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Thursday, October 18, 2012


Looking past my bleak reflection,
a neon sign hangs in the window of the bar.  The word “OPEN” appearing
garish in bright neon red, that four letter word describes exactly how I’m
feeling; open…exposed…vulnerable.  With a sigh, my eyes turn back towards
my unrecognizable reflection.  Dark circles encompass my bloodshot
eyes.  My usual vivacity is nowhere to be seen.  Instead, the
puffiness of my eyelids show the hours of tears I’ve shed.


“Coward!” I silently mouth to my
reflection.  Unable to move from the car, I cower in the darkness avoiding
confrontation.  I know what’s about to occur.  A battle of the heart
is not something that comes easily, not something that one can be prepared for.


Gripping the steering wheel, I
close my eyes momentarily.  Breathe Ely!  Just breathe! 
I steady myself as I slowly lift the handle.  “I guess what doesn’t kill
you makes you stronger.”  I repeat the words attempting to calm my erratic
breathing.  Reaching behind, I pull my tussled ponytail tighter and
finally exit the car and make my way towards the front door.


A man wearing tight jeans and a
sweat stained t-shirt walks towards me making no attempts at subtlety as his
eyes take me in, setting squarely on my behind.  I roll my eyes and
quicken my step to avoid his unwanted attention.  Pig!  I
practically have “fuck off” tattooed on my forehead and it still doesn’t stop
him from making a comment about my ass.  He snorts and lets out a loud
belch.  In that instant I’m reminded of why I’ve stayed away from dives
like this.  Ignoring my growing irritation, I take another deep breath and
enter the bar.


The smoke filled room is
overwhelming as I take a few steps beyond the front door.  I scan the
seats as “Red Light” by David Nail plays on the speakers.  What an
appropriate song to set the mood.  Swallowing the lump growing in my
throat, I fight back tears as my eyes continue their search.  Reaching the
far corner past the row of pool tables, my eyes finally rest on him.  He
looks disgustingly attractive with his unshaven face and brown disheveled hair,
as he sits by himself with a small glass filled with an auburn liquid.  He
lacks his normal wardrobe of a suit and matching tie.  Instead, he’s
wearing a black button-up with dark blue jeans; his shirt sleeves rolled up to
his elbows.


His unnerving blue eyes follow me
as I walk towards him, and as I approach him the all too familiar pull of
anticipation sweeps over me.  Standing, he pulls out a chair.  I’ve
always loved his level of mannerism, even under circumstances like these. 
Purposely, I walk past him and sit at the chair on the opposite side.  I
can’t be near him right now.  Being in such close proximity might bring me
to my knees, somewhere I’m already too close to being.  He sighs heavily,
pushing the chair back in and returns to his seat across from me.


Staring blankly at his drink, his
fingers run over the scratches on the tarnished table.  His eyes look
heavy as if he hasn’t slept for days, but even with our matching dark circles
he is painfully beautiful.  Knowing how far we’ve come, to take such a
leap backwards, has gutted us both, and it’s evident with each dark shadow.


“Why did you want to meet me
here, Alex?” I question as I glance down at my knotted fingers.  Neither
one of us are making eye contact, we stare at everything except each other.


“We needed to talk,” he mumbles
still toying with the grooves in the table.


“I really don’t know what else
there is to say,” I respond, solemnly.  “Let’s not do this to each other…”


“Elyssa…” Alex interrupts
me.  “Just let me get this out.”  Closing his eyes momentarily, he
pauses while searching for the words that he wants to say.  “You are
perfect,” he declares.  “Sitting here looking at you makes me forget the
past two days of utter hell I’ve had to deal with.”  His words make me
melt. A knot begins to build in my throat.  He can’t do this to me. 
To us.


“This,” Alex gestures between the
two of us, “This isn’t us.  We are sitting here not looking at one
another, not saying the words that need to be said.  Don’t you think I
deserve something?  Some semblance of an answer?  Can you give me
that at least?”  He stares at me, searching for a glimmer of hope that his
words have not fallen on deaf ears.  “The last time I saw you…I’m just at
a loss for words.  I don’t understand.”


For a moment my defenses drop and
with soft eyes I lift my head, finally making eye contact; willing myself not
to cry.  No Ely, you have to bring yourself to the sobering reality
that you have been placed in.  Letting him get under your skin will only
bring more pain.


“What do you want from me,
Alex?  What do you want me to say?”


“What happened to us?  How
did we get here?”  The expression on his face darkens, his eyes searching
my face.


The looming questions at hand
linger in the smoke filled air as Alex stares at his empty shot glass.  I
look around the bar, searching for a sign on how to answer the prolonged
questions.  How did we get here?  In every way possible, Alex
and I are perfect for one another.  If it wasn’t for my deal with the
devil, then I would give into him.  I would let him take me home and make
love to me.  We would forget our pasts and just lose ourselves in one
another.


How did we get here?  I’m
not so sure anymore. 
I tilt my head back thinking back to the past six weeks.  Six weeks that
have permanently changed my life.  It’s when I first started with Salerno
Health and also the first time I laid eyes on him.
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1


 


Monday September 17, 2012


Escaping the cool breeze of the
building, the sun blasts me with intense warmth that stills me right outside
the door.  The balmy summer air feels lovely against my skin as I take a moment
to revel in the last days of summer.  Las Vegas in the morning is possibly
the only time during the summer that you can sit and enjoy the weather. 
By the end of the day, I’ll be thankful summer is almost over since it feels
like living in the depths of hell.  People say that dry heat is better
than humidity, but let’s face it, hot is hot.  These are probably the same
people that think Las Vegas locals live on the strip and rent hotel rooms by
the day.  Little do they know that the life of the city is outside of the
hustle and bustle of the strip.


Being known for attracting
vagrants, chronic gamblers, and alcoholics, Las Vegas is more than the catch
phrase “whatever happens here, stays here.”  The beauty of the dessert
surrounds the valley and the vast mountains cradle the city like a nurtured
child.  But just like any city, the metropolis is heavily regulated by our
local police and I’m truly thankful, although there are areas that I don’t
frequently visit, especially after dark.


I’m feeling slightly nervous
considering my choice of wardrobe this morning has already attracted the
unwanted attention of the laborers loitering in the nearby parking lot.  I
ignored their whistles when I entered the gas station to pick up a pack of gum
and some water, but I can’t help but fidget as I gracefully walk back towards
my car.


Resting just above my knee line,
my dress flares flirtatiously yet is still professional enough for my first day
of work.  I decided to jump ship and start the next chapter of my life a
month ago.  Accepting the position as a Sales Executive at Salerno Health
was a no brainer.  The CEO, Arianna Salerno, is well known in the
insurance community, and her reputation precedes her as very generous, yet
extremely demanding.


I, of course, know her on a
completely different level.  Arianna was my mother’s closest friend before
she passed away.  “Sorority sisters for life,” was their motto, which is
why my mother always referred to her as my Aunt Arianna.  If it wasn’t for
my older sister Rachel stepping in, she would’ve been the mother figure in my
life.  As it was, Rachel would’ve never allowed anyone else to raise
me.  She felt it was her duty, and she did a remarkable job, if I do say
so myself.


When I applied for the position
at SHI I thought my employment was a done deal, but when Arianna told me I had
to interview, I almost lost it.


“I can’t show favoritism,” she
explained.  I understood, but I desperately needed the position.  I
wasn’t just upset, I was terrified.  My rent was far more than I could
afford and my savings was running out due to my move.  I didn’t dare ask
Rachel for help, so I was depending on the position at SHI in order to cover my
living expenses.  If I hadn’t gotten the position, I don’t know what I
would’ve done.  Thank goodness it was just a formality.


“Hi beautiful,” the raspy voice
startles me, causing me to lose my train of thought and turn in surprise. 
His tousled appearance and soil reddened clothes give him away
instantaneously.  Matching the laborers nearby, I’m assuming he’s
panhandling on the side while waiting for another job to drive up.  That
or he wanted to continue the sexual harassment they started on my way into the
building.


“Can I help you?” I
question.  But, just as I utter the words, my attention is drawn away from
his response.  I’m blinded by piercing blue eyes staring in my
direction.  Glancing over the laborer’s shoulder, my face feels flush as I
look at the most stunning man I’ve ever laid eyes on.  Exuding confidence,
he leans against his sleek white BMW, hands in his pockets.  Gloriously
tall, his muscles are prominent in his stark black, three piece suit.  His
blue shirt accentuates his azure eyes, bringing more attention to his perfectly
sculpted face.  Catching me staring, I notice a small smirk developing on
his flawless lips.  Our eyes lock, and for a brief moment, all I can feel
is the thumping in my chest.  Flustered at my lack of subtlety, my
attention is brought back to the gentleman standing in front of me.


“I’m sorry.  I didn’t catch
what you needed.”


“Do you have a dollar to
spare?”  Looking closer, his appearance is more that of a beggar. 
His concaved cheeks show the lack of nutrition and my heart breaks.  No
one should go hungry, let alone a man that is willing to do manual labor to
earn a few measly dollars.  Unable to avoid looking over his shoulder, the
object of my obsession is frowning in my direction and is now on alert. 
He appears to be attentively watching my interaction with the man in front of
me, concern on his face.


Reaching into my purse, I search
for the change from my earlier purchase.  Handing over a five dollar bill,
I wish the gentleman a good day before I turn and head back towards my car, but
not before noticing Mr. BMW shaking his head in disagreement before placing his
hands back into his pockets, relaxing against his car once again.


With a deep breath I shake my
head and try to calm myself.  Before getting back into the car, I can’t
help but steal another glance.  Looking over my shoulder at the
mind-blowing man standing less than twenty feet away, he places the hose back
in its harness.  I can’t help but notice the view from behind is
remarkable, with his broad shoulders and firm behind hiding under his tailored
jacket.  I hoped to have one more look into those beautiful blue eyes of
his, but he never looks back as I watch him slink into his car.  He knows
he’s attractive and it shows in every movement of his body.  I sigh as I
retreat to the confines of my car.


If only I was more forward and
more confident with men, then maybe I would’ve had the courage to talk to
him.  Then again, I was raised that men should do the approaching and make
their intentions known.  But I can’t help but wonder, could he have been
something fun or even something amazing?  My inability to approach him
will possibly forever haunt me and I will never know the sound of his voice or
the feel of his touch.  What are you talking about?   I
haven’t been interested in a man in so long, these thoughts were starting to
become foreign.  Quickly, I swallow my regret and brush off the feeling as
I start my engine.


Focus Ely, you don’t need any
distractions, and a man that looks like that would definitely be a series of
delicious distractions.


~~~~~


The expansive lobby at SHI is
quite impressive, definitely larger than my last job at Banks &
Stone.  The pale blue walls are completely bare, except for the Salerno
Health logo behind the security desk.  In a muted yellow, the logo is
bigger than the wall of my apartment and pops against the chocolate brown
terrazzo flooring.


My vanity shows slightly as I
stare at my reflection in a nearby mirror.  Even after an eventful
morning, my appearance is still intact.  My shiny auburn hair is pinned to
one side, leaving curls to fall around my face as they touch the top of my
breasts.  No wonder why they were whistling!  My bosom is
accentuated by the fitted top of my dress; professional, with a dash of
enticement.  I’m thankful I chose to dress with a hint of sexiness. 
Mr. Tall Dark and Sexy seemed to appreciate my outfit.  Not that it did me
any good.


I can’t believe my mind is still
focused on a man that I only laid eyes on for a few moments.  I feel like
a boy-crazed school girl.  Except in high school, I never thought twice
about any of the boys.  This feeling is so completely alien to me, but I
can imagine this is how it would have felt: the need to see that person, if
only to pass them in the hallway to give a coy smile and a sideways
glance.  My heart is aflutter just thinking about him.  I
don’t know his name, I don’t know if I’ll ever see him again, but his face will
forever be engrained in my memory.


Thankfully, my internal obsession
is broken by the security guard sitting behind a brushed-metallic desk as he
greets me.  Unable to hide my surprise, my brows raise.  The guard is
older than I would have imagined, possibly old enough to be my
grandfather.  A smirk spreads across my lips as I imagine him chasing an
assailant throughout the halls, tackling him to the ground, breaking a hip in
the process.  I definitely don’t feel a sense of security knowing that he
would be rushing to my aid.


“Can I help you, Miss?” the guard
inquires.


With the smirk fleeing my face I
explain, “I believe Margaret Sanders is expecting me.  My name is Elyssa
Hart.”


Asking for my driver’s license,
he turns to his computer.  His one finger typing is causing the task to
take a little longer than I would like.  But instead of getting
frustrated, I take a moment to observe the ambiance.  The revolving door
is literally spinning out of control as crowds of employees move into the
lobby; echoes of footsteps reverberate against the walls.  Of course, with
it being so close to 8:00 a.m., the traffic is expected to pick up.


Handing back my license, along
with a temporary badge, my only instructions are to take the elevator up to the
eighteenth floor.  “Good luck on your first day, Ms. Hart.  Please
let me know if you need anything.”  What a sweet old man, and I
can’t help but wonder why he needs to work instead of staying at home, growing
old with someone.  Hopefully, I get to know him and answer my unspoken
questions.


Thanking him, I attach my
temporary badge to the collar of my dress and walk towards the elevators. 
Entering the large metal casing, I turn around to press the button for the
eighteenth floor, but am startled when I come face to face with my image of
male perfection standing less than a foot away from me.  What the…?! 
Wide-eyed I stand, shocked and confused.


Gliding to the middle of the
elevator, he examines my demeanor before pushing the button for the eighteenth
floor.  Cautiously, I stare at him, startled at his intended
destination.  With a smug smile, his pouty lips part as he addresses
me.  “You’re going to the eighteenth floor right, Ms. Hart?”  His
voice is silky, deep, and masculine.  How did he know my name?


I’m stunned in silence.  He
suppresses a smile, “Don’t worry, I’m not a stalker.  I just overheard Mr.
Hodges say your name in the lobby.”  I can’t imagine him stalking anyone,
not that he would need to.  I’m sure women throw themselves at his
feet.  The image of kneeling before him causes me to flush with
warmth.  Good God, control yourself.


“Mr. Hodges?” I question, trying
to engage him in conversation.


“The security guard you were just
speaking with,” he answers, poignantly.  Oh!  Who else could it
have been?


Staring at the numbers above the
elevator door, he’s calm, cool and collected, while I stand shaking with
excitement.  He makes me nervous and my pulse quickens at his
closeness.  For the first time in who knows how long, I’m
speechless.  He’s unnerved me in a way that I never thought imaginable;
but then again, I’ve never felt such an attraction to anyone else before. 
As I glance around the elevator with a large, awkward smile, my fingers fidget
with the strap of my purse.  It doesn’t last long as I feel my eyes wander
in his general direction.


I hadn’t noticed his dimples
earlier.  They are quite prominent, but even more so when he smirks the
way he is right now.  I’m sure he knows the affect he has on me, probably
the same effect he has on most women.  Of course he’s confident; he’s
young and absurdly beautiful.  The alluring energy radiating off him is
palpable as he leans against the wall running his hand through his thick
golden-brown locks.  I fight the urge to stand in awe, but my eyes are
addicted to him.


Stealing another look, I’m
entranced by his exquisite crystal blue eyes.  Hints of citrus and spice
fill the closed confined space.  I take a step closer; my eyes fall as I
take in his masculine scent.  Entering into a lusty haze, I imagine the
taste of his tongue and the feel of his skin.  The sound of him clearing
his throat causes my eyes to shoot open and take the needed step
backward.  There’s that damn smirk again.  Through narrowed
eyes of embarrassment, I shake my head, bringing myself back down to
reality.  I can’t believe he just caught me sniffing him.


When the ascent to the eighteenth
floor comes to a halt, we both exit and head in the same direction. 
Walking next to my Adonis, I’m consciously aware of the way he moves. 
Gracefully navigating the hallway, he shows arrogance in the way he owns the
space around him.  Thankfully he knows where I’m supposed to go, letting
me know someone named Autumn will be showing me around.  Nice.  My
own personal tour guide.  The longer with him the better.


Shortly, we reach a simple black
desk, belonging to a mousey-looking female.  I can’t help but notice the
absence of personal affects or decorations.  Only a lonely fern sits atop
the desk, possibly a glimpse into her personality or maybe the temperament of
her boss.  She stands as we approach and although plain, she’s pretty in
her own way, wearing a firmly pressed pink blouse with ruffles going down the
front and a dark brown pencil skirt.


Looking up through her tightly
curled, dirty blonde hair, she nods and greets us, “Mr. James, Mrs. Salerno is
expecting you.  She wants you to go to her office when you get
here.”  Finally, a name to the face…Mr. James.  My sister
always warned me about men who have two first names.  If I recall, she
said something about them being womanizers.  Hopefully, there’s no merit
to her statement.


In comparison to the tall slab of
muscle standing next to me, she’s small and fragile, and is completely
unaffected by the beautiful specimen standing in front of her as she talks
confidently at him, firing off instructions from Mrs. Salerno.  At the
same time, Mr. James appears to appreciate how meticulous she is with simple
tasks, like taking a message.  Looking away, she smiles in my direction,
“May I help you?”


Extending my hand to her, she
grips it tightly as we shake.  Her hold is strong, considering her small
build.  “My name’s Elyssa Hart; I’m the new Sales Executive.”


“Oh yes, Autumn’s expecting you,”
she explains.  Walking past me, she waves me over and I follow her to
another plain black desk, not too far from hers.  “This is your new
home.  All of your supplies are stocked in your desk.  If you need
anything, just let me know.  My name’s Janice, by the way.  I’m Mr.
James’ assistant.”  Beaming up at him, she seems content in her
position.  Lucky girl!  “Please let me know if there’s
anything else you need.”


“Great, thank you, Janice.”


My whole body trembles as Mr.
James rests his hand on the small of my back.  “Janice, I’ll take Ms. Hart
to see Autumn since I’m going that way.”  Puzzled, Janice smiles, shrugs
and retreats back to her desk.  She seemed nice enough, hopefully someone
I can become friends with.


We walk in silence; once again I
feel the visceral awareness being next to him.  It’s hard to concentrate
on the rows of cubicles full of employees.  Their quiet banter can be
heard and I notice prying eyes over the walls, following us as we progress down
the walkway.  I’m not sure if they’re measuring up the new girl or the
fine man walking next to me.  Considering that most of the heads that are
turning are women, I’m assuming it’s him.  Either way, he seems to pay no
attention to their inquisitive eyes.


Passing another set of double
doors, I realize my mind has been entirely attuned to the smoldering man next
to me.  I barely recall some simple pieces of black and white art; mainly
still photographs of inanimate objects as we made our way down the
hall.   Approaching the conference room, he knocks on the closed door
and places his hands behind his back as we wait for a response.  Instead
of the expected formal greeting, I hear a strong feminine voice yell, “It’s
open.”


After opening the door, my eyes
are immediately drawn to the stacks upon stacks of paper scattered along the
conference table.  Snapping her head up, a stunning red head sits at the
far end.  Her soft features are angelic, but the moment her eyes lay upon
Mr. James, something changes.  Carnal lust for him is burning inside of
her and a devious smile trickles across her lips.  Looking from her to
him, I can see her lust filled gaze as her eyes travel across his finely
tailored body.  Mr. James, on the other hand, appears to remain
indifferent.


Standing, she quickly walks
towards us adjusting her skirt as she approaches.  I can understand
feeling self-conscious in front him.  Heck, a super model would feel
insecure.  Keeping eye contact with him, she ignores me completely.


“Hello, Mr. James.  I’m
sorry for the abrupt greeting.  I didn’t know it was you.”  Her red
tendrils fall against her cheeks, framing her porcelain face.


“I would hope you take your
greetings into consideration, regardless of who comes knocking on the
door.  I wouldn’t expect you to treat me any differently than you would
any of your other colleagues.”  Cringing, I glance away as he verbally
berates Autumn for her rude first impression.


Slinking back, she appears
wounded, her smile vanishing from her lips.  “Of course Mr. James, I
apologize.  I’ve been so involved in this project and have simply
forgotten my manners,” she explains, pointing towards the mound of work.


He ignores her apology and
motions for me to come closer as he makes introductions.  “Autumn, this is
Elyssa Hart.  She’s the new Sales Exec starting today.”


Shocked, Autumn’s attention turns
to me.  Her eyes glance over my appearance, searching for a reason Mr.
James would feel I deserve an ounce of his time.  But, Autumn appears to
know how to play the game and she does it well.  Dredging up the best fake
smile, she extends her hand to greet me.  I know my manners, and although
she’s not the warmest of creatures, I refuse to allow her to get to me.  I
shake her hand and smile politely, counting the seconds before I can remove
myself from her clammy grip.


Mr. James politely excuses
himself, after looking down at his watch.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I
have a meeting that I’m now a minute late for.”


Autumn is clearly disappointed as
she watches him leave.  Turning my head, I bring my hand up to my mouth
trying to hide my smile.  With a look that would scare a small child, she
returns her attention back to me.  His absence has now given her true
personality an opportunity to rear its ugly head.  I’m sure she normally
intimidates most people she meets, but I’ve dealt with catty women before and I
refuse to let her get the best of me.  In an industry that is saturated
with men, I’ve learned to be assertive, yet remain professional.  In all
reality, I would rather deal with an invidious female, rather than a
chauvinistic man.


After taking a moment to regain
her composure, Autumn leads me to the only part of the table not covered in the
sea of papers.  I learn quickly that she likes to toot her own horn. 
Discussing her extensive career with SHI, she mentions the countless hours
she’s dedicated in order to gain her position.  If I didn’t know better,
I’d think she was trying to deter me.  Her emphasis on our demanding
management and the unrealistic sales quotas were my first two clues, the third
being the implicit rules of the Sales department.


Quickly squashing any more
negative comments, I simply explain that I’m not new to the game and give her a
brief overview of my previous experience.  Autumn doesn’t hide her
opinion of new sales agents that have come from outside of the company. 
She feels the most successful executives worked their way up through the ranks
and put in their time.  Just like her, what a coincidence! 
I’m relieved when she walks me back to my desk, and leaves without so much as a
goodbye, hopping on her broom to fly away.


Shrugging off the two hour
pissing match with Autumn, I log into my computer and find two new e-mails; one
is a meeting request from my new Director, Margaret Sanders, and the other from
Arianna.


 


From:
Arianna Salerno


To: Elyssa Hart


Date: August 17, 2012, 7:45am PST


Subject: Welcome


 


Elyssa,


I hope your transition into Salerno Health goes
seamlessly.  Please don’t hesitate to let me know if you need
anything.  It’s such a pleasure having you here and I hope this will be a
good fit for you.  Your mom and dad would be so proud.


Arianna Salerno


CEO, Salerno Health, Inc


 


Venturing off to find Mrs.
Sanders’ office I find myself in a very sterile white space, with the only
color being the yellow tulips sitting in a pallid vase.  Just as I’m about
to walk away, I notice the name Arianna Salerno written meticulously on the
frosted glass behind a receptionist desk.  Of course Arianna would have a
plain set elegant reception area.


Suddenly, the sounds of muffled
voices gradually rise from behind the frosted glass.  Unable to move, I’m
frozen still, listening intently.  The door swings open abruptly and I
jump forward.  Mr. James stumbles out, obviously frustrated as he runs
both of his hands through his russet locks.  I quicken my step in hopes he
doesn’t notice me standing outside of Arianna’s office, eavesdropping. 
Just before I turn the corner I look back.  With narrowed eyes, he stares
at me. Just like at the gas station, our eyes lock.  Silently, I break our
connection with a large nervous smile, before heading around the corner.


~~~~~


My meeting with Mrs. Sanders, who
insists on me calling her Maggie, was just what I needed.  She has a
playful nature about her.  She gives a great first impression, with her
large smile immediately putting me at ease and I instantly love her. 
She’s the type of woman I strive to be.  Demanding, honest, and witty, she
exudes confidence and does not see every woman as competition.  She’s
beautiful and refined, with her messy brown hair half pulled up in a bun.


After reviewing her expectations,
she goes into her long stemmed career with SHI and through the total years of
experience, I’ve determined she must be in her forties.  She looks young
and carefree wearing a tight black dress with matching jacket and stilettos,
pulling together the expensive, but studious look.  Standing to lead me
out, she gives me words of wisdom before turning me over to my colleagues.


“Never underestimate others, but
also don’t compensate for them either.”  I can’t help but feel she is
prepping me for what’s to come.


By the time I’m done with Maggie,
it’s almost lunch.  Heading back to my desk I check my phone, realizing I
haven’t had a chance to look at it since I got here this morning.  There
are three missed text messages from Cole.


One first thing this morning:


*Good Morning
beautiful! Have a great first day at work.  Call me…miss you*


And the other two, a few minutes
ago:


*Are you
ignoring me?*


*I have pictures
proving we were intimately involved. Do you want me leaking them? Yes, I’m
blackmailing you…call me!*


Cole can be so frustrating. 
Being friends with him can be a struggle, but these days he’s my best friend…my
only friend.  I just saw him on Saturday, yet here he is already
inundating my phone with text messages.  Cole and I were together for a
few years during college, but I broke his heart in hopes to keep the
friendship, ending the romance.  But, I don’t think he’ll ever accept the
fact that there is no hope for us to rekindle our relationship.  Three
years is too long to keep that hope alive.  I hate to admit that he’s been
the man in my life, even after our breakup.  He says it’s my defense
mechanism, my way of keeping people at a distance.


Staring down at my phone, I feel
his presence before hearing his sultry voice.  My eyes flutter as I inhale
his exotic, pleasurable scent.  Shit!  I have to stop doing that!


“Everything okay, Ms. Hart?” he
questions, as he leans against the edge of my desk.  Crossing his arms, he
exudes confidence.


“Sorry, yes of course.  It’s
just my friend…well, my best friend, I guess.  He can be a pest
sometimes.  And please, call me Elyssa.”


“He?  Your best friend’s a
guy?”


“Yes…is that so
surprising?”  What’s he getting at?


“Let me guess, he’s an
ex-boyfriend.”  He’s smug in his assumption.  How dare he classify me
with other females, regardless of the fact that he is correct.  My
relationship with Cole is different and he knows nothing about it.


“Why yes, he is.  So I guess
you could say he’s my ex-boyfriend turned best friend.”


“Figures…”  His voice trails
off as he glances around my desk with his raised eyebrows.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I’m sure you have numerous
ex-boyfriends willing to take the scraps of friendship while they vie for your
heart,” he huffs.  And with that, he’s gone.


~~~~~


Arriving home, I grab water from
the fridge and slump against my couch.  Closing my eyes, I try and take a
moment for myself, but I’m unable to get Mr. Sex-on-Legs out of my head. 
Obviously, he’s absurdly beautiful, but there’s something more to him,
something I can’t quite put my finger on.


Recounting the day, I lift my
pillow and hide my face out of embarrassment.  I can almost scream at
myself over my behavior.  First there was the elevator.  I can’t
believe he caught me sniffing him like a dog.  Then, I act like a lovesick
teenager, tripping over my words and staring at him every chance I got. 
Just thinking about him now, makes my loins ache and my knees weak.  That
scent…his scent…it will forever stay engrained in my fantasies.  He
already looks like he could make me speak in tongues and forget my name, but
there’s something about a man that smells that delectable.


His inquisition also has me
baffled.  How can he assume that just because my friend was a guy that he
was an ex.  He’s right, but that’s beside the fact.  He’s absolutely
frustrating with his superiority complex, assuming that he knows me based on
his experience with women.  “I’m sure you have numerous ex-boyfriends
willing to take the scraps of friendship while they vie for your heart,” I say
out loud, mockingly. What in the hell is that supposed to mean?


~~~~~


Settling down for the night, I
jump into bed and grab my phone.  I know Rachel has been waiting on pins
and needles to find out about my first day, so when she picks up after the
first ring, I’m not surprised.


“El?  How did your first day
go?” she questions with excitement.


“It was good, Rach.”  That
didn’t sound very convincing.  Why do I sound so gloomy?


“You seem down.  Is
everything okay?”  Showing concern for her baby sister, I don’t have the
heart to explain my glum mood.  How do I explain that I’m pining for a man
who I’ve only talked to for no more than five minutes?  Or that love might
only be for fairytales, Hallmark, and the movies?  Especially, when she’s
already in love.


“I’m ok, just tired from a long
day.  I just wanted to call and check in.”  My sister has always had
the mother’s intuition, and can tell when something’s bothering me.  Trying
to lighten my mood I change the topic.  “I saw Arianna today in passing,
but didn’t get a chance to talk to her; she looks good.”


Rachel huffs, “You’re probably
better off.  Keep your relationship with her purely professional El; keep
her at a distance.”  I can picture her rolling her eyes at the simple
mention of Arianna’s name.  I guess I chose the wrong change in topics.


“I still don’t know why you’re so
pissed.  Arianna has been nothing but nice, and you’re always making her
out to be the devil.  I just don’t understand.”  Rachel has never
liked Arianna and from what I’ve seen, Arianna has never given her a reason to
hold such animosity.  The only thing I’ve ever come up with is that Rachel
may have felt intimidated or challenged when Arianna offered to raise me after
our parents died.  Either way, Rachel needs to get over these unwarranted
feelings, especially now that Arianna’s technically my boss.


“I’m sorry, El.  You’re
right.  She’s never done anything to you, so I will try and be
nice.  Seeing as she’s your boss now, I’ll keep my little comments to
myself.”


“My boss’s boss,” I correct, and
she giggles.  I decide not to tell her anything about Mr. James. 
That conversation can wait for another time.  Besides, what is there to
tell?  He was just being the genuinely nice guy that I think he is.  That
I hope he is.


“Are you sure you’re ok? 
Something’s definitely bothering you,” she asks, never one to give up so easy.


“Just a lot of information to
take in and I’m tired.”


“I won’t force you to talk about
it, but you know I’m here if you need me.”  My chest tightens.  Just
knowing my sister is there, always makes the world right.


“I know, Rach.  You always
are.  Tell Bryan I said hi.”  Rachel and Bryan moved in together a
few months ago, which is the reason I got my own place.  How awkward it
would’ve been sharing a home with a couple who can never seem to keep their
hands to themselves.  They deserved the privacy without worrying about
someone constantly walking in on them.


“I’ll tell him.  Love you, El! 
Night.”
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Tuesday September 18, 2012


Day two at SHI wasn’t as
invigorating as my first, and I’m slightly disappointed in myself.  I’m
normally more focused, but the memories of my first day are a complete
haze.  Everything, except for those piercing blue eyes, is a blur. 
Well, and that scent.  I can see now, where I’m going to need my daily
dose of Mr. James, just as much as my morning coffee.


What I wouldn’t give for him to
walk in right now, if only to see a small glimpse of my fantasy.  Shit…be
careful what you wish for!  Catching me blankly staring, looking
towards his office, I see him approaching my desk and am unable to hide my
excitement.  I can feel myself flush and can’t bear the thought he knows
what’s on my mind.  How embarrassing would that be?


Exuding masculinity, he continues
his strut in my direction.  His gray slacks hang from his hips, in just
that way, and sway with his movement.  Hungrily, I eye his body,
appreciating every inch of him.  His matching vest clings to his torso,
accentuating his toned chest and slim waist.  Fighting the urge to lick my
lips, my mouth feels dry as my nerves get the best of me.  I’m sure every
woman reacts this way around him.


As he approaches, a slow,
breathtaking smile spreads across his lips.  He’s absolutely flawless with
his long lashes and spotless complexion.  I’m caught.  “Elyssa…I need
you.”  I quiver, in complete shock at his forwardness.


“Y-you need me?” I stutter,
feeling like a nervous schoolgirl as I push my hair behind my ear.  Considering
he’s my boss, I really need to stop reacting this way towards him.


As quick as his smile came, the
happiness fades as his mouth straightens into a firm line, finally becoming
conscious of the fact he’s reeling me in like a fish on a hook.  And if he
knows that, he would be wise to stop.  We are at work, and whatever is
going on, can’t be good for business.


“Its last minute, but I need you
to stay late tonight.  I’ll need you to make arrangements, now.”  Of
course it would be work related.  Why else would he need me?  Uh…Get
a grip, Ely!  Ignoring my puzzled look, Mr. James begins walking away
without giving me a chance to respond, explaining he’ll send the file
shortly.  He sure has an odd way of asking for help.


Calling over his shoulder, he
fires off one more demand, “Meet me in the conference room at four and bring
the laptop.”  Aye, aye sir!  Ignoring the inclination to stand
and salute him, I swivel in my chair, baffled by his behavior.  One moment
he’s looking at me as if I’m prey, and the next he’s ordering me around like
his servant.  I know I’m his subordinate, but dang…does he have to be so
capricious?


His unpredictable behavior is
giving me whiplash.  I can’t keep up with him.  But then again, I
probably did this to myself.  Why did I think he was even remotely
interested in me?  Regardless, I need to get my head out of my ass and
focus on my career.  I promised myself that I would focus on work and make
that priority number one.  A man like Mr. James, a man that looks like
pure unadulterated sex, would not be good right now.  He’s the type of man
that would literally fuck you into submission.  By the time he was done
with me I wouldn’t know which way was up, let alone care about my career.


~~~~~


My e-mail pings, bringing an
instant flutter rising from my belly, sticking in my throat.


 


From:
Alexander James


To:
Elyssa Hart


Date:
September 18, 2012, 3:45pm PST


Subject:
4:00 Meeting Files


 


Attached
are the files I need printed and brought to the meeting.


 


Alexander
James


Senior
Vice President of Sales and Marketing


 


P.S.
I’ve been thinking about that situation with your male “friend,” just remember
that ex-boyfriends are usually ex’s for a reason.


 


Two things hit at once. 
First, I now know his name.  And, lord does it fit.  If just the ping
of an e-mail notification can make my stomach flutter, knowing his name makes
my heart skip a beat.  Second, he’s been thinking about my situation,
making me slightly confused.  Ugh…He’s so confusing.  One minute he’s
all business and the next he’s giving me dating advice?  My eyes shoot to
his email signature.  Wait a minute…Senior Vice President!? But, he’s
so young.  There’s got to be something to that.  Resolving to
figure that out later, I shrug off the awkward e-mail and try to gather my wits
about me.  Now, feeling even more intimidated, I hit print and head
towards the conference room, laptop in tow.


~~~~~


Standing at the entrance of the
conference room I’m entranced by the amazing view of the Las Vegas strip. 
The twinkling lights are the perfect backdrop as I stand in appreciation. 
I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed it yesterday, but then again I was dealing
with Autumn and her holier than thou attitude.


Facing the vast windows, I catch
him looking out into the distance.  Appearing deep in thought, his
muscular hands form a steeple, resting against his pouty lips.  His
intense gaze remains fixated on the glowing lights miles away.  What I
wouldn’t give to know what he’s thinking.  I would ask him, but I’m afraid
of how he’d react.  Instead, I try to remain quiet for as long as
possible, drinking him in.


After a moment of silence, I take
a deep breath, before approaching the oak conference table.  He must have
heard me, because just as I reach the table, he swivels his black leather chair
to face me.  My first instinct is to avoid eye contact and begin searching
the floor to ceiling windows next to the large flat panel television mounted on
the wall.  For what, I don’t know.  But, at least for this moment, it
keeps me calm.


“Beautiful isn’t it?”  His
words are a surprise.  I wasn’t expecting small talk.


“It’s breathtaking.  I’m
surprised any work gets done in here.”  Standing, he places the palms of
his large hands on the conference table, each finger flexing against the light
oak.  Why am I not surprised that his fingers are well manicured? 
What is surprising though, is the light scars brimming his knuckles.  My
first assumption is manual labor, but for some reason it doesn’t seem to fit
his character.  The other nice tidbit of information I’ve gathered is that
he’s missing a wedding ring.  There appears to be no Mrs…


The sight of his hands sends my
mind into a sexual tailspin.  I can imagine them running over the length
of my body, caressing every inch with thorough precision.  I shake my head
and sigh.  It’s been years since I’ve been in a sexual relationship, so
I’m going to blame it on the hormones.  It feels as if they’re in hyper
drive and completely focused on him, making it nearly impossible to concentrate
any time he’s near.  My need for merciless pleasure will have to be placed
on the backburner.  I can’t mess any of this up.


Shuffling through the paperwork,
he absentmindedly pulls out a chair for me, not breaking his
concentration.  Always the gentleman.  “Sit, I’ll need you to take
good notes.”  I was beginning to think his species was extinct, until he
makes comments like that.  He’s so demanding, but instead of pouting, I
thank him and get right down to organizing the documents he laid in front of
me, before opening the laptop.


The meeting lasts for several
hours, giving me extra opportunities to closely examine him.  In a matter
of a few hours I learned three things about him.  One, his lips form a
pout when he’s deep in thought, bringing even more attention to his dimples
than I needed.  Two, he’s educated and his eloquent speech is another
strike against my resolve to stay away from him.  Third, he’s the most
stubborn and inpatient man I’ve ever met.  Constantly shooting off
directions, he took over the mouse every chance he got.  Every time he got
impatient, my level of frustration practically shot through the roof.  I
know this is work, and I’m trying real hard not to take it personal, but he’s
making it difficult.


My phone vibrates against the
table and my eyes dart toward the screen, revealing a text from Cole.


*Pretty soon,
I’m going to think you’re ignoring me. I thought you got off at 5. Where are
you? Don’t make me file a missing person’s report.*


Biting the inside of my cheek, I
take a moment to think of a response, but think twice when I see him out of the
corner of my eye, glancing at my screen.  His eyes scan the message as his
lips form his famous stern line.  Quickly, I reach over, placing my phone
into my lap.


“If you can pry yourself from your
phone, we may be able to finish and get out of here at a decent time.”  He’s
clearly irritated.


“Sorry…”  Frowning, I place
my phone back on the table, screen side down, making a mental note not to check
messages around him.  So not worth it!


I’m nervous as we return our
attention back to the report.  When he’s around, my mind doesn’t work
right.


“The formula is wrong in that
cell, that’s why the numbers aren’t adding up.  You know what, just move
over, I’ll do it.”  I push the chair away, but not before his hand brushes
against mine, sending a jolt of energy through my body.  Huffing and
puffing he grabs the mouse and forcefully pushes it against the table.  Poor
mouse.  “What in the hell did you do?!  This is all wrong!”


My patience is exhausted and my
common sense left hours ago.  In a moment of weakness I erupt.  “You
know what…that’s it!” I speak up, irritation laced in every word.  He
stills.


Realizing my outburst, I pivot my
chair only to give myself a clear beeline for the window.  I need to get out
of his space, clear my mind and calm my breathing.  Reaching the window, I
close my eyes and relinquish the fact I just yelled at my boss.  Shit…shit…shit! 
What in the fuck did you just do, Ely?  I’m completely mortified that
I allowed myself to get caught up in the moment.  I don’t know what it is
about him, but he pushes my buttons.  I’m sure to get fired over
this.  Good Job!


“Excuse me?”  His voice is
not as rough as I expected, but what’s the saying?  There’s always calm
before the storm?  That sounds about right.  But, his tone gives me
some hope I may be able to repair the damage I’ve done.


“It’s just…you…I’m…I’m not
incompetent.  It’s only my second day and you make me nervous.” 
Unable to see his facial expression I pause, hoping that he forgives my
outburst and ignores my lapse of judgment.  Expressing how you feel around
your superior, on your second day, is probably not the way to win brownie
points.  After a few more moments of pouting, I risk rejection and turn to
face him.  His soft, full lips are slightly parted, his eyebrows furrowed
as he stares at the computer screen.


“Let’s just finish so we can get
out of here.  I’m sure you have things to do.”  Ignoring my
confession, he pushes away from the computer, giving me control once
again.  Gently, I place my fingers on the mouse, mimicking a petting
motion.  With a confused look, he shakes his head before a tiny smirk
touches the corner of his lips.  Whew…crisis averted.  I think.


We spend the next hour finalizing
the action plan for the upcoming internal audit and complete the
PowerPoint.  We labored in silence, which worked quite well as we both
operated in sync without speaking.  No longer seething with irritation,
his attitude subsided and he returned to his indifferent self.  This is
not how I wanted the night to go.


With the minutes ticking by, the
silence is maddening, and I have to break the tension or I’m going to
scream.  “Mr. James, how long have you been with the company?”  It’s
a perfectly innocent question, and work related, so he shouldn’t get upset with
me.


With his attention still focused
on the computer screen he answers, “Eight years, Ms. Hart.”


“How did you get your position so
quickly?”  My question takes him by surprise, as he moves just enough in
his seat to make him look uncomfortable.


“Attention to detail…being
attentive to needs, and hours, upon hours of hard work,” he says slyly, with
one brow raised as a look of darkness creeps in.  That was a slightly
evasive, if not sexual, answer.


“Sorry, I hope you don’t mind me
asking,” I reply, reaching for the ring on my middle finger.  When my
nerves get the best of me, I find myself unconsciously toying with the gold
band my mother gave me.  Somehow it gives me comfort.


“Next time, how about asking my
permission before asking the question,” he teases, a sexy grin gliding
across his lips.  For some reason, that grin gives me an inclination that
I really don’t know who I’m dealing with.  I’ve never been attracted to
the “bad boy,” and can honestly say I never understood the attraction. 
But now, now I understand.  My sister dated a few in high school and they
all turned out to be heartbreakers, so I always vowed to stay away from that
type of guy.  But even though my subconscious is screaming for me to run
in the opposite direction, my body wants him.


“I didn’t mean to pry. 
You…you just seem young and I’m always open for career advice.”


“How about you get more than two
days under your belt before attempting to take my job,” he jokes, evading any
concrete answers.


With his mood lifted, we work for
another thirty minutes and decide to call it a night.  Collecting our
notes, I make a list of tasks I need to complete and gather my things.


“Do you have someone picking you
up?” he asks, turning off the lights in the conference room, walking with me
towards the elevators.


“No, I drove.  My car is in
the parking garage.”


“I’ll walk you.  It’s dark
and you shouldn’t go unattended.”


The ride to the first floor is
quiet.  Both of us stand at opposite ends of the elevator, staring at the
numbers above the door.  Feeling very aware of him, my hands feel like
pins and needles, as we wait with anticipation of the ground floor.  My
heart skips numerous beats, unable to calm myself, stealing glances sideways.


“The ex-boyfriend still hounding
you?”


“My friend is just
wondering where I am.  He knew I was supposed to be done with work at
five, and is just checking on me.”


“If he’s an ex, why is it any of
his concern?”  His question disarms me, and almost makes me want to ignore
him.  Almost.


“He’s my friend, and he cares
about me.  Do you just throw away your ex’s after you’re done with them, without
thinking twice about their safety?”  I let the irritation slide into my
question.  I’m sure he has more ex’s than he can count on his fingers,
and toes.


Ignoring me, we proceed further
into the garage.  I’m confused at his sudden interest in Cole.  He
doesn’t know him, and for that matter, he doesn’t know me.  Who is he to
judge?


“Here’s my car.  Thank you for
walking me.”


“Elyssa?”  Turning, I face
him just as I unlock my door.


“Yes?”


“Try not to talk to strangers…for
both of our sakes.”  And he’s gone.


This is exactly what I’m talking
about.  He is confusing with a capital C.  Giving me shit about Cole
and then ending the night on a sweet note, which brings me back to our first
meeting at the gas station.  I thought I saw concern in his eyes, but I
assumed it was only a figment of my imagination.


~~~~~


I don’t want Cole to worry, so as
soon as I walk in the door, I text him.


**I’m Ok! No
need to blackmail or file police reports. Thanks for worrying about me.**


Immediately, I receive a response
back.


*Nice to know
you’re still alive…You know I always worry about you. So, how was work? Why
were you late?*


I don’t think it would be
appropriate to tell him how I’m really feeling.  Let me see.  I
work with a man I’m obsessing over and it’s only been two days.  I
envision his hands all over me, giving me pleasure in more ways than I could
ever imagine.  Nope, not going there!


**Work was good.
Still learning…tired and in need of a bath. I had to stay late. The VP asked
for my help. I do as I’m told.**


*Well I hope you
don’t do everything you’re told! It’s a tough job, but I’d be willing to come
over and help you with that bath.*


I hate having conversations with
him over texts.  He has no filter.


**Thanks for the
offer, but no! Good night Cole!**


*Whatever, you
know I’m always up for a good lather. Good night, Ely*


Text messages like these make me
feel a little guilty.  Alexander James may be my new sexual fantasy, but
Cole is technically my only sexual experience.  Even though our
relationship lacked passion, I forced myself into believing that eventually the
need and urgency would grow with time.  But, it never happened and it
wasn’t fair to continue down that road with him knowing my heart would never
belong to him.  At this rate, my heart will possibly always remain mine
and mine alone.


It’s not that I don’t want the
fairytale; you know the whole package with kids and the white picket
fence.  But, I’m beginning to believe that maybe it isn’t for
everyone.  Growing up watching my parents, I know love is attainable, but
what happens if you never meet the one person who completes you?  The one
person you can’t possibly live without?


Throughout the years, it’s been
hard to let anyone get close to me, which explains why Cole is my only
friend.  Occasionally, he tries to blur the lines between a friendship and
relationship, which I’ve tolerated, but I’ve made sure to keep the two
separate.  Call me a sap, but I still yearn for the type of love that’s
written in the stars.  The type of love that changes you and makes you see
the world differently.  And Cole wasn’t it.


 


Thursday, September 20, 2012


Relaxing after a long day at
work, I’m startled by the incoming texts from Cole.  What is he up to now?


*Hey, I looked
into your company. There’s info about your VP I think you should know.*


**Why are you
looking into my VP? There’s nothing you can tell me that I probably don’t
already know**


*Trust me. You
don’t know this.*


**You are so
damn nosey. I can’t stand you sometimes**


*I’m at your
front door, let me in!*


I hate to admit the only reason I’m
going to open the door, is that I want to know more about Alexander
James.  Unfortunately, I haven’t seen him since Tuesday, and because I’ve
never experienced this level of infatuation, I have to settle for gossip from
my ever so eager best friend.  I hate that I always give into him.


Grumbling all the way to the
door, I spring it open to see a doe-eyed Cole, grinning from ear to ear with
his boyish charm.  Sometimes I wonder about him.  Even in the summer,
and a shaved head, he still wears a beanie.  I used to love his floppy
blonde locks, especially when it would hang over his deep, dark blue eyes, but
now all I get to see is his bald head.  After we broke up, he said he
needed a change.  I guess the change was a whole new Cole, shaved head
with a massive tattoo on his back.


In his casual attire of a
pullover and jeans, he looks just as handsome as the first day we met. 
Bringing me into a small embrace, he walks over the threshold.  Looking at
me through the corner of his eye, we sit down on my couch.  I know he’s
trying to gage my level of irritation and I hope it shows that I’m none too
excited that once again he’s prying into matters which are none of his
concern.  But, you can’t tell him that.  All he’ll say is that he has
a right to pry since he’s majoring in Journalism; a major that definitely fits
his curious personality, but is extremely inconvenient for his best friend.


“How was work today, Ely?” he
asks genuinely, patting my knee.


“Fine, Cole,” I sigh at his
touch, knowing it means more to him than it does to me.  Even though I
know it doesn’t mean anything, I don’t want to waste any time, and shrug off
his gesture.


“I know, I know…no small
talk.  Fine, let me get to why I came over.  I saw a picture of your
V.P. and thought it was quite peculiar that he was so young.”  Why in
the world would he be looking at pictures of my V.P.?  Hmm…I wonder where
these pictures are?  Google?  Something to keep in my mind for later…


“So, I thought I would do some
digging.  At age thirty, he’s massed one of the largest clientele, and
rose from mail room clerk to not only V.P., but Senior V.P. in only eight
years.  You don’t think that’s strange?  It’s nearly impossible to
climb up the corporate ladder that high, that fast, Ely.”


“Ok, he’s young.  So
what?  I knew that just by looking at him.  And he’s motivated. 
Again, so what?”  Shit…he is young!  I really hadn’t thought
about it, but I know Arianna wouldn’t put someone in charge that wasn’t
capable.


“He’s the youngest V.P. in the
history of Salerno Health.  Maybe, even the youngest ever.”  I
knew he was smart!  Damn it, Cole.  Now, more than ever, I feel
the object of my obsession slowly waning out of my reach.


Rolling my eyes, I move my hand
in a gesture that says move it along. “Okay, Okay…There is something else. 
You need to stay away from him, El.  He’s dangerous.”


“Dangerous how?”


“I dug up his record and most of
them are sealed, but apparently he beat the crap out of some guy; bad enough
that he ended up in the hospital.”


I remember thinking he could be trouble,
but never thought he would be anything more than sexually dangerous.  I’m
astonished.  He doesn’t seem like a violent person, at all.  There
were those scars on his knuckles, Ely.  Don’t ignore the signs, you should
know better by now.


“What does any of this have to do
with me, Cole?”


“I just think you need to know
the type of man you’re staying late with.  I want to make sure you’re
safe.  You know I’ll always be concerned for your safety,” exasperated, he
pauses to look down at his empty hands.  “You’re not the best judge of
character.  So I figure if I’m warning you in advance to stay away from
him, maybe you’ll make better decisions and be smarter this time.  I won’t
always be there to protect you.”


Asshole!


Staring at each other, I feel the
blood beginning to boil under my skin.  How dare he treat me like an
ignorant child.  I know I’m not always street savvy, and in my past I’ve
been naïve to trust others, but I’ve changed since college.  I’ve learned
my lessons.  Cole, as always, is trying to control my decisions. 
This has got to stop.  Now!


“First of all, you need to stop
worrying about me.  This is my life!  We are friends and
friends don’t do this kind of thing!” I huff.  “What even made you look
him up?  Was it because I was working late with him?  Or was it
because you feel the need to control everything in my life?”  Cole remains
silently frozen, as question after question spew from my mouth.


“Just because someone got into a
fight doesn’t mean they’re a serial killer!”


I swallow, trying to calm myself
before continuing.  “I appreciate your concern, I really do.  But you
need to stop,” I beg through gritted teeth.  “This is one of the reasons
we would have never worked out.  Your need to turn everything into a
conspiracy, or a story, it’s just…wrong!  I am not a fucking story! 
Do you understand me?”  The tension radiates off my body, as anger surges
through me.  I know he thinks he’s protecting me, but prying into my life
every chance he gets is old and I’m tired.


Besides, digging up dirt on Mr.
James is completely ludicrous and almost embarrassing.  Wait…Shit…Does
my obsession run that deep where I’m already defending him?  Shit!


Listening to me verbally assault
him was probably not the way he imagined this going down, and he is clearly
hurt by my outburst.  But, his hurt turns to irritation, shoulders tensing
as he sits straight up.  Fisting his hands, he slams them on the couch,
causing me to jump.


“First of all, you broke up with
me because you are emotionally fucked up and incapable of receiving anything
that resembles love from anyone other than your sister.  I was only
looking out for you.”  Closing his eyes, he takes three deep breaths and
flexes his fingers.  You can see the tension leave his body as our gazes
meet.  In a matter of minutes he goes from zero to ten and then back down
to zero.  He’s always been able to get over arguments quickly, which
attributes to how we’ve gotten through so many years together.  But this
time, I refuse to allow him to talk me out of being angry.


I know it’s my dumbass fault for
bringing up our previous relationship, leading the shit-storm to head in my
direction.  But just like any other time, I refuse to talk about our
non-existent relationship or what we were or could have been.  I take a moment
to articulate my words.  My intentions are not to hurt him, but to simply
make him understand the line that I’ve drawn.


“We are not talking about us,
Cole.  We broke up three years ago.  I’ve moved on…I thought you had
as well.  I can’t do this with you.  Not again.  I want to keep
you in my life, but not if you’re going to torture yourself.  We need some
distance, take some time and get your head on straight.  When you can
treat me like the best friends we are, and nothing else, then we’ll talk.”
 His face pains with anguish, and once again I’m breaking his heart.


“You’re not just my friend,
Elyssa...you’ve never been.  You know how I feel about you.  I lo…”


“Don’t…just don’t.  I don’t
want to hurt you.  I think we’ve hurt each other enough, don’t you?”
Pausing, I raise my brow, hoping that my words sink in.  “Let’s just put
some space between us and then you’ll see.  You’ll meet someone new,
someone who can give you what you need.”  Wow, I can’t believe I am
saying this to him.  Again!  I hate this, but I’ll be hurting him
more in the long run by not being honest.


“Don’t do this?!” he begs,
grabbing my wrist.  “After everything we’ve been through, you’re just
gonna leave?  What if I hadn’t been there that night…just like I’m trying
to be there for you now, where would you be?  I saved you!”


I’ve tried to forget about that
night and he knows this.  I can’t believe he’s using my sordid past to
make me feel guilty.  “Fuck you, Cole.  How dare you!  I can’t
believe you would throw that in my face.”


Trying to stand, Cole pushes me
back down on the couch, demanding that I let him finish.  But, just as I
look up from his grip, I see his grief stricken face and our eyes lock. 
“You really fucked up this time!”  I pull away and his hand falls to his
side.  Holding back the tears, I walk to the front door, breaking it open
and wait for him to leave.


“Get out of my house, Cole! 
Now!”  Without another word, he leaves with his tail between his
legs.  As soon as I slam the door shut behind him, I lean against it,
broken.  I’m beside myself, unable to grasp the severity of what just
happened.


I’ve just lost my only friend.
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Friday, September 21, 2012


Friday couldn’t have come
sooner.  The last couple days I’ve been walking around in a daze, trying to
figure out what went wrong with Cole, and trying to figure out why I haven’t
seen the assiduous Mr. James.  I know eventually Cole and I will be okay,
but something is different this time.  I don’t know if I’ve ever been so
mad at him.  Oh Cole, what am I going to do with you?  And
then to deal with Mr. James and his unfathomable choice of words, berating and
flirting at the same time, my mind has already gone numb.


Not wanting to disappoint anyone
at work, I’ve buried myself deep in benefit schedules, enrollment kits, and
each plans rules and regulations.  Maggie said the only way to learn the
products was to dive right in and get dirty.  Well, right about now, I’m
filthy.  My brain hurts deciphering all the plan variations, restrictions
only applying to certain policies, and don’t get me started on all the
different operating systems.


Hopefully no one can see the
steam rising from my ears, especially not Mr. James.  It’s sad to say that
one of the main reasons for being so studious was in hopes to have a chance at
impressing him.


If I ever see him again.


Giving my eyes a rest, I can’t
help but look at the one picture sitting on my bare desk.  Both wearing
floppy hats and sunglasses, looking happy as can be, no one would be the wiser
to think Rachel and I had such a damaging past.  I love looking at my
sister’s carefree smile, and brought it to work in an effort to remind myself
of what I’m working towards.  After a week of lusting over my blue-eyed
V.P., I needed to refocus and get my priorities straight.


And, once again, my mind finds
its way back to him.  I’ve fantasized about him in plenty of places;
bumping into him in the hallway, on the way to my car, even on the way to the
copier.  His perfect lips forming a smile as our eyes meet.  His
masculine hands touching my waist as he brings me into an embrace. 
Shaking my head I bring myself back to reality.  Having thoughts like
this at work is bad for business, Ely.


It’s very disappointing that it’s
been almost a week since I last saw him.  Ok, maybe I’m exaggerating a
little, it’s only been three days, but my infatuation is completely
unfamiliar.  I know it’s juvenile, but I can’t stop thinking about
him.  I’ve never felt such an attraction to a man before.  I imagine
this is how I should have felt for some boy in high school, or maybe even
college.  But even with Cole, I never felt this kind of charge.  And
even now, just the thought of his name brings anger and hurt into my heart,
something I hope I never have to feel with another person again.


I have to believe that with one
door closing another one has opened.  And, it so happens to be in the form
of sweet Janice.  Our budding friendship has come at such an opportune
time, and I’m thankful she’s become my lunch buddy.  It’s nice to eat in
someone’s company rather than awkwardly sitting by myself like a pariah. 
Having spent most of the week with her, I can tell she’s starting to trust me,
because she mentions that her enigmatic boss is away on business, giving her
more free time than she likes.


I sigh at the mention of him as
my body does cartwheels.  I would love nothing more than to ask her tons
of questions about her sexy-as-hell boss, but because I want her to continue
trusting me, I decide less is more and stay quiet.  Besides, I do want to
get to know her.  I enjoy her banter and her uncomplicated
life.   Making me smile, she discusses her love of cross-stitch and
her obsession with cable TV shows.  I feel slightly jealous she can find
pleasure in the simplest things, when these days I find it hard to find
pleasure in anything.


“Earth to Elyssa!!” Janice
exclaims, flapping her hands in my face.


“I’m sorry, what were you
saying?” blinking my eyes, I try and refocus.


”I was asking if you wanted to
join us for Happy Hour after work?”  Apparently, the Sales department
regularly gets together on Fridays, gets intoxicated and talks gossip about
management.  She says it’s kind of like therapy.  Drunken therapy?
 I muse.  In hopes that this will get my mind off my unhealthy
obsession, I accept her invitation.  Janice even offers to drive; even
better for me.


~~~~~


Pulling into the parking lot of
Gordon Biersch, I glance in the passenger mirror of Janice’s smart car to check
my make-up.  You never know, I might meet a guy who will sweep me off my
feet.  Make me forgot the name Alexander James.  I’m just glad
I spent the extra time curling my hair this morning.  Who am I
kidding?  I’ve been waking up early every day, making sure not one hair is
out of place, hoping to see him.  Clasping the mirror shut, I step
out of the car for a night of unabashed fun.  Hopefully.


Autumn, along with a few other
people from the office, are waiting just inside the front door as we walk
in.  My first impression of Autumn was not the most pleasant and if it’s
anything like our last meeting, tonight will be filled with stories of her
being the master of the universe, or should I say, her universe.  I
don’t know what it is, but something about her rubs me the wrong way.  I
definitely didn’t like how impolite and negative she was, but there’s something
more.


Pushing our way through the crowd
of college kids and business professionals, we are lucky enough to find a table
close to the bar.  Becky, our waitress, greets us and takes our orders;
two Cosmos for them and an Apple Martini for me.  As Becky runs off to
fetch our drinks, Janice excitedly brings us in for a girl huddle.  The
three of us lean forward and Janice whispers all wide-eyed, completely
animated.


“Look over there,” she points
with her thumb.  Autumn and I turn our heads and notice the three
attractive men sitting two tables away from ours.  “Those guys are totally
checking us out,” she giggles.  The gentlemen look away as they realize
their cover is blown.


Setting our drinks on the table,
Becky slinks away after Janice pushes our money aside, insisting on
paying.  Raising my drink towards the men two tables over, I boast, “Happy
hunting, gentlemen.”  Janice breaks out in laughter, raising her glass in
unison with mine.  Autumn, of course, doesn’t move an inch; instead she
takes out her phone pretending to have better things to do.


Autumn sneers, “I don’t know why
you are all smiles and giggles, Janice.  They obviously weren’t looking at
you.  You have about as much sex appeal as Mary Poppins.”  Giggling
to herself, she continues to press buttons, staring at the screen of her smart
phone.


My mouth drops in utter shock at
her lack of consideration.  Her constant need to pick is just plain
disgusting; especially someone as soft-hearted and timid as Janice.  Trust
me; the only thing stopping me from tossing my drink in her face is the fact
that Janice bought the drink.  I don’t want to waste her money on that
bitch.


“Autumn, I think you’re
mistaken,” I point to the man with dirty blonde hair in casual disarray, raising
his glass, waving at Janice.  “I think she has just the right amount of
sex appeal.”  Autumn glares in the direction of our admirers as I wink and
raise my glass to toast with Janice.  Clinking our glasses, we both take a
sip in unison.


Hopefully Autumn got the
hint.  I won’t stand back and allow her to plow over Janice just to
fulfill her own personal power trip.  Hiding her smile, Janice changes
topics clearly not wanting to be the center of attention.


“So Elyssa, Mr. James asked you
to stay late, huh?” Jabbing her elbow into my side, she giggles
uncontrollably.  The alcohol must already be working its magic on her
innocence.  And, I can feel my face turning crimson as my shoulders rise
and fall, shrugging off Janice’s observation.


“There was no one else to help
him, Janice.  So he settled for me.  No big deal,” I shy away, taking
another sip as I glance around the bar, hoping they don’t notice my chagrin.


“I was available, why didn’t he
ask me?”  She points to herself before putting up her finger and twitching
it side to side.  “Nope, he chose you for a reason,” she teases as she
tilts her head back, finishing off her ruby beverage.  Autumn cringes,
with a look of disgust, causing my body to tense at her reaction.  Maybe
we should discuss how Mr. James laid into you, Ms. Perfect, for being so rude. 
That might shut her up for the rest of the night.  Highly doubtful.


“Stop being like that, Autumn!”
Janice’s delicate voice breaks through the moment of tension.  “You would
swear he left you at the altar,” she teases, sarcastically.  Finally,
she’s gained the courage to be blunt with her adversary.  Liquid courage
was all she needed.


“Stop being like what,
Janice?  We had a connection.”  Lowering her head, Autumn stares at
her scarlet cocktail.  “He asked me to go to lunch with him.  I
thought we were making progress,” she mumbles, obviously flustered, hitting me
with an unwarranted pang of jealousy.


“Autumn, don’t get it
twisted.  You were the Sales Exec over that account and it was a business
lunch.  He didn’t propose marriage; he was just keeping you in the
loop.”  Giggling, Janice puts her hand up to her mouth in an effort not to
break out in laughter.  Autumn glares at her, clenching the edge of the
table.  “Plus, you are as sweet as pie to his face, but when he isn’t
around you act like he’s the devil,” Janice quips.  Ooh…I like
this side of Janice!


“I can’t help it.  Have you
seen that man’s smile?  Those lips…his eyes…and those arms…I just want him
to…”  All three of us blush as Autumn dives right into her secret fantasy.


“Ok that’s enough, I get the
picture!”  Janice slams her hands over her ears, drowning out Autumn’s
play-by-play.  We all laugh at Janice’s reaction to dirty talk. 
Autumn, hot and bothered, fans herself with her hand.  Boy, do I know
how she feels.


Autumn being the bitch that she
is decides to shine the spotlight on me.  “What do you think about
Mr. James, Elyssa?  I know Mary Poppins over here wouldn’t dare press her
luck with her boss, but what about you?”  Janice blushes, looking away
embarrassed.


“I don’t think about
him.”  I said that a little too quick, hope she doesn’t notice. 
I am lying, of course.  I think about that man constantly.  I’ve
thought about him at least twenty times since we sat down for Happy Hour. 
I take a swig of my drink, swallowing the nervous knot building in my
throat.


“You must have a boyfriend then,”
she grumbles.


“No, I’m single,” I retort,
trying to remain nonchalant.


“Then how can you not have
noticed him?” Autumn says haughtily.


“Maybe it’s because my pool of
available men expands past my co-workers.”  Standing, I grab my half empty
glass and head towards the bar.  Needing to remove myself from the
situation I decide to take the road of avoidance.  I don’t want Autumn of
all people to know how I feel about our V.P., and unlike her, I can keep my
thoughts to myself.


Sitting down at the bar, I feel
bad leaving Janice to deal with Autumn, but then again, maybe the new bold
Janice will handle her just fine.  She knows where I am if she needs me.


Just about to finish my Martini,
I feel a shoulder brush against me, giving me chills.  And not in a good
way.  Through the corner of my eye, I notice a slightly attractive man
take the stool next to me.  He eyes me thoroughly before extending his
hand to make introductions.


“Hi, my name’s Sam,” he yells,
trying to talk over the roar of the crowd.  He appears to be in his
mid-thirties, dressed well wearing a fitted knit maroon shirt with a tan
leather jacket and dark jeans.  Not too bad.


What the hell, I’m sure talking
to him cannot be as painful as talking to Autumn.  Reciprocating the
gesture I place my hand in his. “Elyssa; nice to meet you.”


“That’s exotic!  El-y-ssa,”
he phonetically pronounces my name.  “I like how it rolls off my
tongue.”  I fight the urge to vomit.  The thought of anything rolling
off his tongue right now is not appealing.  But, beggars can’t be choosers
and maybe he’ll grow on me, possibly curing me of my obsession with Mr.
Unattainable James.


Our conversation is quite dull,
but Sam did buy me another Martini so I almost feel obligated to sit and chat
with him, at least until I finish my cocktail.  He discusses his day and I
learn he’s the Regional Sales Manager for a local office supply company. 
As he rants about the exciting world of paper clips, I feel my initial
attraction to him slowly disintegrate.  “Another drink, Elyssa?” he
suggests, placing his hand on my shoulder.  I cringe at his touch.


Hoping to send the message that
he clearly has no chance in hell, I attempt to slink out of his grasp. 
“No Sam, I should be going.  It was nice to meet you.”  As I stand,
he moves his hand and encircles my waist, pulling me tight against him. 
With my back to his front, he whispers in my ear, making my skin crawl.


“Leaving so soon?”  The smell
of alcohol is strong as his eager hands feel around my waist line.


“I need to get back to my
friends.”  Again, I attempt to pull out of his forceful grasp, but I’m met
with resistance.  Starting to feel nervous, I try to squirm out of his
touch, but fail.  His grip is much tighter than I expected.


His lips are against my earlobe
as he continues to whisper, “How about I take you home?  Where do you
live, baby?”


My patience is lost.  I turn
to face him and look him dead in the eyes.  Thinking he won this battle,
his lips curl up in a presumptuous smile. “Sam, I don’t know of a nice way to
say this, but I’m not interested.  I said it was nice to meet you, and now
you need to let go of me before I scream.”  I push against his chest, but
feel his arm around my waist tighten.


“Oh, I see what’s going on. 
You’re one of those gold diggin’ bitches!” he huffs, loudly.


“Really, asshole?  You
bought me one drink, not a trip around the world.  Let-Me-Go.”


Not getting a chance to open my mouth
and shout to the rooftops, a force came down on Sam’s arm, effectively removing
his hold against my waist.  At the same time, another arm swoops in and
wraps around me, pulling me close.  His muscular build rests against my
back as the scent of citrus calms me.  I would recognize that scent
anywhere.  Turning in his arms, I look into his beautiful face.  His
brows furrow as his piercing blue eyes are ablaze with anger.  Looking
every bit the protector, he repositions me behind him, putting himself between
me and Sam.


“I believe she said it was nice
meeting you.  So, how about you run along?”  Mr. James is now glaring
at Sam through narrowed eyes, fists at his side, with his sleeves rolled up
showing the tension in his forearms underneath his charcoal grey shirt.


“Who the fuck are you?” Sam
slurs, ignoring the threat standing in front of him.


Through gritted teeth he seethes,
“She’s mine.  You put your hands on her again and I’ll fucking break
them.”  Wow, that sounded too real.  Even if it is a lie, I like
the thought of belonging to him.


Sam holds his hands up in
submission, “Dude, she didn’t tell me she was taken.  Maybe you should
tell your woman to stop being such a whore!”  Grabbing his scotch, he
tries to flee in the opposite direction.  But, unfortunately for him, Mr.
James pounces the moment the word whore escapes his lips.  With the force
of a thousand men, he seizes Sam by his shoulders, shoving him to the ground.


With a fear stricken face, Sam
cowers on the floor as Mr. James retracts his arm, readying himself to
attack.  But, before he can pound him even further into the ground, I
quickly move around his muscular body, placing my hand on his chest.  In
an instant, his gaze meets mine and I’m hit with his rage and desire.  Holy
hell.


“Please don’t.  I’m fine,
see.”  Stepping away I gesture towards my intact appearance.  “You
don’t have to do this.”


Leaving Sam on the floor
practically urinating himself, he grabs my hand, yanking me towards the
back.  Just out of sight, he stops abruptly, and leans me against the
solid brick wall, placing both hands against the stone behind me. 
Encircling me in his muscular arms for protection, he finally speaks. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yes, I’m fine.”  A
little stunned, but fine nonetheless.  I stare up at his anger flushed
face, a brief smile of relief sweeps across his lips as he surveys me.  My
breath hitches as the back of his fingers gently traces my jaw line, staring
into each other’s eyes for what seems like an eternity, but not long enough; green
eyes to blue.  


“I saw that he wasn’t taking no
for an answer and I thought he might need a little convincing.”


“You saved me from having to
rough him up myself.”  We both laugh and the tension rolls off both of us,
leaving a weightless feeling of joy.  At least for me it does and from the
sight of his laughing eyes, I hope his anger has subsided.


I look around and my brain
finally catches up with the realization that he’s here.  When? 
How?  “Wait?!  Why are you here?  Are you here for happy
hour?”


He shakes his head, a little from
the laughter, but also to answer my question, but doesn’t utter a word.  I
guess I’m supposed to be a mind reader.


“I don’t understand.  You’re
going to have to be a little clearer than that, Mr. James.”


Looking down, staring at his
impeccably shiny dress shoes, he sighs and places his hands in his
pockets.  He ignores me completely.  “Well, as long as you’re not
hurt, I should go.  Do you have a ride home?”  Why won’t he answer
me?


I tense, peeking around the
corner to where I left Janice and Autumn.  My eyes reach the now vacant
table.  I can’t believe they fucking left me!  “I came with
Janice, but it appears she may have left without me,” I sigh in
disappointment.  I really thought Janice and I could be friends. 
“It’s okay; I can take a cab back to work to get my car.”


“I can give you a ride back,” he
offers hesitantly, obviously trying to gauge my reaction.


“You wouldn’t mind?” I chirp, a
little too eager.  It would avoid a cab ride.  Oh, and the little
fact that I would be spending time with a man I’ve been dreaming about for the
past four nights.


“I wouldn’t have offered if I
minded, Ms. Hart,” witticism laced in each word.  “Do you have all your
things?”  Nodding, he clutches my hand, escorting me through the
crowd.  As the ocean of patrons thickens, he tightens his grip.  My
hand fits perfectly, as if this is where it was meant to be.   Seriously,
Ely?  You’ve had all of five conversations with him.  Slow down!


I’ve imagined numerous times what
it would feel like to be close to him, to feel him, and now here we are, my
hand engulfed in his, making my heart flutter.  This is even better than I
imagined.  Thank you, Janice!
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The scent of citrus from Alex’s
cologne clings to the interior of his car as I enter into a whole other world;
one of privilege, something I know nothing of.  With his leather seats
hugging my hips, I can almost picture how it would feel to be taken into his
embrace.  Breathing in, I’m lost in his aroma.


In the blink of an eye he’s
sitting next to me, frowning as he brings the engine to life.  Leaving the
car to idle at a dull roar, Alex sits in silence, deep in thought.  What
I wouldn’t give to know what he’s thinking.  Our moment of tranquility
is disrupted as he reaches over, brushing his forearm against my thigh.  I
tighten at his unexpected movement.  Sending tingles throughout my body,
I’m suddenly very aware of how close he is.  His neck just inches away
from my mouth, I let my mind wander and imagine my lips against his throat,
inhaling the musky flavor of his cologne as my tongue runs from his throat to
his ear and then back.


My lips quiver as I run my eyes
across his jaw line.  Alex swallows back his words as his lips part. 
Turning his head slightly, his eyes meet mine as his focus turns to my awaiting
lips.  This is the moment; the moment of opportunity.  If he could
read my mind he would know how I long for his lips against mine.  Resting
my eyelids in anticipation, I wait for the feel of his soft lips, the coolness
of his breath pushing through my heated awareness.


CLICK!  My seatbelt fastens,
hugging my chest tight against the seat. His scent fades as he brushes against
me returning to his seat.  My eyes fly open, realizing he’s no longer within
kissing distance and with a pang of disappointment I turn and mutter my
appreciation, “Thanks.”  Hopefully he doesn’t sense the disappointment in
my tone as I’m sure it’s clearly written on my face.  I turn to face the
passenger window, hoping to mask my frustration.  That was too close.


The silence is maddening as we
head towards work.  I need to know more about him, more about what makes
him tick.  But, instead of engaging him in conversation, I sit with my
hands folded in my lap, staring out at the passing street lights.  Maybe
his appeal is a figment of my imagination.  Maybe my fantasy is better
than the real man.  Ha!  Who am I kidding?!  The only way
I’ll ever know is to seize the moment.  Carpe diem!


Sitting waiting for the light to
turn green, I take my chance.  “So do you have plans for the weekend?”


“Just the usual.  What about
you?”  I barely know you, how would I know what the usual is?


“Not sure.  Didn’t really
make any other plans and considering they ditched me, tonight turned out a little
different than what I was expecting.”


Hopefully he can read between the
lines because the bait I just threw out is fresh.  But, I wouldn’t even
know what to do with him if he took the lure and ran with it.  With his
eyes fixed on the road ahead, he rubs his thumb across his lower lip. 
Finally able to make our way through the light, we continue heading north
passing a few more streets, before he speaks again.


“Have you ever been up to Red
Rock?”


He took it…reel it in!  “I’ve been meaning to go
hiking there, but haven’t had a chance.”  I don’t know if I’m more excited
that my poor effort at flirtation worked or the prospect of just spending the
night with him.  Just the anticipation is more excitement than I’ve had
all year.


“Really?  There are some
amazing views of the city up there.  Of course, a few years ago when there
weren’t as many homes, it was nicer, but it’s still a spectacular view. 
You can see the whole valley, all the way across to the Frenchman
Mountains.”  Peeking over at me his face lights up, as if he’s discovered
a lost secret treasure.  “If you’re up for it, we can go.”


“Now?”  Biting my lower lip,
I try to hide my excitement.  Not wanting to sound too eager, I simply nod
in agreement.  Inwardly, I’m screaming like a neon sign…YES!  Turning
towards him, I see a hint of a smile spread across his lips, mimicking mine.


Who would’ve thought that going
to Happy Hour with Janice would turn into a trip to Red Rock?  This
unexpected turn of events has me thinking back to the bar and what led up to
this crazy moment.  He never explained how he ended up there.


Knowing he doesn’t like it when I
blurt out my questions, I try tact this time, hoping he’ll give me a straight
answer.  “Can I ask you a question?”


“You can ask, doesn’t mean I’ll
answer,” he says smugly, continuing north.  Of course that would be his
answer.  Should I expect this every time I want to know something more
about him?  Then again, everything he does seems to be out of the
norm.  It’s peculiar that he would almost get into a fist fight at the
bar, but doesn’t take the two opportunities he had to kiss me.  Instead
I’m left feeling bereft.  One minute I think maybe, just maybe, he feels
something for me, but then he makes me feel as if I’m a charity case.  As
if he’s just another man sent to protect me from myself.


“You never answered my
question.  Why were you at the bar?”


Without thinking, he
answers.  “I saw you leaving with Janice, and wanted to know what your
plans were.  Not that I would have, but I couldn’t throw myself in front
of her car to ask.”  With raised brows, he momentarily takes his eyes away
from the road to look over at my expression.  “So to satisfy my
curiosity….I followed,” he shrugs, like what he said was a perfectly good
explanation.  It may be the truth, but unfortunately for me, he isn’t
giving much away.


“Okay, so that explains how you
got there, but doesn’t explain why you stayed.”


He doesn’t get a chance to
answer, because just as we pull onto Charleston Blvd, he reaches into the
breast pocket of his jacket to answer his phone.  It must have been on
vibrate.  “Yes?  What’s wrong?  Did she take her
medication?  Ok….yes….I’m ten minutes away.  I’ll be right
there.”  His brows furrow, his forearms tensing as he grips the steering
wheel.


“We need to make a detour.” 
Taking a left onto Town Center, he heads in the opposite direction even before
I can object.  His tone seems short, even frantic maybe.  I just hope
everything’s okay.


~~~~~


The driveway is lined with
perfectly groomed bushes, trees, and lights that sprinkle the shrubbery, making
the house look magnificent.  Parking to the left, he rushes out of the car
and within seconds is opening my door.  Taking my hand in his, I feel the
momentum from his muscles as he lifts me from the seat.  Flushed against
him, my eyes are fixed on his collarbone; still unable to meet his gaze. 
Thankfully, he never releases his grip, giving me the connection I crave as he
ushers me towards the house.


Stopping at the front door, Alex
turns, “It’s because you’re…different.”  My heart stops.  Is he
finally answering my question?


Before I can even speak Alex
pulls me through an entry way to a place that can hardly be called a home; more
like a work of art.  “Where are we?” I ask, glancing around.  He
doesn’t answer.  Passing by exquisite abstract paintings in burgundy, plum
and cream, with delicate pottery framing the walls, the elegance of this home
is truly understated.


Walking through the foyer I’m
startled by a woman’s voice yelling in the distance.  Because the sound
ricochet’s through the spacious rooms, it’s hard to tell where it’s coming from
and I can only follow his lead.


“No, I don’t want to take them!”
her voice trembles with fear.


“Please, Mrs. James.  You
have to take your medicine,” begs another voice, echoing in the distance.


Pulled towards the yelling, we
pass by a stark white sitting room with even more burgundy paintings and I’m
immediately mesmerized by the vastness of this place.  As confused as I
am, I’m in awe.


“Nana?” he calls into the
distance.


A woman’s voice replies, “We’re
in here, Mr. James.”


As we enter the large room, which
I assume are the guest quarters, there is an elderly woman sitting in a
recliner that looks to be just as old as she is, tattered in all the right
places.  Not trying to compete with the rest of the home, the furnishings
match the woman sitting before me.  Aged and definitely lived in. 
With her arms crossed and a frown on her face, she reminds me of a disobedient
child.  Another woman, who appears to be in her early forties, hovers next
to her in a protective stance.


“Thank you for coming home, Mr.
James.  She’s having one of those nights.  She just won’t take her
medicine.”  Looking at the elderly woman, she playfully shakes her head,
“Will you, Miss Molly?”


Releasing my hand, he travels to
kneel next to the recliner.  “Nana, look at me,” he demands.  She
lowers her head leisurely to meet his gaze.  “You need to take your
medicine.”  She continues to stare at him without acknowledging his
request.  “Nana, you need to cooperate!  Can you do that for
me?”  Urgency fills each word as he searches her face for a sign.


Watching him with her is
sweet.  He’s very assertive, yet incredibly gentle.  I know I’m
prying, but I can’t turn away.  Past the frailness and tattered surroundings,
I finally see her face and see her crystal blue eyes.  His eyes. 
This must be his grandmother.


The elderly woman stares at her
grandson as she relinquishes the dark, letting the happiness return to her
face.  Her eyes no longer glossy and dazed are now fixed on the beautiful
man kneeling before her.  Lifting her hands, she cups both sides of his
face.  “Alexander, my boy!” she places a small kiss on his forehead. 
“Where have you been?  Are you hungry?  Do you want me to make you a
peanut butter and banana sandwich?”  Peanut butter and banana? 
Thanks Grandma!  You just gave me something new to ask him.


“Hi Nana,” he smiles childlike at
her, placing his hand on hers.  She is so tiny and feeble compared to him,
making me yearn to help her.  He turns his face, kissing the palm of her
hand, before answering.  “No, you don’t have to make me anything. 
I’m fine.”


“Why do you look sad?”  She
traces his frown lines with her index finger, barely able to hold up her hand.


“I’ve just missed you,
Nana.  Now take your medicine, so I can help you to bed.”


She hesitates, but after a few
moments she resigns to her fate.  Taking the pills from the woman
lingering nearby, he places them in his grandmother’s mouth.  Grabbing the
cup from the side table, he assists her with drinking two small gulps of water
and wipes away the escaped droplets from her chin with his thumb.  A small
smile appears on her lips and Alex doesn’t hesitate to return the reassuring
gesture before reaching down to help her stand.


With a glance in my direction,
her face brightens before asking, “Who is this?”


“This is Ms. Elyssa Hart.” 
Smiling, I raise my hand in a small waive.  Even with her age, her bright
blue eyes still glow with such life and vigor.  Gripping her arm tight, he
continues helping her to her feet.


“She’s pretty, Alexander!” 
He smiles and nods.  “Is this your girlfriend?”


“You’re right Nana, she is
beautiful.”  His eyes meet mine, but for just a moment, before returning
his attention to her.  “Now let’s get you to bed, okay?”  Growing
impatient, he lifts her into his arms and carries her into the adjoining room.


My only companion smiles at his
gratifying gesture before retreating towards another bedroom down the
hallway.  “Goodnight, Ms. Hart,” she yawns, before reaching her door.


“Night,” I whisper with a
wave.  Standing in utter amazement, I’m left alone.  I wanted to know
more about him and if only for one night, my wish has been granted. 
Meeting his grandmother is huge.  Not only has he given me a glimpse into
who he is but I also had the chance to observe him in one of the sweetest
moments ever.


My earlier assumptions have
completely come full circle and now I’m even more fixated on him.  He’s
arrogant, impatient, and completely confusing, but he’s also protective, sweet,
and caring.  One moment he’s ready to throw down in a bar and then the
next he’s caring for his ailing grandmother.  Not to mention the fact he
called me beautiful.  He thinks I’m beautiful…


Anxiously waiting for him to return,
I suddenly hear a guitar strumming and a muted voice on the other side of the
door.  The serenity I felt a moment ago has been washed away, making me
feel uncomfortable, like I’m witnessing something not meant for me. 
Having nowhere else to go, I listen in on his powerful voice bellowing from the
adjacent room, but can’t make out the song.  My knees begin to shake and
I’m thankful there’s a half step I can sit on, because I can almost feel myself
shatter.  He is better than my fantasy.


Sitting on the half step, rocking
to and fro with my chin resting on my knees, he shuts the door quietly behind
him after ten minutes, startling me into a readied stance.  He must know I
heard him singing.  But, I would never bring up such an intimate moment,
not unless he spoke of it first.


With his index finger to his
mouth he whispers, “Shhhh…she’s finally asleep.”  Releasing his tension he
looks to the ceiling, exhaling as he brings his hands up to rest on the back of
his neck.  “Sorry for subjecting you to this,” he whispers, as he lowers
his hands.


“This is yours?”  He nods
warily, trying to gauge my reaction.  It doesn’t matter that I’ve never
been privy to this much luxury before, because what I’ve observed tonight, a
loving home with a loving family, it’s more than money can buy.  And, if
this exorbitant home is his idea of comfort, and it helps in his reality, I
can’t fault him.


Trying not to give anything away,
I look at him with sincere empathy.  “And, your grandmother lives here
with you?”


He hesitates before answering. 
“I know what you must be thinking and…”


Raising my hand, I stop
him.  “You should be proud of yourself.  Not many people would do
what you’re doing.”


He sighs and his face
softens.  “Shall we go?”


“Is she gonna be okay?”  I
never knew my grandparents and I wouldn’t know where to begin to care for
someone, especially someone who’s so dependent.  I know I don’t know this
woman, but I want nothing more than to make sure she is safe.


“She took her medication and will
be sleeping for the rest of the night.  Plus, Delores is here to watch
her.”


“Delores?”


“The woman who was in here
earlier is her live in nurse.  That reminds me, I need to speak with her
before we leave.”  She must have been the one who called him.  “Wait
here and then I’ll take you to your car.”  I nod, but as he turns to walk
towards the adjoining room, I finally hear his words.  I guess we aren’t
finishing our little trip to Red Rock.  Disappointment brings a frown to
my face, as I reach for my ring, twirling to make the ache subside.


He briefly talks to Delores
before making his way back to me.  Before holding out his hand, he
searches my face, just as he did his grandmother’s.  My ego is wounded,
but I refuse to show my disappointment as I reach out for his hand and plaster
a smile on my face.  I shouldn’t be acting this way.


Not in a rush on our way out, I
get a better opportunity to admire his artwork.  “Everything is so
beautiful.  Are they all from the same artist?”  His hand tenses as
we stop in front of a hand blown glass bowl.  It’s a stunning flower, with
blue and mauve textures running through the frame.  The intricacy of the
piece, with the colors and the shape, must have taken quite some time to
create.


Pausing, his crystal blue eyes
deepen with sadness.  “My mother created most of the work.”  I wasn’t
expecting that answer, and based on the pained look on his face, I know not to
push any further.  He doesn’t say anymore, and I don’t ask. 
Squeezing his hand for reassurance, I motion towards the door.


Remembering his words, the walk
out to the car is somber.  As he holds my door open, I gently climb in and
look up to find him staring into my resigned face.  Before retreating to
his side, he continues to stare, looking longingly into my eyes.  I’d die a
thousand deaths for him to continue to look at me this way.  Five seconds,
ten seconds, not long enough.  Not able to say what he’s thinking, he
closes my door and moves around the car to join me.


“I know I said I was going to
take you to your car, but I’m not ready to...”  Not able to finish his
sentence, he shakes his head.  “Are you still up for Red Rock?”


“Yes,” is all I can muster as I
bite my lip and slink into the passenger seat.


~~~~~


Las Vegas at night is absolutely
spectacular.  I know it’s only lights, but to actually see the vastness
and to know how many people really live in the city is overwhelming.


“I come here to think,” he
marvels, breaking our silence as we both stare at the deserted beauty in front
of us.  There’s sadness in his voice as he continues.  “Sometimes
it’s hard to make sense of things with so much happening around me, so I come
here to find solace.”


It’s beautiful up here and the
comfort of this perfect place does something to you.  It calms you, but
more than that, it consoles you.  Staring ahead in amazement, there is
something I have to disagree with.  “You seem so…put together.  I
would have never pictured you as someone who needed to find peace out in the
middle of the desert.”


“Constantly playing a role is
exhausting,” he admits, looking over at me with a smile.  Breaking my
concentration, I return the look, but not before my breath hitches.  Why
does he have to be so perfect?  Besides, what role is he talking
about?  The only role I can see him playing is the sexy, achingly
beautiful V.P.; oh, and that of a sweet, attentive grandson.


Realizing my confusion, he helps
me out with an answer.  Pointing to himself, “Mr. Cool, Calm, and
Collected V.P., remember?”  Prying his eyes away from mine, he continues
to stare out into the vast sky.  It’s hard to tell with him, but it
appears he’s let his guard down, giving me a small glimpse into who he truly
is.


“I can’t imagine.  It’s hard
enough just living, let alone putting up a façade.”


“I’m sure you don’t have to put
up any type of guise.  You’re kind and smart.  I’m sure you’ll have
no problems moving your way up in all aspects of your life, career included.”


Looking out the side window, I
blush at his compliment.  He has faith in me, which is sweet and
intoxicating.  But, he doesn’t know me well enough to know what I’m really
capable of.  All I’ve ever wanted is to earn a living that will allow me
to give Rachel back what she gave up.  Hopefully, there will be a time,
and a place, for that discussion.  But, it’s not tonight.


“Let’s hope I can live up to
that.”


Silence is upon us once again as
we both stare out at the glistening lights of the strip.  Peeking over at
him, I notice he’s no longer looking out at the infinite skyline; instead he’s
looking down at his hands.  A man of few words, he has a habit of losing
himself in thought quite frequently.  I silently wonder if it has anything
to do with his grandmother.  For someone who has to take care of another
person, he seems to be handling it well, but I can see the heartbreak on his
face.


“You know you have your
grandmother’s eyes?”  He looks at me with a slight glimmer of
happiness.  “You’re very sweet to her.”  His grimacing face alerts me
that this discussion may be headed down a road that he is not ready for.  
Sometimes it’s best to leave well alone.  But, I guess I’m still learning
that lesson.


“It’s the least I can do…” His
voice trails off as his brows furrow while he remains deep in thought.


“How long has she been…?” I pause
searching for the words to describe her condition.  Still staring at the
neon lights in front of me, I catch myself playing with my ring and have to
stop myself.  I’m not nervous, anxious, or otherwise.  This feeling
is new.  Content?  Happy?  Alive, maybe?


“She has her good moments and
some bad.  Tonight was obviously not one of her best.  She responds
to me still, but the doctors say her memories are slowly fading and soon she
won’t respond to me either.”  His voice lightens, trying to remove the
depression from the conversation.  “But what do they know right? 
It’s just me and her against the world.  They’re fucking kidding
themselves if they think I’ll ever let them get close enough to restrain her.”


His last comment stings and I
imagine this is a part of what’s been bothering him tonight.  His conviction
is unwavering and in that moment I realize that he’s fighting for not only his
sanity, but also his grandmothers.  Refusing to allow anyone to treat her
any less than the woman she is, even with her deteriorating health.  It’s
no longer his perfect face and toned body that has my breath quickening. 
I’m realizing my attraction to him has grown more than I could ever imagine.


Breaking our moment, my phone
chimes as I receive a text.  Thank God for distractions.


*Ely, I know
you’re angry. But please know I’m only looking out for you. Please talk to me.*


Ugh!  Cole is
so…so...persistent sometimes.  I glare at my phone.  I thought I was
pretty clear on wanting to have some space.  I refuse to deal with him
right now, not when I’m less than a foot away from my fantasy.  Tonight
has been unexpected, and I won’t let Cole ruin anything.


“Let me guess, your ex?” 
Agitated, he turns his head facing the driver’s side window.


“He’s apologizing for an argument
we had,” I explain, hesitantly.  I wouldn’t dare tell him what we were
arguing about.


“What were you arguing
about?  Let me guess, he wants to work things out…get back together?”


“What…no…we haven’t been together
in forever.  He’s my friend.  Well, not at the moment, but…he’s been
my friend for years.  As far as the argument, he was just upset I stayed
late the other night at work.”  Shit…didn’t I just say I wasn’t going
to tell him?


“Upset that you stayed late?” he
asks, confused.  But, it doesn’t take long for him to figure it out. 
“Wait, the night you were with me?”


I don’t want to talk about my
argument with Cole, but I’m finding it difficult not to be honest with
him.  “Yes, but it’s a long complicated story.”


“I have time.”  He shifts in
his seat to face me, waiting for an explanation.  Looking down on me, he
makes me feel like I’m in trouble and have to fess up to a crime I may or may
not have committed.


Resigned to my fate, I sigh,
knowing he won’t give up until he hears what he thinks he wants to hear. 
He’s very determined.  The only problem is that any discussion about Cole
seems to spoil his mood.  Shit!  Here it goes…  “He
didn’t like it when I told him I stayed to help you.  He told me I should
be careful.”


Looking through squinted eyes, he
suddenly breaks into laughter, gently rocking the car.  Not the reaction I
was expecting, but I’ll take it.  He is sexy when the laughter ripples off
his body.  “What’s so funny?”


“So, he feels threatened by
me?  Come on Elyssa, I know you’re smarter than this.  He’s not just
your friend if he’s concerned with who you’re spending time with.  Are you
leading him on?  Keeping him around for…you know…”  Adding a
suggestive wink at the end.


I’m taken back by his
insinuation.  How dare he?!  He doesn’t know anything about me, nor
does he know Cole.  “No, I am not leading him on!  He’s just very
protective.  I’m sure he found a picture of you somewhere and saw how
young and attractive you are and came to conclusions for himself,” I raise my
voice slightly, voice cracking at the end.


A wicked grin develops on his
lips, another reaction I wasn’t expecting.  Unable to control my nerves I
continue my explanation.  Not that he deserves it.  “He was my first
real relationship and things happened, people move on.  I moved on. 
It wasn’t his fault we broke up, it was mine, and it’s not fair to completely
disregard the friendship we had while we dated.”  Taking a deep breath, I
try to calm myself, catching myself rambling.  Ugh!  Why am I
talking so much?


“So, you think I’m
attractive?”  I blush at the slip of my tongue.  Out of all of that,
he had to pick the one thing I didn’t mean to say out loud.


“Just like you think I’m
beautiful?” I retort.


Ignoring my comment entirely,
Alex goes down a completely different road than what I was expecting. “Do you
still have feelings for him?”  His eyes burn into mine, waiting for my
answer.


“I care for him, but not in the
way you’re asking,” I admit.


“Are you still sexually
involved?”


My eyes widen, not only in
embarrassment but in astonishment at his audacity.  “What kind of question
is that?”


“I’m just trying to
understand.  You say you aren’t involved, yet he texts you every waking
minute of the day.  You say you’re just friends, but you can’t really
just be friends with someone you’ve had sex with,” he rants, but ends with a
smile that would shatter your soul.


“Are you not friends with any of
your exes?”


“God, no!”  But as he says
it, I wonder idly how many girlfriends he’s had.


“Well, I think it’s sad that
you’re okay with breaking hearts and not making an effort to at least mend
what’s broken with the friendship.”


“If it didn’t work out, then
there’s nothing to mend.  It’s as simple as that,” he suppresses a
laugh.  I don’t think this conversation warrants a laugh, but maybe he
sees my blood boiling.  Calm down, Ely!


“He’s my friend and for my own
reasons, I’m making an effort to keep him in my life.  Why do we keep
having this conversation?  Does my friendship with him bother you that
much?”


“It doesn’t,” he shrugs. 
“I’m just making small talk.”


“I guess it’s good for both of us
that my relationship status doesn’t have any bearing on how well you sleep at
night, Mr. James.”  With a pout I cross my arms and face the window.


Letting me have a moment, I
suddenly feel a finger guiding my chin, as my stare is turned towards his
crystal blue eyes.  “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.”


“I just don’t understand
you.  You’re very confusing.”  His touch is disarming and if it
wasn’t for the fact that I am already sitting, my knees would probably buckle.


“It’s better this way. 
Trust me.” Shaking his head, Alex sighs.  I can’t put my finger on what is
keeping him from giving into me.  Not that I was on a man hunt or
anything, but I know the moment I met him I was instantly attracted to
him.  Even before the elevator, at the gas station, all I wanted was to
feel his touch.


A sudden thought sparks, “Are you
in a relationship?”  That would be a reasonable explanation as to why he
hasn’t taken every opportunity I’ve given him.  It troubles me to think
about how many women have been up to Red Rock with him before.


Sitting back in his seat, a sexy
grin spreads across his lips.  “Who wants to know?”


Blushing head to toe, I scrounge
every ounce of courage I have.  “Well…me.  You know about my
relationship status.  It’s only fair that I know yours.”


“I’m not with anyone,
Elyssa.”  I turn my head to face the window, covering my mouth to hide my
colossal smile.  “I don’t have much time for relationships between my job
and my grandmother.  Speaking of her, I would appreciate if you wouldn’t
tell anyone at the office about her situation.”


I gasp.  “Of course
not!  I would never.”  What he shared with me was very
personal.  I would never reveal anything that would hurt him, or anyone
for that matter.  I know my place.


“I’m curious.  If you are
such good friends, why did you guys break up?”


Why, or should I say, how did I
know that he wouldn’t drop the subject of Cole so easily?  I would love to
spend all night talking with him, but there are some things I’m not ready for him
to know.  Cole doesn’t even know the full, real reason I broke up with
him.  Alex would judge me and then this fantasy would end.  I would
like this to soak this in for a little while longer; it’s too exhilarating to
give it up now.  “That’s a story for another time.”


“Sure, but one day you will tell
me.”


Starting the car, we head back
into town, and I wonder idly if I should take that as a threat or a
promise.  Either way, I’ll take it, because it means he wants to spend
more time with me.
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I choke as my heart literally
catapults into my throat.  Drinking in the sight of him, as he stands
there looking all sorts of edible with his cleanly shaven face and bright blue
eyes, my mind has gone into a thousand different directions.  What do I
say?  “Hello Mr. James, I hope you had a great weekend,” or the more
direct approach, “Hello Alex, I’ve thought about you every minute since you
left me Friday night.”  Yeah right, I wish I was that bold.


More than just thoughts about how
to approach him are saturating my brain.  Does he see me as more than just
another subordinate?  Will he ask me out again?  If he did ask me
out, how would our relationship be?  Can we even go down this path knowing
we are both held to ethical standards, which is currently treading a very fine
line right now?  All of these questions and no answers; the only thing I
know to be true is that he is absurdly perfect and standing less than twenty
feet away from me.


His solid figure blocking my path
sends feelings of ecstasy throughout my body.  Similar to that of a child
on Christmas morning and the unknown that awaits you, he’s a perfectly wrapped
gift.  Wearing a charcoal suit and matching tie, he’s a shiny new toy that
I want to play with.  Over and over.  But of course, my desire to
unwrap and touch is on a whole other level; definitely not one of prepubescent
times.


“Good Morning, Ms. Hart.” 
Ugh…that smile; suggestive, without even uttering many words.  I simper as
I watch him shove his hands into his pockets, returning his gaze to the numbers
above the elevator, humming to himself.  I know he’s acutely aware of how
attractive he is.  You can tell in his posture, the way he leaves his
jacket partially unbuttoned revealing just enough of his slim waist and tight
ass, his smug smirk.  He has to know what he does to me.


Trying to hold onto what’s left
of my dignity, I take in a deep breath, and advance the final steps towards the
elevator.  I suppose I should return his morning greeting, but my words
strain to form coherent sentences.  Instead, I fidget with my purse and
murmur hello.  That has to be better than stuttering like an idiot and
twirling my hair, right?  Hopefully he doesn’t notice my internal
unraveling.  Dang it, Ely; you are a strong woman, now act like it!


With the amount of time that has
passed since his long, perfectly manicured finger pressed the call button, I’m
on the verge of considering the elevator out of service.  I try to remain
indifferent and stand patiently waiting for the elevator, but he really makes
it difficult.  It’s not long after Alex starts rocking on his feet, to and
fro, that my lips perk up into a small smile, thinking about our night
together.


How is he able to keep his casual
façade and act like nothing’s happened; act as if we’re nothing more than
co-workers riding up the elevator together on any normal Monday morning? 
I’m not his average co-worker.  He made that evident at the bar when he
attacked Sam in my honor, and again when he brought me home to meet his
grandmother, calling me beautiful.  And definitely when he brought me to
my car when we had our almost kiss for the third time of the night. 
Seeming ignorant to the energy I feel when we’re together, although immensely
palpable, Alex continues to wait patiently.  I wish I had his constraint.


Fortunately, just as the elevator
door opens, Janice comes bounding towards us and I’m momentarily relieved that
she’s joined the party.  How awkward would it be to ride alone with
him?  That’s too many opportunities to sexually harass him; eighteen to be
exact.


Always the gentleman, Alex holds
his hand out signaling for us to enter as he secures the door open with the
palm of his hand.


“Good Morning, Elyssa…Mr. James,”
she stammers.  Appearing nervous, she bites her lower lip, looking at me
through the corner of her eye.  I’ve already forgiven her for ditching me
on Friday, for obvious reasons, but she doesn’t know that.  By the look on
her face, she’s about to become a blubbering mess, and I hope with my inviting
smile she can see that I’m over it already.


Taking the open opportunity,
Janice turns to face me and precedes full steam, rambling as she tries to
explain herself.  “Elyssa, I’m so sorry.  Autumn drank too much and
there was no way I was going to let her drive.  I took her out to my car
and I swear I was only outside for three minutes, when I went back in, you were
gone.  I was so worried about you.  The last time I saw you, you were
talking to the guy at the bar.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t have your
number, and…”


Signaling for Janice to calm
down, I interrupt her with a wave of my hand.  “Hey…Stop.  It’s
okay.  Everyone got home alright and in the end I still had a pretty
incredible night.”  My eyes dart over to Alex, catching his fleeting
smile; the slight dimple forming in the corner of his mouth giving him away.


“Wait!  Did you go home with
that guy?”  She giggles and then shuts her mouth, remembering we’re not
alone.  Raising my eyebrows, I smirk at her reaction.  If she only
knew.  Luckily, aside from Janice’s apology, the ride up to the
eighteenth floor is quick and quiet.


Walking in the same direction,
Janice and Alex break off heading towards their office.  But, just as I’m
about to head towards my desk, I see Alex peer over his shoulder, watching me
walk away, giving me goose bumps.  Hopefully I can keep it together and
avoid tripping over my feet.  Breathe, Ely…Breathe.


The moment I get to my desk I
hear the ping of my cell phone; another text from Cole.


*If I said I was
sorry, would you believe me? I shouldn’t have.*


Oh Cole, what am I going to do
with you? 
His sweet apology deflates my attitude, like it always does.  I knew after
we had our argument it wouldn’t be long before I forgave him, only because
that’s how we’ve always operated.  My sister mistook our quarrels as fits
of passion, but I know what they were.  And so does he.  I feel
slightly guilty that I haven’t thought about him all weekend, but in my defense
my thoughts were preoccupied.


~~~~~


I’ve been left to explore the
world of SHI at my own pace.  I love that Maggie doesn’t look over my
shoulder every five seconds, but is always willing to answer any
questions.  In order to get my feet wet, she’s given me several projects
and meetings to attend.  With each meeting and new contact I’m learning
not only about the company, but the different styles of our management team,
and the temperaments of everyone in the office.


Everyone seems to love Maggie and
is constantly praising her for her approachable open door policy and relaxed
attitude.  But, at the slight mention of Arianna, or even Alex, the
conversations turn into a complete rant session.  The consensus is that
they both lack the soft skills to mentor even the most capable employee and
most people seem to avoid them at all costs.


But avoiding doesn’t necessarily
mean that the women don’t appreciate the eye candy that Alex is, and more than
one has given a full run down of his finest attributes, making me blush. 
Little do they know that I’m very acquainted with his finer features and I must
say that the depth of his appeal goes way beyond his perfect appearance.


Of course, his sex appeal also
gives the rumormongers different stories to conger up.  During one of my
short twenty minute meetings, I was told about Alex’s fetish with stilettos,
fishnet stockings, and apparently his many sexual conquests around the company,
including Autumn.  I, of course, know this rumor to be false considering
how Autumn sheepishly admitted her unsuccessful attempts at getting him between
her thighs.  Offices are breading grounds for gossip and this scandalous
group is no different.


With my desk being in the middle
of the hustle and bustle of the office, my mind is unable to focus on the
figures staring back at me.  Normally, this wouldn’t bother me, but I’m
ready to pound my head against my computer screen in hopes of making any sense
of the numerical puzzle.  With my fingers pressed against my temple, my
elbows resting on my desk, I’m startled by the voice right behind me.


Swiveling my chair, I’m met with
the quirky smile of Joseph, one of the few who deliberately stayed out of the
gossip while the rest were too eager to chat.  “Elyssa, are you okay?” he
chuckles before offering his help.  Maybe Joseph is exactly what I need;
my own personal savior.  He’s a seasoned Sales Associate and should be
able to explain how to decipher some of the numbers from last year.


“I don’t quite understand
these.”  Pointing towards my computer screen, Joseph leans over, giving me
his undivided attention.  Several times I caught him glancing down at the
curves of my breasts.  Normally I would be irritated, but he seems
innocent enough.  Besides, he’s helping me.


“It’s like a story…” Joseph is
all too excited as he points towards the columns and unravels the mystery for
me.  But just as he starts to tackle the spreadsheet, I notice Arianna and
Alex out of the corner of my eye chatting closely; a pang of envy ripples
through my body.


Showing off her curves in her
mauve dress suit and matching blazer, she stands with her back towards me in
her four inch heels.  Shoes off she’s shorter than I am, but we have the
same petite build.


Her diamond tear drop earrings
sparkle against the light coming in from the adjacent windows, glowing next to
her natural red hair pulled into a French twist.  But, I can’t help but
notice the most exquisite piece of jewelry in view, a beautiful silver watch on
her left wrist.  Hitting the diamonds, the sun reflects a small rainbow,
as she circles the intricate knotted band with her fingers.  I bet her
watch costs what I make in a year.  I sigh.  I’m not jealous of her
ability to buy nice things for herself, I could really care less about money,
but I do envy the choices that money makes available.


Noticing my prying eyes, Arianna
turns, and with a wink and a smile she continues her conversation with
Alex.  Her small gesture doesn’t go unnoticed and he motions for them to
continue their conversation in his office.  Before shutting his door, he
turns to give me a panty dropping smile, but is caught when his brows furrow as
his eyes meet Joseph’s curious glance.


For the next twenty minutes,
Joseph guides me through the figures from 2011 and 2012.  I finally feel
confident enough to accomplish the assignment, and thank him profusely for all
of his help.  “You are the best Joseph.  I owe you one.”


Arianna and Alex stroll out of
his office just as I stand to throw my arms around Joseph.  “You have no
idea how much you saved my ass.”  Stopping in front of the meeting room,
Alex’s attention is locked in my direction, his mouth hanging in shock. 
Touching his shoulder, Arianna whispers something in his ear, and then walks
away.


Not realizing the time, I’m glad
I have Janice to keep me on my toes, and on time for our meeting. 
Grabbing my notebook and a pen, I head off towards the conference room with
Janice by my side.


Janice pulls me to the middle of
the table, occupying the two seats next to Alex.  With only five in
attendance including both Janice and I, Alex starts the meeting discussing the
sales figures for the week.  His tone is very short and to the point,
almost agitated.  Even though I’m proud to say I’ve kept myself in the
loop, the numbers are staggering compared to my last job.


Continuing to drone on about more
numbers and more spreadsheets, Alex is uneasy, fidgeting with the papers in
front of him.  He even catches himself tapping his pen against the wooden
table before clearing his throat and straightening in his seat.  I glance
over at Janice to see if she notices his odd behavior, and she must, because
she simply shrugs and continues to take notes.


As the meeting progresses, his
demeanor is cold and distant.  Making eye contact with everyone except me,
I’m starting to feel like the odd man out.  Did I do something? 
Finally turning to look at me, Alex’s gaze shows nothing of the man I spent the
evening with on Friday.


“Ms. Hart, where are we with the
sales projections for next quarter?”  The project Maggie just gave me
on Friday?  Looking around the room, I’m sent into panic mode.  


“I-I thought they weren’t due
until next Monday, Mr. James,” I stutter looking to Janice.  Her eyes meet
mine and convey nothing but the sheer pity she feels for me in this
moment.  When Maggie assigned me the projections, she didn’t give me any sense
of urgency.  Shit!  I’m not incompetent!


“Is that how you operate, working
an issue at the last minute?  I’m glad we know that now before we give you
something more important to work on,” he bellows, chastising me.  I lower
my head, cowering like a dog just kicked by their owner, but not before I
notice the sneer on Autumn’s lips as she sits up, listening attentively.  


“I apologize, Mr. James. 
I’ve been working on it all day, I promise to have it done by Friday.” 
With my head hung low, I offer another apology, hoping to end the
conversation.  My hopes are crushed as he continues.


“Didn’t seem like you were
working on it a moment ago, Ms. Hart.”  My head shoots up in surprise as
my eyes meet his.  There is nothing but irritation on his face, and his icy
blue eyes are indifferent, staring in my direction along with the rest of the
room.  “Just make sure you have it done by Friday.  I don’t expect to
have this conversation again.”


The meeting is over shortly after
his criticism and I couldn’t be more thankful to get out of there.  I
don’t know what crawled up his ass, but I can see what everyone was saying
about his lack of soft skills.  I slink back to my desk confused, trying
to untangle his lost temperament.  What did he think he was
accomplishing by talking to me like that?  If I wasn’t more level
headed, I would march right into his office and give him a piece of my
mind.  


~~~~~


Deciding to take the stairs in an
effort to subdue the day’s irritations, I’m panting by the time I reach the
fourth floor of the parking structure.  Endorphins are suppose to make you
happy, which is why I’ve always been keen on working out, or at least going for
a run when I have pent up stress.  Unfortunately, the short trip up didn’t
do anything for my mood.  Peering into my small purse for a glimpse of my
shiny metal key chain, I hope that I can put whatever happened today behind
me.  


No such luck. 


It’s not until I take the last
steps to my car that I notice him standing along the wall with his hands
resting inside his pockets.  Frustrated by the fact I can never escape
him, and worse, that I don’t want to, I can’t hide my irritation or the flicker
of anger in my face.  But, even with all of that, I still take him in…all
of him; from beautiful head to masculine toe.  That is, until he starts
talking.


“What the fuck were you doing
today?”  Closely examining my reaction, he positions himself between me
and my car.  Obviously seeing my confusion, he resumes his rant, punishing
me again for something I’m unaware of.  “Is that how you behave at
work? Just throwing your arms around any guy that gives you attention?”


Stay calm, Ely, stay calm!  “The way you talked to me
earlier…I didn’t know we were friendly enough to be asking such personal
questions, Mr. James.  Or are we just making small talk again?” 


“Were you trying to make me
jealous?” Glaring at me, he removes his hands from his pockets and folds them
over his chest, waiting for an answer.  God this man is frustrating!


“Oh, we know each other now, do
we?”  I’m floored by his ridiculous question, especially after the way he
treated me.  Not once has he even mention Friday or shown an ounce of
emotion towards me.  Not once.


“Just answer the fucking
question.” 


Anger is bubbling inside, and I’m
afraid to open my mouth.  I may say how I’m really feeling, and that won’t
get us anywhere.  “If you really must know, Mr. James, I was getting input
on the sales projections for next quarter.  You know, the very same one
you reprimanded me about?”  


Clearly frustrated, I reach my car
and toss my purse into the passenger seat before turning around and slamming
the door.  “Besides, why does it matter who I talk to, at work of all
places?  Joseph was just being helpful, which is more than I can say for some
people.” 


“We aren’t at work anymore, stop
calling me Mr. James.  I thought we were past the formalities,
Elyssa.”  Comprehending my anger, his attempts at calming me down with the
crispness in his voice doesn’t work.  


“You didn’t answer my question,
Mr. James,” I respond sardonically.  I’m not giving up anything, until he
answers me.  “And, I will call you what I damn well feel like calling
you.”  


Shocked by my outburst, he
returns to his favorite stance; hands placed in his pocket.  Slightly
raising his voice in outrage, “You’re mad at me?!  What the hell did I
do?”


“What did you do?  Besides
practically ignoring me all day, you then felt it was okay to insult me during
the entire meeting.  And to top it all off, now you’re making accusations
about me and Joseph!”  Unable to control my irritation, I place my hands
on my hips.


Voice softening, I can see the
jealousy sweeping across his face.  “You should have come to me if you had
questions, not Joseph.”


“Did I know this?  The only
part of management who’s given any inclination of help is Maggie.  You’ve
given me nothing, nothing except uncertainty.”  There.  I said
it.  But just as I utter the words I’ve wanted to say all day, I consider
taking it back as the pain seeps into his eyes.  Oh well, can’t take it
back now. Might as well keep on going; see how much I can get out of him. 
“Regardless Alex, why do you even care about what Joseph and I were
doing?”


Staring at me through flitted
eyes, he ponders what he’s about to say.  Finally freeing his mind, he
answers me.  “I’m still trying to figure that out, Elyssa.  I have to
go.”  And with a hushed goodbye, he’s gone.  


 


Tuesday, September 25, 2012


It’s a little after eleven when I
get a call from Mr. Hodges, revealing that I have something at the security
desk.  Justifying how busy I am, he reluctantly agrees to bring it up to
me.  I’m confused as I set down the receiver.  What would I be
receiving at work?  Even more confusing is the spectacle going on at
the printer.  Alex stands, rifling through paperwork and peeking up
through his long lashes.  When our eyes finally meet, I can’t help my
ridiculous grin, and he returns it with his salacious, panty-twisting,
smile.  If he keeps doing that, I may need to buy some new
underwear.  


Mr. Hodges strolls around the
corner and I’m floored as he reaches my desk carrying the most exquisite
bouquet of deep purple irises and intense red tulips.  I stare blankly,
before realizing my manners.  “Thank you, Mr. Hodges.  These are for
me?”  


“That is who they’re addressed
to, Ms. Hart.  You weren’t expecting them, I see.  Well, nice
surprise.  Hope they’re from someone special,” he states, walking away
hunched over, and smiling.


Silently, I hope that Cole hasn’t
been overzealous by sending me flowers.  I know I haven’t called him back,
but he needs to learn his lesson, and I’m not ready to give into him.  Not
yet.  


Opening the card, I’m baffled at
what is written: 


“I can’t be held responsible for what I do, when my
mind doesn’t comprehend my heart’s desire.”



Looking up, I know exactly who
they’re from.  After scanning the room for only a second, our eyes meet,
and our energy is transferred, sending a jolt to my system.  Walking
towards me with a wicked smile on his gorgeous face, he successfully leaves me
breathless.  Breathe, Ely, Breathe!  


“I see that someone has sent you
flowers.  How very thoughtful…of someone.”  My mouths drops
open as he walks away.  How very brazen.  Well, he didn’t
actually put his name on it, so technically, no one will know.  But, I
feel like I’m going to combust, as my mouth turns up; I’m glowing.  No one
has sent me flowers like this; for no apparent reason.  Especially not
someone I barely know.  What is he up to?


Even when Autumn approaches, I’m
unable to hide my excitement as I beam at her.  


“Who are the flowers from,
Elyssa?”


“There’s a note, but no one
signed it.  Guess I have a secret admirer.”  I am giddy as Autumn
pouts as she walks away muttering something about never getting
flowers.   


~~~~~


Arianna treated me to lunch
today, and our silly banter didn’t last long, as memories of my childhood crept
into our discussion.  I sometimes forget how long she’s been in my life,
and how long she knew my mother.  It was nice hearing her acknowledge my
accomplishments, but, when she reminded me that my parent’s would have shared
in her pride, my heart clenched.  It’s always hard thinking about them,
comprehending they will never get to be there for any my achievements.


She went on to praise Rachel and
her efforts at nurturing me.  Although it’s a double edged sword
considering Arianna has a way of never letting me forget that she offered to
raise me.  I used to wonder how different my life would have been, wanting
for nothing, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing.  Rachel was what I
needed, and although Arianna runs a successful corporation, I’m not sure her
mothering skills would have kicked in.  And, despite the fact Rachel took
on so much responsibility at such a young age, she was extremely determined to
do it all on her own.  She used to tell me it’s what my parents would have
wanted and I tended to agree.


Finishing our talk on the way
back to work, I realize it’s nice to be able to have a conversation with
someone who I want to emulate.  She is such a strong woman, and anything I
can do to make myself as well known as she is, good or bad, will help my
career.  Noticing the inviting hints of strawberry and grapefruit, I can’t
help but comment on how much I like her perfume.  But, she can only smile,
because just as we enter the lobby, she received a phone call she had to take.


Rushing in from lunch, I’m out of
breath and in a panic.  I was out way too long, and don’t want to give
Maggie, or any members of management, a bad impression.  Even though I
know I shouldn’t worry, considering who I was with, I don’t want to give anyone
a false impression.  I dive back into my spreadsheets for the rest of the
day, but can’t help but steal small glances at the arrangement of flowers on my
desk and think about the man who sent them to me.  


Contemplating bringing my flowers
home, I decide to do the smart thing and leave them at work.  They’re too
beautiful to bring to my apartment, to only be seen by me, and besides, knowing
the heels I wore today, I would probably trip and fall.  Not gonna
happen!


Walking through the parking
garage, I discern how different the day has ended, compared to yesterday. 
It’s hard to keep up, not knowing what kind of mood I’m going to encounter, so
when I notice Alex has parked three stalls away from me, I consider leaving. 
But, the need to know why he sent me flowers outweighs my self preservation,
and mental well being.


Thankfully, I don’t have enough
time to consider another plan, because less than five minutes later, he comes
striding from the elevator.  The object of my new-found obsession looks
perfectly put together, even after a day full of business and stress. 
Except that he has a look of reverence on his face that I can’t quite
place.  It would be unnerving, if I didn’t have that same look on my own.


Suddenly feeling shy, I wave at
him as he approaches.  What if he’s not the one that sent them to
me?  I’m going to look like an idiot.  No, Ely!  He is the one
that sent them.  Don’t’ back down.  He has to be the one.  


“Is there something I can help
you with, Ms. Hart?”  His smoldering blue eyes survey me, head to toe,
stopping to stare at my empty hands.  “Where are your flowers?”  He
looks hurt.


“That’s what I wanted to talk to
you about.”  Fidgeting with my keys, I try to focus on something other
than what I want his response to be.  Keeping my eyes fixated on the
concrete below my heels, I can’t bear to look at him.  “Did you send them
to me?”  


Walking closer I feel the pad of
his finger underneath my chin, softly raising my face so our eyes meet. 
“Of course I did, do you have more admirers I have to contend with?”  I
shake my head slowly, the feeling of his fingers against my neck practically
bringing me to my knees.  The breath that escapes his lips brushes against
my skin, sending shivers all the way down between my thighs.  Too quickly,
his hand retreats from my throat, placing it back in his pockets.  I sigh,
disappointed at our lost connection.


“Why did you send them,
Alex?”  Finally a resemblance of my tenacity comes through the moment he
breaks contact.  Coincidence?  I think not.


“I know how badly I treated you
yesterday and it wasn’t by any fault of yours.  And, even if I was the
reason you were upset, I guess I wanted to be the one to make you smile again.”


I’m floored.  For someone
who doesn’t communicate well, his declaration is surprising.  And, I know
what he means.  When he smiles, I feel as if I’m the only one in the room
and the thought of his joy being shared with anyone else, makes me sick with
envy.  


“But I’m glad you waited
after.  I’m going out of town tomorrow, and I want to take you out to
dinner tonight to make up for my behavior.  Consider it a peace
offering.”  Even though I’m pretty sure that was a demand, he appears to
be nervous, waiting for my response.  


“What behavior are you referring
to?  You’re fit of jealousy or talking to me like an errant child during
the meeting?”  


“I never said I was jealous…but,
I guess for both.  I didn’t mean to belittle you in the meeting.  I
wasn’t in my right mind.”  I don’t know how to respond, and instead I stay
silent.  “Don’t over think it, Elyssa, because I promise you, I won’t take
no for an answer.”  He says my name like a whisper to the winds.  


His previous indiscretions are in
the past and I can no longer feel anything but the fluttering of my heart,
which wants him more than anything.  “I’ll go to dinner with you, but on
one condition.”


“What’s that?” he smiles at my
acceptance, waiting for my demand.


“I drive myself.”
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“Hungry?” he asks, placing his
hand under my chin until our eyes meet.  I’m flushed against him with no
room to move.  I know I’ve wanted to be this close all week, but now that
I’m here, my nerves are in knots and my mind is blank.


I swallow past the lump growing
in my throat and try desperately to speak.  Umm…yeah…I want to devour
your body.  Even though I’m pretty sure that’s not what he was asking,
I silently wonder if it really was.  Nodding yes, the rational side of my
brain answers; the irrational side continues to melt at his touch.  I’m
putty in his hand.  I can only hope that I have the same affect on
him.  With a wink and a smile, he takes my hand as we head towards the
restaurant.  


Nestled quietly away in Desert
Shores, Marche Bacchus lays perched on the coast of a man-made lake.  The
city lights seem so far away as we are engulfed in a dense forested area. 
Who knew this place even existed in the middle of the desert?  Even
more surprising is the entrance, a small charming gift shop with rows and rows
of layered crated wines.  Making our way through the maze of Merlot’s,
Chardonnay’s, and Shiraz’s, I look up just in time to notice the hostess eyeing
Alex head to toe with a desirous look, as if they know each other…intimately.


Ms. Light Bright doesn’t hesitate
and walks directly up to Alex, “Mr. James, welcome back,” she announces,
seductively.  Her tight pencil skirt and tucked in white button-up shirt
reveals a little more than I’m comfortable with, especially with her swallowing
him whole with her greedy little eyes.  


Staking claim, Alex wraps his arm
around my waist.  Her eyes follow his movement and instantly her mood
changes.  She takes a step back and glares through her squinted beady
eyes, “Your table’s right this way.”  How many other women have you
brought here Alex?  Or, do all hostesses greet you this way?  Ugh…Do
I even want to know?  I banish the thought, but not before he sees my
bitter frown, giving me one back, insisting I talk.  


Following her, I look over at him
and instead of asking what I really want to, I stick with subtlety.  “Do
you come here often?”  


“I didn’t want to wait, so I
called on the way.”  Oh, simple answer; but I can tell, it’s
conveniently not the whole truth.  


Maneuvering us through the crowd
of tables, we walk towards our seats, hand in hand.  Oddly, I’m unable to
shake the feeling that Alex has been down this road before, and not with just
one woman; possibly, even with the hostess guiding us to our quaint table on
the outside patio.  Regardless, when I’m with him, I feel at ease, even
with our intrusive, yet delightful hostess.  Something I’ve never
felt with anyone, besides Rachel, which troubles me.  Lust might be
clouding my judgment, but for the time being, I don’t care. 


Outside, the patio is romantic
with cooling misters and trellises gently shielding us from the sun. 
Magnificent pinks, purples and oranges fleet across the man-made lake and the
cream colored stucco houses resting upon the shore, are a subtle backdrop to an
impressive view.  As we reach our table, Alex pulls out a chair for me as
Ms. Light Bright takes her exit, but not before standing and idly taking him
in.  Uh…hello?  How brazen can one woman be?


Staring at the reflection on the
water almost makes me forget our momentary third wheel.  Are these the
type of women that Alex usually dates?  Glancing down at my modest
attire, I suddenly feel self conscious.  With my mouth pulled to the side,
I sit, biting the side of my cheek.  Maybe this wasn’t a good
idea.  My moment of doubt is interrupted by the inpatient waiter. 


“Trust me?”  Alex’s eyes
search my face for an ounce of doubt.


“Depends…” Unable to meet his
gaze, my eyes glance over the menu.  I can feel the prying eyes of the
waiter as he waits for our order.


“On?”  Tilting his head, he
smirks waiting for my response, ignoring the gentleman standing at the edge of
our table.


“What we’re talking about.” 
I’d trust him with my career and with my safety, but I can’t ignore his
mischievous grin.  “So, what are we talking about, Alex?”  I
push the ball back into his court, looking up at our waiter, giving him an
apologetic smile.  


With his gaze fixed on me, Alex
orders two glasses of chilled port wine and two orders of the Crispy Maple Leaf
Duck Breast.  I’m surprised that he orders for both of us, but I’m excited
he took charge of the moment.  The waiter briskly walks away, leaving us
alone to finish our conversation.  


“So, where were we?” 
Strumming his fingers against his bottom lip, Alex sits back in his seat,
staring out at the adjacent water.  “Oh yah, you were interrogating
me.  Well, you have me all to yourself,” with his hands extended at his
sides Alex challenges me, “Do your worst.”


“Do I have you all to
myself?”  My eyes slowly point towards the hostess station.  Ms.
Light Bright is making no effort at subtly as she stares in our direction,
talking to her co-worker.  Her cackle can be heard above the quiet chatter
of the restaurant.  Obviously trying to get his attention, she’s being
loud and obnoxious, flipping her hair, and even adjusting her breasts.


“I never took you for the jealous
type, Elyssa.”  Resting his hands behind his neck, he ignores the loud
laugh meant to pull his attention.


Although he’s smug and arrogant,
sitting here staring into his eyes, I almost forget why I’m irritated in the
first place.  Almost.  I refuse to give into the situation and show
my insecurities, especially while she is so close.  Instead, I
decide on continuing with my questions.  “So, why did you send me
flowers?”  Blunt is definitely the approach I’m going for.  Why dance
around the subject, right? 


Shrugging his shoulders, he
answers nonchalantly, “You didn’t deserve the way I treated you
yesterday.  So, I figured I needed to make it up to you.”  That’s
all you got?  That’s the big reveal?  


“Okay, I’ll buy that.  It
explains the reason why you sent the flowers, but not about what was written on
the card.”  He obviously doesn’t know me well enough; I can’t, and won’t,
drop it.  “What about your cryptic message?”


Finally seeming slightly
uncomfortable under his hard façade, he shifts ever so slightly in his
seat.  Of course, like in any situation, his composure returns before
speaking.  “What do you want me to say?  I’m a man of action, not
words, Elyssa.”  


“Well, just to be clear, your
actions are confusing.  What you say and what you do, are a complete
contradiction.”  He smirks, making me blush as hot as the sun.  Is
this just a game to him?  I don’t know whether to get mad that he’s making
light of the situation, or get even more wanton, knowing what I want him to
mean.  My once sound tenacity has me looking down at my fingers, toying
with my napkin.  After a moment of absolute silence, I peek up at him and
find him staring.  My stomach is in knots as I feel the intense energy
flowing.  It takes another moment before either one of us can speak again. 



“I don’t do this.  I guess
what I’m saying is that I’m not really good at it,” he explains, sitting deep
in thought, staring out at the water.


Looking at him sideways, I still
can’t figure out his puzzling explanation.  I want him to spell it out for
me.  “I can’t imagine there are many things you aren’t good at.”  My
eyes look over at Ms. Light Bright who’s making a fool out of herself,
again.  With her hand on the bicep of a busboy, she throws her head back
in laughter before throwing her arm around his waist, traipsing by our table.


Momentarily, his eyes follow her
movement before returning to my gaze.  “Trust me, there is plenty. 
But, what I was referring to was this…” Brushing his finger through the air,
pointing between the two of us he continues, “I’ve never had to pursue a woman
before.”  The taste of blood drips in my mouth as I bite down on my lip,
trying hard to hide my eager smile.  Though, I can’t help the blush
blossoming over the apples of my cheeks.


“So the women in your life,
they’ve always just given in to you?”  As I utter the words, I realize it
doesn’t seem so inconceivable, considering I’ve pretty much given in to him
since the moment we met.  The childlike behavior of our hostess is also
proof that his appeal is addictive, worthy of making any woman act compulsively
just to vie for his attention.  


“Is that hard to believe?” 
I shake my head, staring down at my napkin.  


Unable to ignore the annoying
situation playing in the background, “I have to ask.  What’s up with your
stalker over there?”  My head nods towards the back wall where the hostess
is now standing.


“Absolutely nothing!” his mouth
turned up.  His attempt at evasion is not working.


“Doesn’t seem like nothing to me,
considering her reaction in your presence.  Is she a friend of yours?” I
ask, still not knowing if I want to know the answers to my never ending
questions.


“I don’t have female friends;
usually doesn’t end well.  Women have a tendency to get…attached and with
attachments come expectations.”  That poor girl definitely had
expectations; I could see it in her eyes.  With a sigh of relief, Alex
notices the waiter returning with our wine.  But, just as fast as he came,
the waiter retreats, and I’m free to continue my ‘interrogation’. 


“So, you don’t do friends with
women, got it.”  Yet you’re here with me?    


Thinking over my next line of
questioning, I start thinking of Cole.  “You can’t tell me that with the
numerous women you’ve been with, that you’ve never had to deal with their
ex-boyfriends.  Ones they’ve remained friends with.”


“Once you’ve had sex, there’s no
going back.  Are you telling me that your so called friend,” Alex’s raises
his hands, making quotations with his fingers, “has never tried to blur the
lines?”  If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that he had personal insight
into my relationship with Cole.  


“You’re the first man I’ve met
who approaches dating as if he’s fishing in a catch-and-release pond.” 
I’m clearly irritated and this dinner is not going the way that I
expected.  My heart was fluttering when I got sent the flowers, but I
can’t shake the feeling that he wants to add me to his long list of conquests.


Alex sighs, taking a deep breath
before explaining.  “I think it’s obvious that I’m attracted to you. 
Let’s just put that out there now,” he admits, running his finger over the
edges of his napkin.  I flush at his words, but bite back the urge to
profess my own attraction.  


“Like I said before, I’ve never
had to pursue a woman.  You may think my outlook on dating is troubling,
but I’ve been released back into the pond a few times myself.  But let’s
make this clear, I’ve never made promises that I’ve never kept or led a woman
on.”  His brows furrow as he stares at his wine glass, and then at
me.  “God, it’s maddening not knowing where I stand with you.”  


My heart swells, but I also
realize he didn’t deny the fact that he’s had numerous women.  How am I
supposed to compete with the unknown?  Something in the back of my mind
tells me that he’s not the gentlemen that I hoped he was, at least not one
hundred percent of the time.  


“There are thousands of reasons
why we should walk away from one another.  But, I just can’t seem to…” he
stops, searching for the right words.


“Seem to what?” I urge him to
continue, leaning closer.  


Suddenly, the waiter returns with
the food, effectively ending our little confession session, making me jolt
upright in my seat.  But, if he thinks this discussion is over, he’s
sorely mistaken.  Occasionally glancing at each other, we begin our meal and
sit in silence.  


The food is delicious, and as I
appreciate each bite, it gives me a chance to watch Alex.  He takes
pleasure in every bite, slowly savoring each morsel.  The silence is
surprisingly relaxing.  And when we do speak, there’s something to be said
about small talk, about the weather and our likes and dislikes.  There are
no worries about work, ex’s, or family members interrupting the night. 
It’s nothing but a pleasant conversation, without any ulterior motives. 
Just two people trying to get to know one another.  


Our time together is ticking away
and I still haven’t had the chance to figure out what’s going on between
us.  I’m not the type of girl that has random sexual encounters, but Alex
seems to have more than enough women opening their legs to him.  I just
need to know, for my own sanity.  


“So, when you say you’ve never
pursued a woman before…what exactly do you mean?  Are you…well, are you
saying that you are pursuing me?"  I want to look him in the eyes,
but my confidence has waned with the setting sun.  I play with the ring on
my middle finger, hoping my silent prayers are not obvious to my dining
companion.


“What do you want it to
mean?”  There he goes again toying with me, being evasive.  I’m
starting to think he’s doing it on purpose.


“I hope it means that you want to
get to know me…”  My eyes drop to my fingers, once again.


“Elyssa, quit dropping your eyes
and look at me.”  Waiting for me to meet his piercing blue gaze, he
continues.  “I want to know you, on so many levels; on a more intimate
one.”  Alex releases my stare and reaches over to grab my hand.  “But
before we take this any further, I have one main concern.  My intentions
are not to hurt you, but what I’m about to say may do just that.”  


“Why don’t you let me make that
decision for myself,” I retort, trying to calm my breathing, while he slowly
traces the lines of my hand.  


“At work, no one can know
anything about us.”  


In that moment, the range of
emotions that passes through me is fast, but hard.  Is he embarrassed
of me?  I try to hide the frown sweeping across my face as my heart
feels a pang.  He said he didn’t want to hurt you Ely; that means
something, right?  Reality slaps me upside the head, bringing me back
down to Earth.  He is the Senior Vice President of Sales, at
Arianna’s company, where I just started.  How would that look if
the V.P. was dating a Sales Executive?  Not good at all, for both of us.


“I have to keep my personal life
very private, and it wouldn’t be good for you either.”  Sensing my
anguish, I guess he felt the need to explain.  


Knowing he’s right, relief washes
over me, feeling slightly embarrassed by my thoughts.  Of course I
understand.  The words he uttered about not wanting to hurt me, resonates
true.  “I get it.  I don’t want anything to affect my position in the
company either.”  His lips quirk up, resting his eyes on the still lake,
not letting go of my hand.


“Listen, I have to go out of town
for a few days, but I want to see you this weekend.  Definitely dinner,
and maybe hit up a lounge afterwards?”


“I would love that.”  Just
the thought of loud music, Alex’s toned body rubbing against me, sends shivers
up my spine.  I squirm in my seat at the thought.  But, once again,
my attention is brought back to the hostess as her laugh echoes from the front
of the restaurant, killing my mood.


Looking down at my hand in his, I
need to know if there’s anyone else I’m competing with.  “Are you seeing
anyone else?  I know I asked if you had a girlfriend, but…”


“But what?  I told you I
wasn’t with anyone.  Period.”  His brows raise and his lips curve
slightly.  “I’m going to assume you aren’t, or I wouldn’t be having this
conversation with you.” 


What the hell is that supposed to
mean?  Am I that obvious?  Really, Ely!  He’s right.  He
knows you are a one man, woman.  It’s not a bad thing to be right about. 
Shaking my head, I agree with him.  


“Elyssa, no one else interests
me…especially not when I have tunnel vision at the moment.”  My breath
hitches.  He really is trying to make me combust, right in front of
him.  “Let’s get out of here.”  Tossing cash on the table, we both
rise from our seats simultaneously; Alex grabs my hand and leads me out the
door.  


With my hand in his, I smirk
towards Ms. Light Bright as we walk out of the restaurant.  Smiling in her
direction, I stake my own claim, gripping his bicep with my free arm. 
“Have a good night,” I call out, letting Alex guide me to the parking
lot.  What a difference one dinner can make.


“I had a great evening,
Alex.”  A knot builds as we reach my car.  


“Me too…I’ll call you while I’m
away.”  We both hesitate, and I fumble with my keys.  I don’t want to
say goodbye, not yet.  


Thankfully, neither does he.


Reaching up the length of my
body, he places his hand on the nape of my neck.  Looking into his eyes,
he slowly lowers his lips to mine and I meet him half way, our lips barely
touching as he grazes my lips with his.  Resting his forehead against
mine, I feel his breath quicken.  Attempting to control his breathing, he
teases me all over again, brushing his lips softly against mine as his hand
travels up my neck and into my hair.  This time his lips return to mine,
but with more urgency. 


In the moment, I wrap my arms
around his neck, drawing him in.  With restrained force, he pins me
against the car and our kiss deepens.  A moan escapes and I feel his
erection stirring against my belly.  Thrusting his tongue into my mouth, I
can only reciprocate with the same demanding energy.  Alex’s strong hands
travel south, brushing over my breasts, sliding down past my hips, cradling my
behind.  Moaning against his lips, he lifts me to rest against the car,
slowly grinding against me.  His lips leave mine, placing supple kisses
along my jaw line and the nape of my neck.  Embarrassed by my breathing, I
search the skies, hoping to calm down before I combust.  


Pulling back with a sigh, Alex
once again places his forehead against mine before lowering me.  “I want
you,” he whispers.  My body yearns for his touch; the throbbing between my
legs almost unbearable.  If he pursues this sensual attack right here in
the parking lot, I may end up making love to him on the hood of my car,
changing his impression of me drastically.  


“I’ve never wanted anything more
than you, right now in this moment, but…” I declare, my breathing erratic.


“It’s time we say good night,” he
finishes my sentence.  I sigh in disappointment, still trying to catch my
breath.


“Good night, Alex.  Have a
safe trip.”


“Elyssa,” he kisses me softly,
“I’ll call you.”  


 


Wednesday, September 26, 2012


BUZZ…Buzz..buzz…my phone vibrates
across my desk almost falling directly into my trash can.  Luckily, my
reflexes are quick as I catch it just in the nick of time.  I was
daydreaming before this rude interruption.  Our first kiss has been on
replay in my mind all day.  It was the type of first kiss every girl
dreams about, but doesn’t dare speak of.  The type of first kiss that left
me bereft after his vehicular sexual assault.  


Closing my eyes, I slowly brush
my fingers against my swollen lips retracing where he was, just hours
ago.  The thought resonates in my head as I savor the softness of his
lips, the heat of his breath, the closeness of his body…I want to remember him
this way.  Thank you, Alex.  Thank you for giving me something to
hold on to until I get to see you again.  I pull myself away from my
thoughts to glance down at my phone.


*I dreamt about
you last night.*


Not familiar with the number, the
text startles me.


**Who is this?**


*Do you normally
get texts from men telling you they were dreaming about you?*


**The only man I
want this to be assaulted me last night against my car, leaving me wanting.**


*I told you I
would call, but I’m in back-to-back meetings. I’ve been thinking about you.*


**I was actually
just thinking about you. What was your dream about?**


*How about I
call you later tonight and tell you ALL about it?*


**Can’t
wait!  Wait…how did you get my number?**


*Call it misuse
of company resources. I’ll call you tonight.*


My heart is beating a thousand
beats per minute.  Even though he’s hundreds of miles away, I can’t help
the hope in my heart; I’m still on his mind.  


~~~~~


Chit-chatting with Janice at
lunch has become a welcome, distracted, routine, especially when she wants to
talk about herself.  “I met this guy through a dating website and we’ve
been seeing each other for over a month now.  I really like him,
but…”  Seemingly uncomfortable, she slumps in her chair, as she glances
around the busy cafeteria.  It never ceases to amaze me how shy one person
can be.  At work, Janice is comfortable and secure in her tasks, but I
know that is just a façade.  She’s timid and reserved, but has never made
any qualms of it.  She is who she is, and is comfortable with herself.


“But?” I urge her to continue.


“I’m afraid he’ll get bored with
me.  He’s perfect, but we haven’t…you know.”  Janice blushes at the
thought.  


“You haven’t been
intimate?”  I lean in, keeping our conversation discrete.


“I’ve never been a very sexual
person.  But I want to try…for him.  So, I was hoping tomorrow after
work you would go with me to buy something...an outfit.”


“Of course!  I’m sure we’ll
find something he’ll love.”  I pat her hand in assurance.


~~~~~


“What are you talking
about?!  You’re being ridiculous!”  Arianna’s crimson face almost
matches her hair as she waves me in with the flip of her wrist.  She puts
her finger up, signaling for me to give her a moment.  Arianna is
undeniably angry as she glares at her receiver.  Not a good look for her
and thankfully not one I’ve ever been on the receiving end of.


Awkwardly, I stand in front of
her desk, frozen.  Furrowing her brow, she listens to the voice on the
other end of the receiver.


“First of all, you do not have
the final say so.  Do you understand me?!  You do not just grow a
fucking conscious over night and think you can what…cut ties?  Never
forget the mouth that feeds you!”  Do I even want to know what that was
about?  Let me think…Nope!


Placing a hand over the receiver,
she points towards the corner of her desk where a small black box with white
daisies framing all four sides sits.  “Hi, Elyssa,” she’s all
smiles for me.  “That’s for you, for your birthday.”  Looking closer,
I see it is a bottle of perfume.


“Thank you so much,
Arianna.”  Mercifully, she brushes me off, holding her finger up to her
mouth and then at the door, silencing my appreciation and making it clear that
I’m being dismissed.  That was thoughtful.  I can’t believe she
remembered.  I mouth another thank you and with a small waive I leave her
to continue to berate the individual on the other end of the receiver. 
Whoever she was speaking with was not getting away from her.  Ever.


~~~~~


“Hey Rach!”  I swear my
sister has a sixth sense, knowing the exact moment when I’m parking my
car.  She has a knack of calling me right when I walk through the door,
not leaving me any time to relax.  Not that I’m complaining, because I
love talking to her.  She’s always in a good mood and she always puts me
at ease.  She’s been my rock through the years, even when I didn’t want
her to be, always picking up my broken pieces.  She dropped out of school
to raise me which was the ultimate sacrifice and it’s been my life mission to
someday make it up to her.


“Happy Birthday, my beautiful
baby sister!” her voice filled with excitement.  “I can’t believe you’re
going to be twenty-six.  Do you know how old that makes me?”


“Rach, my birthday isn’t until
tomorrow, but I would like to point out that it makes you super old, like
retirement status,” I chuckle.  “What are you up to?”


“I know it’s not until tomorrow,
silly head.  I’m just heading in for another fabulous day at work.” 
Rachel works as a cocktail waitress at a local casino.  She’s never
complained about her job, but I know it was never her life’s ambition.  It
was never our parents’ intentions to leave me at such a young age and
definitely not their dream to have their eldest daughter drop all of her own
ambitions to raise a pre-teen.  But, thankfully Rachel took it upon
herself and I owe her everything.


“I’m calling because I want you
to come to dinner next week.  Maybe bring Cole with you, we can make it a
double date,” her voice drops, but stays hopeful.


“Rach, you know we’re only
friends, and even that, he’s barely hanging on.”


“I know, but I worry about you,
El.  You’re always alone.  You should be enjoying yourself and all
you do is work.  You don’t ever date or meet anyone new.  I think I
made you a social reject.  Making you focus on getting help with your issues,
I wonder if I pushed you too hard in school, you know…so you would forget the
pain.”


The “issues” and “pain” she’s
referring to is something we try not to bring up, anymore.  After our
parents passing, the nightmares lasted for years, and only Rachel could calm
me.  Even the years of counseling never seemed to do any good.  I
wasn’t there when they died, but my mind can’t help recollect the sheer terror
they experienced in their last minutes.  Knowing moments before impact
that their lives were over, I imagine their last thoughts would have been of me
and Rachel.  At the age of ten, I never realized those memories would set
the stage of my nightmares for years to come.  


“First of all, you are not to
blame for me not dating.  I’m just picky.  Secondly,” I hesitate for
a minute not knowing if this is the right time to open up a can of worms. 
Ah, screw it; he only said not to tell anyone at work.  “I have started to
see someone, but it’s still new and I don’t want to get my hopes up.”


“Ooh, a mystery man.  When
can I meet this Mr. X?”  She’s always so eager.  I like the nickname
though.  


“It’s been like two seconds since
I started seeing him.  Can I get in more time with him before I have to
say, ‘Hey you wanna meet my only living relative who is not only my sister, but
pretty much my mother as well?’ I’m sure he would jump at the chance!” I
tease.  She knows I love her and wouldn’t trade her for the world, but I
don’t want anyone, certainly not Mr. James, to feel sorry for me.  And, I
definitely don’t want to scare him away by moving things along too quickly.


“Well, when you put it like
that,” she chuckles.  “Hey, I need to go in.  Promise me next week,
okay?  Wait…I don’t work until six on Saturday.  Do you want to do a
girls day?  I can take you out to breakfast for your birthday.”


“Sounds great!”  It will be
nice to spend time with her.  “And yes, I’ll come over for dinner, just
let me know.  Now get to work, slacker!  Wouldn’t want to make the
throngs of adoring men wait for you any longer than they already have; who
else’s ass can they slap and order around if you aren’t there?”  Unable to
suppress my laughter, I erupt in a fit of amusement.  


“Ha ha, very funny.  Happy
Birthday, again!  I love you, El.”


“Love you more.”


I truly adore my sister. 
She has a way of making me feel that all is right with the world.  She’s
just what the doctor ordered, considering the past few weeks my life has been
turned inside out.  Talking to her brings life into perspective. 
Although her perspective makes me feel at times socially unstable.  Being
around her and Bryan, I don’t think I will ever love anyone the way she loves
him.  But, I’ve seen enough love to last a lifetime.  The love my
father had for my mother and the love Bryan has for my sister; two epic love
stories I’ve been privy to.  


What my sister doesn’t realize is
that they’ve set the bar high and my expectation of great love causes me to be
selective; so selective that I haven’t dated since Cole.  And apparently,
my sister thinks I’m broken in some way, which saddens me, especially since she
feels it’s partially her fault.  She has given me so much; I owe her
everything.  My main focus since college has been to make Rachel proud so
she doesn’t regret giving up her life to take care of me.  She worries I’m
not living my life to its fullest, but I guess I worry about the same with
her.  We had some rough patches when I was a rebellious teenager, but even
then I cherished her.  Tears spring to my eyes thinking of the rough deck
Rachel has been dealt.  I shake my head pushing the memories aside.  I
need to go for a run!


~~~~~


My muscles feel tight, shirt
drenched in sweat, as I enter my apartment.  It’s been a while since I
last ran and I miss it.  I’ve used running as a way of coping with
everyday stressors, and I really should do it more often.  I feel alive and
worry free…and in desperate need of a bath.  


Slowly inching my way in, I feel
each muscle contract and then relax as the water scorches my skin.  The
drastic heat of the water tingles as I lay my head back and close my
eyes.  I’m just about to succumb to the relaxation, when the sound of my
phone echoes through the bathroom, making me jump.


“Hello,” I say a little too
eagerly, splashing water over the side of the tub as I reach for my phone.


“Bad time?”


“Uh…no.”  I glance around
the bathroom, suddenly feeling shy.


“Did I just hear water?”  Shit! 
He heard that?!


Suppressing the humongous grin on
my face, I bite my lip knowing what my reply may lead to.  Oh well, he did
ask.  “I’m taking a bath.  What are you doing?”  


“Just lying down in my hotel
room,” he sounds tired.  Closing my eyes, I slink back into the warm
water, imagining him lying on top of the bed in his suite; shirt unbuttoned and
un-tucked as his tie hangs loosely around his neck, revealing his defined abs
and prominent chest that I know he bears.  He probably has his shoes off,
maybe even barefoot.  


Shaking my head, I push my knees
together trying to dull the aching need I feel for him. 


“Rough day?” I ask, voice
deceiving me as it shudders.


“Not really, just long. 
Dealing with all those egos is exhausting.  Basically a daylong ‘who has
the bigger dick contest’.”


I recall the feel of his erection
against my belly as he ravished me against my car, and know exactly who would
win that contest.  The memory does something to me and I have to press my
legs tighter together to repress the urge to touch myself.  


“Did you win?” I murmur.


“Win?” 


“In the ‘who has the bigger dick’
contest?”  I giggle, covering my face with my free hand out of
embarrassment.


“Why yes…I did as a matter of
fact.”  I can sense his grin as he responds.  I relish the fact, I’m
the reason he is smiling.  “And how was your day?”


“For the most part it was
uneventful.  I met with Mrs. Salerno for a brief moment, she seemed
irritated.  I basically walked in on her yelling at someone…”  


“I don’t want to talk about
her.  I want to talk about you,” he interrupts, in a rush.  


“Okay…Well, after work I talked
to my sister for a while, and then I went for a run.  Oh, and I made plans
tomorrow to go shopping after work with Janice.”


“You have nothing else planned
for tomorrow?” 


“Nope.  That’s it.  You
aren’t coming back until Friday?”


“I’m not sure what time, but
yes.”  


A moment of comfortable silence
passes, and my chest tightens as a feeling of desire rushes over me.  “So about
that dream you mentioned earlier,” I blush, biting my lip as I wait in
anticipation.  I want to be the vision of lust and sexual gratification
for him, and the mere thought that he dreamt of me makes my desire for him
intensify.


“Knowing you’re naked right now,
makes it a little hard to remember.”  God, even without his touch I feel
hot, and bothered.  


“Do you want me to get out so you
can concentrate?” I tease.


“No, because then you would be
naked and out of the bath.”  Silence.  Listening to his heavy
breathing, I try to contain my own.  “You know, you make it nearly
impossible to focus.”  Silence.  “What are you thinking about?”


“You,” I admit. 


His breath hitches.  “You
have to be a little more specific than that, Elyssa.”


“The parking lot,” I admit,
shyly.  


“I’ve been thinking about our
kiss all day.  You’re like a magnet.  I’m completely drawn to you,
even in a different state.  My mind…definitely my body…everything is
completely focused on you.”


“I wish you were here.”  I
yearn for him, and I’m sure he can sense that in my voice.  At least, I
hope he can.  Visions of our kiss come flooding back to me.  The
feelings of his hands gliding over my body, letting our lips collide…UGHH!


“I want you, Elyssa,” he
whispers.


“I’ve wanted you since I first laid
eyes on you.”  I lick my lips as the sensation to ravage him grows.


“Do you know how perfect you
are?”  


“Perfect huh?” I reply, but he
barely knows me, and doesn’t know anything about my past.  All he knows is
what he sees, and I’m much more than just my looks.  For my sake, I hope
he sees more than my looks. 


“Well…perfect for me.”  I
melt.  I feel the same.  I feel attached to him, not only in my mind,
but like he said, my body is in constant need of him.


My skin is on fire.  I
suppress the need to run my hands across my skin, mimicking the movement of his
hands just the night before.  I definitely need to change topics. 
Now.  Before I get on a plane to go and search for him.  “What time
is your first meeting tomorrow?”  


“Eight.”


“You do realize it’s after
twelve, right?  Don’t you sleep?”


“Normally yes, but see there’s
this girl…”


“Doing things you don’t normally
do, huh?”


“Yes, but you need your sleep.”


Even though I don’t want to get
off the phone, I agree with a yawn.  “I guess so.  You know big
shopping trip after work.  I need to keep up my stamina.”


“Good night, Elyssa.”


“Good night, Alex,” I can’t hide
my reluctance to leave him.


“Elyssa?” he stops me.


“Yes?” 


“Happy Birthday, Hart.” 
Click!  Another misuse of company resources.
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Thursday, September 27, 2012


“Happy birthday to you, happy
birthday to you, happy birthday dear El (E), happy birthday to you.”  A
wide grin spreads across my face as I listen to a bad rendition of the birthday
song from two of my favorite people.  Rachel and Bryan always know how to
make my day special, almost making me forget that I have yet another day
without Alex.


Wishing I was anywhere but work,
I start in on the normal day to day routine of checking my e-mails, checking my
calendar, and finishing with my voicemails.  While finishing up a
conference call, Janice bounces towards my desk.


“Do you know what today is?” She
asks, energized about our shopping excursion.  


“Don’t worry, I haven’t
forgotten.  I’m actually looking forward to it,” I reassure her.  


It'll be fun spending time with
her tonight.  It’s been a long time since I hung out with a friend, other
than Cole.  Come to think of it, I don’t remember the last time I even
hung out with Rachel.  Before this summer, I saw Cole almost every
day.  We’d usually watch movies at my place or he’d insist on playing
video games at his.  I’d never admit it to Cole, but I actually enjoyed
playing Resident Evil 5 with him.  I got really good and playing as Sheva
made me feel like a true badass.  


Summer was busy.  With
moving into my new apartment and then starting this job, I literally had no
time to think, let alone relax.  Janice’s invitation for her shopping
excursion came at the perfect time.  Besides, it’s my birthday; it would
be nice to celebrate it somehow.  Considering that my supposed best friend
is on a time out, the guy I’m somewhat seeing is out of town, and my sister has
to work, if it wasn’t for Janice, I’d end up going home to an empty apartment,
eating a carton of ice cream and feeling bad about
myself.     


“I just wanted to remind
you.  In case you forgot.”  I smile as I roll my eyes at
Janice.  She must have OCD because she is constantly checking and
balancing everything to make sure the day goes as planned.  I can see why
Alex would have someone like Janice as his administrative assistant, she’s
completely anal retentive.  “Ok ok, I’m going.  I’ll see you
later.”  Janice backs away with her hands up in submission, as a small
giggle escapes my lips.  


“Stop slacking!” I yell. 
Janice is far from a slacker, but I like to give her a hard time.  


Considering most of upper
management is out of the office today, Janice is anything but relaxed. 
I’m sure Alex has her entire day busy with all sorts of tasks to do in his
absence, giving her less than a moment to relax.  I don’t know how she
deals with his moods, but she obviously can do it, without getting her panties
in a bunch like most of us do around him.


Come to think of it, he has my
panties in a bunch right now, and he hasn’t asked me to do anything.  I’m
slightly disappointed that I haven’t heard from him today, but I know he’s busy
being his lethal self.  Considering that, just the thought of him makes my
heart skip a beat.  Oops, so does the vibrating in my pocket. 
Fumbling, I try and grasp onto my phone, hoping it’s finally him.


No such luck. 


*Happy Birthday
beautiful! I know you’re still mad at me, but I have to celebrate the day you
were born!*


Of course it’s from Cole, why
would I expect anyone else?  I’m starting to feel partially bad for not
calling him, but I still haven’t figured out exactly what I want to say. 
I’m so torn between my loyalty to him as my oldest friend and the fact that
he’s constantly trying to spark a fire that was never there between us to begin
with.  


“Excuse me, Ms. Hart.”  My
inner rant is interrupted by a young security guard holding a long shiny red
package.  


Stunned, I push back my chair,
standing to greet him.  “Yes, sorry.  How can I help you?”  Not
wanting to press my luck that he’s actually here for me, internally I’m
bouncing up and down, hoping he really is.  And, even more that the
package is from him.  


“Package for you.”  Handing
over my gift, I can barely contain my excitement, as the guard retreats. 
Gently prying open the box with shaking hands, I peel away the transparent
tissue paper, and reveal two dozen long stemmed chocolate covered
strawberries.  Each one is individually decorated with a red heart that
surrounds a personalized message.  My chest tightens as my eyes graze the
words, “I miss you” sitting within the crimson center.  


As dew reaches my eyes, I reach
down to pick up the card:  “Happy 26th Birthday, Hart. 
May our beginnings be as sweet as these strawberries.  Constantly thinking
of you.”  


I bite my bottom lip, holding the
card against my chest.  Looking in every which direction, Janice scurries
over to my desk and quickly surveys my package.  “Are those
Strawberries?  I’ve never seen them like that before.  How
sweet!”  She stands in awe.  “What’s the special occasion?”


“It’s my birthday,” I whisper,
not wanting the whole office to know.  I’ve never been someone who wanted
tons of attention on my birthday.  I’m more content celebrating it on a
much smaller scale.  Previous birthdays were usually just Rachel and I, or
Cole would take me out for our yearly dinner.  But this…this is something
entirely out of the ordinary for me.


“Oh my gosh, Happy
Birthday!  Who sent them?”


This is special and I can’t help
my giddiness.  “Must be my secret admirer because no one signed the
card.”  Definitely a secret.  


“You should have told me it was
your Birthday.  We have to go out to dinner to celebrate, unless you have
plans?  I would totally understand if you need to cancel our shopping
trip.”  


Janice is unbelievably sweet and
I can’t imagine having a better person to spend my birthday with.  Having
known each other for such a short amount of time, I’m completely comfortable
with her and would like to think of her as a friend.  “Stop!  I only
have plans with you and dinner sounds perfect.”  


“It’s on me!” Janice exclaims as
she turns to run away before I can protest.  I would normally follow her
and argue my point, but I’m in total shock as I take in Alex’s gesture.  I
wish I could say thank you in person, but a text with have to suffice.


**I just got the
most amazing display of chocolate covered strawberries. Thank you for making my
day special!**


Shortly after, I receive a
response.


*You’re welcome.
I’m not there, but I am thinking of you. Still no plans tonight?*


**Well, I just got
asked out to dinner, so I guess you could call that plans.**


I smile at the thought of his
reaction.  I hope he has a sense of humor.  Shit!  What
if he doesn’t?  Panicking, I search my phone for the non-existent recall
button. 


*Who are you
going with? Not with your ex, right?!*


**No, with
Janice**


*I thought I was
going to have to get on a plane and crash a dinner date. Off to another
meeting. Have fun, but not too much! Happy Birthday!*


Dodged a bullet there!  He
apparently can take a little teasing.  I’ll have to remember that for
later.  But really, how much trouble can I get in with Janice?  I
giggle at the idea of sweet, quirky Janice letting loose.  So far her idea
of a good time is shopping and dinner.  I really hope this new guy shows
her how to live a little.  


~~~~~


“You ready to go?”  Janice
is prompt at five, standing at my desk with her purse slung over her shoulder.


“Just packing up my stuff.” 
During lunch, Janice and I went back and forth about who should drive.  I
won of course after I pointed out she drove last time and I had to play dirty
teasing her about leaving me last time.  


After making a pit stop at my
apartment, we head off towards the Fashion Show Mall.  I wanted to stop by
my place to drop off my gift.  Today is especially hot and they would
surely melt before I even had the chance to taste them, which is a moment that
I want to sit, savor, and fantasize about the man who sent them to me.


The moment the car starts moving
Janice jumps right into her frustrations with certain people at the
office.  She has integrity, so she doesn’t mention names, but when she
does mention a certain someone and his odd behavior lately, my ears perk up
hoping to learn something new.  


“I’ve noticed little
things.”  That’s it?  That’s all you’re giving me? 


“Like what?” I snap, a little too
eager.


“Well, like normally he’s in his
office the majority of the day, except for when he’s tied up in meetings. 
But lately, I’ve seen him out on the floor a lot more, making his own copies,
even asking if I want coffee.  Do you know when the last time he’s
fetched me coffee?”  I shake my head.  


“Never!  I swear if it
wasn’t for the fact that he’s still his same old workaholic self, I’d put money
on it that he was on drugs or something.  He refuses to let me help him
with menial tasks and just shrugs it off saying he can do it himself.  He
says he finds it stimulating to send his own faxes.”  


“I didn’t know mindless office
work was so stimulating.”  Hmm…no…it can’t be about me, can it?!


“Right!  Don’t get me wrong,
I’m not complaining.  I’m just surprised by this change in him.  I
love my job and Mr. James has been an amazing boss.  He’s young and has
moved up quickly, but he’s so freaking smart and super talented.  I’m sure
he could sell ice to an Eskimo.”


“What do you think it could
be…that’s caused such a shift in character?”  I hold my breath waiting for
her feedback.  Could it really be the budding office romance he has
going on?


“I have no clue, but then again
he’s always been hot and cold at times.  Usually with the Sales Associates
he’s very stern and to the point, always expecting 120% from them.  But,
then he has moments of tenderness too.”  My mind automatically shifts
towards his grandmother.  I’ve seen his softer side, but I’ve also been on
the receiving end of his wrath.  So, I’m completely aware of how
capricious he can be.  


“When my Mom got sick a year ago,
I didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket home.  Next thing I know,
there’s a round trip ticket on my desk the next day.  I didn’t even tell
him directly, he must have overheard me complaining to Autumn.”  Janice
pauses, deep in thought staring out the passenger side window.  She looks
like she wants to say something, but decides against it, instead shaking her
head.  


“But, just like in any office,
there’s always gossip.  And it’s usually about how Mr. James got his
position.  Some think he has a relative high in the corporation.” 
She pauses, smiling slyly.  “But, these are the same people who think he’s
slept with everything that walks.  All I know is, he hasn’t slept with me
and I’m the one who works closest with him,” she states as a matter of fact.


Janice is on a roll, and trust
me, I am not the one that’s going to stop her. 


“Autumn is probably one of the
worst offenders.  She’s constantly bugging me, asking where he is, if I’ve
seen him with any women lately.  I’ve told her time and time again that
his business is his business and I’m not going to get involved with office
gossip.  But, she doesn’t listen to me.”  Aren’t you gossiping
right now, Janice?  


Just the thought of him sleeping
his way to the top, being sexually promiscuous, makes me nauseous.  I know
he said he wasn’t currently seeing anyone, but maybe his definition of seeing
someone doesn’t include people who he occasionally has sex with.  Not to
mention, Autumn.  She’s like a damn praying mantis, just waiting for her
chance to fornicate and bite his head off.    


“I really don’t know a lot about
him outside of work, but I’m sure the rumors aren’t true.”  Janice, always
the optimist.  “He’s just a good guy with a bad rap.”


I almost consider taking the
wrong turn in order to give us more time to talk, but the heat from the sun
beating down through the windshield is almost unbearable.  The past day
has been extremely humid and the news said there’s a possibility of rain,
making the weather even more excruciatingly hot.  The comfort of air
conditioning is calling my name.  


In order to appease my aching
desire for the cold, I pull into the parking garage closest to Victoria’s
Secret.  Perfect place to start.  “Did you want to get
lingerie?  Panties?  Bras?  Garter belts?  Stockings? 
What did you have in mind, Janice?”


“I really don’t know,” she
blushes, avoiding eye contact.  “I normally buy my underwear from Wal-Mart
and they usually come six to a pack,” she chuckles, nervously.


As we approach Victoria’s Secret,
Janice grabs my arm, stopping us in our tracks.  Too ashamed to speak up,
she whispers, “I don’t think I’m ready to purchase anything like garter belts
or anything too extreme,” she hesitates.  Her innocence is refreshing.


“Janice, you will be fine. 
Let’s find something subtle.  We’re aiming for comfortable yet
alluring.”  Draping my arm over her shoulder, I smile as I lead her into
the store.


Browsing for only thirty seconds,
Janice grabs the closest thing off the rack, asking for my opinion.  The
pale blue flannel boxer shorts in her hands are tempting, but not what I had in
mind.


“They’re cute, but…do you want to
be cute, or desirable?”  She puts the item back with a little pout, and we
continue our search.  Eventually, we find a happy medium in the form of a
pastel pink satin romper.  


Walking out of the store, she
acts like she just ran a marathon, pretending to wipe the sweat off her
forehead with the back of her hand.  “Thank goodness that’s over
with.  I really appreciate your help, Elyssa.  If you hadn’t been
with me, I would not have been able to go in that store.  So,
thanks.  Hopefully, Kevin will like it.”  


“Janice, he’ll love it. 
It’s subtle, and yet still sexy.”  And, as much as I want to take credit
for helping her, she is the one that initiated the outing and was okay with my
suggestion on where to go.  I’m slightly more than proud of her, and again
glad we’re spending time together.  


“Okay, now that the hard part is
over, where do you want to eat?  My treat!” 


“Are you up for sushi, because
there’s a to-die-for restaurant here?  I’ve been a couple times with my
sister and love it.”  Janice nods, but says she’s never been.  “It’s
so much fun with the loud music and cool designs.  Always full of such an
eclectic bunch of people!” 


In agreement, we head over to the
restaurant and are seated almost immediately.  Just as we get situated, I
feel the vibration of my phone coming from my purse.  Seeing that it’s
Alex and desperately wanting to hear his voice, I ask Janice if it’s okay that
I take the call.  She waves her hand, dismissing the thought.  


“Hello?”  A grin reaches
across my lips, lighting up my face. 


“How’s your birthday going,
Hart?”


“It has been the best day!” 
I beam over at Janice, hoping that she knows how much I appreciate her
celebrating with me.  “I’m out to dinner right now with my friend from
work.”


“You’re with Janice, huh?” Slight
disappointment showing in his tone.


“Yes,” I smile nervously at
Janice as she skims over the menu.


”Well, can I say that thinking of
you today, has been the only thing that has made me smile.”


“You know what made me smile?”


“Thoughts of our first
kiss?”  


“That will always make me
smile.  But, also the outrageous display of strawberries.”


“Second smile of the day.”


“I haven’t been able to stop
thinking about you.  You did that on purpose didn’t you?”


His voice drops, “Guilty, but I
figured that if I couldn’t concentrate, then neither should you.  I would
have called you earlier, but this was the first break I’ve gotten.  All
I’ve wanted was to hear your voice all day.”


“I miss you….too much I
think.”  My thoughts are consumed by him.  It’s an effort just to
work and function.    


“How did shopping go?  Did you
buy anything that I’ll like?”


“I bought a lil something white
and lacey, from Victoria’s Secret.”  Take that!  He may have
distracted me at work with his lavish gift, but I’m sure that will distract him
all through the night.  


Startled, I look up to find the
waiter standing above me.  “Excuse me, ma’am.  The gentleman at the
table over there bought you a cocktail.”  I glance in the direction he’s
pointing and give a small grin.  He’s cute, but he’s no Alex.  Politely,
I ask the waiter to tell him thanks for the drink, but then hear Alex’s raised
voice on the receiver.


“You realize you’re on the phone
right?  Who’s the douche bag that sent you a drink?”


“Just some guy a few tables away
from us.  It’s not a big deal.”  Obviously Janice heard his rant, because
she’s avoiding eye contact at all costs, silently sipping her water, waiting
patiently.  “How was work today?”  I try to change the subject, and
fail, as I hear his huffing and puffing.  


“Return the fucking drink,
Elyssa!”  Good lord, it’s just a drink.


“Wha….why?  It’s
harmless.”  Obviously, his reaction is overboard; jealousy really doesn’t
suit him.  


“Are you interested in him?”


“He is cute but….” Doesn’t he
know I’m completely infatuated with him?  I can’t see anything except him.


“But?”


I sigh, hoping it’s loud enough
to hear my teasing.  “He’s not you.”  


“Then return the drink or give it
to Janice.  I don’t care either way, but don’t let him think he’s going to
buy you a drink and get it in.  I have to go into another meeting; I’ll
call you later.”  Click.  Dang, I was just joking.  Here
we are again.  What is it with men and thinking that accepting a drink
equates to an invitation for sex? 


A little flustered, I apologize
for taking the call.  “Was that your boyfriend?” she asks, genuinely
interested.


One could only wish. 
Knowing our predicament, I doubt that I will ever get to call him my
boyfriend.  The thought makes me a little sad, but I can’t let Janice
see.  She might start asking questions, questions I can’t answer.  “I
just started seeing him.  It’s still new, so I wouldn’t call him my
boyfriend.”  


“Are you going to bring him to
the Alzheimer’s fundraiser next weekend?”


Of course he will be there, but I
don’t know how to respond to her without giving anything away.  Besides,
I’m going and he’s going, so technically my answer should be yes.  But,
what can I say.  “I completely forgot about it.  I’ll be sure to ask
him, but he might not be able to make it.  He has family obligations on the
weekends.”


“It’ll be fun.  There will
be a lot of vendors and booths, and yummy food.  Last year we raised a ton
of money.  All of management will be there and we’re kinda required to
bring people, so make sure you ask him.  Plus, I want to meet him.  Maybe
we can double date?”  If she only knew.


“I’ll definitely talk to
him.”  I smile and nod even though I know there’s no chance in hell that
will ever happen.  


“Here you go, Janice.”  I
slide the drink over, knowing full well that Mr. James will be asking if I
participated in the seduction of a total stranger.


~~~~~


The moment I walk in the door of
my apartment, my new favorite feeling is once again vibrating from the small
corner of my purse.  With my sweetest voice, I answer, “Hello, Mr. James.”



“I’m guessing you’re not with Janice
anymore?”


“She’s right here; do you want to
talk to her?”  I giggle, imagining him rolling his eyes.  I toss my
keys on the side table before crouching down on the floor, resting my back
against the foot of the couch.  


“How was dinner?”  He avoids
my teasing, getting down to business.  Always so serious.


“Better than I expected. 
The food was good and Janice is fun to hang out with.”  I pause, knowing
my next topic is a sticky one, and contemplating if I should even bring it
up.  But, all I can do is ask.  “Janice brought up the company
fundraiser and said I needed to bring someone with me.  I assume you’ll be
there, right?”


“Yes, of course.”  


“So, can we go together?”  Please,
please, please?  I feel like a little girl begging.  It’s
probably a good thing he can’t hear my inner dilemmas.  


“Elyssa, you know I can’t…” 



He sounds pained and I can’t bear
the thought of him troubled because of me, and interrupt him.  “I
know.  Just a hopeful thought,” I sigh, thinking back to my birthday
wish.  Blowing out the single candle on the chocolate cupcake at dinner, I
wished to be with him; a relationship without restrictions.  And, even
though I know it will never happen, a girl can wish, right?


“But, you should bring
someone.  What about your sister?”


“I’ll ask her.  I want to
bring as many people, seeing as it’s such a worthy cause.  Who are you
inviting?”  God if the rumors are true…can you imagine the flurry of
women that will be there.


“I have some friends coming, but
I have no problem going by myself because I know you’ll be there.”  I
melt.  He always knows what to say just when I’m starting to question his
intentions.


“Speaking of my sister…she’s
starting to pry.  I don’t normally keep things from her, but I also know
the risk we are taking.  I need to know what I can tell her…about
us.  I mean, I know there isn’t an us, but you know…whatever this is we’re
doing.”  I know men try to avoid relationship conversations and I hope he
doesn’t think I’m the type of girl that needs a label to feel secure. 
Because I’m not.  


“As long as you trust her, which
I’m sure you do, I don’t care what you tell her.  She’s your sister and
you should be able to talk to her about us.”  Throwing my head back
against the couch, I almost leap to my feet and do my happy dance.  He
said “us.”


In an effort to silence my smile,
I cover my mouth, before speaking.  “Thank you, Alex.”  


“So did you return the drink to
the douche bag?”  On to a new topic, I guess.  He’s extremely blunt
when he’s jealous.


“Have you been waiting in
anticipation all night to find out the aftermath of the cocktail?” I tease.


“Just answer the question,
Elyssa.”  He doesn’t play games and I can appreciate that, but I also like
getting a rise out of him.  It’s almost too easy.  But, tonight
doesn’t seem like a good time, and I know for sure there’s not a recall button
on my mouth.


“Don’t worry, I gave it to
Janice.  I told you it was innocent, Alex.  He didn’t even come up
and try and talk to me.”  


“Trust me, he wanted to.  If
you would have taken the drink, it would have given him an open invitation.”


“An open invitation to what?”


“I think you know what I’m
talking about.  Plus, you said he was cute, so I’m sure he thought he had
a chance.  He was just waiting for the opportunity.”


“I also said he wasn’t you. 
You have a bad case of selective hearing.”


“That pissed me off.  You
might as well get used to this now, unless you plan on driving me crazy.”


“What pissed you off?  That
I said he wasn’t you?”


“No, the fact that you even
noticed him.  I’m so fucking attracted to you right now, I can’t see
anyone besides you.  A woman could literally be standing in front of me
butt naked right now and I wouldn’t give her a second of my time.”  Now he
is just pushing it, exaggerating beyond belief.  


“Alex…”  I’m at a loss for
words.  He can’t be serious.  Can he?


“So, we’re on for Saturday,
right?  Because I still want my time with you.”  He’s very demanding
and I desperately want to spend more time with him.  But, will he think
I’ve surrendered to him if I agree to go?  Oh well!  I’m along for
the ride.


“I’d like that,” I yawn, trying
to let him calm down.


“Tired?  You’ve had a long
day.”  He sounds tired himself.  


Making my way to my room, I curl
up on my bed.  Still in my work clothes, I don’t even bother to pull open
my blue down comforter.  “Doesn’t matter, I don’t want to let you
go.”  


“Go to bed birthday girl. 
I’ll see you Saturday.”


“Saturday,” I breathe, not
wanting to be the one to let go first.  There is so much I want to say to
him, but I can’t.  Instead, silence.  All breathing and no words, as
I wait for him to respond.  


“You are going to get me in
trouble.  Good night, Elyssa.”


“Night, Alex.”  I hang up
and take a deep breath.  I have never felt this way for someone, not even
in the two years I dated Cole.  The flutter of butterflies is such a new
and exciting feeling.  What is he doing to me?  


Closing my eyes, I remember our
first kiss and long for him to touch me again.  I’m on cloud nine. 
He makes me happy and alive.  I’ve been fortunate; first, meeting him at
the gas station, and then being given a second chance at work.  I’m
hopeful; hopeful that love does exist.


But, on the other hand, my
birthday wish haunts me.  How can we continue this…this wonderfully
exhilarating, electrifying, forbidden relationship?  He’ll have to keep me
his dirty little secret, but for how long?  Where does that lead me? 
You don’t marry your dirty little secret; you keep her in the closet.  As
self-assured as I am, my insecurities are starting to show.  What will
happen to me when he finds someone who he doesn’t have to hide?  He
will leave you, Ely.  Just like that.  Easy.   Feeling
defeated, my mood darkens as I fall asleep.


 


Friday, September 28, 2012


I’ve completely immersed myself
in my report and momentarily consider ignoring the ringing coming from my work
phone.  However, the caller ID shows the security desk and I’m just
curious enough to answer.  Is Alex going to make it a habit of sending me
a gift on a daily basis?  If so, a girl could get used to that.  


“Elyssa Hart, how may I help
you?” My voice has a hint of excitement.  Bracing the phone against my
shoulder I continue to adjust the columns of the table and double-check the
formulas, as I hear Mr. Hodge’s voice on the other end of the receiver.  


“Ms. Hart, sorry to bother
you.  You have a visitor…and I was calling for you to sign him in, but Mr.
James is escorting him up to you.  They should be there shortly. 
Sorry again for the interruption.”  


Dismissing his apology, I assure
him that I appreciate his call.  A visitor?  Him? 
Waiting in anticipation, I sit staring in the direction of the elevator, trying
to figure out who would be visiting me at work.  From a distance, I see
Alex walking towards me and am momentarily overjoyed.  He’s back early! 
However, my excitement is short lived.  Just as I see Alex, I see Cole
walking two steps behind.  Fuck me!  My breath hitches and I
immediately feel the wind knock out of me.  My eyes pop open as they
approach my desk.  Nervously, I run my hands through my hair trying to
smooth back the stray strands. 


“Elyssa, this gentleman was at
the front desk asking for you.”  Alex points towards Cole, who’s standing
with a large smirk on his face, hands inside the pockets of his cargo
shorts.  “He was telling the guard that he’s your friend so I figured I
would bring him up myself and save you the trip.”  His blue eyes distant,
there’s no longer the fire in his gaze from just days before.  This is
bad, real bad.  “On the ride up he was telling me you guys have
known each other since college.”  Tensing his jaw, Alex stands as if he’s
waiting for an explanation.


My eyes shoot from Cole, who’s
still smirking while he runs the toe of his shoe across the lines of the
carpet, to Alex who’s trying to appear indifferent, but I can see the tension
in his forearms.  I’m sure he’s holding himself back.  If text
messages from Cole irritated him, I can’t imagine what type of feelings this
little visit will conjure up.  


“We have,” I reply, anxiety
ripping through my chest.  I focus on my breathing, slowly inhaling and
exhaling in hopes to avoid hyperventilating.


“What are you doing here?” 
I seethe, glaring at Cole.  Alex narrows his eyes at me, but doesn’t
leave.


“I’ve been texting you.” 
Although speaking to me, Cole looks to Alex, willing him to leave so he can
have some privacy.  But its obvious Alex doesn’t care what Cole
wants.  Still glaring, Cole continues, but his focus has shifted back to
me.  “You didn’t answer and yesterday was your birthday.  I always
take you out for your birthday,” his eyes soften as he mentions our yearly
tradition; hoping to spark a moment of nostalgia.  


“Dinner?  I can’t, I’m
working,” I say awkwardly, hoping he’ll leave, and soon.  I can’t
believe this is happening.


“Not right now, El…after
work.  Don’t make me hang around until you say yes.”  Glancing
around, Cole’s eyes shoot to the empty office chair across the way.  “I
have nothing but time on my hands.  Come on….this is us.  We always
do dinner.”


I glance at Alex, anger now
rippling through his body.  Rocking his head from left to the right, the
sound of his tension crackles in the air around us.  It’s obvious Alex
knows who Cole is.  Fuck My Life.  “Cole…”  


He interrupts me.  “I’m not
taking no for an answer, El!  The way we left our last conversation…” No! 
We are not having this talk in front of Alex!  Shit!  Shit! 
Shit!


“Fine!  After work I’ll meet
you at Lucio’s.  Do you know where it is?”  My voice is a harsh
whisper.  I’m embarrassed at Cole’s brazen attempt to get my attention and
all I care about is getting him as far away from Alex as possible.  


“I know where it is.  So,
I’ll see you there around 5:30 p.m.?”  I nod.  Turning, he extends
his hand to Alex.  “Mr. James, it was very nice meeting you.  Thanks
for being my tour guide and being so attentive.”  Sarcasm is laced in
every word and I close my eyes, hoping Alex doesn’t sense it.  “Oh, and of
course, bringing me to my Ely,” he utters.  Alex definitely senses
it, and the way Cole accentuated the word “my” doesn’t help my cause.


Alex meets his gaze and shakes
his hand in return.  “Not a problem…Cole was it?”  Cole nods and
before he can turn to walk away Alex adds, “Elyssa is a dedicated employee, so
I don’t mind doing her a favor every now and then.  Considering she stays
late and helps me out with whatever I need…it’s the least I can do.”  Alex
is playing dirty.  Cole walks away, cracking his knuckles and huffing.


Standing face to face with a
statue form of Alex, I can already tell I’m in trouble.  What kind of
trouble, I’m not sure, but the way his face is distorting, I know it can’t be
good.  “Elyssa, may I have a word with you in the conference room?” 
I flinch at the coldness in his voice.


Hesitantly, I follow Alex into
the conference room.  The moment I step through the door, he closes it and
grabs my hand.  Dragging me towards the far wall, where our voices can’t
be heard, Alex shifts me so my back’s against the wall.  Forcefully, he
places his hands on both sides of my face, caging me in between his flexed
forearms.  I jump in surprise, and quiver at his forcefulness, but another
feeling surges through me…I want him. 


“What type of fucking game are
you playing with me, Elyssa?”  I can feel the irritation radiate off his
body, causing the temperature to rise five degrees.  Recoiling at his
outward display of anger, I’m confused as to what I’ve done, and stay
silent.  My knees start to shake.  Normally the caveman method of
staking claim on a woman has never appealed to me, but every ounce of his
jealously makes me want to wrap my arms around him and assure him of my
feelings.  I like the thought of belonging to him.  


“You’re going on a date with that
asshole tonight and then you’re going out with me tomorrow?  Is that how
you operate?  You just line up different guys on different nights of the
week?”  What type of girl does he mistake me for?  He thinks that I
just jump from bed to bed, warming myself against any available body?  


“How dare you!  You don’t
know me well enough to make accusations.”  And, if he did, he would know
they are so far from the truth, it’s disgusting.  He thinks I’m toying
with his emotions, but what about him?  I thought I made my feelings
perfectly clear.  


“It’s not a date,” I exclaim. 
“I’ve explained my relationship with Cole, which is solely a friendship. 
My reasons for keeping Cole in my life may not be obvious to you, but he
is my decision.”  He shouldn’t be mad at me for this.  No, he can’t
be mad at me for this.  Irritation quickly quenches my budding desires.


“That Mother Fucker is lucky
we’re at work, which is the only reason I let him get away with half of his
bullshit.”  I cringe at the thought of a physical confrontation between my
past and present.  “He’s only your friend, yet he has the right to stake
claim on you, huh?”  I knew that would piss him off.


“Alex, you don’t have any right
to be so angry with me.  I’ve done nothing wrong.”  As I try and
reach up to brush my hand against his cheek, he closes his eyes and tenses at
my closeness.  “Everything has been so perfect…”  


Pulling me quickly against him,
Alex’s lips eagerly run over mine.  A moan escapes my lips as his tongue
invades and explores my mouth.  His hands run down the length of my body,
grazing my breasts before resting on my hips.  My mind is in a haze as
Alex pulls away from me, resting his forehead against mine.  Both of our
breaths are ragged as Alex tries to quell his rage.


“I don’t want you seeing him
tonight.”  


“You can’t control me,
Alex.  You can’t intimidate me one moment, kiss me the next, and then make
demands.  I’m not a puppet where you can pull my strings and will me to do
what you want.”  Little does he know that there are strings, small ones,
but each moment together, they tighten around my heart.  The need to touch
him is still coursing through me as I reach up, wrapping my fingers around the
back of his neck.


“Elyssa, stop!  I’m fucking
livid right now.  You’re playing games with me.”


Heat rises, and now he’s not the
only one that’s livid.  Who does he think he is?  “First of
all, I’m not playing any sort of game with you.  It’s not a date; it’s
dinner with my oldest friend for my birthday.  Secondly, Mr. ‘We Need to
Keep Our Relationship a Secret,’ even if it was a date, what would be the big deal? 
I’m not spoken for!  Am I, Mr. James?”  I return his glare, as all
the anxiety from last night explodes.  “Besides, I thought you weren’t
coming back until tomorrow?”  


“I’m glad that’s what you’re
concerned with…me being back early.”  Alex takes a deep breath. His arms
flex as he tries to reclaim his composure.  Clenching his fists at his
side he takes a step back.  “I have work to do.”  Turning to leave
the room, he slams his fist on the conference table before forcefully throwing
the door open.  


My breathing is ragged as I’m
left standing alone, trying to figure out what just happened.  Stumbling
forward, I grasp the edge of the table, trying to steady myself as an
overwhelming amount of emotion floods over me.   After a moment of
focusing on my breathing, I regain my self-control and return to my desk, but
not before pushing back the tears of frustration that threaten to brim over my
moist lids.  I have work to do.  I promised Maggie that I would have
the report done on time.  Maggie was absolutely frantic earlier; Arianna
was most definitely stressing her out.  I promised her I would not let her
down and I plan on keeping that promise, even if that means ignoring the
emotional wrestling match I just had.  I refuse to let Alex’s hissy fit
affect my work.  


My agitation turns into extreme
concentration as I dive back into my report, which by five is completed. 
Attaching the report to an e-mail, I hit the send button and forward it to
Arianna and Maggie.  Slinking back in my chair, I take a moment to breathe
and let the drama from today wash over me, and remember I have a birthday
dinner to attend.  Would Cole be upset if I canceled on him?  Of
course he would!  No I have to go and deal with my best friend and his
wounded ego.  Or is it my wounded ego at this point?  Who
knows!  Either way, I need to get this over with.


~~~~~


I hate that I’m giving into
Cole’s compulsive behavior, but I hate it even more that Alex and I are not
good.  Our conversation wasn’t over, neither of us got what we needed out
of it and now I’m left with a dull ache inside.  Even as I’m about to have
dinner with Cole, I can’t help but think of him.  Who am I kidding? 
I’m always thinking of him.  I resolve to push Alexander James to the back
of my mind when I see Cole’s yellow Jeep parked outside of the restaurant.


Still seething with anger towards
the men in my life, I enter the restaurant and take a quick look around for
Cole.  He flags me down and I approach the table hesitantly, as he tries
to shift my mood with his bright smile.  His relaxed attitude makes it
almost too easy to unwind around him.  Giving in, I slump down in my chair
and wait for the waiter.  Ordering a cocktail, I start to look over the
dinner choices and notice Cole’s eyes focused on the right side of the menu,
obviously surveying the prices.  He always does this; making plans that he
can’t afford and I always order cheap, so I can watch the tension slowly ooze
from Cole’s body.  Nothing ever changes.


Staring at each other, I don’t
know whether to be mad at him, or laugh at him.  Here he is, looking every
bit the best friend I’ve always had, but when he pulls shit like today, I can’t
help but be angry.  And he knows it.  I guess I’m the one that has to
be the bad guy.  Again!


“Do you know how unprofessional
it is when someone shows up at work unannounced, and pulls a stunt like
that?  I would love to say that I can’t believe you’d do something like
that to me, but it would be a lie.” 


“You were ignoring me and I knew
it would get your attention.”  He simpers at me while toying with the two
shot glasses in front of him. 


“The last time we talked, I’m
pretty sure I made it clear that we needed some distance.”


“Well, I figured we had enough
distance.  Besides, I wasn’t going to stay away from you on your
birthday.  We’ve spent the last five birthday’s together and I’m not about
to let you ruin our record.”  It’s hard to stay mad at him, especially
when he remembers things like that.  I can’t help my smile, as I fidget
with my napkin.  “Plus, it was fun getting your V.P.’s panties in a
bunch.”  Until he says stuff like that…UGH!  


“Cole, you can’t show up at my
work and think it’s fun to piss off the executives.”  But even as I say
it, I know we’re already past the drama.  Cole’s goofy grin as I lecture
him, tips me off that my efforts are going in one ear and out the other. 
Like always. 


“Well, that guy rubbed me the
wrong way.  He couldn’t give us any privacy and just leave us be? 
Nooo, he had to hang around like a vulture.  Creepy, if you ask me!” 
I’m sure Alex feels the same way and had to ensure he cock-blocked to his
fullest ability.


Not able to focus while Alex
remains part of the conversation, I change the subject to talk about Rachel,
work, and his schooling.  Now that the initial irritation of today’s
events has passed, my mood has lightened and I’m starving.  I’ve missed
Cole and tend to forget how great he can be.


At the end of dinner, we walk to
my car and unfortunately have to rush our goodbyes because water is sprinkling
down from the heavens.


“Happy Birthday, Ely.”  He
opens his arms and gives me a big bear hug that lifts me off the ground. 
I giggle with laughter.  In moments like this, it’s hard to not remember
why I fell for him in the first place.  Cole is so carefree and eager to
enjoy life.  I’ve always been in awe of his ability to forget life’s
responsibilities and just enjoy the moment, but at the same time, these are the
same reasons why I couldn’t see myself being with him.  


“I don’t know why I always let
you get away with all your shit, but thank you for being stubborn and not
listening to me.  You’re a good friend, Cole.”


“Good night.”  Cole bends
down and kisses me on the cheek.  Getting in my car, I can’t help my
smile, thinking about old times on the drive home.  
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Saying goodbye to Cole in the
rain seemed somehow symbolic of our changing relationship.  Pulling into
my parking spot, I brace myself for not only the rain pouring down, but a fresh
beginning.  Regardless of how Cole and I turn out, I know I will be
okay.  The rain on the other hand, has its own idea for me.  Setting
out towards my apartment, less than twenty five feet away, I’m quickly drenched
with the showers beating from the heavens.  


Sprinting to my door, I’m
startled by the sight of Alex, sitting perched on the two lonely steps. 
Standing as I approach, I watch him wipe the beaded water off his anxious face
with the back of his hand.  He’s soaked.  Reactively I gasp, bringing
my hands up to my mouth, my eyes reaching his translucent white dress shirt,
showing every contour of his defined chest, and arms.


“What are you doing here,
Alex?”  Shocked frozen in the moment, I ignore the stream of water pouring
over my eyes.  The sight of him erases the anger from our earlier
argument, and all I can focus on is him…his body, his lips, that
face.   


“I had to know you got home ok,”
he confesses, with genuine concern.  Obviously, his concern is
misplaced.  Alex’s knowledge of Cole consists of a handful of
conversations and one stare down in the office.  Cole would never hurt
me.  Part of me wonders if his mistaken concern is more out of jealousy;
did he really think I would bring Cole home with me, to what, romp around in
bed for hours?


“I’m fine,” I sigh and walk past
him, brushing against his shoulder.  The slight contact instantly sends a
shiver throughout my body, as I try to put the key in the lock.  Reaching
around to ease my shaking hand, the feel of his warmth against my back forces
my eyes to flutter shut.  I stiffen when I feel his hand travel from my fingertips,
up my forearm, finally resting on my elbow.  I can feel his breath on my
neck as I turn to meet his gaze.


Exasperation from our fight,
worry from my dinner with Cole, those emotions I can place in his beautifully
pained face, but what I wasn’t ready for was the desire lighting his eyes on
fire.  Reaching up, he brushes away the droplets of rain from the apples
of my cheek, slowly grazing my bottom lip with his thumb, focusing only on my
parted mouth.  Knocking the wind out of me with his caress, I lean into
him, close my eyes and give in.  Running my hand down the length of his
chest, I can feel the moisture dripping off his shirt.  Turning, I nod
towards the door, “Come inside, you’re soaked.”


Walking through the now open
door, Alex follows closely as I drop my purse and keys on the end table,
rushing to get a towel from the linen closet.  Alex approaches, taking the
necessary two steps to bridge the distance between us, dropping the plush towel
on the floor.  Gripping my forearm, he pulls me close, wrapping his gentle
arms around me.  Even through his drenched clothes, I feel his warmth
radiating off his body.  Giving in, I nuzzle against his chest, inhaling
the now familiar musky scent of citrus and spice, appreciating his heated grip.


Slightly pushing me away, he
searches my resigned face.  With his hand under my chin, he continues to
graze my lips with his fingers, seeking answers to questions he seems too
anxious to ask.  Droplets of water fall from his tussled hair, running down
the curvature of his high cheeks onto his chiseled jaw line.  “Did he kiss
you?”  The pressure of his fingers against my lips intensifies, his eyes
fixated on my mouth he feels betrayed him.


His touch has silenced me; my
only recourse is to shake my head.  Secure in the fact that I can’t move
when he touches me like that, he takes full advantage of my weakness for
him.  Standing completely still, Alex leans down grazing his lips against
mine, lingering only as long as his breath will allow.  His heated kisses
continue past my lips, traipsing up and along my jaw line, ending on my ear
lobe.  A dull ache builds as his lips continue their exploration.


Raising my hands, I knot them
behind his neck, forcing his lips to mine.  With each movement of his
nimble tongue, the frustration from earlier evaporates, along with my
inhibitions.  Breaking our kiss, Alex pulls away.  Gripping the back
of my neck, his hand slowly travels down the curvature of my neck, past my
clavicle, grazing my breast, resting on my waist.  His eyes follow the
same path, my rain soaked clothes leaving little to the imagination.  


Reaching down past my hips, he
grabs my thigh, forcing my leg around him.  Pushing into me, my body
reacts instinctively, jumping into his arms.  Lifting both legs to wrap
around his waist, our lips never part as Alex walks forward, painstakingly
slow.  Settling down onto the sofa, he deftly positions me so that I’m
straddling him, giving me full access to his rock hard erection.


His lips break free from mine,
again moving slowly along my jaw line to my neck, on the way to my
shoulder.  Hands caressing my thighs, moving up my body he reaches the hem
of my shirt.  Ordering me to lift my arms, I willingly comply. 
Carefully, he lifts my soaked shirt and discards it on the floor, leaving his
wide eyes to sweep over my breasts.  Thank God, I wore my pink lace
bra.  Nuzzling my breasts, his mouth feels tantalizingly warm against
my cold, damp skin.  


Not wasting any time, Alex
reaches behind me and with one quick movement swiftly unclasps my bra,
seductively tearing it off my shoulders.  Running his tongue over my
clavicle to the edge of my shoulder, his mouth follows the path of my strap
before exposing my breasts.  With his mouth on mine again, his hands cup both
of my breasts tenderly.   


Moaning against his lips, my hand
reaches down, running over his growing erection.  “God, Elyssa,” he moans
through gritted teeth.  I can’t help the escaped whimper as he begins to
increase the pressure, massaging my nipples between his thumb and pointer
finger.  He stops and smiles at my response, only to lower his head as he
takes my left nipple into his mouth, gently sucking.  I gasp and find my
hands on the back of his head, cradling him against my chest for support.


Biting my lower lip, I’m unable
to fight the urge to move against his body.  Placing my hands on his
shoulders to steady myself, I begin to move provocatively against his
arousal.  I can feel his erection beneath me, feel it rubbing against my
clit.  Alex groans against my breast, bringing his hand to my thighs,
slowly lifting my skirt to bunch at my waist.  His fingers continue to
travel up and down my thighs teasing my already suffering body, making me want
him even more.


“I want you….please, Elyssa,” he
begs, his eyes searching for approval.


“Yes,” I whisper, kissing his
neck, feeling alive at the mere touch of his hands rubbing over my body. 
This is such a new feeling, a freeness I’ve never felt.  I don’t feel
awkward or bashful.  I’m addicted to how uninhibited I feel with him and I
don’t want it to stop.  Unable to resist, I unbutton his rain soaked
shirt, and follow my hands as they travel across his chest.  I continue my
downward descent, as my hand tenderly skims across his stomach, his muscles
tensing against my touch.  My journey ends as I reach his navel.  


Suddenly, his fingers wrap around
my wrist, halting my efforts.  I look up into his intense blue eyes with
confusion.  Is he really rejecting me…right now?!


“I don’t have any
protection.”  Shaking his head ever so slightly, Alex rests his forehead
against mine, his breathing ragged.  “I really wasn’t expecting
this.”  The fact he came over to check on me, not anticipating sex, makes
me want him even more. 


“I’m on the shot,” I pant.  Please
Alex, I want you!  Testing his willpower, I try to move my hand again,
but am met with resistance.  Looking in his eyes, “I trust you,
Alex.”  With my declaration, he sees green and takes me into his mouth,
ripping my panties as he reaches to pull down his own pants, freeing his
erection. 


Forcefully he grabs my hips,
positioning me, as he thrusts forward plunging himself deep inside. 
Staring into my eyes, he watches me wince during the initial contact, and
instant concern replaces his desire.  “Are you okay?” Alex’s sweet voice
rumbles against my lips as he halts his movement.  “I’m not hurting you,
am I?”


I brace myself against his chest,
nestling myself in his neck.  “No…please…keep going.”  It’s been a
long time since I’ve been intimate, and Alex is well endowed.  It takes a
bit of getting used to, but soon my body adapts, taking in everything he has to
give.  He feels so excruciatingly good.  I move up and down matching
his pace, feeling every inch, deep inside.  I grab a hold of his shoulders
and move with an eagerness that’s hard to hide. 


“Slow,” he whispers, holding my
hips, restraining my movements.  “I want to savor you.”  Kissing my
shoulder, Alex’s lips feel like a branding iron, setting fire to every inch of
my skin.  “You taste as good as I imagined you would.”  His mouth
finds mine again and our kiss deepens. 


Taking the time to explore each
other’s bodies, we relish in our closeness.  Just moments ago, I was
mystified with this fickle man and now, now he’s deep inside me.  And, as
our now joined bodies move in unison, all of my previous irritations and doubts
have been quietly erased.  His reaction to Cole’s visit is a foreign
memory for both of us; his arms no longer tense with anger.  Instead they
are tight around my body, holding me steadily against him as our climax builds
with the slightest movements. 


Pulling away, his voice is deep,
raspy, and sexy as hell.  “Elyssa, you’re going to make me come…” 
His declaration does something inexplicable to my body, and all I want is to
make him unravel beneath me.  I pick up my rhythm, grinding harder and
harder against him, as he begins to massage my clit with his thumb, making me
even more needy.


“Alex…” I beg for him to
continue.  He reaches up behind me, grasping my shoulders with both hands,
restraining my body against him.


“Fuck!” he breaths as he comes,
thrusting once more, even deeper than before.


“Alex!” I scream, climaxing just
seconds later.  Ripples of orgasmic shockwaves race through my body, as I
cling to him for dear life.  


Alex holds me, as we both attempt
to slow our breathing.  His lips find mine, kissing me softly.  “That
was incredible,” his cheeks dimple and the corners of his eyes wrinkle as I
rest my head against his chest.  Time seems endless in this moment,
allowing me to bask in his tenderness.  I’ve never had this and I don’t
want it to end.  I feel at ease when I’m with him.  He makes me
feel…different.  


Glancing at the clock on my cable
box, his arms tighten around me.  Unsuccessful at hiding my
disappointment, I pout.  “Do you have to go?”


“Not yet,” he nuzzles me close,
skimming his fingers up and down my arm.  “Delores will call if I’m
needed.”


Even though I don’t want to break
our connection, I know if I don’t, I really won’t be able to walk later. 
Wincing, I gently release his hold on me and grab the light blue throw that
lies off the side of the couch.  Draping it over both of us, I sit aside
him and study his face, wanting to remember this moment forever.  


“Alex, will you tell me more
about you,” I blurt out, unconsciously.  Having just relinquished my body
to him, I know it seems silly to try and get to know him better.  But,
being so close to him physically makes me crave more of him.  Physically
and emotionally.  Tonight has been so unexpected, and I can’t let him go. 
Not when I just got him.  


Lifting his hips, he chuckles, as
he shimmies up his slacks leaving his button unfastened.  “I think you
know enough.”  Looking over at me through laughing eyes, he must see my
disappointment.  Exhaling deeply, “Alright…what do you want to know?” 
Anything and everything.


Where do I begin…All I really
know about his personal life is that he lives with his grandmother.  He
doesn’t talk about any other family, or friends for that matter.  “How
long have you lived here?”  


“I moved here when I was ten.” 
Stealing a look at me, his eyes retreat to his now interlocked fingers. 
Have I made him uncomfortable?  After a moment of internal struggle, he
continues.  “My grandmother had moved here a year before my mom got
cancer.  When she got so sick, we came here so my grandmother could help
take care of me.  My mother passed away when I was seventeen and I stayed
here until I went away to college.”  


So many different traumatic
events rattled off, with hardly any emotion.  Reaching across to pull his
unfocused eyes to mine, I can’t help the sorrow I feel for him.  “I’m so
sorry.”  He looks away, but hopefully not before he sees the comprehension
in my face.  I know what it’s like to lose a parent.  I want him to
know I empathize with him, that he’s not alone, but the words get stuck in my
throat.  Instead, I stay silent as he holds me even tighter.


“What about your dad?”


“My dad’s a bastard that can rot
in hell,” he adds through clenched teeth, tightening his grip on my shoulders.


“Sorry, if you don’t want to talk
about it...”  I’m taken back with his callous words.  I don’t want to
cause him any pain, and decide in the future to avoid this topic
entirely.  I want this night to end on a positive note, not with him
recalling bad memories.  


“It’s fine…”  Alex pauses,
searching for the right words to say.


“We don’t have to do this
tonight.”  Reaching out to touch his face, Alex closes his eyes. 
Feeling the warmth passing through us, he pulls me closer, placing soft kisses
on my neck.  


“My turn and don’t get mad.” 
What could he possibly ask that would cause me to get mad?  “Now that I’ve
had the pleasure of meeting what’s-his-face, I don’t get what you could
possibly see in him.  You need to break that down for me.”


“Cole?” I ask, as Alex nods into
my neck.  I knew eventually this question would come up again.  In
the event we’re being honest, I guess this is as good a time as any to give him
a glimpse into my past.  Searching his face, all I can see is genuine
intrigue, and decide that while I’m not ready to reveal everything, I might as
well give him something.


“Cole and I met in college. 
He was my first….you know,” I blush and continue.  “He fell for me and I
tried, but with time I just never felt the same.  Things got too serious
and I knew I had to end things,” I shrug.  


“It’s been years since we’ve been
together, but anytime I’ve needed him, he’s been there for me.  I guess
you can say he’s been the man in my life, without any of the complicated
stuff,” I finish, pushing against Alex’s shoulder.  My relationship with
Cole may have been less complicated, but if complicated is what comes with
Alex, I think I’ll stay.


“Haven’t your previous boyfriends
ever had issues with your friendship, or am I the only jealous guy
you’ve met?”  


“There haven’t been any other
boyfriends.  I’ve gone on dates, but I haven’t had a serious relationship
since Cole.”


“I find that hard to
believe.  I see the way men look at you.”  What men is he talking
about?  I’m pretty confident that men do look at me, but I guess
lately I’ve been distracted.  


“Well, it’s the truth.  My
sister was just telling me the other day that I’m socially inept.  I don’t
know, maybe that’s why I haven’t had much luck with men.”


“Wait…then why are you on the
shot?”


“I’ve always been on it.  It’s
something that I’ve been fanatical about for awhile now.”  Alex doesn’t
need to know the reason; all he needs to know is that we were safe.


Pulling my legs over his, he
cradles my back, lifting me onto his lap.  “Well, it’s good for us that
you are so obsessive compulsive.  I don’t know how I would’ve been able to
keep my hands off of you, and an impromptu trip to the drug store would have
just killed the mood.”  I giggle as Alex’s mouth reaches my bare skin,
skimming his lips along my breasts.  


“What’s your sister like?” he
asks, snuggling closer to me.


“She is my everything.  Our
parents died when I was fourteen, and Rachel was twenty.  She didn’t have
to, but she gave up everything to raise me.  And, even through all that,
she’s like a ray of sunshine, so full of life and giving.  There’s not
enough money or praise to give back my sister everything she has
sacrificed.  She means the world to me.” 


With my arms around his neck, he
stiffens at my declaration.  “Well, you’re one of the lucky ones then.” 
Seemingly uncomfortable with the conversation, Alex changes the topic back to
Cole, continuing to fish for more information.  “How was dinner?” 


Knowing that Cole draws up a red
flag for him, I keep my response short and sweet, “It was fine, Alex,” allowing
myself just enough wiggle room to change the topic.  “How long were you
waiting for me?”


“I came after I left work, so
maybe an hour.”  


“I didn’t expect to see you,” I
confess.  “You were so angry.”  Closing my eyes, I breathe him in,
begging to stay in the moment and not go back to our fight.  It does the
trick.  But, his smell is so erotic, it’s hard not to climb back on and
ravish him until he passes out.


“I had to know.  I sat on
your steps hoping that you weren’t going to stay out all night with him. 
Even worse, praying that you wouldn’t bring him home.”  I cringe at the
thought of Alex and Cole having a stand-off at my apartment.  It’s a good
thing that Cole and I no longer have any type of relationship.  I just
wish Alex would believe it. 


“Alex…” I sigh. “Please believe
that Cole and I are just friends.”


“He doesn’t see you as just his
friend, Elyssa.  I specifically recall him referring to you as “his” and
please believe that I don’t share.”  Even though he’s infuriating,
I can’t fault him.  If another woman called him “her” Alex, I would have a
problem with that too.


“Who said anything about
sharing?”  I feel myself flush at his words.  Sitting up, for the
first time tonight, I resist his hold.  “Alex, I don’t understand what’s
going on here.  We fight because you accuse me of playing games, yet
you’re the one that told me you can’t have a girlfriend.  But, then you
show up unannounced, and now…”  I remove myself from his arms. 
Frustration overwhelms me, and suddenly I’m in desperate need of clothing. 
“What do you want from me?”  I stand up searching for my top, as I pull
down my skirt.


Hunched over with his head in his
hands, he looks disheveled, yet still sexy as hell.  Even toying with my
emotions, he takes my breath away.  “I don’t know what you want me to say
to you.  I know it’s not fair of me to ask anything of you.  But the
thought of you with him, especially now…”  


A sense of defeat engulfs me as I
walk into my bedroom to find something to wear.  Why couldn’t we have just
been those two people who met at the gas station?  After shedding my
skirt, I pull on a pair of black flannel shorts and a matching tank before
going back to the living room.  Finding Alex dressed and standing next to
the kitchen counter, completely pains me.  I don’t want him to go, and
more so, I don’t want to fight.


Catching the disgust flit through
his eyes, I look down to see him eyeing the bottle of perfume Arianna gave me
for my birthday.  “You don’t wear this, do you?”  


“I like the smell.  What’s
wrong?”  It’s still unopened and I don’t really feel like getting into how
I got it.  Yah, I got that from Arianna, you know…my boss, your
boss…she’s been around me for my entire life.  No, no, I got the job on my
own merit.  Trust me, I did.  That’s a conversation I hope to
never have, with him, or anyone.  


“I can’t stand that scent. 
Just don’t wear it around me.  Okay?!”  Perfume is not worth the
fight, so I reluctantly agree as I head into my adjoining kitchen.


Trying to act nonchalant and
failing, I pour myself a glass of water.  “Are you leaving?”  Having
already given away too much, it’s hard to stay strong and not show my
emotions.  He makes it nearly impossible to hide my feelings.  Am I
being too much of a girl by wishing he wouldn’t just have sex with me and
leave?  Am I asking for too much, hoping for a little more intimacy? 



“I need to get back.  If you
ask me to stay, I don’t think I would be able to say no, not after
tonight.  But, I have my grandmother…”  I want to beg him to stay.
 I want to know how it feels to fall asleep with him and wake up in his
arms.  I want all of him.


I sip my water and head to the
door to walk him out, still trying to hide the hurt and disappointment in my
heart behind my glass.  “I understand.”  


“I don’t want to leave you like
this,” his jaw clenches, waiting for my reaction.


“Like what?” Stay strong,
Elyssa.  


“With so much tension between
us.  Tonight was incredible and for a moment it was just us.”  


“It’s still just us, Alex.” 
I bridge the gap between us and place my hand over his heart.  “You just
have to believe me.  To trust me.”  We stare at each other; blue eyes
to green.  So much passes between us, but nothing more is said.  I
see in his eyes, the pain of a young boy, and as little as I do know, I know
there is so much more to this salient man.  


Reaching out, he places his hand
on my chest, “My Hart.”  I smirk at his gesture.  If he only knew.


Another moment passes, “I’ll see
you tomorrow night, right?  I’ll pick you up at eight.”  Suddenly
lifting my mood, I realize I won’t have to wait to see him again; my heart
beats faster.  


“Yes,” I exclaim, a little too
eager.  He leans down and kisses me softly, immediately ending my
thoughts. 


“I wish I could stay with
you.”  Pulling me closer, our kiss deepens with even more passion, sending
an ache straight to my loins.  I pull away breathless.  I need to get
some distance between us, before I give into what my body wants.  


Closing my eyes with my hand
safely over his heart, “Goodnight, Alex.”


“Goodnight, Elyssa.”  


I close the door behind him and
rest my back against it for support.  Slinking to the floor, blood rushes
to my face, not fully believing what just happened.  I cannot believe I
had sex with him!  Who am I kidding?  That was…startling, amazing, mind-blowing. 
Even though he’s only the second man I’ve slept with, I wouldn’t have wanted it
to be with anyone else.  It’s surprising the connection I feel with him
after just a few weeks.  And I hope I’m not mistaken, thinking he seems to
want more with me, too.  But, I can’t shake the feeling that something is
holding him back.  It can’t just be about work, can it?  
Whatever it is, I hope he gets over it quick.  I’m not ready to let him
go.


 


Saturday, September 29, 2012


Rolling over, I hit the snooze button
for the third time.  I don’t want to wake up, not yet.  All I want to
do is crawl under the sheets and sleep for another twelve hours.  Just
about to doze off again, I stretch, which causes the brief aching reminder that
I have a date tonight with a certain sexy V.P…my heart begins to race,
again.  I want him more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life. 
The need and lust I feel for him makes my insides quiver.


But, as much as I want to think
about the feelings I have for him, including the passion in my heart, it’s hard
not to think of the other side, especially when things could go so wrong. 
For both of us.  Our moment of pleasure last night was intense and can be
only compared to molten lava racing down a mountains edge, destroying everything
in its path.  Could giving in to Alex destroy my future with SHI, or
his?  Can we continue this, whatever this is, without anyone finding
out?  Pulling the covers up to my chin, I’m at a loss for words as my mind
catches up to my racing heart, thinking of everything that could possibly go
wrong.  


I sit up, bringing my reflection
into view in the vanity mirror and shake my head.  What am I doing? 
“Elyssa Jane Hart, you are bright, focused, have a good head on your shoulders;
you’re caring, and trustworthy.  Any guy would want you.  You deserve
this.”  


Hey, sometimes a girl needs to
look at herself and lay it all out there.  Taking a deep breath, I laugh
at myself.  This is way too deep for this early in the morning.  Time
for a shower! 


~~~~~


Hearing my phone vibrate against
the counter top, I rush out of the shower, dripping wet.  Reaching for my
phone, I answer and hear Rachel talking to someone besides me.  


“I’m coming up and I’m not
alone.  There’s a delivery guy here, with a big expensive looking box, say’s
it’s for you.”  An expensive box?  How exactly does a box look
expensive, Rach?  I giggle at her description.


“Use your key and come in. 
Can you sign for it?”  She agrees and we hang up.  What more could I
possibly get?  Is it from Alex?  Cole?  What if Arianna gave me
something more for my birthday?  Trying to hurry, I throw on a pink and
white floor length summer dress and brush out my tangled hair, before going out
to appease my curiosity.  Oh, and to meet Rachel, too.


Stepping out of my bedroom, I see
the back of the delivery guy, as he walks out the front door.  Green
pants?  Really?  Rachel has the biggest grin on her face, shaking the
expansive box.  I scowl at her and grab the package, just as anxious to
see what’s inside, and even more, who it’s from. 


Trying to figure out the mystery,
I turn the box over, searching for the non-existent card.  In my hands is
a simple white box covered with a red velvet ribbon and bow.  Even the
ribbon looks expensive.  Setting the gift on the table, I gently rip open
the tissue paper, and pause when I see what looks like a dress.  


Carefully pulling it out with
both hands, my mouth drops open as I open up a gorgeous, long sleeve navy
sequin mini dress.  The tag says the designer is Emilio Pucci.  Never
heard of him, but then again, I only shop at stores I know I can afford, and
this dress is definitely not in any of them.  It has to be from
Alex.  I can’t decide whether it’s rude, or thoughtful.  Giving him
the benefit of the doubt, I stick with thoughtful.  


“Oh my gosh, El, who is that
from?” Rachel stammers, wide-eyed.  I flush.


What do I say?  I know I’m
allowed to give her details, but I’m at a loss for words.  This gorgeous
and mystifying man wants to take me out and get to know me better.  I
digress, “I’m sure it’s from Alex.  There isn’t a card, but we’re going
out tonight, so I’m going to assume it’s from him.  It’s definitely not
from Cole.”  I roll my eyes; what more can I say.  I frown, but hope
that Rachel doesn’t see.  I shouldn’t feel this way.  I should be
happy.  I am happy.  Act like it, damn it! 


I excuse myself to finish getting
ready as Rachel makes herself comfortable, flopping down on the couch. 
After applying moisturizer, brushing my hair and teeth, I rejoin her in the
living room, just as she turns off the television.  “After breakfast, can
we stop and get a mani-pedi? “


“Sure, it’s your day, El!” 
Rachel smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.  She’s worried about me and
I’m sure she’s going to ask twenty questions when we get to breakfast. 
Hopefully I can keep the topic on her, so I don’t have to talk about myself too
much.  Alex did say that it’s okay to tell my sister, but I wouldn’t even
know where to begin.  She worried enough about me when I was a rebellious
teenager, I don’t want her thinking I’m diving head first, being careless and
impulsive.  Wait…I’m pretty sure that is what I’m doing.


On our way out to the car, Rachel
gets a call, giving me a chance to text Alex and thank him.  I really hope
I don’t put my foot in my mouth assuming it’s from him.  Who else could
it be?  


**Thank you for
the gorgeous dress. I can’t wait for you to see me in it**


What I really want to say is that
I can’t wait until he’s taking it off of me.  I blush and smile
inwardly.  Oh what this man does to me.  Reaching her Prius, I peek
over to make sure Rachel’s attention is still on her phone, and not spying on
me.  She returns the look, mouthing “Bryan.”  I mouth back to her,
“Tell him hi for me.”  


I hear a ding from my phone, look
down and almost die.


*You’re welcome.
And Elyssa, as much as I want to see it on you, I can’t wait to see it on the
floor!*


I’m caught.  I must have
made a noise, because now she’s trying desperately to pry my phone out of my
fingers.  “Obviously you aren’t going to tell me what’s going on, so I
have to take matters into my own hands.”  Accidently releasing her grip, I
quickly push my phone into my purse.  


“Rach!  Nothing is going
on.  It’s just a text from Alex.  I was thanking him for the dress.”


“So, the dress was from
this mysterious, Mr. X?” 


“Yes,” is all I can manage. 
Even when he isn’t around me, I can’t think straight.  “Can we go to
breakfast now, I’m starving.”


Rachel looks over at me through
her squinted eyes, starting the all too quiet car.  Determined, Rachel
mutters under her breath, “I will find out what’s going on with you.”


I don’t know if I was supposed to
hear her ramblings, but I did.  “Rach, there isn’t anything to figure
out.  Not right now anyways.  It’s all too soon and I don’t want to
jinx it by talking about him, or our relationship.  You know I’ve only
been involved with Cole, and trust me when I say, he is definitely not
Cole.  I don’t know where this is going yet, but when I do, I promise I
will let you know.  Can you drop it for now?” I ask, playfully punching
her arm.  I know she’s only being my sister, my slightly overbearing
sister.


She seems to understand, giving
me a warm smile as she turns on the radio.  Rihanna’s Where Have You
Been, is now blaring through her car speakers and I can’t help but smile
back at my sister.  I don’t know what I would do without her.  We
both sing loudly, as I ponder the words to the song.  Why couldn’t he have
come at a different time, a different place; somewhere less…thorny.


Regardless, I’m excited to see
him tonight, and it seems he is as well.  


**You made me
blush. I can’t wait to see you.**


~~~~~


Leaving the restaurant, we take
the short drive to the nail shop and are lucky they have time for both of
us.  As we relax and soak our feet in side-by-side chairs, I can’t shake
my worry for Rachel and Bryan’s relationship.  At breakfast, she had
mentioned she barely sees him.  With her work schedule and his night
school and odd hours with Real Estate, they are rarely home at the same
time.  Of course, she assured me everything was okay, but she wasn’t very
convincing.  I could tell something was bothering her, so I was relieved
when she decided to bring it up again. 


On the verge of pouting, Rachel
answers my unspoken words from breakfast.  “I really want Bryan to ask me
to marry him.”  


“Have you guys talked about
it?  I mean, you both love each other and he’s perfect for you.  I
don’t see why you wouldn’t get married,” I respond, truthfully.


“We have and I know it’ll happen
someday, but how long do I have to wait?  I’ve always known he was the
one.”  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she continues, “I guess I
shouldn’t try to fix something that’s not broken, but I want to marry him;
sooner, rather than later.  I just don’t know how to approach the subject
without seeming like I’m nagging him.”


“Rachel, you’ve been with him for
over four years, it wouldn’t be nagging.  I understand the pushing part,
but I’m sure it’s something he’s been thinking about, too.  You guys are
busy; maybe he doesn’t think it’s the right time.  Bryan’s with you for
the long haul.  Trust in that.  He’ll ask you.”


“Okay, okay.  You’re
right.  Enough with the heavy.  Let’s get out of here.”


Dropping me off at home, I
promise to see her tomorrow night for dinner.  Supposedly, Bryan really
wants to see me.  Probably just wants to tease me; about what, I don’t
know.  But that’s what Bryan does.  And that’s what I love about him;
so easy and fun to be around.  Besides, it would be nice to spend some
more quality time with sister, and my hopefully soon to be brother-in-law.


~~~~~


Stepping out of the shower, I
peer over at the intimidating blue sequin dress draped against my bathroom
door.  I’m not worried that I won’t look good in it; but, it doesn’t
matter what I think.  I’m worried about what Alex will think?  Stop
it, Ely!  You will look gorgeous, and you know it.


An hour later, with my skin
moisturizing, all I have to do is apply a little bit of blush and lipstick, and
I’ll be ready to go.  Staring back at my reflection, thinking about what
tonight may bring, I suddenly feel anxious.  He never did say where he was
taking me, and that makes me nervous.  He’s so confusing, one minute
saying no one can see us together, and now he’s taking me out for the world to
see.  And, unless he’s planning on putting a bag over my head, I don’t see
how he plans on keeping me a secret, especially with his last minute addition
to the night.  I’m sure my stunning, extremely short dress, will get
noticed.   But, that’s on him.


Dressed and overwhelmingly
satisfied with my reflection, I make my way to the kitchen to pour myself a
glass of Sangria to calm my nerves.  I don’t normally drink alone, but
I’ve been on pins and needles since five, waiting for our night to begin. 



Reading his text from earlier,
I’m startled as the doorbell rings.  I guess the Sangria didn’t work,
after all.  I blush again, really hoping he fulfills his
promise.  Placing my hand on the doorknob, I peek through the peephole,
and I’m floored.  Dressed in a dark grey blazer, light blue button up shirt,
and dark grey slacks, he stands casually with his hands in his pockets.  Taking a moment, I rest my forehead against
the door.  You will be okay, Elyssa.  You deserve some fun in your
life.  I take a deep breath and open the door.  His insatiable smile
breaks all of the tension I’ve had for the past few hours.  


Eyes
hungrily surveying every inch of my body, head to toe, his perfect dimpled
smile lets me know he approves.  Walking in, Alex takes my hand and raises
it, twirling me in the process to get a better look.  “God, that mannequin
didn’t do the dress justice.  If I knew you’d look this incredible, I may
have thought twice before buying it.”  


Confused,
I look over my dress, smoothing out the skirt.  Alex brings me into an
embrace as he continues to dote on me.  “There’s nothing wrong with the
dress.  It’s just that now, I’ll be aware of everyone else looking at you
all night.  It’s going to drive me crazy.  I think I may have set
myself up to get in at least three fights before we even get to the
club.”  Tucking a fallen hair behind my ear, every inch of my body must be
blushing.  


“Now
you know how I feel, how I always feel around you.”  Equally confused by
my comment, Alex continues to hold me tight against his chest, waiting for my
explanation.  “Come on, you know you have an equally magnetic affect on
all women.  I feel like I’m in constant competition for your attention.”


With
a smirk, Alex whispers in my ear, “There’s no competition, Elyssa.”  When
he whispers in my ear like that, he has a direct line to my sex drive and right
now, I’d be happy not leaving the house.  “Oh, I almost forgot.  I
got you something.”  He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a perfectly
wrapped pink and black gift box, placing it into my awaiting hands.  


“Alex,
you’ve already done so much…” Raising his finger to my mouth, Alex silences my
argument, brushing his finger over my lips.  I quiver at his touch, my
eyes flutter.


“Open
it,” his eyes push my attention towards the long, slim rectangular box. 
If it wasn’t for his bright smile and dimpled cheeks, I may have pushed my
argument more, but I can’t resist him.  I should have known by the size
and weight that he would give me perfume; especially after his distaste with
Arianna’s choice of fragrance.  He’s nothing, if not thorough.  


Without
hesitation, I spray a little on my wrists before applying it to the erogenous
zones on my neck and behind my ear.  The scent is familiar, with hints of
jasmine and honey.  It’s sweet and inviting, just like the man who gave it
to me.  


Coming
closer, Alex runs his nose from my clavicle to my ear and groans in
appreciation.  “Not only do you look stunning, that scent makes you
mouthwatering.  I want you, right now.”  I shudder, already giving in
to his touch.  “But, I promised you a night out.”  With a wink, Alex
grabs my hand, leading me out the door.  


~~~~~


The
parking lot of Roy’s is busy, which I’m guessing is normal for a Saturday
night.  I’ve always wanted to go here; I’ve just never had the extra money
to splurge on a nice dinner.  “Are you looking for an invitation from the
parking stall?” I wonder out loud, as we pass the third empty space, heading
for the exit.  How odd.  “What, is your ex here?” I giggle.


I
really wish I wouldn’t have said that, because the look on his face makes me
believe that I’ve hit the nail on the head.  But, before I can dwell too
long, he responds.  Placing his hand on my bare knee, Alex runs his hand
up and down the inside of my thigh, sending shivers to all of the right places. 
“No, I just thought of a different place.”  Sure you did. 
But, I can’t complain, or even worry, because I’m with him.  Whatever made
him change his mind is his problem.  I resolve not to bring it up.  


Soon enough, we pull into the
valet of the Caso Casino.  Alex eagerly exits the car and hands his keys
to the valet attendant.  Rushing over to open my door, the attendant
dutifully offers his hand to help me out of the car.  As I stand, I’m
taken aback by Alex glare towards the casino employee.  I idly wonder what
he could have possibly done in the past thirty seconds to upset him, but again
decide not to worry about it.  Instead, I carefully walk around the car,
as Alex takes the slip for the Valet.  “I told you, three fights even
before the club.”  Shaking his head, Alex smirks as he places his hand on
the small of my back, leading me towards the entrance.


“Well, you have me for the rest
of the night,” reassuring him as we walk into the Casino.  “There’s no
competition,” I whisper, repeating his words from moments ago.  With his
lips slightly parting, he brushes his hand against my bare leg, leaving me
breathless.


Making our way through the
casino, and the throngs of patrons, Alex guides me to Bistecca
Steakhouse.  Another restaurant I’ve always wanted to go to.  This
has to be one of the best birthday’s ever.  From the dress, to the
perfume, and now our night; he’s doing so much for me.  He must like
you, Ely.  Stop doubting yourself!  


With his hand still resting on
the small of my back, he gestures for me to follow our hostess to a secluded
table in the corner.  Feeling like the world has disappeared, except for
me and Alex, I sit down and marvel at the privacy he has afforded us. 
Shortly after, the waiter brings us sparkling water along with our menus, and after
taking our drink order, he disappears.  


Sitting across from each other,
there hasn’t been much conversation all night, but it’s not awkward.  It’s
nice to enjoy each other’s company without the need to fill the void with
unnecessary chatter.  Biting my lip, I look up from the menu to notice him
staring at me.  I blush and decide to bridge the gap between us. 
“You’re so far away,” I pout.  “Is it okay if I move closer?”  Alex
simply nods and pats the seat next to him.  


As I move closer, the waiter
comes back with our drinks and is ready to take our order.   Justin
tells us the specials, but I’m not paying any attention.  Both Alex and I
are fixated, staring into each other’s equally intense eyes.  Once he’s
done rattling off the specials, Alex nods at me, letting me know I should
order.  Not ordering for me today, huh?  With a sly smile, we
both place our order, and once again we are left alone.  


With our booth being discretely
tucked away, I can’t help but wonder if Alex specifically asked for this
seat.  Is this his way of keeping us a secret?  Oh, who cares! 
Leaning over, Alex places his hand on my knee and whispers, “Happy Birthday,
Hart.”  His lips brush against my ear, causing my breath to hitch. 
His closeness, his scent, his breath…everything about him makes my insides
shake.  


“Thank you for tonight, Alex,” I
breathe, barely able to contain myself.  “All of this, it makes me
feel…special.”  Staring at me, he licks his bottom lip and continues to
smile.  


I quickly take a drink, trying to
quench the hunger building inside.  Alex’s hand is still on my knee, but
like before, his strong fingers begin to stroke the inside of my thigh. 
This time, his fingers don’t stop.  I gasp with my glass still on my lips,
as they make their way up to the apex of my thigh.  Alex continues to gaze
at me in silence, as an unexpected moan escapes my parted lips.  Not sure
what my face is revealing, my body tells him to keep going, but my mind…oh,
screw my mind! 


By the time his fingers reach the
base of my thigh, I’ve already peeled my eyes away from his to look
around.  I had to make sure no one can see our table.  Biting my lip,
my breath is short and quick; the anticipation of his touch, his breath on my
shoulders.  I’m just thankful no one can see the look on my face.


Except for the waiter. 


“Do you need anything?” Justin
inquires.  Alex doesn’t pull his hand away, instead pushes closer to my
panties, easily spreading my legs apart.  Placing my hand on top of his, I
slow his movement.  I can’t imagine Alex unraveling me in front anyone,
especially not our waiter.    


With a scowl, Alex looks up at
him, “Unless you’re bringing our food, don’t bother us again.”  Justin
takes the hint, leaving immediately.
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“What do you think you’re
doing?!” I pant, my eyes shooting over to the other tables, full of people
enjoying their meals.  Even though we’re discretely tucked away, I know it
doesn’t mean we’re alone.  But, I can’t help but notice that everyone
seems to be unaware and involved in their own conversations.  Who am I
kidding?  I’m far from minding his bold gestures of affection, in public
of all places.  His touch makes me feel desired, and I couldn’t stop it
even if I wanted to.  Which I don’t.


He smirks at me.  “Does this
bother you?”  I shake my head blushing, giving him an invitation to move
closer.  I close my eyes and hear a sharp intake of air, as his fingers
find the edge of my panties, pushing them to the side.  Whispering in my
ear, he breathes, “I want you.  I’ve never wanted anyone, like I want
you.”  


With his declaration, two of his
fingers slip inside of me, making me gasp for air.  Pushing in and out, he
places his other hand at the base of my neck, holding me still.  Clasping
my right hand over his, I want him to stop, but I can’t seem to make him. 
The movement feels too good as his fingers massage my insides.  Gripping
my hand over his, I help him push deeper…inside and out.  He continues to
torture me, building my climax…suddenly he stops, pulling his fingers out to
rest on my thigh.  What?  Why?  Just as I open my eyes, I
see him licking his fingers.  Oh my God.  And then, Justin
enters with our sizzling appetizers.  This waiter is infuriating. 



The remainder of the dinner, Alex
doesn’t touch me.  I know what he’s doing, and trust me its working. 
As the night progresses, I crave him even more.  We eat, drink and talk as
I try to ignore the dull ache between my thighs.  


Our conversations are light,
revolving mostly around his grandmother and Rachel.  You know, the basic
discussions of a budding relationship.  But, as our main course arrives,
our discussion is replaced by indulgence.  Not only for our dinner, but
for each other, as well.  His eyes, the way they roll over my body and
fixate on my mouth and breasts, makes me salivate with need.  I can’t
believe how shameless I’ve been with him.  Reluctantly, I decide to be
good and only fantasize, instead of acting upon my desires.  At least for
the time being.


~~~~~


Walking out of the restaurant,
Alex abruptly stops.  “Elyssa, as much as I want to take you home
and fuck you into submission, I have more plans for you tonight.”  If it
was any other man, his dirty mouth would have offended me.  But, with the
way the words roll off his tongue, I’m unable to find any coherent words to say
any different.  I nod, holding onto his elbow to steady myself.  He
smirks, pulling me in so close that I can feel his erection on my hip. 
Unfortunately, as soon as he recalls where we are, he removes himself from our
tight embrace, leaving me bereft.  


“Since we’re already here, I
figured we could go to Suscita.  It’s on the top floor and the view is
breathtaking.”  Even with his slight lapse in judgment, his excitement
leaves me even more energized.  Deciding to forget his momentary mistake,
I thank him with my genuine smile as he leads me in the direction of the
elevators.


To say the ride up to the 46th
floor was thrilling would be a gross understatement.  Being the only ones
in the elevator, except for the operator, Alex digs his ever growing erection
into the small of my back, kissing my neck from behind.  Not wanting to be
outdone, I decide to have playtime of my own.  Reaching behind me, I
massage his thick erection through his trousers.  Quickly, his kisses are
replaced with moans and panting, making me even more aroused.  I would
normally be more concerned with the thoughts of the elevator operator, but
hearing Alex so turned on by my touch, well that has clouded my judgment. 
What operator?


The elevator comes to a halt and
I release my hand from his now rock hard erection.  My hand doesn’t get
too far though, as Alex grabs it leading me out into the blast of loud
music.  The DJ is playing an eclectic arrangement of music and after he
talks to the hostess, we’re seated right away at a private table.  


Settling down, I notice that once
again, we are tucked away from everyone.  My insides are reeling from
earlier and know he will touch me again; it’s just a matter of when.  A
waitress wearing next to nothing in a bikini top and boy shorts takes our drink
order.  I can’t help but steal a glance at Alex, checking to see if he
notices her provocative outfit.  But my worries are quickly put to rest,
catching his smoldering eyes staring into my soul.  We order the same
thing we did at dinner and Alex dismisses the waitress.  


Music thumping all around us, I
take in my surroundings.  The energy excites me in a way I didn’t know was
possible.  Throngs of people smashed against each other, grinding to the
exhilarating music.  This is shaping up to be the best birthday,
ever.   


Sipping my martini, I start to
sway to the pounding beat.  The music is loud, but at an enjoyable
decibel, and I’m sitting next to the hottest man in the club.  Compelled,
we both stand in unison as Alex starts to creep backwards onto the dance
floor.  He managed to discard his jacket, and lucky for me he looks even
more delectable in his blue dress shirt and gray slacks.  My pulse is
racing; I can feel my heartbeat quicken at the mere sight of him.  


Staring straight into my eyes, I
watch his mouth move as he sings in unison with the piercing music. 
Pulling me in closer, his mouth against my ear, he whispers, “Show me what you
got.”  Pulling me deeper onto the dance floor he continues to sing along
with the music, putting me into a harmonious trance.


I’m blushing from head to toe,
but I can’t resist him.  He has such a deep, sexy voice.  Even though
the music is pulsing all around us, I can hear him.  We’re in our own
private bubble.  I feel his lips moving against my ears and I wiggle
against his body, yearning to be closer to him.


Answering my unspoken desire,
Alex pulls me closer allowing us to grind and move together, in sync. 
Raising my arms so that my hands are resting on Alex’s neck, I begin to roll
and move against his body.  Tilting my head to the side, Alex brings my
mouth to his, deepening our kiss as his hand move along my body.  I can
feel how I’m affecting him, making me even more aroused.  If that’s
even possible.  


Not able to resist any longer, he
grabs my wrist, pulling me towards our private booth.  Closing the plush
velvet curtains around the table, he gently tugs me towards the posh green
couches.  Deftly, he pushes the table away from us, at the same time
pulling me into his lap.  Seductively looking into my eyes, I straddle his
legs, just like the night before.  Looking into his blazing indigo irises,
I see his impious desire and I know what he wants.  It’s what I’ve wanted
all night.  I’ve only known him for two weeks, but his erection beneath me
makes me forget about timeframes.  Leaning down, I unleash everything I
am, taking his mouth into mine.  The sweetness of the alcohol met with
our sweat and desire…hmmm.


Grinding against him, I fist my
hands in his unruly hair, mindlessly listening to Usher’s Scream in the
background.  The beat of the song makes me even hotter and I can’t stop my
assault.  Seeing Alex’s face basked in euphoria pushes me to unleash my
inner goddess as I continue to sway with the music.  I’m overcome with
pure confidence and with each moment that passes, I want him more. 
Gracefully, he lifts me so I’m standing in front of him, and even though we’ve
lost the physical connection, it doesn’t bother me.  It gives me a chance
to dance.  To dance for him. 


Surrounded by curtains, our tiny
portion of the club is completely dark.  Although I can barely see him, I
know his eyes are taking in my every movement.  I continue to dance
provocatively in front of him, feeling freer than I’ve ever felt.  Turning
around so my back is to his front, I twist and roll to the music.  Placing
my hands on his knees, I bend over and grind against his waist.


Just as I’m on my second dip, my
dancing is abruptly halted.  Spinning me around, he slips his hands under
my short dress.  Dragging my hips towards him, he gently spreads my legs
so I’m once again kneeling around his lap; around his arousal.  So quick,
that if I even wanted to stop him, I wouldn’t be able to, he moves my panties
aside and unexpectedly slips deep inside me.  My eyes shoot open. 
I’m trembling as he slowly circles and moves inside of me, filling me
deep.  


Taking my face into his large
hands, his eyes search my face for assurance.  “Is this okay?  Do you
want me to stop?”  


Breathless I groan, “Yes! 
No!”  That is all I can get out before his lips are on mine, effectively
silencing me.  The only sound is our heavy breathing and Usher screaming
in the background.  My head thrashes back and I cry out in pure joy and
ecstasy.  For the second time in as many days, this delicious man is
inside me; deep inside and it feels so right.  Because I want this too, I
start to move with the music, each tantalizing thrust pushing sensation
throughout my body.


Wait…What am I doing?  Abruptly I stop and look
around, at what I don’t know because it’s so damn dark; all I can see is Alex.
  Looking up at me, still inside, his words rush at me in a
half-scream, “What’s wrong?  I thought…”


“I do, but…fuck.  We’re at
the club!” I gasp, still panting.  “We’re going to get in trouble.”


“Not unless we get caught!” 
Swiftly he pulls out of me and twists me around so that my back is facing his
front again.  Grabbing my hips, he pulls me back so I’m sitting on his
lap, his legs in-between mine.  I’m barely holding onto his knees when he
tenderly extends his long fingers around me, underneath my skirt, and starts to
unravel me with his hands, pulling me closer to his pulsing erection, closer to
my climax.  


~~~~~


Leaving the club, I can barely
walk.  My knees are weak and I am sore, but with absolutely no
complaints.  My muscles ache, not only from the dancing, but from the
shameless public sex I just had with the man of my dreams.  Alex hands the
Valet the ticket and we wait in the porte-cochere. 
Not able to stay in my shoes for another moment, I place my hand on Alex’s
shoulder for balance.  Steadying my balancing act, I’m met with his warm
arms wrapped around my waist.  Thankfully, he’s not opposed to 2:00 a.m.
public embraces.  We don’t have to wait long.  When his car pulls up,
he walks me over to the passenger side, opening my door.  It’s
intimidating how possessive and eager he is to take care of me.  I saunter
over, kiss him on the cheek and slide into the seat.  Moving effortlessly,
I watch him walk around the car, open the door, and ease into the seat next to
me.


Driving away, I notice he’s
headed towards my apartment and not his house.  I quickly hide my
grimace.  I guess I just assumed we would be going to his house, but now
that I think about it, why would we?  His grandmother and Delores are
there.  Of course he would want to come to my place.  I can’t hide
the flirtatious smile that instantly replaces my scowl.


“Is that a smile, Ms. Hart? 
Did you have a good time?”


“I had the best time, Mr.
James.  Best birthday ever.  Thank you,” I gush, grabbing his hand
resting on my left knee.  Returning the gesture, he grins wickedly,
possibly giving me a glimpse into the rest of our night.  I hope.  


The remainder of the ride home is
quiet.  There isn’t much that can be said about tonight.  Our perfect
night.  Remembering his text sends chills down my spine and I suddenly
can’t wait to get home.  


Turning into my complex, I peer
out through the corner of my eye, confused when Alex doesn’t park.  What’s
going on?  Pulling up to the curb closest to my apartment, he turns
off the engine and places his hands on his own knees.  Frowning, he looks
like he’s about to apologize.  Would it be childish of me to plug my
ears?  Why is he doing this?  Tonight was…“I hate to do this to
you, but I have to go.”


Wait!  What?  What
happened to him wanting to see my dress on the floor?  What happened to
him wanting to fuck me into submission?  My face drops.  I know I should say
something, but after a night like tonight, I don’t want to cave in and be the
bigger person.  I want to be selfish.  Tell him to stay.  But,
because I am that person with him, the one that caves, I manage to let
him know that I understand.  I don’t, but what else am I supposed to
say?  He knows I’m disappointed, rubbing it in won’t do either of us any
good.


Still being ever the gentleman,
Alex opens the car door for me and walks me to my apartment.  Approaching
the door, he turns me around and pushes me against it.  His body flush
against me, he presses his sweet, hot lips against mine.  As our kiss
deepens, I allow my body to feel every inch of him, wrapping my hands around
his neck, grasping his disheveled hair.


Panting, Alex pulls away. 
“Goodnight Elyssa.  Tonight was…well, tonight was perfect.”  I stare
at him not knowing what to say; lack of oxygen to the brain will do that to
you.  I watch him walk away.  Away from our perfect night.


 


Sunday, September 30, 2012


Golden rays escape through my
curtains as I slowly open my eyes to a new day.  My mouth is dry and I
long for a glass of water.  My body, however, has other plans and doesn’t
respond to any of my attempts to sit up.  My head aches, making me squint
as I peer over my pillow, searching for the clock.  2:00 p.m.!  Are
you kidding me?!  I don’t even remember the last time I slept this late. 



Making a last ditch effort to sit
up, I’m once again shot back down with the dull ache all over my body.  Is
this from the dancing or from the inappropriate sex?  I place my hands
over my face, as I try and hide.  The memories rush, full force, back to
me.  His hands…his mouth…his…just the thought awakens me.  Ugh…he
is literally driving me crazy!  


Bringing me out of my heat
induced fantasy, I scramble to grab my phone from the charger resting on the
side of my bed.


“Hi Rach,” I mutter groggily.


“Are you still sleeping?! 
You sound awful!”


“Well, hello to you too.  I
just woke up.”  Okay, that was a little too depressing, and nothing of how
I’m actually feeling.  I had the best time last night, possibly the best
night of my life, and I need to show it.  “Remember, I had a date
last night?  And it just so happens, I was out late.”


“Please tell me you’ll come over
for dinner,” she pleads, sounding hopeful.  “I want to hear all the juicy
details, and see your face go red when you tell me.” 


“Well, I wouldn’t want to deprive
you of such fun.  What time do you want me there?”  


“Five.  Or wait, is that too
soon?  You know, I wouldn’t want to impede on your beauty sleep.”


“Ha ha, very funny, Rach! 
I’ll see you soon.  Love you.”  


“Love you more.”


I rush Rachel off the phone in
hopes to have a few more hours before I have to function like a real human
being.  I haven’t had a day off in a while, and sleeping in feels almost
too relaxing, like I’m cheating life or something.  But, now that I know
what time it is, the need for a shower overwhelms me.  


Remnants of the night before
still lingers as I stare at my reflection.  Suddenly, all I can think
about is the unabashed sex we had in a very public place.  The very
erotic, sexy, and shameless sex that I would never do again.  Well okay,
maybe not never.  I breathe in and exhale loudly, trying to regain
my composure.  You’re an adult, Ely.  What you do with your
boyfriend should not embarrass you!  No one saw what you did! 
Boyfriend might not be the right word to describe Alex.  I shake my head,
pushing thoughts of him to the corner of my mind.  Determining the status
of our relationship is not going to occur in the confines of my bathroom this
Sunday morning.  I try and give myself a moral pep talk to shake off the
indulgent behavior of last night and finally discard my pajamas as I step into
the shower.  Closing my eyes, tilting my head, the water engulfs me. 
The cascading heat feels utterly refreshing against my achy skin. 


Taking too long in the shower, I
finish washing and rush out to get ready.  I don’t have long before I’m
due at Rachel’s and I have a sudden need to reach the inner, self-assured
me.  The me that may have lost herself a little last night.  After
drying and curling my hair into loose curls, I stand peering in my closet for
the perfect outfit.  The free flowing carroty kimono romper I picked out
has a v-neck that plunges to my cleavage, making me feel very sexy.  As I
tie the belt around my waist, I glance at myself in the floor length
mirror.  My curves accentuated, my long legs exposed.  Smiling, I
step into my brown sandals, and then sigh.  I finally feel like myself
again; confident, attractive, and ready to tackle my day.  Even though
technically, it’s almost over.  


I arrive at Rachel’s right at
five, and take a few deep breaths before exiting my car.  I’m so afraid
she’s going to know what I did last night.  And if she knew, she would be
so disappointed in me.  She raised me better than that and she knows how I
view sex.  It’s not the game Alex makes it out to be.  Not that I
minded much, nor did I say no, but it’s still not a game.  I flush at the
thought of Rachel knowing what naughty things I did with Alex.  But, she
did say that I needed to have more fun, which I did, but at what cost?  She
won’t know what you did last night.  Besides, you liked it.  Get over
it, already!  


Bryan greets me at the front
door, only after one knock.  He’s always eager to see me and never ashamed
to admit it.  Rachel couldn’t have picked a better man to fall in love
with.  His big smile and easy eyes are the first trait most people notice
about him.  He’s a man’s man, tall, auburn hair, and he loves Rachel with
all his heart.  What I love about him, besides everything, is that he never
has a mean thing to say to or about anyone.  Even when I tease him.


“Butt face!” I exclaim,
remembering the first time I called him out on the dimple in his chin. 
He’s always hated his nickname, he’s anything but unattractive, but I can’t
help but tease him.  It’s always there, smile or no smile, fitting him and
his personality.  


Reaching down, he engulfs me in a
giant bear hug.  “Hey E!”  Placing me gently back on the ground, he
starts in on me, like usual.  “About time you show your face around
here.  I was beginning to think you forgot where we lived.  That or
you’re too good now that you have your hoity-toity big girl job.”  I smile
and follow him in, knowing he loves to tease me any chance he can.


Rachel comes bolting across her
small living room and practically tackles me, taking me into another bear
hug.  My heart warms being in their presence…the presence of my
family.  Having my own place is nice, but when I come here, I feel like
home.  


Sitting down for dinner at their
mahogany table, the food looks and smells delicious.  Rachel has gone out
of her way to make one of my favorites, lasagna with meat sauce, salad and
bread.  She always thinks of everything.  “So El, where did
Mr. X take you last night?”  And the interrogation begins.


Enjoy the show, Rach.  I blush and look down at my
plate, pushing my food around with my fork.  “Alex took me to
dinner and then to the club, Suscita.  It was….fun.”  I can’t hide my
excitement and it shows in the ear to ear smile plastered on my face.  I
want to tell her everything, okay well not everything.  I’m sure my sister
doesn’t want to know my dirty little secret; dirty being the key word.


“So are you guys….together? 
Like together, together?” Rachel asks, tapping her fingers on the table.  


“Babe, E will tell us about him
when she’s ready,” Bryan chimes in and just in time.  He winks at me,
saving me from my own sister.  I smile sweetly at him mouthing my
thanks.  Bryan is the only father figure I have in my life and he plays
the role well.  He’s always looked out for me, and the best part is he
knows how to handle Rachel.  Especially, when she gets into Mommy mode and
tries to pry.  Rachel scowls at him, but a smile returns to her face when
he leans over and gives her a swift kiss, effectively ending her pout.  


After devouring our meal, we
finish discussing whether or not the Dodgers will win against the Rockies
tonight.  Bryan is a big Dodgers fan, so of course the Dodgers will
win.  Once we’re all done with every last morsel on our plates, Bryan
clears the table and heads into the kitchen to get dessert.  Patting my
stomach, I must have gained five pounds between all of the celebratory meals in
the past few days.  


Not wanting to get caught, Rachel
drags me into the living room, stealing a peak towards the kitchen. 
Leaning in she whispers, “So this guy…”


I knew that wouldn’t take
long.  Shaking my head at her, I sigh.  If I don’t talk to her now,
it will eat at her, and me.  I want her to know about Alex, about how he
makes me feel weightless and absurdly happy.  About how he’s such a
gentleman and how much he loves his grandmother.  It’s all still so new
and exciting and for that reason I give in.  She beams at me, already
knowing she’s about to get her way.  “Rach, what do you want to
know?”  


“How did you meet?” she clasps her
hands together in excitement, jumping up and down in her seat like a little kid
who just got a bowl of her favorite ice cream.


“We work together.”  


“A workplace love affair; how
exciting!  Is he totally gorgeous?”  Thankfully, she doesn’t mention
or even think about Arianna.  I would hate for our relationship to come up
in a personal conversation and ruin everything.  What am I worried
about?!  Rachel and Arianna don’t talk and for once in my life, I’m glad
that I have nothing to worry about in regards to Arianna. 


“He’s unbelievably
beautiful.  He’s almost too good to be true.”  In a moment of verbal
diarrhea I spill my soul to Rachel, giving every detail of his perfect face and
gorgeous body.  “He’s sweet and sexy and thoughtful, but…”


“But?” she pulls back, anxiously.


“But, I don’t know how this
relationship is going to work.  It’s hard to see where it’s going. 
Everything feels so different with him, Rach.  I’m in undiscovered
territory and I can honestly say I don’t know what I’m doing.”  


“Elyssa Jane Hart, you deserve to
be happy and have someone to spend your time with.  Why not look at things
for what they are instead of worrying that everything is some life shattering
moment?”


Carrying in two dessert plates
with chocolate cake that looks to die for, Bryan joins the discussion. 
“Am I interrupting something?”


“El was just telling me about her
guy.”


“So, what about him?  Do I
need to rough him up a little?  Show up with a shotgun?” Bryan jokes, as
he sits next to Rachel on their leather love seat, sharing their chocolate
cake.


“No, Bryan!” I put my hands up in
defeat, giggling.  “I was telling Rach that he’s perfect, but I just…I
don’t know.  It’s hard to gauge where it’s going.”


“Does he seem to be into you?” he
asks, notably interested.


“As far as I can tell, but my
experience with relationships and men are lacking.  At least past the
initial attraction.”  Taking a bite of my cake, I can’t help the moan that
escapes my lips.  “This is delicious, Bryan.”  


“You were with Cole for awhile so
you have some experience.  Don’t discount yourself, El,” Rachel chimes in.


“This guy is different than
Cole.  He opens doors for me, has the gentlest touch and when he kisses me
my knees feel like they’re going to buckle.”  Bryan makes a gesture of
vomiting, just as Rachel slaps his arm.  “I’m completely infatuated with
him.  I spend my day wondering when I’m going to see him again, and my
nights wishing he was with me.  I’m starting to feel a bit
stalkerish.  This is not how I felt for Cole.”


“Wow that seems intense,
El.”  She grabs my hand, looking over at me lovingly.  “One way or
another, everything will work itself out.  Just take it one day at a
time.”  I love my sister, she always says the right things.


“You want my advice?”  I nod
in Bryan’s direction.  “E, don’t talk about your relationship.  Not
yet at least.  You guys haven’t known each other for very long and you
don’t want to freak him out by bringing up the big ‘R’ word.  Just ride it
out and see where it leads.  But, don’t let him use you.  And I mean
it!  Just say the word and I’ll be there with that shotgun.”  He
grins, shoving another bite of chocolate covered chocolate in his mouth, like
he didn’t just threaten to shoot someone.  Playfully Rachel reaches up,
brushing away a smudge of chocolate with her thumb before licking it off her
finger.  And that’s my cue to leave.


Setting my plate in the stainless
steel sink, I return to the living room to say my goodbyes.  “Thanks for
the advice guys, and the dinner, but I really need to head home.  You
know, have to go to my hoity-toity big girl job tomorrow, and I still need some
beauty sleep.” 


Bryan and Rachel follow me to the
door, each bringing me into another embrace before releasing me to the
mugginess that is the Las Vegas fall.


My drive home is short, they
don’t live too far from me, but it gives me a chance to think about their
advice.  I’m torn about not talking to Alex about our relationship because
I’m not sure how long he plans on keeping me his secret or how long I’m willing
to go along with it.  Right now it seems to be working, but I wonder how
long I can keep up the charade.  I’m afraid to lose myself in something I
don’t fully understand.  Trust me, I understand the ramifications of our
work relationship and how bad it would look if we were out in public
together.  But, what I don’t understand is how a man, like Alex, can keep
his personal and professional life separate without them running into each
other.


Oh bother.  I should have
asked Bryan more questions.  But if I did, I might have given it away that
I am a secret.  And, I don’t think that would have gone over too well with
my sister.  Girl power and all!  Startling me, I hear a chime
announcing an incoming text.  At a stop light, I peak at my phone almost
willing it to tell me it’s from Alex.  My heart skips a beat, just looking
at his name staring back at me.


*Are you home? I
want to see you!*


**I’ll be home
in 10 minutes.**


My heart flutters, getting all
giddy.  Just the thought of spending time with him warms my heart.  I
catch myself speeding several times, rushing to get home knowing he’ll be
there.  Pulling up faster than I should, I hurry out of the car and speed
walk towards my door.  


And, there he is.  Seeing
Alex sitting at my doorstep is like an out of body experience.  With the
sight of him, I experience a bit of déjà vu, recalling the first time I found
him outside in the rain…the first time we had sex.  Looking a little
tense, he’s not dressed in his normal business attire, which is a treat. 
I haven’t seen him this casual.  Ever.  It’s a nice surprise. 
Wearing a blue and white button up shirt, he looks surprisingly young with his
light blue jeans.  With his hair more disheveled than normal, he looks
frustrated.


“Hi, have you been waiting
long?”  I continue my walk, meeting his severe gaze.


“About 15 minutes.  Where
were you?”  He eyes me waiting for a response.  


“I was at dinner with my sister,”
I respond, only to erase the frown on his face.  I didn’t know I had to
check in with him every moment of day. 


His mood changes instantly. 
“Were you now…did you talk about me?” he smirks, standing quickly, walking in
my direction.  Reaching me, he wraps his arms around my torso and nuzzles
my neck, like he hasn’t seen me in a week.  “You look lovely.” 


Returning the gesture, I wrap my
arms around his neck, giving him a gentle kiss on his delectable lips. 
“Actually, we did talk about you.  I didn’t give her all the juicy
details, but enough to pacify her for a while.  Do you want to come in?”


“Not unless you want to have sex on
your door step.”  I blush at the thought of him taking me directly on my
front stairs, making my insides tingle.  Dismissing the thought, I reach
for the door and open it quickly, refusing to let him manhandle me
outside.  Not again.  


My thoughts go back to Bryan’s
advice about not letting him use me.  How does one know if they are being
used?  And, is he using me if I’m a willing participant?  The last
few times we’ve been together, we’ve had mind-blowing sex, but I can’t discount
how he’s treated me.  He’s been very sweet, attentive, almost like he
cares.  My mind is in a blur with all of the confusion.  


In a moment of panic, I think of
the first question to ask him; just something to get my mind off of his body
and taking him on my couch, again.  “Alex, what’s your favorite
color?”  What am I, fifteen?


Sitting on the love seat, he
cocks his head to look at me, while I walk into the kitchen for a glass of
water.  “Currently, a pumpkin slash ginger color,” he admits, eyeing me up
and down, looking like he’s ready to consume me.  God, this man has a
direct line to libido.


“I’m being serious. What type of
music do you like?”  I have to know more and get more out of him. 
He’s only given me a small glimpse into his past.  But, at least I know
something.  Besides the fact he’s pretty remarkable in bed, I don’t know
very much about his present.  


He sighs, seemingly out of
frustration.  “What’s with the twenty questions, Elyssa?” 


“I want to get to know you
better.”  It’s the truth!  More so, I need to get to know him
better.  Bryan said I couldn’t ask the relationship questions, but I need
to know where this is going.  I need to know that what I’m feeling is
being returned, not just the sex, but the feelings, as well.  I know
myself well enough.  I need to know there are feelings beyond his physical
need for me.  


“I think you know me pretty
well.” He stands, walking towards me.  Once again I find his arms around
me, his mouth finding my neck as he starts slowly kissing, and nipping. 
Gently, he lifts me and places me on the kitchen counter, caging me in, with no
place to run.


“Alex, please?!” I take his face
into both of my hands, looking into his eyes.  “Talk to me.”


He stares at me, searching for a
reason.  After carrying me to the couch, he places his forehead against
mine, as I sit astride him.  Kissing my forehead, he mollifies me, telling
me to ask away.


Good, he’s willing.  See,
that wasn’t so hard. 
“What’s your favorite music?”


Resigned to his fate, he
answers.  “I don’t really have a favorite.  I like a lot of different
types, but it has to have a soul.  I really like acoustic
renditions.  Love the guitar.”  


“Do you play?”  Of course, I
know the answer because I heard him play for his grandmother.  But that
night, I felt I was spying on something private in his life, something he
wouldn’t want me to see.  Even though he was only saving me from the
paperclip guy, it was the first night I got to see him; really see him. 
Meeting his grandmother, going to his house, these are things he doesn’t
normally do.  Or is it?  Do I know enough about him to make that
assumption?  I hope I’m right.  I hope that it was as special for him
as it was for me. 


Looking up at me, pleasure all
over his face, he starts to graze his fingers up and down my thighs. 
“I’ve been known to strum a string or two.”  I’m becoming his own personal
instrument and he’s playing me like a pro.


“Were your parent’s musical?”


“No!”  If I didn’t already
know that his parents are a touchy subject, I do now, as his delicate touch
abruptly seizes.  After taking a brief moment for himself, he
continues.  “My dad worked in a textile plant and my mom…well she was
technically a homemaker, but she was artistic.  She loved to paint and create
pottery.  She used to take me with her to this studio in San Diego,
letting me paint right alongside her.  She even showed me how to do some
pottery.”  His brows furrow as he looks out the window, painstakingly
obvious that he misses her.


“I’m sorry, Alex.”  I move
my head to meet his gaze and give him a gentle kiss.  “All of this is new
to me.  I’m just trying to get to know you.  I’m not sure what I can
and can’t ask you.”


“Don’t worry about me.  I’ll
let you know if it’s something that I don’t want to talk about.”  He’s
very straightforward.  I can appreciate that.


“Do you mind me asking, how long
ago was your last relationship?”  I hope I don’t overstep my boundaries
and when he laughs, I know I haven’t.


“What’s your definition of
relationship?” he teases, but his eyes say something entirely different. 
They are distant, and I suddenly don’t like where I took this line of
questioning.


“I guess I should ask you the
same question.”


“Well, if you’re asking the last
time I had a ‘girlfriend’,” he uses his fingers to make quotation marks, “it
must have been in college, but it didn’t last very long.”


“You haven’t had sex since you
were in college?”  I find that hard to believe.


“You don’t need monogamy to have
sex, Elyssa,” he laughs.  Is he really making fun of me?


In my world you should have a
relationship before having sex, but even as I think it, I realize I’m even
breaking my own rules.  What he just said means that I’m not the first
woman who’s given in to him sexually, without a relationship, and clenches at
my heart.  I swallow back the dread that’s growing inside; suddenly
feeling that maybe Bryan’s words of wisdom may apply to our situation.  My
old thoughts come back to haunt me.  Is he just using me for sex? 



“Elyssa, why do you look like I
just killed your dog?”  His fingers slide under my chin, tilting my head
up so he can look me in my eyes, sharp blue to somber green.


“Sorry, I may be naïve, but I
think you should be in a relationship if you’re having sex.  In my
experience, sex is supposed to be meaningful and how can it be if you don’t
have a connection.”  With everything that’s happened to me in the past, I
can’t use sex as a game or a weapon.  


“Your past experience, huh? 
Well how many of these fuckers are out there?”  


I hesitate, not knowing if
telling him is the right or wrong thing to do.  I don’t want him to freak
him out, but I also don’t want to lie.  Resolving to be honest, I hold up
two fingers.  


“Two?”  I can’t place
the expression on his face as it contorts, letting the number sink in. 
Fear, disgust, confusion?  “Two guys before me?”


I shake my head.  “Two guys
including you.”  My heart sinks as I wait in anticipation.  I know
he’s experienced, I can tell by his sexpertise, but I was hoping he wouldn’t
see my innocence as a reason to run, and I’m afraid he’s resolving that right
now.  God, why did I tell him? 


His eyes widen as reality hits
him; my innocence now at the forefront of his mind.  “Your first being
Cole…”  I nod.  “And why aren’t you guys together still?”


“I told you already.  Our
relationship, well, there was a lot of things that happened towards the end;
things not meant for this conversation.  If you must know, I couldn’t give
him what he wanted, and I didn’t feel it was fair to him to stay in it.  I
broke up with him.  End of story.”


“And you have remained friends
ever since?  With no benefits?”


“I told you before.  I’m not
having sex with him. I don’t do that type of thing, Alex.  Obviously, I’m
not the type of girl that jumps from guy to guy.  Sex means so much more
to me.”  I cringe as I realize what I’m saying.  Shit!  I
just had a relationship talk with him.


Alex shifts, setting me next to
him on the couch.  He rests his elbows on his knees and takes his head in
his hands.  “Elyssa, I never realized how inexperienced you were when I
pursued you.  I’m sorry…I…”


“You don’t have to be
sorry.  It’s not like I said no.”  And that was the truth.  I
don’t think I could have said no.  I wanted him too much.   


Alex glances at his watch,
commenting on how late it’s getting.  I don’t want him to leave and say
just as much.  “It’s not a matter of what you want right now,
Elyssa.  I have to go home and check on my grandmother.”  Ouch! 
That was a slap in the face.  


“Okay…” I cringe, looking down at
my fingers.  He’s always leaving me.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,
right?”  He looks confused.  “I have a lunch date with Arianna, but
then I should be at the office the rest of the day.”


“Why are you meeting with
Arianna?  And why aren’t you calling her Mrs. Salerno.  She is the
CEO of the company,” he snaps.  Oh crap!  I forgot that he
doesn’t know.  No one does.  


“Calm down!  I’ve known her
my whole life.”  Geez, can I dig myself any deeper?  “My mom
and Arianna were best friends growing up.  She’s been in our family for as
long as I’ve been alive.”  As I am telling him this, Alex goes a little
pale.  I don’t understand his reaction, but don’t dare ask.  There is
so much I don’t know about him, and vice versa.  


“After my parents died and I
moved to Las Vegas, Arianna tried to help us, but Rachel didn’t want to have
anything to do with her.  I lost contact with her, but about six months
ago, she called me out of the blue and here I am.  Please, Alex, don’t
tell anyone I told you this.  This job is my chance for so much more and I
don’t want it ruined because nosey people think I’m in with the CEO.”


After I’m done with my condensed
life story, Alex is mute.  He looks beside himself with surprise, anger,
maybe even a little disgust.  But why?  After the wave of emotion
passes from his face, he stands up and walks towards the door.  I stumble
after him, completely alarmed at his response.  I don’t even know what to
say to him.


He reaches down and grasps the
door knob and turns.  “Good night, Elyssa.”  He tilts his head down
and places a kiss on my forehead.  Closing my eyes in acceptance, I hear
the door close.  He’s gone.  Tears swell in my eyes.  I was
honest with him and all he could do was call me inexperienced!   How
dare he?!   I don’t know whether to be mad or dejected.  Did I
just lose him?  


In a slow walk to the couch, I
lay down, burying my head in my arms.  I can’t even explain what just
happened.  Tears trickle down my face.  What have I done?  Why
couldn’t I just go with the flow like Bryan told me to.  I try to calm
myself, but the tears continue to stream down my face.  Shortly, they are
my only companion as I gradually fall asleep.
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Thursday, October 04, 2012


This week has been an emotional
roller coaster.  I’m strapped in, spiraling towards the ground faster and
faster as each day brings another twenty-four hours of silence from Alex. 
It’s been four days now and I’m in absolute misery.  Each day has been the
same routine; sitting, menial tasks, phone calls, meetings, and hoping to see
Alex.  I’m starting to feel pathetic, hoping that he’ll come to his senses
and sweep me off my feet.  But with each passing day, as my cravings grew
deeper, his indifference became more prevalent.  


I was utterly crushed on Monday
and Tuesday when I didn’t see him at all.  He wasn’t at work, and he never
called.  I ended up caving in and called him Tuesday.  I was
surprised he even answered.  But, he blew me off saying he was at the gym
and that he would call me later.  Did that happen?  Nope!  He
was at work on Wednesday and he at least acknowledged my existence by nodding
in my direction.  A freaking head nod, that’s all I get!


Well, it’s now Thursday and I’ve
heard nothing from him; no phone calls, no text messages, and no spontaneous
visits to my apartment.  I just don’t understand.  In the
matter of a week I went from the feeling of falling slowly into love, to
plummeting painfully to the ground.


 


Friday, October 05, 2012


“Ely, can I tell you how much I
love you?” Janice beams at me while standing next to my desk.  “Kevin
absolutely loved, loved, loved what we picked out.  It was…amazing.” 
Her large smile and glowing skin shows that she had an eventful night.  Thank
God one of us is enjoying ourselves.  


“I’m glad, Janice.”  My weak
smile and bleak tone contradict the intended jovial words.  I know I’m
going through my own taxing emotions and it’s definitely hard to match her
enthusiasm, but hey, I am trying.


“Elyssa, are you ok?” 
Janice’s look of sympathy almost sends me into a blubbering mess, but I hold
back the waterworks, trying very hard to focus on her moment of
happiness.  


“Yah, I’m fine.  Just
haven’t been sleeping well.”  Empty words wrapped into one easy
half-truth.  It doesn’t matter, anyway.  “So what did you and Kevin end
up doing?”  


Just as Janice is about to give
me a recap of her mind blowing night, our girl talk is
interrupted.  Glancing in the direction of the throaty, grumbling
disruption, I’m startled as I’m caught in the blank stare of Alex’s sky blue
eyes; the usual emotion and passion nowhere to be seen.  His normal
demeanor is gone, replaced by a stone cold, empty soul of a man.  Janice
slinks away leaving us alone.


He barely looks at me, instead
looking in the direction of Arianna’s office as he speaks.  “Ms. Hart, can
I have the audit files?  Mrs. Salerno was out this morning and wasn’t able
to send them to me.”  Ms. Hart?  Fuck you, Mr. James!  Two
can play this game.  He is so infuriating!  What did I do to him to
deserve this horrid treatment?


“Not a problem, Mr. James. 
I’ll send them right over,” I purr trying to be as sweet as I can be, choking
on them as he walks away.


Tears start to well in my eyes as
he stoutly walks away muttering his thanks.  I begin to mumble under my
breath out of frustration.  I’m sure if anyone walked by and even glanced
in my direction, I would be committed to an insane asylum.  Gathering the
information, I attach the file and attack my mouse, taking out all of my
frustration.  Slamming it against the desk, I finally send it off to
Alex.  God Damn It!  I should have known better.  I should
have known that a man that has a body made for sin wouldn’t be my knight in
shining armor.  FUCK! 


Quickly, I retreat to the
bathroom to blot my eyes.  I need to stay calm.  There is still an entire
day, and I can’t look like a train wreck.  Gripping the bathroom counter,
I try to focus on regaining my sanity by breathing slowly, in and out.  You
can do this Ely, its better that you found out about him now; before you got in
too deep.  I force a smile on my face, knowing my subconscious is
right.  Before I go back out there, I need to put on the façade I never
thought I’d have to use.  I have a big meeting with several of the
department heads, and I need to prepare.  Breathe, Ely…breathe.


I thought this meeting would be
an opportune time to set a good impression and let myself shine.  I was
looking forward to it.  But, after my brief interaction with Alex, I’m
starting to dread being around Mr. Fickle.  My heart aches as the already
present lump starts to grow in my throat.  Pull it together, Ely! 
Knowing he’ll be at the same meeting, I resolve to try and find time to talk
afterwards.  I deserve an explanation.  That’s the least he could
do.


Prior to the meeting, Janice
attempts to cheer me up by chatting with me at my desk, but unfortunately,
bitch on heels herself, Autumn, strolls in behind her.  Chatting about our
busy schedules as we head into the conference room, Janice and I sit on the
opposite side of the room, directly across from Autumn.  With my already
faltering mood, she is the last person I want to deal with.  As the room
begins to fill, I notice Alex still hasn’t arrived, and what do you know, the
only available seats are next to me and Autumn.  


Always punctual, Alex arrives to start
the meeting right on time; 1:30 p.m. on the dot.  I hate to admit it, but
I’m still affected by him, my breath hitching as he walks in the door.  Please
Alex, prove me wrong…prove to me that the past four days was a
misunderstanding.  That it was just a painful nightmare.  Choose
me.  My hopes are violently crushed after his eyes run across the room
and he strides towards the vacated seat next to Autumn.  Crash…Bang…Boom! 
Yup, you heard that right.  That was my heart crashing to the floor. 



Biting my lower lip, I try and
avoid showing any signs of my betrayed heart.  Unfortunately, my quivering
lip would be the first indicator; the second being the tears threatening to
brim my eyes.  Taking a moment for myself, I steal my eyes away from Alex
chatting quite intimately with Autumn, and try to blink my eyes dry.  Keep
it together, Ely.  Breathing in and out, I finally get my emotions
under control.  It’s only an hour and then you can get out of this
torture chamber.


Giggling, Autumn playfully pushes
against Alex’s shoulder.  Ok I know he’s not that funny.  Sexy
yes, but funny…not so much.  I swallow back the vomit rising in my
throat and continue my deep breathing as I grip the armrest of the chair for
dear life.  Alex starts the meeting shortly after Autumn’s exaggerated
laugh fest and takes the first forty-five minutes to discuss the upcoming audit
and the budget for next quarter.  


Not only are Alex and Arianna
present, but so are a few of the other Sales Managers.  Maggie spoke up,
even letting me take the floor to discuss the sales agenda for the next couple
of weeks.  But, even in my moment in the spotlight, Alex refused to even
glance in my direction.  Instead, he toyed with his pen and glanced all
around the room.  


The next item on the agenda is the
upcoming fundraiser for Alzheimer.  Of course Alex’s name would be listed
as the host for that topic on the meeting agenda.  Little does everyone
know that this is a topic near and dear to his heart.  There was a time
when I thought this knowledge meant our relationship was progressing, but
little did I know at the time, it meant nothing.


“The fundraiser is all set up for
tomorrow.  Thanks to Janice, all of the vendors have signed their
contracts.”  Alex points towards his assistant sitting next to me, who’s
ecstatic to get his recognition.   


“You’re so compassionate,
Alex.  We can only hope to raise enough money to make you
proud.”  Autumn interrupts Alex’s speech, placing her right hand on his
bicep.  Keep touching him and I will break your God damn hand! 
My eyes narrow as I boil with anger.  He appears to not be concerned with
her touch, letting her linger longer than she should.  I try to calm my
nerves, fisting my hands at my sides, as I realize I’m shaking. 


“Thank you, Autumn.  This
cause is very close to me and any money made will be generously matched by
management.”  He smiles at her and continues to discuss the events in
depth.  Her hand remains on his arm, making it even harder for me to see
straight.  Oh my God!  Finally, taking a moment to glance in
my direction, Alex must see the hurt written on my face, as he turns his chair
to move out of Autumn’s dirty grasp, before continuing.


“Thank you to everyone who
already signed up for one of the booths at the carnival.  I’ve already
volunteered to do my time at the Dunk Tank, and I’m sure everyone will be
lining up to take a crack at me when it’s my turn.  Do it while you
can.”  The room erupts in laughter.  I’d love to throw something
at him, only I’d like to do it right now.  


“There is one slot open for the
Kissing Booth.  I only need one more volunteer.”  Alex looks around
the silent room.  He further explains, “You don’t actually have to swap
spit with anyone, just a brief kiss on the cheek.”  Once again the room
starts to giggle and snicker, except for me.  Well, aren’t we just a
comedian today.  He thinks he can replace me with Autumn…well let
him.  He’ll think twice when he see’s everyone lining up to pay to kiss
me.  


In a moment of rage and partial
insanity, I raise my hand.  “I’ll do it; might as well have the single
girl volunteer.”  His eyes shoot up, meeting mine as his mouth freezes
open.  I’m sure he didn’t want me to see his reaction, the break in his
hard façade.  We can continue this game all you want, Mr. James. 
We’ll see who ends up on top.  Alex nods his head and jots down notes
before he moves onto the next topic.  I know he’s fuming inside, but he
doesn’t have a right.  He gave up that right four days ago.  Let’s
see how he likes it.  


“Finally, I need to get a general
headcount of whose attending and how many people you plan to bring.”


The room erupts, everyone talking
over each other.  Alex rushes to get everyone’s comments, taking notes as
they speak.  Being the final one to answer, Alex’s attention is completely
focused on me.  Is that what it takes?  Signing up for a kissing
booth; now I have his attention?  “Besides me, I’ve invited my sister,
her boyfriend, and now that I think of it…I think I’ll invite my good friend,
Cole.”   


Smiling sweetly at Alex, I reach
for my phone to send Cole a quick text invitation.  I’m not sure if this
is the best plan, but I know Cole will jump at the chance to see me and I
wouldn’t mind catching up with him either.  Oh, and I know it will piss
off the ever enraging, Mr. James.


Breaking eye contact, Alex runs
his hand along the back of his neck; his muscles tensing in his forearms. 
That didn’t really work in my favor as Autumn eyes him, thoroughly. 
“Well, I’m glad that everyone is as eager as I am to make this year’s event a
success.  I’ll have Janice send out an e-mail with all of the updated
information.  Make sure you’re on time for your designated booths. 
Thanks again everyone.” 


Waiting for the crowd to
disperse, Janice and I stay back.  I regret that decision the moment
Autumn comes rushing over.  Giggling like a teenager who just got high in
the bathroom, I suppress my overwhelming desire to back hand her.  


“I’m going to have to change my
panties because that man makes me wet just looking at him.”  Whore! 
“Did you see?  He didn’t pull away when I touched his arm, and yes ladies,
he’s just as hard as he looks.”  The way the word “hard” slips from her
mouth is downright disgusting.  I want to wring her neck and then tell her
that she’s a shameless whore.  And then when I’m done with her, I’d like
nothing more than to tell her what I do know about Mr. Alexander Flipping
James; about his toned physique and naked body.  But of course, all I do
is let my anger build.


Rancor courses through my veins,
making it hard to listen to Autumn’s play-by-play.  My feeling of
possession over him is ridiculous.  He ignored you.  For four
days, Ely!  How can you even feel remotely possessive over someone who’s
probably forgotten your name by now!  I have no right, but the vision
of Autumn anywhere near him makes me absurdly crazy.  Panic sets in and
I’ve reached my threshold of Autumn’s delusions.  One more word about
Alex’s anything and I think I’m going to lose it.  My breathing is ragged,
palms sweaty.  It’s a possibility that I might be having a panic attack. 
I need to get out of here.  “Excuse me…I’m not feeling well.” 
Rushing towards the exit, I notice Alex glance in my direction as I leave the
room.  


Luckily, the bathroom is
empty.  Quickly, I find a vacated stall and close the door.  Placing both
my hands on the door, I let out a suppressed sob.  Tears streaming down my
face, I can no longer cry in silence.  Soft cries continue to echo
throughout the bathroom, giving no relief to my aching heart.  Only the
sound of the restroom door opening causes me to silence my cries as I pull my
hand up to cover my mouth.  Pull it together, Ely!


“Elyssa, are you ok?”  His
sweet, empathetic voice echoes throughout the bathroom.  Alex is on the
other side of the stall, his shoes peeking from underneath the door.  I
can’t do this right now.


“Go away, Alex.  Someone’s
going to see you,” I beg.  “I know how badly your precious anonymity means
to you.”  I wouldn’t want my sorrow to be the reason he gets caught.


“Right now, I don’t care if
anyone sees me.  I need to make sure you’re okay.”


“No…but I will be.”  I sink
to the floor and hug my knees.  “I can’t be around you right now.”


“Elyssa...I…,” his voice strains,
hinting at his own discomfort.  


I can feel the dampness building,
threatening to fall from my eyes again.  “Alex, if you ever cared for
me…even in the slightest way, please leave me alone right now.”


Only the thin plastic wall
separates the two of us.  I hear a slight thump and can only picture him
resting his forehead against the door.  He whispers, “I do care I just…”


“Alex, go away!”  I sob into
my hands, unable to control the tension building in my chest.  A few
seconds pass until I hear the sound of the bathroom door opening and closing,
calming my nerves.  It takes me a few minutes, but I’m able to pull myself
up from the floor.  Who would have known that when all of this started, I
would be sitting in a bathroom stall, breaking down over a man?  You
are better than this, Ely!  The bathroom door opens and panic sets
in.  Is it too much to ask for him to leave me be?  


Autumn’s voice echoes, “Elyssa,
your 3:00 p.m. is waiting in the lobby.”  Crap, I forgot about my
meeting!


I still myself wanting Autumn to
hear nothing but a confident voice in response.  “Great, can you lead them
to Conference Room A and let them know I’ll be there in 10 minutes?”


“Alright,” she closes the
bathroom door as I exit the stall and walk over to the mirror.  My face is
blotchy and my eyes are glistening with moisture.  Grasping the counter, I
take a deep breath and close my eyes as I try and push my emotions to the back
of my mind.  Glad I brought my purse to the meeting, I take out my compact
and carefully try to mask my broken heart.


~~~~~


I thought the bathroom would have
been Alex’s last fleeting effort at communication.  But, I was
mistaken.  The entire drive home, my phone has been ringing nonstop. 
Why does he keep toying with my emotions?  It’s like a game to him. 
Like a yo-yo on a string, he keeps me wound up and just lets me fall whenever
he pleases.  Well, not anymore!  He made it perfectly clear
that he wants nothing to do with me and although I deserve an explanation, I
don’t think my heart can bear hearing his voice right now.  


I arrive home in record time.
 My first thought is to rush into my apartment, put on my pajamas, and a
watch sappy romance.  This, of course, will put me into full depression
mode for the entire weekend and at this point I don’t care.  Maybe that is
what I need.  With my life in shambles, at least I can live vicariously
through the characters of the story.  Oh what I wouldn’t give for my
life to be a romance novel right about now.  If my life had
been romantic love story, Alex would have fallen madly in love with me the
moment our eyes met at that gas station.  We would have dated, gotten
married, and had two kids.  No, instead my life is a complicated, unruly,
mess.  


I fidget with my keys,
daydreaming of how life could be as I walk sullenly towards my apartment. 
Why the fuck can’t he leave me alone?!  My heart sinks deeper with
each step.  Approaching my front door, with those damn tears threatening
again, I take a deep breath and walk past him.  I don’t acknowledge him,
for fear I may relapse and sob for everyone to hear.


“Elyssa, stop!  We need to
talk.”  His concerned look confuses and pisses me off at the same
time.  Why now?  Why does he feel the need to worry about me? 
He didn’t care then, so he shouldn’t care now!  Anger radiates inside,
leaving the pain I felt before nothing in comparison to the rage coursing through
me.  I turn to glare at him.  


“Talk?  Are you fucking
kidding me?  I’ve been trying to talk to you for four
days!   Any one of those days would have been the time to talk. 
You chose to blow me off, ignore me, and treat me like another notch on your
belt.  Oh, and then to push the knife in a little deeper, you decide to
flirt shamelessly with that bitch in front of me!”  Alex flinches as my
words cut through.  Good!  He hasn’t seen this side of me;
I’ve kept her at bay for far too long.  “So, Mr. James, your time to talk
is over and now you can go fuck yourself.”


Suddenly Alex reaches over and
pulls me into his arms.  Rage still coursing through my veins, I struggle
to free myself from his hold.  “Elyssa, I’ve…”


“No, fuck you! Let me go!” I
shout.  Pushing against his chest, Alex’s grip is too tight, refusing to
release me.  “I fucking hate you.  I can’t believe I ever even
thought for a second…”  Suddenly Alex’s mouth is covering mine, his lips
moving eagerly over my mouth, his tongue searching for a sign that I’ve given
in.  A momentary lapse of judgment causes my lips to move against his, but
only for a moment.  The pain of his rejection comes rushing back to me as
I bite down on his lip, struggling to push him back.


“Fuck!  What did you do that
for?” Alex holds his hand over his mouth and then removes his palm to check for
blood.  No such luck.  


“Stay away from me, Alex.” 
I hold out my palm to keep him at distance.  


“What do you want to do,
Elyssa?  You want to hit me?  Fucking hit me!  Get it over with
so I can finally talk to you.”  Alex screams, bringing all of my anger and
frustration from the week to the forefront of my mind.  I lunge, my hands
clench into fists as they pound against his chest, tears streaming down my
face.  


“I hate you!”  I can no
longer hide my emotions.  The pain of his rejection dripping with each
tear that falls from my swollen eyes.  “I fucking hate that you did this
to me.  I was fine before you.  Now…”  My knees buckle, but Alex
doesn’t let go.  My fists turn soft, now cradling my face as Alex holds me
tight against his chest.  


Reaching down, he replaces my
hands with his as he grips my face, forcing the kiss I’ve so desperately
wanted.  I fight the urge, but my will has been broken, my body
relinquishes the pain.  My hands reach up and fist into his hair holding
his face tight to mine; never wanting to let go.  After several minutes of
our deep, passionate kiss, he pulls away slowly, looking into my eyes before
resting his forehead against my own.


“Now that I have your attention,”
he whispers, concentrating on slowing his erratic breathing.  “What I
wanted to say is that I’m sorry…I’m sorry about so much more than the past four
days.  I know how it must appear…”


“Alex don’t…it’s too late.” 



“You have to know; I’ve been
doing nothing but think of you.”  I close my eyes, soaking in his
explanation, resting my cheek on his shoulder.  Totally ignoring me, he
better tell me more than just sorry.  I’ve been miserable, thinking the
worst, not knowing what I could have done.  No, he owes me more than
that.  


“You hurt me,” my voice breaks as
I bare my soul.  He has to know how much he hurt me; even if it means
breaking my heart again.  Tears start to gather in my eyes as I
continue.  “You’ve been so distant…I thought I did something wrong.”


Alex reaches up, pressing his
thumb against my inflamed cheek, to catch a falling tear.  “I know and I’m
sorry.  I can’t tell you how sorry I am.  I needed time to figure all
of this out.  I don’t know what I’m doing.  When you told me that I
was only the second guy….I just….I don’t know what I’m feeling or how to
control this…or what I’m supposed to do.”  Alex is scared?  “I
almost lost it at work.  Around you…I just don’t know how I’m supposed to
act.  Everyone’s going to see it.  They’re gonna know how I feel
about you and that scares the shit out of me.”


“You’re afraid of the same lame
co-workers who already spread gossip about you?”


“For fuck’s sake, it’s you. 
You scare me.”


I’m confused.  “I scare
you?”  I know it’s only been a few weeks, but I thought everything was ok,
until it wasn’t.  And now he’s telling me that I scare him?  What
kind of crap is this?


“All of this scares me.  I
don’t know how to be with you and what if I fuck up?  What if I hurt
you?  What if you hurt me?  That is where I’ve been, thinking about
you and what all of this means.  To you.  To me.  To us.”  


Just then, my neighbor walks by,
eyeing us in our awkward embrace.  I can tell by the sudden jolting
movement that he’s uncomfortable and it must be about that damn precious
anonymity he so cherishes.  


“Can I come in?” 
Reluctantly I nod and we both rise to enter my apartment.


“Why were you flirting with
Autumn in front of me?”  Trying to avoid eye contact, I peel off my jacket,
placing my purse and keys on the table near the front door.  He moves to
the couch, laying his jacket across the arm of the chair.


“I would never,” disgust piercing
through each word.  “What are you even talking about?”  He looks puzzled,
which gives me a glimmer of hope.  Maybe I was imagining her boisterous
laughter.  Nope.  Nice try, Alex.  


Walking into the kitchen, I grab
a napkin to clean my face and can’t help my boldness.  “Are you really
that dense?  You sat next to her, whispering in her ear.  You let her
practically fondle you right in front of me, at work of all places.”


Alex’s laugh echoes in my
apartment, which pisses me off even more.  Returning to the living room
with a look of utter resentment, his laughter is suddenly halted.  I don’t
trust myself with him, not right now, not after everything that’s happened, and
that is happening.  Distance is good.  Leaning against the kitchen
wall, I play with my lifeline attached to my middle finger, unable to look in
his eyes.  My body will most definitely deceive me.


“Hart, you thought I was flirting
with her?  That would never happen.  She asked me about an
account, so I told her about a meeting I had yesterday.  She found it
oddly amusing and was flirting with herself because it sure as hell wasn’t with
me.”


“You could have sat next to me,
but you chose her.  You had a choice, Alex.”  I cross my arms,
comforting and protecting myself at the same time.  


“It’s you…I would…no, I will
always pick you.  I sat next to her because I couldn’t be that close to
you and not touch you.  After four days of not being with you, it would
have been torture.”  


Pushing himself off the couch, he
is suddenly right in front of me, hands traveling urgently up the outside of my
arms taking me into a rushed embrace.  Alex trails my neck with soft
kisses, all the way up to just below my ear.  Reaching the right spot to
make me quiver needlessly, he begins to suck.  “Besides, I got to look at
the most beautiful woman during the entire meeting, even if she infuriated me
the whole time.”  


Alex stops his attack, forcing my
eyes to meet his.  Changing directions, but still attacking my neck, he
questions me about volunteering.  “Why did you sign up for the kissing
booth?  Did you mean what you said?”


Eyes closed, I can barely think
when his hands and mouth are all over me.  “About?”  


“Being single?”  Alex stops
his tantalizingly touch which spread from my neck, down to my breast, stopping
at the inside of my thighs.


Crap!  I’m so confused.  I catch myself from saying
yes, because I really do hope it’s not the case.  I tilt my head back to
avoid his glare.  “Not that I owe you an explanation, but you haven’t
talked to me all week and before that we never really established what this
is.”  Trying to show the space between us is kind of difficult when his
lips are sucking and caressing every bare inch of my skin.


“The thought of you with someone
else kills me, even in a paid kissing booth.  When you announced at the
meeting today that you were single…it took all my will power not to tell
everyone that you’re mine.  You don’t even know how dangerously close I
got.”


“Is this how you treat women that
belong to you?  If that’s the case…”  His lips once again find
my mouth; sucking on my bottom lip, nibbling slightly.  I know what he’s
trying to do…and damn it, its working.  Did I even have a chance? 


“I know I fucked up.  I’m
sure I tortured myself enough for the both of us.  I’ve imagined so many
scenarios in my head; all the different men trying to take my place while I was
off trying to get my head back on straight.  I already knew I didn’t want
to share you, but I’m just worried that my condition about keeping our
relationship hidden, is asking too much of you; that it…that I might not be
enough.”  


“Shouldn’t you let me make that
decision?”  This is what I’ve wanted from the moment I first saw
him.  So, why does this feel so scary?  “What exactly are you saying,
Alex?”


With a smile that reaches into my
soul, he stills his movement, and tilts his head back to look into my hopeful
eyes.  Hands no longer traveling my body, instead clasped together on my
lower back, he answers me with unnamed emotion.  “Well, I’m hoping you’ll
be my girl.”


“Your girl?” I repeat his word
over and over in my head.  Peering into his excited eyes, it finally sinks
in.  He wants to be with me.    


Alex places his right hand over
my heart. “My Hart,” he whispers as he rests his forehead against mine.  I
nod.  Apparently that was the signal he was waiting for.  Without
restrain he takes my willing mouth into his, hands’ traveling up my body as he
slowly teases my breasts.  


“Ahhh…Alex.”  I can’t help
the moans of sexual tension building inside me.  After the roller coaster
of emotions, we both need this release.  He doesn’t stop me when I reach up
to unbutton his shirt, sighing with relief instead.  Alex is mine and I am
his.  Revealing his defined abs, I run my hand down his smooth chest until
I’ve reach his navel.  My hands work their magic, unbuckling his belt in
record time as I open his fly; his erection fills my hand.    


“Elyssa, I want you,” he groans,
heat pouring over my lips.  That guttural sound makes my knees weak and I
continue to stroke him.


“Yes...”  With that, Alex
lifts me taking me to the couch.  Just like our first time, I straddle him
as he sits comfortably beneath me.  My brain barely processes that we’re
on the couch again, and not in my room.  But, not wanting to end this
sudden surge of gratification, I don’t say anything.


“Lift your arms,” he
demands.  Helping me out of my shirt, Alex reaches around unhooking my
bra.  “You’re perfect.”  He nuzzles my breasts slowly taking my right
nipple into his mouth torturing…licking…sucking.  I fist my hands into his
hair and start to grind against him.  “I want to be inside you,” he demands.


“Please, Alex…”  He reaches
down and unbuttons my pants, ripping them off with little help.  Reaching
in past my panties, he gently massages my clit, kissing me with more
urgency.  “Alex...” I moan as I grip his shoulders and continue to grind
against him.  The need I have for him is unrelenting.  


Abruptly, we’re pulled out of our
ecstasy.  A loud knock on the front door, rattles us both to a halt. 
We remain quiet and when we don’t hear another knock, I shrug my shoulders and
giggle slightly.  Looking back into Alex’s infatuated blue eyes, a
familiar voice starts to scream from the other side of the front door.


Bang!  Bang! 
Bang!  “Elyssa! 
I know you’re home.  I see your car.”  Fuck me!


“Who the fuck is that?” Alex
whispers, his arms tensing around me.


“It’s Cole.  If we’re quiet,
maybe he’ll leave.”  The last time I saw him we were okay, and he knows he
can’t just come barging in on my life.  I set those boundaries a long time
ago. 


“Let me answer the fucking
door.  I’ll set him straight.”  Alex attempts to get up off the couch
but I forcefully place my hands on his bare chest, pushing him into the
cushion.


“Alex, please?  Let me take
care of this.”  I kiss him on the lips, hoping that will placate him for
now, and rise from his lap.  Bang!  Bang!  Bang!  


I grab my shirt and pull on my
pants.  Instead of opening the door, I yell through it.  “What do you
want, Cole?”


“Let me in!”  His voice
sounds slurred; he’s been drinking, heavily.


“Cole, are you drunk?”


“I’ve had a couple of
drinks.  What’s the big fucking deal?  Just let me in.  I want
to see you.”  Thump!  Through the peep hole, I see Cole
resting his cheek against the door.  


“Cole, sit down.  I’m going
to call a cab.”


Like usual, he doesn’t
listen.  Instead, he starts to get belligerent, yelling even louder. 
“Ely, I can still remember how you taste.”  Are you fucking kidding
me?  Fuck my life.  He’s going to ruin everything, just when it
was getting back on track.  “Have I ever told you…you’re the best I’ve
ever had?  Even though you were a virgin….making love to you was the most
amazing…you were so tight…”


“Cole, stop it!”  I glance
at Alex, fury coursing through the veins in his neck as he searches for his
shirt.  He’s trying to get dressed and fast, which scares the shit out of
me.  I can’t let him open this door.


Alex walks towards me, gripping
the doorknob tightly.  With all my strength, I force him away and reach up
to pull his lips towards mine.  “Alex, please?  He’s drunk and I know
he doesn’t mean what he’s saying,” I whisper.


“You can’t expect me to just sit
here and listen to this bullshit.”  Alex points towards the door.  “I
fucking told you about his obsession with you.”  I don’t like seeing this
side of Alex.  This Alex scares me a little.


“Ely, are you there?”  I can
hear and feel Cole pounding on the door, as my hand rests on the doorknob,
replacing Alex’s.


“Cole, you need to go home. 
You’re drunk.”  I can’t believe he’s doing this.  After all we’ve
been through; he’s being a shitty friend.  But, even a shitty friend
deserves some compassion.  I should open the door, or at least get a cab
for him.  No, instead, I’m trying to manage both of the men in my
life.  And I’m failing miserably.


“Ely, let me come in,
please?!  I want to fuck you so badly.”  I glance backwards towards Alex,
finding him pacing in the corner of the living room.  Trying to block out
the painted picture, his hands are balled on each side of his head.  “I
love you, Elyssa Jane Hart!”  Cole’s words of adoration send Alex into a
sinking rage.  Shaking, he kneels on the floor of my living room.  I
rush to his side.


“Alex, please…just ignore
him!”  I kneel down, not knowing what to do.  I go to touch him, but
his solid blue intense glare stops me cold.  The look of fear, disgust,
and hurt all rolled into one shattered face.


“You better get rid of that
asshole before I do it my own fucking self.  Trust me Elyssa, you don’t
want me to go out there.  Fix this…fix this now!”  When I said I
didn’t like angry Alex very much, well, that was an understatement.  I
hate angry Alex.   


Not wasting a second, I rush to
the door and swing it open just in time to see Cole projectile vomiting into
the bushes next to my door.  Ugh, that is disgusting! 
Catching his breath, he realizes the door is open and smirks, trying to come at
me.  “Go home!  We aren’t together…and we never will be.  You’re
my friend, and right now, you’re being a rather shitty one.  I don’t want
to see your face.  Go home, Cole!”


“Elyssa….you are so beautiful,
even when you’re mad.  I’m sure you’re still as tight as I remember.”


In a moment of complete
embarrassment, rage takes over and I slap Cole with all of my strength,
shocking both of us.  Reaching up to grasp his cheek, he looks at me in
utter disbelief.  “Get the fuck out of here!  I never want to see you
again,” I scream, slamming the door on his devastated face.  


Quickly locking the door, I
exhale heavily resting my head against the dark wood frame.  Not having
any time to collect myself, Alex is still on the ground.  Kneeling, he
slowly removes his hands from the sides of his head as I approach him.  I
sink to the floor and take his hands into mine; a different kind of ache begins
to form in my chest, as I slowly examine his face.  His eyes, normally
exuberant, are anguished, his mouth set in a frown as he stares blankly at my
hands. 


Slowly, he lifts his face and our
eyes meet.  I’m overcome with embarrassment, knowing my baggage caused
this and wanting so much to erase this night.  This is not his problem,
and yet because of me, he’s cowering on the floor of my apartment, trying to
contain his thunderous temper.


“Alex, I’m sorry!”  This
isn’t about me, I know that, but I can’t help the tears starting to well in my
eyes.


“Elyssa, I can’t do
this...”  The slow ache in my heart is now throbbing, threatening to
explode out of my chest.  I can’t blame him for not wanting to deal with
my unresolved issues.  My mind whirls and panic sets in.  He’s
breaking up with me.  “I can’t see you go through this bullshit. 
I did it for too long with my Mom and I was too young and weak to do anything
about it.  It never ended well.”  


Tears break through, streaming
down my face.  All of the revelations tonight are crashing down on me and
I don’t know if my already weak emotions can face another.  “Alex,
don’t.  You don’t have to explain anything.”


“No, I do.  You have to know
what you’re getting yourself into.”  Resolved to listen, I nod so he can
continue.  “My whole life my dad was a horrible drunk and for years he
would beat the shit out of my mother.  I tried to protect her.  There
were several times I tried to fight him off, but I was too small.  Once
her body was riddled with cancer, it just wasn’t fun for him anymore. 
That’s when he finally stopped.  I swore to myself that I would never be
that weak again.”  He reaches up and softly pushes the tears away with his
thumb.  “I can’t and won’t sit back and do nothing.


Soft sobs now escaping, I don’t
know what to say.  Are we both too broken to be together?  “I’m so
sorry, Alex.  For this.  For everything.  I don’t want to be the
cause of any more of your pain, and understand if you don’t want to see me
anymore.”  I close my eyes and brace myself, anticipating the worst.


“What…no!  Elyssa, look at
me!  I never said I didn’t want to be with you.  Not when I just got
you back.”  When I meet his gaze, he gently strokes my cheek with the back
of his hand.  Here he is, trying to reassure me, when I can still see his
own torment.  Gently pushing the hair from my face, he continues.  “I
only said that I couldn’t sit back and do nothing.  If he comes back, I
will deal with him.” 


“He’s not usually like
this.  No, this is definitely my fault.”  I know one day I’ll have to
reveal more of the reason we broke up, not only to Alex, but possibly even to
Cole, but not right now.  Not this soon in our relationship and definitely
not right now when he’s still radiating with anger.  


Alex stands and walks towards the
window, crossing his arms as he peers out towards the lawn.  “Don’t make
excuses for him, Elyssa.  You’re not that weak.”  


I rush towards him, wrapping my
arms around him from behind, wanting nothing more than to feel him.  Our
connection was tested, but not broken.  “I’m not.  I’m sorry you had
to be here for this.”


Turning to face me, he returns my
embrace.  Wrapping his arms tightly around me, I nuzzle into his chest, as
the sound of his heartbeat calms me.  Closing my eyes, I bask in the
moment; I feel safe…cared for.  “You shouldn’t be sorry.  If he’d
gotten out of control, at least I would’ve been able to protect you.  If I
wasn’t here, you would’ve let him in.  Then what would’ve happened?” 
He tightens his embrace when I start to shudder, imagining.  I don’t think
Cole would ever hurt me, but then again I’ve not seen him this drunk for quite
some time.  Not since I broke up with him.  


“Thank you for being here.
 I know this isn’t how you imagined tonight going.”  I smile up at
him, trying so desperately to reassure him that Cole and I are over.


“Tonight isn’t over yet.” 
Slowly, he leans down, running his supple lips softly over mine, hands
traveling down my body, caressing each curve.  “I want you…but not
here.”  I frown as he releases me.  “Pack a bag; you’re coming home
with me.”


“What?”  I stand in
shock.  Okay, I know this little episode has put a damper in things, but
really?  I don’t think we have to leave my apartment.  Cole isn’t
stupid enough to come back.  If he hasn’t already started to walk home,
I’m sure he’s passed out down the street.


“I’m not leaving you here alone
in case that asshole comes back,” he glares at me, daring me to argue.


“Alex, you really don’t need to
worry about me.  Cole wouldn’t hurt me.”  But, even as I utter the
words, I know my voice deceives me, leaving out the main ingredient. 
Conviction.


“Elyssa…this isn’t up for
discussion.  I’ve seen what alcohol does to people.”  Alex shakes his
head.  I really hope this hasn’t dredged up too many painful memories from
his past.  “You’re coming with me, even if I have to throw you over my
shoulder and carry you out.”  I decide not to push him any further into
the darkness, and grab an overnight bag and start to pack.


As we leave the apartment, I
warily glance around checking for traces of where Cole may have ended up. 
Alex holds the passenger door open for me and I feel uneasy as I continue to
scan the parking lot.  The feeling of being watched rushes over me and
suddenly I feel afraid.  Not afraid for myself, but fear for Cole. 
What would Alex do to him?  


Pulling away from my apartment,
the memory of Cole’s research of Alex’s arrest and his possible violent past,
repeats in my head.  Glancing over my left shoulder, sits this amazingly
polite, beautiful, and deep man that for some reason cares for me.  At
this moment, there is not a violent bone in his body.  He only wants to
keep me safe.
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The outside lights are on,
showing the tall trees and immaculately kept bushes that line the long curved
driveway.  His house is quite intimidating.  Too much for someone his
age, but I completely understand his need to make a home for himself and his
grandmother.  I’ll never be able to understand how he’s amassed so much in
such a short amount of time.  Let’s just hope he’s as driven in his
personal life as he is in his career.  


I’m out of the car before Alex
can come around and open my door.  It’s nice that he’s always a gentleman,
but I can take care of myself.  With a pout, he accepts my outstretched
hand and leads me up the cobble stone pathway to his front door.  “You
have such a beautiful home, Alex.  I never had a chance to tell you that
before.”


“Oh…on the detour?”  A sweet
smile spreads across his lips.  The dimples that I love so much make an
appearance.  


“Yes, the detour,” I
whisper.  He remembers the little details of our beginning, which warms my
heart.  He is paying attention.  Back when I was afraid I was
nothing but a number to him, those moments meant something to the both of
us.  The pain and frustration over the past couple of weeks have been more
than worth it.  I’d do it all over again just to end up right here, right
now with him.  I literally traveled to hell and back just to have him call
me his girl and make me feel whole again.  


Leading me through the front
door, the foyer is exactly as I remember.  Beautiful, intricate sculptures
and pottery, made by his mother, rest on the oversized table lining the entry
way.  I don’t think I’ll ever get over the overwhelming feeling just
walking into his house.  Luckily my hand is still in his as he drags me
towards his kitchen.  If it wasn’t for the fact that he was pulling me
along with him, I might have stood in awe for hours, taking it all in.


We’re not alone as we enter the
kitchen.  “Alexander?”  We’re both startled, not expecting
company.  Standing in the doorway, wearing a purple floor length
nightgown, his grandmother looks ever so fragile and petite as she rubs the
sleep from her eyes.   


“Nana, what are you doing out of
bed?” Alex immediately releases me and walks towards her, tenderly reaching out
for her hand.


“I had a nightmare.  I can’t
fall back asleep.”  His face falls, wanting nothing more than to shield
her from the ugliness of the world.  Alex is strong, but there is only so
much within his power, and he knows it. 


“I’m sorry.  Come on, let’s
get you back in bed.”  He grabs her hand, trying to pull her back into the
direction of her room.


She stills.  “Are you
hungry?  I should make you a peanut butter and banana sandwich.”  I
really need to ask him about this.  This is the second time she’s
mentioned the odd meal and it must have some sort of significance.  I watched
a documentary about Elvis and remember this was his favorite food; I wonder if
there is a connection between the two.  Well, Alex is the King of my
heart.


“No, Nana.  I’m not
hungry.  Come let’s get you in bed.”


“No, Alexander.  I told you,
I couldn’t sleep.  Sing me a song, instead.”  Now I can see where
Alex gets his demanding attitude from.  She’s just as adorable as he
is when he’s being bossy.  I smirk and suppress a giggle.  There is
someone who’s able to give him a taste of his own medicine. 


“If you insist, Nana.”  Of
course he gives into her.  He glances at me nervously, asking for my
forgiveness?  Permission?  I don’t know what he wants, but whatever
it is, he has it.


“Come on Katherine, Alexander’s
going to sing for us.”  She rushes over, grabbing me by the hand leading
me in the direction of her room.  Katherine?  Alex sighs from
behind us, grabbing the guitar from the corner, as we walk down the hallway and
enter his grandmother’s sitting area.


Nana continues holding my hand,
as she leads me to the couch.  She waits in anticipation as Alex sits on
the rocking chair directly in front of us.  Her eyes light up and I see
the love and adoration she has for her grandson.  Alex looks
nervous.  Or, is he embarrassed?  Maybe he doesn’t want me here
for this.  I signal to him with my hands, pointing to myself and then
the doorway, asking if he would like me to leave.  Without hesitation, he
shakes his head.  My heart sighs, as I pat Nana’s hand, squeezing it
gently.


My attention on Nana is broken
once Alex strums the guitar.  His melodic voice starts to echo through the
sitting area as he begins singing an acoustic version of Elvis Presley’s, Can’t
Help Falling In Love.  


“I love Elvis,” Nana exclaims,
tightening her grip on my hand.  I smile at her, only taking my eyes off
Alex for a split second before returning my attention to him.  His voice
is pure, masculine and deep, yet he sings with such emotion.  His fingers
gracefully glide over the strings as he continues to croon with his eyes
tightly closed.  Drops of dew touch my hand and I realize there are tears
streaming down Nana’s face.


“Are you okay?” I whisper to her,
not wanting to interrupt Alex.  


She nods, patting my hand. 
“Just happy, dear.  We did good Katherine.  He really has grown into
an amazing man.”


I nod my head in agreement, while
Alex finishes the song.  Strumming the guitar string one last time, Alex
opens his eyes and grins.  “Alright time for bed.”


Leaning over, she kisses me on
the cheek.  “Good night, Katherine.”


“Night Nana,” I whisper as Alex
takes her by her hand.


“I’ll be right back,” Alex
murmurs, leading his grandmother into her bedroom.  


Waiting for Alex’s return, I lay
back against the cushions, my eyes fluttering shut as I’m bombarded with
emotions from the past twenty-four hours.  Starting off my day in complete
and utter dismay thinking Alex was the root of all evil, I’ve gone from
depression to utter rage, imagining ways to not only rip his head off, but
Autumn’s as well.  Then there was our showdown at my apartment.  I’ve
never yelled at anyone the way I screamed at him and yet here we are.  I’m
in my boyfriend’s house.  My boyfriend…my man.  I like the
way that sounds.  I’m in a relationship!  After so long, I
finally feel the excitement and passion that I always knew I wanted.  This
is what it feels like to fall in love.  


Alex glides back into the room,
closing the door behind him.  Walking over, his face is full of
sorrow.  His brows are creased, trying to force a smile.


“Is she asleep?”  Why is
he so upset?  He nods sinking into the couch next to me.  Leaning
over his body, he places his head in his hands.  


“Sorry we were interrupted,
again.”


“There’s nothing to be sorry
about.  It’s gratifying to see how you are with her.  At least it was
your grandmother and not one of your many exes.”  I bump his shoulder with
mine trying to lighten the mood, which seems to work as I’m rewarded with a
partial smile.  I pause, not knowing if I even want to know the answer to
the next question, “Who is Katherine?”


“Katherine’s my mother.  She
called you that a few times, didn’t she?  Sorry about that, her memory
goes in and out.  Sometimes, she doesn’t even remember who Delores is,
which has started to pose some real problems.  But, she hasn’t forgotten
me yet, but one day...”  He gazes down at his long fingers, sitting in
silence.  My heart aches for him.  I can’t even fathom how hard all
of this has been on him.  Taking care of his grandmother is one thing, but
to also contend with a debilitating disease, one that will only get worse with
time, has got to be tough.


I try to lighten the mood, taking
his hand in mine, kissing each knuckle.  “Are you a fan of peanut butter
and banana sandwiches?


He smirks. “It was my favorite
snack as a child.  As you can tell my grandmother loves Elvis, so I didn’t
really have a choice.”  He laughs, but his mood darkens with the blink of
his eyes.  “When things got bad with my Mom and Dad, when the arguing got
really bad, I would climb out my window at night and run to my grandmother’s
house.  No matter the time, day or night, she would always be there to let
me in.  She started to make me peanut butter and banana sandwiches and for
some reason, not sure why, they always made me feel better.”


Tears brim my eyes just thinking
about Alex as a small boy.  The woman lying in the next room, with
vanishing memories, was his savior.  Now I fully understand why he feels
he owes her so much.  Why Alex goes to extremes to make sure she is
comfortable and cared for.  He’s just paying her back for the love and
care she gave him.  But, Alex deserves to be cared for and taken care of,
as well.  I want to do that for him, to show him that there’s more to life
than the pain of his past.  Slowly reaching up, I grasp the back of his
neck, bringing his lips down to reach mine.  


Our kiss deepens and for a moment
I forget that we are in his grandmother’s living room, and lose myself in the
moment.  Unfortunately, my stomach doesn’t care about the aching between
my legs, deciding to speak up, and loudly at that.  The grumbling from my
belly causes Alex to break our kiss.  Pausing he glances down at my navel
and breaks into laughter.  


“Hungry?”  Although slightly
embarrassing, I’m glad that his jovial mood has returned.


“I haven’t exactly had an
appetite for the past four days.”  Alex looks pained, guilty, at my
confession.


“Well I guess I need to fix that,
don’t I?”  Standing, Alex grabs my hand and leads me towards the
kitchen.  Bringing me to the breakfast bar, Alex lifts me, placing me on a
barstool.  With a brief kiss, he heads around the counter in search of
food.  “So do you want me to cook something or would you prefer to order
in?  


“You cook?”  I don’t know
why anything he does surprises me anymore.  He nods as he leans against
the island.  “I’d love for you to cook me something.”


His face brightens. 
Clasping his hands, he rubs them together as he bites his lower lip. 
“So….do you have any cravings?”  My brows raise; his question seems
partially laced with a sexual innuendo.  Well, this is Alex we are talking
about.  Shaking his head, he smirks.  “Food…do you have any
preference in food.”  I giggle hiding my face in embarrassment.  He
knew exactly where my mind was headed, but of course for me, these thoughts are
new and seem to only appear when he’s around.


“Surprise me.”  


Alex gets to work, grabbing
chicken, cilantro, green onions, and an array of other items from the
fridge.  Dashing around the kitchen, Alex seems to be in a dozen places
all at the same time.  Pulling pans from the upper rack and grabbing
cooking tongs from the drawer inside the island, bending and stretching his
body, he is giving me images to fantasize about later.  I’m practically
salivating before he even begins to make the food.  My eyes are completely
fixated on the way he moves and how his forearms flex as he cuts the vegetables
with pure precision.  I could watch him for hours.  “Is there
anything I can do to help?”  Besides sit here and feel like a complete
stalker.


He looks up without breaking his
concentration, grabbing an onion he begins to chop.  “No, just sit there
and look beautiful.”  


I blush, “Well, I feel like I’m
not bringing anything to the table.  You’re making dinner.  How am I
to repay you?”  I bite my lip as I tease him, trying to break his
concentration.


“Oh, I can think of a few ways
you can repay me.”  He’s easily distracted as his mind is always focused
on one thing.  I grin and shake my head.


“So, who taught you to cook
anyways?  Some ex-girlfriend of yours?”   Of course I’m curious
to know any little detail about him, but really hope this skill was self taught
rather than acquired from a woman he’s been intimate with.  Irritated with
myself for asking, I’m not sure where this obsessive need to compete with the
unknown came from, but it’s kind of annoying.


“My grandmother.”  Still
chopping he glances up checking for my reaction.  I smile, reassuring him
that I think it’s adorable that he’s learned so much from her.  And,
relieved my inner turmoil has been put to bay.  I’m starting to have a
deeper understanding of the profound affect she’s had on him.  I like
imagining Alex as a boy with his unruly hair, standing in the kitchen with his
grandmother, using a step stool, chopping vegetables and learning how to
scramble his first egg.


Alex divvies out the food on two
elegant, square white plates and carries them around, placing them on the
counter as he sits next to me.  Grabbing his fork, Alex readies a small
bite and brings it up to my mouth, urging me to try.  My eyes flutter as I
savor each morsel and moan with appreciation.  “Oh my God, Alex…”  As
my eyes open, Alex’s face is frozen with a look of shock.  “What?” 
My face flushes.


Leaning over he whispers, “Keep
making noises like that and you’ll continue to go hungry.”  His hand
traveling up my thigh as he places a sweet kiss against the nape of my neck
which brings my other cravings to the forefront of my mind.  Alex must see
the desirous look in my eyes, kissing my lips he adds, “Now eat up. 
You’re going to need your stamina.”  


Diving in, I can see many more
meals in our future.  Although simple, the chicken stir fry is addicting
and I can’t get enough.  He’s talented in so many ways.  Practically
licking my plate clean, I’m done in record time with Alex finishing shortly
after me.  He eyes my plate before clearing them, placing them in the dish
washer.  


“Thank you for dinner, Alex,” I
say adoringly, resting my head in my hands.  


“You’re welcome.” 
Sauntering over, he stalks me like I’m his prey; his gaze intense, lips perking
up in a slight smirk.  Swiveling the seat to face him as he approaches,
Alex places his hands on my knees, guiding my legs apart.  Placing a soft
kiss on my lips, he wraps his arms around me.  “I like having you
here.”  Nuzzling into my neck, Alex breaths me in and holds me.  


“I like being here.  I’d be
happy anywhere as long as I’m with you.”  Wrapping my arms around his
neck, we remain entwined with one another, enjoying the moment.  “You
asked me earlier if I was craving anything...” Looking up biting my lip, a
devilish smile spreads across his face as he registers what I’m asking for.


“You can’t say it, can
you?”  Rubbing his fingers over my lips gently, I pout, kissing the pads
of his fingers.  “Tell me Elyssa, what are you craving?”


Looking towards the ceiling I
exaggerate being deep in thought, raising my finger to my lip.  “Well he’s
about six foot two, eyes as blue as the heavens he fell from, with a body that
makes me forget my name.”  He chuckles as he brings me in closer, nuzzling
into my neck.  As I wrap my arms around him, Alex lifts me and carries me
down the hall.  Pushing the door open with his foot, he carries me over
the threshold, into his bedroom.  


Placing me on the edge of his
bed, Alex goes back to lock the door.  Lying against the black silk of his
comforter I stretch my body, running my fingers over the smooth material. 
I can feel Alex’s eyes on me as I prop myself up on my elbows, taking him in as
he saunters back towards me.  Giving me a show, he starts to unbutton his
shirt, his fingers moving too slow for my liking. Abs flexing, he drops his
shirt to the floor the moment he reaches the edge of the bed.  With a
devilish grin, he grabs my thighs, pulling me towards him.  I giggle as my
body slides across the top of his bed with ease.


Pulling me into a sitting
position, he grabs the hem of my shirt, lifting the material above my head,
discarding it to the floor.  His fire blue eyes examine my body, raking
over my face, my breasts, my navel, right down to my toes.  Reaching down,
he caresses my breasts through the silky material of my bra, pausing to lean
down and kiss me feverishly before pushing me back towards the bed. 
Climbing on top, he blankets my body with soft kisses starting at my navel,
working his way up towards my breasts, stopping to tease my nipples.  His
tongue feels like silk, slowly licking and teasing each inch of me.  I
want him!  I want to feel every inch of him.


Continuing his torturous pace, he
places delicate kisses on my clavicle and grazes my jaw lightly with his
lips.  “Do you want me, Elyssa?” he whispers in my ear; the words speaking
directly to the ache between my thighs.  I nod, words fail me.


“I need you to say it.”  His
voice is calm as his hands continue to explore my body.  “Say it…say you
want me.”  His eyes meeting mine for a moment before he continues to run
his tongue against the nape of my neck.


“You know I do Alex…” I
practically moan the words.


“That’s not good enough.” 
Sitting up, Alex kneels between my legs, no longer touching or kissing
me.  “You’re gonna have to tell me what you want.”


With a pout I once again prop
myself up on my elbows.  “That’s not fair.”  Time to take matters
into my own hands.  Reaching forward, I run my fingers over the zipper
of his pants, rubbing against his growing erection.  Grabbing my wrist,
Alex stops me before I’m able to unbuckle his belt.  “Alex, please….I need
you.”  I blush at thought of having to shout off sexual orders to
him.  He has to know how much I want him and only him.  


With my words Alex reaches down
to unbutton his fly and discards his pants and boxer briefs in one swift
movement.  Kneeling between my legs, I take in his image.  My breath
hitches.  He’s exposed and although we’ve been intimate before, this is
the first time I’ve seen him completely naked.  My eyes travel from his
chest, past his abs, to his very prominent sex lines.


My eyes linger on his fully erect
member.  The words escape my mouth before I can even comprehend what I’m
saying.  “I want you….so much, Alex.  Please…” I beg, before biting
my lips, squeezing my legs together to suppress the urge to satisfy my own
aching need


I sit up reaching as I greedily
wrap both of my hands around his shaft.  His eyes close as I slowly start
to massage him.  Shortly after, his hips begin to move in unison with my
hands.  “Fuck, Elyssa…” a growl escapes his lips before he pushes me back
down to the mattress, breaking my grip.  Reaching down, he rips off my
pants, along with my panties, discarding them to the side of the bed. 
Lifting me, Alex reaches behind, unclasping my bra to expose my swollen
breasts.  “You are so perfect…”


Reaching between my legs, I
position him for entry.  With one thrust, Alex is inside me; where he
belongs.  Continuing his slow and steady movement, he penetrates me over
and over again, as his tongue tortures each nipple.  With my hands
gripping his tousled hair, I moan with pleasure.   


“Harder…please,” I breathe,
feeling his smile as his tongue continues to explore my body.  


The pounding quickens at my
request, feeling him push against me harder and harder.  Lifting my left
leg, Alex places it on his shoulder as he pushes deeper into me.  Oh my
God!  The pressure builds inside as I open my eyes to look into his,
wanting to see and feel his passion.


“Don’t stop,” I yell out, as I
reach up holding onto the comforter for dear life.    


“Elyssa…” Alex screams as we both
climax together.  His grinding slowly comes to a halt as he lowers my leg,
not letting go of our connection.  I wince as he pulls out of me and rolls
over onto his back, both of our breathing erratic as we bask in post-coital
bliss.  I’ve never been able to climax the way I have with Alex.  He
appears to be my exception.  Sex with him is other worldly; I’m officially
addicted.  I continue to lie still as small aftershocks continue to riddle
my body.


Turning on his side, Alex props
himself playfully onto his elbow, resting his hand on my belly.  “Are you
ok?”


Fully satisfied, my eyes remain
closed as he gently caresses my skin.  “I’m more than okay.”  His
hand continues to lazily graze over my navel as we lay side by side, not saying
a word.  It’s such a comfortable feeling, knowing we’re blissfully
sated.  I don’t think anyone or anything could bring me down from this
high.


“Can I ask you something?”  Okay,
he’s stealing my lines now?  This can’t be good.


“Of course, anything.” 
Although there are things in my past I don’t want to talk about, with Alex I’m
an open book and he’s free to peruse.  


“When was the last time you slept
with Cole?”  I guess I was wrong about nothing being able to bring me down
from my high.  Why, why, why does he have to bring up Cole? 
Especially after the past few hours?


I open my eyes in shock, glancing
in his direction.  “You really want to have this conversation now?”  


“Yes, I need to know.  The
things he was saying at your doorstep…I just…I need to know.”


I turn on my side to face
him.  “Alex, it’s been years.”  Playfully poking him in the nose, I
try to lighten the mood.  I can’t imagine Alex feeling self conscious or
ever feeling that Cole is anything close to competition.  “But, if you
must know, being with Cole was nothing like this.”


He contemplates what I’ve said,
letting the reality set in.  “I just need to know that you prefer me over
him.”


“I’d prefer you over
anyone.”  I reach over to caress his face and place an indulgent kiss on
his chest.  


He wraps his arm around me
pulling me closer, exhaling with relief.  “Being with you makes me forget
everything and I guess that’s what scares me.  I forget about all the
bullshit at work, I forget who we are outside of these four walls.  My
priorities have shifted and now, you are becoming one of them.”  I’m
his own personal Red Rock.  


“We’ll figure it out…”


“I can’t lose you.  Not
now…”


“I’m here.”  I nuzzle into
his chest as exhaustion takes over, bringing slumber to the both of us.


 


Saturday, October 6, 2012


It’s hard to tell if I’m still
dreaming as I wake next to the man I’m close to falling in love with. 
He’s stretched out on his stomach, his arm slung over my breasts, his breath
blowing lightly on the nape of my neck.  My body aches and I desperately
need to stretch, but I don’t want to wake him.  Instead, I lay and stare
at him, breathing in this beautiful disaster of a man that is now officially
mine.  His disheveled hair is the only remnants from our night together;
he looks flawless.  His full lips are in a perfect pout, ready for a
morning kiss.  I can’t resist and lean over and brush my lips against
his.  


Stirring, he turns on his back
and pulls me into a closer embrace, but remains sound asleep.  With my
head resting against his rising and falling chest, I’m finally able to take in
his room.  The room is, of course, neat and organized, but there is an
unexpected serenity.  The vibrant purple and red paintings that frame his
walls contrast nicely with the different shades of white, grey, and black
furnishings.  Towards the far end of the room sits a modern white couch
and a matching chair which faces four large windows, allowing a spectacular view
of the mountains.  


Returning my focus back to Alex’s
naked body, I fully imagine waking up like this every day.  I can
practically learn anatomy just from looking at the lines of his chest,
shoulders, and his lat muscles.  It’s definitely beneficial to fall asleep
next to him after sex.  My hungry eyes travel from his beautiful face,
down his muscular physique, stopping as I focus on my hands lying over his
heart.  My heart.


All this lingering has awaken my
desire and I can’t resist testing if Alex is a morning person.  My hand
travels down his body to his happy trail, softly tracing his sex lines, holding
back the temptation to explore his nether regions with my mouth. 
Responding to my touch, Alex stirs rubbing his growing erection against my hip. 
Looking up, I realize he’s awake, a smile spreading across his beautiful
lips.  I lean up and kiss his dimples, blushing at getting caught.


“Morning, my Hart.”  I
love it when he calls me that.  He makes me feel cherished. 
“What trouble are you getting yourself into?” he says coyly as he rubs his
eyes.


“Exploring a little bit,” I smile
innocently at him.


”Did you find anything of
interest?” he says, playfully rubbing his hips against me.


“I found a small…little…something…of
possible interest,” I tease, batting my eyes.


“Little?”  Pouting,
pretending to have a wounded ego, he glances down at his full erection. 
“You’ve cut me to the core, Ms. Hart!”  


“Let me make it up to you, Mr.
James.”  I slide down, kissing every inch of his hard body, until I’m able
to take him into my mouth.  He barely fits, but I’m always up for a
challenge.  I hold onto his shaft, while gently sucking and stroking
him.  


“Ahhh…Elyssa…slow down.” 
What he says and what he wants is evident, his hands are in my hair, gently
guiding me at a steady pace.  I look up his body, through my lashes, still
sucking hard.  His head is tilted back slightly, mouth parted.  I
remove him from my mouth and slowly lick his shaft, traveling all the way up to
the tip and back down.  I peek up at him, this time his head is tilted
forward, watching me.  Taking him back into my mouth, I continue the
torture of sucking and stroking.  I never knew how much fun and hot this
could be.


“God Elyssa…” he groans. 
“Stop, I don’t want to come in your mouth.”  He reaches down and gently
lifts my body so I’m straddling him.  I lean down to meet his awaiting
mouth, sucking his bottom lip as he groans loudly.  “I want you on
top.  I want to watch you.”  I position him for entry and gradually
ease myself down, my mouth parting as our bodies engage.  


My hips roll expeditiously, but
Alex has another idea.  “Slow, Elyssa.  I don’t want to be the only
one that comes.”  Placing his hands on each side of my waist, we move slow
and together.  


His gaze is hypnotizing and I
grin salaciously at the thought of Alex coming undone between my thighs. 
I continue to rise and fall at an unhurried pace, enjoying each movement,
taking in the sight of him underneath me.  Reaching up, his hands slowly
tease my nipples, tugging them ever so slightly, leaving me panting, wanting
more.  Without losing our connection, he sits up and takes one into his
mouth while cupping the other with his hand. 


Tension develops as my climax
slowly builds with each brush of his tongue.  Wanting the feeling of him
on my mouth, I move my hands from his hair and tug his relentless mouth from my
breast, kissing him with force.  Our tongues tangle as my body quickens,
ready for release.  Picking up my pace, I continue to roll back and forth
as my fingers dig into the back of his shoulders.


“I’m going to come,” he grumbles,
filling my body with warmth we both climax as I scream out his name.  My
breathing is erratic as I slump down on top of him.  Barely able to move,
I pull him out of me, loving the soreness that his body brings.  A
constant reminder of where’s he’s been and what we’ve done together.  


“That was some wake up call,” he
says smoothly.  Stroking my back, he holds me against him.  “As much as
I want to lie in bed with you all day, we need to get up and shower.”  A
shower with Alex might just be what I need.  After the past four days, I
don’t want to let him out of my sight.  Cradling me in his arms, Alex
rises from the bed carrying me to the adjoined bathroom.


~~~~~


Wrapped in a fluffy towel, I
glance in the mirror and can’t hide my enthusiasm.  Weeks ago, Alex was
nothing but a hope and erotic dream; now he is my reality.  I ogle my man,
grinning from ear to ear, as he stands gloriously naked, drying himself off
with a light blue towel.  Lucky towel!  His biceps flex as he
rubs the cloth over every inch of his body, teasing me.  Screw the
towel, I’m one lucky girl.  


It’s almost too good to be
true.  After last night and then this morning, I don’t want any of it to
end.  Problem is in a few hours we will be back in reality at the
fundraiser; a reality where Alex is the V.P. and I am just another
subordinate.  With no emotions, no affection, no connection.  After
claiming one another, can we go on pretending to mean nothing?  Before I
was just disappointed that we couldn’t arrive together, but now…now that he
belongs to me, it pains me to know that my claim only exists in the confines of
our own hearts.  My insecurities are starting to surface and I’m trying to
not be that type of girl.  


“We’ll have to go and get my
car.”  I mutter as I finish drying off.  I can tell he wasn’t
expecting my odd comment and my sudden bleak mood.  


With a look of confusion, Alex
asks, “Why?”  His hair is still damp and small droplets fall on his
muscular shoulders.  It’s hard for me to concentrate, and answer his
question, while he’s naked and wet standing in front of me; regardless of the
no nonsense look on his face.  


“The fundraiser, remember? 
We can’t arrive together.”  I sulk as I wrap my towel tighter around
me.  Will it always be this way?  Will we always have to be a
secret?  Or, will one of us have to make sacrifices to be together? 
Would he ever ask me to give up my career at SHI, or for that matter, could I
give up my career for him?  Unfortunately, there’s always a lingering
feeling of dread that our relationship really isn’t a relationship, if no one
else knows.  


My mind automatically fixates on
the conference room and Autumn’s dirty little paws all over him. 
Jealously builds and I fight back the tears of frustration at the thought of
Autumn trying to continue pursuing him; never knowing that he’s already spoken
for.  Frowning, my attention is brought back to my reflection in the
mirror and I don’t like what I see.  First the insecurities and now the
jealousy?  Snap out of it!


Alex comes behind me and starts
to towel dry my hair.  “Why are you upset?”  I close my eyes,
relishing the feeling of his fingers as they massage my scalp through the
cotton material.  


I didn’t realize that he was so
perceptive.  “Just thinking,” I whisper, trying to hide my internal
conflicts, while faking a slight smile.


“About?” he questions as the
strokes of the towel come to a halt.  Opening my eyes, I detect the
fluster in his reflection.


“About us.  I’m just trying
to figure out how all of this is supposed to work.  There’s always going
to be other women, Alex…they’re never going to know…”  I nervously start
toying with the counter top; tracing the lines of the marble with my index
finger as I avoid his gaze.  Alex releases the towel, letting it fall to
the bathroom floor.


“Hey, quit it!”  Turning me
around he places his finger under my chin to tilt my face up.  Looking
directly in my now watering eyes, he says tenderly, “We will figure this out
okay?  I don’t want you worrying about these things.  We are
together.  We know that, right?”  I nod.  “What everyone
else knows or thinks doesn’t matter.”  If it doesn’t matter then why
does it bother me so much?


Fussing with his towel, I can’t
help but pout.  “You’re not the one that has to sit back and watch women
constantly throw themselves at you.” 


“Women, huh?  And who are
these so-called women?” he says, deadpan.


“Autumn, for example; she’s after
you, Alex.  She practically rapes you with her eyes every chance she gets
and then sneaks in moments to touch you.  Then I get to hear a
play-by-play of what she wants you to do to her.”  I can’t help it; in
this moment I truly am a green eyed monster.  “You have no idea how
infuriating it is to listen to her constants chatter about what would happen if
she got you alone.”  Just the thought makes me sick with rage.


“Elyssa…in my heart I am
taken.  I’m not seeing anyone else and I don’t intend to.  As for
Autumn, she’s dull and slutty and even without you walking into my life, she
never had a chance.”  The corners of my mouth turn up slightly, as I tilt
my head and look into his eyes.  “You have nothing to be jealous of. 
Besides, I’m the one that had to listen to your ex yell to the world about how
you were the best he ever had.”  I blush at the memory of last night’s
avoided confrontation between Alex and Cole.  “About that…you sure there
is nothing I need to know?”


“I’ve told you before; there is
no relationship with him.  We haven’t been together for years.” 
Crap, I need him to trust me, about as much as I need him to stop prying. 
It’s like he knows I’m keeping something from him.  You are keeping a
secret from him, Ely.  You will have to tell him, someday.  Today
is not the day, damn it! 


“I still can’t get what he said
last night out of my head.”  Still in front of me, it’s his turn to show
his insecurities.  To me, worrying about Cole is so farfetched; he holds
nothing in comparison to Alex.  But, for Alex it’s just too close.  


“Alex…in my heart…I am
taken.  When I tell you nothing is going on, I expect you to believe
me.  I’ve fallen for you.  There are reasons why I choose to keep
Cole in my life; we’ve been through a lot.  But, what I felt for Cole is
nothing in comparison to what I feel for you.  That should be enough
reassurance for you.”


Lust returns to Alex’s gaze; his
eyes traveling from my face to my breasts where my towel is securely
tucked.  “Who’s better ?”


“Better?”  I’m
confused.  Where’s he going with this?


“Yes.”  His fingers travel
up my thighs, gently raising the edge of the towel, as his fingers reach the
apex of my thighs.  I gasp.  “Is he better than me here?”  His
index finger and middle finger gradually enter me.  Grasping his shoulder,
I try steadying myself, as my knees begin to tremble.


“No,” I mumble, breath shallow.


“No, what?”  His fingers
continue to go in and out, as his thumb begins to massage my clit.


“No, Alex, he’s not better than
you…there,” I choke out the words, barely able to speak.  Suddenly, his
fingers retreat and I’m being lifted so my butt rests on the edge of the
bathroom counter.  


“Is he better than me
here?”  The same two fingers graze over my lips as I pucker and kiss them,
which flames the apex of my thighs.   


“No,” my lips quirk up.  He’s
such a tease.


“No, what?”


I moan.  “No, Alex, he
isn’t…”


As I sit on the counter with Alex
between my legs, he reaches down with his mouth removing the corner of towel
tucked into the cleavage of my breasts.  His hungry eyes travel down my
naked body.  “Fuck. You. Are. Perfect.”  The wetness growing between
my legs seeps out as Alex continues his relentless assault on my aching core.


“Oops,” I bring my hand up to my
mouth and smirk, as I playfully reach down, removing the towel tucked at Alex’s
waist.  My fingers wrap around his shaft, tugging gently, bringing his
hips closer to mine.  Looking into his crystal blue eyes, I have to have
him.  “I want you inside me.” 


“You and your…need…mmm….” 
He positions himself and pushes into me.  My head falls back, resting
against the mirror behind me.  Alex continues hard, pounding thrusts,
filling me.  Once again my climax builds quickly, my head dancing in the
clouds.  I can’t get over this feeling, nor would I want to get rid of it
in a hundred years.


I love this too much. 
“Harder please!” I beg.  


Gripping my waist, Alex pushes
harder, going deeper inside.  “Oh my God!” I yell as I climax.  Alex
continues to move with such velocity that I fear he might break me in
half.  Unexpectedly, Alex lifts me off the counter, but I never touch the
ground.


“Reach behind and grab the
counter, I’m going to flip you around.”  I do as I’m told and place my
hands on the edge of the counter in the same moment that Alex moves my hips so
that he’s behind me.  Still inside, he continues thrusting harder and
harder against my behind.  He reaches around to hold my belly with his
left hand, keeping me even closer.  The reflection of Alex taking me from
behind is sexy as hell.  His eyes fasten on mine as he continues his
relentless movement.  I close my eyes as I feel myself reaching a climax
again.  I’m about to shatter.


“Open your eyes, Elyssa.  I
want you to watch us.”  


Listening to anything Alex
demands, my eyes shoot open.  I grasp the counter as his movements
accelerate.  I watch the reflection in the mirror, as he aggressively
attacks me from behind.  “Do you like this, Elyssa?” he breathes.


“Yes!  Please…don’t stop!” I
moan, almost closing my eyes.  Remembering his earlier demands, I open
them wide as tremors take over my body, climaxing again.  “Alex!!!” I
scream, letting out the most gut wrenching sound.


He groans as his movements subdue
and I feel him rest his forehead on the nape of my neck, placing one soft
kiss.  My legs feel like jelly as Alex pulls out of me, leaving me resting
against the counter.  Reaching down for his towel, he comes up looking
sexier than ever.  After wrapping the towel around his waist, he turns me
around and kisses me tenderly on the lips, making every inch of my skin
tingle.  I don’t think I can move.


“Get dressed.  I want to
take you to breakfast,” he can hardly contain his joy; his grin matching
mine.  


In less than five hours we will
have to deal with reality, closing off our emotions to the rest of the
world.  I can’t imagine a better way to start our morning then with the
comfort of food and the serenity I feel when I’m with him.
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“Elyssa!” Janice
shouts, bounding towards me the moment my feet touch the SHI grounds. 
Looking at her, I can tell she's frazzled with all the excitement, but yet
still extremely buoyant.  For her, this is the life; her happiness. 
And because I’ve had an unbelievable morning, I can’t help but share in her
joy.  Her excitement has more to do with the pride of her accomplishments,
and not the hours of sexual indulgence I’ve just been privy to.  But
regardless, we’re both happy.


Janice brushes
her forehead with the back of her hand, feigning exhaustion.  “Thank
goodness you’re here.”


Finally able to
look past her goofy grin, I'm speechless when I get the chance to look
around.  The SHI grounds look ethereal with the main entrance lined with
large bouquets of white balloons shaped into an angelic archway.  Starting
up the walkway, which normally encircles a large patch of grass, I'm entranced
by the dozen or so white gossamer tents lining the outer walkway, covering a
makeshift dance floor.


“Janice, this
place looks wonderful!  You guys really did an amazing job putting all
this together.”


A billow of
hickory smoke can be seen in the distance and the air is filled with heavenly
scents; a mixture of curry, garlic, and grilled chicken lingers as I link my
arm through hers, as we make our way up the inclined path.  "You look
like you need to talk.  What’s up?”


“Oh, you know;
the usual…Autumn.  If I have to hear her complain one more time…I’m going
to scream.”


I sigh.  “What is she
complaining about now?”  I know she doesn’t like to cause any trouble, so
for Janice to want to air her frustrations, instead of keeping them bottled up,
I’m all for it.  I could care less about Autumn.  


“What is she not
complaining about?  First, it was that Mr. James wasn’t here yet. 
Then when he did arrive, she used all of her coercion tactics to sway him to
her booth.”  What!  She was trying to get Alex to buy a kiss from
her?  Over my dead body!  “Of course it didn’t work; I honestly
don’t know why she even tries.”  Semi-crisis averted.


“Ever since she stepped foot in
the kissing booth, there’s been complaint after complaint about the guys coming
up to her.  Seriously, what did she think…that every guy would be some
Abercrombie and Fitch model?”  I giggle.  Always being so sweet and
timid, when Janice kicks it up a notch with her sarcasm, it’s downright funny.


Even through the bitchfest, I’m
thankful Janice found me the moment I arrived.  Forgetting the map of the grounds at home, it would have taken me a
while to navigate the maze of vendors and games without her.  I
fully intended on grabbing it after Alex dropped me off at my apartment, but
our kiss goodbye left me partially dizzy and unable to think clearly.  At
least that’s the excuse I’m going with.  


“Alright, alright, you can stop
laughing at me.  I promise, no more complaining.  So, you don’t have
to report to the kissing booth for another thirty minutes, what do you want to
do?”  


The upbeat music in the
background pulls my attention in the direction of the makeshift dance floor
underneath the large white canopy.  My eyes light up and with a devilish
grin, I pull Janice towards the music.  “Oh no, Elyssa.  I can’t dance.” 
With her feet firmly planted, Janice shakes her head continuously.  I
refuse to listen to her, dragging her until we’re standing directly in the
middle of the hustle and bustle.  It feels good under the canopy, barely
able to tell it’s the beginning of fall.  The mister system paired with
fans and the overcast sky makes the event less unbearable.


“Come on Janice, live a
little.”  Grabbing her hands, I shake her torso to and fro.  A large
smile spreads across her lips as we both move in unison.  An elderly
couple brushes against us, dancing with their hands intertwined, swaying. 
The music is more modern, but that doesn’t stop the happy couple from enjoying
their time together.  Watching them, I feel a little jealous that their
relationship doesn’t have to be so private.  I want nothing more than to
go and grab Alex, and enjoy the simple pleasures in life; like simply dancing
at a fundraiser…his fundraiser.


The thrill of the crowd must be
catching up with Janice.  It’s nice to see her let loose, jumping around,
hands in the air, eyes closed.  Raising my own arms, I roll my hips, and
bounce along side of her to the beat.  As Alex finally comes into view, my
attention is diverted from the pounding beat, stilling my excited body.  Staring in our direction, I’m too far away to see his
facial expression, but hopefully he can still appreciate the movement of my
body. 


Grabbing my arm, Janice pulls me
towards the event center; towards Alex.  “Come on.  I need to go
check on things.”  


Alex is standing next to a large
plastic booth partially filled with water, silently waiting his turn for
torture.  A small seat sits just above the water level where he’ll be
perched for my viewing pleasure.  But, as
we approach, I realize I’m still trying to reign in the jealousy that’s been
building all morning.  It’s understandable that women find him
attractive, but in his half naked form, they’ll do a lot more than just admire
his beautiful face and svelte body.  No, they’ll have the building blocks
of their own sexual fantasy, starring my boyfriend.  I cringe at
the thought.  I’ve never known what it felt like to be jealous, or even
possessive.  Of course, that was until I let Alex into my heart.  


“Oh my, is that Arianna?” Janice
pauses, standing with her head tilted.  Taking my eyes in yet another
direction, I catch Arianna and Alex talking quite animatedly, and notice there
is something off about her.  Out of character, she’s wearing a simple
eggshell colored sundress scattered with tiny pink and beige flowers, paired
with cream colored wedge sandals.  The dress is cute, but because it only
reaches her mid-thigh, I can’t help but notice it’s much younger and
lighthearted than her normal business attire.  Shrugging her shoulders,
Janice continues to pull me towards the dunk booth just as Arianna walks off
towards the event center, fanning herself.


“Hello, Mr. James,” I greet Alex,
as Janice rushes to grab her clip board behind the small structure with extra
large red lips made out of cardboard.  I guess I didn’t need that map
after all to find my station.  It’s not hard to miss and it’s directly
across from Alex.  Even better.


“Hello, Ms. Hart,” his dimples
prominent as his lips curls into a smile.  His blue eyes are mesmerizing
as they sparkle in the afternoon sun.  The wonderment
in his eyes as they travel over my body, noticing my change in wardrobe, gives
me goose bumps.  That's right.  Take it all in, Mr. James. 
My simple white fitted halter dress accentuates my curves and shows just the
right amount of skin without being too risqué.  The milky cotton material
contrasts quite nicely with my summer tan.  


“Did you just arrive?”  An
odd question, but I’ll go along with it.  Janice returns just as Alex
finishes his question, skimming his teeth over his barely parted lips.  HOT!


“I haven’t been here long. 
I had a very enjoyable morning with my boyfriend.  He took me out
to breakfast, so I got here a little later than I originally planned.”


“Really?” Alex’s brows raise, “I
didn’t know you had a boyfriend.  In the meeting yesterday you mentioned
that you were single when you signed up for the kissing booth.  I’m sure
your boyfriend wasn’t too happy about that.”


Glancing at Janice, she seems to
be none the wiser about our friendly conversation; just a simple discussion
between two co-workers, learning small details about each other’s lives. 
“It’s a new relationship.  He wasn’t too excited when he found out, but he
knows how I feel about him.  In my heart, I’m taken, so I guess that’s all
that matters.”  My face flushes and Alex and I stand, staring at one
another, taking in the moment.


“Elyssa, don’t forget you’re due
at your booth in fifteen minutes.  I’ll check on you both later, I have to
go inside the event center.  Someone said they’re running out of
pamphlets.  Thanks for the dance, El, it was fun.”  She waves,
running towards the double doors. 


Abandoned, my attention returns
to Alex.  His eyes thoroughly examining my body, head to toe. “God, you
really shouldn’t be allowed to where that in public, you’re boyfriend
may be extremely jealous and not like all of the attention you’re
getting.  Especially with hundreds of men lined up to kiss you.”


Glancing down at my dress, I
shrug.  “Should I go take it off?  I’m sure I’d raise way more money
naked,” I tease, biting my lip as I graze my finger along my bust line.


Alex rolls his eyes, his mouth
set in a stern line.  “I really wish you wouldn’t have signed up for that
damn booth.”


“Technically it’s my boyfriend’s
fault I signed up in the first place.  I did it out of duress.”  He
basically let Autumn fondle him right in front of me, what type of reaction did
he expect?  


A growl escapes his throat as he
inches his way forward, stopping just before he gets too intimately
close.  Leaning in he whispers, “So you’re saying it’s my fault that my girlfriend
signed up to kiss a bunch of strangers?”  I nod as Alex raises his
brows.  His girlfriend…I don’t think I’ll ever get used to him saying
that.  “Just don’t fall in love with any of those assholes.”


“I’ll try,” I smile sweetly at
him.  He has to know how impossible it would be to fall in love with
anyone while he consumes so much of my heart.  There’s no space for anyone
else. 


“You really do look beautiful,”
Alex breathes, taking a step back.


I blush.  “As do you.” 
I eye him slowly, remembering our sexcapades from this morning.  


“It’s a good thing that we’re in
public because all I want to do is lift that tiny thing you call a dress and
take you from behind.  Especially after the show you just put on for
me.”  My breath hitches, as Alex puts his hands inside the pockets of his
board shorts; most likely to hide his own arousal.  


“I was wondering if you were
watching me dance.  I was thinking about you the whole time.”  Being
near him, and not being able to touch…the abstinence is driving me crazy. 
All I want to do is wrap my arms around him and lose myself.  Fighting the
urge to touch him, to show affection, to simply show the world that he’s mine
is literally tearing me in two.  


“Of course I was watching. 
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from you.”  His sweet words make my heart
flutter.   So why can’t I shake the ominous feeling this is how our
relationship will always be?  We’ll always have the mild flirtations and
inside jokes when were not alone, leaving the intense passion for behind closed
doors.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep the two separated. 
“Hey, what’s wrong?”  Always so perceptive.


“Alex….I can’t help but
feel…”  Alex’s facial expression changes immediately; concern to utter
disbelief.  About to look over my shoulder to see what caused our
disruption, the feel of clammy skin blankets me.  Glancing up at the
unwelcomed embrace, I’m floored.  With a toothy grin plastered on his
arrogant face, arm draped around me, Cole enters into a staring contest with my
boyfriend standing directly across from us.  Oh fuck!


Alex’s eyes are wide, his mouth
partially open; he’s in shock.  I squirm trying to get out of Cole’s
embrace, but his grip is tight and immovable.  Awkwardly, we stand in
silence.  Who knows how long we were standing this way, almost as if the
world around us stopped.  


Not soon enough, our
uncomfortable state is broken as Janice comes bounding from the double doors
with the same cheesy grin on her face.  “Mr. James, you’re needed at the
dunk booth,” she gestures towards the now formed line.


Alex is scorched with anger, and
for a moment I worry that he will remain unmoved.  But, he knows his
place, and right now it’s at a work function.  His work function. 
With fisted hands, he hesitantly walks away, but continually glances back at
me.  Unable to express my feelings into words, all I can do is mouth, ‘I’m
sorry,’ as he looks from me to Cole, and back again, before he climbs into his
booth.  


Anger courses through me as I grab
a hold of Cole’s hand, yanking his arm to remove myself from his grasp. 
Turning to face him, I snatch his right bicep, dragging him off to the
side.  “What-in-the-hell-are-you-doing-here-Cole?” I whisper through
clenched teeth, enunciating each word so he can sense my irritation, my
anger.  


“Nice to see you too, El!” he
responds, sarcastically.  The smell of alcohol is leaking from his
pores.  I can barely stand next to him.  “You invited me…remember?”


“I thought you would’ve taken
last night as me officially uninviting you.”  My hand striking his face
should have been the first sign, excusing him from my life should have been the
second.   Does he not remember what happened?  “Cole, are you
still drunk?”


“Elyssa, you always get mad at me
and then we make up; it’s called passion.  Don’t forget, we’ll always be
in each other’s lives.  As far as me being drunk, sure, I had a couple of
drinks; easiest way to avoid a hangover,” he shrugs, acting as if this is
common for him.


“You need to get out of here,” I
hiss, eyeing the crowd of people swarming around us.  I hope I’m not
drawing any unwanted attention.  The last thing I need is for Cole to
cause a scene in front of my co-workers, especially Alex.  


“This is a fundraiser, isn’t
it?  Why wouldn’t I come to support such a good cause, especially one
you’re involved with?”  Cole takes my hand leading me in the direction of
Alex’s dunk booth.  I try to pull away, but his hand tightens around mine,
practically crushing my fingers.  Arianna eyes us from a distance,
perplexed as she notices our joined hands.  This is not happening. 
Only because I want to avoid another outburst, I decide to go willingly. 
After last night, I can’t afford to push him, nor do I want to relive that
horrid experience again.


Knowing exactly where he’s taking
me, I try to pull away and distract him.  “Cole, stop.  Where are you
taking me?  I need to be at the kissing booth in ten minutes.”


Not breaking his stride, he
answers, “I can’t pass up a chance to take a shot at your dickhead boss.” 
What’s that supposed to mean?


Trying for another attempt to
avert his attention, I dig my heels in and stop at a booth of people setting up
for a game of Bingo.  Automatically my efforts are dismissed as he tugs at
my arm.  “Please Cole, let’s just stay here.  We can play at least
one game before I have to start my shift.”


“No way!  Let me see: Bingo
or a chance to dunk your V.P.?”  He looks ridiculous, as he contemplates
his choices, using both hands to weigh out his options.  “I think you know
me better than that, Ely.”


He continues to drag me over
towards the dunk tank where Alex sits high up on his perch, feet dangling in
the water.  He looks nothing like the calm and carefree man he should be
right now.  Instead, his enraged face looks like he’s ready to pound Cole
into the pavement.  As soon as Cole is preoccupied with the volunteer
collecting money, I remove my hand from his slimy grip.  Alex’s stare is
menacing as he repeatedly looks from me to Cole.  


“Three balls,” Cole
demands.  As the volunteer hands over his three chances to piss off Alex,
he yells, “Aren’t you supposed to heckle me?”


“No need when we both know you
have no chance at hitting the target.  You have a tendency not to hit the
target, don’t you Cole?” Alex belts, with an heir of cockiness.


Cole throws the first ball and it
ricochets off the side of the tank.  “Must be easy for someone like you to
constantly put people down.  Big corporate V.P. sitting high on his
horse…always thinking he’s above everyone else!”  He throws the second
ball and once again it bounces off the side of the tank.  


At this exact moment, my past and
future are literally colliding.  A feeling of nausea sends a shiver up my
spine as I wrap my arms around myself, searching for relief to my discomfort. 
With the back and forth commentary drawing a crowd, Alex really needs to
consider his choice of words and how they may affect his public
reputation.  Arianna will not be pleased with any negative publicity,
especially at a fundraiser.


“Like usual, you’re such a
disappointment!”  I’m all for heckling, but this is going a little too
far.


Cole tenses, letting himself feel
the anger.  Taking his stance, he hurls his last ball at the target. 
Third time’s a charm.  The ball lands perfectly in the middle of the
bull’s-eye and Alex plummets down into the pool of tepid water beneath
him.  I hold my breath waiting for Alex to emerge.  Dripping wet, he
surfaces for air, shocked.  Noticing the crowd, he playfully smiles and
coerces his unruly hair back with the palm of his hand.  Even bat shit
angry, he’s sexy.


“I hope the water was cold. 
From the looks of things last night, you needed to cool off,” disdain etched in
every word as Cole stares Alex down.  Oh shit! 


Alex is at a loss for words and
I’m not sure if the sudden silence is out of frustration or anger.  Or,
could it be regret that he was so careless when he came to me last night. 
In a panic, I pull Cole out of Alex’s sight, desperately needing to learn about
his new found knowledge.  Dragging him to the far right of the event
center, we’re out of hearing distance, as I raise my voice.  “Cole, what
the hell are you talking about?!”  


“I saw you last night, Ely. 
With him!”  Shit…Shit…Shit!


“Saw me what?” I try to ask
innocently.  Not working; he can see right through me.


“Leave with that asshole.  I
went to your place because I needed you.  I needed my best friend.”


“Best friend?  Are you
fucking kidding me, right now?  If you were my friend, you wouldn’t have
said any of that shit last night.”  Who does he think he’s talking
to?  Does he think that I’ll just magically forget all of his crude
words?  Even if Alex wasn’t there, I would still feel the same way. 
His words were highly inappropriate; I won’t feel comfortable around him ever
again.


Cole continues, oblivious to my
remarks.  “I poured my heart out to you.  When I saw you leave your
apartment with him, it broke me.”  Since when is telling me how tight I
am, pouring your heart out to me, asshole!  “I can’t believe you let
that dickhead listen to everything.  How could you?”  With his arms
raised I stand, silently staring at him.  He really knows how to lay it on
thick.  Cole grins, “Well at least he knows about us now.”


“Cole…I meant what I said last
night,” my voice is barely audible.  I don’t want to hurt him, but I can’t
have him coming on to me, hurting me or using me, anymore.


“Come on Ely….don’t be that
way.”  Stepping closer, Cole reaches out, trying to bring me into an
embrace.  This can’t be happening!  Not here.  Stepping
back, out of his reach, I see Arianna out of my peripheral, striding in our
direction.  Rolling my eyes, I tilt my head back out of frustration. 
Oh great!  All I need is for my drunken ex to meet my boss’s, boss’s,
boss.


“Well, well, Elyssa, I didn’t
know you brought a date,” she smirks as she reaches the two of us. 
“Arianna Salerno,” she extends her hand.  “Cole, right?”


“Oh, Ely has been talking
about me, huh?” he reaches out and shakes her hand.  “You’re the CEO,
right?”


Arianna doesn’t look impressed, but
is making an effort.  “I am…”  She takes him in, looking him up and
down, then over to me.  “Elyssa, I hope we are all enjoying
ourselves.”  Her eyes shoot towards the dunk booth.  “There was no
trouble over there right?”  


Crap!  She sees everything!  “No, no trouble. 
Cole was just having some fun with Mr. James.”  Cole looks over at me with
a scrunched face.  Please Cole, if you ever loved me…Please don’t say a
word!   


“Good, good.  This is a
family affair.  We have this fundraiser every year and I would hate for
something…anything…to ruin it.”  I nod in agreement, but Arianna
continues, not letting us leave.  “Cole, I hear you’re attending UNLV?”


Cole brightens as he finally has
a chance to discuss something he’s so passionate about, with someone other than
me.  “Why yes I am; I’m majoring in Journalism.  Right now, I’m
working on Pop Culture, but I can pretty much write about any topic.  You
should let me interview you sometime.”  I can’t believe his
audacity.  I nudge him, showing my unease.  He of course, just shrugs
me off and continues the conversation.  “I would love to get to know how
someone so young and beautiful has amassed a fortune running a multi-million
dollar company, such as yours.”  CRAP!!!


Arianna shakes her head in
annoyance.  But, after a moment of internal thought, with external
silence, her eyes grow vacant, a wide smile spreading across her lips. 
She’s mulling something, plotting.  Something about her response scares
the shit out of me.  “Cole, I would be delighted to give you an
interview.”  She reaches into her purse and pulls out a business
card.  “Why don’t you call my office next week and we’ll set up an
appointment.”  


“Will do, and hey…thanks!” 
Cole looks very proud of himself, almost gloating.  I can’t believe that
just happened.  Why on Earth would Arianna invite him for an
interview?  Something about this doesn’t sit well.  


Just as I catch Alex looking
intently at our little group in full discussion, he’s dropped into the waiting
water below.  I’m pretty sure this situation couldn’t get any worse. 
Unable to suppress the panic growing inside, a giggle passes my lips. 
Quickly, I pull my hand up to my mouth to mask the noise.  Barely
acknowledging my moment of insanity, Arianna and Cole continue their conversation
about their upcoming meeting.


“Elyssa!” Janice yells from the
double-doors of the event center, startling me out of my madness.  The
three of us look in her direction; pointing to her watch and then to the
kissing booth, effectively letting me know it’s my time.


Knowing what he knows about me
and Alex, leaving Cole alone with Arianna is risky.  But, with no other
alternative, what choice do I have?  “I guess that’s my cue.”  Giving
him the look of death, without Arianna seeing, was challenging.  But, I
think he got the hint when I could no longer see his dark blue eyes.


Taking another peek over at Alex,
I see irritation ripple across his body.  My face drops, knowing I’m the
cause of his anger.  Please don’t be mad at me.  But, even
seething, he’s still absolutely perfect, and he knows it.  Dripping wet,
he climbs back onto the seat and shakes his head from side-to-side, dispersing
droplets of water on the surrounding crowd; playfully smiling and mocking the
throwers, but always keeping an eye in my general direction.  


I really am sorry, Alex.  


“Thank God you’re here!” Autumn
lets out a breath of relief.  “If I have to kiss one more pervert, I think
I’m going to gag.”  I eye the line of five people waiting for their turn
and cringe with anxiety.  Why did I volunteer again?  Oh right,
cause it’s for a good cause.  That and your boyfriend pissed you
off.  See how much good that did you, Ely?


“I was hoping that a certain
someone would come over for a quick peck, but just my luck he was scheduled at
the dunk booth.  Oh well, next time.”  Bile rises in my throat. 
I fight the urge to reach up and wrap both of my hands around her neck, but
know she isn’t worth it.  If she only knew that her sexual fantasies were
my reality.  “Have fun, Elyssa,” Autumn mocks as she smiles, exiting the
booth.


I’m already counting down the
time until my turn is over, and it’s only been ten minutes.  Fortunately
though, it hasn’t been that bad; no perverts for me.  It’s just that I
don’t want to kiss or touch anyone besides Alex.  It feels wrong to share
such an intimate gesture, but, I made the commitment and it is for a good
cause.  Suck it up!


“Next!” the volunteer yells,
signaling the next customer.  The gentleman is slightly older and his back
is bent over in a hunch.  Although age has taken its toll on his body,
youth still exists in his face.  He beams as he approaches, placing his
left hand on the counter.  I can’t help but notice a simple gold band
encircles his ring finger.  How remarkable; he’s still married.  


“I hope your wife doesn’t mind me
giving you a kiss,” I joke.  A small smirk sweeps across his lips as he
glances in the direction of the dunk tank.  A petite woman with silver
hair is standing, watching Alex with such excitement.  “Is that your
wife?”  I point with my chin at the woman, her tiny hands now clasped to
her mouth as Alex takes another plunge into the water below. 


He nods with love in his eyes and
hands me his ticket.  “Married fifty years today; she’s the love of my
life.”


“Any secrets you’d care to
share?” 


“Besides kissing beautiful women
at fundraisers?”  I blush, nodding for him to continue.  “Be willing
to always listen no matter what, even if it’s not what you want to hear, and
know there will moments where forgiveness is needed.  You’re young, and as
you grow, you’re bound to make mistakes.”  Delighted with himself, he
beams at me with pride.  


“Just remember that perfection
doesn’t exist.  Marriage is about growing and making each other the best
you can be.  I’m a better man because of that woman over there; she’s had
fifty years to sculpt and mold me into the man I am today.”


“So, I’d guess you’d say that
your marriage is a work of art then,” I jest.  “Well,
congratulations.  For that you get two kisses.”  I lean in and place a
soft kiss on both sides of his face.  “And, thanks for the advice. 
We all need it now and then.”


He blushes.  “Thank you,
Miss.  You have made my day.”  Taking my hand into his, he places a
swift kiss on my knuckles before turning to leave.  


“Happy Anniversary,” I yell as he
retreats from the booth.  


This little old couple proves
that if they can make it work for them, for the past fifty years, maybe love is
possible.  As long as we communicate, Alex and I might just have a
chance.  But, how do you communicate that your secret relationship is
driving you mad?  


With a pain in my heart, I turn
to look in Alex’s direction and notice his shift has ended.  One of the
guys from marketing is getting ready to climb the ladder as Janice hands Alex a
towel.  Leisurely drying off the excess water from his hair and chest, I
can’t help but stare, eyes wandering down...“Next!” the volunteer yells,
bringing me out of my daydream.  Turning back to the line that’s formed in
front of me, my breath hitches.  Shit!  


Cole moves forward with a dark,
sinister smirk on his face.  This is not going to be good.  
He’s approaching me with the same look in his eyes that he had last
night.  I don’t know why he thinks he can do whatever he wants; it never
ends well.  Handing the volunteer the ticket, his attention is still
focused on me.  “Even if I have to pay for a kiss, Ely…”


I whisper so only Cole can hear
me.  “You need to stop this shit!”


“Hey, I’m not doing
anything.  I paid for my ticket, just like the rest of ‘em, and I’m going
to get my kiss.  Now, you can make a scene or just give me what I paid
for.”  He leans in and closes his eyes waiting for me to pay up. 
Bunching up my fists, he’s lucky I can control my anger instead of punching the
smugness off his face.  “Oh come on, Ely.  You know you want
to.”  


I know I shouldn’t be worried
about my so called friend, but, after last night, I don’t want to cause any
more damage to my relationship with Alex.  Not even for Cole.  Before
I lean in to give him his kiss, I glance in Alex’s direction to make sure he’s
not freaking out like I am.  Unfortunately for me, his attention is
completely fixed, standing as still as a statue, waiting for my next
move.  The way he’s watching me is unnerving.  Shaking his head
slightly, I receive his message loud and clear.  I’m right there with
you, Alex.  What he doesn’t understand, though, is that if I deny
Cole, it will only send him into a drunken fit which will definitely cause a
scene.


Just get this over with, Ely!  With closed eyes, Cole
stands in front of me…waiting.  I lean in and suddenly his eyes shoot
open, at the same time, his hand grasps the back of my neck.  Forcefully,
he pushes my face closer.  I react as my hands move up to his shoulders,
trying to push him away with all the strength I have, but it’s just no
use.  Cole’s wet lips are against mine, trying to force his tongue into my
mouth.  All I can smell is alcohol and it takes everything I have, not to
gag.  Struggling against him, trying desperately to pry our lips apart, I
start to feel my effort working as my struggle appears to have waned Cole’s
efforts.  His face no longer pressed against mine, I open my eyes and
realize it wasn’t my strength that separated us.  


The scene playing out in front of
me is in slow motion, my mind struggling to keep up.  Alex has Cole by the
back of his shirt, forcefully pushing him aside.  Alex’s look of pure
hatred is masked with his tense collected self, as he stands, fists at his
side. 


“It’s a kiss on the cheek,
asshole!  Can’t you read?”  Alex points towards a small cardboard
sign posted on the wall behind me.  “This is a charity event and my
employees are not being paid to accept your sexual advances.”


“Your employee didn’t seem
to mind.  Besides, she’s my friend!”  Adjusting his shirt,
Cole returns Alex’s icy glare.  Alex glances around and notices a small
crowd starting to build as tension continues to escalate between them.  


“My employee did seem to
mind.  If you weren’t intoxicated, you would have noticed her pushing you
away.”  Lowering his voice to a menacing growl, Alex continues.  “Get
out of here now before I have you escorted off the property.”  


Please Cole…leave.


I can’t hide the pool of tears,
and fight back the urge to jump in between the two men in my life.  Cole’s
sad eyes look at me before quietly walking away, deciding not to make any more
of a scene.  


Alex turns to me and searches my
face, trying to gauge my emotional state.  Slowly, he reaches up to touch
my face, but remembers where we are and abruptly stops himself.  Instead,
his hands drop flat on the counter of the booth.  “You okay?” he whispers.


Trying to regain the connection
we had from this morning, I look him in the eyes, hoping he can still see that
I only want him.  “I’m fine.  Thank you.”  With heavy eyes, Alex
takes a deep breath.  Instantaneously, he’s regained his composure and
turns to walk away.  My heart stings for causing so much grief.  I
knew inviting Cole could cause problems, but I never imagined it would end up
like this.


The rest of my shift at the
kissing booth runs smoothly and without any further incidents.  I haven’t
seen Cole since the altercation, and wonder if he’s even still here.  I
really hope he’s gone home to sober up.  As much as he’s hurt me, I don’t
want to hurt him.  Not anymore than I already have.  


It’s getting late in the
afternoon and I’m surprised how many people are still standing around, looking
at the different booths and bidding on the silent auctions.  Luckily, the
weather has cooled down, but the storm clouds are gathering and I can’t help
the ominous feeling, a very heavy feeling.


I search for Cole as I exit the
booth.  My heart sinks when I find him propped up against the event center
wall, looking a lot steadier.  Hopefully, he’s sobered up, instead of
drowning his frustrations with more alcohol.  If he did, I would lose what
little respect I have left for him.  Last night, I said some horrible
things, and meant it at the time, but I can’t imagine not having him in my
life.  I have spent too much time invested in my friendship to end it like
this.  Dread builds knowing I have to deal with him, and the situation
I’ve put us in.


Finding Alex by the blood
pressure machine, I notice he’s in full discussion with one of the managers from
marketing.  I know talking to Cole will set him off and if I can handle
the situation without him intervening, the better it will be for all of
us.  


Urgently, I walk towards Cole,
grabbing him by the elbow.  Walking him back behind the event center, we pass
the caution tape that was sectioned off for the fundraiser.  Finally
alone, I lay into him with all my frustrations.  “What the fuck was that
about, Cole?”


“Watch your tone with me,
Elyssa!  I’m tired of you fucking around with my emotions.  Maybe I should
go have another talk with your CEO and let her know all about your
extracurricular activities?”


I take a step back.  What? 
How am I messing with his emotions?  “Cole, I’m not doing anything
with you, or your emotions.  I’ve told you time and time again that we are
just friends.  You have no right to get involved in my personal life like
this.  Stay the hell out of it!”  


“Are you fucking him?”  I
can’t believe…no, I can…


“That is none of your
business.  What I do and who I do it with hasn’t been any of your concern
for over three years.”


“So help me God, Ely…he better
keep his fucking hands off you.”  Okay, I’ve had enough.  


“Or what Cole?  What are you
going to do?  No, don’t answer that.  I don’t want to know, nor do I
care.  I have put up with your shit for too long.  This was the last
straw.  You need to get out of here.  Get out of my life.” 
Mortified tears stream down my face as I choke out the words I never thought I
would say.  Shit…am I doing the right thing?  I’m all he
has.  No, Elyssa!  He can’t dictate your life like this.  This
is what’s best, for you and for him.  


“Elyssa, can I have a word with
you?” Alex’s words cut through the tension building between us.  I turn to
look at him; the unease on his face causes me to break out in sobs.  Alex
takes a step forward to reach out for me.  “Are you okay?”


“Mind your own business.  We
are having a private conversation, back the fuck up!”  Cole raises his
hands in the air as he screams.  


God please, this is not happening
to me.  


Alex approaches, pushing aside
the caution tape, fury rippling over his body as his muscles tense.  “She
is my business.  Now what the fuck did you say to her?  Why is she
upset?” Alex questions Cole as I hurry towards him, placing my hands on his
chest, pushing him back.  


Cole looks astonished.  He’s
never been one to take responsibility for his actions and sees no fault in
himself.  Pointing at his own chest with his thumb, “Me?  I didn’t do
anything.  She just can’t handle the fact that she needs to tell you the
truth.”  What in the hell is he talking about?  


My sobs are in full force not
allowing me to speak, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t stand up for
myself.  I turn to pounce on Cole, but Alex stands in the way, blocking my
way.  


“Truth?” Alex tilts his head in
confusion, his hands still fisted at his side.


“The truth is that she’ll
always be mine.”  Cole lifts his left index finger and slowly passes it
along his upper lip, inhaling.  “I can still smell her.”  My mouth
drops.  Fuck. My. Life.


Before I can call Cole out on his
shit, Alex charges towards him, sending both of them to the ground.  In
the blink of an eye, Alex topples him and punches start to fly.  One after
the other, making direct contact with different areas of Cole’s face and head. 



“Alex, stop…please stop…” I beg
rushing towards him.  Grabbing him by the shoulders, I try and pry him
away from Cole’s huddled body as he tries to shield himself from Alex’s
blows.  Not stopping the torment, Alex pushes me aside, making me fall to
the hard pavement below.


“Get the fuck off of me!” he
screams.  His fists continue to rise and fall, landing directly on Cole’s
forearms, nose and hair line.  My Alex is nowhere to be seen. 
This Alex scares the hell out of me.  


Pulling myself up, I realize that
Alex isn’t going to stop.  If I don’t do something, he’s going to kill
him.  His fists continue their descent; I’m not sure how much more of this
Cole’s body can take.  Struggling to get off the ground, I rush over
towards Alex’s menacing growl; I have to do something.  


“Alex please, stop?!” I scream as
I launch myself on top of Cole’s now bloody face.  I brace myself for
impact, but his fists never make contact.  Through clenched eyes I peek up
at Alex.  Enraged, he stands over us as Cole lays limp below my shielding
body.  “Alex, he’s drunk.  Can’t you see he’s not worth it?”


“Always making excuses for him,
Elyssa.  Now I know why.”  There is no reasoning with him; logic
replaced by revulsion.  His knuckles are bloody and I’m not sure if it’s
his or Cole’s.  Feeling Cole stir below me, I stand to look at Alex’s
wounds.


I reach for him, but he pulls
away.  “Damn it let me see your hand.”  


“Don’t fucking touch me.” 
My heart sinks. 


“Alex, please?  I’m so sorry
about…all of this.”  I wave my hand in the air pointing from him to Cole,
still lying on the ground.


“Don’t fucking play me,
Elyssa.  This is your fault!  I hope you’re happy now.”  


“My fault?!” I mumble, shaking my
head in confusion trying to stop the tears from falling.


“Don’t you dare cry!  You
have no right.”  My lips quiver as his words strike me, almost as hard as
his fists.  “You two deserve each other.  Fuck this!” he
yells, throwing his hands in the air as he storms off towards the parking
garage.  


Ely, don’t give up!  


I run after him, begging him to
stop.  “Alex, please don’t leave…”  Finally catching up to him, I
grab his elbow.


“I told you to get the fuck away
from me.  Go take care of your so called best friend, Elyssa!  I
can’t deal with you right now.”  OUCH!


Misery overwhelms me, as I watch
him walk away.  I am so lost.  Panic sets in and I’m frozen in
place.  He just walked away from me…from us.  It’s over. 



Not knowing what to do or where
to go, I slowly make my way back to Cole.  Slumping down next to his
unconscious body, I place my head in my hands, in utter defeat.  


This whole situation seems
surreal, just a bad dream that I’m fighting to wake up from.  It’s not
a dream Ely, this is reality.  Your reality.  After the past few
weeks of working through a plethora of emotions, to have everything we’ve
worked so hard for, end here, in this moment, is a hard slap in the face. 



“Ely?”  Stirring, he tries
to pull himself up from the ground, grabbing at me for support.


In this moment, I have no
patience for him.  Dealing with my own despair, I barely have enough
strength to help myself up, let alone a drunk, broken asshole.  As I reach
down and place my hands underneath his arms, I try and help him to stand. 
“Cole, get up!  I have to take you home.”  Fully upright, I
place his arm over my shoulder and carry him towards the parking garage. 
Because he’s hurt and can barely walk, it’s a struggle to make it to my
car.  He slumps into the seat, checking his bloody face in the mirror.


With the thought of losing
everything, I take a minute for myself, and breathe.  That’s all I can
do.  Breathe.  Ely.  Breathe.  Before I get into the
car, the realization that Alex is really gone hits me.  Trying to hold
myself together, knowing I can’t stay, I reach into my pocket and grab my
phone.


**Sorry, Janice.
I have to leave. Emergency came up.**


I receive a response right away.


*What? I just
got a text from Mr. James that he was leaving and he put me in charge. What’s
going on Elyssa? I need your help!*


I’m glad he had the sense to let
her know that he was leaving.  Someone has to be in charge while he’s
gone.  This is his fundraiser, which makes me feel even worse.


**Sorry! I have
to leave. I’ll fill you in later.**


While navigating through the
garage, I pass by Alex’s usual parking spot.  I cannot bare thinking of
the hurt I’ve caused him, but his harsh words still sting; how could he be so
cruel.  I know he was angry, but why would he believe a word that Cole
said.  None of it was true, I thought he knew this, and trusted me. 
I need to find him and make him see the truth.  


“Where are you taking me?”


“Home,” is all I can
muster.  Anger radiates through my pores as I look over at Cole.  If
I didn’t feel partially responsible for his bloody face, I would reach over and
punch him myself.  


“What about my Jeep?”


“Fuck your Jeep!  I’m not
going back there.”  I can’t say any more to him right now.  Alex has
already made Cole wish he never came to the fundraiser, what are my words of
anger going to do that his fists haven’t already done.


My tires screech as we come to a
halt outside of Cole’s apartment.  “We’re here, can you get up?”


“I’m not a fucking
invalid!”  Trying to hide his wounded ego, he attempts to pulls himself up
and out of the car.  Approaching the passenger door, I cringe as I get a
closer look at his face.  His right eye and cheek are slowly starting to
swell.  


“Give me your keys.”  He
fishes in his pocket and grudgingly hands them over.  I can’t wait for
him.  Knowing that because of me, Alex is out there, hurt and fuming, I
rush to open Cole’s front door.  Leaving it propped open, I retreat to the
confines of my car as I pass him already making his way up the walkway.


“Thanks,” he whispers as he
passes by me.  


“Do you need anything?”


“No!  I think you’ve done
enough.”  Cole reaches the door, slamming it behind him.  I don’t
know how much more of this I can take.  Alex is mad at me.  Cole is
mad at me.  What else can go wrong?


I need to talk to Alex, to
straighten whatever just happened, out.  Of course, when I call his cell,
it goes directly to voicemail.  Think, Ely.  Trying to figure
out where he went is hard when I know so little about him.  I need to know
what’s going on in his head.  I need to know that Cole hasn’t ruined what
little chance I had for happiness.  Our chance for happiness.


Starting up the engine, I head in
the only place I know to check, and I hope to God he’s there.
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My stomach is
curled in knots as I speed up Alex’s long driveway.  I've already tried
calling him three times, and wasn't surprised when my calls were sent directly
to voicemail.  No, not surprised, but I’d be lying if it didn’t wound my
already broken heart.  Giving it one more shot…  Ring…Ring…Hi, you’ve reached
Alex... 
Really, Alex?  That’s even worse.  At least before, I knew his phone
was shut off.  And now?  Now I know he’s screening his calls and
purposely not talking to me.  His phone being shut off was him
purposely not talking to you, too, Ely.  Whatever! 


I know how
things appear, but if he’d just talk to me, I’d tell him anything and
everything he wants to know.  I need to set things right with him, to get
back to our happy place.  The place we were this morning.  Even at
breakfast, when my anxiety was at its peak, it didn't stop our little showers of
affection.  We still fed each other bites of our pancakes and held hands
under the table.  I want to go back to that moment, to feel like his girl
again.


His car is
absent as I pull up to the front of his house.  I know he could have
parked in the garage, but the pit of my stomach tells me otherwise.  I'm
afraid, afraid of what he might do, or what he might say.  What if he
rejects me?  My heart would shatter into a million pieces.  With a
deep breath, and a heavy heart, I exit the car and walk towards his front door,
still trying to figure out what I’m supposed to say.  What can I
say?  Alex I’m sorry, please don’t hate me?  It’s not what you
think.  Nothing seems right when all I really want to tell him is how
I feel.  Alex, I’ve fallen for you.  I can’t imagine my world
without you in it.  Alex...I think I love you.


I knock softly
on the oak door.  No answer.  Knocking again, I stare blankly at the
unopened door.  Still no answer.  After a few minutes of numbness,
I'm just about to give up when I notice the ornately decorated doorbell popping
out at me. Ring me damn it.  I can't give up.  With a last
ditch effort at his home, I ring the bell; soft chimes echo through the wooden
door.  I listen closely for any sign of movement, but still no
answer.  Turning to head back to the car, the door creeps opens and panic
sets in.  But, instead of the beautiful blue eyes of my love, I’m met with
the soft curious eyes of Delores.


“Sorry to bother you…I was
looking for Alex,” I stammer.  What was I thinking?  In my quest to
right all the wrongs in my relationship, I hadn’t thought of how my actions
would affect others.  “Delores, I’m sorry if I woke her.” 


“Mr. James left about ten minutes
ago, Ms. Hart,” she mentions sweetly, not even bothering to bring up Nana.


“Call me Elyssa, please.  He
didn’t mention where he was headed, did he?”


“No, Ms.
Ha…Elyssa.”  With grief pulling down my lips, Delores’ facial expression
changes to one of pity.


“Sorry again for bothering
you.  If he calls or comes home, will you let him know I was here?” 
Turning, I stagger back to my car as tears stream down my face.


“Elyssa?”
 I turn, blotting my tears with the back of my hand.  “I've been with
Mr. James and Miss Molly for over two years.  If it means anything, I’ve
never seen Mr. James as happy as he’s been the past couple of weeks.”


It does mean something…it means
everything.  It means hope.


“Thank you,
Delores.”  She’s given me what I needed, reigniting my quest to find
him.  Still no return calls, I try him again. Three rings this time, but
again my call goes to voicemail.  Think hard, Ely.  Where would he
go?


Suddenly, through the haze, a
light bulb goes off.  I know where he is.


~~~~~


With the sun
setting, I can picture the view from Red Rock; the one place Alex goes to find
solace.  But, I’m no longer his own personal Red Rock.  Now I’m just
a horrid memory.  


The twenty
minute drive is torturous, but as I race around the corner, relief hits me the
moment I see the taillights of Alex’s BMW.  Parking directly behind his
car, I block him in.  He’ll have no choice but to talk to me.


As I sit in my car, inhaling
deeply, I try and steady myself before walking into the firing squad.  How
do you prepare for this type of standoff?  All I can hope is that Alex can
see past the anger and realize the depths of my love for him.  I can’t
have him walk away from me, not now.  Not with our beginning only starting
a few short hours ago.  I haven’t had enough time with him yet.  Then
again, anything short of forever wouldn’t do.  I exhale, the shakiness of
my hands steady for a brief moment as I grip the door handle.  It’s now
or never.


Exiting the car, I take a few
steps forward and stop.  Alex is sitting on the hood of his car; his arms
folded across his chest as he stares out at the setting sun.  Splashes of
purple and gold blanket the afternoon sky; it’s beautiful.  He’s
beautiful.  With his eyes set in a petrified glare, his anger radiates,
even through his side profile. 


The scene is set in front of me,
the majestic wonderment of nature as the backdrop, my indifferent heart front
and center.  This is my purgatory.  So much beauty, yet completely
out of my reach; even in this moment I can feel him pulling away from me.


“Alex?” I call out, testing the
waters.  He was furious earlier and I can’t be sure of his reaction. 
And, to tell the truth, I’m scared.  


Unmoved he responds, “You
obviously didn’t get the picture, so let me make it clear for you.  I
don’t want to talk to you, nor do I want to see you.”  With my arms
clinging to my chest, I feel a sharp stab as his words cut through me.  Keep
going, Ely.  You need to do this!


“Alex it’s not what you think,”
my voice is shaky.  Stay strong.  You have to do this!


“It’s not what I think,
huh?  I’m pretty sure I’m clear on things, or should we go over
it?”  I don’t move, instead I stare at the back of his head, willing him
to turn around and look at me.  “The girl I thought I had a relationship
with, lied to me.  According to her, her ex meant nothing, but in reality
she’s still fucking him.  No, I’m pretty sure it is what I think,”
his voice monotone, he remains completely still.


“I need you to
understand,” my voice trembles, making me stop.  My strength is fading,
making it hard to breath.  There’s so much say, so much he needs to know; things
that even Cole doesn’t know about.  I know this isn’t the time or place to
peer into my past, but he has to understand, he has to know it’s not just about
him.  


Quick to respond, he still
doesn’t look at me.  The bold sky has captured his full attention and I
don’t know how to show him the truth without ripping myself open and spilling
myself out in front of him.  “Understand what?  That you made me fall
for you and then you used me.  Used me in your sick and twisted game to
what…make him jealous?  If all you were after was a good fuck, you should
have just said so.  I would have given it to you without any questions
asked.”  The vulgarity of his words cut me deep, and like a double edged
sword, his remarks continue to swipe through me.  “You used your alleged
innocence to lure me in, but I guess the only way to hook the devil is to use
an angel as bait.”


“NO!” I finally find my
voice.  My screams echo through the darkness creeping in from all
directions.  “Alex, I never pretended anything with you.  I’ve told
you time and time again, there is nothing going on with me and Cole.  I
don’t know how to make you believe me.”


“Make me understand then,
Elyssa!  Why in the fuck did he show up at your apartment?  And then
at the fundraiser?  Make me understand why he basically said he’s been
fucking you this entire time?” he chokes, slight emotion finally showing
through his stoned demeanor.  He’s been so apathetic this entire time; I
thought I was too late.


“Alex, Cole is…you don’t
understand him.  But, he doesn’t matter.  What matters is that I
haven’t been with anyone but you.”


“You keep saying that I don’t
understand.  Make me understand.  I can’t fathom any reason why, or
how you could be with someone like him.”  Finally turning his head, we
make eye contact.  Frustration etched into his chiseled, turbulent face,
he’s clearly on edge.  With each silent minute that passes, his anger
continues to build.  I need to say something.  “None of this makes
any fucking sense to me.  I don’t know what to believe.  I left you
for four goddamn days to sort my shit out and you go and fuck him the moment
that I’m gone!” he yells.  


I hate that he’s being so
unreasonable.  I never imagined keeping my best friend in my life would
cause this much anguish.  This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.  “I
don’t know why Cole’s acting this way.  I’ve never seen him like this
before, but then again…I haven’t had a boyfriend since him.  He probably
would’ve reacted the same way if someone else came along.  But that’s the
thing, there hasn’t been anyone until YOU.  Can’t you see?  It’s only
you.  It’s only been you!”  I’m on the verge of breaking down,
pleading with him.


“Why do you continue to defend
him?  Keep him in your life?” he pauses.  “No, you know what, forget
it.  I don’t want to know.  Just tell me one thing, why did you
protect him?  Why, Elyssa?  Do you know how close I came…” his voice
trails off.


“Close to what?” I breathe. 
Something, maybe the rigidness in his body, tells me that I don’t want to know
the answer.


“To hurting you,” Alex
mumbles.  That would have ended us, the moment his fist made contact, Alex
would never have been able to forgive himself.  The abuse his mother
endured against the fists of his father was too much for a child to bear. 
Alex could not live with himself knowing he caused me harm; regardless of his
intentions.  


“I jumped on him to protect you,
not him.  You were so angry and I knew you weren’t going to stop.”  A
knot builds in my throat, sending a chill down my spine.  I know exactly
what would have happened if I hadn’t jumped in front of Alex’s fists.  I
knew I was taking my chances, but it had to be done.  I had to stop him
before he did something he would regret.


“But…I could have hurt you. 
That would have destroyed us.”  Alex’s warning is a wakeup call.  If
there is even a glimpse of hope for us now, I need to take the chance and just
tell him the truth. 


“I know, but I couldn’t have you
ruin your future because of me.”  He needs to trust me as I trusted him
not to hurt me.  I have to make him understand why I am the way I
am.  And, I have to do it now, before I lose all hope and courage. 
The painful memories of my past are something I never wanted to relive. 
But, I’m willing to reopen the wound and let Alex see the ugliness inside,
maybe then he can see past Cole’s veil of lies.


“You asked me why I defend him,
why I keep him in my life, but yet you’ve never pushed for the full reason I
broke up with him.  You always took me at my word and I’m thankful for
that.  And right now, I know I don’t deserve the chance to explain, but I
need you to trust me.  And if that means exposing myself, I’ll do
it.  I’ll do it because I can’t lose you.  I need you to understand.”


He looks at me and cocks his head
to the side, bemused.  “You’ve only said you didn’t feel for him, the way
he felt for you.”


“That’s true, but, I didn’t just
feel that overnight.  There was something that happened, something that
made me realize I didn’t have the same feelings.”  Staring at me wide eyed
his hand circles, egging for me to continue.  


Taking a deep breath, I play with
the ring on my middle finger in hopes to calm my nerves.  I could
really use your help right now, mom.  “I’ve told you that Cole was my
first…you know.”  I stop as Alex closes his eyes, trying to block out the
mental picture of Cole and I intimately involved.  My heart sinks and I’m
not sure if I should continue or just walk away.


“Go on!” he demands, eyes tightly
shut.


“Even after losing my virginity,
something didn’t feel right.  I still wasn’t satisfied.  Cole had big
plans.  He was talking about one day getting married and maybe having
children.”


Alex interrupts me.  “Move
it along, Elyssa.  You didn’t feel the same; blah, blah, blah!  I
already know this part.  I don’t need you to paint me a fucking picture!”


“Can you stop being a jerk and
let me finish!”  I pause, taking a deep breath to regain my
composure.  I know I don’t deserve his sympathy, but he doesn’t have the
right to prosecute me, before I plead my case.  His body softens at my
outburst.  “I always felt damaged, knowing my heart didn’t work the way it
should.  And, knowing how he felt about me, I knew I should’ve had more
feelings, but it just wasn’t the same.  That’s when my world fell
apart.”  


Because I don’t continue, Alex
peaks back at me.  I’m sure what he sees is not a pretty sight.  I’m
on the verge of collapsing when his voice brings me back to the surface. 
“I don’t understand.”


Here goes nothing.  My words choke in my
throat as I continue my explanation, hoping I don’t have to spell it out for
him.  “I missed my period.”  


“You got pregnant?” he pried,
astonished.


I nod, not being able to admit
the words that have haunted me for so long.  My cheeks dampen, no longer
able to contain my emotions.  “Yes, and to this day I’ve never told Cole. 
Ultimately, that’s what he wanted and I just couldn’t give it to him.  I
researched all my options, but I couldn’t make a decision.  I knew I had
to talk to him.  The day I decided to tell him, he called me to come get
him at the bar.  I was tired of picking up the pieces every time he went
on a bender, which was happening more often.  When I took him to his
apartment, we argued…”  Tears streaming down my face, I take a moment
before ripping off the stitches, exposing my past.  “I know he didn’t mean
to.  He didn’t know I was pregnant.”


Staring at me with his full
attention, Alex is on his feet.  “He didn’t mean to what?”


“I was yelling at him.  I
called him a drunk, and a loser, and I broke up with him.  He reacted…he
slapped me so hard.”  I press my hand against my cheek at the memory of
that night, chills running down my spine.  “When I came after him, my
fists felt like twigs tapping against a stone wall.  I’m sure he meant to
just push me away, but…I fell on top of his coffee table.  I didn’t know
it then, but I’m sure that was the moment I lost the baby.”


“He abused you…”


I ignore his comment and continue
spilling out my deepest, darkest secret.  “When I found out I was
pregnant, I wished and prayed that it would just simply go away.  So in
reality, I got what I wished for, just through an unconventional method. 
The pain of that night was my sacrifice.”


“He fucking abused you…”


I can’t think about his
words.  If I don’t continue I’ll never get it all out.  “The only
person that knows is Rachel and she doesn’t even know what Cole did, she thinks
I just fell.  We never discuss it.”  I choke out my confession,
unable to hide my insecurities.  I wish I could see the look on Alex’s
face, to see his reaction, but I can’t even will myself to raise my head. 
To look into his destroyed face would kill me, dead on my feet.  


“I know I’m a horrible person…I
wished for it and when it happened I wasn’t sad; I was relieved.”


Starting to approach me, he
thinks twice, and growls at me instead.  “Why in the hell didn’t you press
charges?  Better question, why in the fuck is he still in your life,
Elyssa?”  


“Shortly after that happened,
Cole got help.  Part of his program was to make amends to those he
hurt.  I was able to forgive him.  Since then, he’s been sober and we’ve
been friends.  Well, until recently.”


Clearly irritated, Alex is unable
to hide his disgust for my decisions.  “I never imagined you would be that
weak.”  


“Weak?” What the fuck is that
supposed to mean?


“Yes, weak.  How could you
let him get away with that?”


“It is not weak to forgive; to
see the good in people.”


“Are you fucking serious?” A
gruff, in the form of a mocking laugh, escapes his mouth.  “That mother
fucker hits you, pushes you, causes you to lose a baby, and you still continue
to defend him.”  Shit…when he puts it like that…but wait, he wasn’t
there.  He doesn’t know.  


“Alex, the only reason I’m
telling you this is because I want you to trust me and if that means reliving
painful memories, memories I chose to leave in the past, then so be it. 
But, I’m not going to stand here and have you judge me and my life’s
decisions.  Especially, coming from someone who has more hatred in him
than anyone I’ve ever met.  You’re going to tell me that you’ve never lost
control?”


Returning to the front of his
car, he shakes his head.  Kneeling, he takes his face into his hands,
resting his elbows on his knees.  “I need you to go, Elyssa.”


“Alex, please…” I beg as I
approach.  Not knowing how he’s going to react, I reach out slowly,
placing my hand on the back of his head.


He flinches, recoiling at my
touch.  “Don’t!  Don’t-touch-me,” he barks through gritted
teeth.  “I need you to go.  My head is fucked up right now, and I
just…I can’t.  Not right now.”


“Just talk to me,” I plead, suffocating
on each word as my knees grow weaker.  “Don’t do this...”


“Elyssa, I can’t!  I can’t
do this!”  His words echo throughout the darkness surrounding us, and for
the first time since I met him…I feel alone.


My legs go limp as I collapse to
the dirt below; gravel cutting into my bare legs as I sob into my hands.  He’s
leaving me…and I deserve it.  Karma really is a bitch and she’s in
rare form.  This is payback for all my disastrous choices.  


I can’t move a muscle.  Even
as I hear the crunch of the gravel as he approaches, I’m completely
still.  All I want is for him to take me in his arms, to tell me that
we’re okay.  But, instead I get his wrath.  “Elyssa, get up!”  I
try to move, but my body doesn’t respond.  Alex removes the tension out of
his voice, trying again, “Elyssa, please get up.”  


His words echo, but I remain
frozen.  My mind is flooded with happier times.  Just this morning I
was with the gentlest, most caring man; the man that I’ve fallen for. 
Just this morning we were blissfully happy, waking up together and making
love.  And now…now I’m nothing to him.  He doesn’t want me
anymore.  I feel empty, alone, and completely broken.  


“Elyssa!” Alex yells, breaking me
from my frozen reverie.  Dropping to kneel before me, he keeps his
distance, but I can feel his radiating anger attacking my helpless
sorrow.  “I need you to go home.  Can you drive?”  


I should say no.  If only he
would give me more time, I know I can make him see things for what they
are.  I need to reason with him.  I need to make him
understand.  “Alex, please don’t do this…I’m so sorry.  I never meant
to hurt you.”  I reach out to grab a hold of him, but he quickly gets off
the ground, just out of my reach.  My hand falls back, scraping against the
rocks below me, defeated.  With nothing more to fight with, I stand and
almost fall over out of exhaustion, catching myself on his car door. 
Looking up into his grieving blue eyes, I almost lose it.


I reach out for him. 
“Elyssa, don’t!  I’m confused and I need time…time away from you to figure
this out.  Even being here with you right now…you don’t think this is hard
for me?  My heart is telling me to take you into my arms, to hold onto
you, to tell you everything will be okay.  But my mind, my mind knows that
I’ll never forget what I felt today.  So which one do I listen to? 
My heart or my mind.  Cause right about now, I’m going fucking
insane.  Do you understand what could have happened?” 


I shake my head.  The longer
I keep him talking, the more time I have to reason with him.


“I could have killed him.  I
wasn’t going to stop.  I wanted him gone, out of the way.”  He
glances down at his busted knuckles and I have to fight the urge to lean down
and kiss them; to kiss away all the pain, to make him forget.  “Then you
jumped in the way and something stopped me.  I didn’t…no, I couldn’t hurt
you.”


“I knew how angry you were and I
didn’t know if, or how you were going to stop.  I couldn’t let it get that
far.  You don’t deserve any of this.  It’s my fault, Alex; I know
it’s my fault.”


“Yes, it is.”  Alex doesn’t
hesitate to place blame and I know I deserve it.


“I know.  And, I know that
I’ve given you every reason to doubt me, but you have to know everything Cole
said wasn’t true.  I need you to believe me, Alex,” I beg.


“Elyssa, you need to go,” his
voice is eerily calm.  


Frantic, I remain frozen, still
trying to reason with him.  “What about us?  What about you’re
Hart?”  He needs to know that I’m still me, that nothing I am, has
changed.  


He gasps and just when I think
I’ve broken through, I’m instantly let down.  He shakes his head, “I don’t
know.  Can you just give me some time?  I think I deserve that much.”


“You do.”  My throat aches
as I choke out the words.


The fight has left me and I’m
exhausted as I make my way back to the car.  I turn, hoping he’ll stop me,
but he does nothing.  He continues to stand with his back facing me,
staring out at the endless darkness in front of him.  “I’m so sorry,
Alex.”  


The sound of my engine startles
me.  I sit waiting, but he doesn’t even glance in my direction.  The
first man I have ever loved is in front of me and I can’t do anything because
he no longer feels the same.  I reverse the car and make my way back down
towards the glowing city as flashes of light spark across the night sky. 
A storm has been building all day and it just came crashing down.  


 


Sunday, October 7, 2012


Startled awake by the chime of my
phone, my eyes feel heavy and swollen.  God, please let it be Alex!


*Did you get
home ok?*


My heart thaws slightly. 
He’s worried about me and maybe that means he still cares; maybe there is
hope.  


**I’m home. Are
you ok?**


No response.  My heart
chills again as I slump against my pillows, pulling my blanket over my
head.  Darkness is my only friend as I close my eyes hoping to wake again
with some news, any news, from my heart.  


~~~~~


Jumping from my zombie-like
state, I rush to grab my phone, only to see Rachel’s smiling face on my
screen.  I’m not really in the mood to talk to my bubbly sister, but after
hitting ignore, I decide to answer.  Maybe she’ll give me some comfort and
tell me everything will be okay; even if it won’t.  Besides, if I don’t
answer she’ll just continue to call.


“Hey Rach,” I say groggily.


“El?  Is everything
ok?  You sound like you just woke you up.  It’s five…P M.”


“Just having one of those days,”
I can barely contain my sadness.


“What’s going on?  Is Alex
giving you problems?” she hints, sarcastically.


I break.  Sobs escape my
mouth and I realize in this moment, I need my sister.  “I think I messed
up, Rach.”  Hugging my pillow, I hold my phone tight against my cheek.


“Messed up what?” concern etched
in her voice.


“Where do I begin?  Cole has
been acting really odd lately; pretty much since I started seeing Alex. 
He showed up at my apartment on Friday night, while Alex was here.  He was
drunk and yelling all sorts of craziness outside my front door.  I ended
up slapping him and telling him I never wanted to see him again.”


“You slapped Cole?  What did
the asshole say?”  I love my riled up sister, but I’m not about to tell
her what vile things he was saying.  


“It doesn’t matter.  It’s
over, or at least I thought it was.  Saturday he showed up at my work’s
fundraiser and…” 


“And?”  Even when she’s
concerned, she’s still persistent.


“He told Alex that he was
still….ya know…with me.  So they got into a fight and well….”  


“El?”


“Well, I don’t think Alex
believes me when I told him nothing is going on with Cole.  So, I thought
the only way to make him trust me was to explain everything.  Everything,
Rach!  I told him about why I broke up with Cole.  You know I
already feel like a horrible person as it is and bringing it up only brought
back the pain.”


“Elyssa Jane Hart…you are not a
horrible person.  I don’t know how many times I have to tell you
this.  What happened, happened.  You can’t change it, nor would you
want to and that doesn’t make you a bad person; it makes you human.  It
wasn’t meant to be.  Cole is a dick and if I ever mention his name again,
just punch me,” all her words come at a rush.  I know she’s right, but it
doesn’t make me feel any less miserable. 


“I’m sure Alex will come
around.  From the sound of it, you gave him a lot to think about, so just
give him space.”


“But what if after I give him
space, he decides it’s just not worth it?  That I’m not worth it?”  I
don’t think I could endure it.


“Then…that’s his loss, because
you are so worth it!”


“I think I love him, Rach.”


“Oh,” Rachel goes silent for a
moment, “I didn’t realize it was that serious,” she pauses.  “Well, that
changes things.  If you love him, you may have to fight for him. 
Make him see that he’s just scared.”  She’s right.  Alex is scared,
he even told me he was.  


“Thanks, Rach.  I can always
count on you to show me the silver lining.”


“That’s what I’m here for. 
Well, hopefully you two make up so I can finally meet him.  If things work
out, you guys should come over next weekend?”  My sister has always been
the optimistic one; must be nice.  


“If he decides not to loathe me
for the rest of my life, I’ll ask him.”


“Call me if you need anything,
okay?”


“I love you, Rach!”


“Love you more!”


Hanging up with my sister, her
words still ringing in my ear, I make my decision.  I want him; more than
anything else in my life.  I am willing to fight for him, to make him see.


 


Monday, October 8, 2012


As I arrive at work, my stomach
is in my throat.  Not feeling up to anything, I’m surprised I even got
dressed.  If it wasn’t for the fact that I have several meetings today,
trust me, I would have shown up in my t-shirt and sweats.  Not feeling it
on the inside, at least I tried on the outside.  Deciding on a matching
cream blazer, black lacy camisole and cream pants, I really wish I would have
forgone my new black peep toe pumps.  Even though they make me feel tall
and sexy, my feet feel like they’re about to fall off.


After placing my things in my
desk, I start to go over my schedule and notice a meeting request from Arianna,
first thing this morning.  Something doesn’t seem right.  Paranoia
sets in.  Why am I the only one on the e-mail?  Did she see
something?  No one was around when Alex and Cole got into the
fight.  At least, I hope they weren’t.  But then again, I guess I
wasn’t paying too much attention when I was trying to save all three of us.


Buttoning the top button on my
blazer, I head towards Arianna.  My pumps clatter on the marble floor as I
reach the foyer of her office.  Not wasting any time, her secretary sees
my approach and motions for me to go in.  With a pleasant smile, I
approach her desk with caution.  I have no idea what I’m walking in to,
and that scares me a little.


“Please sit, Elyssa.”  While
taking a seat, she cleans up various papers scattered all over her massive
desk.


“You wanted to see me?  Is
everything okay?”


“There are a couple of things I
wanted to go over with you.”  She looks at me and I nod for her to
continue.  “First, I wanted to talk to you about the fundraiser.”


Unable to calm my nerves, I
ramble, “It was a success, I think.  I met a lot of nice, loving people,
and all of the booths seemed to work out.  I hope the company raised a lot
for the Alzheimer’s foundation.”  I hope that didn’t seem as forced as it
sounded.  


“Yes, by all standards it was a
success, we did raise a lot of money.  But, what wasn’t a success is the
drama that you brought to it,” disappointment laced in every word uttered.


Crap!  “I’m confused,
Arianna.  What drama?”  


“Your drunken ex-boyfriend for
starters.”  Whew.  She’s talking about Cole.  Hopefully she’s
just musing over her conversation with him after I left to go to my
booth.  “You do know there’s a policy against fraternization with
co-workers, right?”  Or, maybe not.


“Cole isn’t an employee,” I
mumble, trying really hard to look pensive.  Maybe if I play stupid she’ll
forget her point all together.


“I’m not referring to him,
Elyssa.”  Raising her voice she stares at me; waiting for me to
break.  “Why did Mr. James get into a fight with Cole?”  Crap! 
Crap!  SHIT!  I never thought anyone would find out.  I have
to save Alex’s reputation.  I can’t let her know the truth, but what do I
say?  What can I say?  Maybe I’ll stick with the truth; the truth
with a bunch of lies, is still the truth, right?  


Tears well up in my eyes. 
If I play it up enough, maybe she’ll believe me.  “Cole got out of hand
and was getting rough with me.  Mr. James must have seen it and…well, he
saved me from getting hurt.  If it wasn’t for him…”  A single tear
trickles down my face as I utter the words.  Shaking my head, I continue. 
“It doesn’t matter anymore.  Cole wasn’t in his right mind, and I’m very
thankful Mr. James was there to help.”  I hope I didn’t lay it on too
thick.  It was the truth…well, most of it. 


“I’m sorry, Elyssa.  I
didn’t know the situation.  Mr. James called and reported an altercation,
but I haven’t had a chance to probe him further.  He left soon after and I
haven’t seen him this morning.”


“Then, how did you know I was
involved?”  


“He said he got into a fight with
Cole.  I just assumed you were involved,” she shrugs.


“Oh, I see.”  I struggle
with the ring on my finger, nervously turning it around and around.  I
really hope I didn’t put my foot in my mouth by telling her too much.  


After a moment of silence, she
continues to clean up the papers on her desk, ignoring the fact that I’m still
sitting in front of her.  It takes a minute, but she finally
re-acknowledges me.  Her whole demeanor changes; threatening to giddiness
in two seconds flat before addressing me again.  “Well on to happier
topics, there is something I’m delighted to tell you about.  I spoke with
Maggie on Friday, and confirmed with her this morning, she’s chosen you to go
to a conference in San Diego.”  


“Me?  Th-thank you, so much,
Arianna!”


“Don’t thank me.  Thank
Maggie; she chose you, I only had to approve it.”  It’s extremely
gratifying to have a mentor who’s had confidence in you from day one.  I
know I won’t let Maggie down, and make a mental note to thank her later.


“The conference is tomorrow and
it lasts until Thursday.  It’s on sales performance and management. 
Loads of fun, I’m sure.  But, you’ll learn a lot.  Take good notes
and be ready to present them to the team when you get back.”


“Thank you, again, for such a
great opportunity.”  Probably dull, but I am excited to get away for a few
days.  And how lucky am I; San Diego is beautiful.  Too bad I
couldn’t bring Alex with me.  I sigh.


“I wasn’t sure I was going to
approve of you going, not until I had a chance to talk to you about the
fundraiser.  But, now that I have your side of the story, I’m sure nothing
like that will ever happen again, right?”  She looks at me like a mother
hen; an overbearing, authoritative mother hen.


“No, of course not!  I was
completely embarrassed it even happened in the first place.  I’m just
thankful Mr. James was in the right place at the right time.”


Looking back down at the mess
that is her desk, she continues, “I’ll have Maggie book your flight for
tomorrow.”


“Umm Arianna…would it be okay if
I drove?  You know, with my parents….well, I haven’t been able to fly
since.”  


“Oh, of course!  Not a
problem.  She’ll book your hotel.  Just make sure you leave early
enough to get there for the morning brunch, which I believe is at ten. 
I’ll have Maggie e-mail you a copy of the itinerary.”


“Thank you, again.  You
won’t regret it.”


“I hope not.”  I get up as
Arianna looks at her watch, signaling my time with her is over.  I walk
toward her door when I’m stopped in my tracks, “Oh, and Elyssa,” I turn. 
“Remember what I said about fraternization.”  I smile sweetly at her,
hoping she can’t see the deception in my eyes.


Having a minute before my first
meeting, I decide to go and thank Maggie.  She could have sent any one of
the other executives, but she picked me.  I’m so thankful, and I can’t get
the huge grin off my face.  The extra hours and hard work are finally
paying off.  


As I approach her office, I
notice her door is closed, and think twice about interrupting her when I hear
shouting from behind the door.  Recognizing Alex right away, I halt my
initial intention of interrupting.  I’ve never heard Maggie raise her
voice, not even once, especially not to her superior.


Suddenly, the door swings open
and a blast of citrus, musk and Alex, overwhelms me.  Bolting out of the
door, he doesn’t see me as he turns towards Maggie.  “Why did you have to
send one of the new people with me, Magg’s?  Why couldn’t I have one of
the seasoned guys?”  From where I’m standing, I can clearly see how
irritated he is as he continues his rant, glaring at Maggie.  “Now I’m
going to have to babysit the entire time I’m there!”


Why does it feel like I’ve been
slapped in the face?  Oh, right it’s because I have.


Like a mummy, I move from behind
the door showing my presence not only to him but to Maggie as well. 
Blindsided, I avoid eye contact, but greet him out of respect.  “Mr.
James,” I nod and maneuver past him into Maggie’s office.  I turn to close
the door, hoping he’s already retreated, but I’m met with his wide crystal blue
eyes.  Before I succumb to my weakness, I look down and close the door on
Alex’s shocked face.


“Elyssa!  I am so glad
you’re here.  How was your weekend?” she exhales, exasperated.  After
listening to Alex pout, she’s probably glad that he’s out of her office.


“Good, yours?”  I’m in utter
shock at Alex’s reaction and am unable to reveal any more than mild
subtleties.  Get a grip, Ely.  You are stronger than this!


“Too short!  Come in, have a
seat.”  Maggie motions me towards her plush green office chair.  “Did
Mrs. Salerno have a chance to talk to you about San Diego?”


“Yes, that’s why I’m here. 
I wanted to thank you for giving me this chance.  I’m gonna guess that I’m
the inexperienced one Mr. James was referring to, and from the looks of it he
doesn’t seem too happy about this arrangement.”  I pause as I choke back
the sobs that are anxiously waiting to escape my lips.  “I hope he’s not
upset with you.”


“Don’t you worry about him,
Elyssa.  It’s not up to him.  I know I chose the right person. 
Besides, he’s just in a bad mood because he got into a fight at the
fundraiser.”


Feigning concern, “Is he
okay?”  Alright, maybe not feigning; desperation is more like it.


“Yah, apparently some drunken
asshole thought it was okay to start something and he didn’t.  His knuckles
are pretty beat up, but of course, he doesn’t let that stop him.  Big bad
Alexander James,” she chuckles.  “He’s normally such a pussy cat; don’t
let his bad mood ruin your big chance!  I foresee big things for you,
Elyssa!   We have a few big brokers going and I expect that you’ll
network and make sure they continue to push our products.  I wouldn’t be
sending you if I didn’t think you could pull it off.”


“I won’t let you down.  I
let Mrs. Salerno know that I’ll be driving, but no worries I’ll leave early
enough.”


“If Mrs. Salerno’s okay with it
then so am I.  I’ll e-mail you the hotel information in a little
while.  I know this is short notice, so after your meetings today, why
don’t you leave so you can pack and get ready for tomorrow.”


“I will, and again, thank you for
the opportunity, Maggie!”  


Even though my meeting went well,
and she has a way of cheering me up, despair overwhelms me the moment I step
out of her office.  Alex’s words continue to echo in my head.  He
doesn’t want me to go.  He still doesn’t understand.  I clutch at my
heart, feeling like it’s going to explode out of my chest.  If only the
fundraiser never happened, this would be our first trip together.  I need
to make things right.


Walking back towards my desk, I
devise a plan.  Still having about an hour to spare before my meeting I
decide it’s now or never.  He says he doesn’t understand, so I’ll have to
make him understand.  Make him see, so he can forgive me.


 


My Heart:


I know you need time, time to figure out
what all of this means, and space away from me to clear your head.  So,
instead of calling you every second of every hour of every day, I’ve decided to
put my thoughts on paper.  I hope you’ll hear me out, because I am
sorry.  And, because you need to know that I’ve fallen for you.


First of all, I don’t blame you for
feeling the way you feel right now.  Hearing your conversation with Maggie
killed me, but I understand.  I know the arrangements for San Diego aren’t
ideal, and if this wasn’t such an amazing opportunity for me, I would bow
out.  I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have.  But, at
the same time, I can’t help but feel we’ve been cheated.  If we were the
same two people who ate pancakes together just days ago, we would be going to
San Diego not only as a business team, but as a couple.  Instead, we are
barely going as a team.


Cole’s actions and words have hurt you,
which caused you to doubt everything I’ve ever said or felt about you.  I
need you to know that my heart is not with him…it’s with you.  It’s been
you since the moment you kissed me; possibly even before that.  All I’ve
ever wanted is you.


In my eyes, Cole is nothing but a
friend; a troubled friend, but still a friend.  If you haven’t been able
to tell, I’m not good with letting people into my life, and even worse at
letting them go.  I’ve gotten good at avoiding the situation entirely,
which is why I haven’t had a relationship since him.  I guess I thought if
I avoided getting attached to someone, I would never have to feel the way I
felt when my parents were taken away from me.  But, the other night, I
felt it.  I felt my heart being ripped from my chest when you asked for
time away.  I’m not trying to make you feel bad, because I understand your
decision.  I’m just trying to be honest.


I guess what I’m asking of you is to
please see past the drama, remember how happy we were, even if it was for just
a brief moment.  I’m hoping there’s still a chance you’ll let me be your
girl.


Your Hart,


Elyssa


 


I re-read the letter and then
carefully fold and place it in an empty envelope.  Please tell
me there’s still a chance, Alex; that you haven’t given up on me.  Knowing
I can’t leave my letter on his desk, I realize I’ll have to drop it by his
house tonight.  How I wish that a simple peanut butter and banana sandwich
could make this situation disappear and make him forget his heartache.  


~~~~~


His driveway is painfully
long.  The garden lights highlight the exterior as I park under one of his
gigantic palm trees.  My stomach is in knots as my nerves get the best of
me.  Staring at the passanger seat, at the care package I made for him, I
start to panic.  At the time, a simple wicker basket, a loaf of bread, a
jar of peanut butter, and a couple of bananas seemed like the perfect vessel
for my apology letter.  But, what if he doesn’t like it?  This was
something his grandmother did for him.  What if he thinks I’m being too
pushy?  Or worse, not giving him the time he needs?  


It’s now or never.  Letting
out a deep breath, I take a moment before exiting the car with the basket in
tow.  As I approach his front door, I set the basket down and retreat as
quietly as I came.  I don’t want to cause a scene, nor do I want to look
pathetic in the eyes of the man I’m falling in love with.  But, of course,
why would anything about this situation come easy.  My escape is
interrupted by the creek of the opening door.  Please don’t be Alex,
please don’t be Alex…


Turning to face my broken heart,
I’m stunned.  I must have interrupted his workout because standing before
me is the epitome of my perfection, leaning against the door frame in grey
sweats, sans shirts, hair drenched in sweat with a towel draped around his
shoulders.  God, I miss him.  We stand there for what seems
like an eternity, staring in each other’s eyes; raw green to chilled
blue.  Breaking the tension, Alex looks down into the basket.  His
cheeks redden at my gesture. 


“Peanut butter and banana’s,
huh?” he grins, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes.  I try to approach,
to bridge the distance, but Alex shuts me down with one hand.


Looking down, utterly
embarrassed, I stutter, “I d-didn’t mean to b-bother you.  I know you need
more time, b-but I wanted to give you something to think about,” I point
towards the basket.  


“Elyssa, you’re all that I’ve
thought about,” he pauses, waiting for me to catch my breath.  He reaches
down to pick up the basket, “Thank you.  I don’t know what else there is
to say.”  Picking through the items, he grabs my letter.  


I can’t be here while he reads
it.  I have to get out of here, but my body won’t retreat.  All I
want to do is run and jump into his arms.  Be strong, Ely!  “I’ll
see you tomorrow.”  Please stop me, Alex.  Please…


He doesn’t say anything, letting
our eyes meet one last time.  He is a man of many faces, but at the
moment, all I can see is grief.  He can’t even look at me without feeling
heartache.  Have I really damaged him that much?  I close my eyes and
take a deep breath before turning towards my car.  Alex, still standing at
the door, continues to stare as I start my engine and make my way home.  


Please God, let him still want
me.  I don’t know what I’d do if I lost him.
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Tuesday, October 9, 2012


I’m on edge as I walk through the
large double doors leading into the banquet hall.  Arriving only thirty
minutes ago, I didn’t leave much time to pull myself together before having to
deal with Alex, and my impending doom.  Thankfully, the valet attendant
was extra helpful and offered to have my bags brought up to my room, leaving me
just enough time to slip into the bathroom and give myself a once over before
heading to the conference.  


Even though I’m dressed
confidently in my candy apple red pencil skirt and matching blazer, my insides
are tied in knots.  And without our normal day-to-day obstacles, I’m
hoping the next three days will be the band aid we need to repair our bent, not
broken, relationship.  Eager to face my heart, and possible heartbreak, I
enter the conference with purpose.  


Ushered in by the helpful members
of the hotel staff, I saunter towards three women sitting at the simple white
check-in desk.  A young blonde woman smiles as she hands me a copy of the
itinerary.  “Your name?” looking up at me, she brings her pen to rest on
her bottom lip.  


“Elyssa Hart.”  As her eyes
retreat to the list of names, mine follow hoping to catch a glimpse of Alex’s
name to see if he’s already checked in.  


Damn, she’s too fast.  With
a checkmark next to my name she offers a sharpie and a blank name tag. 
Wasting no time, I scribble my signature and place it on the lapel of my jacket
before I say my thanks and head off towards the ocean of tables awaiting
me.  Although my tag reads, “Elyssa Hart, Salerno Health,” I feel nothing
like myself at the moment.  My confidence has waned and I hate feeling as
if I’m headed into a firing squad.  Will Alex persecute me or will he
offer amnesty?  I really hope it’s the latter.  Might as well go
find out.  Just rip off the band aid and see what the damage is, Ely!


The banquet hall is radiating a
light periwinkle color as tall exquisite pillars are lit, mimicking the feel of
the ocean outside.  The soft blue glow encompasses the room as the flow of
business suits move from table to table.  Making my way through the crowd,
the sea of handshakes crash around me and anxiety washes over me.  Breathe,
Ely, Breathe.  Walking through the circular tables, I notice on top of
the crisp white linen cloths are square bowls filled with sand and sea
shells.  What a clever way to include the marine like theme of the
hall.  Small name placards taped to the back of each seat are my only clue
as to where I belong.


Trying to shake the feeling of
unease, I attempt to look nonchalant as I glance at the chairs, hoping to find
my name.  Soon after my search begins, the feeling of unease disappears,
an eerie feeling replacing it; a feeling of being watched.  Alex’s gaze is
on me as he sits three tables away.   I’m frozen in my tracks as I
return his stare; the movement of the crowd still stirring around me. 
Something’s different; the way he’s looking at me reminds me of the first time
we saw each other.  There’s no rage, no indifference, just his smile and
those dimples I love so much.  Doubt cuts me; maybe he’s only being polite
seeing as though we are business associates.  I shake the need to run to
him, to close the physical and emotional distance between us.  Instead,
all I can do is raise my hand and wave with a shy grin.


Waving me over, he taps the seat
next him.  The first time in days that we’ll be so close to one another,
and without any discussion, we both must play our roles.  Approaching him,
his eyes run over my body, drinking me in with appreciation.  His lips
part as he exhales.  Toying with his bottom lip, his eyes continue their
aggressive descent over my curves.  I knew this outfit would get his
attention, but now that I’m here, I’m not so sure it was the best idea. 
Him looking at me, with those eyes…BREATHE.  


“Hello, Mr. James,” I smile, not
wanting to attract more attention than I already have.  I see how the
other people are reacting to my presence; wide eyed, mouths dropping as their
conversations end.  When I got dressed this morning I was shooting for
provocative, yet professional.  The plunging neckline of my midnight black
lace body suit was more on the provocative side, the skirt and blazer being the
professional component.  I only wanted Alex to notice me, not the rest of
the conference.  But, if that’s what it takes, so be it.  


Alex rises from his seat as I
inch closer, pulling a chair out for me.  Always the gentleman.  I
take advantage of the moment and remove my jacket and hang it on the back of my
chair before sitting down.  I smirk as I notice Alex eyeing my breasts as
he pushes my chair in from behind; my breasts unintentionally bouncing with
each movement forward.  “Thank you, Mr. James,” I flutter my eyes before
looking up at him through my long lashes.  I know, I know.  Sex
isn’t a weapon, but hey, a girls got to do what a girls got to do, and right
now…I’m desperate.


Running his hand across the back
of his neck, Alex returns to his seat and immediately begins to introduce me to
our breakfast companions.


“Gentlemen, this is my Sales
Executive, Elyssa Hart,” Alex points to me as greetings from around the table
seem to come all at once.  Of course, everyone seated around me are men,
brokers from different firms from across the country.  I’m completely
absorbed as he makes introductions but grow anxious as the men continue to gape
at me, as if they are waiting for me to perform a trick.  


Probably in an effort to pull the
unwanted attention from me, Alex begins to ask the table for their thoughts
about the future of health care.  With the upcoming changes with the
Health Care Reform., the responses from the table are plenty, and extremely
dull, but I appreciate the diversion.  Their chatter is background noise
compared to the beat of my heart.  


Even though he’s engaged in the
discussion, Alex continues to steal glances through the corner of his
eye.  And every time I catch him, the drum in my chest thumps
louder.  


Soon, the banter is interrupted
by an announcement from a woman standing at a podium to our far left. 
Looking like a giant plum in all purple, her voice booms from the
speakers.  “Breakfast is served.  Please help yourselves. 
Afterwards, we’ll have a little meet and greet session and then a break will
proceed.  After the break, please head to the conference room for the
first session on ‘Introduction to Sales Performance Management.’”


All at once, herds of people rise
from their tables, heading towards the buffet area.  More nervous than
hungry, I stay back and unexpectedly, so does Alex.   We’re finally
alone and my hands start to shake.  I wasn’t expecting it to be this
soon.  Don’t panic, Ely!  He won’t give up on you…he can’t,
you’re his Hart. 


I flex my unsteady fingers,
before toying with my ring, trying to calm myself.  I don’t know where his
head is and I don’t want to be pushy, so instead I just sit.  Say
something, please?  Alex is mute as he glances around the tables,
giving the buffet line a once over before granting me his undivided
attention.  It’s unnerving watching his sober face.


The awkward silence continues for
a few minutes before he leans over to whisper in my ear.  “I thought I was
the one avoiding you?”  I look at him, puzzled at his choice of
words.  “You didn’t have to drive just so you wouldn’t have to deal with
me?  I actually wanted to talk before we got here, but you didn’t get on
the plane!”  Irritation and astonishment flicker through his face.  I
have to catch myself as I almost laugh at his pretentious words.  


“Is that what you thought? 
That I was avoiding you?”  Why would he think that?  Haven’t I
told him about my parents?  Thinking back through our previous conversations,
I assumed he would have put two and two together; but, apparently not. 
His insecurities have crept in, his longing eyes search my face for the
assurance he needs, for a glimpse of an explanation.  I shake my head, “I
got the okay to drive because I’m afraid of flying.”  With the tension in
his shoulders instantaneously lifted, his body relaxes against the back of his
seat.


“When you weren’t at the airport,
I thought you didn’t want to see me.  And then, when they called for last
boarding and you weren’t there, I thought…”  For someone who was
supposed to be avoiding me, he was pretty eager to have me near.  Do I
dare hope?


“You were worried about me…,” I
break eye contact, fixing my attention on my ring as I twirl it, around and
around.  Please help me, mom.  I need you right now.  Keep me
upright; I can’t fall now.  Trying to suppress the grin that’s
threatening to spread across my lips, I continue.  “Thank you for still
caring.”  I look at him sideways, waiting for a sign of what he’s thinking. 
There is so much I want to tell him, but don’t know if I’ll ever get the
chance.  Sitting here with him, it feels as though a wall is starting to
come down.  But, I can’t read him and as frustrating as it is, I know I
can’t push.  I want him to want me, not out of pity, but because he feels
the same.  


Alex’s confidence has waned as he
sits silent.  I know how hard it is, as I watch him try and formulate the
right words.  I’ve been searching for the right thing to say for far too
long.  Running his hand through his hair, he rests his palm on the back of
his neck before meeting my gaze, returning my smile.  “Can we start
over?”  He pauses, and because I want nothing more than to have a second
chance with him, I nod.  Not out of desperation, but out of hope.


Taking a deep breath, “Hi,
Alexander James; and you are?”  He extends his hand in a friendly
gesture.  A gesture showing a willingness to give us the beginning we
never had.  I notice his knuckles are bandaged, which pangs my heart to no
end.  But, because we are trying not to focus on the mistakes of our past,
I push forward.


Taking his hand in mine, the
sensation of his touch makes my body tremble.  He’s being adorable and
this game, well, I like this little game we’ve got going on right now.  I
wonder how far my mind, and my body, can take this.  I like playful Alex,
much, much more than I like angry or despondent, Alex.  “Elyssa
Hart.  Nice to meet you.”


“So, Elyssa…I notice you aren’t
wearing a wedding ring.  No husband?”  Clever segue, Alex.  


“Nope…no husband,” I blush as my
hand remains in his, our shake lasting a little longer than it should in a room
littered with people.


“Boyfriend?”  His left brow
shoots up flirtatiously as he smiles, leaning into the table, resting his head
on his hand.  Copying his gesture I turn sideways, resting my head on my
palm, placing my elbow on the table.  A giggle bubbles from my chest as I
hide my face in my hands.  Not waiting for my answer, Alex whispers beside
me, causing my breath to hitch as I look up from my hands.  “You look...”
his eyes search by body for the right word.


“So do you, Alex.”  He
always does, though.  Dressed to the tens, Alex is wearing his three piece
black suit.  His blood red tie stands out against his stark white
shirt.  Deciding to push the limits, I unleash the beast.  Crossing
my legs, my skirt lifts, revealing my garter.  Alex exhales as he eyes my
stems from garter to stiletto.  


“We match,” he observes, pointing
towards his tie and my skirt.  His fingers brush against my thigh, sending
a flushed sensation between my legs.  Staring into my eyes, not letting my
gaze slip, he once again whispers, so that only I can hear.  “I know
there’s a lot that needs to be said.  For now, please don’t worry about us
so we can get through the day.  We’ll talk later.”  With that, he
touches my knee, sending shivers all the way down my spine.  My eyes
flutter shut.


“Okay,” is all I can muster,
exhaling the deep breathe I didn’t know I was holding.  


Appearing as though our
conversation has affected him, just as much as it has me, he points toward the
buffet line that has now shortened.  Clearing his throat, Alex shakes his
head.  “I think we may have a chance to get some food, without the risk of
having our hands chewed off.”  


With his hand on the small of my
back, I let Alex lead me toward the buffet.  The feel of his touch against
the lace of my blouse makes me yearn for his hands all over my body.  But,
instead of giving into my desires, I say nothing, only allowing myself to bask
in his closeness.  If only I could lighten my heavy breathing.  I
know there’s so much that needs to be said, but for now, this is enough.


Reaching the line, I take in the
tempting aromas of the sweet and savory dishes, but decide to go light and pick
an egg white omelet with spinach, bell peppers, mushrooms, and a small sprinkle
of cheese.  


At my far right, I notice Alex
making conversation with the pretty brunette making his pancakes. 
Throwing his head back, he laughs with such animation, that I’m afraid he may
fall down.  I haven’t seen him this carefree in days and I’m envious of
her ability to bring it out of him.  I can’t help my momentary glare as
jealousy builds.  With omelet in tow I head towards the table, refusing to
stand and watch Ms. Pancakes laugh it up with him.  He probably won’t even
know I’m gone.


Returning to the table, I feel
like an outsider.  All of the men are in full discussion, seeming to have
known each other for years.  The gentlemen to my right are in deep
discussion about their kids who are graduating from high school this year, the
men to my left are discussing the candidates for Presidency.  Not wanting
to jump into either conversation, I decide to stick with my omelet and the
empty seat next to me, and pout.


I’ve never been one to play with
my food, but sourly my appetite has left after watching Alex enjoy himself,
with someone other than me.  Maybe he’s purposefully flirting to make me
jealous; to allow me to experience an ounce of the turmoil he’s felt. 
Regardless of what he felt during the whole Cole debacle, I never once
purposefully tried to piss him off or make him jealous.  That’s not
true, Ely.  I’m pretty sure it was you who invited Cole to the fundraiser
in the first place.  Ok, fine; there was that one moment of insanity, but
Alex had ignored me for four days and I thought I meant nothing to him. 
I’m beginning to wonder if I still mean nothing to him.  I sigh as I push
my food around on my plate, still waiting for answers.  This is going to
be a long day.


Interrupting my inner discussion,
I feel a strong hand tapping me on my shoulder.  Turning, I half expect to
see Alex, but instead I’m met by captivating, emerald green eyes.  The
rest of him isn’t too shabby either.  He’s quite attractive with short dark
hair, tanned skin, prominent nose, and well groomed facial hair.  I glance
down at his name tag.  Feeling bold, and not knowing where it came from, I
inquire, “May I help you, Oliver?”


He smirks as he leans back in his
chair.  “Must be mindlessly boring sitting at a table full of fat, lazy,
old men.  You should come to the dark side, we’ll keep you company.” 
Isn’t he Mr. Forward?  Oliver points towards his dining companions
who seem to all be younger, except for one older gentleman devouring a stack of
pancakes.


My eyes shoot towards two
gentlemen with heavy Boston accents, attempting to attract a female’s attention
two tables over.  Laughing, they write something on a napkin before
tossing it in her direction.  Unfortunately for them, the wad of paper
hits her on the side of her head.  With a glare she snatches the battle
weapon, aka the piece of paper, and throws it back at them.  They duck to
avoid her wrath.  “Yah, you guys seem like a bunch of party
animals.”  


“What?  You can’t tell me
their approach isn’t original?  When was the last time a guy gave you a
“do you like me, yes or no,” note….fourth grade?”  


“More like third.”  Bringing
me out of my foul mood, I giggle.  Oliver’s charming smile and bright eyes
lighten at the sound of my laughter.


“That’s what I was waiting for,
your beautiful smile.  So, how about you accept my invitation and switch
sides?”  Tilting his head towards his table, Oliver waves me over.


“I appreciate the…” Before I’m
able to finish my sentence, Alex’s booming voice startles me.  


“She doesn’t need your company,
Prescott!  My Sales Executive is fine exactly where she is.” 
Returning from his laugh fest with Ms. Pancakes, Alex slams his plate against
the table, halting all conversations around us.  Prescott?  I’m
going to assume they know each other, and not in a good way.  


Oliver eyes Alex’s bandaged
fist.  With a chuckle, he retorts, “So, what happened, James? Are you that
lonely these days?  Has your only companion rejected you?  I told you
before, there’s no need to beat yourself up over how much of a prick you
are.”  


“Fuck off, Prescott.” 
Oliver rolls his eyes at Alex.  Smiling brightly at me, he straightens his
chair, as he returns to the conversations at his own table.


Not knowing what to say, I turn
back to my own food, and continue to toy with my omelet.  He doesn’t
explain, and I don’t ask.  At least not right now.  We sit and eat in
silence.  Occasionally, Alex is pulled into a conversation with one of the
other six men sitting across from us.  All of them studiously ignore me as
they battle it out for the master of the banquet hall, some of the
conversations getting boisterously loud.  Thank God the torture is over,
as they are interrupted by Ms. Plum, belting out an announcement from the
podium.


“I want to thank everyone for
attending our annual ‘Sales Performance and Management’ Seminar. 
Hopefully everyone’s had a chance to eat all of the scrumptious food prepared
by our wonderful hosts.”  The room breaks out in applause; joining in I
clap my hands together several times, but feel uncoordinated as my hands seem
to be beating to their own drum.  Looking over at Oliver, he notices my
uncoordinated effort and brings his hand up to his lips to mask his
laughter.  I glare at him.  What is he up to?


“Next up is our ice
breaker.  Everyone will have a chance to meet and reacquaint themselves
with all of the new and old faces in the crowd.  Please notice that you’ve
been assigned a number, which has been written on your name tag.  This
number signifies your table.  In addition, you’ve also been assigned a
color.  You’re either a red or a blue.”  I glance down and see a red
mark next to my name.  


“I need all of the blues to stand
up.”  Alex adjusts his tie and stands, placing his napkin on the bare
plate in front of him.  “Now, blues head to the table number that is one
above yours.  Sit and get to know your neighbors.  I will blow a horn
which will alert the blues to switch tables again.  Continue this until
you’ve had a chance to talk with at least one person from each of your
neighboring tables.”  


Taking his cue to leave, Alex
shrugs off his jacket baring his vest and white button down shirt. 
Salivating, I thoroughly inspect every inch of him.  I’m completely
mesmerized and can’t take my eyes off him.  Shaking my head, I’m brought
back to earth as Alex leans down to whisper in my ear.  “I’ll see you in a
little bit.”  As he’s about to walk away, he leans down again, forgetting
to tell me something, “Oh and can you do me a favor?”  I nod.  “Will
you please put on your jacket?  I’ve already been in one fight because of
you; I don’t need to get into another.”  He grins, heading with three
other gentlemen to table number four.  


As soon as they are all up, the
wait staff comes in and removes all of the remnants from breakfast.  Just
as I’m about to put my jacket back on, I’m interrupted with yet another tap on
my shoulder.  This time, Oliver decides to occupy the chair Alex just
vacated.


“Hi!  Elyssa, right?” 
He glances down at my low cut shirt, staring at my cleavage.  I can
already tell he’s that kind of guy, but I’m going to give him the
benefit of the doubt, assuming he was searching for my name tag.  It’s
true that attractive men get away with murder, because normally I would have
felt insulted by the complete physical Oliver just gave me with his eyes. 
But, there’s something about him, something I can’t quite put my finger
on.  He intrigues me.  Grabbing my jacket, I slip my arms through
before adjusting my lapel to show my name tag.  You know, just in case
that’s what he was looking for.


“Oliver, right?”  His eyes
shoot up, and once again he’s giving me that ‘you can trust me, but you really
shouldn’t’ smile.  Although he’s very forward, I immediately like
him.  His charisma, mixed with his toothy smile and rugged demeanor, is
undeniably appealing.  Watch this; I can be forward, too. 
“So, Oliver, how does this work?  This is my first,” I tease.


“Oh a virgin!  What a treat
it is for you that I get to pop your cherry.”  He claps his hands
together, rubbing them before continuing.  “You know I usually don’t get
serious when I first meet someone, but I gotta tell you…there’s something about
you,” he admits, mirroring my thoughts.  I have an odd attraction to
him.  Nothing like what I feel for Alex, but there’s definitely a feeling
of comfort around him.


I burst out laughing at his
inappropriate innuendo.  “God, you love hearing the sound of your voice
don’t you?  Have you ever been told that you’re rather presumptuous?”


“I have a great voice, if you
don’t mind me saying.  And yes, I have been told that I’m cocky, but
that’s usually by someone who hasn’t said yes to me yet.”


I can’t help but giggle.  I
don’t think I’ve wanted to laugh this much in months.  He’s overconfident,
but at least he’s fun.  As the horn blows I reach out my hand to greet
Oliver goodbye.  “Well Oliver, it was nice meeting you.” 


“Not so fast!”  Oliver grabs
my hand but doesn’t let go, sending a jolt of energy up my arm.  What
is he doing?  “Hey Barney, stay at table 2 for me, would ya?” 
The older gentleman smirks.  I remember him from moments ago, devouring
his breakfast.  


“What are you doing?”  I try
to tug my hand back, but Oliver has a tight grip.  


“I’m still getting to know
you.  Isn’t that what this little exercise is about?”  I shrug, not
knowing what else to say.  He has no intentions of giving my hand back, so
instead I sit and listen to him talk about himself, as he gauges my
reaction.  


Living in San Diego for a while
now, he tells me he’s been looking at relocating to Las Vegas.  And now
might be as good of a time as any.  Wait, why is he talking about Las
Vegas?  He must have noticed the panic look in my eyes, because he
pats my knee with his other hand before explaining.  “Don’t worry. 
I’m not a crazy person.  Isn’t boring ole’ Mr. James over there your Sales
V.P. at SHI?” he jeers, sticking his thumb out towards Alex.  


“Boring no, V.P. yes.  It
doesn’t appear that you and Mr. James are too keen on each other.  What’s
that about?”  Hopefully Oliver isn’t so tight lipped, because I doubt Alex
would tell me, even if I asked.


“Alex is too political, takes
things too seriously.  I, on the other hand, enjoy myself and make the
most of my time, which would include spending time with beautiful women, such
as yourself.”  


I blush again.  Man he’s cheesy,
isn’t he?  But, I’m a girl, and girls definitely like cheese.  The
horn sounds again and I realize Oliver is still holding my hand.  “Hey,
Barney!”


“Yah yah, I’ll go to table four
for you, Ollie.”


“Thanks man!”  Because I know
he isn’t meaning any harm, this time I don’t try and pry my hand away when he
squeezes it, reassuring me he isn’t going anywhere.  But, as I glance over
at Alex, I see him eyeing me suspiciously.  A knot builds in my
throat.  This is going to get awkward, real fast.  I’m
enjoying Oliver’s company, but he’s going to cause Alex to have a coronary by
the look on his face.  And, here I was getting jealous over Ms. Pancakes,
when I’m allowing Oliver to flirt with me.  Not cool, Ely, not cool.


“Still not moving?” I question.


“Nah, no need!  I know
pretty much everyone here already.  Besides, you’re brand spanking
new.  So shiny, you need breaking in.” 


“Well, I think you’re going to
make the facilitator angry by not following the rules.  Plus there’s a shiny
red head at table five who appears to be dying for you to pay her some
attention.”  Oliver slyly looks over, just as the red head quickly looks
away, trying to hide her interests, and failing.


“I’m not really into red
heads.  I prefer brunettes,” he states, matter-of-factly.


“Well, I wouldn’t want you to
disappoint your fans.  Besides, I’m here to actually do business, unlike
some of us who seem to not have a care in the world.”  


“How about you make an honest man
out of me then?  Teach me a lesson.  Here, you can tie me up.” 
Oliver releases my hand and crosses his wrists, showing a gesture of
binding.  He’s a little too cocky!


“Something tells me you are
untamable.  I’m sure many women have tried and I’m sure they failed
miserably.  Something tells me that you require a lot of attention,
probably more than one woman could ever give you.”


Appearing wounded, Oliver brings
his hands up to his chest.  “Ouch, do I appear that self-absorbed?” 
I nod.  “Well, would you like me to share my observations?”


Crossing my arms, I sit back
waiting for him to dazzle me with his wit.  “Well, you’re smart and
beautiful, confident but not cocky.  You take pride in your work and your
sweet, but you don’t take shit from anybody.  It’s actually a breath of fresh
air.”


“What is?”  I blush at his
long list of compliments.


“That you aren’t like most
women.  You must be my kryptonite.”  Of course he would reference
a super hero.


“The point of this exercise is to
meet and greet everyone, not to get fixated.”  I jump as Alex’s voice
comes from behind me.  Crap!  He needs to stop doing that. 
Shit!  How long has he been standing there?!


“How can you not get
fixated on such a lovely creature, James?”  Oliver continues to sit,
staring Alex down.  Thank God he let my hand go before Alex came
over.  I cringe at the thought of another confrontation.  


“Luckily, there are rules to this
little exercise.  Move along, Prescott!  I’m sure there are plenty of
your women here.  Go and find one of them to harass,” Alex says
sternly.


“One of my women, eh?  Well
from what I’ve learned about our little Elyssa here, she’s turning out to be a
pleasant surprise and might be just what I was looking for.  Plus, you
know I’ve never been one to follow the rules, Alex.  But, I
wouldn’t want to get Ms. Elyssa here in trouble.”  


Suddenly, Oliver reaches over
grabbing my right hand.  Bringing it up to his lips, he places a brief
kiss on my knuckles.  I heat knowing that Alex is standing behind me.


“Before I go, Elyssa, I wanted to
ask you if you’d join me for a drink tonight,” Oliver inquires, sweetly.  


Crap!  Crap! 
Crap!  I
have to play it cool.  I need to let Oliver down gently, not that his ego
would be affected by my mere relationship status.  But this is my chance
to show Alex that I’m still taken as far as I’m concerned.  “Sorry, but my
boyfriend wouldn’t approve of me having a drink with a random guy.”  I
hope that suffices, Alex.  I look up at him, but he gives nothing
away.


“I’m not some random guy. 
Remember, I was your first,” he chuckles.  Alex, of course, doesn’t find
humor in his little quip, clearing his throat loudly.  A little too loud.


“I appreciate the offer, but I’m
taken in every way imaginable,” I push politely, hoping he gets the hint. 
Maybe in another life, I would have gone for Oliver.  But, having Alex is
the most important thing and I’m not about to ruin it over him.


“Alright, alright, I get
it.  Your boyfriend’s a lucky guy and he must really trust you. 
Letting you come hundreds of miles to San Diego where there are so many sharks
around,” he stands, elaborating each syllable, as he eyes Alex.


“Elyssa….James.”  Oliver
nods in our direction as he stands and ventures towards table four.  


Not wasting another moment and
presumably not ever leaving my side, Alex quickly sits in the vacated
seat.  When the horn is blown again, signaling for the blues to move, he
eyes my facial expression closely, but doesn’t budge or say a word. 
Without any further interferences the rest of the meet and greet goes
smoothly.  Well, as smoothly as one can imagine when both of us are
sitting in awkward silence.  


After another twenty minutes or
so, Ms. Plum’s eager voice announces our morning break and without hesitation,
everyone vacates the room.  I stand, needing to use the restroom. 
Alex, on the other hand, had another idea.  Gently grabbing my elbow, he
leads me out and down the hall.


Once out of ears length, he
explodes, “What in the hell was that all about?”  He’s been marinating in
his anger for the past twenty minutes and it shows, not only in his tone, but
in his distorted face.


I know he’s talking about Oliver,
but that wasn’t my fault.  Is he really going to get mad at me for
something I couldn’t control?  I thought I handled Oliver quite
well.  I guess Alex thought otherwise.  “What are you talking
about, Alex?”  


“That shit with Oliver!” he
explains through gritted teeth.


“What about it?  He was
flirtatious but I had it under control.  I do know how to handle myself
around other men.”


“Seems he had you handled. 
You were flirting with him and he was holding your fucking hand.”  It
was just for a second…wasn’t it?


“Are you serious?  What was
I supposed to do, pull my hand back?  He didn’t know I was taken, but now
he does.  Besides, I could say the same about you and Ms. Pancakes!”


“Ms. Pancakes?” he questions, and
for a second I realize he has no clue what I’m talking about.  Was that
all in my head?  No…no, it wasn’t!


“You and the brunette who made
your pancakes this morning seemed awfully chummy.  You were talking
to her for the longest, all smiles and giggling.”  My mocking tone doesn’t
help the situation any, but I refuse to take the brunt of his anger when this
door swings both ways.  


He laughs.  “Well if you
must know, I asked Ms. Pancakes where I could take my girlfriend for a
nice dinner with a view of the ocean.  She gave me a great idea and the
thought of surprising you made me happy.”


My icy stare defrosts as warmth
builds inside me.  He said girlfriend.  It takes everything that
I have not to lunge myself at him and wrap my arms around his neck. 
Instead, I fidget with my ring, keeping my fingers busy.  “So, I’m still
your girlfriend?”  I look up at Alex through my long lashes, biting my lip
in uncertainty.


“You are still taken in every way
imaginable, right?” he reaches up, but stops before touching me, bringing his
hand back to his side.


“Yes,” I nod.  “Does this
mean you forgive me?”  A large smile spreads across my lips.  The
realization that we are working towards an amiable reunion puts me at ease.


“This means I’m finally ready to
talk.  But, we have to get through the rest of the day.  Please do me
a favor and try to fend off any unwanted attention.  I really don’t want
to get into any more fights.”  He pauses.  “Then again, I would love
to lay Oliver flat on his ass.”


“No more fighting please,” I
pout.  


I beam at him as we walk down the
hallway.  Leaving me at the restrooms, Alex waits for me before we walk
back into the conference.  With a renewed sense of happiness, the rest of
the day seems like nothing can bring us down.
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With his jacket draped over his
shoulder, Alex smirks as he leans against the wall waiting for the elevator to
arrive.  I’m ecstatic over our new beginning this morning.  But, even
though he still wants to be with me, he also said he wants to talk.  Talks
aren’t usually a good sign.  Trying to keep my good mood, I begin to
rock from my toes to the balls of my feet as I stare at the numbers above the
elevator.  


Peering over at me, he asks,
“What floor are you on?”


“Fifteenth,” I smile back at him,
hoping that we’re on the same floor.  But, that would be too easy.  


Disappointment touches Alex’s
face, explaining that he’s on the seventeenth floor.  Pursing his lips, a
slow grin spreads across his lips as our eyes meet, “I guess it doesn’t
matter.  I don’t expect you to spend much time in your room
anyways.”  Biting my bottom lip, it’s getting harder and harder to
suppress the urge to reach out...and touch him.  It might be dangerous to
be so close to him right now, alone, in such a closed confined space. 
Especially when he says things like that; words that speak directly to every
part of my flushed body.  


The car arrives and we both step
in.  Pushing the button for the fifteenth floor several times, I grow
impatient waiting for the doors to close.  Close damn it! 
Looking over at Alex, he’s always so calm and in control of his desires. 
I, of course, look like the sex crazed freak who’s ten seconds away from
pushing him against the elevator wall and wrapping my legs around his
waist.  


“Impatient?” he muses, as I
blush.  I nod, biting my lip playfully.  If only he knew what I’d
like to do to him right now.   I’ve never craved anyone before, but
my hands are eager to run my fingers along the curvature of his chest and
biceps, to trace his sex lines and explore him thoroughly.  


But, just like clockwork, my
impure thoughts are interrupted by shouting from the distance.  Why do
we always have bad timing?!  “Hold the elevator,” a familiar voice yells
from the lobby.  Alex places his hand in the way of the door. 
Instantly, he regrets the favor as Oliver comes bounding in.  Really,
not even one moment alone with him? 


“Hey, thanks James,” he taunts,
sardonically.  Immediately, his attention turns to me, a seductive smile
creeping across his lips.  “Hello again, Elyssa.”  Oliver nods in my
direction as he takes me in.  I’m sure Alex wishes that I’d put my jacket
back on.  Hell, I wish I would put it on.  The plunging neckline and
lacy material of my shirt gives Oliver the perfect view of my goodies and he’s
not shy about his appreciation.  “I guess it was fate that we ended up in
the same elevator.  I think the Gods are telling us something.”  A
small giggle escapes my lips as I shake my head at him.  I’ve never met
anyone so unrelenting before, especially since he knows I’m taken.  


“What floor are you on?” I sigh,
placing my finger near the numbers.  I need to get him on his way. 
My fingers feel antsy as I wait for his answer.  Anymore inappropriate
comments from him and I’m almost positive Alex would reach over and snap his
neck.  Something tells me that Oliver would give Alex a run for his money;
nothing like the ass whooping Alex gave Cole.


“Fifteenth floor.”  Oliver’s
eyes search the already lit up buttons, and with a wolfish grin spreading
across his lips, he continues.  “Now, If I had to guess, I’d go with the
V.P. on the seventeenth, which leaves you on my floor,” he winks at me as he
leans against the elevator wall.  Does he get any cheesier?


I bite my lip as I avoid looking
in his direction.  I have so much on my plate with Alex already; Oliver is
only making it worse.  Just as I’m about to admit which floor I’m on, Alex
chimes in.


“Guess it’s not your day
Prescott, cause it looks like you and I are sharing a floor.”  I suppress
a smile as I bite the inside of my cheek.  Alex doesn’t handle jealously
well, but he’s doing a remarkable job of keeping Oliver at a distance, without
using his fists to make his point.  Disappointed, Oliver pouts as he turns
to face the elevator door, leaving me to sneak my room key to Alex. 
Palming the card in my hand, I reach out as his fingers brush against my
wrist.  We exchange cards, my eyes closing at his heated touch.


Coming to a halt, the doors open
and both Alex and Oliver begin to walk out.  Being the persistent flirt
that he is, Oliver turns, holding the door open with his hands.  Standing
with his arms extended out, his flexing biceps peek out of his short sleeved
dress shirt.  “Have dinner with me.”  Oliver’s tone is different; his
words laced with a sense of desperation.


“Oliver, I….”


“Fine drinks.”  His eyes
search for any sign of wavering.  I’m sure my unrelenting rejection is
unfamiliar to him.  Just like Alex, women probably throw themselves at
him.  


Lurking behind Oliver, Alex is
tense as he runs his hands over the back of his neck.  “There’s no point,
Oliver.  I’m taken.  You’re wasting your time.”  The elevator
doors attempt to close, but again, Oliver pushes them back.


“I don’t know what it is about
you, but something tells me that if I let you go…I’ll regret it.”


Stepping closer to Oliver, Alex’s
eyes fill with anger.  His hands are fisted at his side as he watches my
every move.  Leaning in, I place my hands over his forearms, “Oliver…regret
requires a missed opportunity.  Trust me…you never had a chance.”  I
push against his arms allowing the elevator doors to finally close on their
shocked and approving faces. 


With the door closed I text Alex.


**My room is
1501. Can you grab me a change of clothes?**


Within seconds I receive a text
back.


*Yes, anything
specific you want me to grab? I’ll meet you in room 1703.*


**You’re the one
taking me out, I trust you’ll find something appropriate.**


*Do you know how
hard you just made me? I want you so bad right now. But, talking first.*


I want you too, Alex.  Clutching my phone to my
chest, my Cheshire cat like grin is unavoidable.  What did he think? 
That I would just accept Oliver’s advances?  That’s not even feasible when
all I want is him, physically and emotionally.  Exiting the elevator, I
head to room 1703 with lightening speed.  


~~~~~


Ten minutes later I hear a
rapping against the door.  Pulling it open, Alex stands with my metallic
silver sweater dress still on its hanger, dangling from his pointer
finger.  I blush at his choice.  Modest in the front, the back
plummets, showing off my shoulders and the indentation of my spine stopping
right above the dimples on my lower back.  Although warm, the dress is
short.  Hopefully he’s not taking me somewhere we’ll have to battle the
salty ocean breeze for long.  I only decided to bring it because I thought
it would be easy access for Alex, if we had a successful reunion. 


“So this is what you picked,
huh?”  


Reaching out, I try and take the
hanger from his pointed finger, but instead Alex strides towards me, pushing me
further into the room.  Nuzzling my neck, he wraps his arms around me as
my dress drops to the floor.  “Happy to see me?” I giggle as Alex nods,
moaning as he holds me tighter.  I run my fingers through his hair and
marinade in his warmth.  Not letting go, Alex’s constricting arms envelop
me.  “Hey, are you okay?”


I try to lean back to look at
him, but he remains pressed against me.  “I just missed you...that’s
all.”  


Sighing, I continue to run my
fingers through his dark locks, “I’ve missed you, Alex.”  After a few more
minutes of our silent embrace, his grasp loosens and soon he’s bending down to
pick up my fallen dress.


His brow perks up as he hands it
over.  “You’re kinda clumsy…do you need help changing?”  


“I think I’ve got this
handled.”  Through squinted eyes, I head off towards the adjacent second
bedroom.


“Don’t take too long, we have
reservations.”


~~~~~


As we arrive at Donovan’s Steakhouse,
I immediately feel underdressed.  How could I not?  Next to me is a
stunning blonde with legs for miles.  Her black satin cocktail dress is
short and shows her small frame and large bust.  Not my cup of tea, but
it’s nice to know when I peek over at Alex, that it’s not his either.  On
the other hand, she’s quite impressed with my date.  Her ravenous eyes
examine every inch of his solid body.  I can’t blame her.  Even when
he’s dressed casually in dark jeans, he looks incredible.  His baby blue
button up doesn’t do his eyes justice; just slightly unbuttoned at the collar,
his muscular chest peeks out from underneath the snug cotton material.  


Feeling the need to stake my
claim, I reach over and take his hand into mine, smiling up at him
sweetly.  Alex returns the gesture and kisses me on the forehead.  No
longer gaping at Alex, the blonde gives me a grin before she goes back to tend
to her date.  Smiling down at me, he squeezes my hand in
reassurance.  Can he sense my need to let the world know I possess him, as
he possesses me?  I hope so.


“You are absolutely beautiful, my
Hart.  No one compares to you.”  Oh, how I missed him calling me
that.  I snuggle against him, my other hand reaching up to cling to
his biceps as we wait patiently to be seated.   


The hostess greets us with a warm
smile, focusing her attention more on Alex than myself.  Will I ever
get used to this? 


“Reservation for two. 
Alexander James.”  


“Yes, Mr. James, I’ll take you to
your private dining area.”  Private?  The last time we were in
a private booth, he ravished me at the table.  Is it going to be that kind
of night?  I wouldn’t mind a little private time with him, in fact I would
most definitely prefer it over any type of talking.  


Taking us down a narrow corridor,
we pass several areas that are sectioned off by deep burgundy drapes.  The
dark wood paneling accents the deep forest green cushions on the chairs
surrounding the tables.  With menus in hand, the hostess opens one of the
curtained areas, revealing a spectacular view of the ocean, illuminating the
sun as it sets in the distance.  “I hope this is to your liking?”


“This is perfect,” Alex says in
an almost moan, never breaking eye contact with me.  Seeing him against
this breathtaking backdrop, I can’t…breathe.  I don’t know how much more
my heart can take.  Still deep in a trance, he walks over to pull out my
chair.  If not for the seduction in his eyes, and his agreement to start
over, I would’ve felt slightly nervous sitting down next to him.  Instead,
I’m anxious.  


The waiter enters to take our
drink order.  Not wasting any time, Alex orders an appetizer, along with
dinner and a nice bottle of wine.  Explaining further, he requests for us
to not be bothered.  Remaining indifferent, the waiter nods and vanishes
behind the curtain.  Food is the last thing I’m concerned with, so I’m not
surprised that I can’t even remember what he ordered.  


Toying with the flute of his
water glass, he seems uneasy.  I guess this is the moment where we have
the “talk.”  Avoiding eye contact, I fidget with the edge of the table
cloth that rests just above my thighs.  Even though this isn’t my
conversation to start, I have to say something…anything to break the angst in
his face.


“Is this where you tell me you
want to see other people?”  


Alex cocks his head. 
“What?  Why would I want that?”


I shrug my shoulders. 
“Something’s off.  You’re different right now compared to how you were
earlier.  You’re going to say something that I probably don’t want to
hear.”


“I told you we needed to
talk.  I’ve been thinking about this conversation all day.  I just
need you let me get this out and not say anything.”  I nod in agreement,
but my anxiety almost cripples me.  Gripping the table cloth, I close my
eyes and brace for the impact.  


“Ever since the fundraiser, I’ve
had Cole’s voice repeating in my head.  I may have kicked the shit out of
him, but the bomb he planted in my head is far worse.  I’m constantly
thinking about his hands on your body, his mouth on yours, you moaning his name. 
I feel like I’m going crazy.”  Alex’s jaw tenses as tears pool in my eyes. 
This conversation is not starting off the way I expected.  What happened
to “I miss you,” or “I’m sorry for turning into the Hulk and destroying your
best friend slash ex-boyfriend.  Can we start over again?”


How could he still believe
Cole?  “Alex,
I never…”  


Holding up his hand, Alex urges
me to stop.  “Just let me get this out.”  I nod as I swallow back the
lump growing in my throat.  


“I know I fucked up when I stayed
away from you.  I needed those four days to get my head out of my ass and
figure out how I felt about you.  And, right when we were back on track,
when I was the happiest I’ve ever been, Cole came in and fucked it up. 
Elyssa, when he said he had been with you…” he pauses, closing his eyes as he
takes a deep breath.  “He made me question every moment we’ve had; every
moment that I thought I’d found happiness.”


I clutch the table cloth as I
blink back the tears that brim my eyes.  


“Even sitting with you here…I’m so
fucking livid that I can’t think straight.  You were mine, even if we
weren’t officially together, in my heart I had already claimed you!  I
don’t regret what I did to him; he deserved it…for making me doubt you and for
what he did to you.  He’s fucking lucky that I didn’t know then what I
know now…” His voice trails off as he picks at the gauze wrapped around his
knuckles.  


“I don’t even remember the entire
fight.  I just remember that smug look on his face and him running his
finger underneath his nose.  After that…I lost it.  The next thing I
remember was you.  You threw yourself on top of him, giving me the only
reason to stop.”  


Shaking his head, Alex dredges up
painful memories of his past.  “The last time I felt that enraged was when
I put my dad in the hospital.  He showed up at my mother’s funeral, pushed
Nana, and I went ballistic.  Same thing…everything went black and the next
thing I remember was being pulled off of his lifeless body.”  


My thoughts go back to the
conversation I had with Cole, when he told me about Alex being dangerous. 
Not that violence is okay, but it’s a relief to know it wasn’t some random
person he beat up.  He hurt the man who abused his mother for years, who
then had the audacity to lay a finger on Nana.  No, it wasn’t right, but I
can’t blame him.


“I know I was an asshole to you
when you showed up at Red Rock, but I wasn’t thinking clearly.  I went
there because I needed a moment to think things through before I saw you
again.  When you broke down, I desperately wanted to go to you, but my
pride wouldn’t let me.  And when you left, I was miserable.  I spent
the whole night thinking about you, about us, about what Cole had said. 
Before I knew, the sun was coming up and I couldn’t function without knowing
you got home okay.   I know I had no right, but in my moment of
weakness, I sent you that text.”  I recall the lonesome first clue, the
one that gave me hope that he still cared.  


“Then there was Monday; not my
finest moment.  I’m sorry you heard my outburst at Maggie.  It was in
the moment.  I felt rushed because I still hadn’t figured out what I
wanted to do.  On one hand, I was happy you’d be here with me and not with
him.  But, I still didn’t know if I could be with you.”  The dreadful
words that I never wanted to hear.  I hang my head in despair; pushing
back the sobs that have been building the moment he began to speak.  


“But then you brought me the
basket with your letter.  Knowing that you took the time to tell me how
you feel, you tried reaching me even when I was unreachable.  Reading your
letter, everything came back into perspective for me.”


Unable to remain silent, my words
shoot out to plead my case.  “Alex, you know how I feel for you.”  My
strength disappears and tears escape my eyes, trailing down my cheeks.  I
look up into his face.  His brows are furrowed, not giving anything
away.  The anticipation is killing me.  Does he want to be with me
or not?


“The problem I’m having is that I
can’t get the thought of you with Cole out of my head.”  Running his hand
through his hair, he settles his palm on the back of his neck. This is it,
he’s really ending it.  “But, as much as this is breaking me, I can’t
let you go…I just can’t.”  My lips quiver as I finally take a breath.


“Please don’t let me go,
Alex.  I promise you…” Once again, he interrupts me, only holding up one
finger this time.  I close my mouth, but all I want is to shout to the
world.  


“I had an epiphany today, and at
the oddest moment.  When Oliver was trying to get into your pants…” 
I look down, suddenly feeling ashamed of the whole situation.  Alex had
thoughts of Cole making love to me for the past two days and here I was
playfully flirting with a man in front of him.  I might have done more
damage without recognizing the repercussions.


“I realized there will always be
someone trying to get between us.  First, because you are absolutely
beautiful, and second because someone will always feel they deserve you more
than I do.  Even if he didn’t realize I was your boyfriend, this was
direct insight into how other men perceive the value of love.  To them,
it’s all about sex and self gratification.  I’m emotionally invested, so
of course, I have more to lose.”


I stare at Alex as he’s suddenly
the one looking insecure.  Silence grows between us and I need him to know
he deserves me just as much as I deserve him.  


“We suffer from the same
infliction apparently.  You are transparent to the way women look at you
and I’m oblivious to all other men, because all I see is you.  You have to
realize that it’s only you, Alex.  I’ve never felt this way for anyone
else, including Cole.  He lied!  Can’t you see that?”


“I’m not transparent; I just
don’t care what other women think.  As long as I have you, there will
never be another.”  His face still shows doubt, as he ignores my
plea.  What he says next is the last thing I expected.  


“This brings me to the purpose of
our talk.  Elyssa, I don’t care if you think he’s your friend, that
fucker is toxic.  His friendship is based on his sexual attraction to you,
and his need to control you.  Not to mention that he hit you.  So, at
this point, it’s either me or him.  You need to make your choice.”


Looking at him, I’m
shocked.  With his arms crossed, Alex remains stone-faced waiting for my
decision.  “Choice?!”  Is he really asking me to choose between him
and Cole?  I’ve never been given an ultimatum and I’m not sure if I like
it.  I’ve heard other women talk about similar situations; picking between
friendship and love.  But, never in a million years, would I have imagined
being involved in such a battle.  


“That was a long time ago. 
He didn’t mean to…”


“Are you serious?  Are you
really going to continue and try to makes excuses for him?”


“No Alex, what I’m saying is that
he was drunk, and the abuse only happened one time.  He didn’t touch me
before that, and he hasn’t touched me since.” 


“Fuck that!  I refuse to sit
back and watch him continue to hurt you; emotionally or physically.  If
you choose him, I’m gone.  I watched my mother deal with her abuser for
years and I’m not doing it again.  And as much as I would hate it if you
chose him, I promise to respect your decision.”  


Contemplating the choice he’s
given me, I glance over the table and search for a sign in the all too distant
clouds.  I blink a few times, realizing the weight of what he’s
asking.  Alex’s troubled past allows no leniency for Cole’s
indiscretions.  Regardless of the fact that Cole was not in his sound mind
when he hit me, Alex could care less.  


Alex leans in closer, reaching
for my hand.  “What are you thinking?”  I pull away.


“You make it seem like I’ve been
abused for all of these years.  It wasn’t that way.  I’m not weak,
Alex!”  My voice rises for a moment before I catch myself.  “We were
both young and we made mistakes.  I just chose to forgive him instead of
hating him for the rest of my life.”


“What scares the living hell out
of me is just the fact that he’s capable of it Elyssa.  If he did it once,
what would stop him from doing it again?  And, what if next time it’s not
his baby you’re carrying, what if it’s mine?  I can’t take any
chances.”  Wait, what?  His baby… 


It’s my turn for an
epiphany.  Alex’s ultimatum is only out of concern for me, for our
future.  Not out of jealousy, or rage.  Okay, maybe that too, but
it’s because he wants to protect me; the way he couldn’t protect his
mother.  With a better understanding of Alex’s trepidation, the choice is
no longer difficult. 


My heart wants him.  I want
him safe.  I worry about him just as much as he worries about me. 
I’m willing to give him that assurance and make the choice that was inevitable
from the start.  The difference now, is that I understand the choice
instead of feeling it was a necessity to be with him.  Tears brim over as
I wipe them away with the back of my hand.  “Alex, it’s not even a
choice.  I want you.”  


“You realize what this
means?  He’s out of your life...for good.”


With a weightless energy, calm
spreads over my heart as I assert my decision.  “Like I said, it’s not
even a choice.  Cole has been in my life for a long time and as much as
I’d like to keep him there…I know you’re right.  He’s caused more grief
than anything and I can’t forget everything that’s happened.  He hasn’t
been my friend.”


“With that being said, there is
one more thing that’s been weighing on my mind.”  He pauses, searching for
the right words.  Leaning forward, Alex reaches for my hand, this time I
let him.


“One more thing?!  What else
could there be, Alex?”  I’m drained after our conversation and thought we
were done and settled.  Now he wants to talk more.


“Yes, Elyssa; one more
thing.  Please know that I’m not using your past against you, but,” he
pauses.  But, what Alex?  “You not telling Cole about being
pregnant…I need to know you would never do that to me.”


I can’t believe he’s bringing
that up right now. 
“What do you mean?”  My voice goes soft, feeling slightly
embarrassed.  It was already difficult enough to rip myself open once, but
to talk about this again.  I try to pull my hand away, but he only grips
it tighter.  Instead, I drop my eyes.


“Look at me, Elyssa.” 
Waiting patiently, I find the strength to peer into his smoldering blue
eyes.  “If something happened, I would always want you to talk to
me.  You can’t just freak out and take matters into your own hands. 
I have to be included in the decision; we’re in this together.”


“Do you even want kids?”  I
can’t hide the shock in my voice.  This conversation has definitely taken
a turn, not for the worse, but so much more than I expected.  


“I’m not just talking about
kids.  I’m talking about everything.  No secrets.”  I cross my
heart and hold my hand up, showing my agreement.  “As far as kids,” Alex
shrugs, a small smile touching his lips, “I never really thought about it,
until….well, until recently.”  He releases my hand sitting back in his
chair, his gaze focused on the calm waters outside our nearby window.


My heart warms.  “You’ve
been thinking about kids?”  I could picture having a child with him. 
The baby would be loved and cherished, not only by me, but Alex as well. 
I’ve seen him with his grandmother, his gentle touch and thoughtfulness; the
child would become Alex’s world.  I guess I’m not the only one
falling.  We are both experiencing the vertigo, letting ourselves fall in
love with one another.


“Don’t worry.  I’m not
planning on knocking you up.  It’s just that the past few weeks have made
me think about the future and what’s possible.  You make me think about
what a future would be like…with you.”  I blush not knowing what to say. 



Having just been through an ocean
of emotions, I’m thankful for interruption as our dinner arrives.  Knowing
the worst is over, I realize I’m starving.


We eat in silence.  Deep in
thought, I glance at Alex.  All I’ve wanted was a second chance with him,
and now we have it within our grasp.  We’ve both had a difficult time over
the past few days and deserve some happiness.  My happiness just happens
to be sitting directly across from me.  


“What?” Alex questions, when he
realizes I’m day dreaming.


Reaching over to touch his hand,
I can’t help my smile.  His lip twitch.  “I was just thinking about
how happy you make me.  It’s as if I’m dreaming; it’s surreal.  Like
I’m going to wake up any minute and I’ll be alone in my bed again…without
you.”  Pinching me, I yelp at the slight sting.  “What was that for?”


“You said you thought you were
dreaming.  I was just proving this is our reality.  You’re not the
only one who’s scared about all of this, Elyssa.  You’ve become such an
important part of my life in such a short amount of time.  I promise I
will always try to make you happy.  Anything within my power…it’s yours.”


That reminds me. 
“Anything?”


“Anything!  Just name
it.”  Looking at me sideways, Alex ponders the magnitude of what he just
offered.


“Meet my sister and her boyfriend
next weekend?  They invited us to dinner at their house.”  Rachel’s
optimism paid off, we are definitely more than okay; we’re perfect.


“Of course.  Just tell me
when and where.”  


“Cross your heart?” I tease.


Alex points his finger at me and
makes an imaginary X that spans my entire body.  I melt.  I’m
completely doe-eyed, helplessly in love.  “Take me home…now.”


“You don’t want desert?” 


“Not unless I get to eat it off
of your body.”  The waiter comes at the perfect moment asking if we need
anything.  Alex quickly asks for the check and offers his credit card in
the same moment.
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THUD!  Aggressively, Alex pushes me
against the door, struggling to fetch his key from the front pocket of his
jeans.  Sandwiched between the door and Alex seems like the perfect end to
our perfect night.  If it wasn’t for the fact that the hotel was hosting
the conference, I would have taken him in the elevator.  Instead, his
mouth feverishly sucks on my bottom lip, slipping the key into the card
reader.  He’s quite talented, his hands and mouth never leave me while
efficiently opening the door.  


Turning me around, my back facing
his front, Alex continues to suck and kiss my neck while pushing the door
open.  The feel of his hands running along my breasts and navel almost
send me into convulsions.  I’ve been starved for days and all I want is to
feast on him.  I reach behind and grab the back of his head, my hands
intertwine with his disheveled locks; I bring his mouth to mine.  


Once inside, I spin back around
and clumsily try to unbutton his dress shirt while continuing to massage his
tongue with mine.  I’m not as good at multitasking.  The frustration
builds as my fingers battle against the buttons of his shirt.  My aching
need, coupled with his heavy breathing, causes me to explode with
aggravation.  Screw this!  Hastily, I pry open his shirt,
buttons scattering, as I force my fingers through the material to his lean,
solid chest.  Alex pauses and glances down at his dismantled
shirt.   


“Oops,” I purr, placing my hand
up to my mouth, suppressing a giggle at his shocked face.  


“You are a naughty, naughty girl,
Elyssa,” Alex’s voice teases back.  My hands slide down his chiseled
chest, both of our eyes follow my palm as I trace the curves of his muscles and
gently take his nipple into my mouth.  I can feel the moisture building
between my legs, as he trembles; a soft groan building in his chest.  God,
I’ve missed him.  Wanting nothing more than Alex inside me, my hand
continues to travel down his defined abs, towards the button on his
jeans.  Unexpectedly, he grabs my wrist, halting my downward
pursuit.  


With a pout, my eyes shoot up,
questioning why we’ve stopped.  His seductive smile is menacing, yet
enticing at the same time.  His fingers flex around my wrist as I test his
strength, but his hold is unwavering.  “I have a surprise for you.”  


Tempted, I look around the
room.  Nothing seems out of place.  In fact, the room seems
completely ordinary.  What a tease.  I’m confused, and this
build-up is too intense to keep quiet.  “I thought dinner was my
surprise?”  Brows furrowed with want, I can barely control the need for
him.  How can he have so much self control after days of not being with me? 
I can’t hide the disappointment that his want is not the same.  


“Dinner was just the teaser
before your surprise.”


“Wait, how did you know
everything would work out tonight?”  Alex planned a surprised based on the
assumption I would end up in his hotel room.  He’s sure of himself
isn’t he?  “Are you feeling a little arrogant, Mr. James?”  A sly
smile brushes across my lips.  


“I knew because if I was faced
with a similar choice…I would choose you.  And it’s not arrogance; I’d
like to think of it as confidence.  Now, do you want your surprise or
not?”  I nod, unable to suppress the butterflies fluttering in my stomach,
as I bounce with excitement.  “The first part is waiting in the
bathroom.”  I walk towards his bedroom, but he grabs me from behind. 
“No, gorgeous girl; it’s in the guest bathroom.”  


I turn on my heel and head in the
opposite direction.  The sting of Alex’s hand playfully spanking me jolts
me forward.  “Hey!”  The sensation is erotic and puts my libido into
hyper drive.  I’m tempted to turn around and tear his clothes off with my
teeth, but instead I continue to walk towards the door, rubbing my sore
behind.  


Looking back, Alex is a sexy mess
with his disheveled hair and torn shirt.  Removing his shoes, he kicks
them forward.  “What are you doing?”  He’s toying with me, giving me
a floor show; as if I didn’t already have enough pent up sexual desire.


Sensually he begins to remove
what’s left of his shirt.  “You better hurry; I might have to get started
without you.”  Dropping his shirt to the floor, Alex saunters towards the
bed, leaving me drooling over his bare back, his muscles flexing as he walks
away.  


As I close the door, my eyes
automatically hone in on the red Victoria’s Secret bag sitting on the edge of
the sink.  I wonder what secrets are waiting for me.  I pause
a moment, reacting as if a small explosive is sitting in front of me. 
Meticulously, I separate the pink wrapping paper with my finger, but not before
noticing a small tag attached to the handle that reads, WEAR ME. 
My chest constricts as I reach deeper into the sexual abyss; the feel of satin
and lace brushing against my knuckles.  Intertwined in my fingers is a
sheer cream-colored baby-doll with matching thong.  The barely-there
material makes me blush, but only for a moment.  I strip down and slip on
my gift.  More like Alex’s gift; my gift is the sexual playground I
plan on using his body for.  


A feeling of empowerment rushes
over me as I gape at myself in the mirror.  The vixen like image staring
back exudes sexual confidence; everything the love of a man should make you
feel.  The airy material sways with my body as I twirl around taking in
the full effect.  I’m ready.  With a deep breath, I turn the
knob to go find my release.


“Ohhhh Alllex!”  My voice
echoes through the now empty space.  I scan the room, but he’s nowhere to
be seen.  This is the first time I’m really noticing his suite; it’s much
larger than mine.  The egg white furniture contrasts quite nicely with the
dark tan carpet and Alex’s view is even more spectacular than mine.  The
dancing lights along the coast illuminate the darkness, giving depth to the
ocean just outside.  What are you doing?  You can admire the view
later!


On my continued search for Alex,
I pass the coffee table.  Where before it was empty, there is now a single
glass of champagne sitting on top of a napkin.  A note can be seen below
the stem; it reads, DRINK ME.  Ah, a little game, is it? 
Clever Alex, real clever.  I pick up the flute, taking a sip. 
The bubbles tickle my throat as I smile in appreciation; he’s really thought of
everything.  I wonder what’s next.


A glint of silver catches my
attention, shining under the glowing lights in the dining area.  With my
glass in hand, I walk towards the exquisite dark mahogany table.  Gliding
my finger across the smooth surface, I reach the silver serving dish displaying
eight chocolate covered strawberries.  I can’t help but remember my
birthday and the days that led up to this moment, when Alex was nothing but a
fantasy. 


There’s no surprise when I find
another note next to the strawberries; it reads, EAT ME.  I take a
small bite.  The mixture of the chocolate, strawberries, and champagne is
sensual; I close my eyes and relish the sensation.  Opening my eyes, I
notice the bedroom door is slightly ajar.  Placing the glass on the table,
I push the door open and peek around the corner.  


My mouth drops open in
shock.  I practically have to lift my chin from the floor as I regain my
composure.  Lying across the bed, still in his jeans, Alex is naked from
the waste up.  His bare feet and naked skin remind me of the ache I feel
for him.  The next note leaves me quivering.  On his perfectly naked
chest, I read LOVE ME written in chocolate with a heart made of whipped
cream.  Oh, if he only knew the depth of emotion I feel for him. 
It would scare him, almost as much as it scares me.  


Like a panther stalking its prey,
I move towards the bed.  In one swift move I pounce; climbing on top,
straddling him.  His perfectly decorated torso is too good to pass
up.  My tongue explores his smooth chest, lapping the chocolate as I move
along tantalizingly slow from one nipple to the other.  The chocolate
tastes better off of him than it ever did on the strawberry.  Then again,
my man is sweeter than any berry imaginable. 


Alex moans in appreciation,
closing his eyes.  I lick the last of the chocolate off his clavicle,
savoring every last drop.  “Did you like your surprise?”  The grumble
from his chest vibrates against my lips, making me ache all over.  


I’m radiating happiness and it’s
completely evident in my wide smile.  “Like is not the right word.” 
Sitting up, I reach down to caress his cheek with the palm of my hand.  “I
love my surprise.  It’s perfect…just like you.”  


A sad thought enters my mind, one
that I wish I could shake off immediately.  He’s looked past the anger,
the pain, and is willing to begin again.  “I can’t believe after
everything that’s happened…”  


“Shhhh,” Alex brings his finger
to my lips, stopping me.  “No more talking.  Right now, all I want is
you.”  His hand brushes against my aching sex, causing me to flush with
desire.


“Alex...”  A moan escapes my
lips.  The smallest movement sends shocks of pleasure all over my
body.  Caressing my cheek with the back of his hand, he lovingly rubs his
thumb against my lower lip.  Taking his thumb into my mouth, I suck,
teasing as his eyes widen.  I can feel his reaction stirring below me.


His eyes consume me as his hand
brushes against my shoulder, removing the strap.  “Do you like your
gift?”  His hands continues, brushing against the satin material, until
I’m able to respond.


“I love the way you see me. 
It makes me feel wanted.”  


“You are definitely wanted and
you look as perfect as I imagined you would.  But, you won’t be wearing
this long.”  


My eyes follow his path of sexual
exploration as his hand tease my nipples underneath the satin material.  I
whimper as he increases pressure, pinching and teasing between his thumb and
forefinger.  I want him inside me and it takes everything I have to savor
this moment, instead of ravaging his body.  Lowering myself, my lips reach
his.  His tongue continues to dance with mine, hands travelling up my back
to undo the clasp holding the baby-doll in place.  Removing the airy
material he stares in appreciation.  “Fuck,” he breathes.  “I never
want to be without you again.  Never again…promise me?!” he demands.


My finger traces an X across his
bare chest, over his heart, over my heart.  “Never again.”  In one
swift movement, Alex reaches behind, holding me against his chest and flips me
onto my back.  Moving strategically, he kneels over me, hands traveling up
my thigh, stopping as he reaches my apex.  Ready and wet, I tilt my pelvis
against his large muscular fingers hoping for some release.  


I can’t hide how my body yearns
for his touch.  “Please Alex, touch me.”  


“You want me, my Hart?”  His
fiery blue eyes burn into mine. 


“Yes…always,” I moan. 
Reaching down, he brings both of my legs up and rests them on the tops of his
shoulders.  Hovering, he smiles down, brushing his fingers against my skin
from toe to thigh, leaving my body quivering in anticipation.  “Alex,
please?!”  I can’t take this anymore.  Inch by inch, he moves his way
down, gently placing kisses from my thigh, over my calf and then takes my
pinkie toe into his mouth.  The sucking sensation sends vibrations
directly to my groin.  


“Be patient.  I haven’t
touched you in days.  I’d like to enjoy you.”  Staring deep into my
eyes, his hands reach the band of my barely there panties.  Hooking the satin
material with his thumb he undresses me, bringing them downward, past my thighs
and toes.  In a playful manner he tosses it to the floor.  I giggle
as I flex my foot and place it against his defined chest.  


The ache from the day fades away
with each stroke as his large masculine hands begin to massage the arch of my
foot.  He’s gifted and attentive.  I never imagined having a lover
who was focused primarily on my needs and pleasure.  Is it possible to
climax from reflexology?  His touch is too much to bear and for a
moment I almost forget that I’m naked on display.  


“It’s not fair,” I point towards
his jeans.  


Alex continues to massage the
pads of my feet.  “What’s not?”  


“You’re still dressed.”


Alex stands, leaving me naked and
wanting on the bed.  Grabbing the bottle of syrup on the nightstand, he
explains, “I haven’t had my dessert yet.  I always order dessert.” 
My insides clench.  With bottle in hand, Alex squirts small droplets of
chocolate over my clavicle, nipples, and navel; painting a culinary roadmap for
his pleasure.  Pushing my legs apart, he hovers over me.  Tongue
lapping in the sweet, sticky candy that is melted all over my body.  He
moans in between my breasts, before offering to share his dessert.  Unable
to form any coherent words, I nod.  He’s so playful.  Definitely
not boring, like…like…what’s his name…oh who cares…


Taking my right nipple into his
mouth, he sucks it bare before bringing his mouth to mine.  His soft lips
and silky tongue taste of sweet chocolate and Alex; a combination that would
sell millions, but one I would never share.  


I can no longer fight the urge to
rub myself against him.  I must have him now.  Whispering against his
lips, I plead, “Alex, no more waiting.  I’ll do anything; just don’t make
me wait any longer.  I want you.  Please...”  Wondering if this
pleasure torture will continue, I search his face, hoping he’ll finally give me
my release.  


Without a word, Alex removes his
pants and boxer briefs before deftly positioning himself for entry. 
Thrusting into me, my body relaxes and tenses at the same time.  His hips
continue slow, torturous movements as his hands travel up my body, cupping my
breasts.  


His lips speak against
mine.  “Is this what you wanted, Elyssa?”  


“Yes, Alex, like that.”  My
hands travel down his muscular back to his firm butt.  I grip his cheeks,
forcing his hips into the apex of my thighs.  I long for him to give me
sexual amnesia; I want to forget the past two days of turmoil.  Make me
forget my name.


With intense emotion, Alex makes
love to me, attentively watching me as my body craves more.  “Elyssa,
you’re going to make me come,” he breathes raggedly, gripping my thighs as he
continues to thrust into me.  


“Not yet, Alex.  I need more
of you.  Please?!” 


Sitting up, he balances on his
knees as he takes my hips into his hands.  His movements become desperate
as he grinds into me with such force, making my breasts bounce with each
thrust.  Harder and harder, he punishes me with each movement.  “Is
this what you want?” his voice is rough as he continues.


“Yes…fuck…please!” I scream as my
climax builds.  “Don’t stop.”  My orgasm reaches me, my body quivers,
unraveling with my release.  Alex continues to ravage me, moving even
faster.  My mind is a blur as more pleasure builds.  Fuck, again?
 I don’t think I can come again.  “Alex,” I moan his name, not
knowing which way is up.  


“Come…Again…Elyssa!” he demands
with each thrust.  Alex shuts his eyes, releasing the tension building
inside of him.  I love watching when he comes unraveled because of
me.  His tension, releases my own as I scream through the pleasure of my
second orgasm.  I’m engulfed by the weight of Alex’s body as he lays
slumped on top of me.  Running my hands through his just-fucked-hair and
down his body, I hold him against me in a post-coital embrace; our breathing
slows as we lay exhausted, sated.  


Alex shifts so he’s lying next to
me, resting his head on his hand.  Confirming his playful and
compassionate mood, he grazes his fingers up and down the length of my torso at
a leisurely pace.  We lay like this, just staring at each other, not
wanting to break our connection.  I’ve never felt so at peace with
anything or anyone.


“I could get used to this.” 
Alex’s eyes follow his fingers as they graze my skin.


“To what?  Having a naked
woman in your bed every night?”  I regret bridging this topic the moment
the intended playful words escape my lips.  


“Not just any woman…you. 
All I want is you.  I can’t get enough of you, my Hart,” he confesses,
placing tender kisses along my shoulder.


I’m not trying to darken our
jovial moods, but the thought of Alex with other women make me cringe with
jealousy.  I know he’s not a virgin, but a girl can dream right?  I
haven’t thought much about his previous conquests, but a part of me wonders
exactly how many others he’s been with.  “Since we are talking about other
women, exactly how many others have there been?”


He hesitates a moment before
explaining.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell you how many women
I’ve been with.  If I do, then you’ll only focus on the number and to be
honest I stopped counting a long time ago.”  Reaching up, Alex strums his
fingers along my bottom lip.  “Everyone before you was just sex; I didn’t
feel anything for them.  As far as I’m concerned, you are my first, my one
and only.”  


A first of the heart?  Is
that possible? Surely there have been others.  I know there has been no
one else for me.  Is it possible that his previous conquests were truly
just that?  Just two bodies intertwined in sexual bliss.  It may be
harder for me to understand since I’ve never been able to separate emotion with
sex.  This is probably the very reason I’ve never given myself to anyone
since Cole.  The act of making love without being in love never appealed
to me.  


Oh.My.God.  I’m in
love…  “Thank you Alex…for tonight …for you…for everything.”  


Turning on his back, he shifts me
on top of him.  Lying against him, I can feel the rise and fall of his
chest.  Both naked, we stare at each other, green eyes to blue. 
“You’re welcome, so…I guess I’m doing something right, huh?’  Alex laughs
as he continues to graze my skin with his fingers.  “This, this is all
new.  The way I grew up…well let’s just say I never got to see love first
hand.  I didn’t believe in love.”  


“What about now?”  I hide my
face in his chest, hoping to hear the words I so desperately want him to
say.  I know he can see the want in my heart. 


“Elyssa…you have to understand
that I’m not built the same as most people.  I don’t know how
relationships work…I’m struggling everyday to figure out how things are
supposed to work with you….I…I don’t want to fuck up.”


“Alex, you aren’t.  We are
just going through some growing pains.  This is a good thing.  It
means we’re getting to know each other; our strengths, our weaknesses.” 
Sitting up, I run my hands through his hair and down his chest.  “Besides,
your parent’s relationship couldn’t have been that awful…they made you.” 
I can picture Alex as a small boy, floppy hair and crystal blue eyes, running
around.  He’s a good person; he just doesn’t give himself enough credit.


With a huff, Alex dismisses my
moment of optimism.  “I was a mistake.”  My breath hitches and my
heart tightens.  “He said my Mom tried to trap him.  Biggest mistake
of his life, he said.”  Alex releases my gaze, turning his head.  I
can hardly bear to watch him go down this ugly road of memories.  


“Alex, look at me.”  After a
moment of internal struggle, he turns back with eyes full of sorrow, making my
heart ache.  “Regardless of your father, everything that’s in you, it’s
all the love and beauty from your mother; her hopes and dreams.”


Alex continues to look at me as
he relieves his most haunting memories.  “You know he used to bring women
home?  He would fuck them while my Mom was out.  I could hear the
screams and moaning from the living room.  Is there love in that?” 
My mouth drops in shock.


“No…”  I’m unable to say
more.  I never imagined such a relationship could exist.  


“Well, this is how I thought a
relationship was supposed to be; it’s all I knew.”  Alex’s exposure to
monogamous relationships is as virgin as my exposure to sexual
relationships.  Apparently, we are both teaching each other.


“What made you think
differently?”  


“My mom…in the end…she asked for
my forgiveness; forgiveness for staying with him for so long.  She thought
I needed a man around in order to learn how to be a man, but she told me that
men don’t love with their fists.  Men don’t share their hearts with other
women.  I learned more about being a man from her than I ever did being
around him.”


I can’t help the tears streaming
down my face, not out of shame or disgust, but for the little boy who had to
endure such pain.  “Your mother was wise.”  


“The biggest regret I have is
that I couldn’t protect her.  She needed me.  She needed me to be a
man, and I couldn’t…”


“Alex, stop…you were just a
child.  You can’t blame yourself.”  A flicker of anger courses
through his intense blue eyes.


“She stayed with him because she
needed money; money to take care of the mistake that he never
wanted.  You know what that means?”  I shake my head, not
understanding where he’s going.  “She got beat for years because of
me.  Not only could I not protect her, but the only reason she stayed was
to ensure I was fed and cared for.”


“She loved you.  She wanted
you to have everything you needed.”


“I needed her.  If she just
took better care of herself…maybe...”  Alex shutters and a single tear
escapes his angered eyes.  “It doesn’t matter anymore.  There’s
nothing I can do to help her now, all I can do is not make the same
mistakes.  And, regardless of the situation, my dad got what he
deserved.”  


“When was the last time you saw
your dad?”


“When the cops were dragging me
off of his limp body.  I would do it again…next time…they wouldn’t be able
to stop me.  I’m stronger now, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s dead to
me.”  Alex’s words scare me, because I believe him.  His anger is the
same I felt the night Cole came to my apartment and what I felt during the
fundraiser.  


He must sense my unease and
breaks the silence.  “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.  The
past is the past; let’s leave it where it belongs.”  And on that we
couldn’t agree more.  I wasn’t one that liked to dredge up my past,
either.  


“I’m feeling a bit sticky, want
to take a bath?”


On that note, I smile at my
strong, troubled man, and nod.  Carrying me into the bathroom, I nuzzle
into his neck and bask in this moment of solidarity.   


 


Wednesday, October 10, 2012


My eyes struggle to focus as the
sun shines in through the large bay window.  I’m more exhausted than
normal, but that’s probably due to last night’s excursions.  I stretch,
reaching out for Alex, but only grasp the soft cotton bed sheets.  No
Alex.  Hmpf.  


“Good morning sleepy head. 
I didn’t want to wake you.”  Carrying a silver tray covered in an
assortment of pastries and coffee, Alex comes striding in the bedroom
door.  “You looked so peaceful and since we didn’t have to be up for
another hour, I thought I’d get breakfast.”  The tray is adorned with a
single daisy and my love is adorned with a wide smile, dimples completely
visible, stealing my breath away.


“Good morning,” whispering as I
stretch.  Reaching for the bed sheet, I wrap it around my bust as Alex
approaches.  I feel a little insecure this morning and not sure why. 
He sees me, mind and body, but there is so much more he doesn’t know.  So
much I need to tell him, but there’s never a good time.  I reluctantly put
that away for safe keeping.  I’m not going to ruin this morning, not after
last night.  One deprived story at a time.  “What do we have here?”


“Well, I have a little bit of
everything…what does my Hart desire?”  Glancing at the tray, a small
chocolate muffin stands alone.  I grab the pastry and start to peel its
wrapper slowly.  “I expected your appetite would be a little
more….substantial?”  


“My appetite is substantial, but
not for breakfast…” I smile, shyly looking into Alex’s eyes.


Our passionate moment is
interrupted by the annoying ring of my cell phone.  Who would be
calling at seven in the morning?  Maggie’s name flashes across my
screen.  “Alex, its Maggie!”  I place my finger to my mouth,
signaling for him to remain quiet as I answer the call.  “Hi, Maggie!”


”Elyssa, good morning! 
How’s sunny San Diego?”  Alex comes closer, rubbing his hand up my thigh,
snuggling up to my throat.  I can barely think straight.  Trying to
formulate a sentence while Alex is touching me is nearly impossible.  


I giggle as his hand reaches my
upper thigh, still kissing my neck.  “Lovely; feels more like a vacation
than work.”  


“Well, I’m glad you’re having
fun.  Listen…the guys from Britt and Sterne called last night.  Does
a guy by the name of Barney ring a bell?”  My mind searches back to
yesterdays meet and greet and to the gentleman who kept accommodating Oliver.


“Yes, I met him yesterday.”


“Well, they want to have a
meeting with us and asked that I set it up.  I called Mr. James, but he’s
not answering.”  If she only knew where Mr. James really was. 
“Probably has some hot blonde in his bed as we speak,” she mumbles under her
breath.  “So can you let him know and just make sure you guys meet them at
6:00 p.m. at the hotel restaurant?”


“Yes, I’ll let him know.”  Does
she really think he’s that type of man?  One that would go away on a
business trip and bring some random girl to his hotel room?  It doesn’t
matter, Elyssa.  He’s here with you.  Not anyone else.  Suck it
up!


We say our goodbyes and Alex sits
up waiting for an explanation.  I continue eating my chocolate muffin, not
realizing the next sentence is going to be the end of our blissful
morning.  “We’re having dinner with the guys from Britt & Sterne
tonight at six.”


“Says who?” he questions
grumpily.


I look at him, not knowing where
the mood shift came from.  “Maggie.”  


“Well that should be
interesting,” he mumbles standing up, walking towards the bathroom.


“Why?”  


“That’s Oliver’s firm.” 
Alex slips into the bathroom, effectively ending our conversation. Tension
builds inside me as Alex completely closes the door, shutting me out.


~~~~~


Alex greets the hostess as I
check the time on my cell phone; six o’clock on the dot.  I glance around
the restaurant and my heart skips a beat, more so with anxiety, as I spot
Oliver and Barney sitting towards the middle of the dining area.  I pat
Alex on the forearm to get his attention.  Looking at me, a sweet smile
quickly forms on his lips, but as I point towards their table, his smile
disappears.  I think Alex was hoping Oliver wouldn’t be here. 
Playing his role well, Alex puts his game face on and gestures for me to walk
first.  


Oliver rises as we approach,
pulling a chair out for me to sit next to him.  Alex fumes, but regains
his composure remembering where he is, taking the only empty seat.  I
steal a glance to my right and notice him popping his knuckles in
frustration.  The waiter comes over immediately, and Alex orders a scotch
and soda, I ask for an apple martini, while Oliver and Barney ask for another
glass of Brandy.  


The men start in on a
conversation regarding the compensation rates session we attended
earlier.  Not having anything to add, I glance at the other restaurant
patrons.  Everyone here seems to be enjoying themselves and you can’t
blame them.  The company they keep and the open and cozy restaurant makes
for the start of an incredible evening.  Vela is a nice change from the
restaurants in the hotels in Las Vegas.  It’s nice to have simple luxury
with an open visual space, oh and the impressive view of the ocean doesn’t
hurt.


“Bored?”  I’m brought out of
my visual exploration by Oliver’s deep throaty voice.  I’m slightly taken
back by his rugged good looks.  He’s rather handsome in his blazer and
blue button up collared shirt.  And, his unshaven face, with his sly smile
would make any girl swoon.  But, because I’m taken in every way possibly,
I just smile. 


“What?  No, of course
not.  I just don’t have too much input on compensation rates.”


“Well, how is your compensation
rates, Elyssa?”  Alex rolls his eyes at Oliver’s intended joke.


“I am compensated just
fine.”  Don’t you worry your pretty little face, Oliver.  My V.P.
makes sure I’m completely taken care of.


“Maybe I need to move to Vegas
then.”  He elbows Barney as he teases.  “Make sure that fine turns
into more than fine.”


Barney decides to chime in,
realizing the inappropriateness of Oliver’s comment and the reaction of Alex
almost spitting out his water.  “Hey James, are you guys going out to the
karaoke bar tonight?”  


Oliver’s eyes focus directly on
me for the response, but I turn to my Alex for his reply.  Alex grips my
knee underneath the table and answers for both of us, “Yah, the guys from
Boston gave us the invite earlier.  We were thinking about going. 
You?”


“Oliver was saying that he wasn’t
interested, but if you guys are going, maybe I can tag along.”  My body
eases knowing there might not be an Alex/Oliver conflict taking place for the
rest of the night.  


“Wait Barney, this evening’s
getting more and more interesting.  Maybe I haven’t given karaoke enough
of a chance.”  Alex’s grip on my knee tightens.  I place my hand on
his trying to steady him.  “We can all share a cab!”  Oliver’s
enthusiasm sends my stomach into knots.
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The cab ride to the bar in Chula
Vista is awkward to say the least.  I’m literally sitting between a rock
and a hard place.  On one hand I have my heart, the man I adore and rely
on, and on the other hand I have Oliver…who is…well he’s Oliver, relentlessly
intense.  Both seem to despise one another, for reasons far beyond my
knowledge and both are oblivious to the position they’ve placed me in. 
The only light energy in the car is Barney; all smiles from the passenger seat,
seeming to muse at how the night’s turning out.  He doesn’t look like the
type of guy who gets to go out all that often, so tonight is definitely a
treat.


As I sit and ponder the different
roles we have to play, it’s extremely difficult to separate how I’m supposed to
act versus how I know I feel.  It’s hard enough to ignore my increased
heartbeat every time Alex is near, but to expect me to hide my feelings for him
is nearly impossible.  At times like this, it’s hard not to feel like his
dirty little secret.  


I shake my head as my frustration
builds.  All I wanted to do was go out tonight with Alex, my boyfriend,
not Alex, the V.P.  Not only is this situation awkward, the disappointment
I feel is a bit overwhelming.  


When the cab stops, Alex and
Oliver exit in unison, both leaving their doors open for me.  I glance
from left to right.  If I wasn’t so deeply in love, there might be a
decision to make.  Oliver is ruggedly handsome, with his devilish smile
and engrossing personality, but there was never a choice; I don’t even have to
take a second look.  Without hesitation, I exit to my left, allowing Alex
to help me out of the car.  


Brusquely shutting his door, I
almost miss Oliver’s small tantrum as he rolls his eyes in my direction. 
Almost.  Seriously, how old are we?  I’m not sure where this
competition between them developed, but I refuse to be another rope in their
game of tug-o-war.  I resign to ask Alex why he loathes Oliver, but much,
much later.  Right now, I need to focus on getting through the
night.  I was excited earlier, at the prospect of having a night out with
my boyfriend.  But, now that we’re here, I can’t help but wish we had
stayed in.  


With Barney and Oliver leading
the way, we walk towards the front door side by side.  A giggle escapes as
I become conscious of the predicament I’ve put myself in.  Wearing two
hats all the time is exhausting; I don’t know how Alex does it.  One
moment I’m Elyssa Hart, Sales Executive at Salerno Health, playing the role of
a studious employee.  The next, I’m Elyssa Hart, girlfriend to sex God,
Alexander James.  Problem is, I’m not always aware of what character Alex
is playing, and that in itself is very confusing.  


Sometimes, my heart doesn’t seem
to understand the limitations I’ve set.  For instance, as we walk in the
door, my heart wants to reach out and grip Alex’s elbow, to hold him close and
caress the lean muscles under his dress shirt.  But, my mind, along with
Alex’s odd gaze, makes the decision for me.  Reluctantly slinking back,
I’m forced to cease and desist.  Damn mind, why can’t you leave me be?


As we approach the entrance, Alex
absentmindedly holds the door open allowing me to walk in front of him, not
bothering with any semblance of caring.  I’m not sure if it’s the tension
or the flurry of emotions, but I have to blink a few times to stop the angry
tears from forming.  Stop it, Ely!  You know he cares for
you.  He has two hats to wear, too.


Walking into the dark bar, the
pressure from the surround sound is a bit much.  I can feel the bass in
the pit of my stomach, and not in a good way.  But, not wanting to damper
anyone’s mood, I quickly adapt, immersing myself into the fun and carefree
atmosphere.  Pushing through the crowd of huddled people catching up with
one another, we now have a perfect view of the couches surrounding the karaoke
area.  Our animated Bostonian colleagues are already completely engrossed
in conversation as they raise their glasses, laughing full
heartedly.   


With his hands remaining at his
side, Alex leans over and whispers in my ear, “I’m going to get us
drinks.”  His light breath tickles, arousing the ache that has built since
dinner.  I clench my lips together and nod.  The need to feel his
hand on me is more than I can take.  In this moment, the simple brush of
his hand against my skin would be enough to send me over the edge.  


Instead, I watch Alex retreat to
the bar, and I’m left alone.  For a brief moment, I feel awkward in the
noisy crowd.  But, before I can get caught up in my own self pity, a
sturdy hand catches me off guard, dragging me over to the seating area. 
Pulling myself away from Oliver’s grip, he laughs at my discomfort, gesturing
for me to follow him towards a love seat.  As I take my seat, Oliver plops
down next to me with a large contagious grin stamped on his face.  I can’t
fight the urge to smile back at him.  Oliver has a masculine quality, but
his boyish charm is hard to resist.  Unlike Cole, who is just immature,
Oliver is definitely a man, but a man with boyish tendencies.  


“I really didn’t want to come
tonight,” he admits, leaning over so he doesn’t have to yell.  “Karaoke
has never been my thing.”


“Why did you change your
mind?”  Please, please, please say it has nothing to do with me.


“You.”  Crap!  I
blush.  “Plus, anything to piss off Mr. Hoity-Toity James.”  Here we
go again.  This constant rivalry between Alex and Oliver is
nauseating.  I don’t understand how two men who are polar opposites, yet
have the same endearing qualities, can be so competitive.  Of course, they
are both extremely attractive and can probably have anyone they want, but why
the animosity.  Alex is accomplished in the corporate world and Oliver
doesn’t seem to be struggling for business, either.  I’m completely
baffled.


“Why don’t you like Mr.
James?”  I tilt my head looking at Oliver’s side profile as he laughs and
claps for the two Bostonians, who have taken the stage.


He peeks over at me before
answering.  “It’s not that I don’t like him,” pausing a moment, Oliver
tilts his head in thought.  “Well, actually yah, it’s cause I don’t like
him.”  I chuckle.  At least he’s honest.  “I don’t know
how to explain it.  He’s so uptight and arrogant.  He acts like he
owns the world…including his employees.  Doesn’t it bother you that he
treats you like a possession?”  


“Me?” I ask, flabbergasted. 
If you only knew how much he does own me, heart and soul, we wouldn’t be
having this conversation.  


“Yes, you.  I don’t
understand how you can work with someone like that.  The way you address
him, you’d think he was fifty years old.  He does have a first name, doesn’t
he?  Plus, I think he’s a total piece of shit.”  Whoa, where did
that come from?  Really, a piece of shit?  That’s harsh.  “He
doesn’t deserve his position at SHI.”  Oliver is clearly irritated,
distain etched into every word.  Wow, this is more deep rooted than I
would have ever imagined.  But, it still doesn’t explain the tension
between the two of them.  


“Barney is looking for you,
Prescott,” Alex interrupts our conversation, handing me a drink. 
Anxiously standing in front of me, he waits for Oliver to rise.  Trust
me Oliver; you don’t want to play this game with him.  


Oliver stands, but before he
slinks away, he reaches down and kisses my hand.  “Always a pleasure,
Elyssa.”  


Clearly agitated, Alex stares
ahead, filling the now vacant seat.


“Hi,” I smile, hoping to lighten
the mood.


“Hi,” Alex mutters as his forearm
brushes against mine, sending goose bumps up my arm.  His fist is clutched
around his beer bottle.  My poor insecure heart; he’s getting worked up
over little ole’ Oliver.  I want to soothe him, tell him there’s
nothing to worry about, that I love him and only him.  But, I refrain from
making any physical contact knowing the implications if I did.  Instead, I
continue to will him to look at me.  Once he does, my persistent smile
remains until I see his knuckles return to his normal skin tone.  Crisis
averted.  


Thankfully the Bostonians are in
full swing, refocusing Alex’s attention.  Already drunk as can be, they
are singing a dreadful rendition of Backstreet Boys, I Want it That Way. 
Alex and I laugh in unison, the vibration of his rumble is contagious and the
tension from earlier is slowly fading away.  They bow as the song ends and
the bar erupts in applause.  As awful as that was to listen to, I would
hate to follow their exuberance on stage.


Grabbing the mic, the D.J. asks
the crowd to give another round of applause to the Backstreet Bostonian
Boys.  After the noise level drops, the D.J. continues, “Next, please
welcome to the stage, Alexander James.”  My mouth drops open.  He’s always
so reserved.  I never would have imagined that he would sing in front of a
large group of people, let alone any business colleagues.  I gape at him
as he rises from his seat.


Softly he whispers in my ear, “I
had to get your attention somehow.”  I sigh.  Oh Alex, you always
have my attention.  


As he walks towards the stage, I
catch Oliver on my right rolling his eyes again.  Shaking his head in
annoyance, he leans over and begins a conversation with one of the guys from
Boston.  I purse my lips, shaking my own head in annoyance at his lack of
subtlety, before returning my attention back to the stage.  Back to my
heart.  


Approaching the D.J., Alex
inquires about something, before the D.J. nods his head in agreement.  My
eyes follow the silent answer as Alex grabs the guitar and returns to the
center of the stage, taking a seat on the lonely stool.


As he tunes the guitar, he sits
bent over, strumming each string separately until it’s pitch-perfect. 
Watching him like there’s no one else in the room, it takes me a minute to
notice it has gotten eerily quiet as the twang of the strings draws the
attention of the entire bar.  


At his own leisure, and seemingly
not paying attention to anyone else, Alex stands and removes his suit
jacket.  Throwing it onto the empty seat next to me, he has officially
marked his claim.  He is painfully handsome in his black slacks, blue
button up shirt and black vest.  Oh my; what that vest does to me… 
Hugging his torso, it accentuates his perfect build and svelte waist. 
Rolling his sleeves to his elbows, he stares into my longing eyes as he returns
to his stool.  Trying to contain the anticipation and desire, I bite my
lip and watch while his breath hitches.


The soothing melodic sound coming
from Alex’s lips is indescribable.  If I wasn’t already sitting, his deep,
masculine voice would bring me to my knees.  His acoustic rendition of
James Morrison’s You Make it Real has moved me to tears.  With his
head hung low and his eyes glued shut, he clings to the guitar like a lifeline. 
Focused only on the words, I momentarily close my eyes, basking in the music
and the words aimed directly at me.  


Even though he’s been indifferent
since dinner, showing no emotion towards me at all, I know this is his way of
professing his feelings for me.  Although public, his declaration is
discrete.  And perfect.


Boisterously loud, my
moment is disrupted by a woman sitting two seats away, squirming in her
seat.  I heard her a few moments ago, but I was so entranced by the
melodies, that I thought I had been successful in tuning her out.  Sadly,
she continues to make inappropriate comments about Alex singing to her from
between her thighs, and I can’t help the thunderous feeling bubbling under my
skin.  And unfortunately, there isn’t just one of them.  Before I
turn to glare in their direction, their witchy cackles cause me to
flinch.  Damn.  I thought men were inappropriate, but these women are
clearly in heat.  


“Wooohooo you can sing for me
anytime!”  Irritation builds as she resumes the laughter with her
girlfriends.  They raise their glasses, toasting to the beautiful man on
stage.  “To the fine piece of ass, may he use his mouth for more than just
singing.”  


Little do they know, nor do they
probably care, that he’s completely spoken for.  Noticing my fixed stare
the group huddles close together to continue their banter.  With a roll of
my eyes, I turn back around.  They don’t deserve my time.  Of course
other women find him attractive, Alex is the ultimate – a body made for sin, lips
that carry the voice of an angel, and a mind to keep any woman intellectually
stimulated.  He is absolute perfection, and he is mine!  


Focusing my attention back on the
stage, I wipe my tear pooled eyes as Alex sings the last verse.  Finally
raising his eyes, he makes contact with mine and the beginning of our night no
longer matters.  Regardless of the throng of people surrounding us, in
that moment, it’s just the two of us as we look longingly at each other. 
Our own peaceful moment in the sea of a hundred strangers. 


I clap vigorously, but realize my
applause is nothing compared to the whistles and yells from the rest of the
bar.  After returning the guitar, Alex strides back towards the empty seat
where his jacket currently lies.  The crowd disperses, but not before
patting him on the back, giving him praise.  


“James, I never knew you could
carry a tune.  You definitely missed your calling,” Barney yells from
across the bar, raising his beer up to congratulate him.  Holding up his
hand, Alex accepts Barney’s compliment as he claims his seat next to me.


“That was…amazing,” I
smile.  “The song was…”  I shy away, turning my head.  I’m like
an open book; anyone here can read how I’m feeling.  With so many prying
eyes I would hate to jeopardize our isolated relationship by giving away too
much.  


“It was for you.”  I bite my
lip to hide my growing smile as I return my gaze upon him.  He isn’t
hiding any emotions any more.  Even if he can’t physically show me, I can
feel his love. 


My eyes search the crowd surrounding
us, hoping that our private conversation is unnoticeable.  “Alex…you have
to be careful.  What if someone notices?”  


Tilting his head in Oliver’s
direction, Alex fumes.  “I had to get your attention.  Oliver was
practically humping your leg…again.”  A giggle escapes my lips before I’m
able to cover my mouth.  


Needing to feel his touch, I
brush my finger against the top of his hand for just a brief second, before
placing my hands back into my lap.  “Alex, you have never lost my
attention.”  


“It’s hard to be around him,
around men period, and not have the ability to show them that you’re mine and
show you how I feel,” Alex whispers, bringing his lips close to the lobe of my
ear.  I can practically feel the graze of his lips and shudder at the intimacy. 
He better be careful; too much of that and I won’t be responsible for my
actions.


Focusing on something other than
Alex and his touch, I fidget with the zipper of my purse to try and calm myself
down.  “You seem to turn it on and off so easily.  I was beginning to
worry.”  


“Elyssa, I can’t turn off what I
feel for you.  It’s just…I’m having a hard time balancing
everything.  One minute I’m completely lost in you and then the next I’m
supposed to treat you like any other female.  It’s hard to do when you
constantly have admirers vying for your attention.”  Two hats…


I gesture with my thumb to the
table behind us.  “Well, if it makes you feel any better I wanted to rip
her arms off and beat her with them while you were singing.”  


Alex glances in their
direction.  “It appears that tonight is a test of our self-control. 
You know they are nothing compared to you.”  Unable to show his emotion
through touch, Alex relies on his eyes to show his need.  And trust me, I
feel it.


“You know you could have anyone
you want; including the banshees over there.  Don’t you ever think about
how easy it could be if you were with someone who wasn’t…me?”


“I don’t give a fuck about
easy.  I care about making this work with you.  Didn’t you hear the
words to my song?  It’s you…you make everything real for me. 
Even when we were at our worst…I still had hope, because I knew that losing you
would be like living in a world without sight and sound.  What kind of
life would that be?”  I feel the same way.  I know it would be easier
to love someone who I could be with openly, but I don’t want easy, I want
him.  


“Elyssa, you make my world
beautiful…even when you’re driving me crazy…I know in the end, we will always
find a way back.”


I stare at him, not knowing what
to say.  He’s like sunshine for me; warm, inviting, and completely
essential.  So, I say the only thing that comes to mind, “I need to be
alone with you, right now.”


We sneak out, barely escaping
Oliver’s watchful eye.


~~~~~


With my shoes in one hand and
Alex’s fingers intertwined in the other, I’m replete as we walk along the San
Diego coast.  The cool water feels incredible as the sand tickles with
every grain that slips through my toes.  Pacing ourselves, we are enjoying
our last night before we return to reality.  Reality…ugh.  I
wish we could stay here forever.  I wouldn’t even mind going to boring
sessions about techniques for improving employee value, if it meant we could be
us.  Just Alex and Ely.  It would be nice to not worry about putting
on a façade.


“Why can’t we just stay here?” I
nuzzle against him, pouting.


“Because we have
responsibilities; besides do you want to live on the streets?  I don’t see
you roughing it.”  He bumps my shoulder as we continue our stride.


I halt our progression, bringing
my hand up to caress his cheek.  “I could live in a cardboard box with
you, begging for money and food.  I don’t need extravagant things…I only
want you.”


Placing his hand over mine, he
lets my touch linger as he lowers his head.  “Elyssa, there’s so much you
don’t know about me.  So much we don’t know about each other.  If you
knew everything…let’s just say I haven’t been the best man.  I’m trying to
right my wrongs, but karma has a way of beating you down.”


“Alex, I know in your life,
anything less than perfection is unacceptable, and the slightest fault makes
you automatically feel undeserving.  But, at this point, I can’t think of
one single thing that would scare me away from you.”


He looks pained.  I wish I
knew what he was thinking, but I can see his personal demons aren’t going to
let me in.  “I know you wouldn’t want to make such gestures without
knowing everything.”  


“Then tell me,” I plead, bringing
my hand up to rest on the nape of his neck.  Alex flinches slightly, but
brings the palm of my hand to his lips, placing a slow lingering kiss.


“In due time; I’d like to enjoy
this for as long as I can.  Once you know…I’m afraid the sight and color will
fade from my world once again.”  The moon highlights his square jaw,
revealing the pout forming on his mouth.  “I really hope I don’t mess this
up.”


“You worry too much.  I seem
to recall you doing a brilliant job.  In fact, you’re doing so well, that
I now have a deeper appreciation for chocolate syrup.”  I blush.  


“It’s not just the sex, my Hart. 
I’ve been with plenty of women.  But with you…just being around you makes
me happy; even when I’m not deep inside you hearing you scream my
name.”  My insides clench at his erotic words.  His blatant ability
to talk about sex is shocking.  And HOT!


Noticing my desperation, and
heated touch, we continue down the beach.  Considering I want to push him
down and sexually assault him on the sand, it’s probably a good thing that Alex
changes topics.  “So, you’re not flying out with me tomorrow?”  


“I don’t fly,” I respond
automatically.  Knowing I haven’t told him about my parents, I lessen my
tenacity, and continue.  “Haven’t been able to…that’s how my parents
died.  I haven’t felt comfortable in a plane since.”  Not that
I’ve tried.


“I didn’t know,” he admits,
pulling me in closer.  Thankfully he doesn’t pry, only to ask what time I
was planning on driving back home.


“I was going to leave around
eleven.”


“I’ll ride with you.  It
could be fun,” he says nonchalantly, trying to hide the excitement in his last
words.


I’m stunned; I really wasn’t
expecting that.  “You would give up your cushy, first class ticket to
drive home with me?”


“I’d give up a lot more to spend
time alone with you.”  With the cool breeze gently swaying past us, Alex
brushes away strands of hair, tucking them behind my ear.  “I’ll cancel my
flight in the morning.”  I smile bashfully, as we progress further along
the beach.  


Thinking about how we ended up
here, I search for more of an explanation of the Alex versus Oliver
conflict.  And come up with nothing.  “Alex, I have to ask…what’s up
with you and Oliver?”  He looks over at me curiously, making me feel a
need to explain.  “Sorry, it’s just that you guys are always at each
other’s throats, and it can’t just be because of me.”


Seemingly resolved, he decides to
open up.  “I’ve known Oliver for a few years and what can I say, we’ve
always been competitive.  I think with both of us vying for your
attention, it’s been amplified.”


I pull him back, grabbing the
sides of his face, forcing him to look into my eyes.  I need to make sure
he knows how I feel.  I need him to know there is no one else; especially
not Oliver.  “You know there’s no competition when it comes to me,
right?  I would always choose you.  In any scenario, I will always
choose you.”


“You feel the same for me, as I
do for you.”  Alex toys with one of the rings on my finger, appearing
slightly apprehensive.  “Just stay away from him, Elyssa.  He
despises me and I don’t want you to get in the middle of it.”


“I don’t understand why he hates
you so much,” I conclude.  Taking Alex’s hand, I drag him towards the dry
sand.  The water is getting a little nippy and my feet crave
dryness.  


With a sigh, he reluctantly
continues.  “We both applied for the V.P. position.  Obviously, I got
it.  Since then there’s always been a rivalry between us,” Alex shrugs,
like it’s that simple.  I know he’s keeping something from me.  “I
can deal with any of his issues being directed at me, but I can’t risk him
using you to get to me.”


“Alex, no one knows we’re
together.  How could he use me against you?”


“He’s perceptive and I’m sure
he’s noticed how I look at you.  If he even thinks that you mean something
to me, business or professional, he’ll use you to get to me.  He’s a
sleazy bastard.”  Stopping to search his face, I’m astonished at his
choice of words.  Sure, Oliver’s approach is pretentious; but sleaze is a
bit much.  


Seeing my doubt, he
snickers.  “Trust me, Elyssa, I wish I wasn’t being serious.  Late
last year we attended a conference together.  One of the broker’s was
flirting with me, and of course, Oliver saw us talking and thought he
would fit right into the conversation.”  


Wait, what…some floozy was
flirting with my Alex?  Breathe, Ely!  The past is the past.  Dang, I get it now. 
If the mention of another woman innocently flirting with Alex makes me see red,
I can’t imagine how he feels every time Oliver is around.  I really need
to cut him some slack.  At least I’m battling with his past; he has to
deal with the present. 


“Later that night, I found him
fucking her in the staircase of our hotel.”  His description is harsh and
crude.  I can’t judge, though.  Making love in the throes of passion,
even in the most inconvenient locations, is sometimes necessary.  But
grimy sex with a stranger…no, that’s sickening.  Wait, didn’t you just
say you couldn’t judge?  It wasn’t that long ago that Alex was taking you
in a private booth of a very crowded dance club.


“Not to say he isn’t pursuing you
because you’re absolutely stunning, but I’m sure he has other motives.” 
Already feeling a little flushed, I blush at his backhanded compliment.  


“Oliver’s completely
harmless.  You really have nothing to worry about.”  


Suddenly, bringing me into a
constricting embrace, passion erupts as our kiss deepens.  Pulling back he
insists, “Promise me you’ll stay away from him.  I know there’s no
competition, but I don’t trust him.” 


“I promise.”  I lay my hand
on his chest, over his heart and promise to always take his feelings into
consideration and love with my eyes open.


Alex releases me from our
embrace, trying to pull me towards our footprints in the sand.  “You’re
cold.  Let’s head back.”  Not wanting to waste any amount of time, I
pull against his retreat as he gazes at me inquisitively.  


Searching the distance, I’m
relieved when I see there is no one around for miles.  “You could keep me
warm another way,” I glow, suggestively raising my eyebrows.  


With his eyes half shut, breathe
catching on my seductive words, “Are you asking me…”


Not knowing what I’m about to get
myself into, I bite my lip and divulge another secret truth.  “I’ve never
had sex on the beach before.  I want you to be my first.”


“And last.”  Alex takes me
into his arms, passionately kissing me until I can barely breathe.  “Thank
God you’re wearing a dress.”  


Kneeling before me, his hands
playfully travel up my thighs, affecting every inch of my already raw
skin.  Removing my panties, he places them in his front pocket.  “Are
you sure about this?”  I nod confidently, looking down at my very own sex
God.  Him kneeling before me, the cold air touching my damp sex, the
heated look passing between our eyes…I want nothing more in this moment for him
to be inside me, to eliminate the cold.  Laying his jacket down on the
sand, he pulls me towards him as I lay bare my wants and desires for him to
consume. 


Alex makes love to me under the
stars.  The waves of the ocean along with his moans are an erotic lullaby
that I will remember for eternity.  
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A delicate hand travels up and
down my spine, willing me to wake up.  I moan in appreciation as I turn
onto my back to gaze at my heart.  All dimples and lips, his bliss is
completely obvious.  


“Good morning,” I mumble. 
His five o’clock shadow has now turned into a nine o’clock shadow, causing
another moan to escape my lips.  Running my fingers along his stubble, I
blush at the memory of the sensation along the inside of my thighs. 
Oozing sex appeal with his messy, post-coital hair and bare chest, he smells of
citrus, sex and me.  


Teasingly, Alex hovers over me,
rubbing his jaw line against my bare midriff.  I try pushing him away, but
I erupt in laughter instead.  “Allleeexxx!”  I squeal as I try to
push against him.  He doesn’t budge an inch; my strength is no match against
his hard body.  


With his fingers flexing against
my sides, he tickles me into submission.  “No…!”  I laugh
uncontrollably.  “Please…stop…!”  I beg as I tighten my legs around
his waist.  “Alex please…you’re going to make me pee myself.”


Halting his amused assault, he
whispers, “Well, aren’t you a freak.  I’m not really into golden showers.”


Mortified, I slap his chest
before hiding my face out of embarrassment.  “That’s not what I meant.”


Pulling my hands away from my
face, Alex exhales as he bends down, placing a sweet kiss against my swollen
lips.  “I love waking up with you, Elyssa.”  I melt.  No words
align with how I’m feeling; all I can do is smile into his smoldering blue
eyes.


With the brush of his fingers
across my shoulder, I feel the remnants of last night’s sexual adventure
lingering on my skin.  “I have sand in places I never imagined,” I
jest.  


“Shower, food, and then our last
session,” he responds with one last kiss on my inner thigh.  Damn, I
forgot we had another one.  It’s a good thing I take exceptional notes
because I don’t remember anything from yesterday.  


“I was thinking…can we make a pit
stop before we head home?” 


I look at his now somber blue
eyes.  “Sure.  Where are we going?”


“To visit my mother’s
grave.”  


~~~~~


The weather is lovely.  The
warm California sun is nothing compared to the blazing heat of Las Vegas; the
ocean breeze feels amazing against my skin.  I’m glad we both changed out
of our work clothes into something more casual for the ride home.  Even dressed
down in jeans and a t-shirt, he looks disgustingly attractive.  It
probably helps that he looks amazing naked, so clothes just accentuate his
amazing physique.  Playfully grazing his fingers against my thigh, he
seems to appreciate the lack of material on my apricot, open-knit dress.  


With the ocean breeze blowing
through my hair, I can’t help but reminisce over fond childhood memories. 
Bringing a smile to my face, I remember me and Rachel going to the beach with
our parents and the solo flying trips with my dad.  Days before planes
made me shake in fear.  Although I’m thankful he feels comfortable
enough to take me with him, the venue of Alex’s pit stop resurfaces the
horrible memories I thought I’d left behind.  I miss you,
Mom…Dad.  


The cemetery is beautiful with
the large oak trees and wildflowers growing sporadically throughout the
grounds.  His mother’s gravestone is simple; two ornate tulips decorate
both sides of the mantle, where it states; Beloved Daughter and Mother,
Katherine Dunn.  Dunn?  But, if it’s Dunn, why does he go by
James?  Just another piece to the ever growing puzzle.


Alex bends down and pours the
bottle of water we bought at the gift shop into the once empty stone
vase.  Carefully, he places the long white tulips into the welcoming
water.  “Tulips were her favorite,” he whispers, as he stands staring at
her gravestone.


Reaching across to grab his hand,
I give a gentle, reassuring squeeze.  “Do you want me to leave you alone
with her for a moment?”


“You can stay.”  He glances
at me sideways before returning his stare to the marble slab below.  We
stand in silence.  


I wonder what Alex’s life would
have been if his mother wouldn’t have left him at such a young age, if she
wouldn’t have let his father abuse her for all of those years.  He has so
many qualities that are both loving and gentle.  But, I’ve seen his dark
side, too; one of torment, anger, and resentment.  It’s that dark side
that made him act so offensive throughout our relationship; the one that
ignored me for four days and the same one that attacked Cole.  I’m hoping
with time, and love, that Alex can tame his inner demons and let me in
completely.


“Your mom would be proud of you,”
I give him a genuine smile, hoping that it seeps in.


“You don’t know what you’re
talking about!” he argues, seemingly upset.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean t….” 
Looking down, I stay connected with him only through our fingers. 
Whatever anger is inside him, he doesn’t need me to push him any further.


“Elyssa, she would want me to be
an honorable man; someone who lives by morals.  I’m not sure she would
agree with all of my decisions.”  Exhaling deeply, his voice softens,
“There is one decision I know she would agree with…and that’s you.” 
Wrapping my arm around his waist, I pull his body close to mine as I attempt to
erase his anger.  “You would have been the only girl I brought home. 
She would’ve known how special you are.”


“She sees you, Alex.  She
knows who you are, even if she isn’t with you.”  Repeating the same words
that Rachel has said to me time and time again; I have to believe that they are
still with me.  “I’m going to let you say goodbye, okay?”  He nods in
silence, as I walk away on the verge of tears.


Watching him, I see the little
boy who couldn’t help his mother.  I see him, how he’s arched, kneeling
before his mother’s headstone, trying to forgive himself and forgive her. 
In my absence, he’s left to say what he’s needed to for far too long.  


His lips are moving and I see him
reaching up, wiping away a tear with the back of his hand.  Talking to his
mother, my strong man shows his vulnerability with his moment of
weakness.  Lifting his middle and fore finger to his lips, he places a
soft kiss against the pads of his fingers before lowering his hand to her
headstone.  With his head hung low with grief, he slowly rises, placing
his hands in his pockets as he makes his way towards the car.  I know what
it feels like, to wish your past was different, to pray that a mistake was
made, and wish for a second chance with your parents.  I know what it’s
like to let grief control you.  I won’t let that happen to him.  


As he enters the car, I lean over
and place a sweet kiss on his full lips.  “Ready to go home?”  He
responds with another silent nod, grabbing my hand for comfort.
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My body aches from our seven hour
ride home.  Yes, I said seven hours.  Evidently, when one
takes a road trip with their boyfriend for the first time, a pit stop is an
essential part of the journey.  Stopping just outside of Colton extended
our trip a bit longer than expected.  Although car sex never appealed to
me, Alex and his sexual abilities never ceases to amaze me.  I always
imagined it would be awkward in such a closed confined space, but trust me, it
was anything but.  It was incredible; hot and sweaty, slamming against his
aroused body was pure unadulterated pleasure.  Just the thought of our
uninhibited need for one another makes me giggle.


Alex comes up from behind as I
scrub my face, slapping my ass as he takes his place by my side.  “What are
you thinking about?”  My mouth drops open a little at the sight of him;
sexy as hell, half-naked in his boxer briefs.  


“Ouch, what is it with you and
your obsession with my ass?” I joke as I rub my cheek.


“What can I say, I’m an ass
man.”  Grabbing my hand, he twirls me into his arms.  Feeling
lightheaded, another giggle escapes.  


“You’re my man,” I whisper
against his lips as he runs his hands over the silky material of my camisole
and boy shorts.  


“Yes, I am and you’re
mine.”  Alex nuzzles my neck, but only for a moment, before releasing me
to continue my nightly grooming ritual.  


Reaching over, Alex grabs both of
our toothbrushes from the counter and liberally applies paste to both of our
bristles.  With a wide grin, I watch our reflection in the mirror as he
begins to hum mindlessly.  I pause, grinning at him as he sways with the
tune of his own melody.  He’s so freaking adorable.  


Becoming evident that I’m
staring, he playfully bumps my shoulder, causing me to brush a streak of paste
across my cheek.  We both erupt in laughter as I slap his chest before
wiping the minty remnants from my face.  Once we finish, Alex takes my
toothbrush and places it in the holder next to his, my pink Colgate next to his
blue Oral-B.  Who would have thought we would get there?  Not saying
a word, Alex takes my hand in his and leads me into his bedroom.  


Looking oddly comfortable and at
ease as we fold down the bed, Alex’s muscles flex as he readies the bed for
slumber.  My sexual appetite increases as my eyes savor every inch of
him.  Images of him pleasuring me over, and over again, run rampant in my
mind each second he messes with the dark comforter.  But unfortunately, I
don’t think I have the stamina to go another round.  


Thankfully, he seems to feel the
same as we settle into bed.  Reaching over to place his arm around my
waist, he pulls me tight against him, nuzzling into my neck.  His lips
curl into a smile against my skin, “Tired?”  Completely content in his
embrace, my only response is a nod before closing my eyes and breathing him
in.  At times, he’s too good to be true.  Sometimes I want to pinch
myself to make sure my fairytale is actually happening.  Well, better
him than me.


“Hey!  What was that for?”
he mumbles, still not moving.


“Just wanted to make sure I
wasn’t dreaming,” I jest, closing my eyes as I bask in his embrace.  I
never thought I would find such comfort in falling asleep in a man’s
arms.  Even when I was with Cole, we never stayed the night
together.  Don’t get me wrong, I trusted him.  Just the thought of
waking up next to him never appealed to me.  Oh, and occasionally I would
have awful dreams, dreams I never wanted Cole to know about for fear he might
treat me differently.  Luckily, Alex appears to be my dream catcher,
keeping away the dreadful images that haunt me.  


“Thank you for driving with me
today.  The trip home was…fun.”


“What part was the best? 
Sex at the rest stop, or was it the pound of alien jerky you consumed before we
got home?”  The vibration of his laugh, combined with his hand slowly
creeping up my stomach…oh lord, a girl can only take so much before she
sexually combusts.  Knowing we have to get up early, I slap his hand
playfully, but reach for it to hold me tighter.


“It was being with you,
Alex.”  His embrace tightens allowing me to fall asleep to the rise and
fall of his chest against my back.  


~~~~~


I wake with a jolt, eyes
adjusting to the darkness surrounding me.  I feel a sudden chill in the
room; Alex’s arms no longer wrapped around me.  Reaching for him, I meet his
clammy and tense forearm.  As I inch closer to him, I notice his eyes are
wired shut, similar to that of a child frightened of the monster in the
closet.  But unlike a child, I’m sure Alex’s boogie man is real, lingering
from his past.  Lying on his back with his hands balled into fists at his
sides, he’s frozen like a statue.  The only movement on his half naked
body is his lips, which I now realize is what woke me up.  Alex is
mumbling in his sleep.


My eyes move from his lips to the
rest of his face, stricken with a look of absolute fear.  Shadows fall
against his chiseled jaw and kiss worthy lips.  I lean in and try to
listen to his silent ramblings and immediately realize that he’s
praying.   What has my heart so frightened?  Whatever it
is, he’s scared enough to pray for salvation, for safekeeping, and pray that he
doesn’t hurt him anymore.


Tenderly, almost without sound, I
whisper his name hoping my voice will bring him out of his nightmare. 
With no response, and literally not knowing what else to do, I softly nudge his
ice-cold bicep and brace for the outcome.  With cat like reflexes, Alex
jumps up into an attack position – fists in front of his face, feet spread
apart.  


Kneeling on the bed, I’m in
complete shock.  What happened to him?  What would make him not
only fear sleeping, but be ready in two seconds flat to attack if necessary. 
Tears stream down my face, not out of fear, but out of pity.  Someone hurt
him horribly in his past, not allowing him to escape the monsters that haunt
him.  Blinking several times, he looks around the room; finally
comprehending where he is.  Resting his eyes on my body, he tenses,
becoming conscious that I’m in his room, kneeling on his bed with tear filled
eyes.  Without hesitation, he quickly comes to my aid, wiping the tears
away from my eyes.


“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
Alex quickly looks over my face and body.  When I don’t answer, he
demands, “Elyssa…answer me.”


“You didn’t hurt me,” soft
whimpers escape my lips as I shake my head.  “You were so scared, Alex. 
What happened to you?”  My fingers reach up and caress his cheeks, trying
to wipe the anxiety off his face.  Flinching at my touch, he momentarily
slinks away, but then leans in allowing me to console him.


“It’s late and I don’t want to
talk about it.  Just go back to bed.”  Alex lies back down, placing
his left arm over his head.  Hesitantly, but not out of fear, I lay next
to him placing my head on his chest.  Soon, I’m the one being comforted as
he begins to stroke my hair.  Although I should be the one consoling him,
it feels too good to make him stop.  Through his chest, I can hear the
rapid beat of his heart, as if he’d run a marathon.  I wish he would
trust me.


“I really wish you would talk to
me.”  His hesitation at trust must be a result of his past, and I can
understand.  But, in time I hope he confides in me and realizes that no
matter what he tells me, I’m here.  


“Elyssa, you don’t want my shit
in your head.  It would scare you.  Just drop it.”  He’s
frustrated.  Alex has demons, demons that he refuses to talk about. 
And whatever it is just might be the source of his anger and resentment. 
Now more than ever, I need to help him.


“For now.”  I cuddle next to
him and close my eyes, trying desperately to forget the horrific look on his
panicked, but beautiful, face.


 


Friday, October 12, 2012


I wake to the annoying buzz of my
alarm.  Slapping the screen of my phone, I quickly silence the dreadful
sound.  I had hoped that I would wake in his arms, but instead I’m met
with cold empty sheets as I reach out in search of him.  Quickly
discarding my pajamas, I quietly make my way towards the adjoining bathroom,
where I can hear the sound of running water.  Through the steam, I see
Alex’s naked form looking utterly powerless.  His hands hold him up, as
the water beats down over his head.  He looks troubled and I need to help
erase the pain.


Opening the shower door, I gaze
at Alex from head to toe, naked as the day he was born; skin glistening with
moisture.  Slowly he raises his head, his eyes meeting my stare.  And
I do stare, because I can’t seem to get enough of his toned, hard body.  I
can feel the wetness between my legs building and nothing could keep me away
from him.  Not now.  Not ever.


“How am I supposed to love waking
up with you, if you’re never in bed when I wake up,” I muse, playfully.  A
half smile spreads across his lips as he reaches out, pulling me into the
stream of scalding water.  The iciness from the night before still lingers
as I reach up, bringing his mouth down to mine.  I hate seeing him this
way, and am glad that it only takes a second for him to thaw; soon the
frigidness of his body eases, giving way to my overpowering need for him. 



His mouth begins to suck along my
neck as his hands reach down cupping my breasts.  Gently teasing and
tugging, with his attention focused on the peaks of my breasts, a soft moan
escapes my lips.  “You’re going to make me late, Mr. James.”


“Then we need to make this
quick.”  Resting his forehead against mine, he sighs deeply.  “We
should have made love last night.  It always makes it easier for me to
sleep.”    


“Whatever it takes, Alex.  I
want to make it easier for you, day and night.”  With that, Alex’s mood
changes as he takes me against his shower wall.  


~~~~~


Arriving at work, my loins are
tender with every movement of my body.  Alex was very aggressive during
our morning shower.  It almost seemed as if he was pounding his aggression
away, using me as his very own sexual punching bag.  Not that I minded.


To ease the pang of having to
take separate cars, Alex gave me the deepest, most sensual kiss goodbye. 
He said it was to remind me of him all day long.  If that was the
case, mission accomplished.  I can still feel his lips against mine. 



I wasn’t too surprised when I checked
my e-mail and saw a meeting request from Arianna.  I figured she would
want to catch up and see how the conference went.  But, even as I read her
request for the second time, I have an eerie feeling that it might be
more.  Stop being so paranoid.  


I’d be lying if Arianna’s mood
swings didn’t terrify me a little.  There’s been too many little
outbursts, even when I wasn’t involved, to make me cringe when I have to deal
with her directly.  It’s even gotten to the point that unless she approaches
me first, I try and avoid talking to her.  I hate feeling this way because
I’ve never felt like I couldn’t go to her.  Of course, when she approaches
me, it’s usually okay.  But, unless I know how her day is going, I don’t
even try anymore.  Already feeling on edge as I arrive at her office, it
doesn’t help matters when her secretary lets me right in.


I slow my pace as I walk into her
office, carefully closing the door.  Turning around, I’m frozen in time,
and space.  I can’t believe my eyes.  Her always done hair is
disheveled pulled into a messy ponytail.  The dark circles under her eyes
and the non-existent makeup give away the lack of sleep.  Her clothes…I’m
not even going to mention the lack of professionalism in her wrinkled pant
suit.  What is going on, and where is Arianna Salerno, CEO of Salerno
Health?


Sitting behind her large desk,
she frantically signals for me to sit, and right now, I do as I’m told. 
With irritation written throughout her face she doesn’t hesitate, “Elyssa I’m
going to cut right to the chase and I expect an honest answer.  Do you
understand?”  Her brows raise and her eyes widen as she waits for my
response.  I nod, looking at her with confusion.


Arianna walks towards me and
leans against her desk, hands folded across her chest.  “I was told Mr.
James canceled his flight.  Do you know how he got home?”  SHIT!


“I’m not sure…the last time I saw
Mr. James was at the conference Thursday morning.  He told me he had a few
things he needed to take care of and he would see me at work.”  SHIT! 
She knows I’m not good at lying.  She’s going to see right through me.


Thankfully, the next question is
something I can answer honestly.  “Was he inappropriate in any way? 
You don’t have to worry about retaliation.  Whistleblowers are protected
here.”


With a resounding no, I tell her
that he acted nothing but professional the entire time we were in San
Diego.  “It was beneficial to my career to see him in action.  He
knows this business and everyone at the conference was quite impressed with him
and our company.”  


“I’ll have his ass Elyssa, if he
did anything to you or anyone else.  I have a reputation to uphold and
can’t have Mr. James literally fucking it up with his dick.  You would
tell me if anything happened, right?”  


“I don’t know what this is all about,
but I can tell you he did nothing wrong.  He was a gentleman and held his
own at the conference.  Nothing more, nothing less.”  Hopefully that
will calm her down.


“There’s nothing else you want to
tell me?” she questions, eyeing me suspiciously.


“No.  Arianna, I don’t
understand what’s going on.  Did I do something wrong?”  She is
abrupt and uncaring, which is not how she usually talks to me.  Other
people maybe, but me, never.  


“Not as long as you’re telling me
the truth,” her voice softens, as she retreats back behind her desk.  She
doesn’t sit, but rather looks out the window towards the strip, still trying to
reel herself in from the inquisition.  Smoothing back her hair, the
tension erases from her shoulders as her body visibly relaxes.  “Where are
my manners, I should have asked how the conference was.”  And there it
is.  Her ability to switch her moods on and off is distracting and
tiresome.


“It went well,” I stammer; my
heartbeat still erratic from her interrogation.  “The different sessions we
attended were educational and I’m sure we’ll be able to use some of the
valuable lessons here.  Oh, and we had dinner with the Barney Stephens and
Oliver Prescott from Britt & Sterne.  It seemed as though they might
be interested in doing more business with us in the future.”


Arianna discretely adjusts her
wrinkled shirt, possibly realizing she doesn’t have the best of
appearances.  “Really?  Well, that’s good news for us.  How was
Mr. Prescott?  He’s quite the charmer from what I’ve heard.”  What’s
she getting at?


“Uh, Mr. Prescott
was…nice.”  What else does she want me to say?  


“Well, maybe you’ll see him
again,” she responds smugly.  “I can always set up a meeting for you, if
you’d like?”


“I don’t think so.  Distance
is the problem in that equation.”  And so is my boyfriend.


Turning to dismiss me, she admits
that she only came in to talk to me.  “I’m leaving for the rest of the
day, but if you need anything, or need to talk about anything, you know
my number.  I trust that you’ll use it.”


Standing to leave, I wish her a
great weekend and acknowledge that I do have her number.  I understand she
has a responsibility to ensure that her employees are acting ethically at all
times, but this is a bit much.  I’ve never seen her so agitated before. 
I wonder if she gives everyone the third degree after they go away for a
business trip, or is it because it’s me.  


Then again, maybe her and Carl
had an argument?  I haven’t seen him in such a long time and with him
being in such bad health, it might be trying on their marriage.  That, or
maybe stress from work is getting to her.  Either way, I can’t give her
any reason to be angry at Alex.  Returning to my desk I send him a quick
text, warning him about Arianna’s strange behavior.


**Arianna asked
how you got home from the trip. I told her I didn’t know.**


*Did she believe
you?*


**I think so.
She seemed upset-more upset than I’ve ever seen her. Not sure what’s up with
her.**


*Doesn’t matter.
Dinner tonight?*


**How about I
cook for you? Least I can do after you cleaned me so thoroughly this morning**


*See you at 7,
Hart.*


Either Alex doesn’t seem to be
worried about Arianna’s third degree or he knows how to handle her.  I
don’t know if either makes sense, but I dismiss any concern and dive right into
a week’s worth of voicemails and e-mails.  Throughout the day, I only give
myself a few chances to think about Alex.  But when I do, my mind wanders
to our shower, our trip home from San Diego, and the sweet words written in
melted chocolate over his heart.  Love me…  I sigh.  God,
I do love him.  I haven’t seen him since we left his house this
morning, but I’m sure he’s also catching up.  I know how many e-mails I
had to sift through; I can’t imagine how many he has.


Seeing as how I’ve been gone for
the past three days, I probably won’t win the most responsible employee of the
week award when I decided to leave work early.  I need to run to the store
and buy a few items for dinner and know I won’t have time after work.  You
know…priorities.  At least I was good and finished my backlog of work
before I perused the Food Network website.  I was excited when I found a
recipe for crab cakes, but got a little nervous when it looked almost too
easy.  I’ve never made them before, and needed something fancy.  I
figure, even if the main course doesn’t work out, we can still have chocolate
cake for desert.  It’s not out of a bottle, but it pays close homage to
our special night in San Diego.  Making a mental shopping list, I head to
the closest market.  


~~~~~


I finish cooking just in
time.  Alex said he would be over at seven, which gives me barely enough
time to freshen up.  Trying to make myself presentable, I’m combing my
knotted hair as my cell rings from the bathroom counter.  Anxious to see
him, I rush to grab my phone.


“Hi!  I was just thinking
about you.”  I can’t help the sweetness in my tone.


“I’ve been thinking about you all
day,” Alex declares, but his voice is shaky.  He sounds tired and defeated
after a long day.


“Are you almost here?  I
can’t wait to see you.”


“That’s what I’m calling for,” he
pauses, sighing.  “I have to cancel.”


“Oh,” my heart sinks. 
Besides slaving in the kitchen and hours of anticipation, I hate the thought of
not seeing him.  It surprises me the hurt I feel in my heart.  But
then the anger hits, “You’re really cancelling?  Twenty minutes before
you’re supposed to be here?”  He better have a damn good reason.  I
hate this; I hate being mad at him.  I’m sure there’s an absolutely
reasonable explanation, but at this point no excuse would erase the
disappointment I feel.  I want to pout like a child, and stomp my feet on
the ground, but again that damn rational side of my brain kicks in and whispers
in my ear.  Where would that get you, Elyssa?


“I’m sorry.  I have to take
care of something.  I promise to make it up to you.”  There’s
sincerity in his tone, but something about his choice of words catches me off
guard.  What are you hiding, Alex?


“Are you okay?  Is it
Nana?”  I try to change my tone to one of concern, but I’m not sure if it
worked.  I’m trying not to be selfish, but sometimes it’s hard when it
pertains to him.  But, I know I would feel horrible if I gave him a guilt
trip when the situation was of dire importance.


“She’s okay.  I can’t
explain things right now.  I’m hoping I can eventually, but right now I
need you to trust me.”  Trust? What’s there to trust?  You’re not
telling me anything!  Crap, settle down, Ely.  Closing my
eyes, I take a deep breath, trying to relax before I fly off the handle and say
something that I’ll regret.


“Fine.  I’ll trust there’s a
good reason.  But none of this hoping, you will eventually tell
me.”  I hate this; I hate not knowing what he’s hiding.  And I
know he’s hiding something.  “You’re still going to my sister’s house
with me tomorrow, right?”  I stumble, trying to keep my voice level and
calm, as I fume on the inside.


“Of course…I wouldn’t miss it for
the world.”


“Oh, but you’ll miss tonight?” I
growl.  SHIT!  Well there goes my effort at trying not to fly
off the handle.


“Elyssa, that’s not fair.  I
wish I was there.  You have to understand,” he begs, making it harder to
be mad.  Instead my ire turns into frustration and disappointment.


“I don’t know what there is to
understand, Alex?  You’re telling me you can’t come. You’re cancelling on
me at the last minute and you’re not telling me why.  And on top of all
that, I’m supposed to understand something?” I manage, annoyance seeping
through.  “I know you don’t do relationships, but this is like rule number
234 of the dating handbook.  You don’t cancel on your girlfriend twenty
minutes before you’re supposed to be somewhere, especially without giving a
reasonable explanation.”


Waiting for me to calm down, he
continues, “Elyssa, you trust me right?”


I sigh before giving in. 
“Of course I do.”  


“Then know that I’m thinking of
you.  Know that it kills me to cancel on you like this and know the reason
I’m canceling must be pretty damn important for me not to be there right
now.  Please don’t be angry.”


“I’m not angry Alex, I’m
disappointed.”  Disappointed, irritated and hurt, but mostly sad that I
won’t see him.


“That’s worse…” his voice trails
off.


“But, I trust you.  I’ll
give you the benefit of the doubt and see you tomorrow.”


“I really am sorry, Hart.”  


I hang up not wanting to discuss
the matter any further.  I really didn’t want to end the conversation on
such a sour note, but what was I suppose to say?  It’s okay Alex, don’t
worry about my feelings.  Go ahead and keep your secrets and keep me in
the dark.  I’ll just be here with my legs open whenever you’re ready to
give me an ounce of your time.  No screw that!  I stride towards
the dining room table garnished with flowers and candles and blow out the
flickering flames.  


Tucking my legs beneath me, I lie
on the couch and click on the television.  Surfing through the channels, I
avoid thinking about our conversation.  My only company is the dull noise
of the television as I fall asleep.


~~~~~


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


Startled out of slumber by the
pounding against my door, I immediately check my phone.  Fuck, it can’t
be Cole!  Doesn’t he ever learn his lesson?   When I see the
only missed calls are from Alex, I let the irritation seep out through a long
yawn.


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


Still trying to wake up, I
stumble as I make my way to the door.  My eyes water as they try to focus
on the clock.  It’s two in the morning.  Reaching the door, I look
through the peephole, and I’m shocked to see Alex leaning against the wall,
trying desperately to hold himself up.  Hastily, I unlock my deadbolt and
open the door.   


“Hi Harrrtt!  I knew you’d
be home.  You’re alwaayyys here for me when I needdd you!” Alex slurs,
tripping as he makes his way into my apartment.  I can smell the alcohol
on him and instantly hate that whatever, or whoever, happened tonight did this
to him.  


“Alex, have you been drinking?” I
question, even though I already know the answer.  Urging him to sit, he
hesitates and turns towards me.  There is darkness in his eyes.  


“God, Elyssa,” taking me into his
arms, he nuzzles my neck.  “You are so fucking beautiful.”  He
attempts to pull me into a kiss, but I resist and push against him.


“Alex you’re drunk.  I don’t
want to….”


Pulling away, he immediately
hangs his head in defeat.  “I knew it.  I’m such a fuck up.  I
ruined us before I even had a chance…”


“Alex, what in the hell are you
talking about?  I’m still irritated from earlier.  You can’t just
show up drunk thinking that I’ll lay on my back and forget about earlier,” I
huff as I place my hands on the sides of his face trying to regain eye
contact.  “And what chance are you talking about?  A chance to what?”


“To marry you…and knock you
up.”  I’m thrown back by his declaration.  He wants to marry me? 
I take a few steps back, giving us distance.  He shakes his sorrow and instantly
turns into a rambling mess. Throwing his hands up, being overly dramatic in his
intoxicated state, he continues to digress.  “Which is probably a good
thing, because I would just fuck up our kids and then you’d end up hating me
anyways; which you probably already do.”  


“Alex, sit down!”  I pull
him closer to the couch, but he doesn’t comply.  “Alex, I don’t hate you,”
I sigh, tugging on his shirt.  “I don’t understand where all of this is
coming from, but I don’t hate you.  You haven’t fucked up anything. 
You’ve made me angry, but…”  His arms tighten, squeezing the air out of
me.    


“I’m not good for you.  I’m
worthless and you don’t even know it.  In the end, when you get to know
the real me, you’re going to leave and that’ll kill me.”  I push against
him, but he doesn’t budge.  Instead, he looks down, hands traveling up and
down my body, teasing me.  “There is one thing I’m good for.  The
only thing I’m good for.  Elyssa, I can fuck.  I can make you come
multiple times…please….let me make you forget?” he moans, as his mouth grazes
my jaw line.


“Alex please, you’re
drunk.”  I try again to push against him, but his grip is tight and his
hands continue their movement, this time with more force.  “Alex, please
look at me…talk to me.”


“I don’t want to talk,” moaning
in my ear.  “But, there is something I want to do with my mouth.” 
Alex moves us towards the couch and pushes me down onto the cushion.  Very
uncoordinatedly, he tries to remove my pants, only getting them to my knees
before he falls to the ground in front of me.


“Alex, I don’t want to make love
to you like this.  Please…”


Nuzzling my thighs, he places
soft kisses that trail up towards my sex.  “Fuck Elyssa, you taste so
sweet.”  His voice is full of rasp and hunger, and memories flood my mind;
memories of his voice, his hands, and his mouth.  


“STOP!”  God.Please.No. 
“STOP Alex, Please STOP.”  My voice shakes as he continues to run his
tongue from my knee, up my thigh.  


His lips brush against my
sex.  “Please Elyssa…let me make you forget about today.  About
everything I did wrong.”  


“FUCKING STOP!” I scream. 
Pushing and kicking, he finally releases me, allowing me to pull up my
pants.  Curling up into a ball at the opposite end of the sofa, Alex’s sobering
face stares at me in shock.  Not knowing what he did, or even what just
happened, he remains frozen.  Tears stream down my face as I shake
uncontrollably.  


“Elyssa…I wasn’t going to
hurt…”  Moving closer, he tries to take my hand into his.


“Don’t fucking touch me!” 
Still shaking I can’t control myself as I wrap my arms around my calves,
holding on for dear life.  Not now!  Why did he have to say those
words?  Why?  It took a long time to get his face
etched from my memory.  Ely, calm down.  It’s in your past. 
He can never hurt you again!  This is Alex, he would never hurt you. 
Being with Alex has made me forget my past.  He’s made me crave sex
instead of loathing the intimacy.  I know he would never hurt me. 
Never.  But, how am I supposed to react when he utters those words.


“Elyssa, please…what’s
wrong?  I would never force you to do anything,” Alex’s pleading voice
breaks down.   “Don’t be scared of me, please.  I’m
sorry.”  I’m afraid to look at him, afraid I might see his
face.  Afraid I’ll see pity in Alex’s eyes, pity for something he knows
nothing about.  “Please Elyssa, talk to me.”  Alex moves closer, and
this time I let him.  In my heart I know he wasn’t going to hurt me, but
it’s just too painful.  I unclench my fists and cautiously allow him to
take my hand in his.  


Alex stares at me, and I know
he’s wondering how he’s fucked up this time.  Wondering what would have
caused such a harsh reaction. But, I don’t know what to say.  Do I
trust him enough to let him in even further?  I know I’ve already told him
about Cole and the miscarriage, but this is deeper.  This cuts deeper than
anything that has happened in my life since my parents died.  I know I
have to tell him, but what if this is it?  What if I tell him and he looks
at me differently, like I’m damaged.  No…I can’t think that way.  


“Please…you’re shaking.” 
Concern is etched in his voice as he remains still.  Not knowing what to
do he continues to look at me like a fragile piece of glass.  Damn it;
I am not that girl anymore!


I can’t.  Not in the living
room.  If I’m going to bare my soul, the last thing that can possibly come
between us, it can’t be here.  I stand, tremors overtaking my body as I
walk unsteadily towards my bedroom.  Even though he’s still drunk, I’m
glad Alex decides to follow.  I need him.  I need the comfort of
being in his arms.  In my moment of desperation, I know his embrace will
erase the dark memories, even if he’s the one that dredged them up.  


Opening my bedroom door, I turn
on the side lamp, letting a glimmer of light pass through the coldness of the
room.  Not having the wherewithal to change, I drop down to lean on the
bed.  Slumping over, Alex moves affectionately towards me, bringing my
legs up to lie on top of my comforter.  He doesn’t touch me any more than
he has to, probably afraid of my reaction.  Instead he moves to the other
side of the bed and lies down next to me.  


Moving closer to him, needing his
warmth to push the iciness from my heart, I lay my head in the crook of his
neck.  Alex stiffens; his hands frozen in the air, unsure if he should
touch me.


I sob; my lips against his Adams
apple.  “Please Alex, hold me.”  


He complies and places a hand on
the back of my head.  “I’m here…shhh…I’m here.”  My eyes close as I
relax in his tenderness.  Time is moving slowly, almost too slow, and I
know I have to say something.


I don’t know how to start. 
Alex has been a whirlwind of emotions since the moment I met him.  What if
the rest of my past causes him to spin out of control, destroying everything in
its path?   Or, it could go in the opposite direction and my past
could quell the passion he feels for me.  Either way, I’m doomed. 
Hugging him tighter, he returns the embrace, which immediately soothes my
tension.  


Breaking the silence with a
whisper, I cling to his chest.  “Never say that to me again, do you
understand?”


“Say what?  About you
tasting…?”  Bile builds in my throat as I resist the urge to vomit.  


“Yes, that.  Never again…”
My voice trails off as my mind tries to block memories from that dreadful
night.  


“What happened to you?”  I
shake my head, closing my eyes tighter, wishing I could reverse the entire day
and be back in the shower with him.  “Did someone hurt you?  Was it
Cole?”  


Of course Alex is perceptive,
always has been.  But his tendency to always put blame on Cole is trying,
especially when in this case, Cole was my savior, not my abuser.


“Don’t let me go please,” I
beg.  I’m terrified he’ll see how damaged I am and realize I’m not worth
the trouble.


“I’m not going anywhere.”  Alex
continues to hold me, but eventually pushes me for an explanation.  “Talk
to me please.”


Steadying myself, I spill my guts
to him for a second time.  “It was while I was in college.  The first
Friday after school started I went with a couple of girls from my dorm to a
frat party.  I didn’t know them, or the people throwing the party, but I
thought it would be fun and a great way to make friends.


“Right when we got there, a guy
walked up to me with an extra drink in his hand, explaining that it was for me. 
He seemed okay, so I kept talking with him.  As the night wore on, he made
sure I had a drink in my hand at all times, but still I thought nothing of
it.  I was having fun, and recognized a hand full of people from my
classes and instantly recognized Cole from my English class.  Cole and I
were just acquaintances at the time, but he saw how wasted I was.  He
tried to look out for me, telling me I should go back to my dorm, but I ignored
him of course.


“At the end of the night, I
didn’t know which end was up so when he brought me to his room, I didn’t
think twice.  He didn’t even shut his door.  Next thing I know he was
on top of me, trying to shove his tongue down my throat.”


I shake my head as tears start to
stream down my face.  “Elyssa, you don’t have to talk about this if you
don’t want to.”


“No, y-you have a right to
know.”  I take a deep breath before continuing.  “I tried to push him
away.  He was so fast.  He already had my pants off, choking me as he
ripped off my underwear.  He told me not to scream, and when I tried, he
covered my mouth so forcefully I could barely breathe.”  


Reliving this nightmare is far
worse than I could have ever imagined.  The memory has haunted me, but
saying it out loud is torture.  I shiver through the pain.  He
can’t hurt you ever again, Ely!  Don’t let him.  Knowing Alex may
never look at me the same, I know I have to continue.  He deserves to know
what he’s getting in to. 


“After he ripped off my
underwear, he slid…” another sob trembles through my body, as Alex pulls me in
tighter.  “He started with two fingers, but as my body went limp, he tried
to shove his whole fist inside, telling me he was getting me ‘ready for the
good stuff.’  When he pulled out, he licked his fingers telling me I
tasted…so sweet.”  


Although a whisper, I’m able to
make out what Alex’s conclusion, “He raped you.”  Completely sober, his
fingers grip at my waist tightly as he finally realizes why I panicked.  


“Kinda… he didn’t get that
far.  Just as he was climbing on top of me, Cole came in.  He threw
the guy off of me, covered me with his jacket, and carried me all the way back
to my dorm.  Cole was there for me that night.  Since then, he has
always looked out for me.”


Finally brave enough to look up
at Alex, I have to make him appreciate Cole the way I have all these
years.  “Do you understand now why I’ve kept him around?  Even
through all his crap.  He was there for me when I needed him and I had to
be there for him when he needed me.  I guess I felt like I owed him. 
So much, that I thought he deserved to be my first.”


“Elyssa…”Alex sits up, leaning
against my headboard.  Lifting and pulling me into his lap, he presses me
closer into his arms.  “You didn’t owe Cole anything.  I’m grateful
he was there, but you didn’t have to give him your virginity just because he
did the decent thing and helped you.  Your first time should have been
special, not something you felt you owed someone.”


I can’t help the deep sobs that
escape my mouth as I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck.  “I’m
sorry, Alex.  I didn’t mean to freak out on you.  You were just being
so forceful and you were drunk…”


“Don’t apologize.  I’m sorry
for scaring you.  Elyssa, it’s my job to make you feel safe.  I would
never do anything to hurt you, ever.”


“I know,” I nod as Alex continues
to move his hand up and down my spine, softly humming to me while I’m wrapped
in his arms, rocking me ever so slightly.  


“Alex…why were you drinking?”


“Doesn’t matter right now. 
What matters is making you feel safe.”


“I appreciate you being
here.  As draining as this night has been, I feel safe now.”  And I
do feel safe, safe and cared for.  I wish he would tell me what’s going on
in his head.  Something happened tonight that made him drink
heavily.  “Please talk to me,” I urge.  “I feel like you’re waiting
for things to end and this is just our beginning.  Please Alex; don’t
leave me in the dark.”


“How could I leave you in the
dark when you are my light, leading me away from the dark place I’ve been for
so long?  I promise I can be a better man.  I want to be…for
you.  Just don’t give up on me.”


“I’m not going anywhere.” 
Kissing Alex, I run my hands through his hair.  “I always want to be where
you are.  Even if I was just the girl you met at that gas station, if we
didn’t work together, I would have thought about you every day, wondering what
could have been.  It was fate that brought us together…two people
searching for their other half.”


Remaining in an embrace for quite
some time, Alex stirs and glances at the clock.  “Do you want me to
go?  If you don’t feel comfortable falling asleep with me…I’ll
understand.”


“Please don’t?!  Stay with
me; I need you,” I beg, panic setting in.  Alex sighs in relief, laying me
down.  Gently, he unclothes me, leaving my panties and bra in place and
swiftly pulls off his own clothes, leaving on his boxers.  Dragging the
comforter back, he slides in, pulling me in as close as he can.  With
Alex’s front to my back, I slowly fall asleep with a feeling of relief. 
He’s here with me and he’s not going anywhere.
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Alex stirs next to me, waking me
from my sleep as I adjust to his body.  “Elyssa….I love you.”  His
sweet murmurs, while still dozing, are comforting instead of frightening this
time.  My chest tightens with an overwhelming sense of relief; relief that
he feels the same.  He’s finally said the three words I’ve been waiting
for…what I needed him to say.  How I wish he could tell me this while he’s
awake, but I know it will take time.  I turn towards him, staring at his
peaceful face and snuggle closer to him.  Wrapping my arm around his
waist, I kiss his chest directly over his heart.  


“I love you, Alex,” I whisper to
my unconscious love.  Maybe one day soon, we’ll be able to tell each other
how we feel without hiding behind the safety of slumber.


 


Saturday, October 13, 2012


The next morning I wake to a
sweet, deep humming sound.  Pulling me into an embrace, Alex begins to
sing softly, nuzzling into my neck.  Singing of needing me, giving his
soul to me, and becoming a better man; these promises, although in song, shake
me to my core.  I smile sweetly and stroke his bottom lip as he continues
to serenade me.  He’s singing directly to my heart and with each word from
his sweet melodic voice, I fall deeper and deeper in love with him.  After
last night, he accepts my damaged soul and I accept his.  


Even though this moment is
perfect, the thought of last night, still haunts me.  I don’t know how to
let it go.  I still don’t have an explanation for him canceling on me or
his drunken booty call.  I can’t help but feel the two reasons are linked
in some way.  The dread I feel is eating at me, and I’m desperate; I need
to know.  “Alex…”


“Hmm?”  Even his grumblings
sound sexy and masculine.


“Why were you drinking?”  I
may not want to know the answer, but not knowing is worse.  He was hurting
last night and lashed out at himself by drinking.  This isn’t the Alex I
know and love.


Automatically becoming defensive,
Alex tenses.  “Do we really have to talk about this?  We’ve only been
awake for five damn minutes.”  Not the reaction I was hoping for.


“Why won’t you talk to me? 
Do you think so little of me that I don’t deserve an explanation?”  I know
I’m reaching here, but I not crazy thinking that I deserve an answer…right?


Alex releases me and sits up,
resting the back of his head against the headboard.  “I am my father’s
son; can’t escape the drunken bastard I’m meant to be.  I guess it’s
engrained into my DN fucking A.”  His voice elevates as he runs the palm
of his hand across the back of his neck in frustration.  


With lightening speed, I sit up
shoving his shoulder.  “Stop this shit!  You are not like your
father, Alex.  Look at me!”  I place two fingers on his chin waiting,
anger etched on my face, his face saddened and somber.  “If you’re like
your father, would you have held me last night?  Would you have protected
me from Cole?  If you are, tell me now before you get me pregnant,
fuck other women, and beat the shit out of me!”  I release his face, only
to see sorrow in his eyes.  I fight the urge to clasp my hands over my
mouth out of regret for saying such horrible facts about his childhood and
using them against him.   


Flinching at my harsh words, his
eyes lower to my fisted hands.  “This isn’t about you, Elyssa.  Don’t
you see?  You’re innocent and sweet and deserve a guy who had a good
upbringing and a large family; a guy who can bring you home to meet his
parents.  You only have Rachel, and you deserve to experience what a real
family is like.”  Alex pauses for a moment.  “I can’t give you any of
that!”


“You’re not answering my
question.  You think I care about having a big family?  I’ve never
had one, so why would I need more than just you and Rachel.  You aren’t
depriving me of anything, because you haven’t had that either.  Maybe I
should be asking you if you’re okay with just me and Rachel.”  I
deliberately point out he may be the one using this as a scapegoat, to be free
of me.


Alex breathes in, unable to hide
his irritation, “Calm down!  I’m not running.  Don’t ever think you
aren’t enough for me.”  His voice softens and his eyes lower, staring at
my stilled hands.  “And, I would never hurt you.”  


Taking my hand in his, he begins
to run his index finger over my knuckles. “No other woman could ever make me as
happy as you have.”  He brings my hand up, resting my palm against his
chest.  “I would never cheat on you.  And as far as you getting
pregnant, if it were to happen…I would cherish you both.  I would try to
be the best father I could be and I would tell her I love her every minute of
every day.”  


“Her?” I mumble.


“You’ve given me a lot to dream
about, Hart.  I picture us having a girl, with big green eyes, brown
hair…”  An overwhelming sense of hope builds inside of me and for a
moment, I think I forgot how to breathe.


“And dimples,” I whisper,
reaching up to touch the indents on his cheek.  


“So with that being said, how are
you like your father?  I know you’ve had a hard life.  I know you’ve
been hurt, but so have I.  We can heal together.  You have to give us
a chance and stop breaking yourself down every time something happens.  I
don’t want to hear you ever comparing yourself to a man you loathe.  A man
who didn’t love and respect your mother the way he should have.  A man who
didn’t contribute to how much of an amazing man you’ve turned out to be.”


“Elyssa, there’s so much in my
past.  So much I wish I could tell you, but I can’t.  I’m not ready,
not yet.”  He looks pained and I know I can’t push him, but we both know
he’ll need to break his silence eventually.  He already knows more about
me than anyone in my life and that’s because I trust him.  I need him to
trust me in return.


“When you’re ready, I’m
here.  But, you have to know we can’t move forward until we address our
past.  There won’t be a future for us unless we do.”  


“I know, maybe with time…” 
Obviously despondent, Alex releases me, pulling on his jeans.  “I’m sorry
for canceling on you.  And I’m even sorrier for showing up drunk and being
forceful.  I promise you it will never happen again.”  Glancing at
his watch Alex finishes getting dressed.  “I really should go, but I need
to call a cab.  That’s at least one thing I did right last night.”  


“Alex, it isn’t the only thing
you did right.  You were there for me when I needed you.  I know it
wasn’t the most conventional way of letting you in, but I’m glad I did. 
And I’m thankful you stayed.”  


Dialing the last number on his
phone, Alex pulls me into an embrace as he waits for the cab company to answer. 
After talking to the agent for a brief moment, he resolves they’ll be here in
ten minutes.  Sitting on the couch, he holds me close, nothing but the
sound of our breathing interrupts the room.  


Breaking our silence, the cab
honks its horn.  Alex promises he’ll meet me at my sister’s house, asking
me to text him the address.   


A promise, a quick kiss and a
tight embrace is all I’m left with as I stand alone in my apartment, still just
as confused as I was before.  More questions about Alex’s past remain
unanswered.  But, if I’ve learned anything it’s that patience is a virtue.
Oh, and that he loves me.  All I can do is ignore the growing need for
answers deep within me as I head off to the bathroom to get ready for a day
with my sister.


~~~~~


I sit, stirring with anxiety in
Rachel’s living room.  Time is moving as slow as the clouds move across
the sky, and I’m driving myself crazy checking the clock every two
seconds.  Alex agreed to meet me at Rachel’s house at seven and as I wait,
a silent prayer repeats over and over again in my head.  Please let him
show…Please let him show...Please let him show.  I’m nervous and not
just because I’m afraid he won’t show, but because Rachel and Bryan are meeting
him for the first time.  What if they don’t like him?  


When the doorbell chimes, I
nervously jump out of my seat, racing Bryan to answer the door first.  Please
let Rachel adore him as much as I do and please, please let Bryan be on his
best behavior.  


“How do you know it’s him?” Bryan
teases as I reach for the door, letting it swing open.  Standing at the
door is my heart.  I stare into his eyes, feeling the love passing between
us.  He smiles, releasing my gaze only to motion to the woman standing
next to him.  I’m overjoyed he felt comfortable enough to bring Nana with
him and can’t help my beaming smile as I glance between the two of them. 
Alex stays quiet, trying to gage my reaction.  I hope my silent response
is shown by the brightness in my face.  


I reach out and take Nana by her
hand.  “Hi Nana.  Do you remember me?”


“You’re Alex’s girl,
right?”  Not only is she coherent, but she knows who I am.  A sweet
smile spreads across her face as she gently squeezes my hand.  The
acceptance I feel with this simple gesture makes my heart skip a beat. 
It’s been such a long time since I’ve had anyone in my life that makes me feel
whole.  Alex and his grandmother, along with my small family, is all I
need in my life.  


“Yes, I am.  Please come
in.”  Leading her in, Alex follows closely behind.  Just inside the
door, Bryan is waiting patiently to meet them both.  “Alex, Nana, this is
my sister’s boyfriend, Bryan.  Bryan, this is Alex and his grandmother,
Molly.”


Bryan gently takes Alex’s
grandmother’s hand in his, placing a soft kiss over her knuckles.  “May I
call you Molly?”  She reacts the way any woman would and blushes at the
small token of affection, whispering softly to me about Bryan being handsome
and a gentleman.  


“Any friend of Alex’s is already
a part of my family, so please call me Nana,” she expresses.  That’s just
the kind of notion I would expect from her, but to see it, means more. 
Whatever Alex may say, or think of himself, I know he is good – because of his
grandmother.


After thanking her, Bryan turns
to Alex.  Reaching out to shake his hand, Bryan stares Alex directly in
his eyes, giving him the once over.  Not wavering, he meets Bryan’s stare,
firmly shaking his hand.  If I didn’t know them better, I would think this
was a pissing contest.  But, since I do, and rather well I might add, I
can appreciate the intrusive situation.


“So, you’re the one that has E’s
panties in a bunch?!” Bryan jokes, as he releases Alex’s hand.  He’s
lucky my panties are still in place and not in Alex’s front pocket. 


“That would be me,” he
proclaimed.  “But, apparently we both have the same affect on one
another,” Alex quips as he takes both Nana’s hand and mine, leading us, as we
follow Bryan further into the house. 


“You look beautiful,” Alex leans
in, whispering in my ear.  He nuzzles against me, kissing me briefly on
the nape of my neck.  Our brief, yet intimate moment is interrupted by
Rachel’s boisterous movements as she comes bouncing in from the kitchen.  Let
the interrogation begin.  


Quickly determining there’s an
extra person joining us for dinner, she looks from Alex to Nana to me, smiling
all the while.  Striding over to Nana she brings her into a small
embrace.  “You must be Alex’s grandmother.”  Rachel releases her, but
still holds her shoulders at arm’s length for a moment before releasing her
back to Alex.


I interrupt Rachel and make
introductions.  “Nana this is Rachel, my sister.”  


She looks over at me, then to
Rachel.  It’s something of a miracle she’s showing any sort of
comprehension.  I’m ecstatic that today of all days, is a good day. 
“Yes, Alex told me we were having dinner with your sister tonight.”  


Okay, here’s the moment of
truth.  If Rachel doesn’t like him, I don’t know what I’ll do. 
Separately, they represent each half to my whole.  If their worlds can’t
co-exist, what am I left with?  Two disconnected parts of my life?  I
can’t live like that.  No!  She has to like him.  


“Rachel, this is Alex,” nervously
gesturing between the two of them.  


Alex releases me, and moves to
shake Rachel’s hand, but in true Rachel fashion, she clobbers him into a tight
hug.  Somewhat surprised, Alex takes a moment before he returns the
embrace.


“So, you’re the one who has El’s
panties in a bunch?!”  I roll my eyes, accepting that both Rachel
and Bryan have confirmed for Alex that I’ve been in utter disarray since the
moment I met him.  With the way we’ve both been acting, I’m sure…no, I
know…we don‘t need anyone pointing it out for us.


“So I’ve been told,” Alex jokes
as Rachel releases him.  A deep grumble erupts from Bryan’s chest as he
breaks out in laughter.  I glare at him, but can’t help but giggle a few
seconds later.  


Rachel gestures towards the
couches, letting everyone know to make themselves feel comfortable.  Alex
leads his grandmother to the nearby sofa and I follow in tow to sit next to
him.  The way he is with her is very gratifying to see and the simplest of
actions don’t go unnoticed.  After a moment, Rachel continues, and when
she does I wish I could put a sock in her mouth.  She’s always too
nosey.  “So Alex, El tells us you two work together?”


Alex appears nervous to answer
questions about work, so he gives a simple yes and quickly changes
topics.  “You have a lovely home.”


“Thanks, we like it.  We
bought it a year ago and are pleased with it so far.  Bryan’s been working
on the outside when he can and it’s almost finished.”  The only thing not
finished is the backyard.  They have trees and grass, which is almost
unheard of in Las Vegas, but they make it work.  Once they lay down gravel,
the house will be perfect…perfect for them.  


“Please excuse me; I need to go
check on dinner.  It should be ready in about five minutes.  Bryan
honey, can you help me please?”  Rachel nods towards the kitchen, hinting
for him to leave the three of us alone.   


Once it’s just us, Alex relaxes
into the couch.  “I’m sorry.  I know she can be a bit overwhelming,
but she’s all I have.”  


“I know all about that,” Alex’s
eyes gesture towards his grandmother who’s sitting quietly, glancing around at
the pictures adorning Rachel’s end tables.  Rachel has pictures galore in
her home; of me and her when we were little, of our parents, and newer pictures
of her and Bryan.  If anyone ever wanted to see a timeline of our life,
here at Rachel’s is where you would start.  It’s always nice to look at
old pictures, but at the same time, it reminds you of the time lost.  I
try and stay in the present as much as possible.


“Nana, do you want something to
drink?” 


“Oh no, dear, I gave up the
poison long ago.  I promised my Alex I wouldn’t touch the stuff ever
again.”  I smile at Alex, who lovingly looks at his grandmother shaking
his head in amusement.


“Would you like some water or
soda?”  Still glancing around assessing her surroundings, she politely
declines, saying she’s not thirsty.


Alex whispers in my ear, “She’s
having a good night so far, let’s see if it lasts.”  I realize he’s just
as nervous about this as I am.  Reaching for his hand, I squeeze gently to
give him the reassurance we both need.


Rachel pokes her head from the
doorway and announces, “Dinner’s ready.”


~~~~~


Rachel went all out. 
Encased in a simple square vase, thin slices of lemon float around the long
stems of yellow tulips.  Her eco-friendly bamboo placemats and
accompanying plates give the table an earthy feeling and contrast nicely
against the white linen table cloth adorned with tiny yellow flowers. 
Rachel always had a knack for entertaining.  


With Bryan at the head of the
table and Rachel at the other end, Alex and his grandmother take the side
closest to the wall leaving me to sit directly across from him.  


“This looks amazing Rachel,” I
coo as I place my napkin in my lap.  She prepared a simple bow tie pasta
salad with summer vegetables, grilled lemon chicken, and a rice pilaf.  


“Hey, I helped!” Bryan chimes in.


“Really?” Rachel teases. 
“And how exactly did you help?”


“Well, I went grocery shopping!”
Bryan laughs as he picks up his fork and knife, ready to dive in.


Alex takes a napkin and places it
in his grandmother’s lap as he gently caresses her cheek and places a soft kiss
on her forehead.  Rachel’s eyes reflect the same level of adoration for
Alex that mine do.  I’m sure she also noticed how ruggedly handsome he is
in his grey slacks and white button-up shirt.  Grasping my hand, I glance
at Rachel as she squeezes my fingers together.  In that moment, I know we
share the same bond as Alex and his grandmother.  As she is the only
family he has, Rachel is the only family I have.


Pools of tears form in Rachel’s
eyes and I quickly look away to avoid following suit.  While Rachel wipes
away the traces of moisture, Bryan decides to take the attention away from his
better half.  “So Alex, I know you and E work together.  What would
make you go for such a funny looking girl in the first place?”  I stick my
tongue out at him as Rachel erupts in a throaty laugh.  He always knows
what to say to take the edge out of the situation, which is why he was made for
my sappy sister.


“Well, I thought I could get in
some karma points by giving her a chance,” Alex jokes, sending Bryan into a
laughing frenzy, leading into his famous snorting.  Once Bryan starts, the
whole table breaks into laughter.  


“Ha, ha, very funny, guys. 
I’m so glad I can be the brunt of everyone’s joke.  As usual!”  Being
with Rachel and Bryan, I expect for them to poke fun of me every chance they
get.  But, with Alex joining in, I can’t help but think that he and Nana
were the missing puzzle pieces to our tiny family.


“It’s cause you make it so easy
for me!  Plus, I can’t pick on your sister or I’ll end up sleeping on the
couch for the next month!” Bryan confesses, winking at Rachel.  


“Damn straight!” Rachel chimes
in.  “Enough torturing my poor baby sister, I need to get serious for a
minute.”  Rachel gets her stern face in place, staring Alex down. 
Before she continues, she gives him a hint of a smile.  She’s about to lay
down the law, but it’s all out of love.


“So Alex, I hate to put you on
the spot, but you had to know this was coming.”  Looking confused, Alex
sets down his napkin wanting to give Rachel his full attention.  “Elyssa
is all I have, well except for Bryan, and we take care of one another.  I
just want to make sure her happiness is a priority to you.”  And that
is why I love my sister!  


Alex glances at Bryan whose mouth
is too full of dinner to include his usual banter, and then to me.  All I
can do is shrug my shoulders and grin.  “Rachel, I understand.  I
know you both mean a lot to each other and I wouldn’t do anything to intentionally
hurt Elyssa.  All I want is for her to be happy…happy with me, but happy
nonetheless,” he asserts.    


“Good.  I’m glad to hear
that.”  Looking over at me, she gives a nod of approval.  She doesn’t
need to say anything.  With her small gesture, the weight I felt earlier
disappears and the love I have for both of them swells.  “Alright,
alright, enough with the heavy, I want to know more about how you guys
met.  Was it love at first fax?”  We all giggle at the question,
including Nana, who I didn’t even know was paying attention.


“Actually, I noticed Elyssa when
I was getting gas the morning of her first day at work.”


“Really?  She never
mentioned this.”  Rachel glances over at me with her brows raised, a
mischievous smile spreading across her lips.


“She was coming out of the
convenience store.  I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her.  She ignored
me of course, but I was given my second chance when I rode the elevator up with
her at work.”  


His explanation of our chance
encounter is briefly disrupted when Alex glances at Nana having difficulty
cutting her chicken.  Taking her fork and knife, he carefully cuts the
meat into small bite size pieces before handing the fork back to her.


Bringing attention to his
grandmother, Rachel decides to get her take on our relationship.  “So
Nana, what do you think of our Elyssa dating your Alex?”


“Oh, I’m so pleased.  He’s
changed since he met her.  My happy boy.”  She reaches up and ruffles
his floppy hair with her hands, chuckling all the while.  Alex smiles and
smoothes his hair back into place.  “Alex has never had a chance to act
his age.  Stuck with a batty old grandmother after losing his mother so
young…”  Tears threaten as she continues.  “He’s never had a chance
to do anything for himself.  Finally, it seems he’s been given a second
chance at happiness.”  Nana looks over at me, her kind eyes dry as Alex
wipes away the lonely tear.


“Well we’re in agreement
then.  El has never been the average child either.  She went from
being a rebellious teenager into an old soul, never anything in between. 
I blame myself sometimes…if I’d just let Arianna take care of you the way she
wanted…maybe things would have been different.”  Rachel takes a breath,
closing her eyes resolving something inside.  “But, I refuse to let that
horrible excuse of a person have any say in my family…not after what she
did.”  I’m confused by Rachel’s comment.  I know she doesn’t like
Arianna, but she’s never been honest with the reason why.  Then again,
I’ve never asked her outright.  But, this is not the time, or the place;
especially not in front of Alex.


“Rachel!”  My eyes shoot
over to Alex who’s listening intently.  “Even though Alex knows Arianna is
a family friend, she is both of our boss’s, and I’d like to keep my job, thank
you.”


“Sorry, you’re right.  No
more discussions about bad memories.”  Rachel smiles innocently, while
raising her glass in a toast.  “To making new memories…to the
future.”  We all clink our glasses, and continue the evening without any
more outbursts from my sister.  Seriously, what was she thinking?


As the night goes on, Bryan and
Alex appear to have more in common than I’d originally thought.  Bryan
discusses how he used to play in a band in high school.  According to
Bryan they were good enough to get a record deal, but they just never got their
chance.  Rachel whispers in my ear that Bryan can’t carry a tune.  We
chuckle, but the boys don’t appear to notice as they continue to bond over
their love of music and working out.  Bryan’s bromance with Alex develops
to an all new level as they make plans to go to the gym later on.  The way
they’re making plans for the future, teasing each other left and right, both
Rachel and I start to wonder if they need some time alone.  


“Alexander where are we?” Nana
chimes in.  Her question obviously makes Alex worry.  He moves closer
to her, stroking her back, while she looks around trying to place herself in
what appears to be the start of an upsetting scene.  


“Remember Nana, we’re having
dinner at Elyssa’s sister’s house?”


“Is she the one who was at our
house last night?”  Last night?  No, I wasn’t there last
night.  He said he needed to take care of something…he did say something
and not someone, right?  No…he wouldn’t do that to me…  


Alex continues to stroke his
grandmother’s back, trying to soothe her.  “No Nana, Elyssa was at our
house the night before.”  He looks at me, sadness filling his eyes. 
I immediately nod my head to let him know its okay to leave, as comprehension
replaces fear.  Today’s good day has turned into another episode.


“I want to go home,
Alexander.  I don’t know this place.”  Alex looks over at Rachel and
mouths an apology.  


“Okay, let’s go.”  Pulling
out her chair, he takes his grandmother by her arm.  “Thank you both for
having us and for giving us your blessing.”  His wide smile exudes his
happiness as our eyes meet.  


As Alex heads towards the front
door, I lean over, whispering to Rachel that Nana has Alzheimer’s.  She
nods in understanding, sadness reaching her eyes.  “Do you need my help to
clean up, or is it okay if I leave with them?”


“No, you go.  El, I’m glad
you finally met someone.  Someone you seem to care for the way I care for
Bryan.  I really like him.  Now go, we’ll see you out.” 


“I’m coming with you.”  I
rise and place my napkin on top of my plate, Rachel and Bryan following after
me.  In the short walk to the front door, I can’t help but think of how
huge tonight was.  How I’ve thought of the day when I could bring someone
home to meet my sister; someone who meant something to me.  I’m
ridiculously happy that tonight was successful and that we could all be
together and enjoy each other; our own self made family.  


“Are you sure?  I don’t want
to take you away from your sister?” 


“Don’t worry about her. 
I’ll follow you to your place.”


Bryan and Alex say their
goodbyes, promising to see each other soon.  Rachel takes Alex into
another tight embrace, placing a sweet kiss on his cheek before whispering
something to him.  I glance at both of them in confusion.  I’m so
happy that I don’t even ask what that was about.


~~~~~


Parking next to the front
entrance Alex jumps out and rushes to the passenger side.  Waiting for me
to join him, he gives me a hurried kiss before opening the door.


“Here are the keys, will you open
the door?”  Handing me his house key, Alex reaches into the passenger
seat, lifting Nana into his arms.  Being as small as a child, she’s
cradled in his arms as he proceeds up the walkway.  Watching him, I get a
glimpse into our future; the future where we have our own family.  I can
imagine us arriving home after a long vacation out of town, our daughter
asleep.  Alex would carry her to her bedroom and tuck her in for the
night.  


He whispers over his shoulder,
“Make yourself at home.”  I sigh as I head towards the kitchen while Alex
carries his grandmother down the hallway.  


The familiar sound of Elvis
echoes throughout Nana’s living room, this time the real Elvis is
singing.  Alex is going to be awhile and I need some water.  Walking
into the kitchen, my eyes immediately dart towards an ornate watch sitting on
the counter.  Obviously a females, and extremely expensive, I can’t help
but gravitate towards it, it’s exquisite.  The knotted band is decorated
with tiny diamonds.  Wait…I’ve seen this before. 


“What are you playing with?” 
Not hearing Alex enter behind me, I jump, dropping the watch. 
Desperately, I pick it up to make sure I didn’t scratch it, or worse…break it.


After making sure I hadn’t hurt
the posh piece, I lift it up to show Alex.  “It was on your counter. 
I’ve seen this before.”  Glancing at it sideways, a fuzzy memory of this
specific watch is haunting me, but I can’t seem to place where I’ve seen
it.  It looks so familiar.


Grabbing the watch, Alex looks
down at it, quickly dismissing the notion.  “Probably from a magazine ad,”
he murmurs.  “It must be Delores’s.  She’s usually good about picking
up after herself, but she had a family emergency and left in such a rush. 
She won’t be back until Sunday evening.  That’s why I had to bring Nana with
me tonight.”  Maybe that’s the reason he canceled on me at the last
minute?


I don’t like to pry, but I feel
like I’m missing something.  “Looks expensive, you must pay her
well.”  Alex ignores me, placing the watch inside a drawer of the island
he’s leaning against.  


“Are you hungry?”  I shake
my head, a frown quickly spreading across my lips.  “Tired?”  I shake
my head again.  A nagging feeling is growing deep in my belly. 
“Hart…what’s up with the doom and gloom?”  Alex approaches, encircling me
with his arms.


“Just been a long weekend. 
I’ve been worried...”  I might as well be upfront and honest with him.


“Worried?” he questions, puzzled.


“You canceled on me at the last
minute.  You showed up drunk.  And then there was my confession and
your non confessions.  Just a lot to take in.  I was a little worried
you weren’t going to show up at Rachel’s.”


“I told you I wouldn’t miss it,”
he protests, almost exasperatingly.


“Well, what made today different
than last night?”  I don’t give him time to answer before giving him the
real reason I’m worried.  I don’t know why I do this.  I always push,
and it’s not always a good thing.  But I have let him in, now it’s his
turn.  “Alex, I feel like you’re keeping something from me.”  


“Why can’t you just drop
it?  Why can’t we just have a nice night?”  Alex releases me,
stepping away as he rubs his hand over the back of his neck.


“I just can’t.  I can’t
shake the feeling that you’re keeping secrets from me.”


Time moves slowly as Alex fixes
his eyes on mine.  I don’t know what he’s thinking about, or what he’s
about to say, but the irritation in his eyes boil over turning his serene
crystal blue eyes into a blazing indigo.  


“Fine!  You really want to
know what happened…what kept me away last night?”  I nod, shocked by the
escalation of Alex’s voice.  “Someone I used to see showed up at my
house.  My grandmother was here, and I couldn’t just leave knowing Delores
would have to deal with her.  I had to make sure she left before I could
go to you.”


My stomach is in knots.  I
knew there was something he was keeping from me.  “Did you…did you do
something with her?  Is that why you were drinking?”  


“God Elyssa, do you really want
to hear the details?”  Please lord, say he didn’t do anything. 


“I need to know.  I think I
deserve to know.”  I cross my arms waiting for an answer.  Whatever
it is, although I may not want to hear it, the truth will at least explain his
erratic behavior.  I’ve done nothing but trust him since the moment we
met; I’m done with always giving in and not expecting anything in return. 
It’s his turn to show his scars.  I know life has been cruel, but
regardless of his past I deserve to know what’s going on.  I just hope
I can handle it.


With a sigh, Alex runs his hands
through his hair.  “She said she just wanted to talk, so I figured I would
placate her and figure out what she wanted.  So, I let her come
inside.  She wanted to know why I cut things off with her so abruptly, and
why I haven’t called.  I told her I met someone and I wasn’t interested any
longer,” he pauses, looking at me.  I’m not sure what Alex expects from
me; maybe he hopes that those few words will appease my need.  But no such
luck, I remain still, arms still crossed over my chest.  


“She tried to remind me of what I
was missing not being with her.”  My mouth drops open in shock and it
takes a moment before I’m composed enough to ask for clarification.


“What does that mean?” I catch
myself as I begin to yell; my voice slightly faltering.


“She threw herself at me,” he
recounts, looking down at the floor.  


“What do you mean, she threw
herself at you?”


“Fuck, Elyssa.  Do you want
a play-by-play?  Do you really want all of the gory details?  Do you
want me to tell you she was naked under her jacket?  That when she removed
it, I screamed at her?”  A lump starts to develop in my throat as it
becomes harder and harder to breathe.  He told me I didn’t want to
know.  


“Did you fuck her?”  Tears
well in my eyes, as I pray the answer is no.  Please let it be no.


“Elyssa, no…I told you I would
never cheat on you.”  Alex reaches out trying to bring me into an embrace.


I step back, out of his
grasp.  “Did you touch her?”  


“Why won’t you let me hold
you?”  Alex’s voice is calm, but his brows are pulled together, his mouth
in a frown.  


“Because if your hands were on
another woman…so help me God, Alex!”  My body begins to shake with sobs as
my knees weaken, causing me to drop to the tiled floor.  Rushing over,
Alex tries to bring me into another embrace, but I snap back at him. 
“Don’t touch me!  Just answer the fucking question.”


“No, I didn’t touch her.  I
told you I would never!”  The urgency in his voice is heartbreaking. 
But at this moment I can see nothing but the anger I feel for being placed in
this situation.  


“So, she was at your house
turning you on and then what?  You decide to come and fuck me?  Is
that your idea of not cheating?  Getting your kicks off with someone else
as long as you don’t touch?”


Alex grabs my shoulders, “Stop
it!  I told you I didn’t touch her.  I would never hurt you like
that.”


“Then why were you drinking?” I
yell back at him.


“Damn it, Elyssa.  She
threatened me.  She knows things about my past.  She can ruin
me.  She threatened to reveal all my secrets, unless I gave her what she
wanted.”  What she wanted?


His hands are still gripping my
shoulders as I glare at him through squinted eyes.  “Which was?”  


“What do you think?  She
wanted me to make her come.  She stood in my fucking kitchen naked,
touching herself while she continued to threaten me.”  His words knock the
wind out of me.  I squirm out of his grip and wrap my arms around my
midsection.  The tears have dried up as I stare at the ground,
unconsciously counting the tiles, trying to think of what to say next.  What
can I say?


“I told you that you didn’t want
to know.”  Alex is kneeling in front of me, his hands resting on his
knees, waiting for a sign of my next move.


“How…where do
you find these girls, Alex?  Is this something I have to contend with on a
regular basis?”  Just as I utter those words, I’m reminded of the hostess
at the restaurant.  She knew him; was it her who showed up?  Or,
could it have been Autumn?  She’s always talking like they know each other
better than they should.  How many girls are there?  


“Elyssa, I told
you I had things in my past you didn’t want to know.  I also told you I
wasn’t ready to talk about them, and I’m still not.  I know it’s a lot to
ask of you, but please know she won’t be back.”


I’m
defeated.  Is he really still asking me to trust him, to not push the
matter without any sort of justification?  “I don’t get it, Alex.  If
she was naked, playing with herself in your home, and she wanted you, how did
you…she what…grew a conscious and decided to get out?”  I shake my head,
trying to push back the rage building again.  “I want to believe you
didn’t touch her, but if you didn’t give her what she wanted, why would she
just go?”  


“I told her
about you…I told her I ended it with her because of you,” he says sincerely
reaching out to caress my cheek.


“That was
it?  You told her about me and she just left?  That seems too
easy.”  


“She was ashamed…I promise you,
she won’t be back,” Alex’s eyes are back to his serene crystal blue, making it
hard not to believe he’s telling the truth.  I want to believe him, but he
kept details from me; lying and omitting are the same when the heart is
concerned.  


“Did you love her?” I whisper,
barely audible over the beating of my heart.


“No!” Alex shakes his head, his
hand resting on the nape of my neck bringing me forward as he rests his forehead
against mine.  “I would never cheat on you.  You have to know that.”


“I believe you.”  I wrap my
arms around him.  “So what are you going to do?  She threatened you,
and now she’s just gone?  Do you really think she’ll just leave you
alone?”  Women can be vengeful and vindictive, especially when she
obviously still feels for him. 


“I have to accept she’s telling
me the truth.  She looked humiliated when she left.  I think I know
her well enough, that when she says she’s sorry, she is.”  Alex pulls back,
looking to me with shameful eyes.  “Besides, there’s something I need to
tell you.  I know I don’t have perfect timing, but you can trust she won’t
be bothering me anymore because I’m being sent to New York for business.”


“New York?  What?”  This
night just keeps getting better and better.  I push away from him. “How
long have you known and when did you plan on telling me?”  I can’t believe
he didn’t say anything earlier.  Does he think so little of me that I’m
only being told now because his slutty ex has come back in the picture? 


“I’m sorry.  I just found
out yesterday and didn’t get a chance to tell you.  Arianna’s sending me
to assess the production of the sales office there.  I shouldn’t be there
more than a few weeks.”  I haven’t had enough time with him and now he’s
going to New York?!  I knew we were too good to be true.  


My despair turns to rage. 
Fire is coursing through my veins, and my brain is at its fullest capacity
trying to deal with all of this emotional drama.  I don’t know how much
more I can take.  At this point, all I can hope for is to come out of this
relationship with my heart still intact.  “What about us?”


“We are still us, Hart.  At
least I would hope we’re still together.  I know a month won’t change how
I feel about you.  We can fly back and forth on the weekends and Skype
every night.  We will make it work.”


“Alex….I don’t know.  Why
does it seem like we’re trying to avoid the inevitable?  You have a crazy
ex threatening to ruin you, I have a crazy ex lurking in the bushes, and now
you’re going away for a month.  Maybe…I don’t know.”  I shake my
head, not knowing how I’m feeling.  The thought of being away from Alex
for even a month is difficult, yet here I am talking about avoiding the inevitable…what
in the hell am I doing?  I push myself farther from him, hoping the
distance will stop the water works from starting again.


“You don’t know what?” Alex balls
his hands into fists.  I can feel the tension between us.  “You don’t
know what Elyssa?  Just say it!”


“I don’t know what to think about
this whole situation, Alex!  I feel fooled.  You told me you don’t do
this.  So stupid me, I thought I was something special.  All the
while you’ve had other girlfriends.  I thought I was a once in a lifetime
thing for you.  And now, I have to deal with knowing you had a naked woman
in your fucking kitchen, trying to get you horny enough to fuck her.  Now
she’s blackmailing you and what?  You’re going to pick some girl you’ve
known for a few weeks over your entire reputation and career?  Is that
what you expect me to believe?”


“First of all, I was telling you
the truth when I said I don’t do this.  I don’t do relationships! 
She was never a girlfriend.  We did exactly what she wanted….we
fucked.  That’s it!  There was never any emotion, never joy. 
You are a once in a lifetime for me, which is why I pick you.  Just as you
told me before, I would pick you in any scenario and I’m picking you now. 
I’m picking us over this entire fucked up situation.  I’m doing this
because I fucking love you.”  Alex yells, crouching on the floor with his
fingers knotted behind his neck. “You may not want to hear it or believe it,
but I love you with everything I have left inside me; everything that hasn’t
already been tainted or taken from me.  I don’t know how much of a heart I
have left, but what’s left…it belongs to you.”


My breathe hitches and I clutch
my chest at his admission.  Looking into his eyes, I whisper, “You love
me?”


“Yes…I absolutely adore
you.  I want nothing more than to wake up with you every morning and to
fall asleep with you in my arms.  You’re the first thing I think of when I
wake up and the last thought before I go to sleep.  Even in my dreams
you’re there, you have completely taken over every aspect of my being. 
Please say you can get past this…I never wanted to hurt you.  Please
Elyssa…” Alex begs as he crawls towards me.


No longer wanting to talk, I
scramble to wrap my arms around him.  Bringing our lips together with such
force, passion erupts with each movement of our lips.  Hastily, I reach
for the button on his shirt and pry each one open and brush his shirt off of
his shoulders and down his arms.  Alex’s hands are completely focused on
the hem of my shirt as he tears it off.  


“Bed please,” I breathe into his
mouth as he continues to suck on my lower lip.  Hurriedly, Alex rises from
the floor, still holding onto my thighs as I wrap my legs around him. 
Making our way down the hall, we brush against each wall as we make our way to
his bedroom.


Stumbling onto his bed, Alex
positions me on top and slowly removes my bra, revealing my bare, aching
breasts.  “God…I need you,” he breathes.  Pushing against his bare
chest, I step down from the bed and stand between his legs.  


Unbuttoning my jeans and slipping
them past my knees along with my panties, I step out of my clothes.  Alex
takes a deep breath as he takes in the sight of my naked body.  “What are
you doing?”  


“Do you want me?” I ask
seductively.


“More than I’ve wanted anything
else,” he shares, completely in awe.


“Do you think of her when you’re
with me?” 


“Her who?”  I grin at his
correct response.


Standing in front of him, I begin
slowly dragging my hand across my belly, up my torso to my breasts. 
Gently tugging on my nipples, I caress myself as I stare into Alex’s
eyes.  “What are you doing?” Alex inhales.


“I refuse to have your thoughts
filled with another woman touching herself in your presence.  So…I’m
replacing those thoughts with visions of me…touching myself…thinking of you.”


My hand slowly reaches down
towards the apex of my thigh, my index finger slowly massages my clit as I
continue to pinch and tease my nipples.  “God Alex…” I moan and continue
the slow torture.  My eyes close as I feel my knees weaken
slightly.   Suddenly, I’m being lifted.  Alex places me on top
of him, straddling his now bare shaft.  “Make love to me.”


He exhales, thrusting upward so
that he’s deep inside.  Rolling my hips, I continue to grind against him
as my climax builds.  


“Say it, Elyssa,” he begs.


“I want you, Alex.”


“No…say what I want to hear.” 


“Fuck, you feel so good. 
Please don’t stop...”  My body is peaking at the sound of our bodies
moving together, as we lose ourselves.


“Then say it!” he growls.


“What do you want me to
say?  I’ll do anything.”


“Tell me you love me.”  My
eyes shoot open, meeting his gaze as our bodies still.  “Say it because
you mean it, not because I’m asking you to.”


“I love you,” I whisper against
his lips as I begin to move against his body again.  Rolling my hips back
and forth; Alex’s breath ragged as he clutches my body close to his.  “I
love you, Alex.  I’ve never…”  A loud moan escapes my lips as I
climax.  Gripping my hips, Alex continues to grind my pelvis against his
until he finds his own release.  


Resting against his chest, our
breathing continues raggedly.  I don’t know what I would do without this
complicated man below me.  Emotionally, he has given me so much in such a
short amount of time that I need him to breathe, to feel whole.  This is
what scares me the most.  What if this is all taken away, leaving me with
nothing?  I need him just as much as he needs me. 


Bringing me into an embrace, both
of our naked bodies tangle as he gently runs his fingers through my hair while
humming a sweet lullaby.  With the sweet melodic sounds rumbling through
his chest, I fall asleep in the arms of my heart, the man who moments ago
professed that he loves me. 






[bookmark: _Toc363574576][bookmark: _Toc363760110]CHAPTER
20


 


Sunday, October 14, 2012


My mouth is dry and I’m
uncomfortably warm as I stir from my restless sleep.  Fully awake, I find
the reason why, I’m wrapped in Alex.  His leg and arm are draped over my
body, his nose nestled in my hair.  Peeling his arm and leg off, I feel
sweat glistening my skin as I hear him mumble.  Not quite making out what
he says, I resolve to let him fall back into a deep slumber.  


Tip-toeing around the room I try
not to wake him as I search for remnants of my clothing from just hours
ago.  Making too much noise as I trip over his pants, I decide it might be
easier to grab a t-shirt from his dresser.  Doing just that, I head to the
kitchen to a grab some water.  


The tile is cool against my bare
feet, which is a nice relief to the inferno I was just wrapped in moments
ago.  Making it to the kitchen, I grab a bottle of water from the
fridge.  Closing the refrigerator door, I’m startled by movement out of
the corner of my eye.  Catching myself, I turn to see Nana in her
nightgown, rubbing her sleep-drawn eyes.  I gather my bearings before
explaining my jumpiness, so as not to startle her.  “Sorry Nana, I didn’t
see you there.  Are you okay?”  


“I’m sorry, dear.  I
couldn’t sleep and thought Alex might be awake.  He doesn’t sleep well
most nights, and I can usually find him here.”  Oh, my poor heart. 
I know he has demons, but I wasn’t aware that he lost sleep over them.  I
don’t know why I would think any differently, though, seeing as I used to lose
sleep over mine.


“Oh, don’t worry about me. 
I wasn’t expecting to see anyone.  Sit…do you want me to get you some
water?”


Nana shuffles towards the bar
stool, taking a seat.  “No, I’m not thirsty.  Sit with me for a
moment will you,” she requests.  


Sitting on the stool next to her,
she lovingly takes my hand and places it in her lap.  “I’m feeling restless,
dear.  I’ve been so worried about Alex,” she sighs.


I know they say when you get
older you sleep less, but her tone is so disheartening.  I glance at the
clock and notice its three o’clock.  “What has you up so late
worrying?”  


“I’m getting tired…so tired. 
With each day that passes, I’m getting closer to the end of my time here on
Earth.  And with each day, I grow more restless because my Alex…well, I’m
all that he has.”  I remain silent, not knowing what to say.  Her
confession is so sweetly sad, it breaks my heart.


“Alex is always so serious, and
he’s always worrying about me.  Lately, I’ve been more of a burden than a
help to him and I don’t like this feeling of helplessness.  I know he
feels like he owes me, but I wouldn’t trade my life with him for anything in
this world.  


“I have a lot of guilt in my
heart because I didn’t intervene in the proper way when he was growing
up.  His father was an absolute monster and robbed him of his
childhood.  He went from being a punching bag for his father, to a hospice
worker, taking care of his mother.  And now he takes care of me, who in
all honesty is literally losing her mind,” she smiles, knowing how all this
must sound.


I always wondered if she was
aware of her deteriorating medical condition.  How scary it must be to
know one moment exactly where you are and what’s taking place to suddenly
experiencing confusion and only having memories of the past.  I never
realized how little I know about Alex’s childhood and the depths of his
despair.  My heart aches for my love sleeping peacefully down the
hall.  


“I meant what I said at
dinner…he’s been different since he met you.  He’s been leaving the house
more frequently, singing, and he’s constantly smiling.  That was until a
few days ago.  I’m assuming you two had a fight recently.”  How
does she know?  “Just cause I’m old and losing my mind doesn’t mean
I’m not perceptive when I’m coherent.”  I smile at her, admitting our
transgressions.  Alex and I had a few days of emotional distress before
San Diego, but everything has been made right.  “He was so upset during
those few days.  Alex doesn’t let people get close to him.  In fact,
you’re the first girl he’s ever brought home.”  


I can feel moisture building in
my eyes.  I look away from Nana, trying to stop the water works from
trickling down my face.  “I feel the same way for Alex.  I don’t have
too many people in my life either, and Alex has become my source of happiness
as well.”  It’s nice to know we belong in each other’s lives.  We
both need each other to fill the void we’ve had for so long. 


“I’m happy to hear that because I
need you to promise me something.  Hopefully this will give me peace of
mind as I go on.”


“What is it?”  I don’t know
what she could ever ask of me, but whatever it is I could never deprive her of
her request.  Anything to give her the solace and happiness she seeks. 


“Promise me you’ll take care of
my Alex if anything happens to me.  Promise me you won’t break his
heart.”  I’m frozen in place.  “He’s experienced enough pain to last
twelve lifetimes, and he deserves all of the happiness in the world.”


I pause for a moment, not knowing
how to respond.  Can I make this promise?  Almost instantaneously I
realize a promise isn’t needed.  I want to take care of Alex.  I want
to make him happy.  I want us to take care of each other.  In such a
short amount of time, he means more to me than any other person has.  “I
promise Nana, I love him.”  


Nana’s eyes look glossy as she
sits in silence for a few moments glancing around the kitchen.  Panic
quickly sets in as her eyes widen, looking at me and then at the counter. 
She doesn’t look well, like she may pass out.  I look around the room,
trying to decide if I should run and get Alex.  But, she decides for me as
she starts to speak softly, trying to get down from the stool.   


“Nana, are you okay?” 
Reaching down to help her, she suddenly grabs my arms looking at me with terror
and concern.


“Katherine, you need to leave
Gary!  He’s bad for you and definitely bad for Alexander.  I can’t
sit back and allow him to hurt either of you any longer.”  Sobs escape
Nana’s mouth as she continues.  “How can you let him continue to hurt
Alexander?  He’s so small and defenseless.  He’s brave and has such a
strong spirit, but one day Gary will destroy that.  Alexander tries to
fight him and every time he loses, getting hurt more each time.”  Shaking
in distress, she can no longer contain the sobs, placing her face in her hands
she falls into my arms.


“Anything for Alex.  I love
him.”  I avoid feeding into her delusions, instead providing some words
for solace in hopes to calm her.  Lucid or not, she needs to know my
promise is true.  I will do anything for him, because I love him, and he
loves me.  “Come now, let’s get you to bed.”


After a wonderful moment of
clarity, the fog has set in.  She’s incoherent again, talking to her
departed daughter.  Stepping down from the stool I reach out to hold her
steady, leading her towards her bedroom.  With all the care in the world,
I help her get settled and tuck her into bed.  


“Please don’t leave?!” she
pleads.


“I’m not going anywhere.”  I
hum softly as she closes her eyes and her face softens.   While
sitting on her bed, I glance around her room and admire the years of memories
she’s surrounded herself with.  Her room is filled with pictures of
herself, Alex growing up, and a woman who I’m going to assume is Katherine,
Alex’s mother.  He looks like her.  


There’s one that stands out
amongst all the others; Alex and Nana at his college graduation.  She is
beaming up at him, and he looks just as handsome then as he does now. 
Actually, Alex hasn’t aged a day since that picture was taken.  He never
ceases to amaze me.  He’s accomplished so much in such a small amount of
time, which is somewhat intimidating, when I compare my life and career to
his.  But, his determination is something to admire and work towards.


Nana begins to snore faintly as
she falls into a deep sleep.  I smile as I look over at this beautiful
woman and I’m thankful for her presence in Alex’s life.  Studying her
face, I see so many similarities between my heart and his grandmother. 
From her soft eyes to her barely noticeable dimples, they both look like
sleeping angels while they rest.  She’s been a guiding light in his
turbulent past, and I know no matter how much guilt she has in her heart, Alex
would never give up his time with her.


I continue to hum, closing my
eyes as I rest against the headboard, lovingly running my fingers through her
hair.  I imagine this is similar to caring for a child.  Alex has
done this for years; he would be an amazing father.  Falling into a light
sleep myself, I’m brought back into the moment by a comforting voice.


“Elyssa?” Alex’s soft whisper
summons my eyes open.  Adjusting to the dim light coming from the open
door, I peek up at Alex.  “What’s going on?”  I bring my finger to my
mouth in hopes he doesn’t wake her.  Walking into the room, Alex quickly
assesses the situation as I continue to run my fingers through Nana’s hair. 


“I was hot and when I went to get
a drink of water, she was in the kitchen.  She probably had a nightmare or
something.  So I brought her back in here, and she asked me to
stay.”  Alex slinks over to my side, kissing my forehead.  “What was
that for?” I ask quizzically.


“That was for being you, and for
taking care of her.”  Bending over, Alex swiftly kisses his grandmothers
forehead as he smoothes back the loose strand of hair.  “She’s asleep;
let’s get you back to bed.”  Taking me by the hand, he closes Nana’s
door.  


Standing in front of his room, he
stops, resting his back against the wall.  Alex kisses me again, this time
with more passion.  “Thank you for not seeing this as a reason to
run.”  


“This?”  I’m confused, what
would make me run?  My heart feels full and complete; how could I ever run
from this.  I want this feeling to last forever.


“My grandmother…my obligation to
take care of her.  I’m sure many women, especially your age, would see it
as a burden and run for the hills.  You’re kindhearted and see me
differently…more than I could have ever imagined.”


“I know how important family
is.”  Bringing Alex into an embrace, I nuzzle against his chest, finding
my own solace.  “Your grandmother is more coherent than you think,
Alex.  She worries about you.”


“How do you know?” he asks,
resting his forehead against mine.


“She told me.  She worries
about the future and you being alone.”  


“Well, I don’t feel alone
anymore.”  


Lovingly, I look up at Alex as I
hold him in a close embrace.  “I feel the exact same way.”  Wishing
for Alex to say those words again, I wait.  Instead, I’m met with a swift,
sweet kiss.  I know it took a lot for him to declare his love for me and
I’m not so greedy that I can’t wait for him to say it again.  His
affirmation of love means more to me that I ever thought possible.  After
my past, and his, we are finally home.


Bringing me closer to him, I let
him pick me up, carrying me over to lay me down on his bed.  Spooning me
from behind, we are the closest our bodies can be without being inside one
another.  The last thought before my mind has been cleared of all thoughts
and worries, is the growing attachment I feel for Alex.  He truly is my
heart, pumping blood through my body, feeding life into my once vacant
soul.  


~~~~~


I wake naked and alone, reaching
out searching the sheets for Alex’s svelte body.  All I feel is cotton and
air.  I stretch and open my eyes slightly, inhaling the scent of maple and
bacon.  My stomach grumbles, my mouth salivates, as I realize that I am
famished.  Jumping out of bed, I quickly dress in the t-shirt I borrowed
from Alex, and my jeans I found on the floor.  Walking slowly towards the
kitchen, I can hear muffled sounds of talking and giggling.  Alex and his
grandmother appear to be in full discussion as I appear in the doorway of the dining
area.  


“Good morning, sleepy
head.”  Alex is setting the table with breakfast and immediately shuffles
over to me.  Placing a sweet kiss on my lips, he leads me to the table
where Nana is sitting, smiling, sipping her orange juice.  The table is dressed
with scrambled eggs, bacon, pancakes, and toast.  


“Everything looks amazing Alex
and it smells delicious.  My stomach woke me up.”  He laughs as he
serves me a large portion of eggs, a few pieces of bacon, and two
pancakes.  Grabbing a piece of bacon, I notice Alex cutting Nana’s
pancakes into small pieces before drizzling syrup.  I’m touched by the
sweet and innocent gesture he has probably done a thousand times.  I’ve
never seen anything quite so intimidating, yet so pure, as the way Alex treats
his grandmother.  I’m sure many people do this for their elders, but as
I’ve never experienced this kind of love, it’s overwhelming.  His mother
would be proud of him, and so am I.  


“So Nana, what type of plans do
you have today?”  She glances from Alex and then to me, shrugs her
shoulders and continues to devour her breakfast.  I giggle softly as I
take my first bite.  “I guess I should have asked what you would like to
do today.”


Nana announces with excitement
that she would like to go to the movies.  Alex and I finish breakfast in
silence, holding hands, as Nana rambles on about which movie she wants to see
and the large amounts of popcorn she plans on consuming.  The excitement
in her voice makes me look forward to the rest of the day.


~~~~~


Exhausted, I slump down on my
couch resting my feet on the coffee table.  I would have stayed at Alex’s
again, but I didn’t have anything to wear to work.  Besides isn’t absence
supposed to make the heart grow fonder?  The possibility of my heart
feeling anything more for him is impossible.  I love him so much more than
I ever expected.  Recalling the day, I feel giddy thinking about how much
closer I feel to Alex and his adorable grandmother.  


We took Nana to the movies. 
So small in stature, Nana’s legs barely touched the floor in the theater
seats.  Her eyes wide in amazement as the movie started and during several
moments, tiny tears would well up in her eyes.  Sitting between us, there
were times she grasped both of our hands, expanding my heart even more. 
Even though we were separated, Alex rested his hand on my shoulder. 
Stealing sweet glances at one another, I could feel the adoration between us
even with very little contact.  


After the movie Alex took us to
lunch at Bachi Burger, which had the most amazing pork belly steamed buns;
something exotic I’ve never tasted before.  Apparently, this is one of his
favorite restaurants.  He kept going on and on about everything on the
menu.  To shut him up, I had to give in and tell him he could bring me here
anytime he wanted.  Nana was just excited to be out of the house and
spending time with her beloved grandson, and didn’t care where we ate.


Alex begged for me to stay the
night with him.  But, I reminded him I didn’t have clothes and needed to
tend to chores at my apartment before the start of the week.  Besides, by
the time he finally let me leave it was already late.  Now that I’m
finally home, the housework is looking a little less appealing.  I decide
on a shower instead.  Tired I stand, dragging my feet towards the bedroom,
tossing my clothes into my hamper.


 


Monday, October 15, 2012


Arriving at work, I notice
there’s energy in the air that I can’t place.  Dropping my belongings in
my desk, I log into my computer and sift through my inbox.  Wishing I had
another two days off, I scan my e-mails and find a meeting request from
Arianna’s secretary.  Luckily, the request was sent to the entire sales
staff, and not just to me.  Whew!  No more dealing with Arianna
and her interrogations.  At least not today.


The morning went by at a snail’s
pace.  Janice asked me to have lunch with her, which was kind of odd,
because pretty much every day I have lunch with her.  But instead of going
down to the cafeteria, Janice said she wanted to go out for lunch.  Of course
I agreed, so at noon, we walked across the street to a little hole in the wall
that serves sandwiches and soup.


Glad to spend some time with her,
we catch up on all things men.  She just got back from a trip to
California with her boyfriend and found it made them closer.  Going away
on a trip together can make or break a relationship, so I’m glad to hear they
are going strong.  I know firsthand how a trip can affect a relationship,
and am satisfied in knowing my San Diego trip was just as rewarding.  I
only wish I could share my happiness with her, but I can’t risk her knowing
anything about me and Alex.


Janice insists on paying for
lunch, saying something about thanking me for helping her nab her man.  


Arriving back to work, that same
energy hits me in the face when we walk onto our floor.  The office is in
full uproar, gossip spreading about a possible lay off.  My stomach is in
my throat.  No, that couldn’t be it, Alex would have warned me. 
Shrugging off the banter, I continue to work and review the plan documents and
quotes that I needed to follow up on.  As the meeting time approaches, I
hear Arianna’s laughter from down the hall.  Thank God she’s in a good
mood today!  Definitely not a lay off!  


I can hear her more clearly the
closer she gets, but what I wasn’t expecting to hear is the familiar sound of a
man’s voice.  No, it couldn’t be him.  Pushing my chair out
past my cubicle wall, I peek down the hallway towards the laughter.  As
the cluster of bodies part, I see Arianna and standing next to her is Mr.
Big-Head himself, Oliver Prescott.  What in the hell is he doing here?! 



My nerves are in knots as I
comprehend that my eyes are not playing tricks on me.  Quickly, I push my
chair back towards my desk, hoping to hide for a moment while I regain my
composure.  Maybe he’s just here for a tour.  Brokers tour all of
the time.  Shit!  Alex is going to be pissed.  Trying to
calm myself, I start to develop a list of a thousand reasons as to why Oliver
is down the hall, and not in sunny San Diego.  The chime of my e-mail
reminder shifts my attention to my computer screen.  Time for our
meeting.   Grabbing my notebook, I head to the conference room in
full on panic mode.


~~~~~


The Sales Associates all flock to
one side of the room as the majority of Sales Executives sit next to one
another in the center of the conference table.  Unfortunately, that means
that Autumn is close by.  Sitting two seats to my left she flips her hair
and crosses her legs, seeking the attention of anyone who’s willing to give it
to her.  Looking around the room I notice Janice arriving, just as she
walks towards the empty seat next to me.  Autumn rolls her eyes at
Janice’s seating choice, but I pay her no attention.  Autumn and her
holier-than-thou attitude can shove it where the sun don’t shine.  Janice
works hard and deserves to sit wherever she pleases. 


Alex finally arrives; our eyes
meet for a brief moment before he takes a seat directly across from me.  Thankfully,
he isn’t sitting next to Autumn again.  My body relaxes and relief
rushes over me just knowing he’s in such close proximity.  This meeting
should go a lot smoother without Autumn’s whore hands all over my heart.  


Playfully, Alex smiles and taps
his chest twice, directly over his heart.  I swoon at the intimate personal
gesture and repeat the same movement.  Carefully, I glance around the
room, ensuring I have no one’s attention before pretending to brush away a
stray hair on my chest.  Instead I tap twice over my heart and blush
slightly looking into Alex’s deep blue eyes.  


The room’s attention turns to
Arianna as she arrives in full banter.  I recall her being overly excited
earlier, and can’t imagine why she would be in such a good mood.  Directly
behind her is Oliver.  Shit!  A large toothy smile spreads
across his face as our eyes meet.  Arianna chooses the seat next to Alex,
Oliver following in suit.  Alex flexes his fingers, trying not to tense
them into fists as he glares at the both of them.  Grabbing my pen, I
fidget with the cap to focus my attention on something other than Oliver’s
seductive gaze.  


The room is silenced as Arianna
addresses the room, heads turning to give her the full attention she
demands.  “I want to thank everyone for coming.  I know this meeting
was short notice, so I will get right to the point.”  Her demeanor has
returned to normal compared to the last time I saw her; flustered with a sloppy
appearance.  Instead, her hair is impeccably styled in soft tendrils that
frame her face.  


“You may have noticed a stranger
among us.”  She smiles at Oliver and in unison the rooms’ attention is now
on him.  “This is Oliver Prescott.  Some of you may know him, or his
name.  He has quite the reputation in our industry, and is currently the
number one salesman over at Britt & Sterne.  Well, I guess currently
is a thing of the past, since I have decided to bring Mr. Prescott in as our
new Sales Executive.”  


The room erupts in applause as
relief floods over everyone’s faces.  The thought of lay-offs has been
pushed to the far corners of their minds.  In that moment, I glance at
Alex who is gripping the end of the table with white-knuckle force.  He’s
clearly upset over her decision.


As Arianna joins in the
celebration, clapping in unison with the rest of the sales staff, tiny diamonds
adorning her watch glimmer against the sun shining in from the windows behind
me.  The ornate band is something I will never forget, as I recall toying
with the watch as I stood in Alex’s kitchen.  The same watch I questioned
Alex about is fastened to Arianna’s boney wrist.  Her long fingers toy
with the band, rolling the watch around and around, as my eyes stray from her
wrist, finally meeting her eyes.


A devious smirk develops on her
lips as my eyes meet hers.  She continues to play with the piece of
jewelry clasped on her wrist as she remains in a deadlock staring contest with
me.  I look away, but not far.  Shock has finally hit me as I gape at
the beautiful time piece.  Bile builds in my throat as I sit in distress,
staring at her watch.  THE watch; the watch that was sitting in his
kitchen that supposedly belonged to Delores.  The same watch, the same
kitchen where Alex’s ex removed her clothing and tried to seduce him.  


Suddenly, everything has come
into focus, the picture is clear and I see everything for what it is. 
Alex clears his throat, probably in an effort to get my attention, but I refuse
to look.  All I can do is stare at the shimmering diamonds.  Tiny
rainbows sparkle as Arianna continues to manipulate the band that is breaking
my heart.


The watch twirling bitch
continues to address the room, discussing Oliver’s past experience, how they
met, and his responsibilities at SHI starting Monday.  I cannot
move.  I can barely breathe as a knot builds in my chest.  I move my
hand up, resting my palm over my heart in hopes to alleviate the building
pressure.  The bitch’s voice is a dull sound in the back of my head. 



I replay every conversation with
Alex, searching and evaluating each one for the truth.  Did he ever
love me?  How could he do this to me?


“Thank you everyone for the warm
welcome.”  Oliver’s voice is muffled as he addresses the room.  My
face frozen, my eyes still fixed on Arianna’s wrist as she continues to break
my heart into a million pieces with each twirl of the band.  “I’ve been thinking
about coming to Vegas for some time, but it wasn’t until recently that I got
the push I needed to take the leap of faith.”  


Out of the corner of my eye, I
can see Oliver’s head turn towards me.  I know it’s rude not to give him
my attention, but I’m frozen.  Literally, frozen.  “I really look
forward to working with each one of you.”  Oliver’s speech goes over well
with the staff.  As to be expected, Autumn is in heat, salivating over
what could be.  Doesn’t surprise me.  She thinks she can get anyone
she wants, and probably does.  


The twirling stops.  I force
myself to look Arianna in the eye, to let her know that in that moment her
point was made.  She wanted me to see the watch, not only at Alex’s house,
but today.  We are playing a game of chess and she’s just made her
move.  Checkmate!  My king is dead to me, my king who ruled my heart
and gave me such pleasure.  All of it was a lie!  My mind is
in a swirl of emotions.  I can remember every sweet and meaningful moment
with Alex.  Now, each word, each emotion is contaminated.  The evil
disease of deceit has now soiled Alex’s charming words and honorable
actions.  


The shock from earlier has now
turned into rage.  I ball my hands into fists as I stare at my knuckles,
avoiding eye contact with Arianna and Alex.  


“Well, thank you all for
coming.  Oliver’s first day technically isn’t until next week, but I
wanted to introduce him before he started.  ”  


Turning to look at Alex, she asks
if it’s okay if Janice shows him to his desk and make sure he has everything he
needs.  What else is Alex supposed to say?  He stares at the bitch
with unfathomable eyes, but remembers where he is and replies, “Whatever you
want Mrs. Salerno.”  Puzzled by his reaction, Janice looks at me
concerned, but offers her assistance like the good employee she is.


“Please make sure he feels
welcome and include him on any e-mails, and have a great day everyone.” 
Arianna’s lively voice echoes throughout the room sending chills down my
spine.  I’m in utter disgust.  I need to escape.  As the
crowd stands, several associates crowd Oliver, including Autumn.  Figures
she would already try and get her claws in him.  Avoiding eye contact
with anyone, I hurry towards the door.  


My exit strategy is foiled as I’m
met with an impeccable black three-piece suit, just like the first day at
work.  Glancing up, my eyes meet his, saddened blue eyes to heated
green.  Alex looks distraught, putting together that he’s been
caught.  He whispers, “I need to talk to you.”


Keeping my voice low, I cannot
hide the disdain I feel at this moment.  Speaking through gritted teeth, I
can’t let anyone but him know the pain I’m feeling.  “I want nothing to do
with you and I have no intention of talking to you right now…or ever.” 
Steeling a look around the room, I plaster a fake smile on my face.


“Just give me…” Alex is
interrupted by Janice.  


“Mr. James, Maggie needs to speak
with you.”  Janice’s distressed face at Alex’s glare is duly noted. 
You can tell she didn’t want to interrupt, knowing he’s upset, but she had to
get his attention somehow.  I can see in her eyes that she was only trying
to help.  Maybe she saw the anxiety on my face, and felt like butting
in.  Alex pauses momentarily before following Janice to my left where
Maggie is huddled with a group of Sales Associates.


As soon as Alex is out of my
sight, I go with my first instinct to flee, but again I’m stopped in my tracks
as Oliver approaches me.  “Well, well, well Ms. Hart.  I told you we
would meet again.”  His uplifting smile and genuine charm gives me a
moment of distraction.  But, only a moment.  I need to get out of
this confined space and quickly, before I lose my composure and the tears
begin.  


“Congratulations, Mr.
Prescott.  Sorry, but I was just on my way out.”  Attempting to walk
around him, my flight is interrupted as he grabs my elbow.


“Not so quick.  Go out with
me.”  He’s so straight forward and sure of himself.  Any woman would
feel flattered that such a man was in hot pursuit; however, right now all I can
feel is the choking sensations deepen inside me.  


“Mr. Prescott…”


“Please call me Oliver, Elyssa.”


“Oliver, I can’t.  I really
must go.”


Still maintaining his strong grip
on my elbow, I glance at Alex who is now fuming, ignoring Maggie and the other
associates.  I can hear him try to get out of the conversation and I know
I need to hurry and get away before he’s free.  Oliver places his index
finger under my chin bringing my attention back to him.  “Give me a
chance.  Dinner?  Breakfast?  Lunch?  Coffee?  Throw
me a bone here?  I’m completely out of place.”


“Fine.  Lunch…tomorrow,” I
agree, if only to get out of this situation.  “Now, I have to go.”


“It’s a date!”  Oliver
smiles in contentment and releases my elbow allowing me to flee the conference
room.  


Quickly, I grab my purse from my
desk and take my keys out of the front pocket as I head towards the
elevators.  Pushing the call button, I stand in anticipation, tapping my
foot.  Hurry please!  I look up, staring at the floor numbers
above the elevator door.  


I search for any sign of Alex or
Arianna, and see neither of them following me.  Ding!  The
doors part and I rush in, pressing the button for the first floor several
times.  The sound of Alex’s voice echoes through the lobby, “Elyssa! 
Stop!”


I pause for slightly longer than
a moment, considering holding it for him.  But because he had no
consideration for me, I press the button to close the door instead.  Just
as it closes, I see Alex’s panicked face through the crack, as the elevator descends
to the first floor.  My heart is racing.  Right now, all I want to do
is avoid Alex at all costs.  Anger and rage has turned to pain and small
pools of tears are welling in my eyes as I reach the first floor.  Bolting
towards the parking garage, I’m practically jogging as I reach my car.


Pulling out of my space, I see
Alex out of my rearview mirror running towards the parking garage.  His
voice echoing as he gets closer.  Without any hesitation this time, I put
the car in drive and speed away towards the exit, not looking back.  Tears
are now streaming down my face as I sob violently.  How could he do
this to me?  How could he lie? How could I trust him?  The
thought of Alex and Arianna together, the picture my mind is painting is not
one of love or friendship.  The picture is repulsive….raw, animal fucking
all over his damn house, including his bed where he supposedly made love to
me.  


I’m startled by the sound of my
phone ringing from my pocket.  “Shut the fuck up!”  I yell, crying
hysterically.  No longer in control of my emotions, I reach into my pants
to retrieve my phone.  I turn it off and toss it into the backseat. 
Pulling into traffic, I head in the direction of home.  My home
where solace is no longer found, just memories of me and Alex; in my bed, on my
couch.  Even the thought of going over to my sisters, repulses me.  I
can’t escape him anywhere I go.  Fuck my life!
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Violently sobbing, I wipe away
the tears with the back of my hand as I grip the steering wheel with the other. 
What a fool I’ve been!  I thought, for a brief moment I found my chance at
happiness; finally the prospect of having a complete family was coming
true.  But, like the rest of my life, I was wrong, and with the twirl of a
wrist watch my world is crashing down.


How could he do this?  How
could he even touch her?  She is his boss!  Shit, he’s your boss
too, Ely.  Don’t be a hypocrite!  He told you he had a past, a
past that you didn’t want to know about.  But how could he fuck
both of us at the same time?  After everything!  Arguing with
myself is not going to get me anywhere.  Fact is my heart still wants him,
possibly always will.  But, what does that get me?  Nothing but a
broken heart.  My mind on the other hand, my mind is telling me to run away;
to seek shelter from the emotional storm that’s about to hit.  


Searching, reaching, begging for
any clue to show that I wasn’t a complete fool is consuming my every
thought.  What I find is heartbreaking.  Should I have picked up on
them before?  No…why would I?  I was falling in love, and nothing he
could have done would have deterred me…until now.  I should have realized
what he was when he fucked me in the club.  Instead, it did nothing but
turn me on.  If I would have thought about it then, I would have
run.  


Ignoring reason, even after
ignoring me for four days, I believed his excuses.  All because I wanted
to with him.  I was already in too deep.  Could I have gotten out
then? 


With another tap on my shoulder,
I hear the pleading not to ignore all the brightness he’s brought to my
life.  How his presence protected me when I needed him.  If he wasn’t
there for me, I don’t know what would have happened.  He wasn’t something
I even knew I needed.


I’m emotionally torn, not knowing
which direction to run.  Alex’s warnings about his promiscuous past, his
declarations about not being good enough for me, all of it was true.  His
drunken ramblings about ruining our relationship before it ever truly started
mock me.  Everything he said was real.  


The horn from a nearby car wakes
me from my internal ramblings just as I cross over the median.  Shit! 
Focusing back on the road I continue heading north, trying to get home before I
break down and fully embrace my sadness.  Some asshole keeps honking at
me, and is not stopping.  Crap, he’s following me.  Honk…honk,honk,honk! 
Knowing full well what I’m about to find in my rearview mirror, I can’t bring
myself to look.  


Honk…honk,honk,honk!  Finally getting the
courage, I look back and see the familiar sleek white BMW following close
behind.  


Alex continues to lay on his
horn, trying feverishly to get my attention.  Refusing, I wipe the last of
my tears and accelerate down the busy street.  Alex has no trouble keeping
up, and has added the annoyance of flashing his lights to distract me. 
Accelerating, I swerve in and out of traffic getting so close to one man’s
bumper that he sped up and pulled over to let me pass.  Not in my sound
mind, I continue my uninhibited drive hoping that he’ll give up and just leave
me be.  Checking my side mirror, I see the irritation carved in every
crease on his forehead.  He is pissed!


At the last second, I turn down a
side street hoping to lose him, but Alex makes the turn, cutting off a car,
making them swerve and slam on their breaks.  The rev of his engine is
overwhelmingly loud as his BMW passes me.  Maybe he has given up?  Shit! 
No such luck.  Instead of continuing down the street as I’d hoped, he
turns his car to the right, cutting me off, forcing me to brake and swerve to the
side of the road.  


I guess this is where our
standoff is going to happen.  Anger coursing through me, I break open the
car door, slamming it behind me for the full effect.  Alex exits his car
in the same manner, barreling towards me.


“What the fuck kind of nerve do
you have?  I told you I didn’t want to talk.  You almost killed me!”


“I almost killed you?  You
were doing a damn good job of it yourself, swerving in and out of traffic like
a fucking lunatic!”


“Is that what you wanted?  To
critique my driving?!  Well thank you Mr. James, for your criticism. 
Now move your damn car so I can get the fuck away from you!”


“I told you we need to
talk.  If this is where we have to have this conversation then so
be it, but you are going to listen to me.”  I roll my eyes, folding
my arms across my chest in disgust.  


“I know how this situation
appears, but you have to give me a chance to explain.  You have no
idea…”  


I can no longer restrain my
building fury.  Like a dormant volcano I erupt with rage. “Explain
what?  You want to explain how many times you fucked both of us in the
same day?  How about explaining how you told me you love me just to keep
me from questioning you about canceling on me?  How about explaining how
you’ve been lying to me for weeks?  Explain it, Alex.  I can’t wait
to hear more of your lies!” I scream, throwing my hands in the air as I screech
in agony.


Alex looks like he’s about to
come at me, annoyance, hurt, rage, fuels his emotions.  The look on my
face must have stopped him, because he only took two steps closer to me before
his expression turns to one of frustration.


“First of all, let’s get
something clear.  I was not having sex with her while I was with
you.  I ended that part of our arrangement the moment I started seeing
you.  I would never do that to you.  Secondly, I told you I loved
because it’s how I felt…no, how I feel.  I have never lied to you.”  


Annoyed, I can’t help but choke
on his words.  “You never lied?  Are you serious?  Where is the
damn camera because I have to be on one of those prank shows.”


“What did I lie about?  I
told you that an ex came to my house, didn’t I?  I told you I had a past I
wasn’t proud of.  I also told you when you found out about my past, you
would leave.  Do you see what you’re doing?  You’re proving me
right.”  Throwing his hands up in an enraged gesture, he continues to
stare, his piercing blue eyes locked on mine. “Look at this…this looks like
you’re leaving.”


I look away, playing with the
ring on my finger, not knowing what I’m doing.  I’m so angry, so upset,
so…disturbed at all of this.  He knows he lied; keeping information out of
the truth is still lying.  Why doesn’t he see that?  “You kept
details from me; details that would have made a difference.”


“So you’re saying that if you
knew I was with Arianna before you, you wouldn’t have fallen for me?  What
happened to finding your other half?  What happened to you loving
me?”  Alex voice softens, “Elyssa please…”  


Heart contracting, I feel pain
radiating in my chest as I gasp for air.  Raising my hands above my head,
I lower to sit on the curb next to my car.  Alex approaches and sits next
to me, making an attempt to bring me into an embrace.  I can’t handle his
touch and pull away, refusing him.  His hands were on Arianna’s…my boss,
my mother figure, my so-called-friend.  How could they do this to
me?  How could she do this to me? 


Trying to conceal his anger at my
rejection, he backs off.  “I will tell you anything you want to
know.  Just please give me a chance to explain before you completely write
me off.”


Resting my hands on my neck, I
bow my head and whisper.  “You didn’t give me a chance…”


“A chance at what?” he
commands.  


“Making the decision for
myself.  You never gave me a chance to know the whole situation before I fell
in love with you.  You fooled me and now I’m the one that’s
heartbroken because you kept secrets.  You took our chance away…”


“The day I met you…something
changed.  My world changed,” he interrupts.  I don’t know if I can
handle hearing what he has to say.  I don’t think you have a choice,
Ely.  There was never a choice.  “Of course I was attracted to
you and wanted to know what it would be like to be with you, but there was
something else.  I needed to know what it was about you that sparked
something inside of me.  I spent more time with you at work, watching you
to figure it out, and then there it was,” he pauses, searching for the right
words before finally finding his voice.


Alex’s gaze locks onto mine, as
if he needed to profess the truth or he would fade away.  “I could see
you.  You were there, always there; in my thoughts, always in my
head.  I had a dream about you.  You were by my side, walking hand in
hand.  It was the first time I didn’t feel alone.”  Alex grabs for my
hands, and I let him.  Even after all the sadness, I want nothing more
than for him to take me, hold me, and tell me everything is going to be
okay.  “When I woke I knew I had to have you.  That’s why I asked for
you to help me put together the presentation, same reason I followed you to the
bar, why I took you to Red Rock, and why I allowed you to meet my
grandmother…don’t you see…I never treated you as if you were something
temporary.”


Shaking my head, I can’t let him
cloud my judgment with moments that made me fall for him.  I have to
change the topic, before I give in.  He hasn’t told me the most important
part of the story, and I have to know.  “How long were you with her…?”


“It was never a
relationship.  You have to know that.  It was just sex.”  He
stops, looking up to the sky, grasping for air and for what I assume is
help.  He better be asking for forgiveness!  Before
continuing, Alex takes a deep breath, letting all of his frustration out in one
big exhale.  


“When I started with the company
I was just a mail clerk, barely bringing in enough money to make ends
meet.  My grandmother was still good at the time and not living me with
yet, not that I had very much room.  I networked when I could and only saw
Arianna occasionally, but never had any interactions with her.”  Taking
another deep breath, Alex closes his eyes before proceeding.  


“Soon after, Nana got sick. 
Her medication was expensive and I had no one to watch her while I was at
work.  I was at the point of desperation and needed a way to take care of
both of us.  My pay wasn’t cutting it.”  A tormented Alex peers over
at me, searching for what I don’t know.  Sympathy?  The rushed
statement that ensues is almost unintelligible.  Almost.  “I read on
the internet about male escorts and started running ads.”  


Barely audible and in shock, I
whisper, “You were a whore?”  I can’t help the tears pricking my
eyes.  I really never knew him and that pains me.  There is so much
more to his past than I could have ever imagined.  I continue to bow my
head in sorrow, staring at the pavement below, wishing it would swallow me
whole.  I can’t believe I’m hearing this.  This is so far from what I
thought he was going to tell me, that it’s almost unbelievable.  


Ignoring my question, Alex’s
voice quivers, “Soon, I had a pretty decent clientele established. 
Several regulars paid me well, and eventually started referring their friends
to me.  One of my regulars, Sandy, did just that.  She set up the
entire meeting and it wasn’t until the door opened to an upscale apartment that
I even knew it was Arianna.  You can’t imagine how awkward it was for
me.  I tried to back out of the situation, but Arianna…she still wanted
to.  She offered me a large sum of money and I couldn’t pass it up.  


“Because of our business
relationship, I told myself that it was going to be just the one time.  I
told her I separated my two lives, but that didn’t deter her.  She had
different plans.  At work, she started coming on to me.  Trying to
humanize myself, I explained my situation with my grandmother, and soon after
she started offering me more and more money, more than I could pass up, as long
as I continued seeing her.  You can’t even imagine the weight that was
lifted off my shoulders, after only a few times of being with her.  I
started doing this to take care of Nana, but what Arianna was offering me was
more stability than I could have ever asked for, that I’ve ever known.


“As time passed, she became
possessive and didn’t want me seeing anyone else.  In turn for completely
getting rid of the other women, she offered me a position in Sales, paid for me
to get my license, made sure I had the best accounts that generated the best
bonuses.  I was making money on both sides.”


“She gave you promotions for
sexual favors?” I ask disgust riddled in every word.


“Basically.  But, after I
got the sales position I cooled things off with her.  I appreciated the
opportunity she gave me, but I didn’t like what I was becoming.  I felt
cheap.  So, I concentrated on learning the position and excelling, which I
did.  Arianna paid for me to continue my education, and I went on and got
my Masters degree.   


“When the V.P. position became
available and I applied, she propositioned me again.  She said that if I
didn’t give her what she needed, then I wouldn’t get what I wanted.  Elyssa,
I deserved that position and if it was any other company and any other CEO I
would have gotten it on pure merit, but she had me by the balls.  So, I
began sleeping with her again.  What could I do?” he asks mostly to
himself, resting his chin on his fists.  


“After that I started drinking
quite heavily and I didn’t care.  My idea of self worth was defined by
lies and deals.  Deals made with someone who had too much control. 
This went on for far too long.  She didn’t care what was going on with me
personally, as long as I gave her what she wanted.  That was until I saw
you.”


“Why didn’t you just stop the fucking? 
Move on, move away?  Anything to be out of her grasp.”  There had to
be a way.  If I was under someone’s gravity like that, I would fight…no
claw my way out of it.  Even if that meant moving, or changing careers, I
would have found a way.  She can’t have that much pull, can she?


“Elyssa…you have to
understand.  She had me.  I applied for other jobs outside of SHI and
continuously got turned down.  One of the hiring managers was nice enough
to tell me that Arianna called them personally to ask them not to hire
me.  She stopped every attempt.  What was I to do?”


“So, what makes this any
different, Alex?  She still has her claws in you…obviously she doesn’t
want to let you go.  How are you going to escape her now if she didn’t let
you go before?  And what about my relationship with her…God!  She’s
known me since I was a child!  ”


“I told her I fell in love. 
She didn’t know it was you until the night she showed up at my house. 
That was the same night she told me I was going to New York, which I’m now
convinced she planned on purpose.  But, I can’t let her win.”  Alex
tenses, looking at me, searching my face for any sign of acceptance.  I
can’t give it to him.  Not now, not after all of this…


“I need to know you will wait for
me…I need to know there is still hope you can love me.”


Burying my face in my hands, sobs
escape my lips.  I’m besieged by visions of Alex and Arianna together; so
much that my mind cannot wrap itself around Alex’s plea for continued
love.  


“That morning I saw you, I wanted
you from the start.  At work, I saw how lively you were and caring. 
How sweet you were with Janice.  Everyone seemed to take to you. 
Even though I hate Cole, I saw how protective he was over you.  I knew
that you deserved something better than what I was.  I wanted to be the
man you deserved, and knew I couldn’t be with you unless I changed.  


“I can’t change my past,
Elyssa.  Not even for you.  I’m not ashamed, because it got me
through a really low point in my life.  It kept Nana alive, and I can’t
regret anything that has kept her with me.  I wish things were different,
but they’re not.  I just hope you can accept me for the man you fell in
love with, not the man I was.”


I can’t believe he was a
whore…well, maybe not a whore, what do you call a male prostitute?  A
gigolo?  Fuck! 
I can’t help the laugh that escapes my lips.  My boyfriend was/is a
fucking gigolo!  “You had regulars…do you know how pretentious that
sounds?  How many were there?  You must have been real good to have
regulars, and referrals.”  Who am I kidding?  I know how good he
is.  Stop! 


“Stop it, Elyssa!  All
you’re doing is looking at my past.  Start looking at the present, and what
I’m telling you now.  I love you.  I have never loved anyone but
you.  I stopped seeing Arianna for you.  This is the first time I
have put my life before my career, and made Arianna see that I can’t be with
her.  I invited you into my life and introduced you to Nana.  I have
never been faithful to anyone but you.”


“These are just words,
Alex.”  Words I so desperately want to be true, but how can I trust what
he’s saying to me.  “How do I know that you’re telling me the whole
truth?  How do I know that you aren’t still fucking women for
money?”  


“Because I am fucking telling you
the truth, Elyssa!  I would never do that to you.  I have never lied
to you, and I’m not lying now.”  Exasperated, he tries to contain his
anger, but it’s seeping through and I know this conversation needs to end
soon.  I need to get out of here, away from him, so I can digest all his
shit.


Looking everywhere but at him, I
don’t know how to feel.  Stay strong, Ely!  “I don’t know
Alex; this is a lot to take in.  It’s hard for me to look at you, and not
see her.  All I picture is you and Arianna…in the same kitchen, the same
bedroom, the same bathroom, where you and I…”  I can’t even finish the
sentence before more heartbreaking sobs escape me.  


“I thought you loved me for
me.  If you did, you would see through all this bullshit.  I am
telling you the truth.  I didn’t love her.  I am not, and have not,
been in any kind of relationship with her, sex or otherwise, since I met
you.  


“I’ve gotten over some major
hurdles with you and your past.  Why can’t you even pretend to
think about getting over mine?  Hell, I even stayed with you after Cole
said he loved you and that he was still fucking you.  Has anyone ever told
you I’m fucking someone else?”  His anger is reaching the surface and I
don’t like angry Alex.  His question doesn’t even deserve a
response.  He knows my past, so to even compare, that’s low.


“Alex I need space; time so I can
think about everything and figure out what I want.  I need you to give it
to me.”


“You don’t want me anymore,” his
anger is replaced by sadness as he looks away.


“Look at me,” as I await his blue
eyes, I resolve something inside that I already knew, but was too timid to
admit.  “I didn’t say that.  I’ll always want you.   It’s
just that I don’t know if I can get over something like this.  You’ve
given me a lot to think about.”


Alex reaches up with his left
hand, brushing his fingers against my cheek.  I cannot fight the need to
reciprocate the gesture and bring my hand up to rest on his.  “I’m sorry,
Elyssa.  I’m sorry my past disgusts you.  I’m sorry I’m not the man
you thought I was…”  Alex trails off, removing his hand from my cheek,
balling them into fists.  


“I should go.”  Standing, I
place my hands in my pockets, protection against myself to not reach back and
grab him, to make him make me stay.  As I approach my car door, I grasp
the handle, pausing momentarily.  Troubled by the recent conversation, I
say his name and he stands up in response, hope in his eyes.


“You know before this…I would
have stayed with you forever.”  


~~~~~


Lying in my bed awake, I’m unable
to fall asleep no matter how emotionally drained I am.  A concoction of
thoughts keeps replaying in my head: Alex, touching, kissing, making love to
other women and then thoughts of him saying I love you, reacquainting my body
with sexual pleasure, and San Diego.  My heart is truly torn between self
preservation and love.  Can I let go of the only man I’ve ever
loved?  His mistakes of the past are exactly that, in the past; except for
his last conquest, Arianna.  The mother figure who has been in and out of
my life since I was a child, my mother’s best friend, and now my boss.  


Restless, I stay awake staring at
the ceiling, tears streaming down my face as I contemplate my future. 
It’s late and I should be asleep, instead I pull my comforter around my neck
and sob silently, remembering a day when I rarely shed any tears.  Before
my misguided decision to let him in, I prided myself on being a self-assured,
strong woman.  Being with Alex, being one with my emotions, is probably
one of the hardest life lessons.  Growing up without parents. 
Growing up and almost becoming a parent.  Why not add one more to the
list?  Growing up knowing I’d let my one true love get away.


The buzz of my cell phone
interrupts my thoughts as I glance at my bedside table and see Alex’s face
flashing before me.  I know if I try and avoid his phone calls, he’ll just
continue to call or worse, he may show up.  I answer, not only to avoid
further conflict, but I’m hoping the sound of his voice is the cure to my
insomnia.


“Hi,” his voice is low and
somber.  “I didn’t know if you’d answer.”  He pauses for a moment,
letting his erratic breathing calm.  “I was just lying here, thinking of
you, thinking of us, and I needed to know you were okay.  That, and since
you’re not here, I can’t sleep.”


“I can’t sleep either.”  I
miss you.  Holding back the threatening tears, and the words I want to
say so badly, I cup my hand over my mouth.


“I miss you.” God, why is this
so hard.  I miss him so much it hurts.  The pain of avoidance is
more than my heart can bear.  “I wish I was there.”


“I don’t know what to say,
Alex.  I’m confused and I need time.  I just can’t brush this
off.  I know me…I know if I just give in and say how I feel, in the long
run I’ll still wonder about us; about my decisions and actions at this exact
moment.”


“How do you feel?”


“Alex please…you know how I
feel.”


“I’m not so sure right now. 
I don’t know how to function without you anymore.  I don’t know what’s
going through your head.  I told you more than I’ve ever told
anyone.  The same reason I didn’t want to tell you is the same reason you
don’t trust me.  I’m the same man that I was yesterday, the same one that
you made love to and the same man who told you he loves you.  You have to
believe in that!”


“I do, and I believe you love
me.  Just…I need time.  A few hours isn’t enough.  Maybe while
you’re in New York I will gain some perspective.  I just don’t know
Alex.”  He has to give me this.  He has to know that this is so far
out of my comfort zone that I don’t know how to deal.    


“I don’t want you going to lunch
with Oliver tomorrow.  I don’t want him thinking that you’re going to open
your legs for him.  I know him, Elyssa, and he is that kind of guy.”


“Ha…now you’re making me out to
be the whore?  Remember Alex, you are only the second man I’ve been
with.  What am I, like the two hundredth?


“That was below you.  Just
because you’re inexperienced, don’t put your insecurities on me.  I know
what I want, and I want you.  I’m secure in that.  Don’t ever
question where my loyalty lies.”


“Alex, how can I not question
everything that comes out of your mouth?  I don’t know what to believe
anymore.”  


Silence.  I want nothing
more than to curl up in a ball and rock myself to sleep.  I don’t know how
much more I can handle of this…of him.  I love him so much, but what he’s
done, and continues to do, is too much.  I can’t live in a world where I
second guess everything he says and does.  But, can I live in a world
where he doesn’t belong to me?


Breaking the silence, Alex
interrupts my internal thoughts with his demands.  “I need to know Elyssa,
and I need to know now.  In your heart…are you still taken?”


I hesitate for a moment. 
“My heart still wants you…but…”


“Just answer the fucking
question,” his temper rages.  “I have to know I haven’t lost you.  I
need to know you aren’t going to use Oliver to forget me.”  


“Alex, calm down.  In my
heart I’m still taken.  For now.  I would never be able to start
dating again so quickly after what we were.”  Shit!  Wrong word
choice.  I’m just going to lunch with him as a friend.”  


“Were?  Were is past
tense.  Are you seriously considering giving up on us?”  I can hear
him get up, and can almost picture him pacing back and forth
contemplating.  “I swear Elyssa, I’m not lying to you.  I’ve been
faithful and I wish you would just fucking believe me.  I don’t know what
else to do but promise that I won’t keep anything from you ever again.”


Breathing heavily, there’s a
pause in our conversation, both of us trying to figure out the right thing to
say, without making anything worse.  “God, I’m going away for a
month…what’s going to happen then?”


“I don’t know, Alex!” raising my
voice slightly, tears escape my now swollen eyes.  “I don’t know because I
wasn’t prepared for this.  I thought this month away would be
nothing.  We would see each other on the weekends and everything would be
okay.  But now!  Even if you weren’t going away, I still wouldn’t
know what’s going to happen.  I told you, I need time to think.  I
gave you that, didn’t I?”


“You did and I remember you came
after me too.  You reminded me about what was important.  You asked
me to trust you and I’m asking you for the same.”  Pausing, Alex inhales a
deep breath before exhaling his disappointment.  “Don’t you miss me? 
Don’t you feel anything for me anymore?  I know you’re scared.  I’m
scared too.  But I’m willing to work on it because I want you.  I
love you, Elyssa.”


Not knowing what to say, I remain
silent.  Alex is right, I am scared.  What if there are more dark
secrets I don’t know about.  How do I know that if I give in, this won’t
be a pattern with us?  What are we going to do about work?  What are
we going to do about Arianna?  There are so many questions still
unanswered.


“Hart….are you there?”  


I sigh.  I always love when
he uses my nickname.  “Just thinking,” I mumble.


“I wish I knew what was going on
in your head.”


Not knowing where I should go
with this, I resort to the truth.   “I’m thinking I can’t sleep
without you and how much I miss you.  I’m so confused, Alex, and I don’t
know what to do.”


“I love you, Hart…I always
will.  In my heart, I’m still taken.  No matter what you
decide.  For now, I’ll give you the space that you need.”


“Thank you.”  I love you,
too.  “Good night, Alex.”


“Good night, my Hart.”


Tears readily flow down my face,
as I reach within and smile at his goodbye.  I feel more at ease after
talking to him and soon my body relaxes, allowing me to close my eyes.  My
last thoughts are of Alex.  I believe him when he says he loves me, but
I’m too guarded to let the walls come down.  I’m guarded from him.  I
want to tell him how I feel.  I want to assure him everything will be
okay, but I can’t say the words if I don’t believe them myself.


 


Tuesday, October 16, 2012


Arriving at work, I search for
any traces of Alex and am comforted when I don’t see his car in his assigned
parking spot, or anywhere else in the garage.  In an effort to avoid any
emotional confrontations, I head to my desk quickly.  Relinquishing my
belongings, I check my e-mail, and blow a sigh of relief when I find nothing
from Arianna.  Hopefully, I can lay low and remain inconspicuous for the
rest of the day.  


Not my luck.  Janice comes
bounding towards my desk, all bright eyed and full of spirit.  “Hey
Elyssa!”  She looks at me sideways, probably noticing my abnormal
appearance.


“Hi, Janice.”  


“You feeling okay?”


“Just a little under the
weather.”  A little more than that, but it wouldn’t be appropriate to tell
her how I’m really feeling.  How her boss, good ole Mr. James, is a man
whore.  Oh, and why don’t we add that his mistress, is her CEO?  No,
I think I’ll stick with the lies.  


“Must be going around.  Mr.
James arrived late this morning and you know how punctual he usually is.” 
My poor heart.  After our troubling conversation last night he
probably didn’t sleep well.  Ugh!  I hate this back and forth.  Pick
a side, Ely.  Pick a side!


“Must be.”  My one word
answers must have clued her in that I’m not in the mood to talk.  She
dismisses herself and strides back towards her office, still as cheery as when
she came over.


Completely absorbed in work, I
wasn’t aware it was noon until a sudden knocking against my desk causes me to
swivel my chair and look behind me.  Oliver didn’t forget about our lunch,
and for a moment my eyes appreciate his efforts at being a visually appealing
lunch date.  Dressed down in a pair of khakis and a plain white polo
shirt, Oliver’s defined muscles protrude from the cotton material.  I
never realized how well kept his body was, but then again, it’s hard to pay
attention to any man when Alex’s around.  Oliver’s hair looks damp, as if
he just got out of the shower.  With his hands in his pockets, he sways
back and forth, always looking casual.


“So…you ready to go?”


Nodding, I grab my purse but
notice he’s given me just enough space to squeeze between my desk and his
body.  Brushing against him, I close my eyes and breathe.  “Cute
Oliver, very cute.”  


He smirks, knowing his exact
intentions.  “Hey, a guy has to try right?”  I can’t help but shake
my head and smirk at his playful nature.


Chatting about the day so far,
Oliver and I walk towards the elevator to head downstairs.  As the
elevator opens, my stomach catapults to my throat.  There he is, my heart,
standing solo in the vacant elevator looking totally disheveled, and utterly
disappointed.  Trying to swallow past the lump growing in my throat,
Oliver nudges me forward as he places his hand on the small of my back. 
Hesitantly, I board the elevator with Oliver close behind.


“Getting off, James?”


“Uh…actually no, I forgot
something in my car.”  Standing between Alex and Oliver, the tension
radiates and all I want to do is run away.


“Where did you want to go? 
Your choice since I’m not familiar with the area.”


“Did you have anything in
mind?  Any preferences?”  


“Oh, I have preferences. 
How about a striking brunette, about 5’7”, beautiful emerald eyes, and a body
that could stop traffic,” Oliver jests as he places his hands in his pockets,
swaying back and forth, looking at the floor numbers.  Must be a
nervous twitch that plagues all males, present company included.


“Sorry can’t help you
there.”  I can’t give in to his humor, or persistence.  Especially
not in front of Alex.   Being quiet the whole ride down, Alex is
scaring me.  I’ve learned his silence is not to be taken lightly.


Reaching the first floor, the
scene plays out in slow motion…Oliver touches the small of my back, trying to
lead me out of the elevator.  Alex reaches out, grabbing his arm,
violently removing it from my body.  Both men sandwich me, staring and
huffing, effectively halting our departure.  


“Really James, you’re going to do
this here?” he whispers, calmly.


“Drop it Prescott, before I lay
you out on the floor,” Alex threatens, glaring at Oliver over my head.


“I’d like to see you try.  I
don’t start until Monday, so let’s hash this out now!”  Pushing closer,
Alex and Oliver are now in each other’s face, with me still in between.


“STOP!” I demand, pushing them
apart.  “This is not the time, nor the place.  Grow up!”  I
can’t believe they’re acting like two testosterone raged teenagers. 
Finally removing themselves from the almost altercation, I sigh.  Knowing
we can live another day without someone I care about physically getting hurt is
enough for me.  For now.  


“Elyssa, I need to talk to you!”
Alex sneers as Oliver rolls his eyes.  I know that look, and I don’t want
to piss him off even more than he already is.  Nor, do I want to hurt
him.  


“I’ll go bring the car around and
meet you out front.”  I nod.  Alex continues to glare at Oliver as he
walks away.  Oliver turns before exiting the doors, flipping Alex the bird
with a smirk making sure he got the last word in.  


Pushing against me, Alex tries to
pursue Oliver right out the front door.  But I intervene, reminding him
that he wanted to talk.  “Hey, you said you needed to talk to me. 
I’m here…not out there.”


His tempter calms as his eyes
look down at my concerned face.  “God, you’re beautiful.”  I smile,
suddenly feeling shy.  For some odd reason I feel as if I’m a stranger to
him.  


“Yah right.  I look like
shit.  I think I slept for about two hours.”  Looking around, Alex
notices that the lobby is vacant.  Reaching up he brushes his fingers against
my cheek and lips before returning his hands to his pockets. 


“You always look beautiful. 
You could come in here with sweats and your hair pulled up into a scrunchy and
I’d still want you.”  I blush at the complement.  


My wary eyes look up into his
tense face.  “What did you want to talk about, Alex?”  


“I can’t believe you’re going
with him.  I should be your priority right now.  I thought last night
when we spoke, I was clear about you not going with him.”


“I told you last night I was
going to go.  Besides, he just wants to be friends.”


“Don’t be so naïve.  He
doesn’t want to be friends.  Nothing Oliver does is friendly.  You
are of course his preference, his conquest.  Question is…is he yours?”


“What?  Are you
serious?”  I hope he hears the utter disgust in my voice as I spit out the
words.


“Do you want him?  Or are
you just using him to make me jealous?  Cause if that’s what you’re trying
to accomplish…you’ve succeeded.  I want to walk outside and rip his
fucking throat out for talking to you like that.”


“Alex…he’s new in town.  He
needs a friend and that’s all I intend to be.”


“But, he doesn’t want to be your
friend.  He wants more.  I’m a guy, I can tell.”


“Well, good thing that I’m not in
the mood for more right now.”


“Please don’t go.  Tell him
you can’t.  Stay with me,” he pleads, reaching out for me.


“I can’t.  I have to
go.”  Pulling away, I feel Alex’s grip loosen.  I hate this.  I
have to get out of here.  Opening the door, I glance behind me.  Alex
stands alone in the lobby, his puppy dog eyes stricken with a mixture of
disappointment and sorrow, is one of the most miserable things I’ve ever
seen.  I’m sorry, Alex.  I promised his grandmother that I
wouldn’t hurt him!  I can’t believe I’m breaking my promise so soon. 
Ely, you’re just going to lunch with a friend, he shouldn’t be hurt. 


It’s hard to breathe as I walk
out the door to Oliver’s awaiting car.


Gripping the handle to his very
old, very pristine Mustang, I open and ease myself into his car.  If this
was Alex, he would have opened the door for me.  If this was Alex, my
heart would be fluttering in anticipation.  This isn’t Alex.  He
isn’t Alex.  The butterflies are dormant, as Oliver smiles at me.  


“Where are we going?”  


“Sushi.  Go out and take a
right.”
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By the time we get seated at the
restaurant, my appetite is completely gone.  My thoughts are stuck at
work, seeing only Alex’s tormented face in my mind.  Leaving him standing
in the lobby, it’s almost too much to bear.  I made the right decision,
but the thought that I’ve hurt him even more by doing so, breaks my
heart.  What’s even more troubling is the thought of returning to work; to
see his broken face.  Hopefully, when we return, Oliver doesn’t try
walking me in.  If Alex hasn’t calmed down by then, it would surely fuel
the fire, making an already bad scene disastrous.


My stomach is officially seeking
vengeance on my already distraught body.  Trying to ride out the tension,
I pull my arms tight around my torso.  Unfortunately for me, my insides
twist and turn, making it almost difficult to concentrate on anything
else.  If he thinks this isn’t just as hard on me, as it is on him, he’s
delusional.  My decision making, or lack thereof, is wreaking havoc on
both of us.  And for both of our sakes, I know I have to deal with “us”
sooner, rather than later.


If I’m being completely honest
with myself, I’m still at odds with the whole situation.  I know I love
him.  I know I want to be with him.  That hasn’t changed.  The
part I’m having trouble with, and don’t know if I can look past, is the feeling
of betrayal; the feeling that he is, and has been, keeping things from
me.  Things that had I known, might have made a difference.  I
don’t know, Ely.  You said he was your other half.  You said you
would choose him in any scenario.  What happened to that?  “Disloyalty
is what happened,” I mutter under my breath.  Crap, now I’m answering my
conscious, out loud.  Yah, that can’t be good.


Focus!


He says he’s been faithful,
telling me he loves me, telling me he hasn’t lied, but at this point, it’s just
words.  Words I so desperately want to believe, but empty words
nonetheless.  It’s hard to forget.  Looking back, I see how so many
of his actions completely contradict the man I thought I was falling in love
with.  Who I fell in love with, and who he really is, weighs heavily on my
mind.  As I fidget with my single gold band, I look up to the ceiling for
guidance.  What am I supposed to do?   


Practically succumbing to my own
misery, I realize how rude I’m being as I unintentionally continue the silent
treatment.  It’s hard to focus on anything else, but I know it’s not fair
to Oliver.  The chime of my cell phone causes me to tense, knowing exactly
who it’s from.  Reaching in my bag, I’m pretty sure this is the first time
I’ve not wanted the message to be from Alex.  


*I can’t believe
you left me. Are you trying to hurt me?!*


Me hurt you?  You’ve got to
be fucking joking, Alex!


Oliver closes his menu as he
cocks his head to the side, looking at me strangely.  “You ready to order?” 
Plastering a fake smile on my face, I place my phone in my lap, hoping he
didn’t just see the spark of anger flitting across my face.


“I’m not very hungry.  I
think I’ll just have some green tea.”  I know pouting isn’t going to make
me feel better, but neither will food.  


Peaking down underneath the
table, I feel my phone vibrate just as the screen pops up with a picture of
Alex. 


*If he fucking
touches you, I’ll break his fucking hand!*


*Seriously,
Elyssa. Don’t let him touch you.*


He obviously hasn’t calmed down
yet.  Nothing
I say, or do, will make any of this better.


“You need to eat.  Let me
fatten you up so I don’t have to worry about other men falling for you.” 
A grumble erupts from his chest as he breaks out in laughter.  I guess he
isn’t bothered by the fact that he doesn’t have my full attention.  Good
to know he can entertain himself.


“Ha ha, very funny,” I giggle
with him.  His joy and laughter is so contagious that I almost forgot
about the infuriating rage coming through my phone.  Almost.  Still
not enough to respond.


“I’ve never understood a man’s
train of thought.  Get your woman fat so other men won’t be attracted to
her, but in the process she becomes unattractive to you.”  I hate to admit
it, but it’s a breath of fresh air being around Oliver.  No need to
constantly worry about making decisions or worry about his sordid past.  


“I can’t see you ever becoming
unattractive.  Regardless of your size,” he retorts with a genuine
smile.  Again, another man in my life I wish I could’ve met any other time
or place.  Why does my life keep getting more complicated?  I thought
the older you got, the more things were supposed to make sense, as they worked
themselves out.  Boy was I wrong.


As we sit here in silence, I
ponder Alex’s demeaning words regarding Oliver’s intentions.  I guess now
is as good a time as any to address them.  I’m not going to lie. 
This topic, and Oliver, both scare me a little.  The anxiety I feel is
deep in the pit of my stomach, or is that the residual energy from Alex? 
I decide it’s probably a little of both.  The thought of discussing my
limitations makes my heart jump a beat.  I need to calm down; I need him
to calm down.  But, he isn’t here.  I really hope Oliver can
live with my limitations, because a new, uncomplicated friend would be nice to
have. 


“Oliver…you know we’re just
friends right?  Sorry for being so blunt, but I don’t wanna lead you
on.”  Alex would be so proud of me.  Not that I need his praise right
now, but at least I put it out there, and at the moment plan to keep it that
way.  I think.  Oh, I’m so confused.


Staring at me, Oliver
contemplates what he’s about to reveal.  It’s nice to know some
people think before they speak.  “I can’t say I only want to be friends
with you, Elyssa.  But, I figured.  So, for the moment I’m willing to
accept your position.  I’ll do anything to spend more time with you
because I want to get to know you.  And I hope that when you get to know
me, you realize I have more to offer you than friendship.”  Pausing,
Oliver places down his menu before continuing.  “How is your
boyfriend these days?”


With his latest confession, I
can’t fuel the fire that Oliver may have for me.  He doesn’t need any
details giving him the idea that Alex and I are anything but copasetic.  “He’s…busy.” 



My phone vibrates again. 
Does he ever give up?  Yeah right, who am I kidding?  


*Where are you?!
So help me…I’m going crazy. If I knew where you were, I’d come get you and kick
the shit out of that prick!*


I shudder at the thought. 
Shoving my phone into my purse, I realize how extremely impolite I’ve
been.  Right now, I need to focus on getting through lunch, and Alex’s
texts are not helping.  Unfortunately though, with his latest rant, I
can’t help but picture the dreadful fight that would ensue if Alex and Oliver
came to blows inside the restaurant.  It would definitely clinch the
feeling of that damn rope in their infamous tug-o-war.  But, we all know
that Alex still has the tighter grip on me.  He’s wound around my heart so
tight that the sheer absence of him is constricting.  If I give in and
text him he’ll only get wound up even more.  No, he absolutely needs this
time to calm down.  


“Busy huh?  Speaking of
busy, what’s going on with your phone?  Boyfriend texting you?”


“He’s wondering where I am,” I
admit sheepishly, without hesitation.


“He doesn’t like the fact you’re
out to lunch with me, does he?”  I don’t know why, but the look on
Oliver’s face is borderline arrogant.  You don’t have me, Oliver. 
Keep this up and we may not even make it to friendship.


“Nope,” I shrug, accentuating a
loud pop at the end.  “But, as it stands, you and I are only
friends.  He will just have to deal with it.”


“I seem to be making all of the
men in your life unhappy today.”  Studying my face for more time than he
should, I offer no emotion or explanation.  He’s not getting anything out
of me, not about my problems, and definitely not about Alex.


“My intention for moving out here
was to spend time with you.  Would it be bad if I said that I’m glad he’s
busy?  Gives me quality time to make you see what a great ‘friend’ I can
be.”  Wait!  What?!  His honesty is shocking.  But,
what alarms me even more…the slow smile sweeping across my lips. 
And the fact that I don’t stop it.  


“I want to get to know you, Elyssa. 
When we met at the conference, I could feel there was something between us…I
can’t explain it.  It’s like you have some kind of pull on me that I’ve
never experienced before.”


Shit!  Shit! 
Shit!  How am I supposed to get out of this one?


“I thought you were already
thinking about moving here?” I ask nonchalantly, trying to avoid anything too
complicated.  I can’t believe he’s telling me all of this, knowing I have
a boyfriend.  One that’s waiting for me, probably still seething with
anger.


“I was, but you were the push I
needed to make the leap.  Essentially, you’re the reason why I suddenly
wanted to go.”


“Oliver…”  I know I should
be annoyed, but I’m not.  He’s at least telling me the truth, and
honestly, whether I want to hear it or not, it’s what I need to stay above
water right now.  I can’t fault him for being honest, just as I can’t
fault Alex for not being honest.  As long as the reasons were pure, can I
fault anyone?


“I know what you’re about to say,
so let me stop you before you get into lecture mode.  I know you want to
be friends, and you have a boyfriend you think you love.  Right now I’ll
accept it, but the moment he makes a mistake, I will be there.  The moment
you’re free to date again, I want the chance.  Just keep that in
mind.  That’s all I’m asking for.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”  I
smile at him and continue to glance at the menu, suddenly hearing my stomach
grumble.  Getting the “friends” talk out of the way, even though we don’t
see eye to eye, has calmed me down a bit.  It’s a relief to know he’ll
give me the space I need.  Being around Oliver makes me feel...functional
again, and for that, I’m grateful.  


After deciding on a few rolls and
the green tea, Oliver takes the safe route and orders a bento box with Teriyaki
chicken, rice and a California roll.  


“Not a sushi eater, huh?”  I
love sushi, always my comfort food, and I’m a little more than peeved when
someone says they don’t like it, but have never tried it.  But, because
I’m trying for a little normalcy here, I decide today is not the day to
poke.  Besides, I don’t think I have it in me.  Not today. 
Teasing, yes, chastising, no.  


“How could you tell?” he smirks
at me, again lifting the mood.


“Just a hunch.  We could
have gone somewhere else,” I tease back.  


“No worries.”  Always at
ease, Oliver relaxes placing his arm around the plush backrest as he looks
around at the restaurants décor.  Getting to sneak a peek, the first thing
I notice is how deep set his green eyes are and how his full lips fit his
ruggedly handsome face.  He is definitely someone who’s done more than a
full days worth of labor.  Oliver looks like he loves to be outdoors, but
based on his clothes and his car, he doesn’t mind the finer things in
life.  


Stealing my eyes from his face,
my eyes rake over his upper body and am caught when I see the trace of a tattoo
peek through his sleeve.  Tattoos on men are one of my weaknesses and I
can’t restrain myself.  Reaching over, I push his sleeve up, but recoil
when his muscles flex.  The feel of his bicep on my fingertips makes my
insides tighten.  Instead of reaching over to finish revealing his ink, I
point my chin and ask him what kind of tattoo he has.  


“Just a simple tribal I’ve had
since I was sixteen.  Want to know a little secret?”  I nod.  “I
think I have an addiction to tattoos; getting them, seeing them, and watching
them move on other people.  You should see my back.  The guy who does
all my work is gifted, truly a work of art,” he grins at me with
excitement.  


Blinded by everything that is
Oliver, rugged good looks and carefree attitude, the words escape me before I
have time to think.  “Why aren’t you taken?”  


He laughs.  “Well…I
was.  Long story short, several years back I was engaged.  She broke
it off, and for a while there, I guess I was bitter against pretty much all
women.  But, I am getting better.  Little by little, I’ve been
attempting to get my shit together.  Just like this move.  This was
my huge step towards wanting something more…something more substantial.”  Why
do I get the feeling he isn’t talking about buying a new house?  I
blush, but I’m unable to say or do anything.  I really hope he isn’t
talking about me.


Taking a deep breath, he
continues, “You know, moving here was a pretty big gesture.  Women are
supposed to like big romantic gestures.  Don’t you, Elyssa?”


Oliver was engaged.  If he
was engaged, that leads me to believe he’s the settling down type and not the
type of guy who used to fuck for money.  Ouch, that one stung!  My
own words make my chest contract, hurting me to my core.  The mere thought
of Alex getting through life on the money of other women is unbearable. 
Obviously, I can see how he would have been a hot commodity, especially since I
intimately know the skills he possesses.  He was just banking on them. 
Would I hold it against him if he was skilled at sewing and made money making
clothes?  


Like a slap in the face, I’ve
finally figured out what’s really bothering me.  A nervous giggle escapes
my lips, as I’m faced with my desperate reality.  How am I supposed to compete
with the staggering number of women he may have been with?  How can I
compete with her?  With a woman who not only gave him his career,
but also his lifestyle?  A lifestyle he and Nana have grown accustomed
to.  How could I ever take that away from him?


I struggle to breathe knowing I
can’t give Alex, or Oliver, what they want.  Why does it feel like the
walls are closing in?  Oh that’s right…because they are.  Breathe
Ely, just breathe.  


Oliver clears his throat, waiting
for my response.


Taking another deep breath, I try
and respond as honestly as I can. “We do, but it would be ideal if the girl
wasn’t already taken.  We are still flattered by the gesture though.”


Just then the food arrives, and
it couldn’t have come at a better time.  All of the heaviness is pushing
me down further into an abyss, my abyss of misery.  I wanted to have lunch
with Oliver, not a lunch date with my emotions.  Looking up into his green
eyes, I see compassion and genuine freedom.  Is it wrong of me to want him
to see the same in mine?


With Oliver and his humor keeping
me at bay, the rest of the lunch is enjoyable.  I know being with him
would be easy, no complications.  But, just the thought makes my stomach
turn.  I can’t do it…I can’t see myself with another man.  Not after
experiencing life with Alex.  He is my life.  Even though it can be
confusing and tiresome, he is who I need to fully breathe, to fully live. 



Just then, I’m taken back to a
simpler time, when my parents were alive, and the world was at my fingertips. 
I can almost hear my mom’s sweet voice, “Life isn’t always about how easy we
can make it, but about the choices we make to ease the life.”


Looking at me sideways, Oliver
asks if I’m ready to go.  At the same time, he tosses a few twenties on
the table as we slide out of the booth.  Walking out of the restaurant, he
places his arm around my shoulders.  I know I should remove myself from
his hold, but for some reason I’m comforted by this small gesture, and decide
to allow myself this moment of solidarity.  Friends, right?


~~~~~


Fixated on something in the
distance as we pull up to the curb, I follow Oliver’s eyes and shake my head
when I notice what has captured his attention.  Of course Alex would be
waiting outside of the building.  He looks calm resting against the
wall with his hands in his pockets, but we all know looks can be deceiving.


Oliver’s gaze, still focused on
my heart fifty feet away, holds nothing back.  “You know he’s an asshole,
right?”  No matter what he says and no matter how I’m feeling, I know Alex
is nothing of Oliver’s assumptions.  Does he even know Alex?  He’s
basing his decision on what?  A few days at a couple of conferences? 
“Thank you for coming to lunch with me.  Hopefully it’s not the last
time,” he pleads.  


“Now that we’re working together,
I’m sure you’ll see me so much you’ll get sick of me,” I chide.  Oliver
seems a little too into me and I know I shouldn’t give him anything to hold
onto, but he’s so easy to tease.  With the next month looming over my
head, will I be able to keep up the charade of having a boyfriend?  It’s
not going to be easy.  I really hope I can do this.


Feigning shock, he laughs, “I
don’t think I could ever get sick of you.”  He may think that now, but
he’ll see.  What do they say?  You spend more time with your
co-workers than any of your family or friends?  Yep, that sounds about
right.  


With an odd look on his face,
Oliver reaches up and brushes my cheek.  I pull away from him, shocked
that he’s already crossing the “friends” line.  Did he not hear what I
said at the restaurant?  


Showing a stray lash sitting atop
the pad of his index finger, I giggle.  “Close your eyes and make a
wish.”  I guess my crazy look made him feel the need to defend himself,
but hey, he crossed the line.  What did he expect? 


I stare at him wanting nothing
more than to trust him, but I’m nervous.  Alex is so close.  If
Oliver tried anything, or if it even looked like he was, I’m terrified of what
Alex would do.  He’s come so close, too many times, and I refuse to let
another Cole situation happen.  Not over me, not ever again.  


“I don’t know what you’re worried
about Elyssa; I’m not going to bite.”  Oliver’s emerald green eyes show
nothing but patience and kindness.  Of course I can trust him.


Closing my eyes I contemplate my
heart’s desire.  If I only had one wish, what would it be?  Please,
please, please let everything work out with Alex.  After a moment with
my wish, my lips form a kiss, and I blow.  Hope builds as my eyes open,
beaming at the possibility.  Alex is my happily ever after; it’s
just a matter of finding the glass slipper that fits this fairy tale.  


Catching Oliver staring at me, my
eyes study the contours on his mischievous face.  Dropping my eyes a
little further, I watch as his Adam’s apple moves up and down his throat as he
swallows.  He faintly looks like a guy contemplating if he should say
something or not, and wondering if he’ll get slapped in the process. 
“Spit it out, Oliver.  You look like your brain’s hurting,” I laugh. 
“I don’t bite either.”  


“You really are beautiful, you
know.”  Shit!  By now, I should know he’s going to say
something to throw me off guard.  Surprisingly though, it doesn’t make me
feel as uncomfortable as it should.  Friends can tell each other how good
they look.  If not your friends, who?  Right?  


I thank him again for lunch,
deciding the best thing for me and our friendship is to escape the growing need
lurking in his eyes.  Standing at the curb, I wave to him as he drives
away down the long entrance towards the busy street.


Taking a moment to breathe, I
walk towards Alex who is still brooding against the wall near the parking
garage.  Trying to assess his mood, and mine, my pace slows.  I don’t
want to fight, but I’m also not ready to give in.  Be strong,
Ely.  Be strong for the both of you.


As I approach, his eyes are
alight, filled with torment.  It is literally breaking my heart in
two.  I know I did this to him.  Not only with my inability to give
him the assurance he needs, but because I left him.  No matter my
intentions, I know how my departure appeared and how gut wrenchingly painful it
must have felt watching me walk away.  It’s the same feeling when I think
about him and Arianna.  It was how I felt when he ignored me for four days
and how I felt when he fought Cole and thought about ending it with me. 
Look at me now; I’ve caused him the same pain, if not worse.  And for
that, I feel guilty.


My voice soft, I whisper
hello.  I refuse to make eye contact for fear that I may just give
in.  Instead, I stare at my toes, begging them to do the talking for
me.  Alex stands silent, taking his hands from his pockets, fuming as he
crosses his arms in front of his chest.  Eyes catching on the red stains
across his knuckles, my eyes dart up.  Ignoring his anger, I grab his
right hand a little rougher than I meant, bringing it closer to my face to
assess the damage.  


“Alex…what did you do?  We
need to clean this off.”  Gashes in his knuckles appear to be busted open,
crimson red trickling down.  “Your hand may be broken.”


Opening and closing his hand, he
finally speaks.  “See, not broken.”


“It still needs to be
cleaned.  Come.”  Still holding onto his bloody hand, I drag him
towards the parking garage to fetch the first aid kit I carry in my
trunk.  Yet another reason I need to thank my big sister.  After
popping the trunk, I grab an alcohol swab, gauze, and medical tape.  


Insisting he get inside, I point
to the passenger door as I retreat to the opposite side, sliding in to clean
off his wounds.  After both of us are situated, uncomfortably I might add,
I turn my attention back to his injured hand.  “This may sting a
bit.”  I gently rub the alcohol over his knuckles, hoping that I don’t
hurt him even more than he already is.  He doesn’t even wince.  Still
cleaning his wound, I pucker my lips, gently blowing to soften the sting from
the alcohol.


Alex reaches up with his other
hand, roughly rubbing his thumb along my bottom lip.  “Did you kiss him?”


Pushing away his hand, “Alex,
stop!  Why would you even think that?”


“You ignored my texts.  You
left me for him.  Do you want to fuck him, Elyssa?  Will that make
you feel better?”


I’m on the verge of getting
upset, and if he doesn’t knock it off with the Oliver comments, I might say
something I’ll regret.  And, I don’t want to.  


Slapping down a patch of gauze
against his knuckles, I reach for the medical tape and secure it against his
skin, ripping off the tape with my teeth.  Not maintaining any semblance
of eye contact, I stroke his injured hand, before answering him.  “I
ignored your texts because you needed to calm down.  You don’t control me,
I won’t let you.  I was honest when I told you I was going to go to lunch
and I told you I was just going to be his friend.  Have I ever given you a
reason not to trust me?”  He shrugs his shoulders.  Really, Alex,
that’s all you’re gonna give me?  Hell, I might as well continue, get
everything off my chest.


“And…I don’t want to fuck him, so
get that out of your head.  I have no interest in seeking that type of
relationship with him, and I don’t appreciate the insinuation.  And, if we
are being honest, there is one more thing I need to say.  Knowing what I
now know about you and your past, I don’t anticipate anything making me feel
better about the fact you’ve been with so many women.”  


Bringing my hand up to his cheek,
Alex caresses and kisses my palm.  “Do you find him attractive?  What
if I wasn’t in the picture?  What’s going to happen when I’m in New York,
when I’m not around?”


I sigh.  Alex’s insecurities
have never been so blatantly obvious.  It’s hard to imagine my confident,
overbearing, sexy as hell boyfriend feeling anything more than sure of
himself.  Doesn’t he know that I want to be with him?  I want to be
happy with him, and no one else.  So, why is this so hard?  Why does
everything have to be so complicated?  


“Alex…”  I take a deep
breath, trying to calm myself, and him.  I have to give him
something.  Best stay with the truth.  “Is Oliver attractive…yes, but
he doesn’t compare to you.  I can’t see past you, don’t you
understand.  When I was out with him, all I did was think of you.  It
doesn’t matter where you are, here or New York, you are in my picture. 
There is no world without you.  My feelings for you haven’t changed,
please don’t ever doubt that.  But, right now I need this time to get my
head on straight.  To know that I can live with your choices, without
sacrificing myself.”


“And you can’t do that and still
be with me?  We can figure things out together.  Please Elyssa…I need
you.”  Forgetting his pain, Alex’s hungry hands start to travel from my
neck down to my breasts, lips brushing against the lobe of my ear sending
shivers and aches to all the right places.  Greedily, his lips take my
mouth, kissing with such urgency, making it hard to breathe.


Not able to fight the urge, I
climb over the console, lifting myself onto his lap.  This
connection is what we need to make our insecurities vanish.  The passion
that fuels our love continues for what feels like hours, kissing the stress and
need away.  Grinding against him, Alex moans softly against my mouth, but
the moan turns into pain as he winces, griping my behind.


“Are you okay?” I breathe against
his mouth, panting at our closeness.


“I don’t give a fuck about my
hand!”  Alex pushes the concern for his injury to the back of his mind,
hands continuing to grip my hips, pulling me against him in a slow grinding
motion.  


HONK…  Damn it.  Damn
it.  Damn it.  Bringing me back off the ledge, I struggle to push
against his chest, breaking our contact.  Our lifeline.  


Looking around, I see no
one.  I’m sure whoever it was didn’t see us through the tinted windows,
but that was too close.  No one wants to see angry make-up sex in a
car.  Wait…that wasn’t make-up anything; that was passion exploding,
that’s all.  


Thankful for the distraction, I
fully recognize what could have just happened.  I would have made love to
him, and then hated myself.   This is not the time, nor the
place.  Removing myself from his lap, I adjust my shirt and return to the driver’s
seat.  There’s no excuse, at least none that I can come up with, and I
shouldn’t have let myself get wrapped up in the moment.  


“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have…” my
voice trails off as I grip the steering wheel, staring out at the grassy
walking path.  What was I thinking?  We could have been caught, by
anyone.  By Arianna.  I shiver.


“Don’t be sorry, Elyssa.  I
needed that; well, I’m sure you can’t deny we both probably needed that.” 
He smiles his breathtaking smile, literally making my breath hitch.  “I
don’t regret anything with you.”  


“I should go.”  Staring at
my hands I start to fidget, intertwining my fingers.  Why am I shaking? 



“Can I see you tonight?” he asks
desperately.


“I don’t know, Alex.  I
don’t think it’s a good idea.  Look what just happened.”


“I’m completely fine with what
just happened and if you would quit torturing yourself, I think you are
too.  You’re just scared.  I know you want me, just as much as I want
you.”   I’m glad his tone has changed, as he tries to lighten my mood
by distracting me.  It almost works.  Almost.


A faint smile returns to my face
as I exit the car.  Knowing he hasn’t won any battles, I hear a deep sigh
as he opens and closes the passenger door.  “I’ll talk to you later,
okay?” Alex nods as I leave him standing next to my car.  Battered,
bothered and flustered.


~~~~~


No one seems to notice that I’ve
been gone for an extended lunch when I return to my desk.  Exhausted, I
slump in my chair but am immediately interrupted by a carefree Janice, coming
towards me.  God knows how much I love this girl, but sometimes her timing
is really off.


“One of those days, huh?” 
Her high pitched voice pulls me from my moment of relaxation as I straighten in
my chair, turning to face her.


“Have you ever had one of those
days where you wish you could crawl under a rock and stay there?”  With
all of today’s revelations between Alex and Oliver, it’s hard to keep my head
on straight.  Living under a rock might be an improvement.


“No, but then again I don’t have
two men pursuing me either,” she teases.  She must have noticed Oliver
taking me out to lunch.  Shit!  I’m not sure if that’s a good
thing, and wish I didn’t have to keep secrets from her.  Worse yet, if she
noticed, that means other people did too, and the last thing I want them to
think is that I’m with Oliver.  I already have enough drama in my life, I
don’t need office gossip.  Not knowing how to respond, I sit nervously
playing with my ring.  


“So, I had an idea to help pull
you out of your funk.”  She puckers her lips, almost jumping in
anticipation at revealing her master plan.  “I know it’s only Tuesday, but
you only live once, right?  Let’s have a girl’s night.  We could
watch movies, eat fatty food, and drink a little.  We can do it at my
place, say right after work?”  Thank you Janice!  What was I
saying about horrible timing…yah, not this time.  This is exactly what
I needed at this exact moment.  A little me time.


“That sounds like a fantastic
idea, you don’t even know.  What can I bring?”


“Why don’t you pick up some
margarita mix and grab a few movies?  Make sure they’re sappy love
stories.  They always cheer me up.  I’ll order the pizza and run by
the store to buy munchies.”  I can literally feel my ass growing at the
thought of the carb overload, but hey…they don’t call it comfort food for
nothing.  


“Sounds good.  Just give me
your address and I’ll pull it up on Google maps.  And Janice, thank you
for this.”  The way I’m feeling right now, I could go and give her a
hug.  She’s my life saver.  


“Okay, I’ll text it to you. 
See you later.”  Janice pounces away, full of excitement.  I can’t
lie; I’m kind of excited to have a girl’s night…without any drama.


~~~~~


Knock! Knock! Knock!  I arrive at Janice’s
apartment a little before seven after picking up the margarita mix, along with
some fresh strawberries.  Janice had mentioned wanting to watch sappy love
stories so I picked up the only two in the Red Box: Something Borrowed
and The Time Travelers Wife.  


Janice answers the door in her
flannel pajama bottoms and white t-shirt, hair pinned back.  Not ever
having seen her in glasses, I ask if she wears contacts normally.  She
confides that she only wears her contacts at work.  She doesn’t want
anyone thinking she’s too “brainy.”  Her words, not mine.  I’m jealous
at how comfortable she looks and wish I thought of going home to change into my
own.  I’m almost temped to ask if I can borrow something of hers, but they
probably wouldn’t fit anyways.


Walking into her apartment I’m
immediately brought into her world.  Janice insists I sit and relax as she
takes the shopping bags from my hands.  Vibrant orange and red colors
cover the walls and striped black and white throw’s and furniture accentuate
the room.  It’s pretty clear on how different Janice really is outside of
work; the word eclectic comes to mind.  Sitting down on the cream colored
couch, I’m surprised at how comfortable it is, and soon I fit right in with the
decorations.  


Moments later, the grinding from
the blender echoes throughout her small one bedroom apartment, leaving me
salivating for the berry concoction.  Finishing, Janice returns to the
living room, and I join her on the floor.  We sit cross legged eating our
meat lover’s pizza straight from the box, drinking the very tasty strawberry
blend, while talking.  


Janice dishes on her boyfriend,
elaborating on their hot and heavy romance.  That was until today. 
Apparently she and Kevin got into a fight earlier about meeting each other’s
families, and that’s the real reason she invited me over.  She didn’t want
to deal with her own drama.   Oh, but she’ll deal with mine? 
She carries on, telling me she feels uneasy about introducing him to her
parents, not because she’s embarrassed of him, but because she’s embarrassed of
them.  I guess their ideal mate for Janice would be more like Alex, and
not the blue-collared worker that Kevin is.  


“He owns his own business. 
You would think that would be enough.  But, it’s not and he doesn’t
deserve to be looked down on.  Kevin is more than perfect for me; I just
wish they would see it.”


Honing in on the Alex part, I
can’t help but wonder how much Janice really knows about him.  Sure, on
the outside he’s perfect, but…who am I kidding?!  Faults and all, I
wouldn’t change anything about him.  Sighing internally, I smile and listen,
nodding when appropriate, as she continues about her own turmoil, which seems
mediocre in comparison to my own.


“So what is going on with
you and your man?”


“So much drama, I don’t even know
where to start.  Oh wait, I know.  Let’s start with dealing with his
ex.  Cause, that’s been fun,” I mock, hoping she can hear the sarcasm in
my voice.


“I can’t imagine him preferring
anyone over you.  You’re so fun, caring, and beautiful.  I wouldn’t
worry.”  


“Thanks, but we’re definitely at
one of those crossroads, and I don’t know if we’ll choose the right
path.”  God how I wish I could confide in Janice.  It’s not that I
don’t trust her; it’s just that I wouldn’t want to put her in an awkward
position knowing I’m dating her boss.  


“Can I confess something to
you?”  Looking at Janice sideways, I take another bite of my pizza before
I nod my head.  This should be interesting.  What could she confess
that she hasn’t already?  “Well I don’t know if it’s a confession or a
question.”  She pauses, and then once she has my full attention, she hits
me with, “Are you and Mr. James dating?”  I freeze, stunned by her
question, but then realize I need to say something…anything...nope, I got
nothing.


I choke back the bite of pizza as
Janice looks at me with a caring smile.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not
trying to make accusations and I didn’t see anything.  It’s just that I’ve
seen both of your moods lately and they pretty much mirror one another. 
Before you worked at SHI, Mr. James had no interest in interacting with any of
the other Sales Executives; very antisocial.  There’s been a change in him
since you’ve been there.  I’ve noticed he smiles more.  He never used
to smile.  At least, not the way he smiles at you.  I see the way he
looks at you, always stealing glances.  He’s acting like a teenager in
love.  It’s...sweet.”  


With an odd acceptance in her
eyes, I know I can trust her.  Wasn’t I just saying that I wanted to be
able to confide in her?  So, why does this feel so strange?  


“But, then there was the fight at
the fundraiser, and things were different.  Heavier.  So, I just
assumed.  I hope I haven’t stepped over any boundaries or made you
uncomfortable.”


Still unable to speak, I wipe my
mouth with a napkin.  “Uhhh, Janice…”


“If you aren’t ready to talk
about it…I understand.  I just wanted to let you know that I’m okay with
it and…well I’m glad you make each other happy.  And I promise not to say
anything to anyone.”  She smiles sweetly at me as we continue to down our
margaritas.  


I guess my omission was an
admission.  I’m glad she isn’t pressuring me for information and when she
says she won’t tell anyone, I believe her.  Not knowing where we go from
there, I stare blankly at the wall.  After putting in the first movie, she
pours me another glass, rejoining me on the floor.  


My phone chimes and as I glance
down I see Alex’s picture on my screen.  Janice smirks and continues to
drink her margarita, watching the opening credits.  


*Can I please
see you tonight? I’d really like to continue where we left off…*


**I’m sorry,
forgot to tell you, having a girl’s night with Janice.**


*And what does
girl’s night entail? Why do I sense strippers and alcohol in your near future? J*


**Have you met
Janice? There is alcohol, but no strippers. Only movies.**


*Don’t drink too
much! If you need me to drive you home, call me. Take care of MY Hart.*


**I will. Thank
you for caring.**


*I more than
care, Hart. I love you like crazy…*


Placing my phone on the coffee
table, I can’t help but smile.  I know how much he cares for me and how
much even this little time apart is hurting both of us.  But, tonight
isn’t about him.  It’s about me and Janice having some much needed girl
time.  


Soon, Janice and I share some
girly banter about how attractive Colin Egglesfield is.  Several of his features
remind me of Alex; his deep dimples, striking blue eyes and dark hair. 
The yearning for Alex deepens as I think about him, sending a deep ache down to
my groin.  Trying to drown my libido with alcohol, I finish the rest of my
margarita way too fast, giving me a brain freeze.  We giggle as I wince in
pain, holding my hands over the sides of my head.  


“Here.  Another glass is
what you need.  Cure for any type of pain,” Janice jokes as she pours me
another glass.  I couldn’t agree more.  The alcohol has already
kicked in and the stress and heartache from earlier has subsided, in addition
to my need.  The need for my heart.


Several hours later, both Janice
and I have had way too much to drink.  We laugh until our sides hurt,
poking fun at co-workers, drivers in Las Vegas, and how much we both hate the
heat, but don’t have any plans on moving.  What I wasn’t expecting in our
light and amusing conversation was the mention of seeing Cole at the
office.  What in the hell was he doing there?  And where was I?


“You’re still friends with him
right?  I mean, I saw him at the fundraiser, but you haven’t talked about
him since.”


“I haven’t talked to him
since.  We had a bit of a falling out that day, and I need my space from
him.  Do you know why he was at the office?”


“The Monday after the fundraiser
he called to make an appointment to interview Arianna.”  Shit, I forgot
about that.  I can’t believe he actually went through with seeing
her.  She’s probably got her claws in him too.  Another unsuspecting
young male she can ruin.  Just hearing her name sends my pulse racing.



“I think he came in when you and
Mr. James were in San Diego.  He was in her office for over two hours.”


Two hours is a long time to spend
on one interview.  I’ve gone with Cole a couple of times and he doesn’t
usually care enough to spend more than fifteen minutes with the subject. 
This can’t be good.  But, at the moment, I can’t do anything about it
except for pout, and I’m so over pouting for the evening.  This night is
supposed to be about getting some me time with a friend, and all we’ve done is
drown our sorrows and talk about the same thing we were trying to take a break
from.  


Feeling far too gone to drive
myself home, I rest my head against the pillow to stop the room from
spinning.  Wanting nothing more than to fall asleep, I’m interrupted by my
phone chiming several times.  Trying to focus my eyes on the screen, all I
can see is my heart staring back at me.


*It’s late. Are
you home yet?*


*Elyssa, You’re
making me worry. If you don’t answer me, I’m coming to get you.*


**You are
sooooooo impatient. I’m fine. Still with Janice.**


I giggle at my excessive use of
the letter O.  Alex probably won’t find humor in it, but he doesn’t find
humor in much these days.  


*How much have
you had to drink? Do you need me to get you?*


**I said I was
fine. I’m not sure if you’re more worried that I might have Oliver come get me
or that you’re being selfish and want to come and fuck me.**


*Both.*


I roll my eyes.  Alex is so
predictable.  My head in a daze, I can no longer keep my eyes open and
doze off on Janice’s couch; the sound of my phone chiming in the background.
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Wednesday, October 17, 2012


“Ely…Ely…you gotta wake up,”
Janice’s voice echoes throughout my throbbing head as she gently nudges my
body.  Through my squinted eyes, Janice’s tired face is the first vision I
see.  A sweet smile spreads across her lips as she realizes that I’m
awake.  The second sight is almost too much to take in the morning,
especially when I’m hung over.  Her vibrant red and orange accents hanging
on the wall causes my arm to catapult over my eyes.


“Good Morning,” she whispers,
heading towards the kitchen.  


With a crick in my neck, I wake
feeling stiff and achy.  Reluctantly, I release my arm and I stretch
hoping to relieve the dull ache all over my body.  “Ugh, how much did I
drink last night?”  My voice is raspy and my throat hurts.  I try to
stand, but fail miserably, slumping back against the couch.  This is
why I don’t drink.


“WE drank way too damn
much!”  She giggles as she leans against the kitchen counter sipping on a
mug of what I assume is coffee based on the overwhelming aroma.  Finally
noticing the after effects of our girl’s night, memories slowly creep back into
my conscious.  Seeing Janice’s decorative pillows thrown all around the
room as if a tornado came through and destroyed her normally tidy living area,
makes me smile.  I needed this. 


I look towards Janice and watch
the color slowly return to her face with every gulp of her morning
beverage.  “Did we really dance around like a bunch of high schoolers and
have a pillow fight?”  


“That we did.  Dang, Ely,
you look about how I feel right now.”  Janice tilts her head, giving me a
once over as I throw my arm over my face, hiding my hideous appearance.  Thanks
Janice.  “Then again, I probably look how I feel right now.”  I
roll my eyes.  Her hair is pinned back, dark circles encompass her eyes,
but hey, at least she’s ready for work.  A lot more than I can say about
myself.  


“What time is it?”  Seeing her
dressed in pressed black slacks and pink button up shirt, I’m somewhat afraid
of the answer.  She’s ready to tackle her day, so I know it’s later than I
want it to be.  


Janice glances at the clock on
her stove, replying that it’s seven.  Yep, it’s much later than I want
it to be.  “I tried to wake you earlier, but you were passed
out.”  Walking over she hands me a glass of water and three Advil. 
“Trust me, if you can keep them down, they’ll help.”


I pop the pills into my mouth and
take a swig of the ice cold water.  The coolness travels down my throat
and into my stomach, reviving me.  “Thank you, for this and for last
night.  You don’t think I’d get in trouble if I called out today, do
you?  I don’t think there’s any way I’m going to make it in today.”


“Just give Maggie a call. 
I’m sure she won’t make a big deal of it, especially with how many hours you’ve
been working.  Unfortunately for me, Mr. James needs some files for a
meeting today.  So, I need to finish getting ready since I can’t play
hooky.”


Speaking of Alex, I remember
passing out to one of his texts.  I really hope I didn’t make him
worry.  Taking out my phone I see twenty missed calls from Alex, one from
Rachel, and seven waiting text messages.  So much for that.  I
must have really been out of it.  


First things first, I need to
take care of my responsibilities.  Besides, I don’t think I can deal with
my personal drama right now.  Dialing Maggie’s number, I reach her
voicemail and leave a message letting her know I’m under the weather and won’t
be coming in today.  With that out of the way, I take a deep breath,
knowing that I can’t put my personal drama off any longer.  I have to deal
with Alex.  I sigh as I open my barrage of messages.


*Hello?? Do you
need me to come get you?*


*Do not even
think about driving home. Damn it Elyssa, Call me!*


*I really hope
you weren’t serious about having Oliver come get you.*


*I don’t trust
him, Elyssa. He will take advantage of you and I can’t lose you. Please call
me.*


*I’m two seconds
away from calling Janice. You’re killing me.* 


Oh God no!  He can’t break his own
rules.  Even though Janice has her suspicions, I never admitted it to her. 
What was he thinking?


*I spoke with
Janice and she says you’re okay. You have no idea how relieved I am. Don’t ever
do that to me again!*


*Oh, and I love
you!*


Janice comes striding back into
the kitchen area just as I finish reading the last message.  What am I
going to do with him?  I know I made him worry, but calling Janice? 
Really?  


Picking up her mug, she sips
slowly as she clings to her ceramic life saver.  Finally standing, I join
her in the kitchen, relieved to find a mug waiting for me. 
“Thanks.”  She nods and smiles.  


Looking over my steaming cup, I
search her eyes for trust.  She has given me no reason not to and at this
point why does it matter.  Alex already let the cat out of the bag, so
nothing that I can say will make it any worse.  “So, Alex called you last
night, huh?”


She nods, continuing to savor her
coffee.  “He was worried about you and wanted to make sure you didn’t
drive home.”  That or was he worried I would call Oliver? 
After everything, he should know me better than that.  I’m beginning to
wonder if he trusts me at all. 


Probably noticing my frustration,
Janice continues.  “It was actually really sweet, Ely.  He was
frantic and I’m sure it took a lot for him to call me.”


Feeling my face heat in
embarrassment, I apologize knowing how selfish I must look.  “You’re
right, I’m sorry.  I never meant for you to get involved.”  The look
of her generous smile is almost too much.  I really can trust her. 
“Thank you for letting me stay over, Janice.  I guess I didn’t realize how
much I drank until, well, it was just too much.”


“Don’t worry about it,
really.  Though I will say, it was odd having him call me at one in the
morning,” she ponders.  “I’m used to phone calls from him being on a
completely different level.”  Trying to distract myself, I sip my
coffee.  The warmth feels good as the liquid travels down my aching throat. 
Thinking about the mess we’re in, I’m still in disbelief he called
Janice.  “If it’s any consolation, he sounded beside himself.  He
couldn’t stop apologizing for calling so late, saying that I was his last
resort.  Seriously, he must care for you an awful lot.  I’ve never
seen him even blink at another woman in the past two years.”  


I nod as tears start to build in
my eyes.  I can’t let her see me like this.  I don’t have answers for
her.  Hell, I don’t even have answers for myself.  Retreating to the
bathroom, I stare at the blank reflection in the mirror.  Grasping the
edge of the sink, I attempt to pull myself together.  


It’s difficult to wrap my heart
around his recent behavior.  At the beginning of our relationship I
worried that he’d always keep me his dirty little secret.  But, in reality
there was never anything dirty about us.  What we had…what we have is
special and although his past is completely out of the norm, my heartstrings
are telling me that it’s okay to feel hopeful again.  However, I am afraid
to let myself continue down this road.  Alex called Janice.  He
risked someone knowing about us just to find out if I was asleep on the couch
and not in Oliver’s bed.  Maybe keeping us a secret is not of concern to
him any longer.  Now that Arianna knows, is there anyone else to keep our
secret from?  Wiping away my escaped tears, I know that I won’t find any
answers in here.  Washing my face, I head back to Janice, and to the
awaiting day.


After talking for a brief moment,
we make our way to our cars.  “Let’s do this again.” 


I laugh.  “How about asking
me when my head isn’t throbbing?”  She smiles and nods as she gets into
her car.


Knowing she’s headed towards
Alex, it’s hard to watch her leave.  Knowing the place we’ve put her in, I
hope she can handle it.


~~~~~


Knock! Knock! Knock!  The pounding against my door
vibrates straight to my aching head.  Even after a few hours of sleep, I’m
still not feeling myself.  How much did I really drink?  The
pounding repeats, this time with more force.  Half expecting to see Alex,
I drag myself to the front door, bracing myself for another torturous showdown.


Opening the door, my mouth drops
open, as I’m met with fire red hair and designer sunglasses.  Standing in
front of me is my past colliding with my present.  The wind is literally
knocked out of me, and I can feel myself breaking.  I’m an utter mess,
physically and emotionally, as she carelessly smirks at me.  Pulling down
her glasses, her eyes travel over my disheveled appearance.  After the
past few days, I don’t dare think that I could ever look as put together as she
does.  Wearing a nude peplum long sleeve shirt with matching fitted skirt,
her slim figure is adorned with an off white belt that hugs her waist
naturally.  No one pulls off professional, yet bitchy quite like
Arianna.  


I never really decided how I felt
about her after Alex poured his soul to me about his sordid past.  I was
so busy figuring out my feelings for him that I forgot to consider Arianna into
the equation.  Yet here she is.  And with that look on her face, I
know I’m going to have to figure it out right now.  


My Past.  Yes, she was
supposed to be a mother figure in my life, but I didn’t need her.  I had
Rachel, who filled the void since my parents passing.  Instead, I always
considered her more of a cool aunt.  Always so prim and proper, she seemed
to have her life together.  I always looked up to how in control she was
and how she always got what she wanted.  


My Present.  Now, I know
what she wanted includes my heart, my Alex.  How can I forget, or
forgive, that she had him as well.  Suddenly all the love and admiration I
had for her has vanished, replaced by resentment and disdain.  A knot
builds in my throat at the thought of her naked in his house, throwing herself
at him.  I think I may puke.  


“May I come in?” Holding her
glasses in one hand and her cream colored Burberry purse in the other, she
gestures towards the entryway.  Stepping aside and holding my hand out, I
allow her to come into the apartment.  This has to happen, Ely. 
Be strong and just get his over with.  


Once inside, her head moves
around as she looks over my décor.  “Such a cute and quaint apartment,
Elyssa.”  Refusing to start a conversation about my furniture, I gesture
towards my couch.  Terrified of what might come out, I keep my mouth
shut.  No, she needs to start this.  


Arianna gracefully lowers
herself, crossing her legs, waiting for me to say something.  Under normal
circumstances, I would have offered her something to drink.  In this case,
I’d rather pass the pleasantries and just get down to business.  I know
she’s not here for coffee.  We remain in a staring contest for what feels
like hours, but in reality it’s only a few seconds; thirty two to be
exact.  I was counting as I held my breath.  Remaining tight lipped,
I wait.  


Realizing that I’m not going to
speak, she sighs.  Looking self-possessed, she finally instigates the
conversation, and I brace myself for what’s to come.  “I’m sure you’re
wondering why I’m here.”  I nod, never releasing my direct eye contact
with her.  She needs to know I won’t back down.  Not anymore. 
“I imagine you know about me and Mr. James.”


Her and Mr. James?  Yes,
Arianna I know about you and my Alex!  I know about what you did to
him.  I know you bought him like he was another accessory you brought out
whenever you wanted and used at your own discretion.  I know all about it!


“Why not skip the Mr. and Mrs.
Bullshit and just call him Alex.”  My words lash out like a serpent
attacking its prey.


Remaining calm, Arianna proceeds,
“Fine…so you know about me and Alex.”  I nod, still not breaking eye
contact.  “I never meant for you to get hurt, Elyssa.  We’ve been
involved for years and sometimes things like this just happen.”  Things
like this?  Purchasing your own boy toy happens frequently?  In what
world?!  “He’s quite attentive and…”


“Arianna…why did you come
here?  I really don’t feel like hearing a play-by-play of your time
together, so I’d appreciate it if you would just move it along.”  


“Fine…I’ll get to the point,” she
hisses.  “Are you in love with him?”


Without hesitation my answer
comes out like a bullet fired from a gun, “Yes.”  


“Well that puts a wrinkle in
things doesn’t it?” She says nonchalantly as she glances at her manicured talons.


“How so?”  Suggesting she
has anything to do with how I feel is absurd.  She has no bearing
whatsoever on who I choose to love, and if she thinks she does, she can go to
hell.


“Well, I’m only trying to look
out for you.  You’re such a sweet, naïve girl and you shouldn’t be with
this type of man.  You deserve someone who’s just as inexperienced and
kindhearted as you.  Not someone who fucks for money.”  Her words cut
me, causing me to flinch.  I pull myself together, and sit next to her on
the couch.  If I keep standing, I’m afraid she’ll bring me to my
knees.  She doesn’t need to see me break down.  


“Think of him as an introduction
to good sex.  Now you know what you’re aiming for in the future.” 
She laughs faintly, but the conniving look on her face tells me she’s not
done.  “It’s so cute that you thought you were going to be enough for
him.  Do you realize how many women he’s been with?  Do you even know
what he likes or how to get him off?  He’s very kinky.  Has he ever…”


ENOUGH!  “I don’t need you to look
out for me.  I’ve been doing just fine without your help.  You
obviously don’t know him well, because if you did, you would know he is kind
and generous, and would never purposely hurt me the way you are right
now.  He loves me, and you need to leave us alone!”  Looking away, I
blink trying to stop the threatening tears.


“He loves me!  Leave us
alone!” Arianna mocks my words, laughing even louder now.  “Grow up. 
You sound like a teenager.  I never imagined you would be so….so doe-eyed,
falling so quickly.  He can’t love you…don’t you see.  He’s a whore,
and whores don’t fall in love with people…they fall in love with money.” 
Although I’ve called Alex that same hateful word, it sounds appallingly worse
coming from her dreadful mouth.  


“You can’t tell me he’s been the
upstanding boyfriend this entire time.  Can you?  Tell me there’s
never been a time where he’s been absent emotionally or physically, or canceled
plans on you at the last minute?”  Her wicked blows are a punch in the stomach,
causing doubt in my once unified front.  Shit, she’s right.  But,
how could she know?  “I can tell by the look on your face, I know I’m
right.”


No matter how right she is, I
know I have to stay strong.  I can’t let her win.  Not now, not
ever!  I need her to get to the point, so she can leave.  I don’t
want to deal with her or any of her bullshit anymore.  The words explode
from my lips in desperation, “What do you want from me?!”


“All I want is for you to be
safe, my dear girl.  I want you to be happy with the type of boy that you
deserve.  Someone who isn’t as tainted and troubled as Alex is.  You
need to stop seeing him.”


“What!  How?  I
don’t…”  I stumble, not knowing how to articulate my thoughts.  It’s
happening.  I am crumbling and now, I can’t help the tears slowly
streaming down my face, nor do I want to.  She is cutting me, deep and on
purpose.  If I ever thought Alex was dangerous, I was wrong.  He is
nothing compared to the underhanded, spiteful bitch sitting next to me.


“You heard me.  You will
stop seeing him.  You say I don’t know him, but trust me, I do. 
You’re the one that knows very little about him.  You don’t know what he’s
capable of and I refuse to stand back and let him ruin you.  No matter
what you believe, I’m only looking out for your best interests.”  My
best interests?  Doubtful, bitch!


“He loves me,” I whisper, choking
on each word as my chest constricts.  My once strong façade has dwindled
away and I’m left looking as weak and broken as I feel.  Wake up,
Elyssa.  She doesn’t own you.  She doesn’t own Alex…well, not
anymore.  Don’t let her do this to you…to Alex…


“Ha!  Love!  What do
you know of love?  If you could recognize love, you would see that I’m
only doing this because I vowed to protect you.  Please Elyssa, just
listen to me.  End things with him.  Now.  Don’t force me to
take measures into my own hands.”


Wiping away the tears, I’m taken
aback.  “What’s that supposed to mean?  What measures?”  


“Do you really think this trip to
New York was a business need?  In what world would I need to send my
Senior Vice President to oversee a small venture?  I could send anyone,
but I’m sending him because you two need distance.  With time, you’ll both
see you’re from two different worlds and it would never work.”


Finally, I find my voice as anger
courses through my veins.  “He won’t give up on me…and I sure as hell
won’t give up on him.”  


“Do you really want to play this
game with me?”  Sitting next to her, her words burn me like a branding
iron.  She’s too close.  All I can do is turn and stare.  “I
don’t think you do, Elyssa.  I can think of a hundred things I could do
and if you force my hand, I will ruin him,” her voice hisses with
contempt.  How could she do this to him?  To me?  


“What…why would you…?” I stutter
in utter shock and resentment.


“I would do it for you.  I
need to know you’re safe and if that means making his life a living hell, so be
it.”  And there it is.  The cold, heartless bitch Rachel has always
hinted at.  I don’t think she can be any worse.  


Oh wait…yes she can.  


“But remember, it’s not just him
that you have to think about.  What do you think will happen to his poor
little old grandmother if his life fell apart?”  Nana!  Are you
kidding me?  No!  “What do you think would happen if I fired
him?  If I ruined his reputation, he would never work in this industry
ever again.  Do you think he could take care of his grandmother on a
measly mail clerk salary?  He would lose everything!  Then again…he
could always go back to selling himself.  Where would your love be
then?  It’s simple really.  Don’t make me do it.  If you care
for him…”


“Why?  You can’t be so
heartless that…”


“Because he knew his role! 
He knew better that to take advantage of you; to take advantage of someone so
trusting.  He never should have started something with you knowing how it
would end, and for that I’ll make him pay.”  Her screeching voice
elevates, reverberating through my entire apartment.


I can’t allow her to do this, to
ruin him.  It doesn’t make sense.  Because of me, she would destroy
the life that he built.  Regardless of who she feels is owed for his
success, Alex has built his own fortress.  And within that fortress his
grandmother is safe and cared for.  I can’t allow him to throw away his
safety nest to be with me.  


Given the choice, I know what he
would choose.  I know he loves me enough to stand in front of that bullet
and make career suicide.  He wouldn’t be thinking clearly, and that is why
I have to make the decision for both of us.  I love him too much.  I
can’t let him ruin any aspect of his life, not for me.  This will break
me, but I will do it…for him.  I will break my own heart in order to
ensure his safety.  Resolved to my fate, tears continue to fall.


“He won’t give up that
easy.  I know him…he’ll fight for me.”


“Well then, I suggest you put
your little acting hat on and make him believe.  Show him you’re so
disgusted with him that the thought of being with him literally makes you
cringe.  It shouldn’t be too hard; it is pretty disgusting what he’s
done.”  Are you kidding me?  You are the reason why we’re
here!  


“Besides, I brought someone to
get your mind off of him.”  Oliver?!  If she thinks Oliver could
ever take his place…she is insane with a capital I.


“I don’t think I can pretend. 
I…I love him too much.”  Slumping even further into the couch, I feel
deflated.  What I don’t understand is why?  Why is she doing
this?  She has never treated me this way.  Why does she have to start
now?  


Seeing my deflated body, she
tries to reach over, but I recoil at her touch.  Backtracking, she places
her hands back in her lap.  Leave them there, bitch!  “Lucky
for you, you won’t have to act too much longer.  This month away is your
chance to separate yourself from him, to break things off before you get
hurt.  I will do whatever I have to in order to keep you safe.  Don’t
ever doubt that. ”


“If I do this, if I stay away
from him, you have to promise to do the same.  You have to promise that
you won’t do anything to him.”  This is a huge sacrifice, and if she
doesn’t think she has to do anything in return, she’s sorely mistaken.  I
need her to leave him be.  I need her to cut ties with him.  It’s
only fair.  Nothing is fair about his, Ely.  Nothing.


I told Alex I would go anywhere,
do anything to be with him.  I love him with such conviction.  But
now…now, in order to free his soul from eternal damnation, I offer myself in
his place.  Giving into the devils wishes, I will bargain for his freedom
and safety; a deal I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life.  


Promising me, Arianna holds her
index and middle finger in the air.  “Scouts honor,” she smiles.  Bitch,
you were never a fucking Girl’s Scout.


“He needs to live his own
life.  If not with me, he should be with someone who will make him happy. 
He deserves happiness, and you do not make him happy.  You make him
miserable, and now you’re making me miserable.  You have to promise not to
intervene anymore with any of his future decisions.”


“Elyssa…”


“Damn it, Arianna.  Promise
me!”  Making a deal with the devil incarnate never hurt so much.
 Sobs rumble through my chest and I can barely breathe.


“Fine…I promise,” she huffs,
patting her perfectly coiffed hair.


“I’ll do it before he goes to New
York and he’ll have a month.”  What she fails to see is that I’ll never
get over him.  I’ll love him forever.  Bringing Oliver around won’t
make me feel any different about him.  It will only make my misery resound
more, and unfortunately, anyone around will feel it.  I can’t, and won’t,
hide it.


“I’ll be watching you, so don’t
you dare think about deceiving me ever again!  You can’t say a word to
him.  I mean it, Elyssa.  Do you hear me?!  He knows what I’m
capable of.  Do you?”


“I need you to leave. 
Now!”  


Standing, Arianna grabs her
possessions and takes a step towards the door.  Before she retreats any
further, I grab her elbow, forcing her to look at me.  Her porcelain face
is highlighted by the rays of sun shining through the door and I’m blinded by
my forcefulness and anger.  “I need you to know going forward you are not
in my life.  The only reason I’m doing this is because I love him and I
refuse to let him throw away his life for me.  Do you understand?”


“In time you’ll realize I made
the choice you should have all along.  I made the same choice any mother
would for her daughter.”


“You are not my mother!  I
hate you!  I want nothing to do with you.  You are literally gutting
me.”


Arianna strides from my apartment
and doesn’t look back.  With all my strength I slam the door, letting my
frustration and anger ball into that one movement.  Slumping against the
door, I slide to the cold tile below, weeping uncontrollably.  


~~~~~


Lying in bed, depression has
officially set in.  


I’m trying to go through the
stages of grief before the actual death of my relationship, and fuck…it’s the
hardest, most miserable, thing I’ve gone through since my parent’s death. 
My chest heaved as the first stage of denial hit.  I laid here trying to
think of ways around this situation.  A way to deceive Arianna and still
be with Alex, but every scenario brings me back to the answer of
impossibility.  After denial came guilt.  I would feel guilty if he
chose me over the life he’s created for himself.  I would also feel guilty
ending things with him.  Alex will automatically think that I don’t want
to be with him because of his past and right now that’s farthest from the
truth.  


I’m hoping I can cushion the
blow, but haven’t figured out how.  I’ve been contemplating all day how to
end things with him.  It would be cowardly to break up over an email or a
text message, and if I tell him over the phone, he’ll just show up at my
house.  


I don’t know if I’m strong enough
to go through with this.  Someone, please help me.  


Startling me, my phone
rings.  Alex’s beautiful face jumps across my screen.  He’s such a
striking tragedy.  His troubled past and corrupted soul is an ugly
disguise for the compassionate and painfully perfect man he truly is; a man who
in my heart will always be mine.   


“Hello,” I answer, voice stricken
with grief.


“Did you get some rest?” 


“Not really.  Hey listen, we
need to talk.”


“I’m parking right now. 
Open the door.”  Fuck. My. Life.


I know that I have to do
this.  I know I have to go open the door and break both our hearts. 
So, why is it so freaking hard to stand up?  Why are my legs suddenly a
hundred pounds each?  Oh, that’s right…because this isn’t right,
Ely.  You know it’s not right.  Deal with the consequences of
Arianna’s backlash.  Alex would do it for you.  “Stop it!  I
have to do this. I have to do this for him.  For Nana.  Stop making
me feel even worse than I already do.”  


Picking myself up off bed, I
glance in the mirror and try to adjust my appearance.  I try to make
myself presentable, but at this point, everything is a failure.  Opening
the door, I see Alex rushing up the walkway, his cheerful face turning to
concern as his eyes reach mine.  No words, just an embrace.  Alex
clings to me and with this small action, the ever present tears start to form
as I try with all of my might to suppress the urge to cry.  All I can do
is hold him, if only for this moment, to remember how it feels to be in his
arms.  Tightening my embrace, I inhale his scent, the one that made me
fall for him in the elevator; citrus, musk and Alex.  


“Hey, are you okay?” Alex tries
to pull back, but is met with resistance.   Refusing to let go, I
cling to him. 


“Don’t let me go,” I plead. 



“Elyssa, what’s wrong?” 
Alex lifts me, bringing both of us to the couch.  Releasing my grip I bow
my head, still unable to look him in the eyes.  If I look at him now,
he’ll know.  He’ll know everything.  Stay strong, Ely!


“Alex, I’ve been thinking.” 
It’s now or never, and I have to do this…for him.  “Tomorrow you’re going
away for a month and I don’t know how much we’ll be able to see each
other.  Who knows if you’ll meet someone while you’re gone and…”


“Where the fuck is this coming
from?  You’re afraid I’ll meet someone?  Come on Elyssa, that’s
bullshit.”  Alex pushes back, putting distance between us.  This is
it.  


“I’m just saying, I don’t think
it would be wise to put ourselves in a situation where failure is
inevitable.  Our relationship is still new and now we’re going to be
apart.  After everything I found out about you, and you dealing with
everything in New York, maybe space is what we need.”


“You’re really doing this? 
You’re breaking up with me?” Alex’s enraged voice is shaking.


“I’m saying that maybe we need to
cool things down.  I think we got too serious too fast and…”


Standing up, he leaves me alone
and afraid on the couch.  If only he knew that I was literally breaking my
heart for his own good.  “Fuck this.  This is about Oliver isn’t
it?  You want to be free so you can…”


How dare he try to make me out to
be the type of woman who jumps from guy to guy.  “Now hold up!  I’ve
never given you any reason to doubt me.  This isn’t about Oliver. 
This is about us.”  Trying hard to not let the brimming tears out, I reach
for him.  


Alex bridges the gap between us,
taking my face into his hands.  “Elyssa, I know you.  You are
stronger than this.  There has to be something else.  Something
you’re not telling me.”


Fuck Arianna.  We do know
each other and he knows I’m not telling him the truth.  I don’t know what
to say.  I don’t know how to break his heart and still leave him
standing.  I got nothing.  


Trying to change the subject, I
awkwardly bring up Nana instead.  “I’m hoping while you’re gone… it’ll be
okay if I visit your grandmother from time to time.  I know it’ll be hard
on her not to see you.”


Resting his forehead against
mine, he succumbs to his feelings.  “Elyssa…don’t do this.  Don’t
give up on me.”


“Alex, please give me this
month.  Let me figure things out.  I’m trying to do what’s best for
you.”


“What’s best for me?  You
want what’s best for me!  This is what’s best for me.”  Resting his
hand over my heart, Alex quickly takes my mouth into his kissing me with such
passion that my loins tighten with each movement of his tongue.  Breaking
away, his breathing is ragged, “You are what’s best for me.  Don’t you
see?  You’ve saved me and made me want to be a better person, for you and
for me.”  Alex continues placing soft kisses against my jaw line until he
reaches my ear and sucks softly on my lobe.  “I love you.”  I tremble
at his closeness, trying to recover from his adoring words.  


I have to stop him.  Now,
before it’s too late.


“Alex please…don’t do this. 
You’re making it harder than it needs to be.”  Pushing against him I slump
against the couch; his breathing erratic from our moment of contact.


“Is this really what you want?
 You want time away from me?”  No I don’t, please stop making this
so hard.  You’ll see, with time you will forget all about me. 


“It’s what’s best for us.”  It’s
what’s best for you.  For you and Nana.  Can’t you see, I’m doing this
because I love you.


“You’re not answering my fucking
question.  Fuck what’s best.  Tell me what you want!” Alex screams
out of frustration.  


He’s not going to stop and I
don’t have the strength to keep fighting him.  If he doesn’t leave now, I
will give in.


“I want you to leave.”  I
point to the door.  He needs to go to New York and move on.  Find
someone to make him happy.  Arianna agreed to let him go as long as I stay
away from him.  She won’t intervene with his life anymore.  She
promised.


“Fuck this!” Alex throws his
hands in the air.  “Call me when you can actually tell me the truth and
stop hiding behind your ‘it’s what’s best for us’ bullshit.”  Walking out,
Alex slams the door behind him.  My neighbors must love me.


~~~~~


Eyes swollen, I’m being consoled
by my only friend…a box of tissues that I’m hugging tightly.  After hours
of crying, wads of tissue are my only companions.  His face, the way he
looked at me, I never imagined I could hurt him so much.  I’ve lost the
only man I’ve ever loved.  How is any of this fair?  


Staring at the television, the
pictures are nothing but a dull distraction from the ache that I feel
inside.  Knock! Knock! Knock!  Who the hell is it now?  I
seriously don’t think my heart can handle any more.  Knock! Knock!
Knock!  


Opening the door, I see Alex
standing five feet away.  Confused by the distance, I glance down and see
that he’s left a wicker basket on my doorstep.  Tears now streaming down
my face, I bend down and take the basket in hand.  Ignoring its contents I
look up, wanting nothing more than to run into his arms, to kiss him and beg
him to stay.  Not fast enough, I’m left with the vision of him walking
away from me.  He left me standing alone, again, with only a gesture from
my heart.  


Placing the basket on the
counter, I close my eyes.  Can I do this?  He’s doing exactly what I
did to him.  Now I get to see how it feels to have someone completely beg
for mercy.  I have to do this.  I have no choice.  Finally
opening my eyes, I take a peek as a barrel of tears race down my face.  A
bottle of chocolate syrup and fresh strawberries brings a small smile to my
face.  I can’t help the sob that escapes my lips.  


An IPod and an envelope are all
that’s left.  Placing the headphones in my ears, I press play as I sit
down to read his letter.  Alex’s deep, grief stricken voice along with his
heartfelt words are now my companions:


 


My
Hart:


I’m
hoping to remind you of a better time.  A time when we were surrounded by
sandy beaches and all of the cares in the world dissolved; a time when a bottle
of chocolate and sweet strawberries were all we needed, besides each
other.  You once told me that you choose me; that you would choose me in
any scenario.  Well, here is our scenario.  I love you, with all of
my being.  I know I haven’t made the best choices in life, but my past
does not control me and I refuse to apologize for the decisions I made before I
knew you.  You’re scared and for some reason, you’re running away.  


If
time is what you need, you have it.  But, I need to know I still have a
chance.  That after this time away, there’s a possibility you can still
love me; that you do still love me.  Although it will pain me to be away
from you, I’ll give you what you ask for in good faith.  But, I refuse to
give up on us.  At the lowest point in my life, when I thought God was
punishing me, Angels showed their mercy and gave me you.  I can’t let a
gift from God go so easily.  You saved me.  You saved me from my
past, my present, and now you’ve shown me a future.  A future I want with
you, more than I want my next breath.  


Inside
the basket I recorded a few songs for you.  Listen to each one and
although I didn’t write them, these songs say exactly how I feel.  I’m
leaving them as a reminder for you, so every day you can hear my voice.
 Every day you can hear me tell you how I feel, in hopes you won’t let go
of what we have.  In hopes I still have something to come home to.  


My
flight leaves at midnight tomorrow.  I would like to see you before I
leave.  Meet me at Sin City Bar & Grill at 9:30 p.m.  I’ll be
waiting.


For
Always,


Your
Alex


 


Griping the letter to my chest,
soft sobs escape as tears fall naturally down my cheeks.  I know now how
he felt when I left my care package.  I still feel lost, but it’s
something more.  Something more concrete.  I feel his heartache and
his love.  I love him.  I love him.  I love him.  I
can’t deny my feelings, but what can I do?  There is no other option…I
have to let him go.  


I knew he wouldn’t give up.
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Thursday, October 18, 2012


“Wait for me,” Alex whispers
against my lips.  Grasping my head, he controls my movement as he
fervently kisses me.  His silk tongue tenderly massaging mine as our
connection deepens.  Reaching up, I wrap my hands behind his head, fingers
intertwining as they run through his hair.  I’m lost as I fall deeper and
deeper into the never ending need for him.  


Even against my tightening,
desperate grip, he pulls away, exuding his power over me.  A sweet smile brushes
across his lips as he runs his thumb across my bottom lip, gazing into my
eyes.  The sound of the plane engine roars and reverberates against the
thick paned glass, reminding me of his departure.  Don’t go, please
don’t go?!  Leaning down he breathes into my ear, “Promise me.”  


Desperation sinking in, I cling
to him not wanting any air of separation.  I rest my cheek against his
chest, my arms clenched around his torso and pull him in even further. 
The buttons of his dress shirt dig into my temple as I press harder against
him.  


“Now boarding United Airlines
Flight 312 at Gate D-56.”


My fingers dig into his lower
back, grasping the little bit of material that isn’t tight against his muscular
body.  Caressing my hair, Alex nuzzles against my temple where he places a
soft kiss against my forehead.  “I need to go Hart, they’re calling my
flight.”  I stubbornly hold on, unwilling to remove my hold.  Pools
of tears build in my eyes as I tilt my head back, looking up the length of his
body.  


“This face…”  Alex runs his
fingers down the length of my cheek, “Will forever be engrained in my
mind.  This is the only memory I need.”


“Don’t go Alex.  Stay with
me please,” I beg.  Something isn’t right; he can’t go.


“Don’t worry, it’s only a
month.  Just promise you’ll wait for me.”


“I promise.”  I cross two
imaginary lines over my heart.  “I don’t want to be away from you.”  


“It’s only a month.  Before
you know it I’ll be back.  Alright?”  I nod as tears stream down my
face.  “Hey, don’t cry.”  Pushing away my tears, Alex places a sweet,
but brief kiss on my lips before releasing me.  “Can I get a smile?”


All I can muster is a half smile
that fades the moment he bends down to grab hold of his luggage.  Watching
him walk towards the terminal, terror sets in.  Don’t let him leave,
Ely.  My breathing is frantic as I clutch my chest.  In a panic I
run towards him, screaming his name.  “Alex!  Don’t go, Alex…Please
don’t go.”


Turning right at the moment my
body collides with his, his arms encapsulate me.  Lifting me into an
embrace, I wrap my legs around his waist.  “I love you….I’ll always love
you.  Please don’t go.”  Pulling his mouth down to reach mine, I try
to convince him to stay with my eager lips.  Hoping they have more
luck.  “Please…” I urge as tears trickle down my cheeks.  


“I’ll love you forever. 
Just wait for me.”  I’m defeated as I lower my legs, my feet meeting the
floor as my knees weaken.  My breath is shallow as I sob softly. 
Alex places one last lingering kiss on my lips before he leaves me standing in
the middle of the airport.  He walks towards the terminal, not taking a
second glance back.  I’m left alone to fend for myself, a feeling of
unease settles in, and all I’m left with is my silent walk back towards the
parking garage.    


Reaching my car, I can feel the
ground tremble below my feet.  My stance is shaken as I hold onto an
adjacent car to regain my balance.  Frantically, I glance in all
directions.  It’s not until I turn around to look behind me, that I see a
billow of smoke and fire in the distance.  Immediately terror sets in.


“No…please God no…please…” 
Running back towards the airport, my legs feel like cement; dragging and unable
to move quick enough.  


As I pass a guard station, a
man’s voice begins to yell at me.  “Miss….miss you can’t go in
there.”  Grabbing me by the waist, the security guard pulls me against him
as I fight to remove myself from his grasp.  


“Let me go.  My boyfriend
was on a flight.  I need to find him...”  Still holding onto me, the
guard explains that a plane exploded as it took off.  My thoughts are a
blur as I shake my head still trying to get out of his hold.  God,
please not Alex!  Please!  Please!


“What plane?  What flight?” Please
let him be okay.  “I need to know…”  Closing my eyes, tears
trickle down my face as I silently pray for Alex’s safety.


“United Flight 312.”  


NOOOOOO!!!!!!  I’m shaken awake, drenched in
sweat, breathing erratic.  I can feel my heart race as I struggle to calm
myself, only now realizing it was a dream.  Running my fingers through my
hair, I slump back against my pillow.  It was only a dream,
Elyssa.  Alex is fine.  He is fine.  But the terror, the
dread, all of it seemed so real.  


Fighting the urge to call him, I
look at the clock.  It’s late, but I know I won’t be able to sleep until I
know he’s okay.  It may be three in the morning, but a quick text can’t
hurt.  


**Are you
okay?**


Surprisingly, it only takes a few
moments for his response.


*Yes, are you? Why
are you still up?*


I’m instantly relieved as I stare
at his response, reading it way too many times.  Over and over, before the
realization that he’s okay, sets in.


**Had a
nightmare. I needed to make sure you were okay.**


Unexpectedly, my phone begins to
ring and instantly know its Alex the moment his sweet smile appears on my
screen.


“Hi,” my voice is soft, although
my heartbeat is still a little erratic.


“What was your nightmare
about?”  The grogginess of his voice lets me know he was sleeping when I
texted him, which makes me feel guilty.  Oh, who am I kidding?  It
makes me also feel cherished, a feeling I am trying so desperately to
banish.  


“It was just a nightmare.  I
didn’t mean to wake you.  Go back to bed.”  My words contradict with
how I’m feeling.  I want nothing more than to tell him to come over, to
fall asleep in the comfort of his arms.  But that would be unfair to him,
to use him knowing I can’t be with him.  This is too hard.  


“It must have been pretty bad for
you to text me in the middle of the night.  Was it about me?”


“Yes…”  The last thing I
want to tell him is the truth.  I dreamt that you died in a fiery
crash.  I dreamt that you left me alone on this Earth to wallow in my
guilt and self-pity knowing that I let you go so easily.  You know, the
usual.


“Whatever it is…it’s not going to
happen.”  His voice is resolved.


Turning on my side I clutch my
phone as tears escape my eyes.  “You promise?”  


“I promise…I won’t give up on us,
Elyssa.  Nothing will change how I feel about you.”


“Will you do me a favor?”


“Anything.”  


“Stay on the phone with me until
I fall asleep?”


“Anything for you, my
Hart.”  I close my eyes and moments later the tension in my body has
completely washed away.  The sound of his breathing was all that I
needed.  


~~~~~


When I woke up this morning my
phone was plastered to the side of my face.  My battery died before my
alarm went off so I’m not sure if Alex stayed with me the entire night or if he
waited until I fell asleep to hang up the phone.  Regardless, I’m thankful
he was there for me when I needed something to hold onto.  Although the
nightmare has me on pins and needles about his departure, there is something
else that it made me realize.  I want to be with him.  Even with his
past, even with Arianna’s relentless claws dug into him, even with everything
working against us…I want him.  I love him with every inch of my body and
soul.


Problem is, I made a promise to
Arianna.  I negotiated for Alex’s freedom.  As long as I kept up my
part of the bargain, she would no longer interfere with his life.  I would
never be able to live with myself if her threats came true; destroying the life
he built for himself.  But, I’m torn.  Even with her menacing words
looming over me, I can’t help myself, and I’m going to have to come up with a
plan to be with him.  I love him; I have to find a way.  


But first things first, I need to
take care of business.  Knowing I have two off-site meetings at local
casinos, I call Maggie and explain why I wouldn’t be in the office today. 
It’s open enrollment time and as a Sales Executive we’re required to attend at
least two benefit fairs to answer any questions and give a small presentation
going over their lucrative benefits.   A change of venue might just
be what I need, plus it gives me a reason to stay out of the office.


Of course, Maggie didn’t question
my intentions; instead she asked if I was feeling better.  The adoration
for my boss just grew ten folds.  She’s great at avoiding my personal
business while still being concerned for my well being.  I thought she
would appreciate my honesty, so when she asked, I simply told her I was getting
better each day and how I appreciated her concern.  


Clearly my avoidance of the
office is because of Arianna.  I know I have to deal with Alex later
tonight, so emotional turmoil is unavoidable, but I don’t know how much my
heart can take.  


Arianna was never going to let us
be together, not while she wants him for herself.  All I have to hold on
to is her promise to not intervene with Alex’s life; to allow him to make his
own choices.  Although it makes me sick with jealousy to think of him with
someone else, just the thought of him happy and free of her is satisfaction in
itself.  


But now her claws are dug into
someone else…me.  Not only is she trying to make decisions in my life,
she’s trying to play matchmaker by bringing Oliver to Las Vegas.  I’m not
saying that Oliver isn’t attractive and I can’t say that he’s completely
incompatible with me.  But, I can’t fathom being with anyone else, not
while my heart is consumed by Alex.  He’s the only man who’s ever made me
consider a future and a family.  


Shaking the cloud of dreadful
feelings, I make my way to the bedroom to get dressed for the day.  A
simple white button up with fitted cream colored slacks will have to do. 
Tucking in my shirt, I slip on my black heels before grabbing my laptop and
purse and leave my apartment.  


~~~~~


Returning home after my day of
meetings, my mood darkens.  All day long I’ve been thinking about what to
do with Alex.  Can I let him go, knowing he’ll take a part of me with
him?  He’ll have my heart forever, no one can change that.  But,
unless I can figure out an alternative that Arianna hasn’t already thought of,
I’ll have to adore the only man I’ve ever loved from a distance.  Grabbing
my constricting chest, it’s hard to breathe.  I have a month, a month to
figure out a way for us to stay together without Arianna seeking her
vengeance.  


Changing into low cut jeans and a
white t-shirt, I settle in on the couch.  Desperately needing a nap after
a night full of horrific nightmaress, I nuzzle against my couch cushion and
grab a blanket to protect me.  Attempting to close my eyes and seek
slumber, my eyes well with tears of grief instead.  My heart aches at the
thought of Alex leaving.  I wish I had enough guts to pack and go with
him, but where would that get us?  A month of bliss for a lifetime of
misery?  Alex needs his career, not only for himself, but for his
grandmother.  Although the beginnings were immoral, his career is the one
thing he’s proud of, something he felt he accomplished.  I can’t take that
away from him.  


I peek up at the time and see
that it’s a little after eight.  Can I do this?  Wiping the
tears away, I pull myself up and look to the heavens for a sign of what to
do.  Mom, Dad, help me?!  I love him, a love I know you both
shared.  Please tell me what to do.  With my plea, I receive no
words of wisdom or flashing clues.  Knowing they are with me is the only
solace I receive as I grab my keys and head off to meet the end.  


**********


“What happened to us?  How
did we get here?”  I’m brought back to the present.  The looming
questions at hand linger in the smoke filled air as Alex stares at his empty
shot glass.  I look around the bar, searching for a sign on how to answer
the prolonged questions.  How did we get here?  In every way
possible, Alex and I are perfect for one another.  If it wasn’t for my
deal with the devil, then I would give into him.  I would let him take me
home and make love to me.  We would forget our pasts and just lose
ourselves in one another.


Instead, here we are.  Alex
is hours away from leaving for a month and I’m left baring the burden of loving
a man that I cannot be with.  It shouldn’t be this way.  Love should
prevail.  It should always prevail.  I guess not when you have a
sugar momma for a CEO and an ex-gigolo for a boyfriend.  Ouch!


“We got here because we started
something we should’ve known was doomed from the start.”  My words reek
with despair and failure.  It’s going to take a whole hell of a lot more
than that to convince him that I don’t want to be with him.    


“How can you say that? 
After everything we’ve been through.  Elyssa, I love you.  You love
me.  What happened to that?”  We’ve had so many trials and
tribulations throughout the past month, enough to last a lifetime.  And
through them all, we’ve remained in sync.  In love.  But love isn’t
enough.  Love won’t give his grandmother the care she needs and it definitely
won’t give him the career and lifestyle he deserves.  Although Arianna is
the devil in carnet, she also gave him opportunities in life; opportunities I
would never be able to provide him.  Opportunities he deserves.  


No, he has to believe what I’m
telling him is the truth.  I have to give him this much; if only for the
month.  But, he has to know that our relationship wasn’t all heartache and
sordid pasts.  He has to know how I feel about him.  He’s touched my
life in a way I never thought possible and for that I’ll bare my soul to him
one last time; at least to give him the reassurance that our time together was
the best time of my life.  Something he can hold onto until I figure all
this shit out.


With a sigh I begin, “Alex, I
love you.”  My words shock him, his eyes widen.  “I know I haven’t
told you for the past couple of days, but I do.  I always will.” 
Opening his mouth he begins to interrupt me, but I have to get this out before
I’m shattered.  Holding up my hand, I urge him to allow me to
continue.  “Being with you…I’ve had the most incredible experiences. 
I never imagined feeling for anyone the way I feel for you.  I used to
think love was a thing for fairytales, but you’ve given me more love in the
past few weeks than most people experience in a lifetime.  For that, you
will always have my heart.”


“Why does this feel like you are
saying goodbye?”


“Because you’re leaving.  So
much can happen in a month.”


“Elyssa…nothing has to
happen.  We can still be together.  I’ll call every day.  We can
visit each other on the weekends.  A month shouldn’t make you give up a
lifetime with me.”  


Unable to fight back the tears,
small droplets escape my eyes as I reach for a napkin.  Blotting away the
tears, I stumble on my words.  “Alex, I…”  


“Don’t…whatever you’re about to say,
just don’t.  I’m not giving up on us.  I choose you.  My mind is
made up.  If you don’t want me to go, just say it.  I’ll call Arianna
right now and tell her to send someone else.”  


I told Arianna he wouldn’t give
up.  I told her he’d fight for me.  


“That’s what I’m worried about,
Alex!”  My voice elevated.  “I can’t let you give up everything
you’ve worked so hard for.  You have other responsibilities besides me,
don’t you understand?”


“I know my
responsibilities.  I know I have to think of my grandmother, but I can do
something else.  We don’t have to end things.  Isn’t a month of
separation worth a lifetime with me”


“I’d never be able to live with
myself if you made a decision you’d end up regretting.  You’re making
careless mistakes and they’re all because of me.”  Trying to calm myself
down, I reach for the ring on my middle finger.  My one solace in all of
this is the memory of my parents.  I need to try and keep myself in check,
to make sure he knows we can’t happen.  At least not right now.  


“Alex, let’s just call this month
what it is…a break.  When you come back, we’ll figure out where we are.”


“Damn it, Elyssa!  I don’t
want a break.  I don’t want a day to go by that I don’t talk to you…that I
don’t get to see your smile…that I don’t get to love you.”


How do I tell him I’ll be here
when he gets back?  I’ll figure out a way, he just has to trust me. 
“Alex even if we’re on a break, I’m not going to be with anyone else.  Do
you really think I could go from having you, my perfect complicated man, to
settling for another?  I would rather spend a lifetime alone than to
pretend with someone else.  I need you to focus on what you have to do,
instead of worrying about us.”  Let me worry about us.


Alex looks bleak as he sits in defeat,
not knowing what else to say.  Both of us stare at our separately clasped
hands resting on the tarnished table, only inches apart.  I want nothing
more than to reach over and hold him, to assure him of my feelings, but I
can’t.  Instead, we stare.  Both depleted of any words, we are left
gazing into each other’s eyes.


Breaking our connection, I see
Alex rest his eyes on the luggage I hadn’t noticed before.  “I took a cab
here, hoping you would bring me to the airport or that you’d ask me to stay.”


With clenched teeth I lift my
head to the ceiling, unable to hold back the stream of tears.  I want him
to stay, more than anything.  I don’t want him getting on the plane, going
to New York, or leaving me here to struggle without him.  I want him to
stay.  My heart beats faster.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay
strong enough to get through this night.  


We both stand, and as Alex bends
down to grab his luggage, I reach out and caress his arm.  His flight
isn’t until midnight, and I need more time with him; time to prepare for his
absence.  Time to remember every detail of him, his arms, his body, his
mouth.  Time to remember how it felt to be loved by him, before I’m left
alone once again.


“I can’t ask you to stay, but I
don’t think I can say goodbye yet.”  


Setting his luggage in the trunk,
we both settle in our seats before I start the engine.  Staring out the
front window, I can’t hide my sadness.  Reaching over, I bring his hand to
rest on my heart, to feel his closeness.  Searching his eyes for forgiveness,
a single tear has escaped my heavy eyes.  I need him to know he still has
me.  I need him to know I’m not lost.  I need him.    


“I want to take you somewhere
before you leave.”  


~~~~~


After a twenty minute drive we
finally arrive at Alex’s place of solace.  Sitting in the silent car, the
pressure is too heavy.  I have to get out, to release some of the
heaviness that is in my heart.  Leaving him in the car, I walk towards the
never ending skyline of lights and darkness.  The wind has picked up and a
chill runs through me as I look out at the vast city.  The view from here
is daunting when you think of the millions of people sitting just out of your
reach.  Just like Alex.  Just out of my reach.  I can hear his
footsteps behind me, sending another chill down my body.  Wrapping my arms
around myself, I feel alone.


“You know this place will always
remind me of you.  Beautiful, limitless…”


“Deserted?”  Coming up from
behind, Alex wraps his arms around me.  His arms thaw the chill that was
spreading across my body.


Turning in his arms, I look up
the length of his body into his cheerless eyes.  “I’m not abandoning
you.  You’re the one leaving.”  


“You won’t ask me to stay.” 
He reaches down, caressing my cheek with the back of his fingers.  “I’m so
confused right now.  You said you want a break, but you don’t want to be
with anyone else.”


“Just get through this
month.  Focus on work and when you get back we’ll see what happens. 
Besides, you might meet some hot sophisticated blonde while you’re thousands of
miles away.”  I bow my head, unable to look him in the eyes.  The
last thing I want is for Alex to be with someone else, but the reality of the
situation is that Alex is extremely attractive.  He’s successful and
intelligent and any woman would be lucky to have him at her side. 


“I wish you would stop saying
that.  I don’t want anyone else.  I only want you.”  Leaning
down, he grazes his lips along my neckline as his hand moves down my
body.  “I know you want me.  I can feel how your body reacts to my touch.” 
And on cue, my body trembles as his fingers reach the hem of my shirt, lifting
the edge so his hand can explore my bare skin.  “I know you love
me.”  Taking my mouth into his, he kisses me with such fervor that I can
feel my loins ache with need.  Resting his forehead against mine, he
tightens his embrace, “Elyssa, please…”  


Reaching up I wrap my arms around
his neck.  “I do want you.  I’ll always want you, Alex.”  


Looking me directly in the eyes I
can see his desire looming.  “I don’t give a fuck about the break you want
right now.  All I want is to be with you…inside you…loving you.” 
Once again his hand lightly feathers up the length of my body, caressing every
curve.  “I want to make love to you…right now.  I want my last memory
to be of us…together.”


I want the connection, too. 
Boy, do I want the connection.  It’s been days since we made love, and my
body craves him, it needs him.  Seeing the ambivalence in my eyes, Alex
lifts me, laying my body on top of the hood of my car.  Swiftly, he
blankets me, kissing, sucking, grinding.  His hands push up the hem of my
shirt moving my bra aside.  Revealing my bare breasts, my nipples harden
against the cold breeze.  His tongue laps against my quivering breasts
sending shocks of pleasure through my body.  He always knows where to
touch me.


“God Alex,” I pant, digging my
fingers in his back as his grinding becomes more forceful.


His hips come to a halt as he
looks me in the eyes.  “Promise me you’ll wait for me.”


“Alex...” I urge him to continue,
placing my hands on his ass, not wanting to speak.


“Promise me,” he whispers,
breathing ragged.  


“I promise, Alex. 
Please…”  I yearn for this, for his touch, for his need.  I can’t
imagine sharing myself with anyone else.  Why does this feel so right,
when I know it’s so wrong?  I shouldn’t be giving in to my want, but do I
have any other choice?  He’s here, and soon he’ll be gone.  I need
him to trust me, that what I’m doing is for him.  Maybe this is my only
way of showing him I’ll be here when he gets back.  I have to give him
something.  


Looking into my eyes, he
continues his movement.  “I love you.  All I’ve ever wanted was
you.”  


“I love you.”  


Damn it.  Damn it. 
Damn it.  Our
moment is interrupted as the light of an approaching car breaks our connection,
revealing the tears streaming down my face.  This is too much.  Knowing
we’ve been caught, we straighten up and slide down the hood of my car.  As
much as I want more, I am slightly thankful we were interrupted.  This is
just too much for not only one, but two hearts to bear.


Letting the car pass, Alex
approaches and lifts my chin with his forefinger, searching my face for
answers.  I don’t want him to go.  I want him to stay with me, figure
things out, fight.  But, what I want and what needs to be done are two
different paths.  And unfortunately, I’ve already made the decision on
which path we will take.  The results, of which, I’ll have to live with
for the rest of my life.  My decision to keep him safe.  


“We should go,” my voice is
solemn as I frown up at my heart.


“We’ll figure this out,
Hart.”  


His relentless kissing has made
my knees weak.  Again, I don’t know if I am strong enough to get through
this night.  Both of us take a deep breath, leaning our heads against each
other, not knowing what we’re doing.  Knowing we have to get out of here,
he takes my hand and opens the door for me.  I start the engine as Alex
walks around the car to get into the passenger side.  My own perfect
tragedy; so amazing with everything he does.  Positioning himself in the
passenger seat, Alex smiles at me.  The first panty dropping smile I’ve
seen in days.  


“Ready to go?”  He
reluctantly nods, holding my hand as we drive away.


~~~~~


“You have everything you need?” I
blink, trying to stop the threatening tears.


“Almost.”  Alex looks at me,
trying to open me up with his stare.  “Only thing I’m missing is knowing
we will be okay.”  


Can I give him the assurance he
needs?  Do I even have a choice?  If it will get him through the next
month, if that’s what he needs, I’ll give him as much as I can.


“Alex I told you, I’m not going
to be with anyone else.  I want you to focus on getting what you need
done.  I want you to be free to do whatever you want…even if that means
meeting someone out there.”  The thought of him touching anyone else
causes my body to tense with anger.  Grrrr…


“You keep saying that.  Is
that what this is about?  You’re worried I’ll meet someone else?”


“I’m just saying if you do,
you’re not tied down.  I want you to be able to go out and have fun,
without the thought of hurting me.”  Maybe this time away will help dull
his pain.  Give him some time for closure.  For me it won’t, but I
can only worry about him.  Even though I’ll be here and everything I do
will remind me of him, I only have enough strength to worry about one of us
right now.  And I chose him.  I’ll always choose him.


“I told you, I made my choice,
and that choice is you.  If you need this month to get your head wrapped
about my past, then I understand and I don’t blame you.  But it isn’t
going to change how I feel about you.  I want you…forever.”


Reaching up, I wrap my arms
around his neck and bring his mouth to mine.  Sucking on his bottom lip, I
tighten my grip.  Alex lifts me and places my legs around his waist. 
Suddenly déjà vu sets in and a feeling of terror comes over me.  


“I’m trying not to be selfish.”


“You can be selfish with me all
you want.”  Placing his forehead against mine we stay still in our
embrace, soaking each other in.  “You have the IPod I gave you?”  I
nod as I close my eyes, relishing in the moment.  Giving me one last
surprise, Alex begins to softly sing in my ear while we remain tangled up in
one another.  “So kiss me and smile for me…tell me that you’ll wait for
me…hold me like you’ll never let me go…”


A brief smile is all he gets
before I break out in sobs, clinging to him as I cry uncontrollably.  “I
love you…so much Alex.  Remember that every day.  I’ll miss
you.”  I place my head against his shoulder.  The feel of his hand
gently running up and down my spine is the only comfort I feel.  


“Now boarding American Airlines
Flight 1738.”  Thank God, he’s not even on United.  That would
have been too much to bear.


“I have to go,” he whispers in my
ear, but doesn’t release me.


“I know.”  Tightening my
arms around him, I close my eyes.  Picturing a perfect world where Alex
and I have endless hours to enjoy each other and infinite hours to indulge in
our love.  Lowering my legs, my feet hit the ground.  I reach up and
smudge away the remnants of my tears on Alex’s neck.


Bending down, he places one last
kiss against my lips, holding my body closer.  “I love you, my
Hart.”  Picking up his luggage Alex walks away pausing momentarily and
turns, “It’s just a month, don’t forget me.”  I smile and place a hand
over my heart before blowing a kiss.  Turning, he walks towards his
terminal.  


But unlike my dream, I don’t run
towards him and beg him to stay.  Instead, I solemnly walk back to my
car.  As I approach my door, I don’t feel the ground beneath me shake and
there is no billow of smoke and fire.  Everything is right in the world
because I know Alex is safe and on his way to New York; thousands of miles away
from Arianna and her malevolent intentions.  Mom, Dad…please keep my
heart safe.


Driving down Sunset Boulevard, I
turn into the parking lot by the airport.  Lying on the hood of the car, I
watch the flights take off knowing one of them has my heart safely in
tow.  Please be safe.  I pray silently to myself as I continue
to watch each departure.  It’s only a month.  A month so Alex can forget
what we were; what we could’ve been.  Or, a month for me to figure out a
way to be with him.  Only a month.


As tears silently stream down my
face, I reach for my vibrating phone.


*Hey…it’s Oliver.
Couldn’t sleep and was hoping you couldn’t either. Call me…*
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“Fuck, that was amazing!” 
Through the vanity mirror I glance over at him, excited, naked, and running his
fingers over his shaved head.  “Possibly the best sex I’ve ever had.” 
Suddenly his eyes soften and a hint of sadness reaches his pathetic face as
realization sweeps over him.


If this is going to work, I need
to show my soft side; well at least pretend to have a soft side. 
Standing, I walk towards him.  His skin is glistened with sweat and his
muscles are flexed, pumped from the hour of exertion.  Running my finger
from his bare toes, down the top of his shins and thighs, I stop and eye his
partially erect manhood.  I may need to take him for another test drive,
but that will have to wait until later.  No, right now we have business to
discuss.  Sitting up, he wraps his arms around my thighs and nuzzles
against my navel.


Reaching down, I run two fingers
over his stubbly head and coo at him.  “What’s wrong?  You were
wonderful.  I really can’t fathom why she would have left you in the first
place.”  He was light-years ahead of my current prospect in bed,
but I have enough left in me and know I’m able to rise to the challenge and
teach him a thing or two.  


“You’ve shown me a new side to
you; one that I never knew existed.  I’m pleased with how tonight has
gone.  Aren’t you?”  Lying was never hard for me to do, especially
when it came to sex.  Sex is a bargaining tool and if used right it can
get you what you need in life.  He knew this and he used that fact
to his benefit.  He was smart, not like this pathetic scrap of a
man kneeling before me.  


I roll my eyes as his whiney
voice echoes through the bedroom.  “I’m fine.  I’m just worried about
her.  If you care about her and you have her best interests at
heart, how can live with yourself after sleeping with me?  The only reason
I’m here is that you said you knew something that could bring us back
together.  You know I would do anything to have her back.”  Oh, I
do.  Those words alone seal the deal.  This is almost too
easy.  And, when this is all through, both of my boys will know exactly
where their place is….right under my Jimmy Choo.  


I run my finger across his jaw
line and tilt his head up to look at me.  “I didn’t lie.  There is
something that Elyssa and I both need your help with.  However, I asked
you over here with the full intention of fucking you into submission first.”


Silence.


Pushing him down, I climb onto
the bed.  Standing, straddling him, I grip one of the posters.  I
always wanted a four poster bed in an outrageously expensive fuck pad.  My
wish was granted. Below me is a pathetic little boy, one that may need a
little nurturing, but I’m up for this.  I’ve already done so much for him
and he doesn’t even know it yet.  It’s nice having a new project; one that
has so little knowledge on just how much I’ve already infiltrated his
life.  As soon as I tell him, he’ll have nowhere to go.  He’ll have
to stay with me.  


I can no longer resist the urge
to show him who owns his broken little heart.  I smirk as he grips my
calves, watching as hunger replaces the once pathetic sympathy in his
eyes.  Running his hands up and down my legs he asks, “You need my
help?  For what?”  


Oh, if he only knew what I’m
about to give him.  


“You know how much Elyssa means
to me, don’t you?”  He nods, but I’m not sure if he believes me.  I
see I might need to lay it on a little thicker.  Wouldn’t want him to
think any less of me.  Ha.  “Well, she’s been a part of my world
since the day she was born.  I would do anything for her, which includes
making sure man whores like Alexander James don’t get their claws into
her.”  And there it was…Cole’s priceless face.


Slumping his shoulders, he lets
the breath slowly disengage from his body as his arms drop to his sides. 
“What does this have to do with me?”


Good.  He’s listening. 
Lowering myself, I straddle his hips.  “I know Elyssa means well, but I
don’t think she knows what she’s gotten herself into.  I do.  I also
know how much you are struggling.  I know how much you want to graduate
and your financial situation is making it hard for you to finish that
dream.  What I’m going to offer you will ease that struggle.  I will
show you that if you play your cards right you will never be alone, never wanting
for anything.”  That’s right dear sweet naïve Cole; you will either end up
with Elyssa or stay in my bed.  Either way, I’ve got you.


“Arianna, I see your lips moving
and hear words coming out of your mouth, but you aren’t saying anything. 
You are talking in circles and I’d appreciate it if you just move it
along.  Tell me what the fuck I’m doing here or I’m going to leave,” he
breathes, unsympathetically.


I can feel my blood
boiling.  You don’t get to tell me what to do, you horrible excuse for
a man!  You are mine now.  The moment you walked into this room and
fucked me.  You.  Are.  Mine.  I don’t think he realizes
who he’s talking to…but, fuck.  I need him.  


Calm down, Arianna.  You do
need him.  


“I’m sorry, you’re right. 
Please let me explain and excuse me if I am being too forward.  As I’ve
already said, I want nothing more than to protect Elyssa.  With that
protection, I mean for her not to get hurt and if you do this right, she
won’t.  I’m going to ask a lot of you, but know I will compensate you, in
more ways than one.”  I grind against his partially erect member to fully
explain my intentions and notice his heavy eyes perk up, and decide he’s in
this.  


“I need you to follow her.”


“What?!  No. 
Absolutely not.  I will not follow her.  She has made it perfectly
clear she wants nothing to do with me.”  Pushing me off his lap, he turns
to stare at me.  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.  Is that what
this is about?  Do you think you can use me?”


Great.  I have to deal with
a vagina now.  I thought he had balls.  “No, no; no one is using
anyone.  I am looking out for Elyssa’s best interests.  It’s what her
parents, what her mom, would want of me.  And trust me; Alex is not in her
best interests.  Besides, I could give you the world.  You would want
for nothing.  I give, you give and take.  We both win.”  


Shaking his head, Cole slumps
back down on the bed.  “You realize this isn’t going to work, right? 
She’s too smart for her own fucking good, and she’s going to hate me for
this.  She’s going to hate you.  How are we going to live with that?”


“Don’t worry about me.  She
already hates me.  I’m okay with playing the bad guy with her, because
she’s too sweet and innocent to end up with him.  She needs
protection from herself.  She needs us, Cole.  Don’t you see?”  


I can tell he’s pondering what
I’ve offered and with his financial debt, I know it won’t take long.  He
doesn’t need to know the details yet, but I’m going to assume he’ll ask and
when he does…he’ll know I’m not playing around.  Alex thought he got lucky
when he met me, but Cole will think I’m his four leaf clover. 


Sitting beside him, I watch
closely as his facial features turn from one of disgust, eyes crinkled, to one
of resolve as I watch all the air leave his body.  Crawling behind him, I
gently start to massage his back.  


“What do you mean, I have to
follow her?  Like everywhere, follow her?  I have a life you
know.  I have school and work, not to mention friends,” he fumbles.


“First of all, I know this is a
lot to ask of you.  I know she’s your best friend, someone you love. 
She is someone I love, too.  So, for me to ask this of you, I know I have
to give you the balance you need,” I reiterate with a smug look on my
face.  Now facing me, he can see that I mean business, with a little
pleasure on the side, of course.


“I’ve already taken the liberty
of calling Jacobi’s and letting them know you won’t be returning to their fine
establishment,” I mock.  I’ve never been to this hole in the wall bar, nor
will I ever based on my conversation with the manager.  He was rude and
belligerent and he had the audacity to ask me to pay him to make sure Cole
never worked there again.  “I told them you appreciated them allowing you
to work there, but that you had ‘things’ you needed to tend to.  And those
‘things’ didn’t involve wasting your time with menial bartending chores.”


Eyes wild, “You did what? 
Those were my friends.  Seriously, who do you think you are?”


“I did just do that.  And I
know who I am.  Do you?  I’m beginning to wonder if you’ve ever taken
a step back and looked at what your life has become.  It’s not
pretty.  I want to change that for you.  I can change that for
you.  Let me, Cole.”


“I can’t believe you quit for me,
like you’re my mom.”


“Oh, sweet boy; I’m no one’s
mom.  I am, however, the woman you just fucked.  The woman’s name you
screamed not twenty minute ago when you came so hard your eyes rolled to the
back of your head.  I know who I am.  Now let me tell you who you are
about to become.”  My bitch.


“Now that you’re unemployed, you
only have to worry about two things.  Finishing school and watching Elyssa
for me.  When you aren’t at school, you will be watching her like a
hawk.  Thankfully, I spoke with your professors and they were willing to
rearrange your schedule.  You no longer have any classes after three,
which will afford you the time to see her home every day.  You will only
have to watch her at night, making damn sure that she doesn’t see you.  If
she does, you will play it off that you were doing whatever it is you used to
do before this.  She cannot know you and I are involved.  Ever. 



“I want you follow her and report
back to me on a daily basis.  I want to know what time she comes home, who
she goes out with, where she goes when she leaves her apartment.  I want
to know who shows up at her apartment and I especially want to know if Alex
gets anywhere near her.  If Elyssa is with Alex at anytime day or night,
you are to call me immediately.”


Cole’s body tenses and I know
he’s about to reject the offer.  I won’t let that happen.  Sitting up
on my knees, I blanket his back and pull him close to me, gently tugging his
ear with my teeth.  I hear a slight moan as he relaxes into me. 
Raking my nails against his cool, hard stomach from his navel to his nipples,
he shivers and I know I’ve got him.  Right where I want him.


“In turn, I will compensate you,
in more ways than you can imagine.  You, Cole, will want for
nothing.  I have already placed five thousand dollars in your bank account
and tonight was just a taste of the things I will do to you.”  


Purring, I continue. 
“Whatever she does, I want to know about.  Nod if you understand.” 
He nods, eyes shut.  Turning his face to mine, I kiss him deep, making his
breathing erratic.  “Wherever she goes, you will follow.”  He nods,
hands grasping at my dark blue baby doll, pushing me back into the sheets.


Growling, “I own you.”  He
nods, as he climbs on top of me, burying himself deep inside.  


Oh, how I own you, baby boy.
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