  “The sales will still be there in an hour.”

She cuts her eyes playfully at me.  “But my size might not be.  So hurry up woman.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”  I aim to change the subject.  There will be plenty of shopping talk later.  “How are you and Alex?”

“We’re super busy but really good.”  Val shrugs.  I can tell that she’s trying to brush it off and not make a big deal over the fact that she has probably found her soul mate, and I haven’t.  “We both have our own career goals.  And there just aren’t enough hours in the day.”  She hesitates as if she’s thinking about whether she should actually say what she’s thinking and then she continues.  “I’m glad that it worked out today with your Saturday being free.  It’s really hard to want to hang out with my friends on the weekend when I barely get to see him all week.  I miss him, but I miss you, too.  Sometimes I feel so –”

I interrupt her. “Torn?  Don’t.  I am so happy for you.  Really, I am.”  I watch as Val looks down at her cup and fidgets with the cardboard hugging it.  She does that when she’s thinking.

Finally she glances up and shrugs, “I just had hoped that things would evolve with you and Bradley.  I miss being able to double with you.”

The sound of his name refreshes the irritation that I felt yesterday.  I don’t remember ever being so frustrated with him.  I look out the window as the Bradford Pears in my backyard blow from the summer breeze.  “He’s never going to want more.”

Val takes a large gulp and gets up to throw her cup in the garbage.  “You don’t know that.”  When she comes back, she sits next to me on the couch.

“No, I do.  He all but said it Wednesday.  I told him I’d go with him to Charleston, and he said no.”  I put my cup on the coffee table.  I usually have no trouble finishing a grande Starbucks Macchiato, but I guess the fact I’ve had very little to eat over the last twenty-four hours has my stomach sloshing from the hot liquid.  At least, that’s what I assume; that it’s the coffee that has me feeling this way.  Maybe it’s talking about him.  “He’s just not interested…and honestly while I would like more, I guess I am okay if this is all it ever is.”

Val doesn’t waste much time.  She whispers, “I think you’re in love with him, Roni.” Nudging my shoulder, she continues, “And what sucks about this situation is that you are willing to settle for less than you deserve because of it.”

I turn and glare at her. “I am not in love with him,” I hiss.  Glancing back to my backyard, I remember the same thought popping into my head yesterday.  How is that even possible?  I shake my head disapprovingly.  I tap Val’s leg as I get up and give her a playful smile.  I have got to snap out of this sour mood and like five minutes ago.  That’s not going to happen if I continue to sit here and discuss this with her.  Discuss him.  “I’m going to go take a shower.  No more Bradley talk, please, or we’ll spoil our fun.  I’m sure you’ll make yourself at home.”

She hops up and makes her way to the kitchen.  “Got any chocolate?”

I bust out laughing continuing to walk towards my room.  “Do I have chocolate?”

“Yeah, stupid question, huh?” Val hollers back.

“Right.  The candy jar is in the same place it’s been for the past two years.”  I grab the door frame to my room and lean back into the hall.  “Oh and there are new juicy gossip magazines in the guest bathroom.”

“Ah, well take your time then.  No, seriously, hurry your cute perky tush up!”


Chapter 3
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After I shower and get dressed, I am feeling a little better.  Maybe Val was right about just needing some coffee and medication.  My headache seems to have subsided, but I’m still really tired.  I swear I feel like I could crawl back into my bed and sleep for the rest of the day.  When I walk back into the living room, Val is curled up comfortably on my sofa reading US Weekly.

I can’t help but laugh.  “So, which celebrity is fake preggers this week?” I ask.

Val startles and quickly tosses the magazine on the side table.  “Geez, you scared the crap out of me.”  She puts her hand on her chest and takes a couple of deep cleansing breaths with her eyes closed.  She looks like she’s in yoga or something.  I can’t help but smirk.  She starts to answer as she even opens her eyes.  “You know?  The usual.  Jennifer Aniston is pregnant with twins.  Oh, and Taylor Swift has another break up to write a song about.” She stops when she opens her eyes back and gets a glimpse of me.  She looks at me like I’m crazy.

“What?” I ask as I shrug my shoulders.

“We’re just going shopping.”  Her brows furrow as she points to me.  “You’re wearing that?”

I’m wearing a charcoal gray strapless ruffle top with a sash that ties in a bow with black shorts.  I’m not even really wearing heels.

I glance down shrugging my shoulders.  “Yeah, what’s wrong with it?”

I don’t see any problem with what I’m wearing.  If I did, I would have chosen something else.  It’s not appropriate for me to wear to court, but it’s also not really dressy enough to even wear to Joe’s.  I thought today would be the perfect day to wear it.

“How do you manage to look so fancy even in casual?  You’re so preppy, you skinny little thing.”  She walks over and hooks her arm in mine.  “C’mon, let’s go!”

“Whatever.  Let me grab my keys.” I walk to the key hanger by my door and they aren’t there.  I never just leave my keys sitting around.  Dang, where did I put them?  What is my problem?  I am definitely not myself today.

Val is cutting me no slack.  “Did hell just freeze over?  Because you always put your keys…”

I don’t even have to say a word.  It’s obvious when I glare at her that she needs to shut up and quick.

I remember at that moment that I had thrown them on the kitchen counter when I came home last night.  “Ah, I remember.  Be right back.”

She motions for the door.  “I’ll be in the car.”

I am thankful she had already started the car.  There’s a heat wave going through Georgia and it’s so hot outside that I feel like I’m going to suffocate.  The air is blasting in my face and I momentarily forget when I go to sit down how much leather seats that have been in the sun hurt on your bare legs.  I grimace and suck in a deep breath.  “Ugh, I hate summers in the south.”

I glance over to Val who is laughing at me.  “So where are we going to shop today?”  Val puts her shiny white BMW in reverse and pulls out of my driveway and glances over her shoulder to be sure none of the neighborhood kids are behind us.  “Mall of Georgia or Discover Mills?”

I might normally care, but today I couldn’t care less.  “You pick ‘Miss I Am Worried They Are Gonna Run out of My Size.”

“Yeah, they might.  Mall of Georgia then if it’s my pick,” Val counters.

I glance at her appreciatively. If my heart could smile, it would right now.  She makes me happy.  I had forgotten how much lately.  “Thanks for not letting me back out of this.  I think I needed a day with you.”

Val smiles.  “You’re going to have to be way more sick than you are to get out of a day with me.”
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“Hey, penny for your thoughts?  Better yet, I’d even give you a quarter,” Val teases.

We’re on our way back to my house from shopping.  I can barely keep my eyes open.  I continue looking out of the passenger side window trying to stay awake.  “I’m just so tired.  In a funk or something,” I reply.

“Bradley being gone?”

Just as I’m about to shrug, Val’s phone rings.  I am almost relieved that maybe I don’t have to answer the question.  I am so confused by all of these new emotions that I don’t know what to think.  I don’t know if it’s him, if it’s whatever bug I seem to have, or the fact that I am a creature of habit and him being gone has my schedule all whacked up.

I realize that it’s Alex on the phone.  I’m really surprised he had not called sooner.  My guess is like a typical guy, he’s calling about food, which reminds me that I’ve barely eaten anything all day.  I don’t have an appetite at all.  Val and I ate lunch at the mall and all I did was play with my food the entire time.  Anyone who knows me knows that I play with my food when I’m done.  I guess it’s a nervous habit, boredom.  Who knows?  It drives my parents crazy because they raised me better than that.  Our fine china might have been Corelle, and there wasn’t money for social.  But my parents did make sure that I learned manners and etiquette.  I don’t even realize I’m doing it, though.

“Veronica,” Val shouts.

I glance over to her as I fidget with the sash that is tied around my shirt.  “Yeah?”

“Snap out of it over there.”

I smile and try to act more myself, but it’s just not there.  I have no clue where my usually bubbly personality has escaped to today.  But, I have a feeling that a large reason for its absence is a certain man who is currently preparing for a wedding in Charleston.

Val once again interrupts my thoughts.  “So, that was Alex on the phone.  One of the guys at the station called out and he’s going to have to work tonight.”  She beams and her voice gets higher as she continues, “You know what that means, right?”

I do know what that means.  I know that means that instead of getting to go home and go back to bed like I’ve wanted to do all day, Val wants to go to dinner and go clubbing.  I try to perk myself up.  I cannot let Bradley have this much influence over me, even when is five hours away.  I think what is bothering me more than anything is that in the past I’d never been so forthright about wanting to go anywhere with him.  I put myself out there and he not only rejected me, but he vocalized his lack of commitment.  And while I thought I was okay with the lack of commitment from him or anyone for that matter, I’m not.  I know that if I were in his arms right now, I’d be feeling totally different.  Even if I had a cold, he would make me feel better.  I’m putty in his hands and he knows it.  Even if I want more, he knows I’ll never walk away.  I shake my head and close my eyes realizing that I really think I might be in love with him.

“You don’t know what that means?” Val says confused.

“No.  I mean yes, I know what that means.  Val I am so tired, though.” I pull myself out of my trance and glance back at her.  “I can either go to dinner with you and not go clubbin’…” Val looks over at me like I’ve grown an extra head.  “Or, I can go home and take a nap, and then meet up with you later.”

Val’s hands quickly leave the steering wheel as she moves them up and down like balancing scales.  “Eating dinner or getting drunk.  Hmm, tough choice.”

I tilt my head and give her my most condescending look.  “Would you put your hands back on the wheel!”

Val busts out laughing.  “You most definitely need to loosen up tonight.  I definitely think we should screw dinner.  I’m sure you’ll have no problem getting plenty of guys to buy our dinner and drinks later.”

I can’t help but grin, and then go back to staring out of my window.  Suwanee is beautiful this time of year.  There are Crepe Myrtles along the streets.  All of the trees are in full bloom.  Flowers are everywhere.  I say I hate summers in the south, but really I find the scenery so pretty.

We’re almost back to my house and I am thankful in a way that Val chose option two, which means I can take a nap.  I hope when I wake up that I’ll have the energy to go back out with her.  Even if I don’t, she’s not going to take no for an answer.  My lips curve up as I think about how much I love her and how much I know she loves me.  It’s not like she’s totally inconsiderate of my physical well-being.  I know she just misses me.  And she knows me better than anyone.  Hell, she knows that a large part of this funk is him.  I’m sure she’s just trying to be the perky best friend and keep my mind off him.  I really am just bummed that I have felt like this all day.  Damn Bradley.  


Chapter 4
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I look over at the clock and wonder how long I have been asleep.  It’s too soon after waking up to see if I feel any better.  All I know is that I just want to go back to sleep.  I decide to stay in bed a little longer.  I know I need to be getting ready to go back out with Val, but I’m so tired.  I feel like my limbs are weighted down with those lead jacket things they make you wear if you have an x-ray.  Maybe if I can wake myself up more then I’ll feel better.

My thoughts immediately go to everything that has happened this past week.  I find myself playing the conversation from Wednesday with Bradley over and over in my head.  I pull the covers up and snuggle into my pillow.  I have been so emotional since then, mainly frustrated and pissed off at the world.

I didn’t see what the big deal was when I asked him about going with him to the wedding.  Well, maybe I did.  But I have always thought we should make more of our relationship, if for no other reason than appearances.  There is no doubt we would be one of Atlanta’s leading couples, the son of a prominent politician and a high profile attorney.  Hell, he could stand alone from his father on his own accomplishments.  He is confident and successful all by himself.

But the only place we go in public together is Joe’s, and we always go separate.  Joe and Val are the only people who I think really know about us.  I don’t see how he doesn’t feel more after all this time, surely he cares.  I have only made the mistake of mentioning taking our relationship public a few times before I decided to just leave it alone.  That is until Wednesday when I opened my big mouth again.

I don’t think I realized why I was so emotional until today, why this time was different from the other times I’d mentioned going public.  I acted like I didn’t care Wednesday, like it was just me being nice offering to go so we could have great sex somewhere other than his place or a vehicle.  But it was subconsciously more than that.  It’s been the slow revelation that I think I am in love with him.

I shake my head at the just the thought of that.  It makes me cringe because I know it’s not reciprocated.  I realize how much I’ve been fighting wanting more from him.  I think all this time I would have been happy for him to have just taken me to get coffee and introduced me as a friend.

He knew that I wanted more Wednesday even before I did.  And he had no problems telling me he wasn’t interested in that.  As if that wasn’t hurtful enough, he offered me a nice ultimatum to get over my feelings or we’d be done.  The mere those words coming from his mouth make my teeth clench.  I don’t do well with ultimatums.  Maybe it is the attorney in me.  Maybe it’s my strong personality.  Although I’m sure it’s a combination of the two.  I think, no I know, that is what has had me so pissed and frustrated.  I can’t walk away, and he knows it.

I wonder if he could walk away from us so easily, from whatever this is that we have.  I find that a lot of people who offer ultimatums are terrible at actually following through with the “or else”.  Something has kept him around all this time.  I am pretty sure that he doesn’t sleep around in Atlanta.  We had both agreed we’d get checked out so we wouldn’t have to use condoms after the first few times.  I was already on the pill, so I had no reason to want or need for him to wear a condom as long as he was clean.

After those first few times, I knew there was no way anyone else could compare to him.  I knew I would be with him and only him any opportunity that I got.  But maybe it’s time to all his bluff.  Cut him loose.  Maybe it’s time to find someone else and a new this.

A sickening thought pops into my head, and I can feel the bile rising into my throat.  What if the reason he didn’t want me to go with him was because he had every intention of picking up another girl and letting her take care of the needs I usually satisfy on Saturday’s for him.  I wonder for a moment if he’s been doing this all along.  The thoughts make me shiver and just like, that my mind is made up.  I jump up from my bed determined to go out with Val, and have just as good of a time as I’m sure he’s planning to have.

I am able to throw myself together pretty quickly.  I throw some rollers in my long blonde locks.  I’ve been thinking about getting it cut, but I’ve always worn it long.  I dismiss the recurring thought of how much easier my life would be with a cute bob.  I still have some makeup on from earlier, so I touch it up, and fill in my eyes with a darker shadow more suited for the evening.

I’m feeling bold and daring tonight, so I put on this sexy new dress I’ve been waiting for the right time to wear.  One side has a long lace sleeve.  The other side is open shoulder.  I used to love watching Vanna White wear one shoulder dresses on The Wheel of Fortune.  The dress is short like most of my nightclub wardrobe.  Well short is probably putting it mildly.  It covers what it needs to cover, and that’s about it.  The bottom is trimmed in the same lace as the one sleeve.  It’s sexy, and Val is right.  I probably will have no trouble getting our dinner and drinks covered.  Not that either of us need to have them covered.  It’s just part of the fun to see how many guys we can get drooling over us.

I am a woman; I have a shoe addiction.  My real problem is that I have an expensive shoe addiction.  I remember when I found these Jimmy Choo’s.  I immediately thought of this dress and knew that I had to get them.  They are black, lace mesh stilettos.  I smile as I recall the time I wore them only for Bradley.  He thought they were sexy as hell.

That makes me brace my stomach, laughing, as I thinking about teasing him with them again when he gets back.  See this is what you could have had while you were in Charleston. I daydream a little more thinking about how fun it would be to seduce him, get him to where he is squirming, and then just put a coat on and walk out of the door.  Maybe for good.  I wonder if he’d realize then how he’s made me feel this week and if he’d even care.
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Val and I agreed I’d just meet her at Joe’s tonight.  Alex asked her to move in with him a couple of months ago, and he lives closer to Atlanta because he needs to be near the station. It made no sense for her to come back to get me.  Besides, I’d prefer to have my own car.  I really don’t like being out of control in most things.

It feels strange arriving at Joe’s on a Saturday night knowing that I am not going to meet Bradley, and not knowing whether he is with another girl.  I’m not usually an insecure person, but for some reason my gut tells me that things aren’t right with us.

I see Val’s car, and I’m thankful there’s a spot available right next to it.  She looks stunning.  Teal is her color, causing her features to pop.  Her dress is short, but not quite as short as mine.  It’s sleeveless but has these silver hoops holding loose fabric that hangs over the shoulders and swoops down to her chest.  It’s sexy and sophisticated.  I’m sure she’s chosen something a tad bit more conservative since Alex isn’t with us.

We’ve become regulars at the club, so we’ve never had to wait in line.  I realize as I walk in that being here is awkward, but also a little bit of a relief after the week I’ve had.  It feels good not to be with Bradley.  The more I’ve thought about him in the last twenty-four hours, the more I think I’m done with him.  Tonight I’m going to have fun with my bestie.

My lips form a sly smile as I turn to Val.  “Ya know.  The nice thing about you and Alex is that you are in a committed relationship.” I use my fingers as quotes when I say committed.  “But if Bradley doesn’t want any kind of commitment other than every Wednesday and Saturday in private, then why should he get the same benefits as Alex gets?”

Val’s eyes widened.  “You’re awfully bold, and you’ve not even had a drink yet.  Have I mentioned how hot you look tonight?”

I toss my head back laughing.  “Hell yeah I’m bold.  I think I’m finally done with him.”  I throw my hands up in the air as I dance my way over to the bar, then slapping my hand down on the countertop.  “Can we get two Cherry Hookers over here?”

Her laughter is infectious.  I know I’m in a rare mood all of the sudden.  “Oh it’s going to be a crazy night, isn’t it?”

I glance back at her, smirking.  “Yeah, I’m channeling my inner hooker.  What can I say?”  I shrug.  “That’s practically what I am to him anyway.  Might as well act the part, right?”

“Don’t talk about yourself like that ever again.  I must say I’m proud of you, though.”

I see Joe talking to a group of people.  He reminds me of Bradley, and I don’t want to think about him anymore tonight.  I cut my eyes away from him and back to Val.  When the drinks are placed in front of us, we each pick ours up.  I tilt my head at her, raising my glass to hers.  “To new beginnings.”

She cocks her head in the opposite direction. “You’re really serious?  You’re done?”

I nod my head and tip my glass towards hers.

She clanks her glass with mine, grinning widely.  “Well, then.  To new beginnings.”

We finish our drinks quickly and order a couple of rounds of shots.  After the alcohol has kicked in, we lock our arms and head to the dance floor.  Bradley and I don’t really dance when we’re here, so it’s nice to cut loose.  For the first time since Wednesday, I feel like I can breathe, and I’m not furious.  It’s a wonderful feeling, euphoric.  It’s as if no one but Val and I even exist in the place.

That doesn’t last long.  I feel heat on my exposed shoulder, and I see Val’s eyes light up as her smile changes to an enlightened one. When I turn my head, I am pleasantly surprised to see some very enticing eye candy.  He has on a fitted black button up shirt with the first few buttons undone.  His jeans are worn and fit perfectly.  Snug enough to show his body but not too tight.  

I lick my lips because he looks delicious.  Our bodies are crushed together as electricity between us swirls through the air.  We both start to grind into each other.  I feel so sexy.  This is just what I needed tonight.  It’s been so long since I even looked at another guy.  In fact, it’s been so long that I had thought I was only capable of having this sizzling sensation with Bradley.  As soon as his name crosses my mind I shake my head, dismissing him.  He’s not welcome in my thoughts tonight.

We have danced through several fast techno songs in a row.  I haven’t been able to stop looking at him aside from the split seconds it takes for me to re-wet my eyes through blinking.  It’s as if his eyes have put a spell on me.  I’m compelled to him.  When the pace of the song changes from fast to slow there is an awkward moment, like he’s asking for permission to touch me, to pull me into that intimate hold; a hold that will put our bodies even closer.  

I tilt my head to the side.  All of the sudden I feel vulnerable and shy, except I’m not a shy person.  If he’s waiting for me to ask him to dance, then he’s going to have to keep waiting.  I’m not about to ask him, although the thought of not dancing with him makes my gut clench.  My lips curve into a sideways, seductive smile.  I want to know that he wants me enough to ask.

He moves in closer, filling the fraction of space that was still remaining.  His body is barely swaying to the music; Christina Aguilera’s Bound to You.  His fingers tenderly brush a stray piece of hair that is clinging to my sweaty skin.  I lean into his touch and close my eyes.  That touch, that hand, feels so good on my hot face.  He sucks in a deep breath, and I unveil my eyes to his once again.  I don’t know whether he is about to kiss me or if he’s about to talk.  I feel a twinge of disappointment when he speaks because I realize internally I had been hoping for the kiss.  “You wanna dance with me?”

I nod as I reach up to wrap my arms around his muscular neck.  “Yes.  I’d like that.”

He pulls me in gripping the lower part of my waist.  Our bodies are molded together like they are missing puzzle pieces, and I feel every inch of him pressed against to me.  I move my head in closer to smell his scent – a mix of sweat, cologne, and clean linen.  The more parts of his body that touch mine, the more I want to know what his sun kissed skin feels like under my tongue.  His head is tilted down into my neck, his lips brush my ears, and his warm breath sends shivers through my body.  I know my breathing is ragged.  There is no way I can deny what he is doing to me.  There is no Veronica game face tonight.

I feel his lips part on my ear.  “What’s your name?”  His words are husky, and besides his erection that tells me I am having the same effect on him that he’s having on me, I can now hear his need for me.

It’s the first time I’ve heard his voice.  It’s baritone deep, throaty, and sexy as hell.  I bring my lips to his ear so he can hear my whisper over the music.  “Veronica.  You?”

He moves one of his hands from the small of my back to move my hair behind my shoulder.  I close my eyes and give him more access to my neck.  It is taking everything in me to keep from melting in his arms.  His every touch, every word has my senses heightened; my head is so fuzzy I can barely think.  I’m not sure if it’s him, the alcohol, or a combination of the two.  It’s the euphoric high I so desperately have been craving the past couple of days.  He kisses my ear, replying to the question I forgot I had even asked. “Ian.” He kisses my ear lobe, slow and sensuous.  “My name is Ian.”

The techno music has resumed, and everyone around us is dancing.  But we’ve yet to break our embrace or speed up the pace of our dance.  The words of the song keep replaying over in my head.  I feel bound to him, and I just found out his name.  I can’t even back away from him to put distance between us.  Finally he starts to pick up our tempo and pushes my body back enough for me to have to look up into his sparkling green eyes.  He grasps my chin between his thumb and finger.  He’s just staring at me with those sparkling hooded eyes and the most delicious smile.  His face moves forward, and his lips brush mine as I close my eyes.   Just as I am about to open my mouth to give him access, he pulls away. 


Chapter 5
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I’m shocked.  Usually I’m the one playing the games, but it looks like tonight I’m the one being played.  The thought of pouting crosses my mind.  He’s teasing me.  Before I can say or do anything, his thumb is brushing my lips.  His gaze is wandering between my mouth and my eyes.  I can’t seem to pull my gaze away from his.

He grunts, pulling me closer with the other arm that is still around me, but has drifted a little lower to one of my best assets.  I can’t help but drag in a breath with the sudden movement.  I begin to speak again, but he pushes his thumb into my lips.  “Let me ask you something,” he says.

I nod my head because my mouth is still covered with his thumb.  “Do you want to stay here and continue to do this or…” He closes his eyes for a moment before they flash back open.  “Do you want to get a cab and go someplace where I can make love to you all night?”

“I met a friend here.”

He smiles a sly smile.  “Believe it or not, I’m not interested in your friend.  I just want you.”

Typical guy, I think as I chuckle, and presumptuous.  I know my cheeks must be turning various shades of red. That is the last thing that was on my mind.  I’m relieved to know that he’s not interested in that.  I have never had the urge to participate in a three-some.

He is serious now as he looks away from me for the first time since I laid eyes on him, “You were gonna choose the first option, weren’t you?”

I briefly think about Bradley and how he was the last guy I left a bar with over a year ago.  He never used the words make love to me.  It’s never been making love to him.  The way Ian has been with me tonight just solidifies what I was thinking when I got here.  Shaking my head, I reply, “No, I need to tell her that I’m leaving so she’s not worried.”

He swipes his hand across his forehead and exaggerates his exhale, “Whew.”

I had just felt like I was regaining my bearings.  The haze in my head is starting to clear, but then he leans in closer to my face.  His lips are so close to mine.  “I knew that you wanted me as badly as I want you.  Go tell your friend, and I’ll get us a cab.

When he releases me, I realize I am hot mess.  I feel beads of sweat pouring down my legs.  My thong is drenched, and I know that is because of him.  The anticipation of the things he’s going to do to me has stinging zaps buzzing through my body.  They shoot right to my very core.

I glance around and see that Val has found a few of her work friends.  They are at one of the high top tables munching on appetizers.  Val looks up smiling at me.  “There you are!  We’ve been watching you with Mr. Hot Pants.”

I laugh.  “I’m gonna catch a cab home.”  I nod at her.  “You good?”

“Yeah, I’m going to stay a little longer.  Let the alcohol wear off and then head home.” Val pops a chip into her mouth.  “Wanna call me in the morning, and I’ll help you get your car?”

“That’d be great.” I reach down, placing my hands on top of the arms that are suddenly wrapped around my waist.  I smell his woodsy scent, and inhale it as my body responds to his touch.

“You ready?” Ian asks.

His head is in the crook of my neck.  I turn so I can see him.  “Yes.” 

I look back to Val and say, “Had fun with you today.  Call you in the morning?”

All of the girls smile and tell us bye. Val nods, I assume, to affirm me calling her in the morning.  Of course, she wants me to call in the morning.  It’s not just so she can help me get my car.  She will want every last detail of what is about to happen.

Ian puts his hand in the small of my back as we walk outside.  The cab is pulling up, and I am so relieved there is no time for awkward standing around waiting.  As we’re walking to the cab, he asks, “Your place or mine?”

“Mine,” I reply.  After all, I don’t really know this guy and I don’t have my car.

He opens the door and allows me to climb across the seat, which is a difficult task in this dress of mine.  When I am situated, I tell the driver my address as Ian ducks his head and takes the seat next to me.  I am off my game tonight.  I’ve given way too much away in regards to the effect he has on my body.  It surprises me that I’m relieved to be in the privacy of a dark car and not driving.  My boldness tonight has surprised me.  Usually I would wait for the guy to make the moves on me.  Play hard to get.  Not tonight.  As soon as we’re on the road and the cab gets darker, I place my hand on his leg.  I feel him shift in his seat, slouching down, and spreading his legs.  He has invited me finally explore, and electricity surges through my body as I start to swirl my fingers on his solid thigh.

Ian acts cool, like I’m not even touching him when he asks the cab driver, “Hey man, can you turn the radio on for us?”  He leans his body into mine.  I feel his breath on my ear.  “You’re one hell of tease.”

“Takes one to know one, Ian,” I say as I turn my head so that my lips are barely touching his.  I push my tongue out to lick my top lip, knowing that I’ll inevitably touch his.  I close my eyes as I softly moan, slowly moving my swirling fingers closer to my target.  I anticipate that my tongue will make him finally take my mouth into his and consume me, but he continues to surprise me.  He mirrors my gesture and our tongues are tip-toeing around each other’s.

He slides his hand in between my legs.  My body is writhing.  The need I have for him is overwhelming me.  If he’s going to do this to me in the car, then I’m going to have to use all of my self-control to contain myself.  I pull away from his lips to look straight ahead before closing my eyes.  I rest my head back against the head rest.

Ian barely turns his head, whispering, “You like this, me fingering you in the back of the cab?”

I inhale sharply and nod.  I move the pace of my hand to my target faster than I had anticipated.  I squeeze his hard length, turning to him and smile.  “And you obviously like doing this to me in the back of a cab.”

He is leisurely sliding two fingers in and out of me.  My heart is pounding about to beat out of my chest.  Coherent thoughts are no longer forming in my mind.  Those two fingers do the come hither motion, hitting my g-spot, which nearly pushes me over the edge.  I’m so close to my release when he withdraws his fingers.  I gasp at the empty feeling he has just left and look at him confused.

He pulls my head to his, our foreheads touching.  “Soon,” he mutters.

“But –”

His thumb brushes my pouty lips.  “When you come for me for the first time, I want to be able to hear you.”  He leans in and pulls my plump bottom lip into his and sucks.  He releases it, and once again I am left wanting.  “Just think of the things I’m going to do to you.”

Game playing and teasing has never felt so good.  I can no longer keep my eyes open.  I am wound up like a Jack-in-the-Box, waiting to unexpectedly pop open with spasms at any moment.  All I can think about is finally being able to release all of this.  His words make my mind go crazy with scenarios for the rest of the ride home, which thankfully doesn’t take much longer.


Chapter 6
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Ian has tantalized me the rest of the way home with wandering fingers but refusing to give me ultimately what I want, which is them inside of me.  He’s kept me right on the edge of erupting, knowing just how much to give or take to keep me there.

When the cab comes to a stop, I open my eyes to see we have finally arrived at my house.  He tosses some cash at the driver, thanking him as he opens the door and holds a hand to help me scoot out of the backseat.  The streetlight that is situated by my driveway illuminates his face, his lips.  I want his mouth on mine.  I grab his hand, pulling him to the door, as I fumble for my keys.  Stupid me didn’t leave a front porch light on because I usually park in the garage, which has a light.

Ian realizes I’m struggling to see.  “You need a light?”

I turn to look at him.  Even though it’s dark, I can see his eyes, and they never leave mine as he slides his hand into his back pocket and pulls out his cell phone.  He swipes it, and the screen’s sudden brightness shocks my eyes; like when you wake up in the morning and turn the light on for the first time.  Having found my keys, I turn towards the door to unlock it.  He leans into me and puts his arm next to mine so that his phone is beside the lock.  His front is to my back; his head is resting on my shoulder.  “That better?” he asks.

I flash him an appreciative smile, nodding.  I wonder for a moment if he has any idea what his low husky voice does to me?  After sliding the key into the hole, there is a click as the door is unlocked.  It is like flipping a switch between our calm and controlled demeanors to ravenous beasts greedy for each other’s touch.  As soon as our feet cross the threshold of my foyer, he has turned me around using my body to slam the door closed.  He flips the lock as his lips crush into mine.  His hands are cupping my head, making a mess of my long blonde hair.  I slouch into the door barely able to stand on my wanton limbs any longer, dropping my keys and purse on the floor.

I thread my fingers through his messy hair.  He breaks our kiss, which was everything and then some of what I’d imagined it would be.  His tongue is on my sticky skin.  He licks my neck and makes his way back to my ear lobe, the very first place his lips ever touched tonight.  Something about that place makes me literally tremble.  He flicks his tongue around the bottom and nibbles his way to where his lips are on the opening of my ear.  “Veronica.”  He slowly kisses my cheek.  I feel like my body is ablaze.

“Yeah,” I say breathlessly leaning my head back against the door.

He moves his kisses down my neck to my exposed cleavage.  “Show…” Kiss.  “Me…”  Kiss. “Your...” Oh God.  Kiss.  “Bedroom.”

I kick off the door with my heel and give his chest a push so he’s in the hall.  Grabbing his collar, I pull him closer to me, greedily kissing him.  He swiftly crushes my body into his, and slams me into the wall.  He cocks his head to the side and his brows furrow.  “You like it rough?”

“Maybe,” I shrug.

His head turns to the other direction, still looking puzzled, and he grunts before his lips are swiftly back on mine.  His hands are exploring my breasts, and I want to go on my own treasure hunt with his glorious body, all of it.  I start to unbutton his shirt.  He turns me so that I am walking backwards towards my room, taking my hands in his.  He brings one of my fingers to his lips.  “Bedroom,” he says as he takes it into his mouth and begins to suck.  A radiating zap travels from my fingertip all the way to my frenzied core.

I am not sure how he knew which room was mine, but he did.  He stops me at the footboard of my bed, gently taking my lips into his.  I can barely keep my eyes open as he blows and nibbles his way down my chin, then to my neck, then to left shoulder.  He works his way over my chest to the right side.  I want to touch him, so I thread my fingers through his hair.  His arms go to the back of my dress.  He’s feeling the middle, and I know what he’s searching for.  “There’s no zipper if that’s what you’re looking for,” I whisper.

His eyes flash up to mine briefly.  He resumes planting kisses over the tight cloth cover my torso. His hands have made their way to my sides moving down with his tender kisses.  I already miss his luscious lips on my bare skin.

It doesn’t take long before he is at the lace skirt of my dress.  He moves his hands under the tight fabric, and his palms skim my thighs before they make it to my hips.  His fingers are exploring the small amount of fabric that make up my black lace thong.  He drops to his knees, and his lips are skimming the sensitive skin moving up my thigh.  When my breath hitches, I can feel his lips curve into a smile on my leg.  His fingers are still playing with my thong, and I thrust my hips forward.  He whispers, “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to take that off.”

“This?” he asks as he snaps the fabric.

I pull in a breath.  “Mhmm.”

He shakes his head from side to side. “Uh uh.” His lips are back on cloth.  His fingers are no longer on the thong but start to move back up my body taking my dress.  His kisses continue so slowly.  Now his lips are back on my skin.

I try to keep my eyes open to watch him because he’s so sexy.  I just can’t.  I throw my head back and grasp the footboard of my sleigh bed.  He’s almost made it to my chest.  He swiftly stands back up from his kneeling position.  What a tease.

“Mmm, you are a sexy little thing.  Do you know that?” he asks me as he exposes my chest.  He leaves the dress clinging to the top of my chest.  One hand is grasping one of my breasts.  “Mmm.  No bra.”  His tongue swirls my nipple.  “I like.”

My eyes roll into the back of my head.  “Thought you might,” I moan.

“Arms up.” He demands. His words only increase the flames that have engulfed me since the club. I know my skin must be growing more crimson by the second; it’s scorching.  I slowly, almost hesitantly lift my arms.  I don’t know what it is about him that is making me shy.

He pulls the dress over my head and lets it fall from his fingers to the floor.  He is smiling as he looks me up to down.  He puts his finger on his lip and taps it, as if trying to decide where to go or what to do with me next.  I feel so vulnerable, and I’m panting.  Desire is seeping from my needy pores waiting for him to touch me again.

“Ian,” I plead.

“Hmm?” he raises his eyebrows, amused.

My lips part as I let a moan escape.  I’m having trouble finding words.  He grabs my hand and pulls me to the side of the bed, gently pushing me back.  My feet are dangling off the side.  I’m still wearing my heels.  I start to knock them off, but decide against it.  That little push was just what I need.  I laugh, now feeling sexy and not as exposed.

I put my hands back behind my head.  I draw my legs up to where my knees are bent, legs spread.  I watch him standing over me through the opening.  I run my tongue over my lips, feeling a bit more playful.  “Aren’t you going to take any of that off?” I looked him up and down, begging with my eyes for him to strip for me.

“Mhmm.  What do you want off first?”

“Shirt.”

He leans down and swirls kisses around my navel, stopping just above the only fabric still covering me.  I breathe in and arch my back, wanting, needing him to go lower.  Instead, he stands up and crosses his arm as he grabs the hem of his shirt.  He slowly pulls it over his head and lets it fall in the same manner he had my dress.

He starts to undo his belt but stops.  “This next?”

Oh yes.  This is one hell of a show.  “Yes, please.”

He smiles as he undoes his belt.  He lazily pulls it through the loops and lets it drop.  His long lean fingers unbutton and then unzip his pants.  All he has to do is let go of them to cause them to fall, exposing his narrow hips.

I chew on the inside of my cheek and slowly blink, drinking in his body.  He’s ripped.  Washboard abs, veins and a V in his hips, teasing to what I imagine is his best asset.

He kicks his shoes off and steps out of them, then climbs between my legs.  His lips tease mine, tasting and sucking.  I turn my head to give him access to my neck.  “What about the rest of your clothes?”

He continues to kiss, leaving a wet trail with his tantalizing tongue as he moves to the other side. “What about them?”

“Lose them,” I demand as I reach around his back, sliding my hands under the elastic of his boxers, pushing them down.

He backs up to the point to where my arms can no longer reach them anymore.  “Ugh,” I whine.

His fingers hook the sides of my thong.  Every inch of fabric he moves is replaced with licks and kisses.  I buck my hips urging him to continue.  When I do, he smiles and pulls back, taking them with him. 

He holds them in his hands for a moment and chuckles.  “You’re so, so wet, and I’ve just gotten started with you.” He shakes his head as he tosses them to the pile on the floor.  Finally, he pushes his boxers off of his hips, letting them puddle on the floor.  He looks down at his erection, grasps it, and smiles back to me.  “And this is what you do to me,” he says playfully.

I sit up because I want to touch, taste, and explore him.  As soon as I get close to him, he nudges me, pushing me back down.  He climbs back into his earlier position.  Finally his fingers find my soaked folds.  They dip in and out, swirling and circling.

I drag in a deep breath and claw the side of the bed.  He slips his tongue into my mouth, deep and twirling with mine.  Thrusting.  He breathes into my mouth, “You like that?”

“Yes,” I confess as I close my hooded eyes, “I want you in me.”

“I am in you.” He grins.

I reach down, grabbing his erection, “This.” I pull. “Inside. Me.”  As I say the words, I realize I have no condoms.  I am on the pill.  Bradley and I don’t use them anymore.  I shake my head as I dismiss him from my thoughts.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“Nothin’.  Hoping you have a condom.”

“Impatient.” He shakes his head.  “But so sexy.” He pushes off of me and picks his pants up, pulling his wallet from the back pocket.  He yanks a condom out and holds it between his two fingers.  “Of course.”

He tosses it to me.  I rip it open as he climbs back on top of me.  I swirl my finger over the glistening bead on his tip before I unroll it to cover his length.  I wrap my legs around his waist as he buries himself in me, filling me, and finally satisfying a craving I realize that I’ve had for days.

I moan as he sinks farther, arching my back.  I cross my legs around his waist, trying not to dig my Jimmy Choos into him.

He starts to move back and forth, slowly.  “Damn, you feel good.  So tight.”

Our foreheads are touching.  I tilt my head back because I want to kiss him.  I wrap my hands around his head, lacing my fingers through his hair.  I capture his lips.  Our kiss is slow, sensuous.  “Ah,” I breathe into his mouth.

With every thrust, I am on the edge.  I feel like I could fall off the cliff at any moment, but I’m not sure I want to.  “Just like that.  Don’t stop.” This feels so good that I want to keep going.  I’m not ready for this to be over yet. But the throbbing is getting stronger, and I’m not sure how much longer I can control it.

“You’re so close,” he groans.

“I know.  It feels so good.  You feel so good,” I mutter.  I put my arms under his and grab his broad shoulders from behind.

He reaches down, reaching his fingers down to massage my clitoris, which causes my legs to tremble.  Any self-control I had to manage my orgasm is lost immediately.  I shriek as my body starts to pulsate.

“Yeah, that’s it,” he growls.

My limbs go completely limp.  He continues at the same pace until the ripples that are surging within me are settling.  His pace quickens.  He grunts, and it only takes a few thrusts before I feel the vibration of his climax.   I watch as he rests his forehead back on mine and squints his eyes closed as he slows his pace.

He brushes my hair back from my forehead.  “Wow,” he breathes.

“Yeah.  Wow.”

“I guess I should go take care of myself,” he mutters as he pulls out of me and starts to roll off the bed.

I grab his hand, pulling him back with one of my hands as the other grabs a tissue from my nightstand.  “Here, use this.  I’m not done with you yet.”

His lips curve into a smile.  He discards the condom into the tissue and tosses it on the nightstand.  When he crawls back onto me, I push him over and climb on top of him.  His eyes are heated, curious.  “Just what did you have in mind?  I only have one condom left.”

I run my finger down his toned chest.  “Oh I don’t need condoms for what I have planned.”


Chapter 7
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I squint my eyes at the bright sun peering through my blinds.  It doesn’t take long for me to realize as I wake up that I feel like crap.  My body is achy; my chest is heavy.  I feel like I’ve been hit by a freight train.  The heaviness in my chest becomes too much, urging me to cough.  Once I start, I can’t stop.

I sit up in the bed gasping for air.  I’m naked, and I’m not alone.  I pull the sheet up to cover my chest.  Not like there’s any need to be shy now, Veronica.   I roll my eyes at myself wondering what in the hell I was thinking last night.  Maybe if I could stop coughing I could figure that out.  I inhale a deep breath but all that does is make my cough deepen.

A hand is on my back, and it startles me, causing me to jump.  His voice cracks as he asks, “You okay?”

The sound of the voice brings memories flooding back to my foggy brain.  Ian.  I see the entire evening flash before my eyes.  If I didn’t think I was about to hack up a lung, I might really enjoy all of those delicious memories streaming through my brain.  I shake my head from side-to-side remembering he asked if I was okay.  I am definitely not okay.

I jump up from my bed covering my mouth, the coughing not letting up, and rush to my bathroom.  When I get to the commode, I uncover my mouth, and the violent vomiting begins.

I am not sure how long I’ve been laying on the toilet or how long he’s been standing there when he finally speaks, “Do you have asthma?”

“No.  Why?”

“You’re wheezing.”

“Am I?” I am so weak I can barely speak, my abdomen is sore.

“Yeah, my parents are doctors.”

“So?”

“So, I know what wheezing sounds like.  Spent a lot of time living in a doctor’s office growing up.”

“I never get sick.  I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I insist.

“No, you need to see a doctor.”

I finally muster the energy to turn to look at him.  He’s only wearing his boxers.  He’s leaning into the door with his foot crossed, and his arms are folded over his chest.  That chest.  I blush remembering how incredible it tasted last night.  “Thanks, but –” I can’t finish my thought because the heaviness is back.  The coughing fit starts again.

“How’s that doctor sounding to you right about now?”

Smartass.

I’d tell him that if I could stop coughing or vomiting long enough.  Ugh.  When I am finally able to breathe again, I turn back to him.  I don’t even know if I have enough energy to pick myself up from the floor.  “Good.  Sounds good.”  I put my hand out for him to help me up.  “Need some help, please.”

He smiles shaking his head.  “Sexy even puking and coughing your brains out.” He takes my hand and pulls me up to him.  The gravitation that I remember feeling last night is still very much there as I fall into his hard body.  We both pause as he warily watches me.  “You okay.  Maybe just take a minute and get your balance.”

“Thank you.  You’re sweet,” I whisper.

He chuckles.  He’s laughing at me.  I’m glad he finds this amusing because I’m completely humiliated.  He smirks. “You’re welcome.  Let’s get you dressed.”  He takes my hand and starts to walk me back to the bedroom.

I don’t move when he tries to move me.  He turns back to me and gazes at me expectantly.  “Actually, I really need to take a shower.”

“Sure.  That may actually help your cough.” He walks over to the shower, opens the door, turns the water on, and then closes the door back.  It doesn’t take long before steam is billowing from the glass encased stall.  “There you go,” he says as he re-opens the door and motions for me to climb into the stall.

I’m surprised he hasn’t assumed he’s invited.  He probably will never want to see me again after this.  And that is fine because I’m not sure I want to see him after this embarrassing debacle.  Even though Bradley and I aren’t committed to one another, I can’t shake the guilt I am feeling this morning from my reckless decision last night.  Bradley aside, what the hell was I thinking bringing some stranger, hot albeit, but stranger none the less, back to my place?

“You gonna get in, or what?”

I nod my head.  “Do you need a shower?”

“Um, no.  I don’t need one.  Do you need help?” He stares down at the floor.  Well this isn’t awkward at all, Veronica.  He glances at me from under his long lashes.  I can’t believe, given how sick I am, that he can look at me like that and still have such an effect on me.  He quietly rambles, “I mean, it’s not like I don’t want to shower with you.”  He smiles as he continues, “And enjoy that body of yours all morning.  I just think I need to hurry up, and get you to a doctor.”

“Right.  I think I’ll be okay. You know?  No need for help.”  I point to the shower and take a step back.  “Probably best if you don’t join me.  I’ll only be a few minutes.  Make yourself at home.”

“Thanks.  Holler if you need me,” he says as he turns to walk back into my bedroom.

He’s right.  The steam seems to be helping my cough.  I’m still so nauseated.  I’m not sure if it’s from my drinking last night or the coughing.  I guess I really have been coming down with something.

The warm water feels good on my sticky body.  Between the club, hot sex all night, and my being sick, I feel disgusting.  It doesn’t take me long in the shower.  I quickly wash my hair and my body, despite the fact that I’d prefer to just sit in the floor, and go back to sleep.

Climbing out and grabbing the towel, I get a whiff of freshly brewed coffee.  The aroma fills my nostrils as I inhale.  There is a tickle in the back of my throat.  That heaviness in my chest is becoming familiar.  It’s about to start again.  I wrap the towel around my wet body while rushing back to the toilet, hoping to beat the vomiting.

I am so weak I can barely move.  Every time I try to lift my hand it shakes.  Tears start to trickle down my face.  I am too tired to move.  I put my arm over the seat and lay my head down on it waiting for the nausea to subside.

“Hey.  You okay?”

I don’t know how long I’ve been resting my eyes.  I didn’t even realize he had come back in the room.  I peek up to him.  Why is he being so nice and understanding to me?  I muster up enough energy to shake my head, “No.  I’m not.”

“Well, I’m not sure if you remember or not, but we took a cab here to your place –”

“I remember,” I snap back.  I had a lot to drink, but I’ve never actually been drunk enough to not remember who I was with or what I had been doing.  Disoriented, yes, but I’m very well aware of everything that took place last night.  The mere thought sends a ping through my entire body, despite how horrible I feel.

Ian is staring at me amused, as if he’s entertaining me by listening to me.  I remember him being surprising last night.  I recall how different I thought he was from Bradley.  Right now he is really reminding me of him.  I frown as I feel a little regret.

“You wanna say anything else?” He smirks.  “You look deep in thought.  But then again, your cheeks just got a little color to where you don’t look like a ghost.  So I’m guessing you were just recalling our night.”

I huff, “Yes, about last night.”  I roll my eyes.  It’s not often I have nothing to say, but he’s been making word retrieval difficult since I laid eyes on him.  “No, about having anything else to say.”

“Good.  My point about the cab was that we don’t have a vehicle here to get you to the doctor.”

I hold my breath for a moment, which causes me to start coughing again.  “Oh,” I sigh.   Taking a cab was a brilliant move.

He continues, “So I called my roommates while you were in the shower.  They’re bringing my car.  Shouldn’t be much longer.”

“Um...” I am not sure how to ask if that means he’s leaving me to be sick on my own, or that he’s going to provide transportation to the doctor for me.  “Well, thank you for everything.”

He looks puzzled.  “No problem.”

This isn’t awkward much.  “If you’ll just lock the front door when you leave.”

The thought of giving him my number crosses my mind.  I wouldn’t blame him for never wanting to see me again.  I have probably earned the top spot on his worst idea ever list.  I don’t think I can take rejection at the moment.  I turn my head so I’m no longer looking at him.  To think I actually felt like a whore before I met him because of Bradley makes me sarcastically laugh to myself.  I certainly feel like one now.

“I’ll be happy to lock up on our way to take you to the doctor.  Where do you keep your panties and that bra you weren’t wearing last night?”

I snap my head back to see him.  Not smart, Veronica.  I feel like I’ve just been hit over the head with a bat.  I clamp my eyes closed, trying to let the feeling of my brain bouncing in my head settle.  He’s not just hot, sexy, and great in bed.  He’s actually caring.  He’s offering to take care of me.  Now there’s a novel concept.

“I mean you’re in no condition to care for yourself right now.  There’s no way I’m going to just leave you like this.  You’re clearly very sick.”

That statement brings me back to earth.  Of course.  Leaving me in this condition would make him a total douche, so he’s only doing this to make himself feel better.  “I appreciate it.  I can call Val, though.”

He rolls his eyes and shakes his head clearly exasperated with me.  “Don’t be silly.  They are almost here.”  He walks into my closet and yells, “Where do you keep your sexy underwear in this massive closet?”

“I’ll get them.  Just help me up, please.”

“No, you rest.  Just tell me where they are.”

Grr.  Showing him my underwear drawer shouldn’t make me modest after everything we shared last night, but it does.  I put my hands on either side of the seat, trying to push myself up, but I just fall back down.  Ugh.

I cross my arms over the toilet seat and rest my head on my arms.  “See those drawers that face my bedroom on the island?”

“Yep,” he calls back.

“Panties are in the top drawer…”  Talking is making me out of breath.  I’m barely able to finish my sentence before the coughing gets out of control again.  “And bras are in the second.”

I have nothing left to vomit, so I’m dry heaving into the bowl, which has me in tears.  There is nothing I hate more than vomiting.  I seriously think it’s like hell on earth.  Want to torture me?  Want to make me pay for every single bad thing I’ve ever done?  Just induce vomiting.

When I’m done, his hand is beside me.  He’s holding a cool washcloth out to me.  My surroundings seem to be a blur to me today.  I don’t remember hearing him turn the water on to wet it.  I don’t get why he’s being so good to me, but I’m appreciative.  Being sick is the one time I really hate that I’m single.  The only thing that makes vomiting worse is having no one to help take care of you.

I reach over shakily taking the cloth.  “Thanks,” is all I can manage.

“Mhmm.  I know you’re really weak.  Let me help you up.”

He reaches from behind me and puts his arms under my shoulders, lifting me like it’s nothing.  The movement causes my towel to fall to the floor.  I’m even more wobbly on my feet than I had been before my shower.  He quickly turns me around as I fall into him.  The chemistry is still nearly palpable.  I swear it seems to be getting stronger, which I didn’t think was possible last night.  It surprises me as sick as I am.  Maybe it’s just because he’s being so sweet to me.  I look to him warily.  I have no idea how I’m going to even get out of my bathroom, let alone to my bedroom, and then to the driveway when the time comes.

“Just take enough steps to get out of this little room.  I gotcha,” he assures me.  Add mind reader to the list of sexy attributes he possesses.

He backs up, and my feet drag a few steps before we stop.  Now out of the little room inside of my bathroom that houses only my toilet, he swoops and picks me up, cradling me into his bulging arms.  I rest my head on his chest.  My arms, too weak to lift, dangle down my side.

He gently places me down on the bed.  My how things can change so quickly.  Just a few hours I was in this exact same position but for other activities.  Far more fun activities.

Ian is towering over me, just standing there surveying me.  Probably because I’m so sick and vulnerable, it makes me uncomfortable.  I shrug my shoulders.  “What?” I am so tired I can barely keep my eyes open.

He shakes his head from side-to-side with his eyes closed.  “Nothing.”  He picks the underwear up that he had gotten out of my closet earlier, and holds them in front of me.  “These okay?”

“Yes.”

He nods his head.  Methodically, he slides them over my legs.  When he reaches my hips, I tilt my pelvis so he can push them the rest of the way.

He’s very serious.  I have no idea what he’s thinking.  He mumbles, “Any other circumstance and I’d rather be taking those off you rather than putting them on.”

I smile the biggest smile I can manage, which isn’t much.  It’s nice to hear he still has desire for me, that he still finds me attractive after all the puking.  He picks the bra up next.  “This one good?”

I nod my head.

He points and motions.  “You’re gonna have to sit up for me to put this on you.  Do you think you can do that?  I mean I’ll help you.”

“Uh huh.”

His entire body is over mine, our chests touching.  He threads his arms under my armpits, and his hands brace my shoulders.  I can feel my pulse accelerating.  Tears fill my eyes as I realize that no man has ever taken such good care of me before.  I don’t think I realize how much I had yearned for this.

“You okay?” he whispers into my ear.  I hear the huskiness in his voice.  It’s familiar.  I heard that last night.

“Yes.  You?”

“Yep.  I’m good.” It’s gone.  Like he has a button that he pressed to make his desire for me disappear.  He pulls me up.  When he’s steadied me, he puts my arms through my straps.  He places his knee on the bed in between my legs and rests his head on my shoulder as he clasps the back.

When he’s backing up, he fingers my long blonde locks.  “What about your hair.  You want a brush or one of those hair things to pull it back?”

“Yeah.  I have an elastic tie in the top drawer of my nightstand,” I cough.

He climbs off the bed and retrieves it for me.  I pull my hair back, and decide to stay sitting up instead of laying back down.  That heaviness in my chest was far worse when I was lying down.

He grabs the hot pink T-shirt he got from my closet.  Even though we moved to Georgia when I was a little girl, I spent a lot of time with my aunt in Greer, SC.  She had bought me this shirt a couple of years ago.  Told me I’d always be a Carolina Girl.  It has a lime green polka dot palmetto tree on it.  It makes me smile.  Those South Carolinian’s love that palm tree with some polka dots.

His lips curve into a smile.  “Are you a Carolina Girl?”

I wobble my head and shrug my shoulder.  “Kinda.”

He creases his eyebrows and curls his lips into a sideways sexy grin, “Kinda?”

“Born in South Carolina but raised in Georgia.”

“Well, then.  You’re a Carolina Girl.  Arms up,” he says very matter of fact.

Arms up.  Ah, the last time I heard him say that it was to undress me.  Damn whatever is making me feel so sick.

“Were you a cheerleader?” he asks.

That surprises me.  Where did that come from?  “Yes. How’d you know?”

“You have those shorts cheerleaders wear.  The ones that barely cover their asses,” he chuckles.

I snicker.

He holds my black Soffe shorts out, “Stand up and step into these when you do.”

I clutch his arms for balance as I stand up to step into them.  Any other day there is no way in hell I’d be caught in public in this outfit he’s picked for me.  But today I’m way too tired to really care.  After both of my feet are in, he pulls them up to my waist.  “I got you these flip flops.  Figured you don’t feel like wearing socks and tennis shoes, right?”

“Right.” I’m relieved.  I don’t think I have the energy for anymore dressing.

I’m still holding his arms.  My head is spinning from standing up.  Part of me just wants to plop back down on my bed, but I know I’m going to eventually have to make my way into the living room.  He must have read my mind again because he asks, “Can you walk to the living room?”

“I have to get there eventually.  I can try.”

He shakes his head and swiftly scoops me into his arms like he did in the bathroom.  Too tired to really laugh, I just smile and close my eyes.  “Thank you,” I mutter as I look up to him.

“The last thing I need is for you to pass out on me.” He gently puts me down onto the loveseat.  “I think you’re dehydrated.”

There is no doubt in my mind.  Laying back down reminds me of the heaviness in my chest.  I start coughing, and now I’m worried that I won’t be able to make it back to the bathroom if I start to throw up again.  I can see the same realization come to him because his eyes bulge, and he dashes to the kitchen.  There are cabinet doors slamming until he finds the right one.  I hear the sound of metal clanking.  As he places the stock pot in my lap, I lose the ability to hold back the dry heaving.  
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We’re in the car on our way back to my house after seeing the doctor.  It took forever because I was really dehydrated.  Luckily, they were able to do some IV fluids in the office.  I am feeling much better.  Ian was right, and I was wheezing.  The doctor also gave me a nebulizer treatment.  He sent me home with a bag full of medications that are supposed to have me feeling better in no time.  I’m amazed how much better I already feel.

As I find myself looking out the window as the passenger in a car for the second day in a row, I realize that riding in the car on the way back from shopping with Val yesterday seems like an eternity ago.  I make a mental note that I need to muster the strength when I get home to call her.  At the very least, I need to text her to see if she and Alex can get my car.  I’d do it now, but my phone died last night.  I had Ian plug it into the charger before we left.

Also, now that I’m able to think more clearly, I realize that I’m not sure what to say or do with the entire Ian situation.  I know Bradley and I are not a couple, but we are something.  I was selfish, reckless even last night.  I know better than to behave like a crazy college girl gone wild.  What I did was dangerous and stupid.  That thought is dismissed quickly as I feel my body warming, responding to his proximity as I am reminded of all the things we shared.  How wonderful it was to have someone to take care of me this morning.  The thought makes me smile.

Then I have an overwhelming feeling of guilt that envelopes me.  I barely shake my head at myself.  How can I feel guilty?  This man, Ian, has been so gracious and accommodating to me.  And the thought of someone taking care of me makes me feel incredible.  It’s just that I don’t want it to be him.  I thought I was over Bradley, but I’m not.  I want him to take care of me.  I think that’s what’s bothering me.

When I took the test to see if I was pregnant at the doctor, all I could think of was that I wanted it to be positive.  I’ve never thought I’d be excited, hopeful for that.  But I found myself yearning for a baby with Bradley.  I daydreamed about us picking out baby furniture, painting a nursery, and being a family.  I want that.  I am angry with myself for entertaining the thought of anything else.

I feel bad because Ian has been so good to me, but I realize I have to talk to Bradley on Wednesday.  I know he basically gave me an ultimatum last week about wanting more.  I think I just need to call him on that, and see if he’s bluffing.  Maybe once he knows everything.  Once he knows how I feel, he’ll feel differently.
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As Ian pulls into my driveway, I feel that awkward tension.  What to do now?  I am going to be okay.  I no longer really need someone to carry me around.  Do I invite him inside?  Do I get his number even though I have no intentions of ever seeing him again?  I have no clue what to do.  I hate to be that girl.  You know, the one that takes advantage of his kindness and then ditches him.

Turning towards him as I unbuckle my seat belt, our eyes lock.  It’s so frustrating that we have this connection, this attraction.  It’s very difficult for me to make clear, rash decisions in his presence.  I know what I have to do, though.  I swallow.  “Ian, thank you so much for everything.”

He nods his head.  “Sure.  So I guess this is it, then?”

“Yeah.  I had a really great time…”  Shit, this is hard.  I close my eyes before I say the next sentence.  It’s because I know I don’t mean it.  I need my game face, but I’m not sure I have the energy to use it.  I’m not sure he will fall for it.  Nothing I usually do has worked on him.  “I’m just…I’m just not looking for anything serious right now.”  Liar.  All you want is something serious.  This week has vividly shown me that.

“Yeah, me neither,” he replies with a wicked grin.  “But I would love to have more of what we had before you went and got crazy sick on me this morning.”

As sick as I am, his sexy voice – those words – cause my body to jump to attention.  I question whether I’m doing the right thing, but I think I am.

“I’m so sorry about this morning.  I’m mortified, really.  I am –”

He puts his finger over my lips, brushing a stray piece of hair that has fallen into my face from my messy ponytail back.  “People get sick, I get it.”  I know that look in his eyes.  The one he gets before he’s about to kiss me.  “No need to apologize.”  He leans over and plants a tender, sweet kiss on my lips.  “Feel better.”

Yet another sweet gesture from him.  Sitting here I realize how confused I am.  I know what I need to do.  What I should do.  Why is it so hard?  Snap out of it.  I apologetically smile as I reach to open the door.  I have never felt like I’ve taken advantage of someone until now.  Part of me wants to invite him in and see where things go, but I know I can’t.  Get. Out. Of. The. Car.

“Thanks again,” I whisper.

Ian smiles.  “Bye Veronica.”

Well the smile at least makes me feel a little better.  He waits for me to get inside before he drives away.  As I put the key in the lock, I remember him last night, his body against mine.  Chills pop up all over my skin, even in the sweltering Atlanta heat, at the mere thought of his breath on my neck, at his touch.

He seems like a great guy, and in any other situation, I’d be a fool for walking away from him.  Forget about him, Veronica.  Just let him go.  Act like he doesn’t even exist.

I hold my head high and walk into the kitchen to put away all of my new medications.  I reach for my cell phone that is charging to call Val.  I’m surprised to see a sticky note on the top of it.  My brows furrow as curiosity consumes me.

Hope you don’t mind, I called myself with your phone so I’d have your number.  I programmed mine in yours.  Feel better, pretty girl.  –Ian

My chest clenches.  Tears spring into my eyes.  How have I managed to get myself into this situation?  The tightness in my chest from the impeding sob causes my cough to return, although not as bad as it had been.  I grab the inhaler the doctor gave me in hopes it will keep me from being sick again.  I’m so tired of puking.


Chapter 8
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It’s Wednesday.  I’m on my lunch break, but I haven’t really been able to eat much since Saturday.  Still really weak from being so sick, I decide to just sit in my car for a little bit and rest.  My mind is all over the place.

I called Val on Sunday to see if she could get my car from Joe’s and bring it to me.  She’s such a good friend.   She brought it along with soup from Chick-Fil-A.  After talking about everything that had happened with Ian, about how I felt when I took the pregnancy test at the doctor, and the guilt I felt about Bradley, I thought I was no longer confused because I knew what I needed to do: I need to talk to Bradley about all of this.  I hope he will see eye to eye with me, but he’s stubborn.  

I slept almost all day Sunday, and the doctor had told me it might be a good idea to take Monday off, so I did.  I didn’t have anything major scheduled.  Monday’s are terrible if you feel great, so I knew it would be best if I just took a day.  Besides, I never take off from work.

Usually I’ve heard from Bradley by Tuesday evening to confirm our Wednesday appointment.  But nothing.  Not a word.  So naturally, now I’m so incredibly confused and emotional.

My phone calls are going unanswered.  I have been to Joe’s a couple of nights and he’s not been in while I was there.  I am worried about him.  I casually asked Joe if he had seen him or heard from him since Charleston.  He told me he was back.  He said he had just been busy.  Busy.  Right.  And I was born yesterday.

I’m aware that Joe knows Bradley and I are more than just friends.  He acts like he doesn’t, but I don’t buy it.  The feeling he’s purposely being evasive is bothersome.

Like some kind of freak stalker, I’ve even ridden by Bradley’s apartment to see if he’s there.  He’s never home.  He’s never at Joe’s.  I have no clue where he is or what he’s doing.  Not that it’s really any of my business, I guess.  I am starting to worry that he’s sending me a clear message.  But I think, at the very least, I deserve the courtesy of a phone call to give me closure.

Maybe he’s had a stressful week and just trying to catch up from being gone.  I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt.  This worrying and stalking him isn’t doing anything except making me feel even sicker.  If I don’t hear from him tonight, I’ll give him until Saturday.  If he blows me off the entire week, I’ll know.  I’ll know that he is done.  The thought sickens me.

Maybe it’s because I’m a creature of habit.  This has been my routine for a long time.  When I make up my mind to do something, I don’t stop until I’ve done it.  I don’t like the idea that I’ve finally accepted my feelings for him and for what our future holds, and he’s not even giving me the opportunity to tell him.

It’s amazing how quickly my hour went by just sitting in my car daydreaming.  I dread the rest of the day at work.  I decide as I walk back to the building that if I don’t hear from him I’m just going to go to Joe’s like I normally would.  Maybe he’ll be there.  If he’s not, then I’ll drill Joe more, try to see what is going on with him.  
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The rest of the afternoon has gone by at a snail’s pace.  It has been difficult to do anything other than check my phone for texts and look at the clock.  This is ridiculous.  The roller coaster of emotions I’ve experienced in the last week is exhausting.  One minute I’m furious with him and the next my heart is aching for him, to be close to him, to just hear his voice again.

If I had known that asking to go to the wedding with him would have led to this craziness, I would have never done it.  I could have never foreseen the repercussions of asking.  Again, I just wish that if he has decided to end it, he would have the courtesy to tell me.  This is what is burning me up more than anything.  The thought of him having found someone else is running a very close second.

When the clock finally hits five, I gather my things into my bag.  Worthless today, that’s what I’ve been.  In fact, being worthless today has made me actually a tad thankful to still have Tina.  As little as she seems to do correctly if I had a new paralegal, I would be training her this week.  I’m thankful for a familiar face who knows me well enough to know to stay away from me when I get in this kind of mood.

As I walk out of my office, I glance down at Tina who has a pained look on her face.  I can tell she’s not sure what to say to me.  She probably thinks I’m a time bomb ticking waiting to go off and she means not to be the trigger.

“Have a good night,” I mumble as I walk towards the elevator.

She quickly replies, “You, too, Ms. Johnson.”

I do want to have a good night, but that is so dependent on a certain someone who won’t return my phone calls.  It’s too early to go to Joe’s.  I know I said I needed to stop the whole stalker thing, but I decide I’ll drive by Bradley’s office just to see if he’s there.  He’s not.

Curiosity gets the best of me, and I decide to go to his place.  If he’s there, I’m just going to go to the door and bang on it until he answers.

A wave of relief floods me when I see that silver Nissan in his parking spot.  I whip my car into the closest space available and practically run to the elevators.  I can feel my stomach starting to churn.  My lack of appetite means there is no food to vomit, which is a good thing.  My body is warming, and I can feel the blush coming over my skin.

I knock when I reach his door and wait.  Nothing.  I knock harder.  Nothing.  I put my ear up to the door to see if I can hear anything.  I don’t understand why his car would be here, but he wouldn’t be here or at work.

“Bradley, please talk to me,” I plead to the door.  I’m unable to control my sob as tears trickle down my cheek.  I’m leaning into the door because I want so badly to be close to him.  My hand is on the door like it should be on his chest.  I feel my knees getting weak.  My heart is breaking.  “Please.” I can barely talk through my sobs.  “I need to talk to you, please, Bradley.”

I slide down his door and sit on the floor, falling apart in total despair.  I have never been so emotionally attached, so vulnerable, and so hurt.  I have one of those out of body moments where I can see myself sitting on the floor in front of an apartment of a guy who has crushed me.  It’s like I’m not myself, but a bystander watching this pathetic girl.  I don’t like what I see, weakness.  I hate that I’ve let him do this to me.  Get yourself together, Veronica Johnson.  Now.

Wiping my tears with my fists, I climb up to unsteady feet.  I touch the door, knowing it’s the last time.  I’m done.  I can’t do this.  I can’t beg for him.  No, I won’t.

Walking back to the car, I realize that I deserve better than this, better than Bradley Banks.  Who cares how successful, sexy, and good in bed he is?  I got a very good taste over the weekend of what I do deserve.  I was stupid to let Ian drive out of my life Saturday.  He was exactly what I needed.  Like a precious gift placed in my life at the exact right time.  The thought of him is the only thing that has made me happy all day.

I open my car door.  I didn’t even lock it, which is very unlike me.  I don’t even know who I am these days.  My world has been rocked to the core.  I slump into the seat, and stare blankly at the steering wheel pondering what to do.

Do I go to Joe’s tonight?  Do I just go home and soak in a warm bath, eat ice cream, and wallow in this depression?  Do I call Ian?  He did leave his number for me.  The next thought brings a smile to my face.  Do I call Ian and ask him to meet me at Joe’s?  My voice is hoarse from my crying as I laugh out loud at the vision of Bradley seeing me with another man.  What better way to show him what he’s missing than for him to see me with someone else?


Chapter 9
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I grab my phone from my purse, swipe to unlock the touch pad, and search for the number that Ian programmed into my phone Saturday.  I smile as I think back to his sweet note but also at the thought of him making all this pain and anguish disappear with that sexy husky voice of his.

A gush of confidence overtakes my otherwise gloomy demeanor as I wait for him to answer.  It only rings twice before I am relieved to hear his voice, “Hey, pretty girl.”

His voice alone is enticing and causes a radiating pang to travel from my ear to places that yearn for him to fill again.  Add the sweetness factor, and I practically melt in the seat of my Mercedes…in Bradley’s parking lot.  Internally, I rejoice at the irony of this situation and how far I’ve come from a week ago.  A week ago when my entire life revolved around Bradley, a man who at best, was my man whore.  I gave so much of me to him and got nothing but fantastic sex in return.

Yet, in such a short span of one week, I’ve been shown that I can have it all: great sex, a sweet man, and most of all, someone who will take care of me.  I don’t think I realized how badly I needed that until Ian.

“Veronica, are you there?”

How is it that he has a way of making me so speechless?  “Hey.”

“Everything okay?” He sounds concerned.  Why does this still surprise me that he is caring?  I shrug realizing it’s that my subconscious is thinking maybe it’s all too good to be true.

I swallow as I let the words sputter from my mouth, “I was gonna see if you had plans tonight.”

“I have soccer practice from seven to nine.”

“Oh.  Who do you play soccer for?” That explains his body.

“I’m on scholarship with Georgia Tech,” he breathes into the phone.

The age gap between us briefly bothers me.  I knew that he was younger than Bradley, but I didn’t expect him to be younger than me.  Honestly, I don’t really care how old he is.  He already strikes me as more mature than Bradley, and I barely know him.  What I do know is that I will do anything to see him again.  “What’s your last name?” 

Ian laughs. “Hmm, not the reaction I expected, but okay.  Sanders.”  His voice drops, and I can only imagine that if he were standing in front of me the effect he’d be having on me with those hooded eyes and his light, sweet touches.  “You?  You’re Veronica what?”

“What reaction did you expect?” There is a pause.  Was I supposed to act impressed that he’s still in college, or maybe I was supposed to stroke his ego about the soccer scholarship?  Who knows?  I quickly add, “And it’s Johnson.”

He exhales into the phone, “I don’t know what kind of reaction I was expecting.  I don’t have plans after practice.  Do you still want to get together?”

“Yes, do you want to meet at Joe’s, say nine?”

“Well.  I’m not sure Joe’s is the best place.  How are you feeling by the way?”

I furrow my brows, confused as to what the problem would be with Joe’s?  “My cough is better, but no appetite still.”

“Good.  What about I meet you at your house after practice?  You need to eat.  I could bring you some soup or something.”

“That’s a long way for you to have to come.  I’ll be fine.”

“Veronica.”  I love the way he says my name.  Not condescending or arrogant, but sweet, sexy, and full of desire.

“Yeah?” I whisper.

I hear him drag in a breath.  “Let’s be real.  We both know if we meet at Joe’s we’ll still end up at your place.  And if you can’t even eat or keep food down, is it such a great idea for you to be drinking?”

He’s right.  I can’t drink.  I would love to show Bradley if he’s there that I’m with him but in a way that would be obvious that I was just trying to make him jealous.  I need to quit thinking about what Bradley would think or do.  I need to quit thinking about him, period.  “You have a point.  So you’ll come by after practice, then?”

“Yep, it’s a date.”

The next few hours are going to be torture for me.  They will be all the foreplay I need.  “I can’t wait.”  I can’t wait to lose myself, all of this worry, and all of this confusion in him.  
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Since I hung up with Ian, I have been in a better mood.  When I got home, I immediately stripped out of my pant suit and heels.  When I was deciding what to wear, the thought occurred to me to wear the outfit Ian picked out for me on Sunday, those cheerleader shorts and that Carolina girl shirt.

I climbed into my bed and wrapped myself in my comforter like a small child, huddled into a ball.  The combination of the crying, the emotions, and knowing that I probably have a long night ahead of me made succumbing to my fatigue even easier.  What better way to pass time than to sleep it away.

I can’t believe how tired I really was when I wake up at eight.  I set up my computer on the love seat with a hot cup of tea, and start to catch up on the work I didn’t do today; a good distraction from the anticipation of tonight.

Not even thirty minutes later my doorbell pings, causing me to jump.  It’s too early for Ian.  This is when I hate living alone.  I don’t like being here by myself at night, even if it isn’t completely dark yet.

A mental list is playing in my mind of who it could possibly be.  I peek through the hole holding my breath.  My heart is beating so hard I can hear it.  I let out a breath of relief when I see Ian standing there holding bag full of what I assume is food.

I unlock the door and open it, excited, but puzzled.  “You’re early.”

He raises an eyebrow while he eyes me up and down. “Are you complaining?” His lips curve into a smile.

His inspecting gaze reminds me of my outfit.  That smile makes me think he must like it.  I’ve not been able to take my eyes off of his since I opened the door.  I am transfixed on him.  “No.  Not at all.  You just scared me.  I wasn’t expecting you for at least another hour.” I extend my arm to invite him into the foyer.

There is a silent, ferverish current between us, at least for me there is.  He walks in and heads towards the kitchen.  When he reaches the table at the end of the foyer, he mumbles something.  I can’t understand what he said, but he seems frustrated.  This is not how I thought tonight would start.  He seems completely unaffected by me.   This is awkward.  I just want to kick him out, and go back to bed, swearing off all men.

He drops the bag carelessly, turning to me.  In one stride my body is thrust back into the door. The greedy need between us is like the gravity of the earth.  You know it’s there, and no matter how much you resist it, you can’t deny it.  You can’t avoid it.  You ultimately are pulled down, grounded.  When his lips crash into mine, it’s just as I had hoped.  All my worries, all my fears, and all of my confusion are gone in an instant.

His hand fists through my hair as he pulls me in closer, deepening the kiss.  Like the struggle of tug of war, I push him back, and immediately wrestle his gray shirt off of his hot, toned soccer physique.  This is different than the last time.  It’s less mind games and more hunger, more need.

He barely stops kissing me as he mirrors my action.  He swiftly pulls my shirt over my head tossing it in our path on the way to the bedroom.  Breathlessly, he groans, “Do you know how hard it was for me to dress you in this Sunday?”

I shake my head playfully, “Uh uh, tell me.”

“All I could picture was you just like this, and me stripping it off of you.”

Our kisses are passionate, hurried, and intense.  Our hands are furiously fondling each other.  Suddenly the backs of my knees are on my mattress.  It only takes a tap for him to flick me back onto my bed.  I blush as I remember him so tenderly dressing me Sunday.  We both had only been able to think about this scenario.

Unlike the first time we were together, where he took his sweet time teasing me, building the anticipation, our time apart has been all the anticipation we need.  The ache in me for him to fill me is becoming more than I can bear.

He stops for a moment, drinking me in with his eyes, studying me up and down.  “Do you know how badly I have wanted to rip your clothes off?”

“What’s stopping you?”

“You look so damn cute like this,” he says before he reaches for the waist band, and snatches my shorts away.

“No bra last time, this time no panties.  You are so sexy.”

He kisses his way up my legs, to the insides of my thighs.  I gasp as his tongue leaves a trail of fire on my sensitive skin.  He reaches my folds, and his tongue flutters back and forth, up, down, and all around.  My arousal is building with each touch.  I buck off the bed.  Just as my body starts to shudder, he stops.

He unbuckles his belt, and slowly pulls it off.  While he’s slowing the pace, my urgency hasn’t relented.  I want him.  I sit up, but he pushes me back down.  “Just watch.”

“I need you.  Hurry up,” I beg.

He picks my hand up and places it in between my legs.  “Please yourself until I undress.  Let me watch you.”

As much as Bradley and I have done, he never asked me to touch myself.  I’ve never done this before.  Ian’s so different tonight than he was last time, but I like it.  It’s just what I needed.  I’m drunk on him, just the way I wanted to be.

I start to move my fingers around my soaked opening.

Ian’s watching, smiling, “Ah, yes.  You’re so wet.  See, that turns you on so much.”

I watch as he lets his shorts drop to the floor.  He shimmies out of his boxers, grabbing his length, caressing it.  “Ian, I want you.”

“You’re about to have me, baby.”

He pulls my legs towards him, and flips me so that I’m on my stomach.  He holds my legs at his hips and rams into me from behind.  “You said maybe when I asked if you liked it rough.”

He sinks deeper.  “Do you like this?”

“Ah,” I moan.

“Tell me.  Do you like it?  I want to hear you,” he commands as he pounds into me again.

“Yes.  Faster,” I demand.

“Tell me.  What took you so long to call me?”

“I don’t know.” I can’t tell him the real reason as to why it took me so long.  I just want him to speed up.  I don’t want to talk.

“I’m going to take this slow, torture you the way you’ve tortured me since Sunday.”

That pisses me off.  “I was sick,” I hiss.

“You could have called and told me you were okay.” He barely moves, teasing me.

“I told you I didn’t want anything more when I got out of your car.”

“Then why am I here?”

“Because I wanted you back inside of me.  Besides, why didn’t you call me?  It works both ways.”

He pulls out.  Dammit.  “Because I wanted to hear you say you wanted me.”

“Fine, I want you.  Back in.  Now.”

“Ask nicely,” he chuckles.

“Please, Ian.  I want you back inside of me.”

Swiftly he plows back into me, filling me as cry out because every move he makes consumes me.  He sets a hurried rhythm.  The pleasure is building inside of me.  Every grunt he makes as he ravages me sends me farther over the edge until my body is erupting like a volcano, convulsing and quaking.

“Yeah, that’s it,” he growls as I feel him follow.

He flips me back over and chastely kisses my lips.  “Next time, don’t take so long to call me back.”  His eyes never leave mine as he puts his clothes back on.  I’m yearning for more when he walks out of my room.  He hollers over his shoulder, “That should have helped your appetite.  Eat.”

I am flabbergasted by his boldness, but I must admit I find it so incredibly sexy.  If I had the energy I would run after him, but I don’t.  I pull my duvet up and cover my naked, sated body as I drift off to sleep.


Chapter 10

 

[image: ]

 

Ian

Veronica doesn’t know that I’ve been following her.  At least I don’t think she does.  It’s very unlike me to act like such a stalker.  I don’t know what she’s doing.  She’s just been sitting in her car as if she’s waiting on someone.

The last six months of my life has felt so empty and dull.  The time, although brief, we spent together was the best time of my life.  I realized that I was falling in love with her, that I am in love with her.

I was such a douche.  I don’t know that I’d blame her if she never forgives me.  In the past, I’ve always made poor decisions, and it looks like that is going to be the story of my life.  Ian has the best girl in the world, and he finds a way to screw it up.

Lindsey doesn’t count because she was a bitch.  She was a bad distraction, a sign of my weakness.  I should have never let her come between me and Gabby.  Stupid hormonal teenager that I was gave into peer pressure.  I know I broke Gabby’s heart.  I didn’t understand at the time how special she really was.

I run my fingers through my hair as I accept that I let the first love of my life slip away, shattering her.  It’s harder to swallow the fact that I’ve shattered Veronica.  I have to fix it for the sake of our child.  I have to put us back together.  I am not proud that I knocked her up, but it is what it is.  I’m least proud of how I reacted.  That I ran away like a scared little boy, like a coward.  I was scared – I’m still scared.  I feel like I’m still a kid myself.  I have a lot of growing up to do, but I can.  I will do it for her and for our little guy.  Or maybe it’s a little girl.  The thought of a little Veronica running around makes my chin quiver as I fight back tears.  I don’t cry.  I don’t know that I can take much more of this.

I can’t believe my eyes.  I quickly swipe the tears away to make sure that what I’m seeing is real.  Gabby.  My Gabby.  That is way too big of a coincidence.  What in the hell are they up to?  Part of me wants to jump out of my car, charge them, and demand answers.  But Veronica has yet to get out of her car, and Gabby doesn’t seem to even know Veronica is there.  I don’t want the first time I talk to Veronica to be confrontational.  I definitely don’t want to have to go into the entire ex spiel if she doesn’t know Gabby.  I decide I’ll wait and see how this unfolds before I play my cards.

Gabby walks into the building with an overnight bag.  She looks good.  No, she looks better than good.  I’ve always wanted her to be happy.  She deserves happiness more than anyone in the world.

A few minutes after Gabby goes inside, Veronica follows.  It’s strange seeing the two loves of my life in the same place.  Except, one of those girls is my future, carrying the child I almost walked away from.  I will not lose them.

I feel like I’m in some episode of a crime TV show.  Crazy stalker ex-boyfriend watches as the ex-girlfriends conspire on how to take him down.  It is taking every ounce of self-control for me to not march myself into that building and demand answers from them.

I know I have to be careful and do this right.  I can’t have Veronica think any less of me than she already does.  I’m an expert at ruining things.  So if my knee jerk reaction is to run inside, I’m going to do the opposite this time.

I can’t imagine what they are doing in this upscale apartment building that is taking so long.  I feel beads of sweat on my forehead.  I brush them away with my clammy palms.  I realize that I feel like I’m in a car in the summer.  Like I felt the first time I was in a car alone with Gabby.  Except this time, there’s no fun and games to be played.  My entire life is on the line, playing out before my eyes as if I’m a bystander.  I feel helpless and powerful all at the same time.  I have the power to change my future.  No one else can do that for me.  I have to man up.

I see the door to the building swing open, and it’s Veronica.  She looks upset.  I realize I can’t take it any longer.  This is my chance.  I jump out of my car. “Veronica!”

I quickly glance both ways, crossing the street, “Veronica.  Wait.”

She finally turns and sees me.  It’s not the facial expression I expected, but again, can’t say I blame her.  She looks like she’s seen a ghost.

I’m panting, completely out of breath.  “Wait, I need to talk to you.” I hunch over resting my hands on my knees.

She stops and crosses her arms.  She looks incredible.  I loved her long hair, but now that I’m close to her, I can see how this short haircut makes her eyes that much more incredible.  Even seven months pregnant, she is unbelievably sexy.  She awakens body parts that I haven’t used in a long time.  I don’t want her to know that I know Gabby.  I want to see if she’ll tell me why she was here.  “What are you doing here?  Who were you here to see?”

“Not that it’s any of your damned business, but I was here to see Bradley Banks.  It was never your baby, Ian.  It’s his.  I want to be with him,” she hisses.

I’m hurt, but I’m not crushed because I know she’s lying to me.  I’m a good guy, but I know my way around a doctor’s office.  After she told me she was pregnant and it was mine, I had to find out if they had done a pregnancy test at the urgent care I took her to when she was sick.  I pulled a few strings.  I know that she wasn’t pregnant that Sunday.  She had bronchitis.  She was coughing so hard it was making her vomit.

She was prescribed antibiotics, which caused her birth control to be ineffective.  I know this baby is ours.  We conceived it the night I skipped out on soccer practice early.  The night I didn’t use a condom because I thought she was on the pill.  I had seen them in her cabinet looking for a coffee mug that Sunday.  I was so caught up in the moment that it never occurred to me she may have been given an antibiotic.  Stupid.

My face is deadpan.  “You’re lying.  I know it’s mine.”

She narrows her eyes. “There’s no way you could know that.”

“Yes, I do.  And so do you.”

She looks away.  “Well it doesn’t matter.”

I pull her chin back to look at me.  “It does matter.  It’s my baby.”

“Well I want him, and he’s moved on with this bitch named Gabby.”

I wondered what the connection to her was.  I’m none too happy Veronica’s called her a bitch.  But I don’t have time to deal with ex-girlfriend drama right now.  “Do you love him?  Bradley?”

She looks away again.  “Yes.”

I stare down at the ground, fighting back my emotions.  My voice cracks as I speak the next question, “Do you love me?”

There’s a pause before she crushes me.  “I thought I did, but it was all a big mistake.  I screwed up.  I just want everything to go back to the way it was before I met you that night.  That’s when everything turned upside down in my life.”  She throws her hands in the air.  “You yourself said you weren’t ready to be a father.  He can provide this baby a life you can’t, a life you’re not ready for.”

“If that’s what you really want, then, fine.”  Who was I kidding?  I am not father material.  And the thought of Gabby with the Bradley Banks makes me want to punch him in the face.  There is no way she can be happy with him.  Even if she thinks she is, there is no way that it will last.  She can’t go through anymore heartbreak.  I won’t stand by and let him do to her what I did.  And I’ll be damned if I’m going to lose both of my women to him.  “I’ll distract Gabby.”  I run my hands through my hair.  I can’t believe I’m doing this.  “You do your thing with him.”

She shakes her head from side-to-side.  “Do you really think that will work?”

“Yes.  Just promise me that you’ll send me pictures of our baby?”

Tears stream down her face, and I’m about to lose it, too.  I am not sure she really wants this, but she’s so stubborn.  There’s always been an unstated game between us of who is in control, who has the power.  I always win.  This is the one time I thought I had all the right cards, and now I find out they are jokers.  I am determined to not let her see me break down.

“I will,” she cries.

Well, that’s a relief.  I deserve this.  After all the hurt I’ve caused the both of them, I deserve to have my heart handed to me on a platter with a dagger through it.  “All right, well get out of here.  I’ll keep an eye out for Gabby and figure out what I’m going to do.”  I pull her forehead to my lips.  “I love you.  It’s the only reason I’m going to do this.”  I turn and run back to my car as fast as I can.  I have to be away from her.  I have to let go of all of this.


Epilogue
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Ian

 

It hasn’t been long since I composed myself in my car when I see Gabby come running out and get into her car.  I have no clue what Veronica did or said, but it clearly has hurt her.  I am torn between my two loves.  Part of me wishes I’d never suggested this.  The other part of me just wants to save Gabby.  To make up to her the hurt I’ve caused her in the past.

It only takes a second before she’s slamming the door in my face.  Again, I don’t know what I expected.  I could have never predicted my day would have ended up like this.  I push my hand to stop the door.  “Gabs. C’mon. I need to talk to you.”

She closes her eyes for a moment before she speaks.  I can tell she’s on the verge of crying.  I am not sure if it’s about me or him.  She closes her eyes once more before she says, “I can’t…no, I don’t want hear what you have to say right now.”

I deserve that.  “Gabs,” I plead.

“No. You are the absolute last person I want to see or talk to right now. Move your hand, or I’ll scream.”

Gabby’s always had a dramatic flair.  Good grief.  “It’s just me. I’m the same Ian. I would never do anything to physically hurt you. There’s no need to scream.” I furrow my brows. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

She narrows her eyes at me, pushing the door a little more.  It’s like she’s testing to see if I am going to let her close it. “I’ve had a really bad day, and you just made it the day from hell. That’s what’s wrong,” she hisses at me.  I laugh to myself at the irony of that statement.  This has most definitely turned into my day from hell.  I thought I was going to fix my life.  Then she showed up and complicated everything.  They complicated everything, she and Bradley. “Goodbye, Ian.”

“Wait, Gabs. Please. I am here to ask you to forgive me.”  I hadn’t really planned what I would say.  I am just going with the flow.  That’s not really a lie.  That’s the truth.  I would love for her to forgive me.  I have dealt with the guilt for long enough.

“Forgive you for what, Ian? For sleeping with my very best friend? For telling me that what we had was enough? For telling me that you loved me?”  Oh she’s feisty.  I’m not sure I’ve seen this side of her before.  I like that she’s able to stand up for herself.  I just hate that everything she’s saying is true about all the horrible things I did to her.  It makes me cringe.  “Forgive you for ruining my friendship with Lindsey? Or, for shoving your cuddly relationship down my throat my entire freakin’ senior year? The year that was supposed to be one of the happiest of my life, but instead was an absolutely blazing hell?”

My eyes widen, and I gulp as I quietly reply, “All of it, Gabs.”

“All of it?” she hisses.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Look, can I please come in? I don’t particularly care to have this conversation outside in the cold.”

Gabby looks up and around, shaking her head.  It’s obvious she’s grappling with the situation.  She takes a deep breath.  “Fine. Come in if you must.”

She extends her arm, opening the door the rest of the way for me to come into her apartment.  She closes it and stands with her back to it.  This is incredibly awkward.  How do I keep getting myself into these situations?

“So…” she says as she walks over to her refrigerator and grabs a bottle of Yellow Tail Shiraz. She turns and grabs a glass from the cabinet.  Looking back to me, she holds up the bottle. “Can I get you a drink?”

I have never been more excited to see wine in all my life.  I hope it will help me through this.  I am trying to be so careful.  I don’t want to hurt her again.  “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”  Since when did she start drinking?  I really liked the good girl Gabby.  But I’m thankful for the wine tonight.  “I didn’t think you drank?”

She turns back to the cabinet to get what I assume is another glass. She shrugs her shoulders and nonchalantly murmurs, “Things change, Ian.”

Yeah, I’m very well aware of that.  “Not all things, Gabs.”

She quickly snaps her head around. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know.”

“Um. No, I don’t”

I put my hands in my pockets, my legs are slightly spread. I tilt my head to the side.  She’s a smart girl, but if I must spell it out for her, I will. “Gabs, I still love you. I don’t think I ever stopped. I was a high school boy, and all my friends were having sex. What did you expect?”

She shakes her head, never looking at me, while pulling the cork from the bottle. “What did I expect?” After pouring the wine into the glasses, she starts walking towards me. “I expected my boyfriend to be loyal to me. Tell me Ian, was that asking too much?”

“I know, Gabs. I don’t mean to make excuses. I just was stupid. I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“So, what about Lindsey? Are you still with her?”

“No, why would I be here with you if I was still with her?”  I’m beyond over Lindsey.  

“Oh I dunno. Being with me in the same damn house didn’t stop you from being with her.”

I can’t decide if I like bold Gabby better or not.  “You cuss now, too, huh?”

“I know you’re not seriously here to judge me?”

I narrow my eyes a little bit and smile my most charming smile while putting my hands up in a surrender gesture.  I swiftly close the gap between us.  I have got to lighten this mood.  It’s choking me.  “No. Just an observation, that’s all.”

She motions for me to sit on the sofa. Gabby gets this look on her face and starts rambling.  “Shoot, I totally forgot I was supposed to call Sam. I thought you were her, actually.” She puts her glass of wine down and grabs her phone. “Do you mind if I call her real quick? It’s pretty important.”

After I sit down, I lean back putting my arm across the back of the couch almost reaching her shoulder. “No, take your time. I’ll wait.” Now it feels like old times.  Maybe this won’t be so hard, after all.  I sense her freeze.  I try to act like I don’t know she’s done it.

“Great, I’m gonna go to my room for a minute. I’ll be right back.” She shrugs. “I guess make yourself at home.”

I watch her walk away into her bedroom and close the door.  Of course she wants privacy.  She thinks I have no clue, but I do have a pretty good idea.  I’m almost positive that Veronica told Bradley that the baby, my baby, was his.  I’m just not sure how much Gabby heard or knows.  Clearly, she knows enough or she wouldn’t be here.  She wouldn’t be upset.

I know this is why she needs to talk to Sam.  Part of me wishes I knew exactly what had gone on inside, but the other part of me doesn’t.  I don’t think I can take anymore drama or hurt today.  I am getting a heaping dose of my own medicine.  It hurts like hell.  All I want to do is get drunk and forget this mess of a life I have created for myself.

I feel so alone.  It’s not like I have anyone to talk to about it all.  Hell would have to freeze over before I discussed any of this with my idiot roommates.  I love them, but they have less maturity than I do.  There’s no way they could handle this shit.

I have no clue how to tell my parents that I not only had unprotected sex with Veronica, got her pregnant, but also abandoned her.   How I become an ass when I feel commitment suffocating me.  How, in quite possibly the most ridiculous, impulsive move ever, I decided that I’d sabotage Gabby’s relationship to save both Gabby and Veronica from anymore heartache.  It’s the most selfless thing I’ve ever done.  I would have loved to have had Gabby back but not like this.  Not now.  But here I am.

She can’t end up with Bradley, I know that much.  If Veronica thinks he can provide a good life for my child, which I know he can because of who his family is, then I guess I can make peace with that.  I can’t blame Veronica for trying to make sure the kid has a decent father and upbringing.  I just hate that Gabby got stuck in the middle of this atrocity.

I’ve pulled my phone out to check to see Veronica has texted me, not that she should.  And of course, she hasn’t.  I feel the hole that she left in my heart today rip a little more.  Gabby opens the door and come’s back in.  I’m thankful she’s polite.  “Sorry to make you wait like that.”

“No, no problem. It’s not like I gave you any warning I’d be here or anything.” Which would have been the polite thing to do rather than ambush you when I know you’re already down.  Heartbroken.

Thankfully, I kept a decent amount of space between us on the way home.  I was able to see her pull over.  So I pulled over, too, but farther back.  I couldn’t see what she was doing, but my guess was that she was crying.  I know her.  Besides, she had already had to stop to cry when she got gas.  I wanted to jump out of the car and kick the shit out of the insensitive punk that beeped his horn at her while she was crying at the pump.

Gabby chuckled. “No, that you didn’t.” She sits back down on the couch and takes a long swig of wine.

I turn sideways to face her.  I know I said I didn’t want to know what happened earlier, but I do.  I want her to tell me so I can comfort her.  I can’t if I don’t know.  She can’t know that I already know.  So I have to ask.  “So, you said you had a bad day. What happened?”

“Don’t wanna talk about it.” I watch her take another drink, and it’s just strange.  I don’t know why it bothers me so much.  “You better slow down, Gabs,” I playfully warn her trying to lighten the mood, trying to retrieve a glimpse of the old us.

She raises one eyebrow at me. “You don’t get to tell me what I better do or better not do.”  She’s really cute like this.  I feel bad for thinking that, but I make a mental note that when she raises that eyebrow she’s going to say something out of her newly found smart mouth.

I get up from the couch and head towards the kitchen counter.  If she insists on drinking her worries away, fine with me.  I honestly can’t blame her.  I want to do the same thing.  But I need a clear head so I don’t screw this up.  “Fair enough.” I raise my eyebrow, mirroring her. “Would you like more, then?”

Gabby beams that beautiful smile that I’ve been longing to see since the moment she opened the door. “Now you’re talkin’.”

I walk back over and pour more wine in both of our glasses. “So, do you have a fake ID or something? How did you get this wine?”

“Well, last year Sam always had the fridge full. This year, my…” I watch as her bottom lip quivers, and I feel even more like a dick.  I should have known that he would stock her fridge for her.  He makes my blood boil.

Maybe now she’ll tell me, though.  “What is it, Gabs? You can tell me.”

Gabby snickers, “No, I’m not discussing him with you.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”  Even though I’m pretty sure she had a boyfriend earlier today, I’m not sure she still does.  This is an honest question, right?

“Did.”

“Well, I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not.”  I’m sorry she’s hurt, but I’m not sorry he’s no longer her boyfriend.  He’s the last person she needs to be with.  His father has the worst reputation in Atlanta, the typical congressman with all the affairs.  Bradley has done a nice job of following suit.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around what it is that he wants with a girl so pure and innocent like Gabby.  She’s too good for him.  “I was hoping that you didn’t. You know, more of a chance for me.” If I can’t have Veronica and I’m going to ensure this promise to her, to our baby, then I need to make this work with Gabby.

She narrows her eyes and huffs, “You’re an ass, Ian.”

Half laughing, I reply, “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“NO!” She swats me and nudges me at the same time.  We both pause.  This is old Gabby playfulness.  She can say what she wants.  Act like she doesn’t feel it.  But we both feel the chemistry that’s still here.  Her hesitation speaks volumes.  In the past, this is how our flirty banter started.  I loved being playful with her.

“You feel this, too?” I have to know.

“Even if I feel it, there’s no way in hell I’m acting on it. I’m too tired to fight with you tonight.” She throws back her second glass of wine, and with a little left in her mouth, she continues, “I’m entertaining you and hearing you out, but I can tell you we are never getting back together.”

I suck in air and jump back. “Ouch, that hurts.”  It really does hurt.  Maybe with time, I can change her mind.  

“Not as much as you hurt me. I can assure you of that,” she hisses.

Again, I deserve that.  What I don’t deserve another shot, but I have to try to make this work.  “Just give me a chance, Gabs.”

She shakes her head and grimaces. “No.”

She’s made up her mind already?

“Just like that, huh?” I don’t know what I can do or say to show her that I’m not that guy anymore.

I watch as she pours herself another glass of wine.  She nonchalantly replies, “Yep, just like that. I’m happy to be your friend, but I can’t be any more than that to you.”

“I’ll take what I can get, then,” I concede.  That’s going to have to be good enough for now.  I refuse to push this too far right now.

She tilts her glass towards mine. “To friends.”

I grin as we clank our glasses together.  If someone had told me five hours ago that I’d be toasting to being friends with Gabby, I would have laughed at them.  I would have been happy to be her friend.  And because I’m trying to make this right with Veronica, to redeem myself, I’m secretly praying I can make this more.

“Fine, now tell me what happened with Lindsey?” she asks me.

She’s going to love this part.  “Actually, I caught her cheating on me.”

Gabby throws her head back laughing. “Oh, karma’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

“That’s not very nice you know?”

She chuckles. “Sorry, I guess.”

She’s not sorry.  I love to see her carefree, and I can only imagine the elation she must be feeling about how that all went down. “But you’re not, right?”

“No, I’m not. But I’m really sorry for not being sorry.” She takes another sip of her wine.  I really wish she’d slow down, but there’s no way in hell I’m mentioning that to her again.  As if she’s read my mind she says, “Oh. You’re right, I should probably slow down. Geez, that didn’t take much to make the room spin.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t imagine that you’d be anything other than a light weight, Gabs.” I mean it in the most loving of ways.  It’s fun to tease her.

She shrugs her shoulders and giggles. “What can I say? Anyway, Lindsey. Did she cheat on you with your best friend by chance? Because that would be the icing on the cake for me.”

“I’ll take this beating. I deserve it. No, it was actually one of our professors.”

Gabby widens her eyes. “You. Have. Got. To. Be. Kidding. Me!?”

“No, they got in a lot of trouble. But they are engaged now, so I guess it was all worth it.” The thought saddens me.  Lindsey is getting her happily ever after.  How has she managed to do that?  But I’m here with a girl whose heart I broke, walking a fine tightrope between being honest versus being deceptive.  I don’t want any more bad karma.  I have already gotten way more than Lindsey.  It’s not fair.

“So, you really weren’t just missing me, right? You got rejected by Lindsey and then after you got a little taste of your own medicine, you realized how good you had it?” She almost hit the nail on the head.

Lindsey?  No.

Veronica?  Yes.

Rejection?  Yep.

Own medicine.  Overdosing.

“No, I always regretted screwing things up with you. But, I was too proud to come back and admit it to you.” That’s true.

Gabby shrugs her shoulders. “What’s done is done.” She reaches to the coffee table and places her empty wine glass down. “I need to use the bathroom, excuse me a minute.”

As soon as she’s gone, her phone lights up on the coffee table by the wine glass, catching my eye. A picture of a familiar face pops up on the screen. I can’t resist the urge to answer. I wish I could be a fly on his wall and could see Bradley’s expression when another man answers Gabby’s phone. “Hello.”

“I must have the wrong number,” Bradley fumbles.

I smile a sly smile.  I’m probably enjoying this too much. “Who were you trying to reach?”

“Gabby Gerhart.”

“She can’t come to the phone.”

“Who the hell is this?” Bradley hisses.

“I could ask you the same thing.” Even though I know the answer, I’m enjoying playing with his head. “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m her boyfriend, jackass. Put her on the phone.”

“No, she doesn’t have a boyfriend anymore. And from the sounds of how her day has gone, you’re the jackass. Have a nice night.” I hear the commode flush, and quickly end the call.  I calmly place it back on the coffee table face down so she wouldn’t see the light from the phone call I’ve just intercepted.
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