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Inner Core
 


Chapter 1: One in Seven Billion
 
The arrivals hall at O’Hare is relatively busy, particularly for a Sunday morning, but it’s a good thing. The larger the crowd, the more people I can spy on, like some twisted stalker. I can’t help but wonder what a professional would say about this questionable habit of mine.
I needed distraction. I had to get out of the house, out of the bubble of emotional and mental torture. I was going insane. I had to get away from the tense gloom that had descended unbidden over my parents’ home since we got the horrifying news about Steven, my younger brother who’s a combat medic deployed in Afghanistan. We are a fraction of a family, waiting to hear news of the segment that makes us complete, desperately hoping that we will be whole again. Each one of us in our own way dreads the thought we won’t. It’s been a nerve-wracking twenty-four hours that seem like a lifetime of waiting, waiting for any sort of news that will either shatter our lives or ensure that our Steven survived the suicide bomber that exploded next to his platoon’s convoy in Kabul. 
I wade through people standing in groups and those waiting solo, making my way toward a bench just in front of the sliding doors that are continuously pouring with passengers from incoming domestic flights. Abruptly I halt, taken by my image as it reflects on the glass doors ahead. I am pale. I am disheveled, my long wavy blonde strands pulled up in a messy bun, my usually dark brown eyes without their vivid glee. Even my freckles don’t seem to add the liveliness they usually do.  I guess I look as worn as I am inside. 
I settle on the bench and think about how the airport is the best place to defuse some of the frustration, anxiety and pain I’ve been abiding for far too long now. It's a place that has always proved successful in seeding hope in me, like a parallel universe which brings people together, which helps cease longing. And with the thought of longing, the thought of Daniel involuntarily drifts into my mind, accompanied by the unbelievable ache I’ve been carrying inside my heart since we went our separate ways two weeks ago.
Truth be told, he never really leaves my mind. The thought of him hovers constantly, whether I like it or not.  
The sound of his voice when I called him last night plays vividly in my head now. How my name sounded like a prayer of redemption coming from his lips. How my heart missed a beat at his emotionally saturated tone. How every part of me drew to it, in hope. And how reality and sense crashed down, strong and illuminating, at the faint sound of my dying phone. 
It was a wakeup call in the form of a dying line. And just like that, he was gone again. Gone like my courage and the confidence that getting back together was the right thing to do. As much as I want him―with an almost irrational need―I also clearly know that I couldn’t possibly let myself be vulnerable again, as I unquestionably am when it comes to Daniel. I cannot imagine ever going through so much agony as I went through by this breakup. 
I need a timeout from these voices echoing Daniel’s name through my head; I can’t do this now. It feels as though I'm about to lose it. You need a quick exorcism, that’s what you need. I can’t have him occupying my thoughts this way. I’ll deal with everything Daniel when I get back home. I can’t handle both the anguish of worrying about Steven and the ache for Daniel. There's only so much my heart and my brain can take at a time if I don't want to risk being committed. 
An unpleasant numbness slowly spreads over my backside from the hard plastic surface of the bench, prompting me to shift in my seat. I watch the scene before me, of the expectant crowd as they wait for their loved ones. A sparkle reflected from a mylar red balloon floating above even the highest of heads in the herd draws my attention.  A breeze from the automatic exit doors tilts the balloon hypnotically from side to side, encouraging my gaze to deeper fixate on it and the background gradually blurs away. I stare at the fine string that tethers the balloon to someone's hand. A security announcement funnels in the background, urges people to not leave their belongings unattended. I drop my stare lower, to the chubby little hand holding the balloon. It belongs to a child standing with a woman who I guess is his mother.  I study the delicately freckled features that ornament the child's sweet round face. My heart flutters when my gaze pauses on his hazel eyes: a shade lighter, and they would be identical to the ones I so long to drown in. And I recycle, yet again, my memories of Daniel, of the call last night and his voice that manifested relief for us both. 
Did I make the right decision not to call him back? The dying line took away my courage and any bit of assurance I had in me when I dialed his number. You did the right thing, Hales. Stop beating yourself up. Just stop!
And through my mulling a sudden spark draws my focus, the light of joy. Joy that could only be enticed from the lips of a cheerful child. The little boy holding the balloon giggles and runs to a man who waits, squatting, to receive him in his open arms. My heart swells at the sight; this is the very moment of why I love watching people at airports. As disturbing a habit as this is, these kinds of encounters are just priceless. 
My gaze drifts to the herd of people coming out of the automatic doors behind the boy’s father. I gape at them, absorbed for a long while. I shake my head, take a deep breath, and check my watch. 
I should go before I show up on airport security radars as a suspected sleeper cell agent. Ungluing my body from the seat, I start to walk toward the exit that leads to the parking lot. 
Paid parking stub in hand, I buckle up and start the engine. Fragments of songs are blending into each other as I scan the channels, shifting the car into drive, and with nothing better to listen to, I leave the radio on a talk show. I roll my eyes at the idiocies that come out of the hosts' mouths. With a sudden urge for an iced caramel latte I start tapping my fingers nervously at the wheel. The swanky rental car in front of me doesn’t move, nor does it make any signs of moving soon. I inch forward, trying to see the driver causing this setback, and shake my head when I see a fluffy bob and a hunched shoulder that probably belongs to some older woman. C’mon! I honk once but it doesn’t seem to bother the person ahead.
Grandma, you of all people should know we live on borrowed time. Let the rest of humanity proceed with their lives. Urgh…
      My impatience grows with every passing second, I step out of the car, slam the door, and, cursing under my breath, stride toward the hazard.
I thump the window in subject, looking ahead while composing a quick tirade in my head. My feet, with a mind of their own, irritably stamp the ground and I grimace, waiting for a reaction from the nursing home tenant on the run. 
When she says, with the sweetest smile, “Yes sweetheart,” I just shake my head and return a sheepish grin. 
I say, “Have a nice day ma’am,” then turn on my heels and take my shamed self quickly back to my car.
Okay Hales, time to get it together. You might be a total wreck inside but do not let that loose on the general public. Get a grip, and fast.
After I leave the oh-so-blessed Starbucks, gulping the much desired cold, sweet, caffeinated beverage, I head back to my parents’ house, though it's the last place I really want to be. A taxi that stops right outside their gate distracts me while I try to rear park the sedan in the narrow slot next to my mom’s hybrid. STEVEN? My heart speeds up at the thought. When I anxiously step out of the car the taxi’s passenger door opens and I gasp. Even though I'm surrounded by an infinite amount of oxygen, none of it seems to enter my lungs. I gape at the passenger as he leaves the vehicle, and for a beat I actually lose my balance. The world around me stills; I am cemented to the asphalt, unable to move or preform any action, including breathing, other than to watch him, hypnotized―as though he were a figment orchestrated by my wild imagination. What the hell is he doing here? If I weren't immobilized I would pinch myself.
Daniel takes a few cautious steps toward me. His eyes are tense, assessing me from a distance. It all takes barely a moment―one that drags sluggishly, that feels like a lifetime―during which my heart beats in double time, wildly pounding in my ears. 
When he is finally a step away, I squirm absently, afraid my erratic heart will leap out of my ribcage. He halts inches away, gazing at me with his beautiful hazel eyes, just a thin layer of air separating us. I tilt my head up to look at him: Daniel, standing very much real right in front of me, his face stern, and his stare unfathomable. He crouches slightly, leveling his eyes with mine. There are countless emotions swaying over his handsome face. I try to take them all in til the most desired one appears and stays. The one I’ve been waiting much too long for. 
“Tell me what to do, Hales.” He breaks the tense silence with his familiar, low, hoarse voice, capturing my stare firmer with his. 
I watch him, dazed. My lower lip starts to tremble and I bite it to stop. Emotional tears prick at the corner of my eyes.
“'Cause I really don’t know what you want, and I don’t want to screw this up any further.” His voice is gentler as he watches me, searching for my reaction, his eyes clearly hinting at his anxiousness. To my astounded silence he adds, “I hope it’s not too late, and that I didn’t cross too many of your lines, and there’s still a chance to go back.” 
I blink, while experiencing the most severe heart pang, silently, standing there before him. 
He lets out a faint, soft sigh, “Please, baby, tell me what to do.” 
“Just hold me?” I manage to say weakly through my trembling lips while my heart makes its way to my throat, full with an overwhelming need for him. The first cathartic touch of his body against mine sends wild currents up and down my spine. I let myself lean into him, dissolving into his firm embrace as he swaddles me closely. I take in every ounce of the familiar, incredibly indulgent scent of fresh, lust, and male that is him. I close my eyes and melt into his warmth.
“I thought it was over. I thought you gave up on me,” he whispers in utter relief into my hair, his lips fluttering gently over the crown of my head. He tightens his embrace around me too forcefully, as if he isn’t about to ever let go. But it is so welcome; I cling to it with every single molecule of my grateful body. And it feels like the most natural thing in the world. 
“As if I’m even capable of doing that.” My words are a gasp of ultimate surrender, ultimate delighted surrender to my inner will, to him, to us. After two excruciating weeks I finally feel that I am exactly where I belong. And these fourteen days of painful eternity end in a single necessary, deeply desired embrace. 
D, you are so my one in seven billion.
“Steven is fine,” he says next in a soothing, low tone, still holding me close to him with my head resting over his hurriedly beating heart. 
My eyes shoot up, pursuing reassurance of what I’ve just heard, staggered. He bobs his head once, the empathetic, thin smile on his lips backing his words. My eyes fill with a glossy layer of tears as I cock my head questioningly, still not fully believing. 
“He's fine, Hales,” he repeats, calmly. My lips part reflexively in dismay. So many questions rush through my head. I can’t even catch up with my own train of thoughts. What is he doing here? How did he know I would be here? How did he know about Steven? Where did he get the information about Steven being fine? And before I can ask any of them, I am lost in the mixture of longing and relief transmitting through his eyes. They morph from hazel into something deeper. Something that stirs me deep inside. His lips slightly part, and his stare burns on my lips. He slowly inclines his chin toward me and with the slightest tilt of his head his lips drop to mine. 
I gasp.
The first touch is feather-like, hesitant. He slants his head back just enough to look at me closely, seeking my consent, his breath caressing my face. Next his mouth crushes to mine fervently. I part my lips to allow his tongue inside so it can recouple with mine. Our encounter is affecting every part of my body. His tongue traces the length of mine, commencing a thorough, demanding, delectable tour of my depths, taking me over. And with one sole kiss I am again utterly drunk on his taste, on his feel. It’s like therapy. Therapeutic recreation. After long moments in which we are floating in our own bubble, physically reuniting, kissing each other senseless, we reluctantly break our intense contact to come up for air. 
“What are you doing here?” I finally manage to ask, breathless. 
“I came for you,” his eyes owning mine. 
“You called me and you needed something, but I couldn’t reach you, so I came.” 
I gape at him with various emotions twirling through my head; they all conclude with just how much I love him. Regardless of everything that happened, I simply love him. 
“What was it that you tried to tell me last night?” He brushes aside a wayward golden curl that has landed on my cheek and deepens the intensity of his stare, looking right through every barrier inside me.
“That I needed you,” I answer in a quiet voice and return his gaze from under my lashes. He counters by squeezing me to his firm chest, wrapping me entirely in his calming hold. My head nestles comfortably in the nook under his chin as he breathes me in. 
“How are you, Hales?” he asks into my hair. 
I take in a deep, liberating, though still troublesome breath and bury my face against his chest.
“Everything is fine now, baby,” he whispers, pulling me closer, taking a firmer hold of me―an embrace that lasts many calming minutes. 
 
 


Chapter 2: Addressing the Mammoth
 
“Um, how did you know about Steven?” I ask, breaking our comfortable silence.
“Let’s talk about it over brunch. I’m starving.” I get a feeling that he isn't inclined to discuss my question, and for the time being I let it go. As long as Steven is okay, it can wait.
I tilt my head up and smile at him. “Then let’s get you fed. I know just the place.”
Daniel looks at me, then his eyes stray to the house. “Don’t you want to go in?”
“Not now.” My answer couldn’t sound any more determined.
I need to be alone with him now, without any third-degrees or awkward introductions. As thrilled as I am, the both of us have too much to talk about alone. As I take his hand in mine, leading us both to the car, I feel a strange cloth around his knuckles. I lift our linked hands to see what it is, and to my surprise I find a bandage.
“What happened to your hand?” My high tone doesn’t leave any hope of masking my exaggerated, to put mildly, panic. 
“Nothing special. Some side effects of boxing,” he mutters dryly, shrugging.
“Don’t you use gloves?” I rise the obvious.
“Not always,” he answers, smiling lopsidedly at my dubious expression. 
I bring his hand to my mouth and kiss the wound. From the corner of my eyes I can see a broadening stretch on his lips.
Settling in the driver’s seat, I watch Daniel as he makes his way to the passenger door; he sports a grey knitted hoodie that molds to his wide chest, snug jeans, black combat boots and a messenger bag across his back. His golden waves are unruly, falling back to reveal every part of his handsome, lightly tanned face. I sigh pleased, leisurely drinking in the sight of him.
As we buckle up in my dad’s car, Daniel asks where we're going, and I tell him about one of my favorite restaurants in the area, “Tavern on the Rush.” 
He nods impassively, confirming. 
“If we take I-90 it shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes, and with the nice weather today maybe we can sit in the patio café,” I say out loud, though it's more to myself.
“Whatever you suggest works for me. You are the local. Just hurry!” he mutters, sending me a fleeting, wicked grin while folding his Dr. Dre Beats in their travel case. He puts on his aviators and sits back in his casual stance.
“What was the plan? Hop on a plane and take the risk?” I send a teasing glance over to him. 
He twists his mouth into a scowl. “I called Natasha last night. She told me exactly how you were, and I decided I had to be there for you.” All traces of playfulness vanish from the planes of his face. Natasha, as in, my roommate-best-friend-eternal-soul-mate who happens to also be one of Daniel’s employees at his cyber security company. 
“Oh,” is all I manage to say with the numerous thoughts casting about in my mind. I guess that’s where he also got Steven’s details. 
I suddenly realize that I haven’t told my parents the news about Steven yet. It should have been the first thing I should have done as soon as I heard he was fine. I guess the recent emotional whirlwind clouded my right mind. 
“So, how did you get the information about Steven?” I ask. I need to have some background before making that call to finally let them out of their misery. 
“Remember the Thai deal?” 
How can I not. It was the same deal that kept him so consumed and stressed for so long. I affirm nodding.
“Well...” He sighs. “When you deal with foreign ministries of defense you liaison on a national level. So, bottom line, I used some of my connections to get information about your brother.” 
Judging from his expression as he concludes―the same one I grew to know so well―I am fully aware that this is the only information he will share with me on the subject. 
I call my parents next and share the news with them. When they ask where I got the information I find myself trapped in a corner. I never told them about Daniel, so I can’t just say he told me. And even if he doesn’t want to, he'll be able to clearly hear my conversation. Soon he’ll find out that I’ve never told my parents about him, and I’m not sure what he’ll make of that. 
When I tell them that I got the information from a good friend, Daniel’s eyes instantly dart to me, and he drops the polite pretense that he's not eavesdropping. I try to seem casual and shrug, but he doesn’t look like he's about to let it go. 
“They don’t know about me?” he asks as soon as I end the call, staring at me sideways in clear disappointment. I squirm in my chair, all of a sudden very attentive to the open road ahead, as if I'm slaloming through heavy traffic. 
“I didn’t want them to worry about me being upset, you know, with them having enough to worry about.” 
He's too still, studying me through narrowed eyes. He doesn’t seem even remotely convinced by or satisfied with my explanation.
“And before that? Didn’t you tell them about me when things were fine between us?” His stare is unsettling; I can feel it figuratively boring into me. 
Suddenly I feel bad about never telling them about him, especially considering that he made sure I met his mother and told her all about me right from the start. I try to make sense of my decision to remain silent and the answer becomes immediately clear: I wasn’t certain we would last long, or at all. I had so many doubts about his intentions; every sensible part of me felt that he would end up hurting me. And given the course of our intense, short relationship, I hadn't been that far off.  
“No, I didn’t,” I say quietly. 
He turns to look out the window and from a glimpse of the side of his face I can see the muscles in his jaw sawing under his bristly skin. Okay, if we've gotten to this point we might as well continue, now is a good of time as ever to face this topic. We should have discussed it a while ago.
“Are we going to address the real mammoth in the car?” 
He pivots his stare back to me and studies me with tapered eyes. He lifts his hands to his nose in a praying pose, the wheels of his mind visibly working. 
“You know, Daniel, the best way to solve a problem is to realize it exists first.” I bite my lips, shifting my eyes back and forth between the road and his face. I knew we'd have to deal with this issue sooner or later; we can't just sweep it under the rug and hope for the best. History has a tendency to repeat itself, and every time it has a greater impact. Hell if I go through this again with my eyes shut.
He rests his hand on my thigh and clears his throat. “Yes, I plead guilty for screwing things up, but I did serve my sentence. Hales, the thought of losing you was the most severe punishment I could get.” He glances my way and the sincere, determined look in his eyes overwhelms me with its intensity. “I should have trusted you from the beginning. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I should have asked you first for your side of the story,” he says, and my heart swells. He's admitting to something I never thought he would. Same thing that made me doubt any chance of full forgiveness. 
“But the thought of you, of all people, betraying me...” 
I cringe. 
“I guess I felt vulnerable, and I don’t do vulnerable, I don’t know how to deal with vulnerable.” He exhales audibly, frustrated. “I did think for a while there that you betrayed my trust—and you know just how highly I value trust. I saw nothing but red when I saw that article, Hales. And I shouldn’t have. I should have talked to you first.” He squeezes my thigh. “I apologize for the way I’ve treated you, baby. Never again. You deserve better and that’s what you’ll get.” He licks his lower lip and continues, “I’ll do anything not to lose you again.” The last part comes out softer, emotional.
A surge of otherworldy adoration fills my heart at the sincerity of his words. “Love” can’t begin to describe what I feel for you, D. After a quick glance at the rearview mirror I make a sharp turn onto the graveled shoulder and stop. Daniel looks back at the road quizzically. I bite my lips and yank on my seatbelt, hurriedly, climbing clumsily onto his thighs. 
“Woah.” He says in surprise. As he realizes what I'm doing, a sweet, crooked, boyish smile appears on his lips. I huff away a curl from my face, and he chuckles softly. His eyes light up, and lock with mine. “Hey there,” he says with a side smile.
I smirk. “To what do I have the honor?”  I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him feverishly. 
“I just had to,” I explain, grinning, as we pull back. He smirks and leaves a small, chaste kiss on my lips, I mirror him and we both chuckle somewhat goofily. He wraps me tight, and presses me to him. Through the hug complain comes from his stomach, a complain in the form of an aggravated grumble. I snicker and he shrugs. I pat his toned chest. “Okay, okay, I get it, food…”
“Will you be climbing your way back as elegantly and femininely as you got here?” He grins wickedly at me. “Or you might be using this great invention...” He taps the door. I give him a mischievous look, which he laughs off, and return the same way I came. He snickers, watching me amusedly, slapping my butt as it so “gracefully” moves past his chest. I buckle up and beam at him. As I hit the turning signal, Daniel says solemnly, “I meant every word I said.” It leaves me pensive and silent. On one hand, there’s so much I want to say back about how hurt I was, about how he can never act that way again if he wants us to work out—but on the other he's just apologized for the exact same things I wanted to confront him with. 
Should I keep chewing on this or should I just let it go? 
Daniel examines my face and his takes on a naughty look. “Miss Grace. Have you lost your words now? Do you need a moment?” I giggle and roll my eyes at him. “Well,” I say, “as long as we both agree that we should trust each other and communicate, this breakup wasn’t for nothing.” I choose the non-nagging option and put my hand on the palm resting on my thigh. He takes it in his, lifts it to his mouth and plants a warm, lengthy kiss. 
“Communication and trust, Daniel.”
“Communication and trust,” he repeats to the center of my palm.
“But,” I nearly stutter, slightly queasy, “I should also apologize.” His brows knit as he watches me. “I should have been more careful talking about your private life in public.” I chew on my cheek. “You can’t even imagine how bad I felt—and still feel—about all of that ending up public.” I swallow hard over the lump that has momentarily formed in my throat.
His answer to my apology is another kiss to the center of my hand and a warm, “I love you, Hales.” 
It takes all of my strength for tears not to roll down my face. “And me you, Daniel.” To outer space and back.
“Now that we got today’s pleasantries out of the way, where’s this restaurant you promised me?” 
I laugh and pull into the parking lot.
As we make our way to the entrance, I inquire about the new software release that had preoccupied him for far too long. “How is the situation at work? Is there any improvement?”
“There's some progress, I’d say. Frankly, I’m optimistic that we’ll eventually pull it off, though I have to still chaperone it more than I'd like.” His voice is weary as he says the last part. 
And yet here you are.
“I missed you,” he says, using his sometimes creepy innate talent to read my mind.
“I missed us,” I reply. 
The voluptuous young hostess smiles professionally as she approaches, then for real as she sees Daniel up close. Luckily there's a vacant table at the garden cafe, so she immediately seats us at the far end of the balcony.  
“Your waiter will be with you shortly. Enjoy your brunch,” she says, handing us our menus. She eats Daniel up with her ogling and concludes with a red seductive wide grin. I frown at her and glance at Mr. Oblivious, who’s deeply engaged in his menu. 
Without looking up, he reaches for my chair and pulls it closer til it touches his with the faint rasping sound of metal against metal. I smile at him and turn to get my sunglasses from my bag, cleaning them with the hem of my white cotton shirt before putting them on.  
“What do you want?” Daniel asks, tipping his chin at the menu. He adds, “You're still too far away. I need you closer.” He drinks me up with glittering eyes and that up-to-no-good curve of his lips—the same expression that has hijacked me so many times, it’s hard to keep count.
“I’m right beside you.” My answer is ornamented with a flirty tone.
“Still too far,” Daniel says. He opens his legs to allow some space between them, then turns to grab my bare legs that stretch out of my cutout jeans and drapes them between his. 
“This is a respectable place, you know.” 
“As if I give a fuck.” He grins and tugs my hand, pulling me close enough to connect his mouth to mine in a ravenous kiss.
 “Much better,” he murmurs, nibbling under my ear.
“I’ll have coffee,” I say. 
He arches an eyebrow, studying me carefully, his face a degree more on edge. “Have you eaten lately?” 
Define “eat”. If any sort of caffeine beverage is food, then yes; if not, then I'll go with no. Thanks to you…
“Eaten?” I play innocent.
He tilts his head to the side and twists his mouth in a “you're kidding, right?” look.
“Well?”
“Not much.” I look at him from under my lashes and send him a coy smile. 
“You’ll start now, even if I have to force feed you.” 
Stow away your feeding tube, psycho.
He looks at me for a minute and then laces his hands into the hair at my temples. His mouth curves up at the side to a small, pointed smile. 
Inclining his handsome face toward mine, he whispers into my lips, “God, I missed you.” The tip of his tongue traces my bottom lip and slowly but determinedly makes its way deeper. 
As we meet, our tongues start a slow, sensual dance. My blood warms up so quickly it feels like the tip of his tongue controls my body temperature. I lean toward him, and the hands that are twined through my hair draw me deeper into our kiss. 
A polite cough breaks the spell. Reluctantly, we break contact. We look at each other meaningfully, and before finally addressing the waiter I whisper back, “I missed you, too.” Daniel’s lips pull up and his eyes send me that special glee.
“What can I get you?” The waiter's voice prompts us to look up. 
“We’ll have a dozen oysters on the half-shell—six iced, six Rockefeller—the tuna avocado tartare, a lobster skewer and the Kobe club.” Huh? Are we menstruating or something?
“Anything to drink?” The pimpled guy turns his stare from me to Daniel and back.
“Kir Royal, a Bloody Mary and a double shot, extra hot cappuccino, and go easy on the froth.” I beam at him as he orders my coffee: exactly the way I like it. He turns to wink at me. I grin.
“Will that be all, sir?” 
“Yeah, thanks.” 
“And who, exactly, is going to eat all of that?” I have to ask; he ordered enough food for a small army.
“You.” For a moment I think he really means it, and I’m about to rant about waste and world hunger, but when his lips quirk up; I shake my head and smile.
“I’m starving, baby.” He pats his nonexistent gut.
As we wait for the food to arrive I tell Daniel about my weekend at my parents' and he fills me in on his last couple of weeks: long days at work and intense nocturnal workouts at his home gym.
“Hey, D.” I beam at him. He turns to give me his undivided attention.
“You know, you couldn’t be more wrong about Josh.” Creases form in his forehead as he regards me with a quizzical stare. That Ken-doll look-alike, preppy boss of mine with the Colgate smile.
“My boss, Josh. Not only is he not into me, he's gay, and he has a very distinguish taste for exotic-looking hotties.” My lips curve up. “Exotic looking hotties, as in, my beloved Ian.” My Ian that, apart from being a green eyed and flawlessly olive-skinned model, is also one of the few people who owns a chunk of my heart. 
“Well, you do cloud my judgement, Hales. I blame you.” He chuckles. “And I’m glad for you to be surrounded by gay men.” 
I roll my eyes at him and he snorts out a short laugh.
“Here you go.” The waiter sets our piles of food on the table and nods politely.
Daniel hands me a bubbly drink with a cherry at the bottom and lifts his Bloody Mary. “To lots of makeup sex.” He grins at me, and I clink his glass with a matching smile. 
He takes one of the iced oysters and looks at me with a suggestive, crooked stretch of his lip. “Head back. Open your mouth,” he commands in his husky, authoritative voice. I eye him in sheer contentment. 
From shattered to this, in the blink of a night sleep. 
As I oblige, he slides the oyster out of the shell, through my parted lips. I let the salty, lemony, chilled delight slide down my throat, savoring every bit of it. Before I manage to straighten my posture, his hand holds me firmly at the nape of my neck, bringing me closer to him while his nose nuzzles at my temple. His lip brushes mine slowly, very slowly. A surge of warmth nestles in my stomach. 
I indulge Daniel with the same feeding treatment I so enjoyed just a moment ago. 
As I turn to take a sip of my drink, he suddenly drifts away. I study him, alerted by how his forehead wrinkles and his lips form into a tense, thin line. 
“What is it?” I stop with the glass next to my lips.
“There’s something I need to tell you, Hales,” he says low, causing immediate tension, tension that keeps on building while Daniel takes his time weighing his words.
Once he finally opens his mouth to speak a short chime interrupts us from under the table. I look at him warily; I can’t help feeling concerned.
What does he have to tell me, especially looking this grave? He twists his mouth and curses under his breath something incoherent about timing as he breaks our intense eye contact. Fetching his phone from his pocket, he checks the screen, then answers with an annoyed air. Right after a short exchange of single words in his ragged trait that don’t make much sense to me, he suddenly loosens up and chuckles, then hands me the phone with an amused half-smile. 
“For me?” I ask, surprised.
He nods and takes a swig of his drink, ending it with a lick of his lip.
“Hello?” I answer tentatively, my eyes still roaming over Daniel, who is now doing a mighty fine job of inhaling the food on the table. 
“Gorgeous!” Ian’s cheerful voice nearly punctures my eardrum, channeling my full attention to him. 
“Hey, you.” I pull the devise away from my ear, fearing further possible damage.
“So, there's a rumor going 'round here about termites invading the Windy City.” I giggle, recalling Ian's absurd theory that Daniel and I are one another’s termites with the ridiculous logic that terminates mate for life.
“Well, I can certainly validate this rumor for you,” I respond, glancing at Daniel, and am rewarded with his trademarked lopsided, bad boy grin from above a burger. 
“I told you,” says Ian. I can almost hear his smug smirk over the phone. “And I couldn’t be happier for you guys. Did you already have makeup sex?”
“Ian…” I scold him teasingly, stirring the liquid in my tall glass.
“If you haven’t, take shots and send me dirty messages.”
“I’ll make sure to add it to my to-do list.” 
Dread settles over his voice as he asks if we've heard anything about Steven. 
“He's alright,” I answer calmly.
“Oh really? That's great. How d’you know?” he asks, with noticeable relief.
“My amazing boyfriend.” I smile at Daniel, who counters with a nibble of my neck. I purr, and Ian says, “Okay now, I wanted visual material, not audible, you tart.” I giggle and let Daniel continue his tongue's tour of the spot behind my ear.
“Gorgeous, I’m glad for you, and glad I won't have to convert after all.” 
I snicker. “I love you too, Ian.”  
Daniel’s expression as I turn to hand him back his phone makes me freeze for a beat. His eyes on me are so intense that for a moment I’m worried. His expression turns a shade somber. 
“What?”
“You know Hales...” He takes my hand in his. I study him, concerned. “The first time I kissed you,” he pauses, lost for a moment, “...it was like, I don’t know...” His eyes melt into mine. “I felt connected, to… fuck, anything, for the first time.” I nod, fully understanding what he's trying to convey not so coherently. And seal my acknowledgment with a kiss. 
 
Daniel and I pass the next few hours lost in our own universe, talking about the time we spent apart, even the smallest details. We embrace, strolling barefoot on the sandy coast of Oak Street Beach. Though I'm supposed to be used to this town, having lived here for the greater part of my life, every time I visit it I'm taken by the contrasting beauty of Lake Michigan against the spectacular view of the city skyline. 
When the sky darkens and the sun slowly descends, we finally leave for my parents’ house. I have to spend some time with them and pack before going back home. We still have a few hours before our redeye back. On the short drive back Daniel makes a quick call to arrange for my ticket to be upgraded so we would be sitting together. 
 


Chapter 3: Meet the Parents
 
“Mom, Dad, I’m back,” I call out as we enter my parents’ house.
“Lely, the dryer should be done in ten so you can start packing. When did you start wearing all this skimpy underwear?” 
Daniel snorts, and I exhale audibly, sending my eyes to the ceiling.
“You can skip those, too. I'd rather have you naked twenty-four seven,” he mumbles into my ear. He gives my butt a thorough, slow caress that sparks an immediate frisson up the small of my back.  
“I’m not alone,” I yell back. 
My mother peeps her head out from the corridor and smiles, her kind freckled face alight with warmth. “Oh, you do have company.”
“Nice to meet you Mrs. Grace.” Daniel stretches his hand out as she gets nearer. It’s kind of funny watching my mom trying to “subtly” study him. The curious thoughts that run through her are anything but invisible. Her smile literally glows as she meets Daniel’s hand with her own.
“Same here,” Her eyes shamelessly run the length of him, again. “Oh, and please call me Julie.” She flashes Daniel the sweetest smile and glances at me pointedly.
Oh well, here goes… “This is Daniel, my boyfriend.” 
“Oh, then I’m even more glad to meet you now, Daniel, Hayley’s boyfriend.” 
Daniel rewards my mother with one of his hang-tight-you're-about-to-be-swooned smiles.
“So you have a boyfriend now, Lely.” She frowns at me slightly, reaffirming what I've already gathered: I’ll have some explaining to do.
“Are you from around here?” she asks as she gestures for us to come in, leading us to the living room.
“No, I’m actually from San Francisco.” 
She glances over her shoulder at the both of us and I feel obliged to add some explanation.
“Daniel flew in this morning. He was the one who brought the news about Steven.”
“You flew all the way here to deliver firsthand news?” She raises an incredulous eyebrow, eyeing him for a short moment. “Which, by the way, I couldn’t thank you enough for.” She watches us with unconcealed curiosity.
“No need, I’m glad I could help.” Daniel gives my mother a gentle smile and a nod. “Besides, I missed Hayley and wanted to be there for her.” He sends a downcast glance my way.
Can she sense something wasn’t kosher between us? My mother smiles warmly and squeezes Daniel’s palm in silent gratitude before gesturing for us to be seated. For a space of a minute we lose her as she absently, almost inaudibly, murmurs, “Though I need to see my kid in the flesh before I can actually stop worrying”
“Where’s Dad?” I ask, shaking her out of her short muse. We might as well get that second intro out of the way while we're at it. 
“With a patient. Some emergency.” She crooks her mouth as if to say again. “He should be back soon. What are you both drinking?” she asks. She's still gaping at Daniel while she waits for our replies.
“Coffee would be great, thanks ma’am.”
“Same here.”
When she turns toward the kitchen, Daniel mutters, low enough just for me to hear, “Would have been better if they knew about me Lely, wouldn’t it?” 
I slightly twist my mouth, but have to agree he has a case.
“You made your point.” 
He smiles at me but the smile stays on his lips. Let. It. Go.
“Can I leave you here for a few minutes and go tell my mom about how amazing you are?” I give him my sweetest cajoling grin and a nudge. He sighs, his smile warmer now. 
“Sure.” He starts checking emails on his phone. 
 
“How long?” My mom asks with no preface as I enter the kitchen. She doesn’t look at me, but remains engaged with the four white ceramic mugs she fills with warm water from the kettle. 
“For a while now.”
“Hmm, mmm.” She twists her mouth in a disappointed frown. 
“I just wasn’t sure how serious it was.” I try to wheedle, but she stops and turns to look me square in the eyes. Straightening an invisible wrinkle in her white cotton dress, she says, “Flying all the way here for less than a day seems quite serious on his part.” Her undertone doesn’t stir me much, as I'm too caught up in how his actions translate his feelings for me.
“Well, you know what, Lely? As long as he puts this kind of happiness on your face I’m glad for you, and the rest doesn’t really matter.” She kisses my forehead and stirs the steaming coffee, sending its strong aromatic roast fragrance into the air. Confident I got this one smoothed, I return to join the man in question, who regards me with a tender stare.
“You two will make such beautiful babies.” 
Holy Hell, where did that come from?
My mom couldn’t look more confused and ashamed as she stares at us with big eyes from the corridor, tray in hand. I’m pretty sure she didn’t intend to say that one out loud. And if she weren't holding that tray, her hand would probably fly up to cover her mouth. Innocent or not, I could still strangle her.

I shift in my chair, hoping I was the only one who actually heard that, knowing fine well I wasn’t.
“True, we would, ma’am,” Daniel says in a clear voice, giving her a megawatt grin while grazing my knuckles with his thumb. Both my mom and I flash him awkward, dismayed glances. He turns to look at me and a hint of a mischievous smile flickers at the side of his lips. 
“We would. Look at you.” He shrugs. The side smile turns into a full smirk, to my discomfort. I don’t know exactly where it's coming from, but a short heat wave spreads across my cheeks, which prompts my mom to swallow her own wide smile and look away, highly amused.
My dad, entering the room, watches the three of us, his eyes narrowed in noticeable displeasure. 
“Dad!” I jump to my feet, not sure why. Perhaps the mildly aggrieved look he has on is my trigger.
“This is Daniel.” Daniel stands to shake my father’s hand.
“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Grace.” 
My dad tilts his head up a little to glare at Daniel, glare, eyebrows gathered above half-moon glasses.
“Daniel is Hayley’s boyfriend,” my mom fills him in knowingly. It seems as though something registers in my dad’s head when he nods. “Right. Nice to meet you, Daniel.” 
My mom is her usual cheery self, just like before the pre-bad-news state, asking questions and subtly trying to gather more information about this 'boyfriend' thing we’ve thrown at her. Given the fact I haven't brought anyone home since high school, her piqued curiosity is very understandable. After a few lingering moments in which she asks about how we met, I patiently fill her in, intentionally skipping the not-so-good-for-your-mature-heart anecdotes. I volunteer information about our trip to Baja. I'm blabbering, uncomfortable with the stress my dad infuses to the atmosphere while he scrutinizes Daniel.
Dad listens straight-faced, and doesn't seem very inclined to warm up. I’d say his eyes are about to burn a hole in Daniel’s chest with their hostility. Daniel and my mom, though engaged by my chatting, occasionally send my unreceptive father suspicious glances that don’t escape his notice, nor mine. Finally my dad coughs to get our attention and shifts his tense posture slightly toward Daniel. He asks, “So, what do you do for a living, Daniel?” 
Is he really going to start one of these conversations? 
Daniel’s expression morphs into cynicism. I’m pretty confident he’s rarely been asked this. People tend to recognize him. Is my father really ignorant of who he is? I find that very hard to believe, being the news addict he is. I can’t fathom what might be going through his head right now. Whatever it is, it doesn’t look or sound like an attempt at a warm welcome.
“I’m into software, internet security.” Daniel plays along nicely.
“A programmer?” 
I practically spit my next sip of coffee into the cup.
“Among other things.” Daniel’s voice doesn’t hide his amusement. 
“What other things?” 
“Dad?” 
Daniel turns my way, his brows furrowed, slightly tilting his head as if to tell me “it's okay”. 
 “Daniel owns Stark Software, Dad. You know, the leading internet security company…” 
“You do look familiar... I thought you might be one of them celebrities,” my father says, deadpan. His expression turns into borderline disgust. 
The hell?
The shift in Daniel’s blasé mood after my father’s backhanded accolade is near palpable. I can almost hear the sound of the grenade pin dropping to the floor seconds before the explosion. 
“Well, I’m not that gifted, sir.” Daniel says dryly. 
I rest my hand on his thigh and squeeze it gently, trying to soothe him, maybe transmit my gratitude. He puts his hand over mine and squeezes it back. 
My father scrutinizes our physical connection. His stare on our joined hands, he asks, “So, you're the one who made Hayley run back home upset?” 
Oh my, that’s where the resentment is coming from.
Daniel darts a narrow glance
at me that clearly says, “That part you didn’t fail to tell, huh?” —but before either of us manages to come up with a response my mother gives my father a warning look and says, too sweetly, “Derek, I need a hand in the kitchen. Now.” My father's reluctance is ridiculously obvious, but he stands and follows my mom, staring suspiciously and displeased at Daniel. As if his next move will be pointing two fingers at his own eyes and then at Daniel's.
What the hell happened to my poised and polite father? What’s up with the obsessive-compulsive protectiveness?
By my side I can clearly see Jekyll wrestling Hyde, trying to prevent a fight.

“So, he does know about me?” Daniel asks as soon as they both leave toward the kitchen, withdrawing his hand away from mine. His expression is somewhere between a touch irritated and fully annoyed. “I assume not by the good chapter of our story,” he adds, scornfully.
“No, that's not it. When he first saw me he thought I looked upset, and he came to the conclusion that it was because of a guy himself. I never elaborated.” 
Daniel nods blankly, his jaw ticking as he thinks.
“Sorry, I didn’t think he’d act this overprotective. This is so out of character for him. I am actually as surprised as you are,” I whisper. 
Daniel shrugs. “I would castrate anyone who got within two feet of my daughter, so I've got to give it to him for not taking out his shotgun yet.”
 And how Daniel of him to conclude it this way. 
Before my parents can come back to join us I call to the kitchen that I'm going to pack and hastily lead Daniel up to my room. A break is definitely in order. 
As soon as I lock the door behind us I can feel the physical tension we always have between us charging fast, faster than ever. It feels as though there's a magnetic field drawing us toward each other. Every aspect of him is so noticeable to me now, from the way his shirt is molded to his chest, to the way his soft hair falls on his forehead, to the scar on his brow as his eyes bore into me. 
In that way. 
He moves his stare from me to scan the room, which seems to shrink from his virile physical presence. 
“A trip to young Hayley’s world.” His lips quirk up to a half smile as he studies some photos of me from high school that are pinned to a corkboard with some other keepsakes. There are ancient concert tickets, a worn-out friendship band that I got from some BFF in junior high whose name I can’t even remember now, and a piece of paper with a quote from one of Bon Jovi’s songs that I lived by. Daniel traces the bold letters written in my younger self's round handwriting on the yellowed, crumbled piece of paper and says, “Quite a strong quote to hang on a teenager’s wall.”
“At the time it made lots of sense,” I say, nostalgic.
“Salvation caught the last train out of town?” He turns to look my way with an arched brow. I shrug.
“Let’s leave psychoanalysis to some other time.” I implore him with my expression.
“I can do that.” His voice becomes lower and deeper now as he saunters slowly toward me, clear intent in his pointed hazel stare. “Something else you have in mind, Miss Grace?” In less than a heartbeat and without waiting for a reply, he closes the gap between us. He bends down slowly til he is planted between my legs as I recline on my childhood bed. My heart starts to pound. It's been much too long. 
He inclines toward me, his hands pressed to the sides of my shoulders, propping him above me. He lightly presses his thigh into my middle, which starts to throb, heated.  His eyes level with mine, he pauses for a moment, watching me with palpable lust. 
“If there’s something I wanted since the moment I saw you today…” His voice is hoarse.
“Same goes here.” My faint whisper echoes his tone, and I swallow hard. My eyes travel to his lips. He bends lower and presses a kiss full of longing to my eager mouth. I gasp with an instinctive want, the kiss scorches all the way to rest of my body. When he gradually descends to rest his full weight on me I flinch from the sudden sharp pain in my ribs.
“What is it?” he asks in alarm. 
“It’s just this small bump I got from a surfing accident.” I suck in air, trying to soothe the pain. He looks at me with concern and shifts back to sit astride my thighs, at a careful distance, inches above me. Very gently he pushes up my shirt into a crumpled heap of fabric below my breast, and cautiously lifts the gauze underneath. His face twists with pain as he sees the dark purple kaleidoscope that decorates my wound. 
“It looks worse than it actually is.” I try to ease the distress he radiates. He shakes his head with closed eyes. 
“Hales.” My name is more a gasp than a word. From above me, refraining from pressing my sore ribs, palms spread flat at my sides, he slowly lowers his chest until his mouth is inches from my pulsing lips. His lips brush mine softly, and an electrical current flickers from my lips to my core as the tip of his tongue traces the edge of my mouth.  His warm tongue presses my lips, spurring them to open and allow it entry. 
As my mouth opens his tongue doesn’t immediately reach in but in gentle strokes caresses the tip of mine. Our breaths blend; I compulsively swallow the air hard, all the way to my lungs. His teasing touch transfers a charged current to the tip of my tongue, driving me insane with the necessity to feel all of his tongue against mine; I slide mine inside his wet, warm mouth with a moan, uniting us fully in a kiss.
“I want you so badly,” I breathe, feeling heat radiate from my cheeks, my skin, my eager body. 
“Me too baby,” he whispers into my lips. He turns slowly to lie on his back, shifting me ever so carefully to lie on top of him, as if I were too fragile to hold. 
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he says, his eyes warm and sincere. 
I bend to kiss his handsome face, his eyes, his cheeks, nibble at his hard jaw line and finally, collide my mouth with his with all the longing that has accumulated in me for the last torturous fourteen days. Thinking about the fact that my mom and my discontented dad are just a floor below us, I turn on my ancient CD player for Madonna to soothe the room with “Dear Jessie” in a sugared melody.
“A lullaby for sex? That’s kinky, Hales,” Daniel chuckles. 
I shush him and say, “I haven’t touched this thing in ages.” 
“Whatever works for you, I’m game.” He says, pressing a delectable kiss to my lips, still smiling.
“And we need to keep it down, especially with my Dad not being your biggest fan.” 
“He’s not? And here I thought we’d grab a beer after I’m done projecting his daughter…” 
Our light chuckles die as soon as he slides his hand through my hair to hold the nape of my neck. He leaves tenderness aside, pulling me toward him. Our lower halves press together hard. And that ember that was steadily burning for him since the last time he touched me lights faster than I thought it possibly could, making my body simmer from the inside out. 
“There’s something I need to tell you Hales, before we...” He pauses. I can’t even begin to read his tone with the desire clouding my mind. I just pull him closer with uncontrollable need. 
“Hales…” 
“Not now…later…” I plead and shamelessly rub against him. In less than a breath we are devouring one another.
“Shaving is caring, baby.” A low snort comes from the edge of the bed, a cluster of blond strands rise from between my legs and a wicked grin shines my way. Flustered, with my breath coming out erratically, I narrow my eyes at him and scold, “Seriously, now’s the time for joking?” 
He chuckles again but the moment his expert mouth continues its skillful work of art on my spasming tissue all is forgotten. He takes his time to painstakingly, lazily, attend my need. My head drops to the pillow while my body independently lifts to press against him, in rhythm with his pace. When his name flies out of my mouth in a mumble he pulls me up to straddle him. His hand on my back encourages me to grind against him as he moves in me. 
I look at his blazing eyes, his face in front of me, flushed with pleasure and concentration. Our mouths hover closely as we move in synch. His hands grip me at my waist and he moves me tightly against him to better feel our connection. I lean my cheek against the scruff of his jaw; the scent of him and sex intoxicates me. When moans start rising from my mouth he swallows them with his, pushing me closer, until I shatter against him—wildly shatter against him. Daniel burrows his mouth into my neck and strangles a groan against it with his last thrust. I could cry from the want and longing that were just released. I could cry from how much I want and need this man.
~~~
When we return downstairs it's clear that my mom has spoken to my dad and made sure he won’t keep up his grilling-Hayley's-boyfriend act. We join them for a light dinner in the kitchen before we leave for the airport. The conversation is only a tad less hostile, more like a cold war now.
Just before we leave Daniel turns to my dad as he shows us to the door. “Sir, I intend to take good care of her,” he says in a low, authoritative voice, his arm affirming his statement by firmly enfolding my waist. I snicker inwardly. D’s statement sounds like it's from an old movie. Next he'll tip his hat and nod. Add a thick drawl, and that's a wrap. 
“I'm glad to hear that,” my father responds in that same masculine, stern tone. As he pats Daniel’s shoulder and thanks him again for getting the information about Steven my smile turns to a full-hearted grin. I hug him forcefully, whispering to his ear. “Thanks. I love you, Dad.”
 


Chapter 4: Is My Blessing Also My Enemy?
 
Once we are approximately above 10,000 feet, Daniel turns my way. He brushes my hair to the side and with a gentle hold on my face he tilts it closer to his, looking at me intently for a suspended moment, then chastely brushes his mouth on mine. Pulling back, though still close enough for his breath to mix with mine, he trails his stare over my face. I smile, sensing he has something on his mind that he's thinking about sharing with me. 
“What is it?”
He beams his lopsided smile, still pensive. “I think you should move in with me when we get back home.” 
Come again? We’re back to that already? Didn’t we just get back together a second ago?
A déjà vu of our last conversation about this issue comes to life in my mind. Just like the last time, my opinion is decided. Too soon, too impulsive. And, given our recent breakup, this time I don’t even have a shred of a doubt.
“We just got back together two minutes ago. I really don’t think it’s good timing.” 
He heaves a sigh in distinct displeasure, scowling. “This breakup was a mistake that shouldn’t have happened. I thought we established that point by now. Nothing has really changed.”  
I study him closely. His mouth is twisted and I can see his restlessness all over his face.
“We can’t go from hell to heaven in a split second and pretend nothing happened. It doesn’t work that way.” I deepen my stare. “Let’s absorb the impact of hell first and go from there.” 
His eyes bore back into mine; the determination in them overwhelms me. 
I inwardly shake my head. 
“Nothing really changed, Hales. I want exactly what I wanted before.” His voice wears his not-to-be-argued-with, confident tone. 
“How can I argue with you if you don’t even try to make sense?”
“Are we arguing? What about, for fuck’s sake?” 
Really? He bites his lower lip. My focus on his ripe mouth distracts the hell out of my resolve. I take a deep breath. 

“We broke up, we had trust issues.” That is to say…you had trust issues with me. “We were apart for some time. At a certain point you didn’t even want to see me. Ring a bell? How can you be serious about this?” I’ve almost forgotten how “pleasant” it is to reason with him.
“Oh, I am more than serious, believe me. I'd even take it to the next level, but I don’t want you freaking out on me… it’s too early for you.”

“How can you be so sure?” My voice is a clear sign of my exhaustion and I'm this close to giving up trying to make a counter argument, or sense for that matter. He gazes at me with a look that I know portends a wicked resolve.
“I’m not. I'm still debating.” 
My eyes rip open and I grimace involuntarily. For the space of a breath I am truly offended. He tips my chin up and presses a flirty kiss on my lips, then mouths, “kidding”, clearly elated.
“How can I be so sure?” He murmurs. He stares at me with gleaming hazel, on the verge of amused. “You know you're in love when you can't fall asleep, because reality is finally better than your dreams."
First my jaw drops. Then I scan him with startled eyes. Finally I bite my lip which is stretched into a smile. 
“Who are you, and what did you do with my Daniel?”
He snorts out a short laugh, and looks at me amusedly.
I heard that one before, I’m not sure where. I wouldn’t tag him as a Nicholas Sparks type fan.
“Dr. Seuss,” he answers sternly to an unspoken question. 
I can’t help but snicker. That’s much more fitting! “Seriously, baby,” he takes my hand and pecks my knuckles, all humor dissolved. “Even if I had you custom-made they wouldn’t reach this kind of compatibility. It’s like I did something really god damn fucking virtuous in a past life to be rewarded with you. So, hell yeah, I’m fucking sure.” 
The mush my gut just turned into. I press a short but meaningful kiss on his lips. I rest my head on his shoulder, utterly content.
“My Daniel,” he mumbles. I tilt my head to look up at him. His stare descends to meet mine, and with a boyish smile he says, “Glad I'm your Daniel again.” I smile softly, emotionally. I’m glad you are. “You know what?” I return to the subject we just strayed from. “Let’s start with a key and a drawer, just like the last time, and go from there.” 
His eyes squint as he gauges my proposal. 
“For the time being,” he says with clear dissatisfaction, emphasizing his reluctance with a sigh. 
“Oh my, thank you sir. You are just too kind to me.” I smirk at him and roll my eyes. He scowls playfully and a ghost of a smile tugs on his lips. We embrace as closely as we can and fall into comfortable silence, deep in our own thoughts.
When the seat belt sign darkens we share a glass of wine. I watch him fondly as he gazes out the window and think about how grateful I am to have him by my side, loving me again. But in equal measure to my almost unreasonable adoration my persistent insecurity rears its head. It unnerves me that I might be setting myself up for the greatest heartbreak, which I'm not sure I would ever be able to recuperate from. I’ve been there with him once too many times: never again. I know that my head should be leading me this time around, rather than my heart. 
Daniel gifts me with a soft smile, brushes my cheek with the back of his hand. His eyes turn quizzical as they scan me. I try to dismiss his concern with a short blink and a shake of my head.
“Okay?” he probes with a shade of doubt. I nod. Torn and unsure would be more accurate. 
I smile and kiss the corner of his mouth, and he gives me one last glance to asses my mood and turns to work on his laptop. I gape at the screen in the seat in front of me and listen to the playlist on Daniel’s iPod. There's a song that catches my attention, and I listen to it again. 
“They're good,” I tell Daniel and point my finger at the group’s name on the display. He nods and leaves a kiss on my temple. One sentence keeps recycling in my head over and over, long after the song is done playing. “My blessing is also my enemy.” I stare at Daniel’s handsome profile and ask myself whether my own blessing is indeed also my enemy.
 


Chapter 5: Messages
 
I wake up in a vast, empty bed; it takes a whole lazy moment to realize where I am before the familiarity of Daniel’s bedroom registers. On the pillow next to me there’s a note in a frenetic scribble. I smile at how apt this chaotic handwriting is, and how it fits its owner to perfection.
Loved waking up next to you…again. Had to leave early, see you tonight. D.
I look at the note and then around me and there is not a single doubt in my heart that I belong here, in this place, in this bed, in his bed. I smile and snuggle under the light comforter, inhaling Daniel’s scent deeply. I try, but can’t recall anything from the moment we got into the Veyron at the airport until now. He must have carried me inside and put me to bed, because otherwise I'm not sure how I made it here. The only thing that comes to mind is how exhausted I've felt since hell began. Curious, I peep under the covers. I find out I’m wearing one of Daniel’s t-shirts and smile. The one thing that would make this morning better would be if the shirt’s owner were here now, next to me, on me. Checking the time, I realize that it’s only half past seven, meaning I have plenty of time to leisurely get ready for work. At the breakfast counter I find my bag and dig in for my phone. Next to my bag there’s another note from Daniel with a car key on top of it.
Take the car. 
Yes sir. Even his memos are commanding. The keys make me grimace. These are the keys to his car, the same car I just recently returned when I came to say what I thought at the time was our final goodbye. A shiver runs through me at the morbid memory and I shake it away. The last thing I want is to dwell on that.
Waiting for the massive stainless steel coffee machine to produce my a.m. cardinal caffeine fix, I dial Tasha’s number. 
Though it’s been just a few days since I’ve last seen Tasha, I’ve missed her a lot. Having a morning talk with Tasha is as vital as the first coffee of the day. These conversations usually take place at our royal dining area, also known as a bright orange breakfast bar that barely fits the two of us. I smile at the thought of how, even early in the morning, Tasha always looks refined, with her silky black hair, radiant green eyes and this annoying, too straight, so together posture of hers. 
Though I can’t help but frown at the thought of the last time I saw Tasha. She'd gotten home from work to find me in the middle of a breakdown, crying my eyes out, after I asked Daniel to leave, right after I refused his attempt at reconciliation. At the time it had felt like too little, too late. I had been deeply hurt by the horrid feeling that the one person I loved had given up on me as quickly as he had. I couldn’t get back to him at the time, and frankly, I still harbor a serious mixture of insecurity and doubt.
“Did I wake you? Busy?” My lips pull up at the semi grunt I get in reply.
“Yes, busy. I was just having a hot and heavy makeout session with Ryan Gosling and decided that the one thing I wanted to do was answer your call.” She puffs, then chirps, “Morning! And welcome back, missy.”
“Morning. What’s with this annoyingly bright tone at the crack of dawn?”
“Glad to hear your voice, Hales, glad to hear your voice,” she says scornfully, sarcasm dripping loud and clear, which makes me giggle.
“Mm hmmm, and the real reason...?”
She snickers. “Later. First, how are you?”
“Well, I guess you know about Steven.”
“Yep, spoke to Mr. 411 yesterday.”
I snort at Tasha’s extremely suitable name for Ian. 
“Also, I’ve been told that you’re in the very capable hands of Mr. Psycho.” 
I smile to myself.
“Happy, Missy?” 
“I am, Tash. More than I could have hoped for.”
“Will I see your royal butt home anytime soon? Or ever, now that you're getting some again?”
“Well, not tonight.” We both snicker in unison, knowing it will be hard to keep me away from Daniel, at least for the next few days. Well, we’ve just got back together and there’s plenty of “catching up” to be done.

“Now will you share the reason for your disgustingly sunny mood?” 
“I met someone,” she says, practically singing. 
“Oh, really. I hope no one from work…” I murmur, referring to Tasha’s short, forbidden fling with her geeky boss. A moment of weakness on her part that for the life of me, I still don’t understand.
“A true comedian you are. Ha ha, cracking up here. Listen Hales, I really don’t have time now, sorry. How about lunch? I could drop by, say, around noon?”
“You can’t leave something like this hanging. A crumb?” I plea. 
“Smart and sexy as hell,” she says. I can clearly hear the fervor that laces her words.
“Okay, I’ll text you when I get to work and see how the day rolls.”
“Fine, stay tuned.” She giggles. “Love ya.”
“Will do. Me too.” 
As I hang up I think about just how much I’ve really missed her, and get ready for work.
 
I check my watch for the millionth time. The minute hand still insists on being stuck at the same place it was the last few times I checked it. I hardly slept last night; our redeye back landed somewhere around O’dark-thirty. I look around for some sort of diversion that will keep me from dozing off. How embarrassing it would be to do just that, seated at one of the front rows, during the company’s quarterly review, when the CEO is in the middle of a speech, with a clear view of my seat. I flinch when I feel a vibration in my back pocket, and when I check my phone, I see that Daniel is trying to call me. Reluctantly I press “decline” and resume my desperate hunt for a distraction, til my eyes rest on the snack table at the other end of the room. Gawwwwwd, coffee… The blessed roasted drink would be my absolute savior right now, but I can't just stand up and walk over there when the head of the company is monologuing, patting her own shoulder in a kind of trance. My phone, which I'm now holding against my thigh with my palm, vibrates and flickers through the cracks of my fingers, announcing an incoming message. 
When I open the message I can’t restrain the snicker that escapes my mouth and quickly try to cover it with a short cough. Some heads beside me turn to look my way and I excuse myself with a coy shrug. Eagerly turning back to my phone, I expand the image with a quick swipe to get a closer look at Daniel’s sexy scarred lip. I respond with a wide grin threatening to crack my face in half.
???

Daniel: A promo, baby, for the premiere featuring my mouth and you tonight. 
One text message and all my nerves stand at attention. 
I will be camping outside Seacliff to secure a ticket.
Daniel: Don't bother; you’ve got center bed seat...
Not a blink of an eye later.
Daniel: Now return a favor!
My inner smile blossoms, and I look around. People seem to be engaged in this speech, I think to myself. Perhaps I should try to listen. But before I give that a try I covertly check that no one is looking my way and nonchalantly slide my phone, camera mode on, under my loose camisole and take a snap. I'm glad I have my red bra on today. I pray to any of the almighty gods on duty that the flash blinking through the fabric was noticeable to me and me alone. Goodness, what people would make of this. 
I slide my phone back in the same casual way and check out the results, pleased.
Reciprocating…
Daniel: Room full of people and I am grinning to myself. You’ve got me appreciating technology like I never thought possible.
And here I find myself fully awake. 
 


Chapter 6: Pending Proposal
 
“Did you guys clear things up?” Tasha asks, stirring her miso soup, fishing two tofu chunks out with her spoon, examining the results, and then bringing it to her mouth. I watch her closely before answering and smile; she even makes eating soup a graceful act. 
“What?” She looks at me with probing green, her black hair in a tight bun, with her straight, mid-forehead bangs hanging perfectly just above impeccably trimmed eyebrows.
“Nothing, just your Tasha way.” I grin around my loaded chopsticks. 
She smiles back and rolls her eyes dismissively. “So, did you? Or were you too occupied having sex?”
“Actually, we did,” I say and turn pensive. Her eyes challenge me as I do. “To my surprise, he actually admitted that he was wrong to jump to conclusions and that he should have trusted me from the beginning.”
“Is that so? That’s great.” She smiles at me. “And unusual…”
“And then he told me we should move in together.” 
Tasha raises an eyebrow, smoothing her suede camel skirt onto her lean thigh. 
“He also mentioned something about how he wants to take it to the next level.” 
Tasha flashes wide eyes at me. She puts her spoon down in the white ceramic bowl, almost staining her short sleeved, white turtleneck with the little splash she makes. 
“I knew it,” she murmurs to herself. “I told you he wasn’t playing.” That she had…
“So, you're getting a wedding ring pretty soon?” 
“Huh? Oh, no, don’t even go there.” I glare at her.
Now here is a thought I’ve been fighting not to think, even accidentally. 
“Well, what does it sound like to you, brainy?” She sneers to herself before tasting the next spoon full of her steaming soup. 
I think for a moment about her suggestion and shake my head. NO WAY. I've got to change the subject; this is way too unnerving to even be thinking about.
“No way. I don’t think he will; it’s even too irrational and way too fast for him. Maybe it’s just his way of messing with me. He loves making me squirm.” I twist my mouth in a half smile. “But, if by crazy accident he might mean that, I’d be running faster than—” Tasha sighs dramatically and opens her mouth to speak. I wave her off, raising my hand and shaking my head. 
I look her square in the eyes. “Do you really believe starting a lifetime commitment based on only a few months of acquaintance… a few months of…” Now it’s my turn to sigh.
“Love and great sex,” she finishes, with a thin, teasing smile.
“No, Tash, love and issues. Major ones.” Collectively our smiles fade. Her answer is a pensive nod. “Anyway…”
“Oh, Hales, spare me if you're about to start with your ‘I’ll never get married’ speech. I could recite that nonsense in my sleep.” We trade amused stares.
“Okay now, Missy, enough about me. So who is this mystery guy?” I look at her while chewing my mouthwatering tamago and salmon maki. Her demeanor mellows; even her shoulders fall with an infatuated kind of deflation. From the emotions running over her beautiful face it seems serious this time. “Let me help you.” I smirk at her un-Tasha-like uncertainty. “Age, job, looks, how and where did you meet him. Intro first, Missy.” 
She smiles, her eyes comically dreamy. 
That was fast. How long has she known him, three and a half minutes? And you should talk, Hales…
“Here we go.” She straightens up, all confident, back to her signature Tasha pose. “He's in his mid-thirties. Blue eyes, black hair, tall and fit. Too hot for his own good.” Her smile is so salacious I can almost imagine her licking her lips like a satiated feline. A small meow now would seal the deal. I watch her, animated.
“He's into PR. He runs his own agency.” She thinks and adds, “We met at that new little vegetarian place near our house, which, by the way, is really good.” 
“Really? It didn’t look too inviting,” I say, idly. 
She 'hm's confirmation. “We could go there when you finally decide to come home.” 
We exchange swift, elated gazes before she continues. “After staring at me for the longest time he finally walked over and told me he couldn’t take his eyes off me.”
“Awww. No! Really?” Blargh…
“Hales, as cheesy as it seems, he somehow managed to make it sound honest and charming. Then he was asking me to please take it easy on him when answering if I was seeing someone.” 
She has the goofiest grin on her face when she giggles. I smile, waiting for her to go on, very much enjoying her silly, girlie mood.
“He was so appealing and sincere and mature.” She takes a sip of her drink and continues. “We’ve been out every night since.”
“Wow, that’s sounds really promising and so...hmm, not you.” 
“Yeah, I know,” she says. “I don’t feel like I have to play games with him. Like I said, he is so together, so mature. I’ll take the risk of sounding naïve, but he is totally what you see is what you get, no BS. None whatsoever.” 
“Now that’s refreshing.” 
We nod knowingly at each other, thinking about the horrors we’ve seen when it comes to douchebaggery. 
“Will you consider Daniel’s offer to move in with him?” 
I am momentarily both confused and distracted by the sudden change of topic. My eyes shift from my plate to Tasha’s face.
“Do you think I should? I’m pretty positive I shouldn’t,” I say, my determination coloring each and every syllable.
“Why not? Don’t get me wrong, the last thing I want is for you to move out, Hales.”
“I know,” I assure her. “It just feels too quick,” I add, introspectively. “Perhaps because I still don’t trust us. Yes: I am totally, hopelessly, crazy in love with him. But I’m still not sure. I still don’t feel secure about any future plans with him. I wish I could just let it all go and go with what I feel, but I'll be damned if I let myself get hurt again the way I just did.” 
She studies me closely with a spoon at her lips, her eyes running across my face. 
“As much as I love him, my insecurity is at an all-time high right now.”
“So you're also going to reject the upcoming marriage proposal?” she teases, smirking at me. 
“Oh, come on. Don’t even joke about this. Even in the form of a joke it scares me shitless,” I say. “Stop with your idiotic fantasies. Believe me, no one is getting on one knee.”
“Maybe you, on two.” She winks playfully.
“Tash!”       
“Okay, okay.” She cracks up into staccatos of giggles and I join her.
“So, when do you think I’ll see your ugly face at home?” she asks, just before we embrace goodbye.
“I guess tomorrow, after work.” 
Maybe. 
In the evening, after I leave work but  before going to Daniel’s, I decide to buy him a small surprise gift and stop by my favorite lingerie shop for a red lacy satin set and matching garter belt. 
The perfect ensemble to wear at the premiere I was promised tonight.
 
 
 


Chapter 7: Confessions of a Call Girl
 
I set the pink bag with the black ribbon containing my new purchase at the vanity and start the shower, allowing the hot water to steam the spotless glass door before I step in. As I am about to finish my thorough application of Cinnamon Spice body lotion I hear my phone screaming from the next room. Before I manage to remove the excess lotion from my hands with the help of a towel, it stops. Since I already missed the call, I just let it go and plug in my iPod to the dock in Daniel’s bedroom. Leonard’s throaty voice hovers around the room. Mr. Cohen always puts me in the mood. Not that I really need to be put in the mood when D is concerned.
I continue by suiting up in my new delicate undergarments and smile, thinking just how appreciative Daniel will be of the gift. And just how great it will be to indulge in his “appreciation.”
To complete the look I climb into my black stilettos and apply some smoky, sexy evening eye makeup, I add the last necessary touch with bloodred lipstick. The result is pretty steamy, definitely not my usual natural-ish self. Though grotesquely vain, I feel sexy and beautiful, in a mildly slutty way.
All caught up in my plan, I realize that I haven’t even checked who called earlier and grab my phone to find out. The screen reads: missed call – Daniel

“Hales,” he answers, stressed. His mood seems to contrast with mine as it possible could.
“You called,” I reply sweetly, with a thin stretch of my lips, pleased by my plans.
“Baby, I'm stuck at work. I won't be back anytime soon.” I hear him type and sigh in frustration. My heart immediately drops a fraction.
“Any ETA?” I try. 
“At least another three to four hours. I’m not sure.” His voice is laced with a blend of weariness and exasperation. I check my watch; it’s already eight. To avoid adding to his frustration I just say quietly, “I’ll wait for you here.”
“Fuck,” he gushes. “I had such different plans for this evening,” he says, voice low, clear and full of missed potential. 
“Hey, don’t worry, D. I’ll be here warming your bed for you,” I say in a somewhat cheerful, suggestive tone, trying to soothe him.
“Our bed,” he says, correcting me in an idle drawl. 
Whatever you say. This time I’ll leave arguing out of the equation.
“I’ll see you later, baby. You don’t need to wait up.” 
And he is gone. As I put the phone down a spontaneous plan develops in my mind. 
Fused with adrenaline from my brazen idea I look for a jacket to cover my too erotic to be worn in public attire. I'm at Daniel’s so I have limited access to my clothes. My trench coat would do a perfect job, I think, disappointed. I end up settling for a grey wool sweater wrap, tied at the waist and almost knee-length. Kind of a brow raising choice given the not-so-chilly weather outside, but hey, I don’t plan on wearing it for too long anyhow.

Driving to “Bitch” on full blast, I sing joyfully at the top of my lungs while steering the car over the calm evening roads. At a stoplight I send a radiant grin to the old couple who are watching me sing and sway like some lunatic from behind their Chevy’s window. Grandpa at the wheel winks at me and I giggle wholeheartily, blowing him an airy kiss in return, and then push the pedal down at the light change.
The buff evening security guy currently occupying the Stark Software reception temporarily takes the wind out of my sails when he assertively insists in a very resolute way that he won't let me go up to the management floor. Not without confirming it first with Mr. Stark. He runs his eyes over me, head to bottom of stiletto. I fidget, thinking he might jump to the right conclusion, as my appearance is oceans away from being modest. 

“Listen.” I gift him with my most sugar-glazed smile, still utterly determined. “I’m Daniel’s, hmm, Mr. Stark’s girlfriend and I would like to surprise him. Can’t you cut me some slack here?”
“Ma’am,” he says, and his grating, choked-back snicker pokes at my nerves,
 “I can’t let anyone go in without a badge or formal permission. Girlfriend, sister, or whomever you might be this evening.” This last part is said with vibrant scorn. Ass. Impertinent chunk of muscle. The way he says 'girlfriend' makes me think that he might as well add air quotes as he says it. I sense my face heating up.
“Well, then call him and tell him Hayley is here to see him.” I have an urge to wipe his patronizing gaze and mocking smirk off his face with a slap. As expected, Daniel immediately gives his permission. I tip my chin up slanting my stare at the guy as I strut toward the bank of elevators. 
“Second floor, room…” And before he manages to conclude, not even looking back, I bellow, “I know,” seriously fighting the urge to flip him off.
Since I was already announced I don’t bother knocking, and just push open the slightly ajar door to Daniel’s office. Immediately not only do I regret the no knocking part, but the entire idea. All of a sudden my master plan doesn’t seem so clever anymore. There’s a room full of people staring my way when Daniel asks, somewhat confused, “Hales?” 
I push out the trapped air in my lungs and smile timidly, slightly adjusting my sweater, as if possible, to better cover myself. Well aware of the fact that my face is probably flaming red, and not necessarily due to my winter attire, I run my stare around the room and catch Tasha scrutinizing me, devilishly biting her lips, clearly subduing a smile. I send a prayer to any higher power on call tonight, and mentally pledge to do whatever it takes, including never set a foot in Starbucks ever again, if she turns out to be the only one who actually figures out my intentions. 
Daniel pushes himself up from leaning on his desk and steps my way. All sets of eyes in the room follow him, to my mortification. Reaching me, he raises his eyebrows. “Everything okay?” His eyes are filled with suspicion studying my not-me outfit and slightly over made-up face. 
“Yes.” My voice comes out a weak squeak that ends with a noticeable swallow, given about twenty eyes are still on us. “I just passed by to say hi before going out.” I lie shamelessly, uttering the last part in a louder tone, trying to give the audience around some sort of explanation for my highly-paid-call-girl look. 
Classy Hales, classy… truly deserving a standing ovation. 
Daniel’s stare turns even more puzzled. Actually, more akin to exasperated would be a better way to describe the expression that has taken over his face. I bite my lip and inaudibly curse. 
Not exactly the scenario I envisioned. Thumbs up for the disasterpiece you’ve just crafted, Hayley.
“Can you wait for a few minutes?” He cocks his head, still observing me suspiciously, only now his jaw is tensed. “You can take my seat.” He gestures with his chin toward his desk. “Let me take your sweater.” He says.
“No.” I grip his stretched hand in midair. In response his eyes taper under furrowed brows. I stretch up to reach his ear and whisper, “I'm not wearing much underneath.” 
Daniel seems as though he’s shut down for a few strained seconds til what I said sinks in. He shakes his head quickly, pulling out of his momentary lapse. Not releasing his stare from mine he takes my hand and walks me to his chair, his touch somewhat stiff and his face blank. I couldn’t be more grateful to be hidden behind the large screen. I shift in his chair to better adjust my sweater. My phone, tucked in my pocket, vibrates. I fetch it to find a message from Tasha.
Tasha: Try again, idiot, your garter belt is still showing! 
Instinctively I do as told while my face blazes guiltily. Tasha grins at me, way too amused. I shake my head at her, my eyes a touch hostile, still somewhat self-conscious. Her grin morphs into a smirk. 
Daniel leans his backside against the opposite side of his desk, facing the room, his right hand flexed on the desk’s surface. I look mesmerized at his long fingers and that wide, masculine wrist. There is this something about D’s hands that just make me think of sin. Or the sin he could craft with them. I take a deep breath, trying to push sparks of desire away. 
“You look exhausted. You want to take a break, Rob? 'Cause I can help make that happen.” Daniel’s chilly tone brings my attention back to the group in front of me. Rob blanches, coughs nervously, and makes an attempt to straighten his posture. 
“Now people, to wrap up...” Daniel says, wearing his authoritative persona. For a moment, as though considering something, he turns his head my way. Our eyes immediately lock and I can’t overlook the hint of concern in his. He shifts back and resumes, “...let's follow Chris’s plan, and meet here in an hour. Rob, you guys try to rerun a full cycle and let’s hope there isn’t a crash down. We’ll touch base later.” He shoves his hand into his jeans' back pocket. “Chris,” Daniel says, pulling out his wallet and handing said person one of his black credit cards, “here, order food for everyone.” I smile at this thoughtful gesture. Everyone around seems pleased with the notion. 
“So before we get back to work, bear in mind to be creative. You know what they say, ‘Think left and think right and think low and think high’.” 
He is quoting Dr. Seuss to his employees; a warmhearted smile spreads over my lips and I need to combat the urge to grab him and kiss the life out of him. 
“Break it down into numbers,” he says next. “It always makes it easier seeing the whole. Now let’s move, people.” He thumps the desk and turns to face me as the rest of the room starts to leave in small groups. Tasha sends me a full grin: white teeth, upper and lower rows on display, before following her ex-lover and boss. 
Daniel circles his desk and stops next to where I'm seated, leaning his hip against the desk. He folds his hands over his chest, and his hardened eyes fix on me. “So you're going out?” he asks in a stiff, troubled voice. “Like that?” Although I know full well to what he refers I instinctively lower my eyes to run over my outfit. The hem of my sweater barely covers my upper thighs, ending mere inches below the hidden garter belt. Returning to look at him I find his eyes burning over every part of me.
“With whom?” he asks, clipped. I take a deep breath. 
I guess white hot possessiveness tends to cloud one’s mind. His basic ability to see what’s wrapped up with a bow right in front of him, ready to jump his sexy bones, is totally gone. 
“I’m not really going out.” My voice comes out quiet and croaky. His brows disappear under his golden locks.  
“You’re not? What’s going on, Hayley?” The waves of impatience and irritation under the surface are blatant from his tone. 
So I’m Hayley now? 
“No.” A thin side-smile forms on my lips as I take his hand in mine and press it against my leg, guiding his fingers so they push up the hem of my sweater and reveal the red lacy fabric ring embracing my thigh. I trail my eyes up to stare into his. “I came here to surprise you.” 
He shifts his eyes from mine to the delicate red material, still leaning on his desk. His stare turns slightly darker and the crease between his brows deepens. His Adam's apple lowers and raises slowly.
I rise up and softly kiss his mouth, then saunter toward the door. Daniel follows me, focused, lips slightly parted. When I reach the door I lock it and turn back. His eyes now burn into me as he tilts his head to the side. I lick my lips, still standing by the door, and without breaking his gaze untie my sweater, pull it open and let it drop to the floor. I can hear Daniel’s gasp all the way across the room as he watches me, frozen, his eyes morphing to molten hazel. I start slowly walking toward him, swaying my curves in feline-like steps. Daniel watches me, rapt. I can hear his next swallow despite the distance between us. I settle myself between his parted legs and inch upwards, grazing my body against him as I make my way to kiss his partly open lips. I feel the thuds of his heart beating against my almost bare skin, his hand now palming my lace-clad rear. 
“Hales, baby,” he breathes into my mouth, threading his fingers further under the delicate fabric in small, light strokes. 
I'm back to Hales… and baby.
“Shhh…” I whisper back, and press my flat hand on his ridged stomach, signaling for him to stay put. He exhales sharply as I slide to my knees. His stare follows my moves, enthralled. I look at him from under my lashes as I unbuckle his belt and open his fly. With undivided attention he follows my actions, breathing heavily. I pull down his jeans and boxers, lightly scratching his skin with my nails as I do. With the first touch of my mouth on him he closes his eyes and slants his head back, letting out a choked groan. I start slowly, in light, long strokes, gradually quickening my pace, tightening the hold of my hand at the base of him. He drops his hand to stabilize himself against the desk.
“Christ Hales,” he gushes. His eyes fly open and rest, scorching, on mine. “Baby.” His voice is hoarse as he tries to pull me up. For a moment I stop.
I shake my head and mouth “you”, and resume eagerly, looking at him from under my lashes. His hand, accepting, leaves my shoulder and moves to my head. His fingers lace in my hair as he tugs it and tilts my head in a gentle rhythm. I am so turned on from pleasing him, from the quiet carnal growls rising from his throat, his total surrender to my pleasurable assault. I grab his waist, and push him toward me, and he lets out a mumble of my name. With his final moan I absorb him deeper. The shiver going through him passes through to me and it is almost my own undoing.
After a short moment to revel in his ecstasy he drops to the floor, mimicking my kneeling position and, facing me, he grabs my head and claims my mouth ravenously, his heart pounding wildly against me. He tips his head back and gazes at me, eyes tender, absorbing, at the verge of reverential. 
“You blow my mind, Hales.” And he hugs me so tight I fear broken bones for a frozen moment. 
When he eventually releases his hold on me, I ask, “Do we have to go back to anatomy 101? I’m quite positive it wasn’t exactly your mind I just blew.” He snickers and kisses my lips through a grin. As he shakes his head the grin turns into a full-blown smug smirk.
Given the situation I initially found him in I break our connection, telling Daniel I should leave and that he should get back to whatever I’ve interrupted by coming here. Reluctantly he inches up and tucks his shirt back into his jeans, buckling his belt. I step over to grab my sweater, shrugging it on and firmly securing the tie around my waist. “Too bad I can’t go back home with you,” he says sincerely. “Let’s go, I’ll see you out.” He takes my hand and lifts it to his mouth for a warm kiss on my palm. He shakes his head with the widest, pleased grin. 
“Oh goodness,” I mumble before we step out of the room, the aftermath finally reaching the sensible part of my mind. 
“What’s up?” Daniel asks.
“It’s, um, I can just imagine what everyone here will be thinking.” My teeth dig into my lip. 
Daniel releases the tugging with his thumb and moves to hold my chin between his fingers, tipping my head toward him. “Giving a damn is not something I dance to, baby.” He winks and plants a lavish kiss on my mouth.
Yes my beloved, severe nut-job, I knew quite early on in our relationship that concern, shame, obedience, social graces and etc. are not exactly your best assets. He links his fingers with mine, steering us both out of his office toward the bank of elevators. In the privacy of the elevator he looks at me with the most affectionate stare. “It was supposed to be you and my mouth,” he mumbles, bringing up his noon tease. 
I shrug. “It was purely my pleasure, though. Rain check?” I return his stare provocatively; he grants me one of his transgressive grins, so full of promise. 
D, keep this smile on, and I will make you return the favor right here in this small compartment. 
Just before reaching the first floor I tell Daniel about the security guy incident. His reaction is a carefree deep stomach laugh. When we pass by reception, Daniel stops for a moment. Checking the security guy’s badge, resting his hand on the high rail, he says, “Nathan.” 
“Yes, Mr. Stark.” Nathan jumps up from his lolling position behind the round reception area, sending a flustered, flinty glance my way. 
Yes Sir…
“This is Miss Grace,” Daniel says stonily, planting a kiss on my temple. “She is my girlfriend. Girlfriend. Not my sister, or my anything else.” 
I notice little humor wrinkles forming at Daniel’s eyes, but he doesn’t waver, keeping his narrow, menacing gaze fixed on the blushing, bulky guy who all of a sudden seems to shrink. “Next time, just let her in. She doesn’t need to be announced or have any other sort of clearance. We clear?” Daniel’s nod ends with a hint of a pull on his lips. The guard eases a fraction, though remains relatively rigid. 
Sending him a scowl over my shoulder, I follow Daniel, who’s holding my hand as he leads us to the car. When he leaves, he kisses me again, taking his time, as if he didn't have a group of people waiting for him. His affectionate and satiated stare follows me til I drive away.
On my way back, an incoming call dissolves “Little Talks” by Monsters and the Men to a soft hum in the background. 
“Yes,” I answer, bothered by the disturbance. 
“I heard you pulled a Hayley shenanigan earlier…” Ian blurts out. His words disintegrate into uncontrollable laughter. 
Oh my god, do these two have an open gossip WLAN between them? 
“Pulled a Hayley? Ian, are you for real?” 
“Gorgeous, seriously, are you for real? Playing top-notch slutty escort lady with all his employees around? God, how did I miss that one?” 
I burst into laughter at Ian’s contagious chuckles. 
“Next time take the initiative and bring a camera or something. Now I'll have to live my life with the hugest, bitterest sense of loss that I didn’t get to witness you in action.” 
“You are such a dork. And here I thought you were on my side,” I say through giggles, my own mouth betraying me as I try to sound even remotely upset.
“Hold on gorgeous,” Ian says, and a few seconds later I hear another voice joining us. 
Really? Couple of immature morons.
“Tash, we’ve got the star of the evening on the line.” I roll my eyes but can’t help the grin on my lips. How could I not see this one coming? Throwing such a delicacy at these two vultures... of course they’ll make a goddamn king’s feast out of it.
“Oh, none other than the questionable Madam Fleiss. Oh my, the smooth operator you are, Hales.” Tasha says, barely containing her outburst of laughter. “Ian, seriously. This one rockets directly to first freaking place on biggest moments in Hayley history.”
“With friends like you guys... maybe cut a rug on my disgraced corpse while you’re at it?” Their response comes back as malicious fits of laughter. The vision of Cinderella’s evil sisters spring to mind. “Hey, not only a call girl but also a thief. Drama queen is my thing,” Ian sulks, a tad too cheerfully. 
“Missy, you know how it works: when you serve so good, we can't resist the pitch…” The three of us fall into hysterics for some long moments before Tasha adds her two cents. “And your boyfriend couldn’t be more obvious. He walks around with a satisfied, satiated, just-got-utterly-done grin on his face, and to top it all off he's not being sarcastic or behaving in that trademark intimating psycho way of his...” I sigh, though content. Mission successfully accomplished. 
“Okay now, we all had our share of laughter, ha ha kids, now let me get back to my music.” I dismiss them both, still highly amused.
“We love ya,” they both scream in stereo. I shake my head and snort. Biggest moments in Hayley history…
 
 


Chapter 8: State of National Emergency
I'm in my own bubble, utterly sunk into my work, Josh’s curt cough behind me makes me nearly jump out of my skin. I look back to face him, disturbed, my heart thudding in a volatile rhythm. 
“Sorry,” he mumbles. “Didn’t mean to scare you there.” 
I shake my head dismissively. Absently laying my hand on my chest, I ask, “Yes?”
“You okay?” he asks before getting to the point.
“Yeah, yeah, sure. I was just deep into this.” I point at the graphs on my screen. He nods, thinking for a moment.
“I’ve just called Ian,” he says and I don’t need him to continue, as the look on his face tells me what I wanted to hear. “He’s going to join us on our trip to the Maldives.” He smiles at my excited, radiant grin.
“Great news,” I reply, stopping myself from doing a little dance. “Do we have a date yet?”
“That was my next point.” 
This time I wait patiently for him to continue. 
“July 23rd til the 26th.”
“Oh.” My tone doesn’t begin to mask my surprise.
“Is there a problem?” he questions, his Colgate grin morphing into a straighter line.
“Well, umm, I don’t believe so. Nothing that important... it’s only that my birthday is on the 26th.” Boss, Maldives or not, Ian or not, I would have preferred to celebrate with Daniel. 
“I see. Well, we’ll just have to celebrate there,” he says quickly, and I counter with a forced smile. 
“Great, then. Just make sure to mark your calendar,” he says, then bends a fraction, pointing at the graph’s legend. “I’d change this from weeks to months. That’ll show a clearer picture.” He gives my screen another cursory scan, taps the back of my chair, says, “Okay then,” and turns on his heels.
Ian knows and didn’t call me yet? How can that be? I check my phone and there are three new messages.
Leave it on silent, maybe it’ll send you telepathic notifications…
Ian: Holy—f—shit! Gorgeous, sandy beaches, a whole lot of “exotic” drinks and…us!
Yes, he definitely got the news. I smile to myself and check the next unread message.
Daniel: H, my place tonight. Dinner at 8. 
And here we are, Mr. I-don’t-ask-but-tell. You failed to add an exclamation point this time. You're losing your edge.
And there’s another message from Ian, from about half an hour later. Expecting yet another excited Maldives message, I’m surprised to read the following:
Ian to Natasha and Hayley: Ladies, emergency meeting six sharp your place. 
I return to my work, knowing Ian and his drama-queen ways, blowing every situation beyond proportion when there's never really an issue at stake. I'm not the least bit worked up about his dramatic message. 
The next message makes me break into laughter.
Tasha: Did he miss a period? I see Tash is just as highly concerned about Ian’s dramatic message as I am.
They closed the designer outlet downtown?
Tasha: Ricky Martin retired?
Starbucks run out of nonfat milk?
A few hours later, driving home to find out which new havoc threatens humanity, I call Daniel.
“Hales.” As always, Daniel sounds busier than the leader of the free world himself. 
“Hey, busy? Call you later?” 
“Not for you.” He sighs and I smile. “What’s up?” he says wearily. 
“About tonight,” and before I even manage to squeeze in the next syllable he cuts me off. 
“Don’t start…”
“Daniel.” My voice is firmer, quickly turning annoyed. “I was just about to say that I might be a bit late, that’s all.” God. My eyes fly to the ceiling. He grunts something between a sigh and a dismissal. I take a deep breath, hoping to defuse my threatening irritation. 
“Apparently there is some sort of an Ian situation.” I add an excuse, not sure exactly why I even bother.
The snide doesn’t take too long in coming. “Someone broke a fingernail?” 
“I guess something along that line.” We snicker in unison, tension dissolving. 
“But Hales, don’t bail out on me tonight, okay?”
It sounds nearly pleading. He doesn’t do pleading. I can’t help but wonder why that might be.
“Sure.” And before we manage to say goodbye, hearing the muffled voices at the other end, I realize someone else has already caught his attention. 
“What ever happened to silent til spoken to?” 
Seriously? Salaries at the prominent Stark Software should be paid in buckets of gold.
“Good bye to you too…” I say to myself, and scowl at the phone. A new habit of mine that I’ve been nurturing since getting together with my man, scowling at phones. Item number 95 in my “soon to be discussed with a professional” list, which seems to be getting longer recently. 
I realize it’s time to go home when the excited buzz of quitting time fills the office. 
~~~
“Honeybun, I’m home,” I call out as soon as I close the door behind me, throwing my keys into the bowl. I take in the smell of home and a small smile forms on my lips at the comfort our shack immediately induces within me. 
“In here, Hales,” Tasha responds from the direction of our living room. 
Stepping over, I find both Ian and Tasha reclining leisurely on opposite sides of our sofa, feet on the table, wine glasses in hands, in casual jeans, barefoot. I glance at them fondly and join in, lounging on the white, faux sheepskin pouf.
“Wine?” Tasha asks.
“Maybe one glass. I’m driving later.” 
“Coming up.” Tasha side-smiles judgmentally but doesn’t comment. Yet… 
Taking my glass of chilled white I ask, “Have you guys started?” Really meaning: is the “big revelation” out of the bag yet?
“Mr. here insisted on waiting for you,” Tasha explains, patting Ian’s hand. I smile warmly at him, and he returns my affectionate gesture with a small smile, not his typical radiant one.
“So…” He takes a dramatic deep breath; instantly Tasha and I both hide our smiles in our glasses. Ian looks at me then at Tasha and back, then turns to take a sip from his sweating glass, somewhat thoughtful, and finally utters, “I’m kinda homeless.” 
My eyes shoot Tasha’s way, meeting her clear green ones that dart back. We both turn to look at Ian, perplexed. 
“And by that you mean?” I prompt him to elaborate, shifting to sink deeper into the cushy pouf, casually positioning one leg over the other.
“Let me start from the beginning,” he says. Tasha, with her brows still knitted, pours herself another glass and sits back Indian style, looking attentive. 
“Last night I had some friends over to hang out. 
At about midnight my landlady came to check out what was going on. Apparently a few concerned neighbors had called her. Not fully coherent, never realizing it would be her on the other side, I opened the door.” I sigh silently. I've known Ian for such a long time now that I kind of sense where this is going. Some sort of debauchery is almost a sure bet.
Tasha flashes a concerned gaze my way that tells me that, as always, we are of the same mind. 
Ian takes another sip of his glass and switches his crossed ankles at the table. “When I opened the door in my boxers, with a bunch of not exactly decent friends scattered on the rug in my living room behind me, she looked as if she'd turned into a pillar of salt with her eyes boring right into the bacchanal events at Sodom.” 
We both snicker uncontrollably, and I try to shake off the image slowly materializing in my mind. 
“Right after getting back to her senses she calmly requested that I put something on and step outside to talk to her.” 
I twist my mouth and bite my tongue. He doesn’t need a lecture right now, he seems stressed enough. 
“And?” Tasha probes, her voice a note higher–authoritative, slightly peeved.
“Let’s put it this way. She claimed there had been several calls from my stuck-up fuckers for neighbors that hinted I was managing an escort service.”
“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing, gorgeous, albeit a nonprofit one?” I cut him off, unable to stop myself. 
“Hales is right,” Tasha interjects. “You were managing a small bordello there, in which, my friend, you acted both as madam and service provider.” Collectively, we giggle.
Ian frowns at our spiteful comments. “I’m glad you ladies find the time to make fun of me while Rome is burning!” At Ian’s hammy statement we both roll into fits of laughter. Ian waves us off and takes on a naughty side-smile to resume his dramatic saga of events. 

“Bottom line, she gave me til tomorrow to clear out and find another place, and frankly, beloved ladies, I don’t think I can Hail Mary my ass out of this one.” 
It takes less than a second for Tasha and Ian to exchange meaningful glances, which end with both of them shifting to look at me pointedly.
“What?” I demand, furrowing my brows. And when they continue looking at me, now with puppy eyes, I start to shake my head. “Oh, no. Oh, no way!” 
How convenient. Kick Hayley out.
“It was just a matter of time, gorgeous. We all know that.” Ian’s voice is a rare mixture between encouragement and plea. 
Well, Daniel did ask me twice already to move in. This is not a secret. And it will just be a temporary solution to help my misbehaving man-whore of a beloved friend in his hour of need. But no, too soon, I can’t. This would be playing with fire, and my last wish is to get burned again where Daniel is concerned. The suffering afterwards will be the end of me this time.
“Hales, like I’ve mentioned before, as much as I hate the idea of you not being around, I guess it is the only feasible, ad-hoc solution given the very limited timeframe.” Tasha looks at me sternly for a short while; her lips mellow into a curve as she continues. “Anyhow, it’s not like we're exiling you to penal labor in Siberia. You’d be moving in with your hot, crazy for you boyfriend with whom you’ll be able to hook up twenty-four-seven in your little Seacliff love nest.” 
I shake my head disapprovingly; to myself I admit that, for a temporary solution, this is way too appealing. 
“Guys, can’t you see how soon this is? This has clusterfuck written all over it…” I fold my arms on my chest, adding visual reinforcement to the point I am trying to get across. “‘Soon’ being the key word here,” I murmur. They watch me, and before further discussion takes place, we are distracted by Ian’s chiming phone. His shoulders drop and his expression mutates to something between irritation and melancholy. We exchange puzzled looks and turn to observe him, concerned.
“Sir…” he answers. 
To that Tasha and I mouth in union “his father.” I twist my mouth and she wrinkles her nose, aware that no good will come of this call. Ian listens, his cheeks flush, and he starts striding toward the corridor, utterly riled up. 
“Do you think he asked him to move back in?” I ask Tasha with dread. All of a sudden the realization of the gravity of the trouble Ian is in registers.
“Hales, seriously, I hope for the sake of this boy’s beaten heart that he didn’t.” 
Her face mimics mine. We are both extremely worried for him now, all shreds of cynicism evaporated.
“I'm going after him,” I tell her quietly and she nods in encouragement. My poor Ian; he doesn’t show it, but he is much more fragile than he lets himself appear to be, especially when his family is concerned. I follow him to my room where he sits with the door wide open. 
Friendly banter aside, he deserves an honest, reasonable explanation for my rejection of the idea; he needs to understand the reasons behind my stubbornness with the issue, and that I am not just being a major bitch. 
“You of all people don’t get to talk to me about proper conduct, family and values, Dad.” 
I cringe at the disdain in his voice as he sneers the word 'dad'. “When was the last time you honored your wedding vows, huh?” he growls, and then listens, perched at the edge of my bed. When he spots me he gestures for me to come in, his gaze fuming. He's already seen me. I am at a point of no return, so I just get in and sit at the end of the bed with my heart going out to him. I know too well the long and ugly history of Ian and his father since the day Ian came out of the closet, which was at a relatively mature age. I shudder inside. He threw away his comfortable life, knowingly giving up an obscene trust fund, to stand for what he believed in. That day, I was awe struck and as proud as I had ever been of anyone.
“I don’t want to be lied to. I want to be loved for who I am, not just for appearances.” He exhales in frustration. I observe his handsome features recoil, turning agonized and betrayed.
“You know, if you'd just looked past your prejudices you might see that what’s inside of me is not as awful as you think.” Ian heaves out a loud breath. “It's time you set bias and ignorance aside and see your one and only child for who he really is, and not the shameful sinner you made him out to be. You might even tolerate what you find.”  
Tears prick at the back of my eyes hearing his words, that are coated with such a painfully dejected tone. I swallow hard over the lump forming in my throat. I should be strong for him, if not his family. We will be his rock. 
How can this man deny and hurt his own child, especially a beautiful child like Ian?
Absurd as it is, I think Ian’s father is one of the only people I know who doesn’t find Ian special. Ian is the kindest, most admirable human being I’ve met in my entire life. I just feel like grabbing the phone from his hand and giving that father of his an elaborate, uncensored piece of my mind.
I keep staring at Ian’s clouded expression as he continues to listen, his body rigid, guarded. Somewhat drained, he replies, “Then, as always, I can rest assured that you’ll never fail to disappoint me. I can't even rely on my own parents.” 
Deep recognition exhale of a defeated acceptance of a broken child concludes the call. And I know, sure as I’ve never been before, that I will shortly pack my bags and let Ian take my place in the apartment. Throwing the phone on the bed, he turns to look at me with a blend of coyness, fragility and despair. His eyes are a set of perfect emerald—so beautiful, just like the soul they mirror. 
My personal shaman needs healing.
“Gorgeous.” You really are. I want to scream from the top of my lungs, if possible at his father’s blocked ears. 
He rewards me with an exhausted smile, then rubs his hands over his face. 
I wait for him to look back at me, then say, “I’m going to pack now, and you'll stay here as long as you need.”
“Hales, you don’t have to do that on account of the delight you’ve just heard.” 
“I don’t have to, I know.” I hold his stare, trying to convey my determination. “I want to.” I emphasize every word. “Besides, how can I really resist twenty-four hour access to my amazing boyfriend?” I try to lighten his mood; I don’t want to make him feel worse than he already does. His lips quirk just enough to form a thin shadow of a smile.
“Hey, we both know you would do the same for me.” I nudge his shoulder and beam at him. 
He looks at me sincerely and says, “I would give up my room for you for hooking up twenty four seven with Daniel without even batting an eye.” His naughtiness finally reappears.
“Now, that’s something I do not share,” I scold him, feigning a frown.
“So, Maldives,” I add, knowing it’ll raise his spirits even more. His full megawatt grin comes back. 
“You betcha.” He slams a kiss on my mouth and hugs me tightly.
After the momentary cheerfulness, as though remembering his conversation from a few minutes ago, solemnness veils his face and he wraps his arm around my shoulder. 
Resting the side of his head against mine he says, “You know Hales, we go from childhood to maturity being preached at about how family is the most important thing in life. But I say screw that, it depends on which family.  For me it's sure not the family I was born into...it’s us. You, me, and Tasha.” I look at him with a thin, warm smile. “Sometimes you guys are just too much, so much that I end up almost strangling you, and then there are times when you just rock my world, and I can’t even begin to say how much I love you. And no matter what, I know I can rely on you guys and that you'll love me, no questions asked, any fucking time.” My answer of assurance and agreement is a kiss on his cheek and a tight hug that shows love, protectiveness and empathy.
“Temporary,”  I declare in the most intimidating voice I can muster as we get back to the living room and deliver the news to Tasha. They both smirk at me and Ian turns to hug me, saying, “You know what they say, temporary is the new permanent.” 
“Hilarious,” I reply, although more cheerfully than I intended for it to come out. After checking the time we all go to my room and begin packing two large suitcases with Placebo singing in the background.
“Hey, this song is totally about me,” says Ian.
Tasha and I both tilt our head to look his way. 
“Special needs, you know…” He grins. 
Our eye roll comes in unison. Tasha throws a pillow at him and we resume the task at hand.
I text Ian after I get in the car before I start driving to Daniel's.
I promise I will always love u, even when you forget to love yourself
Ian: I know. LUV U immensely
I hardly manage to take another breath before a new message comes in.
Ian: Now, let’s quit this sentimental shit, nuff for one day, or a decade ;) 
I shake my head and giggle. As I fumble with the iPod a thought about the suitcases in the trunk crosses my mind and a twist forms in my stomach. Buds of doubt start tainting my thoughts. I hope this doesn't turn out to be a major mistake…
 


Chapter 9: Three Wishes 
 
“I'm here.” I drop the suitcases in my hands onto the sandstone threshold; Daniel studies me with his head cocked as he leans on the doorjamb, sporting casual jeans and a T-shirt as ever steamy. “You are left with two more wishes.” I beam and his expression evolves from absorbed to delight, realizing the meaning of the suitcases I’ve brought with me. His crooked smile is effervescent. 
“Oh baby, you're my three wishes combined.” He grabs me and lifts me into the deepest hug, repeatedly planting kisses on my broad smile, and I giggle.
“It's just a temporary solution,” I declare before briefly filling him in about Ian. I explain how Ian divorced his morals long ago, and that finally the promiscuousness he got custody for came back with vengeance. 
Daniel shrugs and shakes his head at the tale. He bends to pick up the suitcases, entirely smug, looking at me over his shoulder. He raises an eyebrow while a naughty smile plays on his lips, strands of hair falling to almost cover his eye. “You know what they say: temporary is the new permanent.” 
I roll my eyes. What is it about my men? Have they all been designed from the same blueprint?

He approaches me with the suitcases still in hand, and enthusiastically plants kisses on my mouth, so eagerly that his tongue almost reaches my throat. I slide my hands to his back packets and gladly absorb his assault. 
“Temporary,” I repeat, following him back to the kitchen after he had set my suitcases in the bedroom. 
“You know, baby, denial really agrees with you. Go ahead and keep on wearing it if it works for you.” He smiles, an annoying, conceited, sexy grin. 
I take a deep breath and wrinkle my nose.
“Ready to have dinner? We should celebrate.”  
“Sure. What are we celebrating?” Disregarding my question, he scans me head to toe and then grabs a black sweatshirt that rests on one of the kitchen stools.
“Hands up,” he commands in a wry, magesterial tone. As I obey he shrugs his oversized shirt over my pale pink chiffon blouse. I need to roll up the sleeves for my hands to show. “So you won't be cold.” He answers an unspoken question. My lips arch warmly at the gesture. With a thin, secretive, askew smile he takes my hand and leads me to the patio. 
I follow, fairly agitated by curiosity laced with anxiety. 
And before I can actually ask, the display spread before me makes my breath catch. He really went all out this time. What in the name of god are we really celebrating? 
Cream colored gothic candles adorned with asymmetric stalactites of wax are scattered around the deck and pool. There is a table set for two covered with a crisp white cloth sporting a massive bronze candelabra as the centerpiece. Flames flicker softly from the candelabra, which is surrounded by an assortment of sushi. Snow Patrol singing one of their most intense, soul melting songs gives the scene its final touch. Daniel leads us, and I study his unreadable face from the side, following him with a thudding heart. He pulls back a chair for me.
There is a certain flicker in his eyes that tells me he might be a bit nervous.
By now I'm actually starting to panic, my mind railing at the thought of what he might have in mind, at the reason we're about to “celebrate”. 
“Hold on,” he says in a low voice before I sit down. I gaze up at him feeling a flush of apprehension hovering over my cheeks. His eyes slowly caress my face til they rest heatedly on my lips.
I am a second away from losing it.
And then he kisses me.
It's mind-blowing: without inhibition, possessing my soul with the connection, leaving me physically unbalanced and lapsing mentally. Noticing my brief loss of balance, he holds me for a few moments next to his chest, til he senses I am capable of holding my own. 
Wow, this kiss. This one kiss should be safely guarded in a locked chest so it can remind me of what lust is when I’m old enough to forget. I am utterly breathtaken.
“We nailed it, baby. The deal is mine. This is totally the big leagues now. All that’s left is to sign the official papers.” His eyes brighten with excitement.
“Wow, Daniel, that’s amazing.” I squeeze him tight and grin wholeheartedly.
“This opens up new possibilities. It paves the way for entering and developing more markets and potential business with similar governments.”
“I can’t believe you waited until now to tell me.” I push his chest gently. His reply is a smile. “Now, that’s a cause for celebration,” I say with the most casual voice I can, trying hard to hide my relief. Still, I'm utterly thrilled for him.
“There’s more to celebrate.” He winks at me. 
“Oh?” The dread is back … and in reply to my poorly-articulated response he hands me a navy, rectangular, velvety box. 
Psycho, no! At this point my breath is far from being stable while my heart plays catch up.
“Don’t freak out on me Hales, okay?” he says, noticing my hesitant palm when I reach for the box. There’s an iota of humor in his stare which I can’t translate. 
Knowing you and your impulsive ways there’s nothing I could do to keep from freaking out. Is he serious? Is this what I think it is? Tasha’s words ricochet around my brain, fueling my concern, frightening the hell out of me. I can’t manage to open the damn thing: my mind spaces out and doesn’t seem to be able to transfer the required action to my numb limbs. 
He sets the box on the table.
“Hales,” he frames my cheeks and tips my head so my widely open, terrified eyes align with his. “You are just way too sweet.” He presses a soft, chaste kiss on my mouth, his eyes dancing with secretive, impish light.
“It’s not what you think. You're not ready for that yet. Relax, baby.” He winks at me again and his lips curve up in an adorable smile. He's laughing at me!
I blink at him and swallow hard. The only sound my mouth can form right now is, “Huh?” He shakes his head and his smile widens. I observe him for a fraction of a second, then turn to open the box. I gape at the box's contents, then up at Daniel’s anxiously waiting eyes, then back at the velvety case in my now slightly more stable hands. Inside, on a silky navy cloth, lies cradled a diamond tennis bracelet, with an engraved heart toggle at its middle. I need to force myself to pull my dropped jaw back into its natural place as I study the delicate, exquisite jewelry. 
“Look at the engraving,” Daniel coaxes in his throaty, warm voice, his eyes a tender hazel of thrill on me. 
I turn the heart over to read the inscription, and the little carved letters constrict my own heart with new levels of adoration. 
For being you.
It’s a moment that reminds me how deeply, so-fallen-can’t-get-up in love with him I am. I gape, overwhelmed, at the bracelet for a long moment as Daniel watches me with the most satisfied, proud side pull of his lips. And the deepest, bone-shivering emotions sweep through my body. 
I love you D. Can't breathe, can’t exist without you, love.
“I love you.” I lean forward to kiss him, a kiss that tells him how I feel, powered by the emotions that now spiral within me, which he enthusiastically reciprocates. When we detach for the sake of oxygen, I move over and straddle his welcoming thighs. As Daniel secures the bracelet on my wrist, but not before he plants a soft kiss on the middle of my gratified palm, we continue where our mouths left off just a minute ago. We kiss, consumed in the trance of our connection, til the need to rip each other’s clothes off is on the verge of irrationality. We don’t even make it to the house; we fall to the closest lounger in this scene he created for…me.
When I am snuggled deep in his embrace, in his vast bed and under the soft covers, he whispers into my ear. “You know, Hales...” he says, brushing my cheekbone with his warm hand. His shining eyes in the darkened room transmit his emotions. “...it's been a while since I hit puberty.”
I can’t resist and counter with, “Has it? Your hormone-stricken libido tells me otherwise.” I blink at him and he snickers. 
He kisses me with a feathery kiss. “I'm not playing Hales. I am all in, baby.” He tips my chin up so our eyes are level. “Like I said before, I found the one.” To my prolonged silence full of frantic thoughts he says, “What is it?”
I take a deep breath, trying to make some order out of the chaos that is my thoughts. Should I just go ahead and say what’s on my mind, especially after what he just made for me, gave me?
He watches me with a profound look that only makes the ability to say what I want almost impossible.
“Hales?” 
“Nothing, I’m just a bit overwhelmed.” I choose, like the coward that I am, not to tell him how insecure I feel about us.
“Now that we've gotten this out of the way, can we get down to the nitty-gritty?” 
“And by nitty-gritty you mean...?”He slides his hand under my tank top. 
Again? Hormone-stricken libido indeed. But hey, who am I to complain?
 


Chapter 10: Under the Weather
 
I wake alone due to Daniel’s early start, something about a meeting out of town. Still drowsy and shaking off sleep, I wait for the noisy coffee machine to do its sacred job and call Ian. Knowing full well that the fallout from his father’s heart of stone takes more than a good night's sleep to wear thin, if at all. 
“Wha...” A short, annoyed mumble echoes from the other end of the line. 
“Mornin’ sunshine, you sound terrific...”
“Whatevs, Hales. I’m allowed to be moody. My chakras are in complete chaos, so don’t even start with that shit,” he grumbles huskily, then sighs, sounding deflated and sleepy. Shorter than the space of a breath he adds, “Sorry, I shouldn’t take it out on you, but it’s just...he really gets to me.”
“I know, dear. And it’s me, so there's no need to apologize,” I say warmly, then add, “Do you want to call in sick and have a spa day? My treat.” I’ll do whatever it takes to make him feel good.
“Gorgeous, with the amount of sick days I’ve pulled off so far I’ll have to call in dead.” 
I lightly giggle, glad he's moved on to humor. “So, anything I can do to help? Want to do lunch?”
“Nah, I’ll just take it out on some hot body,” his voice becomes an octave cheerier. 
Of course that’s his answer. 
“I can hear you roll your eyes from here,” he says, making me chuckle. 
“So what’s the real plan for the day?”
“Start with coffee. When it loses its effect continue to alcohol, and then that hot body.” We both laugh this time.
“Classic. Will you be okay?”
“You know I love you, right?” 
“I know, Ian, and me you, from the roots of my natural blonde to my French-manicured toes.” 
A short, hoarse laugh comes from the small device in my palm. 
“I need to start the day and so do you. I’ll check up on you later. Kiss.”
As soon as we hang up I go to the web and order an absurdly expensive designer basket of chocolate cupcakes, to be delivered to Ian’s work place with the following note:
Whatevs the calories gorgeous, nothing better to align chakras than unadulterated, sinfully exquisite carbs.
Love ya tons, H 
~~~
In my cubicle at work, drinking the last sip of my second cup of coffee, I go through the pile in my inbox. It's time to roll up my sleeves, a sigh of frustrated recognition falls from my lips. Lunch will have to be at my desk if I ever want to reduce this immense workload to a decent amount. I wonder whether I should get another caffeine fix before I start, but in the end go with no. Somehow jitters, nausea and vomiting from a legal stimulant overdose don’t seem like the best condition to carry at work.
As I look for my phone, the glittering chain on my wrist catches my eye and a smile reflexively pops up on my lips. I circle the bracelet around my wrist til I can see the little heart clearly. I read the inscription again, like I've done about a thousand times today, even before getting out of the house, and grin toothily with sheer contentment. 
“Some bling.” Josh, standing above me, looks pointedly at the shine. 
“That it is.” I smile at him.
“What’s the engraving say?”
I lift my hand and show him.
“Daniel?” he asks.
“The one and only.” My lips couldn’t stretch any further.
“I like his style. He is definitely a keeper. Guys like him are hard to find, Hayley.” 
I know boss, believe me, I know.
“Anything I can do for you?” I ask, certain that having a gushing girlie chat about my new glittery ornament wasn’t the reason he dropped by. 
“Yeah,” he answers, leaning his hip on my desk. He starts giving me some useful input for a project I’ve been working on. 
This guy is just great at what he does. Apart from his annoying mega smile, his recent obsession with my Ian, and his exhausting tendency to fatigue me with small talk, he is the perfect mentor. Josh finally lets me continue my work after taking the better part of an hour from my busy day. When Daniel calls a quarter of an hour later telling me he will be home late tonight because of a prolonged business meeting, I decide I have a good enough excuse to stay late at work and to try to shrink my currently extensive workload.
Long after the sky out the window turns into a burned grey, I find myself shivering. I check the window, but it's shut. I put on my jacket to warm up. At the pause from my concentrated state, I realize my eyes are burning and the thudding in my head that I'd earlier dismissed as too many hours at a computer screen combined with caffeine gets more intense. I decide to call it a night, thinking about a warm bath and an early snuggle into bed. 
Once at Daniel’s, which I find hard to call home even in my head, I dismiss the idea of a bath; I'm too exhausted to even consider it. My shivering doesn't stop, even under the thick comforter, so I check my fever. My temperature is so high that I'm glad the mercury didn’t burst out of the thermometer. I decide to sleep in the living room. 
I’d hate for Daniel to inherit whatever malignant microorganism is colonizing me.  
Tossing and turning, freezing despite my blanket, I open my eyes to the TV on mute in the darkened room. I pull the blanket even tighter around me, and absently look up to find out that my pillow is actually a lap. Daniel is slouched above me, fully clothed in a suit and tie, resting his head on the sofa’s wide back. His chest gently rises and falls in a peaceful rhythm. My plan to get away from him for his own good failed. Nevertheless, I’m more than glad that he's here. I smile, take the remote from his limp hand, and turn the power off. I take Daniel’s hand between mine and, resting my head on it, I let my fatigue do its work.
 


Chapter 11: Soup, Wine, Ginger, Truth or Dare and Plain Ol’ Comfort
 
A sound of metal jingling against some hard surface followed by a muffled clatter comes from the kitchen, brutally pulling me out of my deep sleep. Rather startled, I raise my head to look over the sofa, and find Daniel’s back. He's hunched over the kitchen counter and appears to be engaged in some culinary labor. I check the time on the entertainment center. Noon? Rubbing my eyes, I try to wipe away the remains of my heavy sleep. 
I slept so much. I haven’t called in sick. Shit. 
Slowly I lift myself up from the sofa that’s been my comforting convalescent
burrow for the last several hours. Pulling my sleeves over my fists, I hug myself and stretch. 
“Daniel?” My voice is still a touch hoarse from sleeping so long.
“Hey baby, how do you feel?” He turns at the waist to face me, a ladle in hand, revealing two unlabeled white containers set side by side on the counter. I stare perplexed at the odd scene before me. The comforting, delicious scent of broth reaches me as I take another step. 
“I think I’m a bit better. What are you doing home? Umm, what are you doing?” I nod toward the counter. 
He smiles a thin smile. “Brought you some soup.” 
I feel my heart slowly melt into a frothy puddle. Daniel blinks at me over his shoulder and I walk up to hug him tightly from behind. “If I weren't afraid of infecting you, I would kiss you so hard right now.” 
He chuckles lightly.
“Are you for real? Am I dreaming you?” 
“I’m very real and much yours.” He says still with his back to me. 
I inhale in utter pleasure.
“Aren’t you supposed to be dealing with a foreign country or something?”
“My girl’s sick.” 
I beam; a smile erupts from all the way down, from deep inside of me. 
“I need to call Josh. My god, it’s after mid-day…” I mumble distractedly, resting my head on his wide, hard back. I breathe in deeply, indulging on his smell which is mixed with the fresh linen scent of the white dress shirt he has on. I hug his waist and melt further into him, smiling serenely. 
“Already called him earlier this morning.” Daniel says, looking back over his shoulder toward me. I shift my head, my chin still resting on his back, and blink at him twice, surprised. He shrugs. He then squats to check out the oven clock.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he says suddenly, and I let go to stand beside him. 
Psycho?
“Sorry. It's truly tempting, but I’m definitely not in any condition for that.” 
With a light chuckle, he fetches his car keys and shoves them into his front pocket.
“Eat your soup and rest,” he orders, then kisses my forehead airily, letting out a short laugh again. “I’ll try to get home early today,” he says, then mutters under his breath, “For fuck’s sake, I’m so late.” 
And he is gone.
I spend the afternoon doing close to nothing except sketching and trying to watch TV. Daniel’s third call makes me snort, and I ridicule him for being just a tad too protective. 
“Daniel, seriously, I’m doing better. I ate my soup, I’ve rested and I haven’t left the couch.”
“Listen Hales...” There's a short silence, which I can clearly guess is due to his inability to disconnect completely from his work. “...I’m not sure I'll be able to make it early today after all.” He ignores my comment, and his voice is a little too grave to deliver such minor info. I laugh lightly at his melodrama.
“I. Will. Be. Fine.” My eye roll comes involuntarily.
“I'll check up on you later. I gotta go.” He shows not a shred of mellowing; his solemnity is intact. I shake my head, amused. 
I will most probably survive this, D.
 
I finally take a shower late in the afternoon. As I take the first step out, the intercom buzzes. I feel much better, though I'm still fighting the last remnants of being sick: it seems to be one of those twenty-four hour viruses. I check out the intercom monitor screen and a smile spreads across my lips at Ian posing like a bimbo-actress-wannabe in some low-budget action premiere. I quickly shrug on yoga pants and a pink hoodie, run my fingers through my hair just for the sake of looking somewhat presentable, and head for the door.
“Took you long enough to answer,” Ian grumbles. He twists his mouth, resting casually on the door frame, his feet crossed at his ankles. Tasha, standing beside him, shakes her head and mouths, “Lame-o.”
“Think it’s easy pulling this beautiful?” I answer, blinking at him with puffy eyes. They both snort and Ian cheerfully proclaims, “You're always beautiful. Now, get your germ-possessed cadaver as far away from me as possible. I can’t be infected. My body is an important work asset.” He pushes me away gently with one cautious finger.
“I could never imagine you looking as stunning as you currently do. So natural.” Tasha flashes her perfect set of teeth at me and squeezes me in a warm embrace. Ian succumbs to herd, hugging me and lifting me up.
“What are you guys doing here?” I ask as I let them in to the main room.
“Well, fuck me dead, some shack you’ve moved to,” Ian states, gesturing with his hands toward the room. His tendency to dramatize every single thing that spills from his mouth sometimes overwhelms even me a little. Tasha and I trade sardonic stares. 
Daniel’s house is much less opulent than the mansion Ian’s parents own but trust Ian to stage a mini scene.
“So... What are you guys doing here?” I lead them toward the kitchen and they follow me. 
“Not happy to see us, friendie dearest?” Tasha raises a shaped eyebrow. 
I beam at her.
“Okay, here's my side of the story.” Ian interrupts us with what he makes out to be the start of an epic tale. “At seventeen hundred sharp I got a call.” 
Tasha and I giggle at the way he tries to build suspense with his preface. 
“Miss Taylor delivered the King’s order that we shall keep company to his recumbent queen.” 
I fire a quizzical stare Tasha’s way for affirmation, my eyebrows nearly melding into one. She nods assent with a small smile. 
“Now my side,” Tasha says dryly, as I pour Ian a glass of chilled white, her an Italian merlot and myself a mug of jasmine tea.
“At fourteen hundred thirty...” Tasha mocks Ian’s earlier performance, setting the three of us alight with humor.
“Basically, a few hours ago I got an email from the CEO of my company. Mind you, it was a polite email…well, for him,” she says, teasingly. “Telling me to pack up my stuff and go take care of my best friend.” 
Absently I bring my hand up to cover my face. He doesn’t have any boundaries, that dictatorial significant other of mine.
“Sorry, I guess, err, on his behalf…?” I send them both an apologetic, awkward look. 
“Hey, don’t you dare go there!” Ian growls. “My loyalty to the hottest king ever is unquestionable. I execute the king’s orders to the letter.” 
“C’mon Sir Lancelot, let’s not get carried away. How about we go sit on the deck,” I say drily and offer Ian the hook of my arm.
“Pfft, as if we wouldn’t be here anyhow.” Tasha engulfs my waist and rests her head on mine.
“Hold on, let’s take these babies with us.” I study the clear container in Ian’s hand curiously. “Freshly homemade ginger cookies,” he says. “I made them especially for you, gorgeous.” 
I smile and kiss his cheek. Gotta love my Ian.
The three of us squeeze into one wicker recliner. Ian places the cookie container on my thighs as I'm the one slumped in the middle. For a better part of an hour we nibble at Ian’s blessed gastronomic work of art, sipping our drinks over T.Y.P. crooning in the background. The two of them fill me in with a minute-by-minute account of their week. I am relieved to hear Ian didn’t violate any poor creature in my bed.
“Yet,” Tasha declares sneeringly. 
After that, Ian and I listen very attentively to Tasha’s elaborate stories about her dates with her seemingly perfect new crush.
“What are you humming?” I ask Ian.
“A song from Pinocchio.” At my raised eyebrow he clarifies: “Which I watched with Ayden the other day.” Ayden is the kid Ian big brothers as part of a volunteer program, and it's time he loves serving, though it used to be a slap on the wrist for a crime too idiotic to mention that he committed a very long time ago. His sentence is long served, but he still chooses to take part.
Tasha and I beam at him fondly, adding a collective feminine sigh. He takes a sip of his white and states, “The wooden dude is a genius. He figured out the ultimate lifestyle.” 
“Is that so?” Tasha’s lips lift up.
“It goes something like, ‘I've got no strings to hold me down, to make me fret, or make me frown. I had strings but now I'm free’.” Ian's satisfied grin practically blinds us. 
Only Ian can make a hymn praising polygamy out of an innocent kid’s song.
“Mmm hmm, I see. You mean guaranteed STDs make the ultimate lifestyle, Sir?”
I shake my head with a chuckle. My companions join me in tittering. 
“You’ve been there before getting all domestic with Mr. Sexy as fuck. You tell me.” Ian squints his eyes at me.
“Ouch, bitchy,” Tasha says, and we all trade amused glances. 
“What are we going to do with you?” She asks next.
“Love me til your very last breath on earth?” Ian says and the three of us snort in stereo.
“Truth or dare, gorgeous,” Ian says to me, spikes set aside.
“I’ll go with truth. No chance I’m doing anything that will make me move my butt.” 
Tasha huffs in assent. “Before you ask, same answer here,” she tells Ian.
“Truth, no chance in hell are you moving back to the apartment, huh?” 
Ian and Tasha exchange amused looks that don’t go unseen, as subtle as they try to be. When I grimace and am about to answer Tasha stops me at, “Uhm, well,” by raising her hand. 
“Before you answer, may I remind you that you are still under the oath of the scared pact we made ages ago, the ‘thou shalt not bullshit thy besties,’ one?”  
“Truth.” I surrender, twisting my mouth, and they both smirk smugly at me.
“Spotlight back on you guys now, thank you.” No way am I going to be the center of this, especially with the wicked glee these two have in their eyes.
“Truth Ian, why did you call your dad the other day?” 
I wince. Trying to gut the poor guy out here in the open, Missy?
“I guess, pathetic as it may sound, I thought that maybe if he knew I was in trouble he might reach out to me.” 
I lace my fingers into Ian’s in a silent gesture of empathy. The three of us turn quiet; suddenly it feels like evening is approaching quickly and the temperature's dropped a couple of degrees. Or is it just due to the morbid topic?
“So Tash, how is Brad at dazzling your private parts?” Ian says with a clear attempt to lighten the atmosphere. 
“Don’t want to jinx it, but he’s just…” Tasha’s look turns wistful, I can just imagine how her pupils will take on a heart shape any second now. “Well, he does know how to make a woman...smile.”
“Nothing wrong with him?” Ian insists, feigning shock.
“On the scale of one to keeper? I’d go with nine and a half.” 
I smile, impressed. Guess he's a rare species for Missy here to give him such a high ranking.
“So far… I'm crossing my fingers not to encounter any surprises along the way.” 
The three of us sit in comfortable silence for a good ten minutes, or maybe eternity. Our spaced out, meditative state reminds me of past times. Times that now seem from another life, times in which we used to sit around like this for hours. The only small difference is that back then it was due to consuming some substance that mellowed you and took your mind to uncanny philosophic places.  
“You know what, guys,” Tasha says, breaking our prolonged meditative silence, “my life is so boring, so banal, so freaking normal.” 
We both turn our heads her way.
“I am so normal it’s just about sickening.” She sighs.
“As opposed to us you mean?” I say. Ian’s face twists in a hilarious puzzled expression.
“As opposed to almost everyone we know...” says Tasha. “I grew up in a house surrounded by a perfect white picket fence in the burbs with an ultra-normal family. Guys, seriously, my house has a genuine white freaking picket fence.” She huffs. “Had a perfect GPA. Always had long lasting, no drama relationships. Everything just absofuckinglutely normal.”
“And you consider that a problem because?” Ian puts both his thoughts and mine into words. 
Tasha rolls her eyes and continues. “I bet with all this normality, that of the three of us it'll be me with the midlife crisis. A sad suburban mental breakdown by the age of 35, caused by severe boredom.” Tasha lingers at the end of the sentence in a dark, dramatic tone, her eyes fixed on some point ahead. 
I shake my head in contempt. 
“You know, Tash,” Ian says, wearing his serious adult hat, “the last time I can remember that my life was simple and drama free was right before my umbilical cord was cut, and believe me, you don’t want that. Boring is good. Boring is sane.”
“I think you should start sharing my Xanax, babes,” he murmurs next. 
Jackpot, gorgeous. Though come to think of it I’d go with right before you outed yourself was the last time your life was complex free. I search inside my head, wondering when my life was last sans-drama. Maybe the minute before I met the love of my life?
I sigh.
“C’mon, my life can be categorized in freaking neat little boxes of dullness,” says Tasha.
Where is this coming from?
Maybe we need some more one-on-one time before Barbie morphs into Chucky.
“Did you strengthen the ginger cookies?” I ask Ian, who growls amused and shakes his head. 
“You know what, you guys? I want to be badass, not like a Hayley-style, girlie-wanna-be-badass,” Tasha continues.
“No offense taken,” I say lazily, removing cookies crumbs from my shirt.
“I mean Chuck Norris badass, that’s what I want…”
“Okaaaay,” Ian says, sending me an awkward what-the-fuck look. 
“Fine, Chuck Norris. Obviously someone had just a little too much of her happy cup.”
“Best thing that ever happened to you?” I ask Tasha. We need to rescue her from the nonsense currently holding her brain hostage. 
“Sorry Ian, no offense,” she says, turning to Ian, “but that would be you, Hales.” I grin at her and peck her cheek only to be given a loud smooch on my lips.
“Sick here,” I say, pointing at myself, warning germs transition. 
Ian snickers at our brief display and continues the diversion I’ve initiated. “How about you, Hales?”
“The two of you without a single doubt.”
Tasha gives me a sarcastic look. “Ah, ah. And what about your boy toy?”
“Pfft, totally different story…” I twist my lips. “It’s not like I'm going to marry the two of you...” Whaaaaaa? 
“The fuck, Hales?” Ian almost squeals and my hand flies up to cover my delusional mouth.
“And here's the epitome of a Freudian slip for you...” Tasha murmurs, and snickers.
“It was just a general saying, I didn’t mean like actually the wedding thing, just what it stands for, a metaphor, no one is thinking of… I didn't mean it like that.” Yeah, that was convincing.
“Yes you did,” Ian says, annoyingly smug, wriggling his eyebrows.
“No. I definitely did not.”
“Yep,” he pops the p. “You totally did.”
“No, really, you guys?” Tasha says, turning from me to Ian and back. “Really?”
“Listen,” I point my finger into the air. “Mistake! If this is ever repeated there will be casualties!” With my finger still up I add, “Massacre, Kill Bill wedding day kind of casualties."
“Whatevs, psycho.” Ian says, grinning, and I flare my nostrils. When Tasha cracks up, we follow. As our amusement calms I move on to Ian. 
“Now you, best thing?” 
“My looks!” Tasha and I sneer at him jointly.
“What? C’mon, don’t you think I have this natural, godly beauty?”
“Oh my gawd Ian, you are so grotesquely self-absorbed it’s borderline repulsive,” Tasha shrieks. I love Ian so much, but sometimes I really wish he would drop the mask, just for a little while. At least with us.
“Seriously, you need to be tested. I don’t know for what, but something is definitely wrong.” I add my two cents.
“Or just skip it and enroll directly in Aggressive-Medications -R-Us,” Tasha adds. 
“Hales,” Daniel’s husky voice calling me reaches us from within the house.
“Oh, the groom.” Tasha says. I choose to ignore her “witticism”.
“Back here, gorgeous,” Ian shouts back.
“Moron.” I smack his abs in a friendly way.
“Hey,” Daniel says as he approaches, sending the most adorable side smile my way. I watch him for a brief moment and beam in pleasure. Stubble decorates his square jaw, adding some roughness to his usual up to no good, sexy as hell face. He's wearing a white button down and faded jeans with a thick black belt. The jeans fit his pelvis in a way that makes me want to crawl over to him and unbuckle that belt with my teeth. He extends his hand for me to take and pulls me up from between my friends. When I'm standing I find myself being lifted into a warm, strong embrace. 
“How do you feel, baby?” He asks in a low voice. He plants a supple kiss on my lips. “Much better.” I grin at him, and wrap my hands around his neck. I reach my lips to his mouth for another short taste of their drug.
As Daniel sets me back, his eyes still on mine, Ian distracts us with, “Daniel, what’s the best thing that ever happened to you?” 
Are we still on that? Not sure D would be the ultimate social games player.
Daniel’s response comes in a flash. Without even blinking or taking a second to consider, he solemnly says, “Hayley.” The vindication it comes out with leaves me in awe. My eyes shoot up to his, surprised, while my heart expands to an impossible size. I’m afraid it’s about to leave cracks in my ribcage.
“Not your company?” escapes my mouth involuntarily. 
His eyes stare pointedly and intently at mine for a charged moment. “No,” he replies firmly. And without any further ado he leads me over to sit on the matching recliner that faces my friends. 
From her place at the recliner, behind Daniel’s turned back, Tasha demonstratively circles an imaginary hoop around her ring finger, bobbing her head with a wolfish grin. I shake my head dismissively. 
“Anyone want something from the kitchen?” Daniel asks.
After a moment he comes back with a beer in one hand and a beige afghan in the other. I look at him, smirking, as he bends in front of me to arrange the soft fabric protectively over me. While he stoops, I catch Ian's mischievous, narrowed eyes checking out his butt. Ian bites his lips in a telling way, and winks at me. I send him a friendly warning stare. Tasha’s face beside him turns gushing with a he-is-so-adorable-I-am-melting-here expression and I nod in agreement. 
He is. 
Daniel takes his place behind me, embracing me tightly with one arm, kissing my temple, and then turns to take a swig of his beer, slightly inclining his head sideways.
“Hey Daniel, would you like some ginger cookies?” Ian raises the container that’s resting in his lap.
“Ian baked them.” Tasha beams at Daniel. 
“With freshly ground ginger,” Ian adds.
“Of course it is,” a low dry murmur counters from close behind me. 
“And nutmeg,” I say sternly, biting my inner cheek to suppress a smile. I can just imagine what's going through his mind. “The fuck if I care,” is the runner up.
“Later maybe,” Daniel says flippantly.
“So, how about these two corrupted divas ditching us to fly together to the Maldives?” Tasha says. I feel Daniel’s body stiffen behind me, and his grip on me loosens. 
I haven’t even told him about it yet, and he finds out like this. Shit.
“Don’t worry, sir, I'll take good care of your girl, especially on her birthday.” Ian adds his unwelcome comment to the evolving predicament, only for Tasha to add the final touch with, “Do you really trust her in Ian's hands?” 
God, can you two idiots stop blabbering crazily?
I send them a blazing, threatening stare, wince, and turn my head over my shoulder to look up at Daniel’s contorted face.
“You were running this by me when?” he says. 
I bite my lip. 
“I meant to tell you. It totally slipped my mind.” I try to put on my most adorable expression, but it doesn't seem to do any good. 
He actually looks upset.
“Hey, you do have this tendency to distract me.” I kiss his taut cheek aiming to ease his mood, glad to see a bud of a smile fleetingly touching his lips. His eyes squint as he waits for me to go on.
“I’ll fill you in later, okay?” His nostrils flare as he lets out a loud sigh. 
When he says “Later,” it's more an annoyed murmur than it is consent. 
I move my hand under the blanket from its resting place on my stomach sliding it to the space between our bodies. I tentatively crawl my fingers under his belt and caress the hairy trail leading to the hem of his boxers.
“Won’t help,” he whispers in a throaty voice. He takes another swig of his beer. “But keep going.” My lips pull up.
Somewhere in the middle of Ian’s constant chatter about everything and nothing, we manage to squeeze in a few short sentences about an exclusive high-tech business black tie event that Daniel and I will apparently attend Sunday evening, and we find out that Tasha and her new “man of the moment” are also invited.
Not long after, Daniel’s phone chimes. He excuses himself to take the call inside the house and heads for his office. I follow him with my eyes drinking him in til he disappears inside. 
“Earth to Hales,” Ian snaps his fingers momma-style. When he has my full attention, he clears his throat til Tasha’s eyes are also focused on him. Once he has our full attention, he starts what seems to be another full blown “Ian” anecdote.
“Ladies, you know how I let my ultrachic walls down in the bedroom.” It amazes me, time after time, how serious he can be saying stuff like this out loud.
Tasha bobs her head as Ian resumes. “The other day I met a metagorgeous, mouth drooling, totally dark and dangerous Boricua in uniform. An officer of the law, ladies!” He stares dramatically from me to Tasha and back, expressing the momentousness of the occasion with his clear, twinkling greens. I restrain my burning need to burst into laughter so I can hear the rest of this tale, though the sparkle of hilarity in Tasha's eyes makes it almost impossible. 
“Seriously, what’s more sheet-scorching, wild, and fantastorgasmic than plowing a Latin god… in uniform?” Ian’s irises light up the entire deck with their decadent glee.
Oh god, it’s one of those stories. D, you couldn’t have found a better moment to make yourself scarce.
“Do I need a fan for this one?” Tasha inquires, feigning seriousness. Ian grins widely. 
“You’ll need a freaking industrial cooling system, Miss Taylor.” 
That’s about how far my ex-roommate and I manage to hold in the threatening chuckles. 
Moments later, after the crudeness makes Tasha and I squirm one too many times in our recliners, Ian wraps up his graphic, beyond X-rated tale. That is, of course, not before we get a thorough lecture of the many virtues of the Latin lover.
God, the kinkfest. Just when I thought I'd seen it all…

Finally I can continue living my life, safe in the knowledge that someone’s tongue/fingers/thumbs/elbows/nose/god knows what else I’ve already managed to repress can reach just about everywhere, even places I’ve never imagined before. I need to shake again to banish horrors twirling vividly in my poor, molested mind.
God, I think even Dr. Ruth would blush at a conversation with manic sex perv here. He really needs to be censored before being allowed to talk to the public. I check my watch and declare, “Time of death, 9:45 PM.”
“Who died?” Tasha asks immediately, full lips showing amusement. Her sleek ponytail bounces joyfully with her jumpy reaction.
“My innocence.” 
“In which universe exactly have you ever been innocent?” Ian glows with mirth. 
“How do you get all these fuck buddies, anyway?” Tasha inquires with all seriousness, making me grin. These two should have their own headline news show.
“Grindr,” Ian answers solemnly as if this should make sense to us.
“Which is?” Tasha probes him for enlightenment, still too serious. I snort.
Ian’s lips move up into a sleazy grin. “It's an app.” His grin broadens. “You tap once and get the location of every hot body ready for some action in the near vicinity.” 
We both gape at him. He snickers and motions for us to lift our jaws. 
“Seriously?” I say, momentarily dazed by the promiscuous technology. 
“Want to see?” Ian excitedly offers his phone for a demonstration.
“What’s that?” Daniel casually asks nearing us. 
Wincing, I murmur, “An app to find hot bodies, something… ‘Ready for action,’ something...” 
Daniel’s face becomes troubled. “Thanks for sharing…” He nods at me and points to the house, then adds a pistol finger next to his temple and rolls his eyes. I nod back and smile, highly amused, sending him an airy kiss. 
When my two best friends go to say goodbye to Daniel I get our glasses to the kitchen and start the dishwasher. With the house full of peaceful tranquility again I go to find my man in his office. Standing by the doorframe I watch him til he ends a phone call with some person named Mathewson. From the bits of information I manage to hear, I learn there's going to be a trip to Thailand for Daniel in the near future. The notion immediately withers my good mood a fraction. As he tosses his cell phone on the table, his eyes meet mine. He slouches in his chair. “So... You and Ian in the Maldives, Hales?” His voice is calm but his constricted features hint at the current that runs under placid waters. 
Daniel inhales, watching me intently. He scratches the day stubble on his hard jaw. Closing the distance between us, I counter his turbulent hazel eyes with my own. “I’m not really asking a question here. I’m giving you a chance to dig yourself out of this one.” he says in a low voice. Hello, Mr. Rational…
“As absurd as it may sound, it really slipped my mind.” I straddle his legs. His hands instinctively reach for my waist. 
He listens, though with a guarded bearing, stalling his response.
“YOU’s summer cover will be shot in the Maldives and Ian was chosen as the model,” I say. 
Before he speaks, he nods, same expression still in place. “And it's on your birthday?” His voice takes on the timbre of disappointment, his thumbs drawing circles on my skin near the hem of my shirt. 
“Yes,” I nod, my own tone mimicking his.
“I see.” A rushed sigh emits from his mouth. 
“I'm also bummed by the thought that I won't spend it with you.” My statement is all that it takes for his demeanor to become a few shades calmer. He slouches further and brings me over his middle. I bury my head in his chest and he enfolds me tightly, kissing the crown of my hair. “We’ll work something out.” He slides his hand under my shirt and caresses my back. I stay as he continues reading his emails.
“Hales, there’s something I need to tell you,” he says after a while, and I raise my head to look at him, somewhat alarmed by the undertone. His face takes on an obscure edge, and I run my eyes over it trying to assess what's going on, concerned. “There was this…” But before he continues, his phone beeps once. The screen displays: “Mathewson.” 
“Fuck,” he hisses, but strangely enough his body, deflated and relaxed, says the contrary: he looks… relieved? 
“I've gotta take that,” he says solemnly, his face still hard, and I nod. When the conversation lingers and doesn’t look like it’ll end anytime soon, I decide to let Daniel be and have my weekly call with my parents.
 


Chapter 12: Illegal Rush
 
It seems as though the entire week was fast forwarded, only to pause on Sunday evening, the night of the black tie business event. I shake away the stressful thoughts of the crazy, breath-depriving week we’ve just had as I take a step into the en-suite and close the door behind me. Carefully placing a delicate satin garment on the vanity, I smile at the recollection of how it got to be in my possession.
The matte black box with golden engraved letters waited for me as I entered our empty bedroom last night sapped and debilitated. I was in a bad mood at the thought of coming back to the house to face yet another solo evening sans Daniel, who was again trapped at work. This time it was due to the final legal papers from the deal. When the familiar designer label with its golden letters appeared before my eyes my spirit climbed a little higher. I immediately called Daniel. Busy as ever, he still took my call, like he always does.
“Hey baby.”
“What’s with the surprise goodie bag?” My voice came out coated with childish effervescence.
“You seemed too occupied to even think about Sunday evening this week, so I just cleared the details out of the way for you.” He mimicked my tone.
“So you bought me a dress?” Knowing how busy he'd been himself these last few days, I was surprised that he'd had the time. 
“The wonders Ian can do with an unlimited budget,” he said sardonically.
“You asked Ian to buy me a dress?” My tone hardly concealed my skepticism at the sudden bond between these two. 
His answer came as short, low chuckles.
“You gals really hit it off, huh? Before we know it you’ll be braiding each other’s hair… By the way, there was something you've been meaning to tell me for a while now and we’ve been putting it off. What was it, D?”
“Not now Hales, later… tonight,” his voice darkened and I put it down to the busy situation at work.
I observe myself over the body length mirror as I apply some final touches and smile at the total look. The strapless fitted champagne dress that ends mid-thigh wraps my body as perfectly as if it had been custom tailored. A pair of sanctified Manolos add the final necessary touch, without taking too much attention. The nude makeup palette I chose with a little delicate glitter makes my bronze skin actually radiate.
I can’t help but think of the last time Daniel surprised me with a dress, and I smile and shake my head at the thought. The night I wore that dress was when we actually became… us.

“In this lifetime, Hales.” Daniel’s edgy voice behind the door snaps me out of my brief reverie, urging me to hurry. 
When I open the door I am momentarily frozen by the sight in front of me.  I feel a gross spark below my waist, and 'gross' is putting it mildly. I can barely get enough of my man wearing his usual rugged look, but this look gives my heart a major systolic disorder. He is six feet three inches of smoking hot maleness.
I need to swallow hard to get rid of the puddle of drool forming underneath my tongue. His impeccable body is draped in an expensively cut tux in complete contrast to the delinquent, sex-ridden mien that just oozes from his bad boy posture. And the combination of the two…

D, you are so my illegal drug.
“Christ, Hales, you look insanely beautiful.” His eyes fall on me with a gaze that suggests he's about to rip my clothes off. I grin at him, ego about to breach Mars’s atmosphere. 
You should talk.
“I am so going to finish the night either in a fight or with a severe condition of blue balls.” He leaves a scorching kiss/bite below my ear. A giggle escapes my mouth at the graveness he gives this sentence. 
Who said romance was dead?

 “No fighting necessary as I'm not sure I'll be able to detach myself from you, sir. And about that severe condition you mentioned: believe me, I am so planning to take care of that. The sooner the better.” I bat my eyes at him suggestively.
In other words, D, I am going to cling to your illegally arousing self like a cat in heat til I'm able to satisfy the feeling you just evoked in me.
“For fuck’s sake, I can’t believe we need to go now.” He grunts beside me. I inwardly tut.

We walk hand in hand to the car, me elated and pouty, satisfying-immediate-desires-depraved him. 
 
 


Chapter 13: Lost Nostradamus Prediction
 
Tapping my fingers on the mahogany bar’s hard surface, waiting for Daniel to order our drinks, I scan the high-class decor of the Ritz’s aristocratically themed ballroom. The venue and the attendees of the event emanate nothing but sophistication.
“How could you not check out her butt?” I ask, watching Daniel for a second. There’s no way he could be oblivious to one of the most bootylicious creatures I’ve ever seen. Her posterior could bring any red blooded, heterosexual man to a tongue protruding, heavily panting frenzy. 
“What’s that?” he asks, squinting at me as though I were acutely deranged.
“Aren’t you guys wired that way? Shouldn’t it be a reflex with you? Even I checked her out.” 
“Glad for you. And no, Hales. Are you seriously asking me that?” His brows hide behind the clusters of unruly dirty blonde that rest on his forehead. His lips twist into a side smile as he shakes his head. “Why should I, when I have this piece of perfection?” And to emphasize his statement he slides his palm over my dress, squeezing a big hunk of my alleged 'piece of perfection'. “You're a complete nut case, you know?” he adds with an intense kiss with humored lips over my unsuspecting mouth. When I return from being momentarily stunned, I say, “Takes one to know one,” and I'm rewarded with a devilish grin.
The gentle press of Daniel’s hand on the small of my back is ever present, like the slowly burning need I’ve been incubating since seeing him all dressed up. We pace the room holding hands, utterly content with each other, halting from time to time as Daniel exchanges words with his business acquaintances, introducing me as his girlfriend to each with proud air he doesn't bother to hide. 
Making our way to one of the more secluded corners of the hall, we embrace and taste expensive champagne from each other's mouths, gradually disconnecting from our surroundings. I'm pretty sure our molecules are about to melt together by the intense adhesion.
“We need to find a more private corner,” Daniel murmurs with a husky tone that's full of intent, freeing any remaining butterflies that weren’t already causing a tidal wave in my core. I put my chilled champagne glass against my heated face, trying to cool down, at least visibly, which leads to a throaty chuckle to roll out of my partner’s amused mouth.
“I’m actually amazed you managed to behave so far. I expected you to drag me to some corner and have your way with me a long time ago.”
He snorts then murmurs, “I should have gotten a halo and a pair of goddamn wings by now.” I giggle and kiss the side of his mouth.
“Let’s go find that corner.” He takes my hand and brushes it against his lips before leading me towards a hideaway. But after only a few steps, we freeze in unison: me because of the familiar person catching my eye with a smug we-hooked-up look. I can’t quite fathom the reason for Daniel’s pause. I nod curtly; hoping the guy heading our way won't talk to me, well aware of my boyfriend's lack of “tolerance” for past lovers. When I glance at Daniel I notice his face taking on an edge, his eyes with riotous depths. What’s going on with him?
I thread my fingers through Daniel’s, about to ask him if he's okay. But Brad is closing the gap between us, and I fidget and tense at the coming introduction and at his blazing, suggestive stare. As he takes his final steps I remember why I was attracted to him in the first place, ages ago. He has this influential, polished look: perfectly built, with his enchanting sapphire eyes and slick black hair. 
“Hayley.” He takes my free hand and kisses it briskly, while Daniel’s hold on me turns into a death grip. “It's been a long time and yet you're just as stunning as I remember you,” he says, trying to flatter me but with a clear undercurrent of conceit. Brad turns Daniel’s way with a malicious, strained smile “Daniel.”
Daniel? 
“Glad to see you again.” He addresses us both this time, clearly trying hard to pull off a nonchalant, cheerful stance.
“Well, that makes one of us,” Daniel retorts belligerently, watching Brad closely with a murderous gaze. My eyes dart to seek Daniel's, searching for some evidence to the reason for the sudden mood alteration.
“So, you two are together?” Brad returns his gaze to me, drinking me in, that cocky amusement intact.
“Yes,” Daniel answers, sharp and clear. The sparks of wrath caused by colliding currents of testosterone are almost tangible. 
“Well, we do have a history of sharing, don’t we, Stark?” I'm not sure what exactly happens at that moment, but when I follow Daniel’s and Brad’s gazes my eyes flick over to the glass in Daniel’s hand. What I see is that Daniel’s hand is damp against the champagne flute. Brad heaves out a short, irritating chuckle, which immediately makes my hand itch with the desire to slap his annoyingly smug face. 
Daniel, cursing under his breath, places the dripping glass on a tray carried by a passing waitress. He then lifts his hand to his mouth, sucking on the wetness. His entire demeanor is as if he's a Dexter episode in the making.
“So, Hayley, what have you been up to?” Brad places a friendly though intrusive hand on my shoulder. In spite of my unmistakable squirming he keeps his grip firmly intact.
What are you so smug about? I clearly remember that my post-coital thoughts were along the lines of NEVER AGAIN. 
Before I manage to brush his hand off me, or answer, Daniel’s voice slashes out dark and icy. “There are three kinds of mistakes as I see it,” Daniel says as he looks at Brad, jaw noticeably ticking. “The ones you learn from, the ones you stupidly repeat and the ones that’ll kill you. Doing what you're doing right now is the third one. Take your hand off her this second.” He utters the end of this sentence through gritted teeth, his eyes radiating a promise that there will be blood. I squeeze his hand, trying hard to somehow calm him down. Brad sizes Daniel up, palpably trying to rile him. “Maybe we should have it out at the club?” 
My eyebrows instinctively rise. 
“Would be my pleasure to introduce you to your maker.” Daniel’s gaze still resembles that of a hunter awaiting to take a calculated pounce. “But you're not worth serving time for.” This tense situation seems to be getting a lot of attention and so, aiming to ease it and with a crucial need to talk to Daniel in private, I ask, “I am going to get wine. Do you want some, Daniel? Join me?”
“Scotch.” His narrowed eyes, low and stony don’t shift away from their intense stare at Brad.
“You guys know each other?” Tasha’s cheerful voice interrupts my plan and dissolves some of the tension in our little group.
“Oh, I know Hayley.” Brad’s look is overly evocative and highly annoying. He enfolds Tasha’s waist with his arm. 
No, Tash! This is your Brad? No! Talk about an evening gone completely wrong.
“And Daniel,” he says, his tone less sleazy. 
“That’s convenient! We don’t need to go into intro formalities.” Tasha grins, totally oblivious to the odd, intense exchange of words a second ago.
“Should we get you guys a refill?” I ask, pulling Daniel with me toward the direction of the bar. 
“I’ll have what Daniel's having.” Brad continues his irritating assault, very much entertained. 
Kudos for the double-entendre, slimeball. I direct a hostile glance at him.
“I’ll kill him,” Daniel mutters through gritted teeth to himself, but when he makes a move to turn back Brad’s way, I squeeze his hand tighter and beg him with my eyes. He's just one Jack Daniel’s away from garrotting the guy.
“Nothing for me Hales,” Tasha sings joyfully, still blissfully ignorant. I find it strange that my mostly sharp friend hasn't caught on to the rotten vibe that should be obvious to any moron. Is she that high on Brad? Tasha and Brad…  Just the thought of it annoys the living hell out of me.
“Two Jacks neat please, make em’ double,” I ask one of the bartenders. Though not my usually chosen beverage, I too am in need of some heavy-duty intoxicant.
“Well, I guess you figured out the nature of my acquaintance with Brad. Now, can you please tell me what’s going on? What the hell happened between the two of you?” I ask Daniel, watching him throw back the bronze liquid in one swig. He twist his mouth, eyes me for a beat with a glare between fire and ice.
“It’s not that I ever thought I was lucky enough to take your virginity, but this… This goes beyond slaughter; this is flaying then pouring acid on it in broad daylight.” 
What the hell? Aren’t we just overreacting a teeny bit to me sleeping with someone before I even met you? I take a deep breath, willing myself to calm down.

“Daniel, it’s just a guy I slept with once, it shouldn't be that big of a deal.” Relax. 
His stare changes to burning hazel. “He is not just a
guy, Hayley, he is the
guy. He's that best buddy I told you about who backstabbed me.” 
I choke on my next sip of burning whiskey. The glass remains frozen in midair next to my lips as I tilt my face up to meet a pair of incredibly furious eyes. This goes beyond horrendous: Brad is the guy who used to be Daniel’s best friend? The best buddy who tried to sue Daniel for Daniel's company, after a lifelong friendship?
“Oh, no,” I murmur, deflated. My hand instinctively covers my mouth.
“Oh yes,” Daniel’s mocking reply is encrusted with poison.
Disastrous… And yet for a moment I can’t overlook the full half of the fiasco glass. My end-times prophecy just got its official stamp: Daniel has stopped himself from going ballistic at a situation like this. I squeeze his hand, glad to feel him reciprocate. On cue, one of his business associates stops to talk to him, giving me a moment to myself to dwell on the past few minutes. I inhale deeply as I try to process Daniel’s reaction, Brad’s deliberately slimy banter. My mind is a turmoil of blurring questions.
This debacle gives new meaning to the word clusterfuck. 
“I’ll be back shortly.” I let go of Daniel’s hand and start walking ahead. Daniel just nods, composed, but I know too well that it's just for appearance's sake. I'm deep into my thoughts, completely oblivious to my surroundings, except for one spot at the end of the hall: the door marked with the universal sign for the women's bathrooms. I need to get away for a breather to think—hell, to recuperate. Had I not been an integral part of this lucid predicament, I would have pegged it as some kind of pathetic sitcom that makes you squirm in your chair. A sitcom by writers so jaded and far from being talented that signed their SLA with a capital M for mediocrity.
“Ah!” Baffled, I give a startled cry when I'm grabbed forcefully by my arm pulled, almost losing my balance, into a dark, cushioned space. I nearly jump out of my skin. My heart skips a beat, panicked, until I recognize the mixture of Daniel’s alluring body scent now mixed with mild bittersweet aroma of alcohol.
As my eyes acclimate to the room, I spot hanging coats, telling me we're in the cloakroom. Shifting my gaze to look at Daniel, I wince at his dark, dangerous, and sinfully pointed glare. He doesn’t speak, nor does he release my gaze. His breath is abnormally heavy and quick. He looks predatory. My heartbeat accelerates and my palms become moist. I am nervous and turned on and my head is throbbing. I’ve never seen him like this before. 
This is a new degree of wild. The way he looks at me is different, and I can’t decide whether I should like it or not. I can’t gauge what he's thinking. He seems hell-bent on devouring me and the glee in his eyes tells me that this time it’s not just love. But nevertheless, my heart literally skips some crucial beats in anticipation. The only sound coming from him is a low growl that reverberates through me to the very depths of my stomach. Far from being gentle, he pushes me into the wall, taking with us some long evening coats. Metal hangers squeak as they slide on the rails, harmonizing with the purr of fast, virile breaths. He lifts my dress so it hovers around my waist and yanks down my thong, ripping it from my hip. His actions are primal and rough, but I don’t stop him. I am entirely intoxicated by the magma gushing through my veins. Though I feel a sense of alarm my body still reacts to him in aching need, sending contradicting signals to my resentful mind. I can hear the faint sound of a zipper as it sets him free, and then he pulls me up, by my thighs, to rest on the fabric stretched against the wall. Hurriedly Daniel grabs my leg and wraps it around his hip, then my right leg finds itself placed higher, against his ribs, and then with a sharp, forceful slide he sinks into me, leaving us both utterly breathless. 
He tightens the grip on my thigh, holding me taut against his body, as I counter his thrusts. Our eyes burn into each other. His mouth turns to claim mine. He doesn’t kiss me: he screws my mouth with his possessive, lashing tongue. His movements are domineering and ferocious. I can taste the salty dampness that has formed above his lips, blended with the flavor of whiskey. He conquers me; his rawness sends me sinfully to a brain-shattering climax. He quenches his desire inside me, finally expressing anger and ownership with a dry roar of my name. As his head drops into the nook of my neck I whisper, through panting gasps, “I am yours.”
I was before you dragged me to your cave and marked me, and I will be, always. 
I inhale deeply, spent and satiated. With his head still buried in the niche of my shoulder Daniel utters, “Christ, Hayley, of all the people! Out of everyone it had to be the one person I detest?” He takes a deep, frustrated breath. “He had you, Hales.” His voice is beaten and dark, affected. His head doesn’t leave its den, and I realize painfully that he's avoiding looking at me. Though I know I should be irate or feeling degraded, I'm not. My empathy goes out to him, knowing that if it was the other way around, I would have been devastated. I'm well aware that I myself already hold plenty of animosity in my heart for anyone who's ever been intimate with him, physically or emotionally. I can’t even fathom the thought of how I would feel if it were someone I loathed, someone who betrayed me.
And if there's one chapter in my thick book of sordid memories I wish I could delete…   There's a long moment while we are physically attached and mentally departed when we just let our sweat evaporate. Daniel is first to break contact. 
“I’m going to wash my face,” he says, his voice still restless. At the sight of his departing figure I adjust my dress so I too can go freshen up. I barely rest my hand on the door of the ladies room when Tasha pushes it open. Her confused eyes x-ray me. 
“What the heavens have I missed, Hales?”  
My mouth twists. “Let me lay it out for you, Tash.” I sigh. “Brad is Daniel’s number one persona non grata. I spent one night of sin with him in the past, and now you're seeing him. How about that for a horrendous coincidence?” I say dryly, returning her stare, disturbed and frustrated. 
She flicks her eyes over me with a creased forehead, frantically playing with the colorful Swarovski ring on her finger, trying to take it all in. A heartbeat later I watch emotions flash erratically over her face as the information sinks into the soil of her recognition.
“You have a few things to think about while I vomit.” I pat her hand and give her a cynical, gloomy smile, which she mimics, then make my way to the first stall in the right-hand line of doors.
“This really bad joke gone wildly wrong has to be one of Nostradamus' lost predictions of disaster…” Even though she murmurs her words still reach me before I take the final step inside the stall, and I give a short, wry snort in agreement. 
For the rest of the night Daniel and I make sure not to cross paths with my best friend and her date. The evening lingers unpleasantly due to Daniel’s combative mood and my desire to return home and make it all go away. But eventually, thankfully, it does come to an end.
When we finally make our way back to the car, we excruciatingly retrace our happy steps, the placid breeze having turned to a mid-December draft. We were two blissfully entwined souls coming in and are two very detached ones leaving.
 
 
 


Chapter 14: Rolling Snowball
 
Daniel slouches on the bed beside me propped up on a pile of plump pillows, and keeps a very evident, guarded distance. I turn to lie on my side, watching him closely. As a reaction to the vision beside me my heart free falls and crashes to the ground. Daniel is still wearing his tux, sans bowtie, his arm slanted over his face, shutting out the sight of me. Despite the almost nonexistent distance between us I know that at this moment we could not be further apart. I hope with all my heart that behind his closed eyes he isn't conjuring some disturbing vision of Brad and me. A fear that things are at a threat of going downhill gnaws at me mercilessly.
“Daniel… Are you okay?” I ask softly, knowing he's far from being even close to being fine, but I do it anyway for the sake of reopening a line of communication. Trepidation bleeds through me at the thought of what's about to come.
“Christ, Hayley,” he says from under his shielding arm. “The amount of bullshit that ran through my head tonight.” He heaves out an exasperated sigh. “So no, Hayley, I’m not okay and I’m not going to pretend I am.” 
When I reach for his hand he flinches and stands up quickly. He walks out of the room and mutters in a sharp, cutting tone, “I am going to work for a while,” without even curtly glancing my way. 
You mean you're getting away from me…
I decide to stop poking and to instead let him cool off, I go to brush my teeth. As I stare at my reflection in the mirror I am struck with the irony that my image looks nearly perfect. I look so polished and together and feel the absolute opposite inside. 
I drop my dress to the floor, toss my bra towards the walk-in closet and slide into bed. Before killing the light I turn on my iPod to Evanescence to try and calm my livid temper. 
When I wake from a very troubled sleep and move my hand over to Daniel’s side of the bed, I find a disturbingly cold and empty mattress. I shift over to check the time. It’s long past midnight.

Still shaking off sleep, I shrug into Daniel’s abandoned
shirt. There are muffled noises coming from the opposite side of the house which get louder as I surface from the night’s alcohol debris, lumbering through the corridor. The blurred noises morph into harsh sounding music as I near the gym. I stop short when I open the door, taking in Daniel’s sweaty image as it appears before me in the predawn light. Frenzied rock music plays in the background while Daniel beats the living hell out of a punching bag. I only manage to register one word from the blaring music: “radioactive”.
I cringe.
As I take a step forward I'm well aware that I'm stepping against an impasse. He's never going to voluntarily address this, at least not verbally. 
I would. I'm done ignoring our differences! But I know that for this to work I should first check my ego at the door. When Daniel stops to grab a water bottle from the floor beside him, he notices me. He watches me with his lips tightly pulled together into one frozen line for some tense moments, then raises questioning brows over disturbed eyes. I move to the remote sitting on top of the bench press and turn down the music, then settle cross-legged where the remote had been.
“Let’s talk about it,” I say in a determined yet gentle tone.
“No.” 
I take a moment to find the right words to reach him without unleashing his inner tiger. As I do so, I watch his strained face. There is a sweat drop slowly crawling from his temple to his hard-set jaw. His hair is damp and stuck in wet clusters to his face. His chest is bare, tan and covered with a glossy layer; he's still wearing his dress pants, and he's barefoot. A vision of heated, raw masculinity.
“Don’t even say his name,” he warns. 
I keep studying him, weary and deeply caught up in my thoughts, still silent. 
“Don’t even think about him.” The very next words to come out of his mouth are uttered quietly and incoherently, and I’m sure they're not intended for me, but I still manage to gather something about contaminating my body and bearing his children.  
My stare deepens. The color of his voice and his entire air could not be more livid. He is purely and simply infuriated, and me? I couldn’t be more content. I need to fight my urge to smirk at the implication of his words, and knowing fine well that if my lips even slightly pull up right now, psycho here will flip.
Time for scrubbing Hales. This needs to be done with delicacy and in an alert frame of mind. 
Disregarding the hazard signs scattered all over his face, I say calmly, “It was a one-time thing.” 
He slams an audible punch into the suspended bag and closes his eyes, fuming. I wince at the thud but go on. “After that one incident, there was nothing physical. We barely even spoke after that.”
He holds the bag in both hands and rests his forehead on the black leather, his eyes still closed and the planes of his face hard.  
“What was it, did he dazzle you with his extensive polish and guile?” 
I disregard the jibe; I will not be dragged into any base, worthless product of his ragged emotions. He turns to look at me, the side of his face still pressed against the punching bag, volcanic emotions in the depths of his stare, and...Something else.
“I slept with someone.” Air is sucked out of me as I try to make sense of this. 
And henceforth the testament for you, Hayley, for what he’s been trying to tell you for a while now. My sympathy from a moment ago changes radically. Hell, I think. DIE! To my ripped open eyes he continues in a frost-coated voice, “When we broke up, I slept with someone.” 
His revelation hangs thick in the air between us for a few ticking moments, so perceptible it's almost physical. As the weight of what he said sinks in, each word feels as if it is burned onto me with a branding iron. I feel a fracture expending in my gut in tandem with nausea that travels, slow and burning, up my throat. I can’t look at him right now. Just the thought of him sharing an intimate moment with someone else…
I close my eyes trying to stop the tremor building inside, doing my best to shut all this out. I can’t breathe.
And here
I was about to serve him my head on a plate, all for nothing.
“And now's the time to tell me that? Are you getting back at me? Is that what you're doing? I did not sleep with Brad to hurt you!” My voice is almost a scream. And in response to my tone something seems to be changing within him. Perhaps it's the logic behind my point, the realization of what he just threw between us. There’s a twist of remorse tugging at his face. For the first time ever, I see Daniel’s eyes grow panicked.
“You might as well have just gutted me. It would have been less painful,” I murmur, and his eyes turn to two dark russet gems of alarm and guilt. I fight the sting in my eyes, collecting all my willpower to not let a single tear fall.
“From one of your catalogs?” 
His face cringes at this streak of meanness. He wipes his glistening forehead and rubs his eyes, letting out an audible sigh. I know it's a low blow, but I am not on my best behavior, nor am I really thinking. Hell if I'll be culling my words carefully now. “Who was she?” I say, seething through my clenched jaw. 
“No one.” 
I raise an incredulous brow; my mouth involuntarily turns into a mocking semblance of a smile.
“Someone I met at a bar.” 
I close my eyes. Bile acid burns me as it flows sluggishly up my throat. My intuition deep inside begs me to shut him up, and yet I don’t, as though I have an irrational craving for further penance. You're doing one hell of a job here, Daniel, digging a grave for us.
“I was piss drunk, Hales. I didn’t know my left from my right.” 
No circumstance would serve as an excuse here. He rightly doesn’t make any attempt to get closer to me. “And yet you were lucid enough to use your other organs?” 
He takes in a deep, repentant breath, gazing at me with his tapered, worried stare.
“Where did you...?” I can’t bring myself to name the actual act. Just thinking of it bites pieces out of my bowels. 
“The bedroom.” He gestures toward that part of the house with his chin, and his dry answer vacuums away any air left in my lungs. 
The same one I just slept in. The strength of his words is like a wire around my neck that tightens with every syllable he utters. 
“Did you kiss her?” Under his creased forehead his eyes flash to mine in surprise, trying to make sense of what my question means. 
“Did you or not?” I yell. And his words from when we'd just met ricochet in my head: “I don’t kiss if I don’t mean it.”
“Hales, can you please keep your hand down and stop raising your voice?” he asks quietly. I can see his effort to stay intact but his working jaw gives him away. 
“Well, what can I say? You just bring out the very best in me,” I say snidely. “Did you, or did you not?” I tighten the hold of my hand on my chest. He doesn’t answer, but his eyes and his silence speak volumes. I have my answer right there in his face and it is a punch to the center of my stomach.
“I was mad. I thought you'd left for good. I was so hurt. I thought it could somehow take the pain away.” He takes a deep breath. “It felt like revenge,” he mumbles wearily.
“Well it sure hurts. You did a mighty fine job at that. Fucking overachiever.” My voice comes out in sheer bitter disdain.
“Don’t say that.” He takes a hesitant step toward me.
“Don’t,” I say, wrathful, my eyes warning fires. “Don’t,” I sigh, now in a strangled whisper, unable to put any strength behind my voice anymore. 
He looks at me with shuttered eyes, beat and broken. “What are you telling me, Hales?” 
“Do you really want my impulsive response right now, Daniel?” I snap, my face glazed in rage. My heart twinges as though it's being pressed in some medieval torture device. “I can’t be here now. I can’t be next to you. I can’t sleep in your bed,” I say, revolted. 
I can’t even look at you.

“I need to be alone and think so I won't do something we’ll both regret. I, as opposed to you, don’t react on impulse, Daniel.” 
He nods, knowing exactly what I'm referring to: how he assumed the worst when my conversation with Tasha was published by an eavesdropping reporter and he broke up with me. He reaches for my hand and I yank it away. Our fingers brush as we break contact and to me it feels like a blister. My breaking point is at the starting gun, just waiting to launch.
“Is there anything I can do now to make it better? I’ll do anything! I. Am. Not. Losing. You. Again.” He intones each word staccato. 
I can sense he's itching to come closer, but fights it. The swelling in my throat expands but I hold back my tears. I can’t cry anymore. 
How can I respond to that? How do I figure out what’s right when his presence is clouding my thoughts? Leave now, Hales. Just leave.
“Don’t go away,” he says, as if he had a direct line to my deepest thoughts. “I'll sleep on the couch, in the guest house, just please calm down.” He almost begs me. For a moment I am overwhelmed. The Daniel I know so well doesn’t do begging.
“Calm down?” I say, venom tinting my words. “I can’t be around you now, Daniel!” And I can’t even go to my own goddamn home now, come to think of it. It’s too late and I don’t really want to be with Ian and Tasha. I don’t feel like discussing the reason for my voluntary exile with anyone. I need to be by myself.
“You want me to book you a room somewhere?” Daniel offers, compromising. 
At least he seems to comprehend the severity of my resolution. My eyes shoot to his and in the calmest, dimmest voice I reply, “Don’t you dare. I don’t want you to do anything for me.” I stare at him pointedly. “You’ve done enough.” And as I start dialing, looking for hotels near work, I hear him mumble wearily, “You walking away is getting old.” 
My eyes fire up in rage. 
I could seriously strangle him right now.
“Perhaps you screwing up is what’s getting old,” I counter, darting a piercing look at him over my shoulder, and resume putting another shirt into my suitcase, with my phone still tucked between my ear and shoulder. 
He steps away. 
As I confirm my reservation with the Ritz, Daniel returns to the room. Just to add to my growing irritation, there are hardly any available rooms in the city because of some international medical convention. The Ritz again? What an end to this night… The morose irony doesn’t escape me. After inching closer for some time, Daniel ends up sitting next to my suitcase, making it tip with his mass on the mattress. He grabs my hand and pulls me so I'm standing in front of him. 
“Look at me, Hales.” His voice is thick with distress. I shift my eyes to meet his and dig into my lips in annoyance.
“What?” I snarl.
“Hales, we broke up. I thought you’d never change your mind. I was crushed. The thought of losing you devastated me. I was bitter and hurt and drunk and yes, acting impulsive, without really thinking, or thinking vindictively. At the time it seemed like something that might make me feel better.” The tail end of his sentence wears thin as he tries to overcome my hostility. I counter his stare with a combination of anger and disgust. 
“It meant nothing. I regretted it mid action.” A sour repulsion finally stops at my mouth at the vision he's conjured in my mind with the word “action”, and I have to swallow hard. 
“I know it’s something that’s hard to overlook, but again, we weren’t together. It meant nothing. If I could, I would go back and change it.” He sighs, almost defeated. 
I remain silent, sawing the hell out of my lips. Tears start to pile at the corner of my eyes and I blink them away.
“What I am asking is please don’t take too long, and Hales…” His thumb grazes my knuckles and a shiver goes through me, a shiver of sadness fused with anger. 
Why did he have to go and do that? I don’t want to leave now. I want to roll into a fetal position and have him wrap himself around me, make it all go away, tell me it's just a very, very bad joke. But I know full well that when logic kicks in again, and when I think about everything with a clear mind, I’ll want him far away from me. 
“I’ll think about it. Just let me be for now.” My small voice, in addition to clear sarcasm, holds frustration, resentment, and a sense of sour loss. We just got back together. Finally I was in the comfort zone where maybe we’d be okay. 
“Why does it feel like you're really leaving?” he says, walls shaking gravely, following me to the door. 
“Because I'm stepping out of this house,” I say. I want to say, “I need time away, I need to think, I just need to be alone,” but keep silent. I don’t want to make him feel any better, to give him any hope.
Why should I? Perhaps he’ll feel at least half the pain and betrayal I feel right now if I don’t. I will not make this easy on him. He doesn’t deserve it.
“Christ, Hales.” He slams his hand against the wall and I jump at the loud thump it makes. 
I just look at him with tapered eyes, fighting not to move a muscle; I hold my expression blank and mumble, “Goodbye.”
Driving down quiet streets to the hotel, I feel like I'm driving into chaos, yet again. Inner chaos. There is a song crying over the speakers about how love is not a victory march, but a cold and broken hallelujah. 
“A cold and broken elegy is more like it,” I snarl to my pain-filled eyes that look back at me via the rearview mirror. 
“Don’t take too long… Why does it feels like you’re really leaving?” Daniel’s words echo in my head.
 


Chapter 15: Mrs. Stark?
 
“Good evening Mrs. Stark, and welcome to the Ritz Carlton.” 
If looks could kill, the young man in the black suit with the golden nametag in front of me would be cruising the streets in a hearse, headed for the nearest morgue. 
Mrs. Stark? I gape, annoyed, at the enthusiastic, polished clerk who is, luckily, shielded behind the front desk.
“Here is the key to your room. Your in-room spa treatment is scheduled for eight A.M and a light dinner will be brought to you shortly. If you need anything else, please dial zero for reception.”
“Sir?” I say, wanting to stop his bubbling speech.
“Yes, Mrs. Stark.” 
Urgh.
“How did you know I was, hmm, Mrs. Stark?” I almost choke as I utter these words. “Don’t you need some sort of identification?” I raise an accusing, dubious eyebrow.
“Mrs. Stark, your husband was very explicit with his instructions and requests.” Mr. Ginger’s naturally pink cheeks turn a deeper red. 
Oh boy, I guess he was the one who had the pleasure of speaking to my alleged husband, and I know just how explicit my “husband” can be. I now feel slightly sorry for the guy.
I can’t believe Daniel took the liberty of messing with my reservation.
“I'll just need your signature here, Mrs. Stark...” He draws my attention to a document, pointing with a pen to my name as it appears above a dotted line: Hayley J. Stark. I can’t help the smile forming on my face as I see the bold black letters on the white paper and repeat it silently in my head. 
Hey there, time to let your backbone play center stage in this spineless mollusk you’ve become where your fictitious husband is concerned, instead of humming the freaking wedding march. 
And yet I sign as Mrs. Stark, biting away my goofy smirk. Well, it’s not like Daniel can really see me.
During the elevator ride to my room I think about how I just want to take a long, steaming shower, to get this chaos off my skin. When I swipe my key card and the tinny green light blinks on, I shove open the heavy door and remain frozen at the room’s threshold for a long moment. 
What the hell have you done, Daniel? Wasn’t I explicit enough when I told him not to interfere?
Swanky doesn’t even begin to describe the extravagant opulence in front of me. Surveying the surroundings I realize “someone” has upgraded my humble booking to an enormous goddamn suite.

At the freaking Ritz! 
Overbearing psycho. As if all this pampering would help. If he had only kept his pants intact, he wouldn’t have to go through all this waste and trouble.

Tired, annoyed, and somewhat gloomy, I fight gravity as I get into the shower, after a short chat with the nice server who brings me my very unnecessary 'light dinner'.
It’s around 1:30 am…
I shake my head.
Closing my eyes, letting the comforting water ease my mind, I try hard not to think.
My phone chimes with an incoming message as I'm tucked into the unbelievably comfortable, god-sized bed, about to close my eyes in hope of a stress-free sleep, at least in the short hours remaining before I need to wake up for work.
Daniel: Believe me Hales, I am more sorry than you think I should be.
This short message brings me down and makes tears sting my eyes. I don’t reply.
Perhaps I should remind myself that this purgatory does have an expiration date, and only I hold the key to make it stop.
 


Chapter 16: Cryptic Messages
 
Morning rolls in, bringing with it a vile migraine due to lack of sleep. I shuffle around getting dressed, but before I can make a cup of coffee, a knock at the door thwarts me from puttering about any further.
Who the hell?
With basic lingerie as my only articles of clothing I shrug on one of the thick, snuggly robes from the bathroom and head over to check who could be knocking at my door at this hour, which, in my opinion, is too early to be even considered legal.
“Room service.” A smiling set of white teeth attached to a short blonde bursting with energy greets me. For a moment I gaze at her, puzzled. 
“Uhm, I didn’t...” I begin, but stop, realizing that no, I didn't order any breakfast but that yes, someone else had done it for me. I frown and roll my eyes at the notion, then notice that the confused server thinks I just rolled my eyes nastily at her. I hold my finger up signaling for her to wait a moment, and sprint to bring her a ten dollar bill from my purse.
“Thanks.” I shove it into her hand as I take the breakfast tray from her. When she glances at the money she tilts her head and flashes me a radiant smile.
“Have a great morning, Mrs. Stark,” she says happily, and leaves. I shake my head at the tray in my hands as I set it onto the table in the sitting area of my insanely posh suite. A smile sneaks onto my lips when I notice the coffee mug. Tasting it, I can’t stop my smile from stretching further. 
Just the way I like it.

Halfway into my caffeine dose my phone disturbs me; I check the screen and my face twists.
“I said I needed time,” I say sharply, not bothering with any greeting.  
“Boy, you're moody,” Daniel says in his morning lazy, husky voice. I can just imagine him still in bed, disheveled and sexy as hell, perhaps scratching his crazy morning hair, or that six pack of his.
I shake my head. I shouldn’t be drooling; I am pissed. 
“No, I'm not moody.” My irritation returns and quickly swells. “As amazing as this revelation might be to you, there are times when I'm not too eager to put up with your crap.” 
“I see,” he responds. I can hear him shift on the other end.
“You can’t even begin to fathom the magnitude of how hurt and mad I am, Daniel. You really fucked up, big time. You know what, let’s just not talk now.” I sigh.
“Fine.” 
And we end the call. Not a moment passes and a message lands in my phone.
Daniel: Hales, believe me I can fathom the magnitude of how hurt you are, and as I’ve mentioned before, I regret this more than you think I should.
The next knock at the door startles me from going through my emails, and also makes my heart jump high en route to my mouth. Could it be him? 
“Coming,” I say as I walk over to check who it could possibly be this time.
“Good morning. I here for you morning treatment,” says a fleshy lady, her words rolling through a thick Russian accent. 
I’d forgotten. The reception
clerk
mentioned something last night about a treatment scheduled for this morning. Studying the masculine lady in front of me, I stop myself before rolling my eyes this time.
She looks me over and strides in without a formal consent, carrying a folded massage bed under her arm as if she were clutching a morning newspaper. 
“Undress,” she commands, and a survival alert pops up in my head telling me to run for my life.
“It’ll, err, it’ll have to be just half an hour,” I stutter quietly. 
She pouts her lips and nods disapprovingly. Perhaps it’s better to be late to work than to upset this Olympic shot-put champion. 
Amazed by how gentle her touch is, I let myself finally relax and enjoy the welcomed pamper. I take in a rich indulging breath. Resting my eyelids I absentmindedly summon the most horrifying scene to my head. A steamy session between Daniel and a perfect body, blurred face woman makes my stomach nervously agitate.
“Sorry,” I manage to say to the lady above me, before running with one hand over my mouth and the other trying to cover my hanging lady parts to the en suite. In my haste to vomit my bowels into the toilet I don’t even close the door behind me.
“You davai? You okay, lady?” The short cut, fair haired face appears at the door frame of where I am kneeled oh-so-gracelessly on the floor in front of the toilet. I take a deep breath, highly self-conscious at my disadvantaged position and nod.
“Pregnant?” Her accent rolls the terrifying word. My eyes tear open, flashing to look at her. Goodness Gorbachev, NO, are you nuts? 
Just as I try to find a way to get the burly androgynous out of the room, as massage is the last thing on my mind right now, she growls, “Pregnant, no massage!” Serving my excuse on a silver platter. I bob my head timidly, with an awkward simper, affirming. She observes me and shakes her head exasperated, mumbling something in her mother tongue under her down coated lips. Folding the bed she continues murmuring to herself, things that even in her enigmatic language don’t sound in my favor. At the noise of the closing door I lift myself up and stagger to wash my face. Staring at my reflection in the mirror I frown, pissed as hell.
“Jerk,” I direct to my ass of a boyfriend, shuffling to the bedroom to get ready for work.
When Ken doll Josh, aka boss, concludes with the last of my tasks for the day, he suggests we go out for coffee to further discuss the coming trip to the Maldives. Content at the needed distraction, especially being this exciting topic, I gladly comply and even offer that it’ll be my treat.
“I need you to iron out all the loose ends with the photographer and the stylist til the end of the week. I want everyone to confirm the dates and time tables before we send out the official agenda.” He takes a bite of the cheesecake in front of him; I nod as I put it all down in my tablet then turn to take another sip from my recyclable cup.
“Umm, that should also include Ian,” he adds and his lips twist in a devilish grin saying my un-biological brother’s name. 
An incoming message alert beeps from my phone draws both of us to look at the device rested between us. Josh’s sleazy smile at Ian’s mentioning doesn’t fade. It takes me a minute to figure out what I am looking at as I observe the peculiar multimedia message. There are two framed color boxes next to each other, one looks like a dark chocolate shade and the other a deep patterned crimson. 
Daniel: Which one do you prefer? 
What in god’s green earth does he want? Is this a twisted way to get my curiosity up and make me communicate with him? I am not playing along! 
 A mixture of both.
Whatever it is I am not being hauled into it. Josh farrows his eyebrows and I just shake my head in response, signaling for him to go on.
When I return to my desk there is another message from Daniel.
Daniel: Lets talk!
You can’t tell me the moon is shining and expect me to just drop everything and gape at it. 
Daniel: WTF? 
No, we will not talk now.
Infuriated, I call Tasha and give her a quick count of the turn of events since I left her last night. I need to vent this out before I reach a boiling point.
“I think imagining your boyfriend screwing someone else is Dante’s forgotten tenth circle of hell,” I sulk.
“True, so don’t imagine,” she states somewhat dryly. “What an ass,” Tasha adds.
“Couldn’t agree more,” my answer comes back as a murmur. 
“But he still has a point,” she voices rather tentative.
“Et tu, Brute?” A small croak comes from the other end.
“C’mon Hales, he does have a point,” she justifies, sending me to new levels of exasperation. Can’t she just be less logical and more livid for once? 
“Still a major ass, but an ass with a solid point. You guys broke up.”  
I take a moment to think and she mumbles under her breath, “But hey, if you choose to go for murder, I’ll help hide the body.” 
I snicker, deeply pleased with the support, but I’m unable to enjoy it for long before she continues in a harder tone.
“How many wrongs did we commit between the two of us before we got it right?” 
Mrs. Logic is back, way too freaking soon.
“Still,” I sound like a stubborn, grumbling little kid, nevertheless not caring.
“Let him stew and think about it in the meanwhile. Now I’ve got to go work for the ass, missy.” We both giggle hanging up.
For the next few days I refrain from talking to Daniel, though he persistently insists on talking to me, not that it helps him in any way. He also keeps sending those bizarre emails and texts with questions about my likes or dislikes, which I shrug off with simple yes or no replies.
 


Chapter 17: In the Best of Hands
 
Ian, ever concerned about my wellbeing, or more precisely my lack of merriment in this case, invites himself over to my humble new pad after work to free me of my alleged misery. His exact words are somewhere along the lines of, “You're depressing me via telepathic transmissions, and gorgeous, we both know how I don’t do depressed. It threatens me with wrinkles. So today I am going to exorcise these hideous, mood inflaming maladies from your gorgeous soul.” 
And who could really argue with that? 
Of course before hanging up he reminds me, “And in the meantime, regardless of your mood, always remember the holy trinity.” 
When I ask doubtfully what the heck else he wants from my poor soul, the answer is, of course, “Drinks, laughs, and sex.” 
I open the door on the second knock. On the doorstep of my temporary shelter stands the exuberant half of my duo of soul mates, radiant and ever-dapper. I observe him, thinking that only Ian can make a simple black tee and a pair of worn cargo pants look like red carpet couture. 
Ian presses a kiss to my lips just before letting out a loud whistle and proclaiming, “Holy mother of divine fuck.” A giggle rolls off my tongue. “Poor little Hales, crushing in this hobo’s temp solution.” He twists his lips in utter sarcasm. 
I make a face and shrug at the obvious absurdity of this place.
“Let’s go, gorgeous.” Ian offers me his hand after glancing around the oversized, posh, exaggerated room one last time.
“Where to?”
He glances at his massive orange scuba watch then his gaze turns my way, in sheer devilment. “Bubbly O’clock.” 
“My favorite time of day.” I smile in agreement and push the door closed.
Before settling into one of the cozy sitting areas at the hotel’s lounge bar, we approach the provider of our legal drugs for our drinks. Ian gauchely checks out the attractive, preppy bartender, thoroughly scanning his gaydar embedded eyes over the poor guy, who seems discomfited. 

“We’ll have the Drescher, cava,” he finally says with a clearly bored tone after taking a short peek at the drink menu. 
Gaydar results flashing red: playing for the wrong team.
“Sir, unfortunately we are out of cava. Will spumante be okay?” The bartender, despite having been violated visually, responds very politely. 
“Will paying with monopoly money be cool?” Ian snaps, deadpan. 
I can’t help the snicker escaping my mouth and send the bartender a quick apologetic smile. “Spumante will be just fine, thank you.” I jump in before Mr. Bitchy here decapitates the guy for not having the right bubbly. 
“We’ll get the drinks to your table,” the bartender says to me, sending Ian a fleeting, hostile look.
As we wait for our drinks, I examine the room around me til my eyes rest on a lady sitting two tables from us. From out of the corner of my eye I see that Ian has also spotted her. The horror is clearly visible on his face as he scrutinizes her way too colorful ensemble. And, as anticipated, the reaction doesn’t take long to come.
“Did Bozo cum all over her?”
I crack up into snorting laughter at his gracefully illustrated metaphor, and in response his lips quirk impishly. “Do people do it on purpose?” He lets out a perturbed sigh. My brow arches inquisitively. “Not even a quick glance at a freaking reflective surface before leaving home?” 
I giggle at Ian’s grossly exaggerated exasperation, to put it mildly.
He glances my way from under his lashes and titters. “This could truly scar me for life. Seriously, some people just shouldn’t be!” 
“I love it how you never, ever overreact,” I say, and he shrugs, then explodes into low chuckles.
I thank the waitress for our drinks and sign the bill to my room, then raise my glass for a clink, which Ian mirrors. Hearing Ian’s phone ring I cock an eyebrow. Checking his screen, he presses the end button.
“Seriously?” I ask, referring to the ringtone.
“Well gorgeous, my milkshake does bring all the boys to the yard.” 
I shake my head, amused.
We sink into conversation about Ian’s latest adventures, including an all-nighter chick flick marathon with Tasha in preparation for the new movie in the series to come out. The next topic we dissect is my voluntary exile and Daniel’s erroneous “accomplishment”. After I recite a long speech about how disgusted, hurt, and angry I am with Daniel, Ian takes possession of the conversation.
“Gorgeous, you know, at the end of the day logic goes only so far, and though you try very hard to avoid it, the heart does play a major part.” He sizes me up with his exotic green eyes that are fenced in by long dark lashes. “How much do you love him?” He brings the tall champagne flute to his lips, his eyes not leaving mine.
“Can’t even be quantified.” I heave out an annoyed acknowledgment, knowing well how, long ago, I carved Daniel’s name in my heart. For eternity. 
“As I see it...” He stops to remove smeared mascara from beneath my eye with his finger.
 I roll my eyes inwardly at the gesture. Ian’s tendencies to obliterate personal space have grown on me: I'm almost indifferent to them now. 
“...the key ingredient you’ll need in order to get to the celestial is…to let go.” 
Reflexively my lips tug into a twisted frown.
“Do you really want to start world war damn three over this?” His brows rise. “Read my lips, Hales. You guys were on a fucking break—screw that, you actually broke up!” He bobs his head, emphasizing his logic. 
I wrinkle my nose, a gesture that doesn’t completely express my agreement with the point he just made.
“So just stop this shit already and go home, or at least meet him for god’s sake. Let him apologize the hell out of this one.” 
When I simultaneously
shrug and sigh, Ian’s smile widens. He next jibes, “Between the two of us, gorgeous, you can deny it if you want but we both know that even methadone can’t help with this addiction you’ve got, huh?” He pats my thigh and grins, overly confident as ever. 
“I’ve got it so bad, don’t I? Sometimes I could hate myself for it.” I shake my head. “What's become of me, Doc?” 
Ian’s lush lips turn into a half smile.
“The prognosis, my gorgeous patient, is that you have a severe psycho addiction, and its complications are incurable.” He hugs me and kisses my lips. We trade assenting stares. “So it’s forgive and forget,” he declares. 
I nod, still contemplative. We were broken up when it happened. Painful as it is, it's the truth. Even hurting as I am, I can’t hold it against him, not forever. If it could only be easier, telling wrong from right.

“Hales.” Ian rests a tanned arm on my shoulder, pulling me close into his embrace, fluttering his lips over my temple. “Just so we're crystal clear here, forgive doesn’t really work without the forgetting part.” 
I lean my head on his shoulder and nod with a bitter arch of my lips. 
Almost impossible to execute, but true.
“What would I do without you?” I lean deeper into him.
“You’ll never have to find out.” He kisses the crown of my head, solemn this time. 
I simply adore you, Ian.
“You know as well as I do that we are so much better together,” he says, taking a sip of his fizzy and lets me have some of it too. He then gently pats my lips with a napkin, making me smirk, elated.
“With you and me in this universe that crap about great minds thinking alike should be revised to great minds are totally kickass together.” I let out a short laugh at the amended idiom. “It’s not that, god forbid, I'm trying to dismiss your wise dogma, but I haven't contributed much to your educational monologue, peaches.” I emphasize 'monologue' as I say it, tilting my head to give him a syrup glazed smile.
“Well, you contributed enough.”
“How, exactly?” I bat my eyes at him like a doll.
“By listening while looking so striking.” 
I shift to sit up straight and give his shoulder a friendly smack.
“C’mon, I’ll help you pack,” he says, offering me his hand and I sigh, this time in consent. The feeling of physical disgust that has clung to me like second skin for the last few days is showing the first signs of departing.
“Anyway, sulking is so spring 2011. Put the gloom away, babe, it’s so un-chic. I need a smile on these lush lips of yours.” He grins, all teeth and wrinkles around the eyes. “Hayley J. Grace, now is the winter of our discontent!” 
I let him pull me to the bank of elevators, murmuring, “I so wish…” Even with this new resolution in mind, when it comes to Daniel the little voice inside my head keeps nagging at me to guard myself carefully.
 
 


Chapter 18: Forgive and Forget?
 
“I think we’re finished here.” Ian gestures toward my few packed belongings that rest on the enormous bed. “My work is done. Me going.” I nod and hug him tightly, standing on my toes to peck his groomed, stubbly cheek. 
As though on cue, my phone rings. Ian cocks an eyebrow and almost falls into hysterics when he hears my new ringtone. I cringe and hiss at him through gritted teeth. “Not proud…” 
“Perfectly timed,” Ian murmurs. “Go home, and have make-up sex til your body raises the white flag.” He grins over his shoulder and shuts the door behind him.
“Daniel,” I answer trying hard to sound indifferent.
“Let’s have dinner together at the hotel, neutral territory. I gotta see you, baby. You're killing me, here. It’s been five goddamn days... This is brutal overkill.” 
Daniel, as always, straight to the point. 
“Okay.” There’s a short silence on the line. Guess he didn’t expect an easy consent.
“I’ll be there in half an hour.” He hastens to close the deal.
Somewhat giddy, I turn to prepare for our meeting. Three is the number of times I have to reapply mascara. I scowl at my shaky hands with a huff, again eyeing the four sets of clothes spread on the bed, awaiting my decision. Five is the number of times I try on different outfits. Zero is the number of times I manage to properly breathe.
 
When my eyes come to rest on Daniel as I look for him at reception, my heartbeat doubles its already rapid pace. Observing me, Daniel runs a nervous hand through his untamed golden hair. He’s clad head to toe in black. A black long-sleeved Henley shirt that stretches a bit around his biceps, black cargos, and black combat boots. Absolutely delectable. There’s an awkward after fight ambiance between us. The time between when we spot each other til when he stands beside me and hesitantly leaves a soft kiss on my cheek are the longest seconds in the history of infinity. 
“You look great, Hales. I missed you.” He takes my hand and I let him. A small curve forms on his scarred lip. His eyes quickly take another exhaustive look at me. I’m glad I went with the grey, draped knit dress that clings to my body oh-so-snugly. 
“Shall we go have dinner?” he suggests and I nod, following his lead. I still feel somewhat timid and ill at ease from our reunion.
“We’ll take that table.” Daniel motions toward the most intimate table for two in the far corner of the restaurant and the gangly hostess nods, smiling politely at him. 
There are palpable bolts of electricity sparking between us. We trade short glances, and our eyes admit to our obvious deep connection. I feel timid and restless, and he looks both confident and wary, a rare mixture for him
“White?” Daniel asks as the sommelier approaches us. 
I bob my head and let him order, silently chanting Ian’s words. Forgive and forget, forgive and forget. 
“Mrs. Stark, how are you doing this evening?” It's the friendly waiter who served me my in-room dinner on my first night at the hotel. I nearly choke on my wine. Daniel sends a radiant smirk my way, looking at me from under his lashes, a coy look that opens a wide gate in the depths of my stomach, releasing swarms of wild butterflies. 
“Here, let me help you, Mrs. Stark.” Daniel's eyes dance devilishly as he gently pats my back. 
I frown at him, only to be rewarded with an askew smile that expands until the smile lines in his cheeks appear, framing the light in his eyes. I coquettishly watch him, enthralled. 
“I love the sound of that,” he murmurs and I hasten to put on a great show of pretending not to hear, focusing on the sterling stamp on the back of my knife. But my inner smile stretches to an impossible size. 
“How are you, Hales?” he asks, a degree graver.
“I guess better.” 
His expression becomes blunt at my reply.
“I’m glad.” His hand slowly reaches for mine, hesitantly at first, then squeezes it warmly.
For a moment I’m caught in my thoughts. Ian’s suggestion wrestles with my insecurity, and unfortunately, the insecurities hold the upper hand. 
“Stop,” Daniel whispers. 
I slightly tilt my head, looking at his soft hazel eyes, confused, blinking away my short spell.
“Stop looking for reasons to disqualify me.” 
I take a deep breath, willing that my decision to forget and forgive take over. My answer is a quiet nod, and we look at each other tensely and full of intent. Daniel attempts to distract me with some small talk, and his efforts are fruitful:  gradually my edginess subsides and we sink into a pleasant dinner conversation. 
As he cuts a chunk of the juicy steak he suddenly halts, putting his fork and knife at the edge of his dish. He levels his stare with mine. I pause at his sudden change of mood with my chilled glass of wine against my lips. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. 
“I would take it back, Hales. If I could.” 
I put the glass down with a slightly shaky hand and bite on my lip. “I know,” I say in a dainty voice. His eyes capture mine with a deferential gaze. As he opens his mouth to speak I raise my hand and shake my head. “Forgiven and forgotten.” 
He lets out a sigh, as though his tension has been defused.
“I love you so much, Hales. It doesn’t work for me without you.” His hand covers mine, warm and adoring, unadulterated sincerity radiating from his eyes. In synchrony we inch up and lean toward each other for a soft, lingering, chaste kiss. This moment, his brief touch, his scent, him. An arsenal of emotions surge in my chest. 
As the tension between us clears, our conversation and the wine both flow pleasantly. I'm not sure what exactly makes me do this, but before really considering my words I blurt, “The forgotten part goes both ways.” 
His eyes dart up and he flinches, at once tense. He sighs, his hands roll into fists, then he nods. I chew on my cheek, knowing just how edgy he gets even from an indirect mention of Brad. We continue to eat, clearly thinking about our short exchange of words.
“You know, Daniel, we, us...it's so difficult.” 
He puts his fork down and waits, his jaw stiffened, eyes intent on me.
“There are times in which I really don’t know where this thing we have begins and where it ends.”
“It doesn’t end,” he snaps, low and upset. “Didn’t we just declare everything forgotten?” 
I wave for the server and as he approaches I ask for a pen and some paper. Daniel's eyes taper as he watches me.
“We are like this chart,” I say, drawing a chaotic, volatile graph. “This is how I feel when I’m with you.” I send Daniel an affectionate glance. He chuckles. “And this, my love...” He smiles wider at my endearment; I draw another chart with a calm flat line and a few minor ups and downs. “...this is normal.” I blink at him. “Got it?” He chuckles again, shrugging, and takes the paper from my hands. Once he has it, he draws a smiley on it.
Huh?
“And this is how I feel when I'm with you.” He smirks, dismissing my illustrated lecture. 
“And anyway, Hales, normal can never be truly amazing.” He raises his eyebrows, elated. “Let me ask you something,” he says, rewarding me with his utmost bad boy glance. “You sure you want to tame me?” He looks me square in the eyes, a look of certainty in his own. 
Who am I really kidding? He totally sees through my BS. I want him just like he is, rough and impulsive. I want him untamed, feral, unadulterated, Daniel.
“Well, you know how it is,” I begin, inexplicably feeling a flush warming my cheeks. A crooked side smile blooms on his teasing lips. 
“No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.” He doesn’t try to hide his amusement. 
“When you're good, you're just so sweet and considerate and attentive.” I smile at him and he smiles with an arched brow, waiting for the rest. “But, when you're bad, sweetheart.” The stretch on his lips expands. “You are just superb. You drive me to all these deliciously sinful places that leave me tantalized and craving more.” 
His wicked smile broadens to a full-blown smug smirk. Reaching his hand toward me, he cups my face at the delicate area under my ear. “You mean you love me just as I am?” 
“Guess I do,” I say, toward his approaching lips before they eagerly connect with mine. My body’s heat rises drastically, but cools down a notch as the waiter approaches us. A small steady burn remains to stay. While clearing our dishes, the waiter starts a casual conversation with me. As I speak to him, Daniel moves his chair to sit close to me.
“Cut the chitchat, Hales,” he whispers and I look at him, puzzled.
What now? Can’t I talk to friendly service providers? Noticing the start of our conversation the waiter nods and takes our dishes in the kitchen.
Daniel gestures with a tilt of his chin at the waiter. “The guy with the tie will excuse me. I’m dying to have you now!” And his words are like a surge of endorphin to my nerve endings, leaving me moist all over but my mouth. I swallow hard past the dryness in my throat and nod. It takes Daniel less than a minute to take care of the bill and leave a generous tip. He reaches for my hand and tugs at me to follow him. And follow I do, eagerly.
As we get in the elevator, Daniel nods to the elegantly dressed elderly couple standing by the inner wall. The lady subtly scans us both and smiles. I glance over at Daniel from under my lashes only to meet his blazing, darkened eyes simmering into mine. His earlier statement spirals through my mind in waves of whispered incantation, and I find myself losing the ability to stand straight. I rest my hand behind me to the wall. This doesn’t go unseen; Daniel’s eyes narrow, and the trace of a knowing smile blooms at the side of his lips. The glances we trade turn into one pointed stare full of charged feral energy.
When the elevator slows to a stop, without shifting his gaze from my eyes, Daniel reaches for my hand and with a firm hold pulls me after him. I can feel the electricity crackling through our fingers. Hormones now fuel my every step.
“Christ Hales, I want you so bad I can hardly see straight.” Daniel’s sandpapery voice trails all the way between my thighs, inflaming my already burning fire. My first try with the card key at the hotel door fails miserably. My second try has the same results. I lose my ability to try a third time when Daniel spreads his hand on my tummy and pulls me against his firm body. He takes the key from my lethargic hand and with a stable grip inserts it til the tiny green light blinks, finally giving us the means to disappear behind closed doors.
Still holding me from behind Daniel walks us to the bed then turns me and gently pushes me onto my back, my upper body slightly inclined, resting on my bent elbows. He takes a couple of steps back and runs his thirsty eyes over me. Distracted, he shifts his eyes to stare at something that rests on the nightstand behind me. I pivot to follow his gaze, trying to fathom what caught his attention, to find the Holy Bible sitting next to a leather-covered New Testament. 
Huh?
“These will need to be relocated as far away as possible from the bed,” he says, deadpan.

“Why is that?” my forehead creases.
“I’ll be struck by lightning with those rested here, from what I’m about to do to you.” 
I raise my eyebrow, momentarily speechless, grasping his intentions.
With a prowl like carriage, eyes heated, in graceful slow motion, he saunters my way, while yanking his belt from its loops. When it's free he holds it like a long leather whip. I swallow hard, not able to take my eyes from his intense hazel irises. He turns his inviting gaze down for a fraction of a moment, studying the belt stretched between his hands as though planning his next move. A few golden strands of his hair fall on his forehead, and one platinum lock slides over his right eye. I swallow a sharp breath, feeling a knot expand at the bottom of my stomach that pulses heat throughout my body. 
He throws the belt onto the bed and with one swift move lifts me up and pulls my dress over my head, making my heart accelerate faster than a particle accelerator. I lick my lips, waiting, wanting. He pushes us both onto the bed, then he reaches for the belt with one hand and sets it next to my shoulder. He lifts both my hands straight above my head, his stare all the while locked with mine, and in no time my hands are bound together, with the belt tightly secured around them.
My dismayed, open mouth is sealed with a dazzling kiss that makes my breathing severely erratic. Daniel stretches over to grab my iPod from the nightstand and presses play before adjusting the headphones on my ears.
“I'll be right back, baby,” he whispers, moving one of the headphones aside, then gently bites my earlobe, sending a delicious current through me. Looking at me, he runs a feather-like touch from my throat to my center before leaving the bed and going toward the door. I watch him in consternation but before I can let out a single word he sends me a glance over his shoulders and mouths, “don’t move.” He grabs some large dark round object from the table by the door and steps out of the room. I lie there confused, bothered, and immensely aroused, every fiber in my body spasming in mad, uncontrollable need.
A wave of heat flashes through me as I think about what's coming next, lying here in this room, waiting. Just as I close my eyes, squeezing my thighs to get some sort of relief from the strained, trapped yearning, I notice a change in the lighting and shift my eyes to the door.  
“Miss me, baby?” Daniel asks in a casual tone above the music, with a mischievous glee. Startled, I nod, not able to get anything else out of my want-stricken body and unsteady respiration. He puts a bucket on the nightstand and slowly, as though he has all the time in the world, takes his clothes off down to his boxers. I watch him, hyper aware of everything about him: the tanned tone of his skin, the sexy movement of his cut muscles, his carved neck, his wide frame and his handsome, masculine face. Without any further ado, he tugs the earphones from my iPod, letting Evanescence's My Immortal surround us. He dims the light, giving the room a soft, seductive atmosphere. 
Daniel sidles next to me, his head propped on his bent hand as he gazes at me with flaming eyes that bore into me. He brings his other hand inches above my navel. I arch at the touch of a chilled drop of liquid on my skin, raising immediate bumps all over my body.
Still watching me intently, Daniel brings the ice cube from his hand to his mouth, holding it between his teeth. I watch him as he inclines his head and lets the coolness flutter lightly over my stomach, torturing me with a slow trail up toward my ribcage. The cold leaves my skin teased and burning. With the first touch of the ice on my nipple, a lust-saturated moan escapes my parted lips. 
Daniel leaves the freezing cube there for a long moment til it almost aches but then wraps his lips around the frozen spike and lightly caresses it with his warm tongue. The sensation sends a darting, burning stream of fire to the very core of my groin, and I moan again, this time louder, producing feral sounds. He moves to face me, watching me intently, his mouth hovering, barely touching mine. Soon the intrusion of his tongue into my mouth is a welcome surprise of coolness and heat. I counter by milking every inch of his determined examination.
He stops then, his features softening and his eyes turning into tender, golden hazel. I lose him momentarily to his wandering thoughts, then he shakes his head as though a switch was flipped within him. 
“Fuck this,” he murmurs.
My eyes move to his, confused, as he very gently unties the belt holding my wrists together. Setting it aside, he turns to lie on top of me, covering me with his heat, bathing me with his divine scent. He laces his fingers with mine and stretches our hands together above my head, his every motion as tender as if I were a rare delicacy. His lips touch feather light kisses from my mouth to my neck, and with the same gentleness he sinks into me. Our movements become reverential. The only hasty action between us is the synchronized rhythm of our frantic hearts. Every exposed part of our naked, heated bodies is connected. We move closer into each other with every movement, our breathing and sweat blending as we become one. Daniel turns to look deep into my eyes and his eyes say everything, washing everything but him away. 
“I’ll never hurt you again,” he whispers with utter candor. His stare is a blend of warm sincerity and remorse. A tear escapes my eye and he kisses it away, squeezing his grip of my hands tighter and sinking deeper and deeper into me. A tremor rushes through me and I groan with pleasure and overwhelming emotion. 
We move in synchronized, rhythmic motions, every part of me under a massive weight of desire and love. His damp hair clings to my cheek as he nuzzles my throat, and I indulge in the feeling of it against me. The intense physical and emotional sensations I feel pervade to the depth of my soul. Our explosive breaking point finds us tangled in body and mind. We afterwards remain still in silent gratitude, embracing for the longest time.
With my head resting atop his heart I feel his words reverberate before they leave his mouth, “I need you back home.” He pauses for a brief moment and his eyes glitter with fervent spark under the weak light of the room.
“We both know that’s where you belong. So, Hayley, I am taking you home.” 
I nod in an emotionally saturated, silent agreement.
~~~
“Have you seen my phone?” I ask Daniel as we're about to leave the hotel room. He fetches his and calls me. When my phone rings from somewhere near the en suite, Daniel stares at me scornfully and scowls. I flush and bite my lips, looking at him from under my lashes, all of a sudden feeling utterly immature. I hurry to kill the damn tune: Kelis' “I hate you so much right now.” When it's off I tuck the phone into my back pocket. 
Daniel heaves loudly, chuckles and says, “You have less than thirty seconds to change that shit.”
“What would you suggest I change it to?”
“‘My Immortal’?” He side smiles. 
“Wouldn’t ‘You’re Crazy’ be more suitable?” 
He rolls his eyes and tugs me by my hand out of the room, then swats my behind.
 


Chapter 19: Cardiac Shake, Rattle, and Roll
 
Daniel leaves my bag in the entry way of the house and somewhat impatiently leads me toward the bedroom. 
Again?
I study his tense, furrowed brows and concerned planes carefully as he threads his fingers through mine. His grip turns firm, better securing his hold, making me think that he's afraid I’ll run away. He has good reason to suspect that: sour acid travels up my throat to my mouth with the reminder of what happened in that room. The thought makes my body stiffen and I pull back involuntarily. 
Hales, forgive is forget remember? I should not think of that, but how can I possibly not? I’m only human… I’m not sure the insecurity this episode rooted in me will disappear anytime soon, or ever. 
Daniel, sensing my sudden resistance, halts briefly, glances at me, concerned, and then in a determined voice says, “I know, Hales, but I really need you to see something.” 
Still ill at ease, I follow him, though with every additional step we take I grow more flustered and yes, sad. Daniel halts at the bedroom’s doorjamb, sends me an inscrutable look and gestures for me to go in first as he flicks on the lights. I look around and I am overcome with emotions, a variety of contradicting emotions.  
“What do you think, baby?” Daniel’s low voice snaps me out of my state of utter dismay. “It’s…diff… different,” I stutter and shift my gaze from him to the room and back. 
“It is,” he responds, and his assertive tone makes my mind work more smoothly. As I start to catalog the vision in front of me, the odd texts from him that didn’t make any sense over the past few days start to clarify. Everything in the room has been changed, from the natural color palette, to the rug, to the bed—all changed to the fabric and shades I absentmindedly chose. Fortunately, I think it turned out well. 
“Now it’s just ours,” he says, and my heart swells. 
“There's more,” he adds, and takes my hand, guiding me farther in. He stops at the edge of the dark wood, king size bed and turns me around to face the opposite wall. As I take in what appears in front of me, my breath catches and my heart starts to pound. It takes me a couple of moments to regain the ability to speak. In the middle of a freshly painted carmine
wall, hung in a silver antique style frame, there is a vast charcoal sketch of … me. The sketch is a reproduction of the Polaroid picture Iris, Daniel’s mom, took of me when we visited her in Baja—the moment she captured me staring at Daniel in a way that unmistakably expressed my pure love for him. I swallow hard and turn to face him. Words are trapped in my throat, failing to come out. His eyes run warily over my face, assessing me. He grimaces as I take a deep breath, then crouches just enough for his stare to be level with mine, and watches me from a close distance, waiting.
A weak, gratified, overwhelmed, “You did all this for me?” leaves my lips. He nods silently, and the muscle just above his jaw slowly works under his skin. My eyes glass over and melt into his. “I love it all. I love you,” I say.
“It’s the least I could do, Hales.” He slides his palm up over my cheek to cup it, and the tips of his fingers thread in my hair. I lean into it and look at him silently. “I love you and I'll do everything I can to make you feel just how much I do.” 
My lips stretch up in a naughty, suggestive way at the double entendre leering from the end of his sentence. 
“Hey,” he scolds me playfully. “That was the first time ever since I met you that I didn’t have sex in mind.” He shakes his head and a bloom of a smile forms on his scarred lip. 
I am utterly dazed. 
These exact feelings, which make me want to run as far as I can with all my strength and not look back are those same ones that will never let me leave, and make me love him wildly.
“Now seriously, baby: blank page?” 
“Blank page,” I repeat into his parted lips. We dissolve into each other’s eyes, another unspoken communication between us that says, 'I am completely yours'. From that moment onward we are utterly engaged in each other as we slide together into our new bed and adeptly christen it.
 


Chapter 20: Behind Deep Scars
 
With the afterglow still leisurely swirling through me, my head comfortably snuggled on Daniel’s warm skin, staring at some indistinct point on the ceiling I say, lacking any filter, “You mentioned before that you're all in, D.” I pause for a moment to collect my thoughts before resuming. Do I really want to do this now?
“What is it, Hales?” he asks in a mellow voice as I pause.
“I don’t think that…I'm... all in…” I say hesitantly, inwardly taking a deep breath. Here goes…
Daniel turns to lie sideways, now facing me, and I readjust, mirroring him. I rest my cheek on my hands. This conversation would be much easier if his eyes weren’t on mine. His stare hardens in harmony with the tightening of his jaw.
“It’s just that since I met you and fell for you I’m in this constant state of suspended anxiety, and frankly, it's exhausting.” I sigh. The planes of Daniel's face set while his eyes encourage me to go on. “I constantly feel like something's about to happen and completely wreck me… again. It's hard to put my guard down and look past everything. As much as I want to…” With a downcast stare I add, in a small voice, “D, I'm not sure we’ll survive another one.” It’s not a threat but a sad admission. A shadow of pain hovers fleetingly over his face, but he lets me continue, his eyes attentively on mine.
“There's no question of how I feel about you, but it's because of that. I just don’t feel fully secure about us.” I unconsciously hold in a breath as I let out my deepest fears of losing him or getting deeply hurt again. I'm trying to make a coherent point, but somehow in my head my words are muddled, like they're flowing through a maze without ever really reaching the end. His stare narrows and intensifies, a line forming between his brows that shows his concern about what I'm telling him. 
It’s not like I ever believed in happily ever after; hell, if there was a demonstration I'd be the first to pick up a sign and protest this cliché. On the other hand, I never imagined that a relationship could come with this much heartache.
“What will make this go away? What can I do, Hales?” He studies me closely, honesty and affection in his hazel eyes. 
“I don’t know. I don’t know what you could possibly do or say to have me look past everything we’ve been through so far. I want to let it go, but it's not something I can simply do.” 
We exchange meaningful, gloomy glances. Fog descends over my thoughts when I realize that there’s nothing that I can think of that will let me allow myself to trust us completely. I’ve tried many times, and yet I still feel the same way. In our short history there have been too many painful, trust cracking potholes to proceed untroubled and carefree.  
I might be physically here, actually living with him, but the switch in my head refuses to flip, the switch that will let me feel at home, call his place home.
Forgive and forget, Hales.
Living together again seems to be the best temporary solution. I'm trying desperately to convince myself that it's far more than just temporary, but I'm failing miserably, because a larger part of me doesn’t believe this will last long. A part of me that is doubtful and scarred, a part that keeps turning over any stone we lay, constantly looking for an ominous sign. I scan Daniel’s disturbed face, digging my teeth into my cheek.
Where are those blissful, complication-free times when I thought love was an overrated, expertly fabricated ruse for hopeless romantics? Those were the easy times, D, before you got under my skin and sentenced my heart to a life of imprisonment. 
“Maybe if you understood what I'm all about, what made me who I am, it might ease your mind?” I can sense the wheels turning in his brain, looking for a way to get through to me. It seems he can feel my frustrated gloom better than I can. “Cause I want you, Hales, like I never wanted anything before. All of you.” 
He traces my lips with his thumb. I lean into his hand as he gently cups my cheek, his eyes penetrating to the very core of me.
“I want to be that for you. I really do want us to work,” I reply, but my wavering voice doesn’t exactly match the sternness of my words; instead it reveals my doubt. 
We lie facing each other, heads resting on our hands, subtle tension keeping us at length, physically and emotionally. 
“You remember asking me about my scar?” He clears his throat, taking a deep breath. Something warm and dreadful twists my insides at the expression on his handsome face.
“The one you wouldn’t talk about, you mean?” My voice is small and tender, both eager and anxious in anticipation of what's to come. 
“That same one,” he says, his expression strained and brooding. I push out air that was caged inside me, waiting. He threads his fingers through his golden locks and clenches his jaw.
And he starts.
“When I found out that Iris was sick I was just a kid. My only concerns at the time, like any other normal 7-year-old, were having fun and making trouble.” 
My lips pull up gently. 
“It all changed when I found out by accident that she could be dying. I think I matured overnight. I saw it as my goal to protect her—I thought that if we, Mike and I, took care of her, she'd get through it.” He swallows, pinches the bridge of his nose.
“Yeah, people divorce, people separate, nothing really lasts forever even though you wish it did. But when you leave, you should do it sensibly, with respect for the person you shared your life with.” He exhales. “On the day he left us, I didn’t understand what was going on at first. 
When I heard Iris begging him not to leave, I couldn’t believe it. I tried to talk to him and tell him that we needed to take care of her, but all he did was to ask me not to interfere. I can still clearly remember pieces of their conversation. She tried to reason with him that I might end up an orphan and that we both needed him.” Daniel pauses for a long moment. He seems to be debating something inwardly. “I don’t think I'll ever be able to forget the tone of her pleading, Hales. She was weak and broken.” 
Aching deeply for him, I put my hand on his cheek and move it slowly to rest on his waist under his loose shirt. I scoot closer, entwining our legs. 
“The coward’s answer was that he couldn’t stay, neither for Iris’s sake nor for mine. He said something about how he needed to get away from the two of us. About him being too young, that he couldn’t handle the burden.” Daniel chews on his cheek then snorts. “He even said something about me turning into a man soon and that I would be able to manage on my own,” he says in a cold voice. “I was terrified that it would be just the two of us, that him leaving would make her sicker. That I wouldn’t be enough to help her. 
I was afraid that it would kill her. I was scared.” 
I try to stop the tears that pool at the corner of my eyes. 
“You know, Hales, how some moments or situations in life just change you? How it takes just one crucial thing to leave a deep mark, to screw you up. Those moments that will eventually define the kind of person you’ll grow up to be?” 
I nod.
“That was one of those moments for me.” His tone mutates into frost bitten ire. “Hearing him actually say that he was leaving, and that he didn’t care about her or me, left me helpless and frightened. I closed up. 
I still don't understand how someone can just wake up one day and decide to desert his dying wife.” 
“And son,” I add. He rubs his hand over his face and heaves. 
“When he said he couldn’t stay, not for her and not even for me, when I saw my mother shattered and fearful, I felt pure rage.” 
For the longest time I just watch his jaw sawing under his skin. When he continues, I keep quiet and don’t interfere, letting him set the pace.
“I remember the anger taking over every part of me. I was so full of rage the only way to get rid of it was to lash out. I was just a kid, but I'd always been big and strong for my age.” For a long moment he focuses on something I can't see, lost in his own thoughts. “This memory is still so vivid in my head,” he says. “I recall grabbing a chair and running toward him with all my strength. I slammed him down on the floor.” 
I can’t help the chill slowly crawling up my spine as the scene forms before my eyes. Goosebumps cover my skin.
“It took him a good few seconds before he snapped out of his shock. I took the opportunity to pummel him with all the power and anger I had until he pushed me forcefully off him. That push sent me crashing into the furniture, and a sharp corner cut deep into my eyebrow.”
My reaction to this is to tighten my grip on his waist. He covers my hand with his own, as though trying to soothe me. 
It should be the other way around. 
“I was deeply in pain. My head was throbbing and my face was covered with blood, but mostly the pain was from being so easily…rejected, unwanted.” 
I saw on my fingernail with my teeth, tense, gloomy and feeling disgusted. 
“But I hate him deeply because of how he treated Iris when she came to see what was going on. She was panicking, shaking, finding us in that chaos. And when she tried to talk some sense into him, asking him to help me, to take me to the hospital, he shoved her away. I was helpless, lying on the floor, unable to help her. That was the exact moment in which any respect or good feeling I’ve ever had for him turned into loathing.” His features harden. “Like I said, this was a life-changing occasion for me, Hales. I turned violent. The fact that I didn’t have a stable home for next few years just intensified it, made me angrier, bitter and introverted. My temper was my guide for the longest time. It was my solution for everything, it helped me keep everyone away. I was an angry kid that grew up to be a problematic and violent teen, and eventually an adult with a very short fuse. Hales, I used to lash out at people for no reason at all. There was a point in my life where I used to fight people in special clubs just for the sake of releasing anger. It was never about anything but getting hurt and hurting other people. Releasing violence.” 
He searches my eyes for my reaction. I blink and my eyes water and turn soft. I slide the hand that's on his waist farther back and pull myself over to him, closing the gap between us. I hold his troubled face in both hands and kiss him with everything I have.
Here it is, Hales, a rare glance at Daniel’s inner core. Rough, violent, powerful, emotional, kind, and … hurt.
When I pull back a little, he continues.
“My second turning point was a good one. The day I signed the ownership papers for my company. That day I made an oath to myself that I would do everything I could to change myself for the better. I decided to quit the fighting, which was a very hard thing to do—I even went to therapy for a while.” 
I kiss his lips again, assuring him that I understand and that I'm proud of what he did.
Abruptly his serious expression becomes bothered but amused, and he lets out a short snicker and shakes his head.
“It took me a few years and a hell of a lot of money to be able to say it out loud: I am angry. 
Well, I know I’m still impulsive and high tempered, but Hales, I try. Especially after meeting you.”
“Daniel, you're everything I want. I wouldn’t want you any other way.” And I love you, especially now, after what you’ve just shared with me.
“And you know something, baby? There was another significant changing point for me. This one changed what I was, well … what I wanted. What I thought I wanted further down the line.” 
I swallow and blink, waiting for him to go on.
“You know, it was in one of those meaningless conversations that we had. I don’t even remember what the fuck we were talking about, but I do remember that in the middle of that conversation I felt like I wanted it to go on forever, so that you'd never have to go away.” He scoots over to press his lips briefly to mine, but at this point I want more. I need more.
“So baby, this is me, all of me. I know nothing can even begin to come close to what we’ve been through so far and I know it's hard to overlook.” He brings his hands to my face and holds it between them.
Here are all of his imperfections and insecurities, out in the open, and all I can think of is how they make me feel more connected to him, intensifying my already strong feelings toward him.
“You need to let your fears go and your guard down. I promise you I will do everything I can to make this work.”  
And for the first time I feel confident about him, us. I nod, too overtaken by emotions to respond verbally.
“Are you okay?” he asks, changing the subject, letting me process everything he just shared with me, not pushing for an immediate response, which I couldn’t be more thankful for.
I nod. “I’m more than okay, I’m grateful.” When my voice goes silent, his forehead creases. “For you to trust me, to care as much as you do, and share all of this with me.” He gifts me with a boyish side smile.
“I do care that much,” he says. I reach for him and nestle in his waiting embrace. He nuzzles my hair and I close my eyes, dissolving into him.
“Why do you call your mom by her first name?” I say to his chest. He thinks for a second.
“I don’t know. I guess it’s because she's so much more than just a mom…” I lift my head to look at him. “She is, she’s always been, my… everything.” I melt inside and radiate it to him with a loving smile. “My everything before you came along.” And his smile back at me makes my heart flutter.
“It was just the two of us. We were so close. And as I grew up, she turned into my best friend.” 
I kiss his lips, deeply and eagerly. I need to connect with him—I need him. He is so much more, my so much more.
I rest my head on my pillow and run my eyes across his face. He smiles back at me. “Did your dad ever reach out to you later in life?” I ask.
“Did he…” A scornful resentment hovers above the words. “He did, Hales. Right after I rang the bell on Nasdaq, he did.” I inhale deeply, and when I’m about to comment, he adds, “I didn't back then, and still don't want anything to do with him.” I nod, caressing his face with my gaze.
“So now that we're done with tonight’s special: 60 Minutes Stark Fuckedupness, what do you want to do for the rest of the weekend?” 
“Close the door and leave the world outside?” 
“Couldn’t think of a better option, baby.”
 


Chapter 21: Open Matter
 
That night was a turning point for me. For us. Having Daniel open up like that, learning about his physical and emotional scars, it changes things. In the weeks to follow we leave the world outside and become almost inseparable. Day-to-day, in order to function, we become co-dependent, seeking out each other’s company in a way we never have before. 
We consciously don’t see other people. Social requirements are kept to a minimum. The house becomes our haven. Like two smitten teenagers, we can’t get enough of each other. Even the simplest of tasks are done together, from cooking to working at home to taking showers. And sex, holy mother of god, the scorching sex. I think that if I weren't on the pill we could have easily populated a small country by now. Between us we joke about the fact that we’ve become disgustingly, cornily cheesy, even borderline nauseating. And though these are not the best of times, they're far from being the worst of times, they are absolutely our times.
I haven’t seen Tasha and Ian for, well, almost forever. Needless to say, I get my share of well-deserved whining from them both. Complaints that are spat at me without an ounce of mercy, even for the sake of the good ol’ L word. 
Hardly a week after Daniel and I start our lockdown, Tasha phones to say she was about to post my face on a milk carton. “Your ugly face,” are her exact words.
I’m snapped back to the present by the sound of my colleagues’ laughter, becoming more and more irritated with the task I’m currently doing. I have an urge to shut off the PC, maybe even yank the cable out of the wall, then grab my purse and get the hell out. Instead, like the true rebel that I am, I wheel my chair back and push myself up. I stride to the kitchen, peeved by the amount of time I've wasted so far and will be wasting on such a Sisyphean task. I tap the button on the coffee machine and bend to fetch milk from the mini fridge. I shake the carton, to find that there's only a drop left and almost growl, really wanting to scream 'fuck' at the top of my lungs. I end up just tossing the carton in the trash can, though with a vengeance. 
“Woah, should I duck?” Mathew, one of my coworkers, smirks at me with his hands up in surrender, flipping his hair Bieber-style. I covertly roll my eyes but quickly smile. 
“One of those days.” I shrug, trying to show some friendliness.  
“Want to grab lunch together?” He asks a tad too enthusiastically. Surprised by his eagerness, I furrow my eyebrows and study him for a moment too long, making everything kind of awkward. 
“No is also an answer,” he says, smiling, and his cheeks take on a faint, rosy color.  
I force on a smile and try to make it look even the least bit genuine. I say, “Maybe some other time.”
“Okay then,” he says uneasily, clapping once, his entire body radiating discomfort. Then out of nowhere, to my complete surprise, he tugs on my pulled up hair.
The hell?
I’m not sure who’s mortified more by this infantile act: him, or me for him. Thankfully, he just nods and quickly makes himself scarce. I shake my head and reach for a bottle of water. A short snort and a giggle escape my mouth. I feel sorry for the guy. Ian and Tash will love this little anecdote. But when I get back to my assignment, my annoyance returns much too quickly.
My phone chimes and prompts me to unglue my eyes from the monitor. Seeing Daniel’s name on the display always comes with a warm, fuzzy feeling. No, not pathetic at all.
“Hey.”
“Hey back, beautiful,” he says. Deep inside, I heave a molten, feminine sigh. 
Yep, definitely pathetic. 
“Any chance you're coming over for lunch?”
“Define lunch,” I purr.
A low, husky chuckle comes from the other end. “I might also let you eat. Depends how satiated I’ll be.” 
“Wow, thank you. You are far, far too kind, Mr. Stark. Am I due for a performance evaluation?”
He chuckles again. “So, you coming?”
“Umm, will I? Be coming?” 
“Hayley…” I laugh it off.
“Isn’t making you cum my middle name?” We chuckle in unison. Though, truth be told, the man did earn the name, with great aptitude.
“So?”
“Mr. Stark…” A feminine voice meows on the other end, absurdly, making me slightly more alert. 
“I’ll call for you later, Jasmine.” 
“Did she just meow at you?”
“What?” he snaps.
“Nothing.” Glad he didn’t pay too much attention to that one. “I don’t think I'll be able to make it, there’s this annoying thing I need to do, it’ll take me ages, and I need it done today.”
“What is it, exactly?”
“Aren’t you busy? Do you really care?”
“Yeah, I'm busy. Tell me.” Short and impassive. Okay… And I elaborate on the less than remotely interesting subject.
“Okay, so it’s only in these ten websites, you say? I’ll call you back, go get something to drink meanwhile.” And he's gone.
Huh?
I pass by Josh’s office to catch up on a report we should prepare for management, just to make sure I have everything he wants covered. With his confirmation I leave to share it with the relevant people from our team. When I get back to my desk, more than half an hour later, I notice that I’ve missed a call from Daniel.
“Daniel?”
“So, I’m sending you this program. I’ll tell you how to install it, it’ll do the search for the data.”
“What? Software? Do what?” I hear a piqued sigh from his end.
“Open the email I’ve sent you five minutes ago, and just do what I tell you.” 
He guides me for several minutes. I’m clueless about what he wants me to do, and he is less than patient when explaining.
I grin hugely as I look at the small, dark window running data on my desktop. “So basically it’ll do the search for me?”
“Yes.” I can just see the eye roll that was uttered with.
I giggle. “Oh my god, you are like the hottest computer geek alive.”
“So are you coming now?” he says, dry and impatient. 
“On my way,” I say with a full-blown smirk.
 
“Can I go in?” I ask Anne, Daniel’s PA. She stands up for no apparent reason and smiles, her usual edgy smile. 
“Miss Grace, he should be done shortly, but you can go in.”
“It’s Hayley…” As if this will ever register with her, no matter how many times I insist. Why do I even bother?
The door to Daniel’s office is half open. I take one step in and freeze. They don’t notice me, but I can see them clearly, and something unbidden and bad, very bad, shoots through me.
There’s a curvy butt raised high over the desk, clad in a tight knee-length skirt that salutes me as I look ahead. A pair of never-ending legs in black stockings continue from the skirt and end with mile high, thin heels. The body attached to the sexy butt is bent over the desk, cleavage almost touching what’s mine’s nose. She utters a familiar meow while a hand with very red nails moves over Daniel’s hand, which rests on a mouse. The woman in front of me could not be more flirtatious; she’s literally throwing mating signals all over the place. From where I stand I can’t see Daniel’s expression, or his face for that matter, as it’s hidden behind a large monitor, though I can see that his hand is trying to move out from under the talons that trap it.
Numerous emotions run through me; the one that stays triggers the creep of acid up my throat. The thought that I’ve managed to cage at the back of my mind wakes up with a roar, and I can’t help but think, Could this meowing butt be the one he slept with? Something takes over me, something very irrational, ugly and unfamiliar. On impulse, I nearly turn on my heels, when Daniel's voice stops me.
“Hales?” In tandem with his question, the butt pivots at the waist to look at me, and her face just adds the few drops of oil to intensify the fire spreading wildly inside me. Her dark, shiny hair is pulled into a tight bun. She has on a pair of those thick black plastic glasses that reminds me of those me-and-my-boss porn movies, and the reddest lips. A part of me, the rational part, kisses confidence and trust bye-bye and dies, but not before asking me to strangle the man who seeded these fears in my consciousness to begin with. I’m aware that a suicidal train wreck is about to happen, but stopping it is beyond me. 
“I’m just leaving,” I say. “I’m meeting Brad.” I’m not sure which nasty part of me came up with that, but now it's out there. 
Daniel’s reaction is a deadly look in my direction; his expression morphs into something dark and menacing. He locks eyes with me and my stomach turns at what I see in them. Someone stupider and emotionally weaker than I am possess my body and my mind, urging me to leave, while tears pile at the back of my eyes. The man-eater with the thick glasses smiles devilishly at me, or is it just my imagination?
Daniel mumbles something to the predator, who is still studying me attentively, and takes a few steps toward me. Only half a step away, he cups his hand around my chin and gently lifts it to look at him. He tilts his head to the side. “You're meeting who?” I shake my head in response, feeling both confused and embarrassed by my conduct, but frankly, there’s nothing I can do to shake it away. It already gathered huge momentum. I've become just a pawn of this madness possessing my brain.  
“I’ll see you at home,” I say, and turn away, but before I can, Daniel grabs my hand and tugs me back. He holds my face, from both sides this time, and looks me dead in the eyes. 
“Hayley?” 
“I’m interrupting your...” I gesture with my hand toward the room. His brows knit together.
“Jasmine, can you excuse us?” he says coldly, without breaking eye contact, and there’s a clear bite of exasperation to his words. Jasmine sways slowly toward the door, and before leaving, says, “Call me when you need me again, Mr. Stark.” To me it sounds like it's bursting with innuendos, and I brush Daniel’s hands from my face.
His eyes open wide and the muscle on his jaw starts ticking. “What in the name of fuck is going on?” he says, shutting his office door with a loud thud that makes me wince. I’m trying hard to stop this craziness I’ve just crafted so deftly, but it’s stronger than me, and at this point the snowball in my head has already begun to roll, too far and too fast.
“Was she the one?”
“The one what?” He narrows his eyes and twists his mouth. “Hayley, you are not making any sense. What's gotten into you, for fuck’s sake?”
“Was she the one you slept with?” 
In less than a heart beat the air between us becomes so tense and bitter, I can almost taste it. 
“Did you just ask me what I think you did?” A vein begins pulsing at the side of his neck, and his stare turns livid. 
I just nod.
“Where’s that coming from?” His eyes run across my face, assessing and penetrating, confused. “What’s wrong with you?” He is angry: majorly, fuming, angry.
“Was she the one you slept with?” I ask, and this time my voice is harder. 
“I’m not doing this shit here,” he murmurs, more to himself. Unceremoniously he turns to his desk, grabs his car keys and puts his hand on the small of my back, though his touch is far from gentle. Silently, he directs me out of the room.
“I’m leaving, I’ll be back later,” he says in a clipped tone as we pass by Anne's desk.
“Mr. Stark, you have…” Her voice fades at the glance Daniel throws her way. During the short elevator ride we stand at opposite walls, my eyes burning with unshed tears, colliding with his smoldering ones, but we don’t say a word. The palpable silence in the small compartment amplifies the tension that grows with each passing second, that I know very well will end with an inevitable explosion. 
When we get to the garage, Daniel presses a button on his remote and a double beep comes back from the Veyron. I look at him questioningly and he snaps, “Just get in the car.”
“Where are we going?” He huffs loudly, his expression menacing.
“Would you get in the goddamn car already?” The chilling tone of his voice reminds me of times I'd rather forget.  
I don’t ask where we're going again and he doesn’t appear to have any intention of sharing it with me. With fire in his hooded eyes, he stares ahead, driving the car at an insane speed that makes me grip the sides of my seat with every turn and twist, til my knuckles turn white. When he finally slows the car, ending a trip that I should thank some deity for surviving, I can see that we're at a racing track.
Daniel jerks the car to a stop and sends an aggravated glance my way, then shakes his head in a way that silently says 'unbelievable', and gets out of the car. He stands outside, his hands momentarily covering his eyes. I can literally see the next breath he takes, as his chest rises underneath his black tie and crisp, white button-down shirt. He takes a short step and leans on the driver side door, his hands crossed and his back to me. I wait a few minutes, letting him cool off and trying to explain to myself what I’ve done and what I want to say. I take a deep breath, the whirl of thoughts that initially got us here still gnawing at my mind as I step out of the car.
I round the vehicle and stand close to him, though far enough away to respect his personal space. He turns his head sideways to look at me, his arms still crossed, and his jaw unmistakably working overtime.
“Why Hayley? What the fuck did you just do to us?” 
I bite on my cheek and try to make it sound reasonable in my own head before answering.
“We had it so good, and you had to find a way to ruin it?” His nostrils flare. “Where’s this coming from? Brad, Hayley? Brad?”
“She was practically jumping you in there.” Is the most clever thing I can come up with.
“And did I do anything that made you think something would come of it, whatever that was?” His voice is low, cold and somewhat hurt. “Did I?”
“No, but it’s not like you pushed her away.” What the fuck is wrong with me?
He shakes his head, and I can clearly see that the composure he's kept so far is now held together by threads. “I can’t believe you. I can’t believe we're having this fucked up conversation.”  
“What can I say, it triggered something.” I answer, hating how I feel but hating the way I make him feel more. But still, for some twisted reason, I can’t stop. I can’t let it go.
“Didn’t we declare forgive and forget?” He licks his bottom lip. I don’t answer and just look at him. 
“Do I want to drive the hell out of here, right this minute?” His stare almost burns a hole in mine. “Yeah, I do,” he says more to himself than to me. “Will I do that? No, Hayley, because I’m trying, like I promised you. I’m fucking trying here. What I don’t get is why the hell you're going out of your way to make it impossible.”
He's completely right, but I can’t find the strength to quiet my insecurities. I need to think this over, I need to make whatever is screaming in my head stop, cause I haven’t got the slightest clue how to proceed. I don’t want to say anything, anything at all til I figure out for myself what just happened.   
“I don’t know.”
His eyes on me muddled, but they soon regain the heat residing in them a moment ago.
“You don’t know?” he repeats in irritated disbelief. “You don’t know?” This time his voice is colder, an octave lauder, somewhat scornful.
I look at him from under my lashes and nod. “I need to be by myself and think.”
He shakes his head, exasperated. He uncrosses his arms, and is about to say something, but then stops.
“I’m not even sure what I want. I’m not sure what’s come over me, D.”
“That makes two of us.” His struggle to keep it together for my sake is so obvious my heart constricts in a painful manner. 
“I love you so much. Please give me some time.” His entire demeanor melts a notch as he returns my stare. He takes a deep, frustrated breath and his next words are jaded and soft.
“How much is 'some time', Hayley? I won't be waiting around forever this time.” I nod and the tears sting, fighting to be released.
“Just a few hours.” He seems a bit relieved as he nods, but there’s no mistake: he's still furious with me.
We drive back in silence, a silence that screams 'danger', a silence that screams “What the hell are you doing?”
Daniel brings the car to a stop below the YOU offices, and sighs. We don’t exchange any words but we do swap charged stares.
“I’ll see you at home,” I say finally, feeling like I should say something, anything.
He darts a look my way that sends a direct pang to my heart. “What ever happened to trust and communication?” He turns to look ahead, making it clear it wasn’t really a question, and that he can’t wait for me to leave.
At my desk, distressed and restless, accompanied by a well-deserved inner tirade of self-loathing, I rush through all my pending tasks. At six sharp I flit to my car, and drive home. I park in the open parking lot and immediately look for the Veyron. Its absence sends a strange blend of gloom and relief through me. What the hell is coming over me?
When I get inside I throw my purse aside and change into a light, white sundress. With a bottle of mineral water in one hand, and my iPod in the other, I step barefoot onto the deck, heading toward the beach. I adjust my headphones and dip my toe in the shallow water where it meets the sand. I take a step deeper and start walking on the moist, sinking sand. 
The chain of events that started at Daniel’s office play vividly in my mind's eye. I think about what happened, my reaction, what I've caused—and my thoughts are confusing, accusing and disconcerting, saturated in uncertainties. I slowly process the madness I brought between us and my chest tightens. A sudden realization clears the rest of my thoughts away: Daniel said he wasn't going to wait forever this time. It hits me, hard. I’m afraid to lose him, plain and simple. I’m terrified of him hurting me again because it'll make me run away and never come back. My insecurities all sum up to getting hurt by him again and having to leave him, for good. Plainly, losing him. The thought stiffens my throat.
In every ongoing struggle throughout life, there comes a time to weigh your gain against your loss, and make your final decision. Leave or stay?
I close my eyes and focus on the lyrics playing in my ears as I retrace my steps back to the house.
The space is dim and quiet, though I can see a faint glow of light coming from the corridor that leads to the master bedroom and Daniel’s office. As I near the end of the corridor I notice that the light is coming from the office.
Wary, I stand in the door and watch Daniel for a few long minutes. He doesn't notice me: he's concentrating on the screen in front of him. He sports day-old stubble, still wearing the white button-down and tie he wore for work. His brows are furrowed and his features rigid. It doesn’t seem like he relaxed much. The emotional state I left him in earlier still unmistakably has a hold on him. As he turns to pick up a tumbler from his side, half-filled with golden liquid and ice, his eyes shift to look at me. As they find mine they take on a graver shade.
He takes a long sip of his drink, his head slightly tilted sideways but his heated eyes still very much on me. 
He sets the whiskey glass on the desk, sticks a finger to the knot of his tie and releases it a tad. He slouches lower on his vast leather chair, watching me attentively, waiting. 
Trying not to overthink, I just blurt out, “I’m afraid.” His eyes turn confused and widen with concern.
“Afraid? Of me?” His voice is quite low, but I still hear it and all of its undercurrents loud and clear.
“Oh, no. Of course not of you.” I take a couple of steps farther into the room, but halt. “Of what you're capable of doing to me. 
If you break me again, I won't be able to overcome it.” I bite my lip as a tear rolls from my eye. 
“God, Hales, I’d never.” Daniel studies me quietly, for a short, emotional moment. “Baby, I’d never do anything to hurt you, at least not intentionally.” 
He eyes me for a burning beat and then crooks his finger, ordering me to come to him. I take the last two steps to his side. He puts his hands on my hips and lifts me up onto his desk. He wipes the tear from my cheek with his thumb and then buries his face in my thighs. I thread my fingers in his hair. 
“Most of all, I’m afraid that if you hurt me again, I’ll have to let you go. And the thought of not having you kills me.”
He tilts his head up to look at me, his chin still on my thighs. “Hales, I feel the same way. How many times do I have to tell you that til you get it inside your head? 
I love you more than feasibly possible.” 
“I’m sorry,” I say in a small voice, and bite my lips.
Daniel sags back into the chair. “Don’t ever do it again, Hales. You know, I get hurt too.” My throat clogs and I nod. He takes a generous sip of whiskey, brooding. As he's about to put it back on the desk I take it from him and help myself to a long taste. 
 


Chapter 22: Going the Distance 
 
“Are you all packed?” Daniel glances at me over his shoulder, stooping over his open suitcase. 
“Almost.” I look back at him.
“Hales?” 
“Yep?”
“Bend a little lower.” He smirks.
I look down to where he's zeroed his eyes to find out that my shirt is clearly showing my cleavage. I roll my eyes.
As I put a few more sets of clothes into my hard-shelled suitcase, Daniel comes over to stand right behind me. Despite my fussing, he puts a warm, large palm inside my shirt to rest on my bare breast. 
“How many pairs of shoes does one person need?” he asks, looking at the variety neatly placed in my bag.
I turn my head to look up at him. “How many sets of lingerie does one person need?” I raise my eyebrow.
He nods. Case closed.
When his thumb begins to tease in circular motions, my breath changes. But it's when his other hand reaches inside my lacy boy shorts and deepens his hold of me that all thought of the task at hand evaporates, replaced with one single desire: him.
His fingers trail deeper and I gasp for air, my face flushing warmly. I can feel his hunger pressed against me. He nudges my hair aside, nibbling at my exposed skin, while his fingers engage in torturing rhythms inside of me. I groan and arch my back, feeling his reverberating growl against me. Still utterly taken in pleasing me, he moves us slowly toward the window. In one swift motion I am turned around and pushed against the floor-to-ceiling window. 
I wrap my legs around his waist as he artfully shrugs off his boxers without sending us both crashing to the floor. The moment he frantically sinks into me we both lose control and wildly start grinding against each other in frantic motions. We are all hard grips, errant heaves, rough kisses, groans, thuds. I find myself screaming for him to be rougher as I crush myself against him in need. I clench around him tighter, starting to feel my delicate tissues spasm and heat. He gushes out a low growl. My deep muscles lose control in ecstasy, sending me on waves of electric releases. Daniel’s lunges verge on violent as he reaches his relief. Our breaths play catch-up, sweat covering our bodies and trailing down our flushed faces.
Daniel still holds us both, his hand above my head holding the window for support. It takes me some passing moments to compose myself. Daniel puts me carefully on the ground. I find myself wobbling, barely able to walk straight.
“Enough satisfied hormones to keep us calm for a few days. Check.” I beam at Daniel, making my way to the shower, with him following me. 
“There’s where you've got it completely wrong, baby. I'm never really sedated when it comes to you,” he mumbles hoarsely. 
Judging history, he's speaking nothing but truth. 
Helping me rinse out the lather from my hair, Daniel leans closer and presses a succulent kiss on my sodden mouth. “Fuck, this sucks,” he says.
“Totally agree,” I say. “But at least it’s both of us away at the same time. I don’t know why, but that somehow makes it easier.”
“I just hope my trip doesn’t drag on and that at least we’ll be back home at the same time,” he says, rinsing off my body, taking extra special care with my breasts and backside. “I still can’t believe I’ll miss your birthday,” he says, his voice annoyed. 
“Hey, we’ll celebrate when we're both back. I just hope you guys will be able to close the final loose ends of the deal this time and that you won’t need to fly there again.”
“Yeah, there’s an arsenal of suits joining us this time for that exact reason.” He kisses my temple and hands me a towel.
~~~
As the morning creeps along, my mood gradually sinks. When I see Daniel to the car a watery film unintentionally forms on my eyes.
The sack of emotions I’ve become … nauseating.
“Come here.” He engulfs me in a tight embrace of clean linen and musky Daniel scent, leaving small kisses on the center of my head. “It’ll be over before we know it, and I plan on so much compensation when we get back.” 
We both smile at each other.
“You’ll need to compensate my brains off, til I am unconscious,” he chuckles, and winks at me. 
“You don’t have to worry about that.” 
He rests his hand over his heart and grins. We have one last fervent kiss and he is gone. I stand watching the Veyron’s taillights as it passes through the electronic gate.
With Daniel gone, I drop by the office for a couple of hours before we have to embark on our flight to the Maldives. 


Chapter 23: Gay Times by the Indian Ocean 
 
I stretch out lazily under the light comforter, breathing in the freshly-scented sheets. My stare is drawn to the open window, to the soft, clear light funneling in. I jump out of the bed, curious and thrilled to take a look outside, as it was too dark when we arrived late last night. 
Wow, this place is amazing! Almost jumping up and down like an excited little kid, I admire my view of the hotel’s sandy white private beach. And I can call this work… Humming, I get ready to face the day. I planned to meet with Ian and Josh for breakfast before heading to our first shooting day. When I join them, they're already drinking their second cup of coffee.
“Morning,” I say, beaming at them. They both stare at me for a long moment, from head to toe, and then trade glances. 
“What?” I squeak, feeling a reflexive urge to check my face for any embarrassing sleep marks, or worse.
“You totally do basic black as it is meant to be done,” Ian explains.
“Totally do,” Josh adds and I grin at them both, twirl once and end my show with a double bat of my eyelashes. Giggling, I plop myself into a vacant seat at the table.
“Excited?” I ask, rubbing Ian’s arm as I scan both their plates and suppress myself from rolling my eyes. 
Protein, healthy, and more protein… 
“Uber,” Ian grins. “This is so awesome, it’s like… beyond…” Josh’s puppy eyes watch Ian, smitten, as he stutters. 
Thank you for confirming the obvious, boss. As I return with my plate after piling on my breakfast at the complementary buffet, I suddenly feel very self-conscious. The judging stares from my breakfast companions are nearly terrifying. Josh keeps quiet but my darling friend twists his mouth and shakes his head. 
“Sure about all of that, gorgeous?” Ian can never really keep quiet. With a full fork of bacon in my mouth, I raise my eyebrows. Ian straightens his posture and points a finger at my plate.
“Carbs, fat, carbs, empty carbs,” he snarls. “And oh, more carbs!” 
Josh bobs his head discreetly in agreement. I give him the evil eye.
As I pout, Ian pats my thigh pointedly. “Shhh,” he whispers dramatically, holding his hand in midair, “If we're quiet enough, we’ll be able to hear Hayley’s butt growing.” 
Josh chuckles and I smack Ian on the back of his head.
“Please don’t step in the way of my path to gastronomic utopia.” I say jokingly, with a mouth full of delicious food. They both sigh like two ol’ biddies at a nursing home. 
“With this gluttony of yours I’m not sure you’ll even outlive me…” Ian mumbles to himself. “And I’m positive Starky isn't into tapping mammoth-sized asses.” I almost spray my next sip of coffee at him. My eyes are wide open as I gape at him.
“God Ian, you are a sick, sick, man,” I say, wiping my mouth with a napkin. He shrugs, amused, high on mocking me. Then he grabs my face and smacks an audible, lengthy kiss on my cheek and grins. I huff, twisting my mouth and with a hint of a smile scold him with, “...and leave Starky out of it!”
Josh asks Ian something that has to do with the shoot; I couldn’t be happier Ian’s “attention” isn't aimed at me anymore.
As I look at the view of the ocean through the open terrace, their conversation fades into the background. For a long moment I admire the paradise we are lucky enough to be in, until Ian’s loud voice brings me back to the table. 
“...and this study about how Prozac can damage your brain from long-term use. So I say, what are we really left with?” 
Josh nods, gaping at Ian, enthralled. I guess he'd be enthralled by whatever rubbish comes out of Ian’s pouty mouth. Somehow I’m not sure he's even listening. For all I know, he's busy envisioning Ian in every sexual position available to human kind. A feeling that this trip will slowly wipe out the boss-employee boundaries passes through my thoughts. I check my watch. “Guys, we should get going.”
The location for the shoot is on a virginal white sand beach with clear cerulean waters. 
I watch Ian from one of the director's chairs which are assigned to everyone in the crew except for the photographer and his assistant. Except for the people who actually do the job. 
Ian is being worked on by the makeup artist and the stylist, but I'm not sure how crucial they are, given Ian is in nothing but snug black swim trunks. I watch him in adoration; my Ian is the ultimate model, with his perfect lean figure, exotic features and bursting energy. Josh takes the seat next to me, putting on his sunglasses. Soon we're joined by more people from our small crew.
The photographer’s assistant is engaged with taking photometer measurements next to Ian. When he's done, he shares them with his boss, then they both set up the equipment. The makeup artist dusts Ian’s now overly enhanced tan face with a fluffy brush as the photographer twists his baseball cap backwards and says, “Okay people, let’s get this show on the road. Everyone take your places.” He brings one of the Nikons near his eyes, telling Ian he’ll start with some test shots. We all watch as Kyle, the photographer, tells Ian what to do.  All of a sudden Ian looks somewhat lost. This doesn’t go unnoticed by the group watching him, and I cringe at his obvious tension. I think frantically whether there’s anything I can do to help him, but it's Josh who jumps to action. He stands up and moves behind Kyle, then calls out to Ian. “You know what a summer cover is, Ian? It’s sex and fun.” 
Ian shifts to look at him and is rewarded with a timid smile, as though they were the only two people in this piece of paradise. “And do you know what sex and fun is? It's the white sand against the blue sea, and you, dear.” 
Ian’s smile turns into a stretched grin. My mouth drops a tad at this public endearment and the obvious connection between the two of them. Josh continues, indifferent to the rest of us. “You, Ian, are raw, glittering, alluring, tanned, and unreachable. They should look at you and imagine how you'd feel under their hands in bed, your smell, your warmth, your skin. But remember, you're the Holy Grail, Ian. They're meant to worship you from afar—looking at you is as close as they'll get to you. It's a cover that screams it's summer, this is freedom and anything is possible.” 
It sounds like this speech isn't about the summer cover at all, but about what's going through my boss’s horny mind as he thinks of my Ian. Nevertheless, it's magic; Ian loosens up from Josh’s encouragement and starts delivering the right material.
“Ian, look at the camera to your right,” orders Luke, Kyle’s assistant, excited at Ian’s positive change of mood. “Your other right…” 
I can’t help the giggle that comes out as a reflex. I shake my head fondly. The atmosphere immediately lifts as someone puts on summery music in the background.
My pocket vibrates and I pull out my phone. I glance at the incoming message on the screen and the warm, fuzzy feeling arrives.
Daniel: Humidity, hole in my head growing by the minute from the constant drilling, miss you fierce.
Sandy beach, perfect weather, almost naked Ian, miss you too.
Daniel: Poor baby. Wish I could have almost naked you.
Patience dear, soon you’ll have fully naked me.
Daniel: keep going…
Can’t play now, am at work…down, lover boy.
Daniel: Tease
Love ya.
Daniel: Me too, especially when fully naked.
As the sunlight wanes, Kyle calls out, rubbing his neck, “Thanks Ian. Guys, let's wrap up for today.” He puts his expensive photography equipment into Luke’s waiting hands. 
“Great job, man.” Kyle pats Ian’s back. Ian nods with one of his grins full of perfect teeth, though it’s clear that he's exhausted. We're a small group and everyone assists with the cleanup. Half an hour later, the place looks as though we’ve never been there.  Sitting in the sun for such a long time has left its mark on me and I feel somewhat withered, I'm glad that I'm about to make it back to the hotel for a much needed shower and rest. I look around for Ian and find him and Josh laughing together, in their own little bubble. They're so wrapped up in each other they hardly notice me as I approach. I wrap my arm around Ian’s warm waist and peck his cheek. “You did great, my handsome boy.” 
He turns to plant a full hearted kiss on my lips and his eyes twinkle with joy.
“Wanna join us for some refreshments?” He air-quotes the word 'refreshments' and winks at me. I laugh. “You two sure about refreshments? After having nothing to eat and so much sun for so many hours?” I raise an inquisitive eyebrow. Like a responsible adult, gifting them with a pointed look. 
“Of course,” they answer in unison and chuckle. 
“You know, recent studies show that alcoholic beverages are a great source of electrolytes.” Ian grins and nods knowingly. I roll my eyes.
“Studies conducted by whom, Robert Downey Jr.?” Josh nudges Ian’s shoulder and is rewarded with a smirk.
“Well, I’m not sure my body can handle it right now, so I guess I’ll catch up with you guys later.”
“Grandma,” Ian says jokingly, and pats my butt. We walk together to the hotel, chatting about the day. I shake my head when I give them a final glance. Josh is following Ian like the obedient, sinful acolyte he is. I leave the liquor committee in the lobby and drag myself up to my room for the shower that was so inviting, while fantasizing about a pitcher full of ice water.  
It only takes me a few minutes to fall asleep once I lie down on the bed and close my eyes. My sleep is so deep that I hardly hear my phone ringing, even though it's sitting right next to my head on the pillow.
“Hello,” I say coarsely, coming out of a thick sleep.
“Hey, baby, did I wake you?”
“Mmm hmmm.” 
There’s a low chuckle. “You sound so damn cute,” Daniel says, eliciting a smile from my still drowsy lips as I sink my head deeper into the pillow.
“You sound tired,” I say.
“This shit’s been going on forever. It's always like this when the suits are involved.”
“I guess... Never been there with any suits.” He snickers.
“So how’re the waves?” he asks, and we sink into pleasant conversation.
For the next twenty minutes or so we tell each other about our days. He sounds exhausted as he tells me how every single clause of the contract is being pored over. My mood falls a notch when he says there will definitely be at least two more meetings, meaning he’ll have to fly there again, and not only once. When I tell him how I have a hunch that things are starting to heat up between Ian and Josh he offers me his condolences, and amusedly tells me to hang in there. 
“So dream of me,” I purr before ending the call. Daniel's going to yet another meeting.
“I always do, Hales.” His voice turns serious. It's even a little gloomy, which makes my heart clench. “I miss you fiercely,” he says, and then he's gone. As I set my phone aside I can hardly believe just how much I miss him. It’s been less than a day and I'm already him-sick. 
Though it’s half past ten, I decide I want to interact with society again and dial Ian’s room. After a few persistent tries I call his cell. When my call goes directly to voicemail I try hard not to think about why he's not in his room or why he wouldn’t answer. I finally give up, and burrow deeper under the covers, the bed is too comfy to leave. I end the day by watching reruns of Sex and the City in Dhivehi, the local language. I nearly choke on my water when I hear that Samantha’s character is dubbed by a man.
 


Chapter 24: D for Disaster Waiting to Happen
 
Before leaving the room for breakfast I try to call Ian again at his room phone and his cell phone. I get the same futile result as the night before, there’s nothing I can do but jump to some mega-disturbing conclusions.
Please let me be wrong. Please let me be wrong. For the sake of not having to find a new job please let me be wrong, I chant to myself while I walk the flower-lined path to the crowded restaurant, enjoying the resort’s beautiful views. I glance around for either Ian or Josh and, as expected, fail to find them. I take a deep, troubled breath.
Halfway through my fluffy pancake and delectable plate of exotic fruits, I get a text message.
Ian: Will meet you @ the shoot, running a teensy weensy bit late.
Please tell me you fell asleep, BY YOURSELF!
Ian: Don’t shout! 
Please let them be discreet. Please let this not turn into the mother of all fiascos.
All through our busy day Ian keeps avoiding eye contact with me, which is a first, ever. Evidently, validating my assumption. I can’t wait to get him by himself; he has a lot of explaining to do. And he better have one hell of an excuse.
Somehow, between wrapping up the shoot and restoring the location to the way it was before we got there, even under my scrutinizing radar, Ian and Josh manage to disappear.

I spend a happy hour with the rest of the crew, sans Ian and Josh, by the pool, that turns into three hours. Back in my room I lie down on my bed and catch up with my emails, occasionally distracted by short escapes into a few different social networks. It's around eleven p.m. when a determined knock on my door disconnects me from my browsing.
Ian’s unapologetic face greets me as I open the door; I narrow my gaze at him, highly annoyed by his indifference, more like highly annoyed and about to commit a violent crime. And just before I'm about to give him the lecture of the century he starts a word-marathon of his own that leaves me dumbfounded and silent.
“I had a facial, ate a yogurt, worked out, sauna-ed, worked out again, got a pedi and went to that uber-expensive store in the lobby to try on those nasty T-shirts they have there for no less than fifty bucks each, and even with all these calorie-burning, calming activities, I couldn’t get Joshua out of my fucking mind.”
Okay, no bitching, Hales. This is a confession that needs to be addressed patiently for the sake of Mr. Confused, who's never ever had a crush on anyone before. I was so worked up and excited to have it all out, but now it just seems wrong. 
“You're trying to say you have a major crush, Ian?” And I immediately soften at Ian’s confused expression. He nods his head with a frown. His pout would put a five-year-old to shame.
“He’s not even my type,” he whines. “This is so dark.” 
I am not able to hold my fleeting snicker. 
“Dark.” No, we're not being extreme here…

“Congratufuckinglations. Yay, me! I have a crush, and on a normal human being!” He puts on a miserable face that almost sends me into hysterics. 
“If you could just drop the bitterness it would seem like a positive thing. Well, at least to us sane people.” I cock an eyebrow.
“Really, I am so out of my element here, gorgeous. This is goddamn frustrating. Like I said, DARK.”
“What do you mean, Ian?” I ask in disbelief, starting to grasp that he's not joking. His diva in distress, anguish vibes clearly evident. “He deserves someone better than me. Someone who doesn’t need to be wasted to admit he kind of likes him.” He sighs, downcast. 
I can barely believe what I'm hearing. Where is this insecurity coming from? This has to be Ian’s defense mechanism talking. He doesn’t think he can handle a relationship, and it clearly shows that something has changed. I’ve never seen him so torn about a new guy. It seems as if he really wants to try. It’s clear from his troubled stare. This is so totally the opposite of how I imagined our talk would go. In less than a sentence he made me forget how mad I was.
Instead of decapitating his handsome head, I do my best to comfort him.
“No one can even measure up to you. You are beautiful and kind and protective and smart. And you have the biggest heart. Anyone who gets to date you will be the luckiest person I know.” 
“Too bad I met him now. Would have been better in, oh, let’s say a few years, when I grow up.”
“You are a big boy now, so let’s drop this 'maturity' crap.” I dismiss his lame attempt.
“You know I'm screwed up.” 
My heart breaks at the self-doubt radiating from his eyes. How can someone so amazing think so little about themselves? From time to time even I tend to forget Ian’s fragility, perhaps due to the huge self-confidence he musters on a daily basis. But it is there, cushioned and deeply etched inside him, and I know just how unworthy of happiness he thinks he is, which is something to thank his lovely parents for.
“Can you name one person we know who isn’t screwed up in one way or another? Present company included,” I say. His lips curve up a bit. 
“So you're concerned. So what? Who isn’t concerned when it comes to a new relationship? That’s where all the excitement and the butterflies come from.” 
He listens while fetching a small bottle full of auburn liquid out of the mini bar. Kicking shut the door, he takes a swig and nods. “And if by any chance this is reassuring, I can tell you that even after the milestones Daniel and I have passed, I still have concerns about our relationship.” 
He thinks for a moment while studying the label of the bottle in his hand, then takes another sip that empties the small container. He turns to look directly at me, his voice cheerless. “Hales, if I screw this up—and the probability of that is so fucking high—the aftermath could also affect you.”
“I’m well aware of that.” I mirror his deep stare. “Ian, this is the first time since I can remember that you even considered giving someone a chance. Hell, that you even gave a damn about your potential partner. Seriously, I can’t even remember one time that you treated a crush like something more than a warm body. So if you're thinking of giving this one a chance, I’ll deal with the consequences.”
“Hales, are you really giving your blessing to this disaster waiting to happen?” He scans me doubtfully, cautious. 
I nod and smile, trying to mask my gigantic concern. 
“Even though we both know too well how quickly I can turn this one into the mother of all catastrophes?” he stresses. 
I hold my façade and nod again.
“Mmm hmm.”
“You are by far the best sister anyone could have.” He embraces me to just a squeeze short of suffocation.
“So, gorgeous… I’m gonna leave now… umm, there’s somewhere else I gotta be.” He sends me one of his melt-your-heart-in-a-microsecond grins and I nod, gesturing him out the door. 
“Love you to Jupiter via the moon and back,” he calls before closing the door after him. 
I stare at the door and murmur, “Please let the universe change his habits. Let this one work.”
I spend the next hour or so chatting with Tasha, filling her in on all the glorious views we have in this magical place and on Ian’s new “mature adventure” only to cringe when she recounts the amazing time she has had recently with Brad.
And that's another coupling I could really live being ignorant of…
 


Chapter 25: Birthday Festivities
 
The last day of the shoot feels more like the last couple days of school before spring break. Everyone's already feeling festive by breakfast time. Best of all, the nicest surprise awaits me as I step into the restaurant for my last breakfast in this South Pacific paradise. 
“Happy birthday, Hayley.” The entire group, including Kyle, who's tried to keep his distance so far, raise their glasses of Mimosa my way. I flash them a wide, genuinely happy smile and bow.
“Thank you, guys.” 
Josh, leaving Ian’s side, rushes my way with a matching glass. “Happy birthday, Hayley. Can I?” He tilts his head toward mine, and when I beam at him, he kisses my cheek. As I take a seat next to Ian, who almost drowns my face with moist smooches, Theo the makeup artist asks me how old I am.
“Twenty-six.” I send her an easy smile.
“Are you even legal to drink?” asks Kyle, who is over forty. He makes a big deal out of being annoyed, but winks at me. 
“Worse than that, I think I’ve reached the age when I should start using anti-wrinkle creams,” I say and twist my mouth. Everyone laughs and Ian whispers in my ear, “I’m seriously shocked you haven’t started already.” He shakes his head, and I nudge him at the waist only to be covered by some more of his soggy kisses. 
“Gorgeous, you keep up with these, I’ll turn all pruny.” 
Of course that just encourages him to plant more on me, now all over my face.
“So, Hayley, what do wish for your birthday?” asks Donna, a lovely older woman who is everyone’s unofficial mother at work. 
“That would be telling,” I answer with a radiant, enigmatic smile.
“To be plowing her wish right about now…” Ian murmurs under his breath. 
“Behave, we're in public,” I whisper. 
~~~
The day passes like a frat party. Our let-loose atmosphere infects everyone; we do hardly anything but sit around, sunbathe and bond. Alone in my room and in need of a break, I get somewhat down when I realize that Daniel hasn’t called or texted me today, and it’s almost late afternoon. A knock on my door makes me giddy; perhaps I'll be granted a wish that’s been twirling deep, deep in my heart throughout the day. But instead, I open the door to find the newly hooked-up couple at my doorstep.
“So,” Ian declares a tad too loudly.
Been playing with alcohol, peaches?
“Her royal highness, aka gorgeous, is invited to her own dreamy birthday celebration.” 
I radiate a grin at them both. 
“Bottom line, bring your bottom line to the lobby at 20 hours sharp! Oh, and wear something comfy.” 
“Yes sir,” I salute, and they wobble away, god knows where. Better not think or imagine the where and especially not the what for…
With the next knock my nerves shoot up in anticipation. I’m overthrown by the gigantic bouquet of white roses and candy that greets me when I open the door. A head pops up behind the giant arrangement, squealing in a thick accent, “A delivery for Miss Grace.”
“Thanks.” I take the heavy bouquet from the cute, miniature lady behind the enormous arrangement, clad in the hotel’s uniform and the sweetest smile. Once I remove all the edible parts I set the flowers in a bucket; a simple vase just wouldn’t do the job. I first study the patterned purple envelope, trying to guess who this mother of all bouquets is from. With a couple of prospects in mind I check out the card. When I see the first line, a huge smile settles instantly on my face.
 
My dearest soul mate—missy, 
No matter where in the planet you escape to, you are deep in my heart and thoughts, especially on this day on which you’ve graced the mighty universe, with… you.
I wish you everything you could dream of… and so much more.
I know it’s a bummer to reach this age, but as Abe Lincoln once said:
“And in the end, it’s not the years in your life that count. It’s the life in your years.”
So missy, 
To living it up just like we know how.
Adore you so much it’s unreal,
Tash
The combination of Tasha’s card, my thoughts of Daniel, and the lack of any signal from him slowly brings down my mood. Due to the time difference, I text Tasha a thank-you-adore-you-back message rather than calling her, and take a quick shower. 
I dress, not giving myself enough time to dwell on any more thoughts that might sink my birthday-spirit. On top of my black tank top I don a dark grey trench sweater, jeans and flip-flops and head to the assigned location for my promised “Dreamy Celebration.” A frisson in my back pocket flings my heart to pace a tad faster. It's a single buzz, a message.
Daniel: Sorry Hales, I’ll make it up to you.
That’s it? Not even a short call? Disappointment doesn’t even come close to what falls over me as I read the laconic text. I take a long, deep breath to hold back what’s fighting to surface, and make my way down to meet the guys. I will not let this ruin my evening. Though… it already has, to a degree.
Ian, grinning from ear to ear, waits for me in the lobby, all freshened up in jeans and a comfy white hoodie that enhances the tan he developed on the beach. Seeing him, as ever, make everything better.
“Hello birthday girl.” He hugs me tight and I echo with a warm embrace. “Ready?” 
I nod, raising my brows questioningly. He grins and turns me around, so I'm standing with my back to him. Then he puts his hands over my eyes and starts walking me.
“Is this really necessary?” 
“Mmm hmm. Just shut up and follow.” His snicker of a reply is filled with mirth.
“Keep em’ closed,” Ian says, playfully scolding. Nonetheless, skeptical that I'll comply, he keeps steering me somewhere with his hands still glued to my eyes. I giggle and try to figure out my surroundings by listening to background noises and taking in the smells. The humid, salty breeze helps me gather that we are outside and somewhere near the ocean. After a few long moments of being led in complete darkness Ian finally stops me, while announcing, “Happy birthday gorgeous. Tada!” A deep stomach laugh rolls out of me at the vision I see before me. At the rim of the deck, where it unites with the white, silky sand, Josh is raising a tall crystal flute for me. I take it with a grin and continue giggling at the ramshackle, disposable BBQ that sports some sorry excuses for flames. The flimsy grill is surrounded by disposable white plates with assorted finger food, from cut veggies to pickles, bread, colorful candy and Cheetos. 
“What’s that?” I ask through a chuckle. I tip my chin toward the grill, desperately hoping that the wind won't blow it away. Or god forbid, turn it over on one of us. Though a trip to E.R would definitely make this birthday memorable.
“Your birthday bonfire by the sea,” Josh elucidates, his perfect set of pearl whites shining in the reflection of the flames. “Hotel policy and all… this was the best we could come up with.” They chuckle in unison.
“Well guys, I couldn’t have asked for a better birthday bonfire celebration. This totally rocks.” I kiss Ian’s cheek and bend down to gift Josh the same treatment. 
Yes, boss-employee boundaries are being breached, for sure. Note to self, something to immediately rectify when back to labor reality.
Ian hugs me with one arm then raises his other hand with a full glass, not before he hands me one too. Which would already be my second in a very short time. In my defense, I can honestly say that these are tiny glasses. 
“To lots of amazing birthdays to come, to you being my soul mate, my confidante, my adopted little sister.”
“Little? We have less than two months between us…” 

“Shhh, let me continue,” he says, grinning.
“To the best birthday ever and to all sexual fantasies coming true.” He winks at me and I slap his thigh in a friendly way. “And you know what they say…”
“No, I don’t.” I smirk at him. 
“If you can dream it, you can role play it.” 
“Are the wishes for me or you?” 
“Both,” he chuckles and Josh’s pointed telling smile at him doesn’t escape me, unfortunately. An involuntary shudder runs through me.
“So, Hayley, how do you plan to celebrate with your other half when we're back home?’ Josh asks.
“I’m not so sure. And he's not my other half. We're just two individuals who are in a relationship. But we are definitely not each other’s halves.” And anyway, right now, I’m not so sure it’ll be a celebration when I see him. 
Josh sends me a somewhat apologetic and very uneasy glance and nods.
Perhaps I should’ve been just a tad less aggressive with my response, but any mention of Daniel gets on my nerves, and besides, there’s something about calling someone another person's “other half” that just rubs me the wrong way.
Ian twirls his finger next to his temple, mouths “C-r-a-z-y,” then points at me, nodding his head, immediately bringing back the cheerful energy. 
Too much greasy junk food and a few more glasses later, the three of us are snuggled next to the questionable fire laughing at everything that comes out of our mouths. 
“How long have you known each other? How did you guys meet?” Josh asks while Ian looks quickly at his watch. I tilt my head questioningly, which he dismisses with a brief headshake and murmurs, “Since forever and a day.” We exchange fond smiles, and I turn to answer Josh’s question about how Ian became a triplet with Tasha and me.
“It was early in our sophomore year at USF, when Tasha and I were queuing at the cafeteria line, having an insignificant conversation. We heard someone behind us mumble something along the lines of ‘some people just shouldn’t be’. We both looked back at a very focused and stylish hottie scrutinizing a poor fashion victim.” 
Josh smiles and Ian rolls his eyes, brushing off some sand from his hands before burrowing them in the front pocket of his hoodie.
“When he noticed us staring he looked back at us and grumped, ‘Seriously, some compassion for the rest of humanity’.” 
Josh’s smile stretches as I continue with my story.
“We both obviously burst into eye-tearing laughter with the annoyed critic, which led to him joining our table.” I peck Ian’s cheek.
“Soon, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, he signed on as the third most welcomed wheel to our duo, and the rest is history.”
“And those two witches became my non-biological family,” Ian adds, and squeezes me further into his embrace. His expression fleetingly takes on a hint of nostalgia.
All too abruptly, with a small pat from Josh on Ian’s shoulder and an enigmatic stare between them, they both stand up. I gape at them, confused as they nonchalantly brush off the sand from their jeans and start walking back toward the hotel. Uh… hello? Is this some kind of a birthday prank? 
“You guys?” I say, staggering. Ian turns his head over his shoulder, blows me a kiss and calls, “Happy birthday. I love you.” As I start up to follow them, Ian points to somewhere in the dark behind me then sinks his hand into Josh’s back pocket. When I turn my head in that direction, tears immediately screen my eyes while my heart leaps to my throat. I jump to my feet so fast I’m pretty sure I break all the laws of physics on the way, and sprint toward Daniel, who’s walking my way with what looks like a cupcake sporting a single lit candle on top. Daniel holds the cake to one side with one hand and absorbs my collision into him with the other arm, pulling me into an embrace that quickly turns tighter.
“Happy birthday, baby,” he says with a kiss to my head. I hug him forcefully, as if he were about to disappear. 
“And even before midnight,” he adds with a trace of humor. After some long moments of melting into him, I release him just to stretch up and press urgent kisses all around his mouth.
“I love you so much,” I say, relaxing a little but still hyper.
“Same here, baby. And I'm happy to see you, too.” He gifts me with his naughty side smile.
“Make a wish.” He hands me the cake, which I can now see is inside a paper cup with an airline name branded across it.
“My wish already came true.” 
He kisses me softly on my lips and I take the opportunity to breathe him in, deeply.
“Your runner up then,” he says, and I close my eyes and think, but it doesn’t take me long to realize what I want most and I blow out the candle.
You. Forever D.
“Now, let’s go grab your stuff.”
“Sure! Hold on, what… why? Where are we going?” I ask, studying him, confused.
“Surprise.” He plants another kiss on my mouth, a more determined one this time, then brings the cupcake to my mouth. I take a bite and kiss him with my sugary mouth. I slide my hands around the back of his neck and continue dissolving into our kiss, which slowly gathers intensity. After a short eternity of indulging in the wonderful taste that is his kiss, I lead Daniel to my room and am surprised to find out that all my belongings are neatly packed, waiting. To my furrowed brows, Daniel explains, “Ian.” Smiling, he then draws little circles on my arm with his thumb. “Let’s go.” He rewards me with the sweetest smile and my heart slightly tightens. 
When we reach the lobby, Daniel holding my suitcase in one hand and my hand securely in his other, a uniformed concierge approaches us and offers Daniel a set of keys. 
“Thank you for arranging this,” Daniel says. He slides his hand into his pocket and gives the man in uniform an impressive amount of bills, then takes the keys.
The guy responds with a content, “Thank you!” 
“We’ll be there in less than ten,” Daniel says after we're both buckled up in a silver Mercedes coupe. 
“Where?” I’m so curious, and excited, and fidgety.
He bends toward me, pulls my hair back so it falls over my shoulder and presses a warm kiss just above my collarbone. Retrieving his lips, he shifts to first and jerks the car forward, beginning our ride.
“Not even a clue?” I ask, resting my jittery hand on his thigh. His mouth quirks into an enigmatic smile, still looking ahead.
“Patience, Hales.” 
Which of course leaves me even more restless and attentive to the road, which seems to be void of clues. Not more than fifteen minutes into the drive, we stop at a small harbor accommodating one sole speedboat.
“Good evening,” says an older local wearing a genuine, wide smile in which the two front teeth are missing. He gestures for me to climb on the boat while Daniel brings our bags from the trunk. 
“Welcome to paradise,” he says with a charming accent and kind eyes as he starts the engine. It roars, and the water gushes out behind us, moving us into the clear night. I turn to look at Daniel with a peaceful smile, who’s staring at me with the thinnest, most endearing of smiles. I scoot beside him, only to be enveloped into a warm embrace.
“Whatever it is, I love it.” I say, looking at him, and as my eyes trail to his lips he bends slightly for a soft, lengthy kiss.
“Hey, why did you send that text earlier?” I ask, my tone revealing exactly how much I didn’t like it.
A snort of mischief. “To increase the element of surprise? I knew it’d piss you off.” He laughs.
“You’re such a jerk sometimes.”
“Yet another of my many virtues. I’m gifted that way.” He kisses me with an amused mouth.
“This won’t help.” I kiss him back.
“Mmm-hmm.” He deepens the kiss and I am hopelessly sucked right into it. The guy at the wheel, dressed in white linen, glances at us, amicably beams, and speeds up the boat. The machine jumps forward, cutting the water into roaring waves, getting us closer to a slice of serenity inhabited by less than a dozen cottages suspended over the water. 
We climb out of the boat, saying good bye to the welcoming local, and start making our way toward what seems to be the lobby at the center of this utopia. I turn to Daniel. “Wow, this looks amazing.”
“Just wait and see,” he responds, lifting my hand to his mouth for a soft kiss. With the key to our “ocean pavilion bungalow”, as the night receptionist calls it, we walk over a wooden deck to a secluded bungalow. 
I take in the surroundings, overwhelmed, hardly containing my excitement. It's beyond stunning. The sky is dark but clear, clear enough to accentuate the beauty of the place rather than veil it. The water below us subtly gleaming, whooshing under the floor, and the air so fresh. I’m inside a dream. 
I blink my marvel away as Daniel opens a door to unearthly, breathtaking, pampered luxury. My jaw drops as I gape at the space. The villa has a vast open plan master bedroom, an infinity edge pool that starts in the middle of the great room and ends at the balcony. The living room has a glass floor just above the ocean, and there's an amazing deck which has a small wooden ladder leading directly into the water. Words that form in my head can’t seem to come out of my awe-stricken mouth. 
“Amazing, eh baby?” Daniel says, sidling behind, wrapping his arms around me, resting them over mine, which are folded on my stomach. He leaves gentle kisses next to my temple, then crouches slightly, resting his cheek on mine. Our fingers brush lightly.
“This is just overwhelming.” I finally manage to let out the words that were stuck in my throat. 
It's beyond overwhelming. You are beyond overwhelming.
“It is,” he says, and bends some more for a kiss below my ear. His arms enfold me tighter for a long beat. 
“Happy birthday,” he says huskily, yet softly. I turn and kiss him slow, hard and long, then help his shirt out of his pants and slide my hands underneath to feel his warm skin. Relishing in our connection, I take in his delectable scent to the very depth of me.
“Thank you, I love it. I love you,” I say, as I pull back slightly to smile at him tenderly.
Our bags arrive and we are forced to let go of each other. We take a joint tour of the villa, which Daniel explains will only be an overnight stay. He also adds that he'll have to fly back to SF tomorrow evening at the latest, and then to Thailand soon after, thus the very short duration of our getaway. He further elaborates that he managed to squeeze in a whole day to celebrate my birthday despite the hectic schedule of the Thai deal, which I disappointedly learn hasn't been signed yet. The momentary agitated annoyance he tries to conceal while “praising” the obstacles of bureaucracy that prevent the deal from closing, erupts clearly through his placid poise.
“This place is... It's the most amazing place I’ve ever been to,” I say, looking at the room after we conclude our short tour.
“Phew, glad you like it,” he says exaggeratedly. Amused, I giggle and lift a lock of hair toward my nose. I need a shower. I smell of BBQ.
I mention that I should take a quick shower to remove the residues of smoke and sand from my recent bonfire, and Daniel says he’ll check up on work in the meantime. When I step out of the purely indulgent hydro spa body shower I dry myself and goofily smile at my reflection looking back at me through the steam-covered mirror. My strong emotions are risking to rip through the tender skin around my heart.
I dry my hair with a towel and button the last few buttons of Daniel’s white shirt that he abandoned on the bed when we arrived. I leave the three upper ones undone. Just before going back into the room I pull on my red thong, his favorite.
“Daniel?” I call, looking for him. 
“Outside, Hales.” Daniel’s voice echoes from the deck. I find him lounging on one of the recliners, a low table by his side holding a bottle of champagne that chills in a sweating silver bucket beside two tall flutes. I sink into the recliner at the other side of the table and pivot my head to look at my sexy, bare-chested boyfriend. “A Thousand Years” singing low in the background brings this moment to simple perfection. Daniel admires me with gleaming eyes as he presses a button to shut off his phone, tossing it aside.
“I am in heaven,” I say happily, and close my eyes, leaning my head back. When I open them Daniel sits sideways on his recliner, and pours champagne into the waiting glasses.
“To you, baby, to fulfilling your dreams, or at least having a great time while trying to,” Daniel says, handing me a glass. He then stands up and I shamelessly drink in his bare, toned body with my fervent stare. I halt, gaping, at the erotic trail of soft, golden hair on his bronze skin, framed by a carved V that leads to the hem of his loose jeans. Noticing my focused stare he directs a lustful gaze my way and sits next to me on my lounger. 
He takes my glass and sets it aside. I watch him closely as he brings the chilled bottle to my lips and lets me drink. With my mouth full I tilt my head back, signaling that I'm done, but Daniel leaves the bottle in the same position and lets some of the chilled liquid drip down my chin. The champagne flows over my throat and descends further down in cool trails. I let out a short giggle that fades when Daniel reaches to unbutton the rest of my shirt, shifting it sideways. I swallow hard, gazing at him. Then he sensually and ever so slowly moves the bottle from one side of my collarbone to the other, watching the cool champagne with rapt intensity as it trails slowly over my exposed breasts. I watch him watching me, enthralled. A vision of passion personified. My lip quivers with want and I bite it to make it stop. Daniel licks his lips and I gasp, feeling how slowly my skin starts to warm all over, while a deep heat burns under my navel.
Against the coolness of the wine my body heats up. Slowly bending his head toward me while his eyes still bore into my flustered face, Daniel stoops and puts his warm mouth over my tantalized nipples. It's slow, delicious torture as he gently runs his warm tongue over the moist trails of alcohol, adeptly bringing my nerves to a complete frenzy. His tongue descends ever so leisurely down my skin, followed by succulent kisses. 
When he reaches the soaked hem of my lacy underwear I let out an audible gasp and tilt my head back, closing my eyes. To my reluctance he slowly inches up again, but as soon as I see his pants and boxers piled on the floor I smile. He gives me his hand, and submissively, I follow his few short steps to the wooden ladder that leads to the ocean. Daniel goes in first and turns to kiss me as I'm seated on the first rung with my legs in the water. He gently pulls my body toward him and I wrap my legs around his waist. 
My rear comes into contact with the lukewarm water as my skin connects with Daniel’s warm chest, and the combination of the two makes my blood boil. Once our tongues meet, we thoroughly, fervently explore each other’s mouths, taking our time to reach every hidden spot. As our kisses gradually become hard and demanding, so do our touches and strokes. Soon we are two tangled bodies frantically trying to get closer, dissolving into each other. 
When he slides into me the sensation makes me let out a blissful cry that he echoes with a masculine moan. The blend of the water, the night, the breeze, and us is surreal. 
“I love you,” I breathe hoarsely into his ear while nibbling on his bristly yet soft skin, his low purr making me cover any exposed area of his neck with kisses and bites. I thread my fingers in his soft hair and pull him to my mouth, squeezing him deeper into me with my legs around him in a death grip. He runs his hands over my back til he reaches my rear and pushes me forcefully into his thrust, spreading me further so I completely absorb him. I arch my back and cry out in sheer ecstasy.
We are utterly absorbed with each other and the divine sensations this deep connection produces. Our bodies, rocking together, cause little waves around us that become tidal when we become crazed, at which point our every movement turns frantic. We rub and grind and gasp loudly in a whirlwind of need, til we both reach the top of our want with utter euphoria, wrapped up in one another.
“Hales,” Daniel whispers to my neck with his head resting in the nook next to my pulsing artery. “I more than love you, baby,” he says, and the few parts of my body that weren’t molten from our recent encounter liquefy.
And I you.
 


Chapter 26: Every Saint Has a Past
 
Only when our skin turns unpleasantly pruny do we finally leave the serene ocean. Bathed, snuggled up in bed, exhausted and sated, I rest my head on Daniel’s chest while he draws airy circles on my bare back. I'm not sure what exactly possesses me, but I feel like I can’t wait one more moment to remove even the tiniest of barriers between us. Thinking back on our conversation in which he bared himself completely to me, his overwhelming, grand gesture this evening, and everything we’ve been through, I'm reassured that now would be the best time to remove any unspoken fence we still have between us. 
“D,” I say and kiss his chest, which is a creation of steel covered in soft skin. 
“Yes.” 
“You know how we always end up diverting the conversation away from my sexual history?”
“Yes, why?” he says lazily.
“Well... I guess I want to talk about it.”
“Now?” his body turns a degree tenser. “You don’t have to, surely not on my account.”
“I want to. I want full transparency. I don’t want anything held back between us.”
“Hales,” he warns softly. “You know my punching bag is back home, right?” He tries to loosen up the sudden tension, but I can still sense the inhibition that he radiates with his stiffness. I stroke his chest and plant another kiss on his skin. He waits for me to start talking, while I mentally assemble the puzzle of my glorious teen years before I continue my flow of words. I feel as though the details are clearly reflected by my agitation. The words are hanging on the end of my tongue, jazzing up my blood. 
“Well, here's the account of my days as a floozie.” I try to make the subject lighter, because it's clearly hard for my boyfriend to swallow. I glance up to catch his eyes. Daniel's lips don't even move at my try at humor. Au contraire: it's clearly an immense job for him to stay poised, though his cringing tells me what lies beneath the surface. He swallows hard; twists his mouth, disturbed, and nods.
“Let’s put it this way: I wasn’t the relationship type all through my teens and early twenties, though I did enjoy sex.” I bite my lips and seek out his eyes, now squinting under taut, furrowed brows. He just nods again, seems as though he'd much rather not comment. 
Jekyll is defiantly fighting Hyde…
“It's not dramatic, or highly traumatic. It is just about a girl who fell in love, well, thought she was in love, slept with her first sweetheart who she thought was her one true love,” I say, and take a deep breath. Daniel clears his throat and stays silent.
“Right after that horrible first time, which was so short I didn't even grasp what was going on, I genuinely thought he would carve my name across his heart, and he turned completely indifferent to me.” Daniel’s hand on my back becomes heavier as I continue. “Let alone the fact that I probably didn’t mean as much to him as he meant to me, the douche bragged about our night to his entire posse. Later, I was horrified to hear about it everywhere, flying from mouth to mouth.” My next words are hushed. “I decided that all this 'emotion' stuff was one big joke, and started to enjoy meaningless sex.” Daniel cups a warm hand to my cheek for a meaningful beat. 
“Do we know where he lives now?” he asks seriously, and I smile at him. 
“It was more than a decade ago, c’mon.” 
His mouth presses into a hard line.
“What it did, young and unripe as I was at the time, was make me close up. I built high walls around myself and made a decision to use guys before they had the chance to use me.” I heave out a dismissive breath. 
“Basically, from that point on, that was my view of relationships. I never did let myself open up or get hurt again, and as time passed I actually grew to enjoy this carefree behavior.” 
Daniel turns to sink his fingers into my hair and lightly caresses it, staying quiet, giving me the full stage.
“Like I mentioned before, I did enjoy sex, and therefore I kept on having it, never giving any of my partners anything but sex.”
“What made you change your mind with me?” he asks, now in a low voice. And before I can answer, he adds, somewhat cross, “I can’t believe I behaved just like that douchebag. The way I treated you after our very first time.” 
“There was just something about you that made you get under my skin, against my better judgment and despite conscious resentment.” He gives me a smile that’s a blend of devilish and boyish.
“I’m glad,” he says, and pulls me up so our lips connect. He then sinks his head deeper in the pillow, looks at me sincerely, and says, “I apologize for back then.” “
“No need. It's not like I wore your varsity jacket right after and swore to be just yours…” 
He snorts. “Hales, just for the record, let’s not mention there was anyone before me ever again. I really don’t want to hear about it. I could seriously hunt those scumbags down.” 
I shake my head. I believe you, psycho. 
“And anyway, I guess you just knew I was the one.” His scarred lip curves up, exposing the tip of his teeth, giving him that bad boy look I so lustfully admire. I openly roll my eyes and he starts tickling me all over.
“Daniel stop,” I squeal. “I can hardly breathe!” I beg for mercy. 
“Say it loud and clear, baby, I want to hear it,” he says in a tone bursting with humor. 
“Say what?” I gasp for air under his attack. 
“Daniel Stark, you are the one,” he says and chuckles, now caging both my arms with his hand while the other tickles me in one of my most sensitive spots. I yelp and then stammer, between severe bouts of laughter, “Dani…el. S…tark. You… are the…one.”
“You got it right, baby,” he snickers, and crushes his mouth to mine.
“Very mature,” I say breathlessly. He grins and pulls me under him, settling himself between my legs. His arms, on either side of my head, hold his body above me. He looks at me, and a few golden strands fall forward onto his forehead.
“Hi.” The pull of his lips is somewhat naughty. 
“Hi.” I smile back. He bends slowly and starts a new form of torture, this time a very pleasant and welcome one. 
 


Chapter 27: Just Another Day in Paradise
 
Morning makes for a sluggish awakening. I stretch my limbs and yawn before lazily opening my eyes. The room, illuminated brightly by warm rays of sun, makes my eyes squint til they slowly adapt to the brightness. I look ahead and a picturesque vision of the clear, powder-blue waters of the ocean greets me from every panoramic window of our South Pacific heaven. I smile to myself with the urge to french kiss the morning, while inhaling the scent of coffee that comes from the opposite side of the villa. Being so far away from civilization—and any other villa in the resort for that matter—I just pull on the thong and bra I deserted on the edge of the bed last night. Wearing these sole articles of clothing, I make my way out of bed.
Daniel watches me with an intense, hungry look, while I shuffle toward him. He stands leaning against the terrace door with a cup in his hand and a grin on his lips. His eager stare makes me ask, “What is it?”
“It’s amazing how you can just roll out of bed in the morning and still pull off insanely sexy.” I swallow hard while a surge of heat travels between my legs at the implications.
“Well, good morning to you too.” I smirk and walk over to him. I reach for his cup of coffee and bring it to my mouth, my eyes teasing him cheerfully.
“By all means, help yourself.” He chuckles and covers me with an embrace, pulling me close to him. Nuzzling my hair he takes a deep breath in. I luxuriate in the niche of his hug and keep drinking the aromatic coffee. I tilt my head back to face him. He inclines his to stare back at me.
“This is the best birthday I could have ever dreamt of. Thank you.” I flex my toes and leave a soft kiss on his mouth.
“My pleasure, baby. I'm glad you like it,” he answers into my partly-open lips. He puts the cup on the counter as he carries me back inside. In no time at all we are doing a horizontal cardio exercise session rather than waking up with caffeine. 
~~~
“Hey there, sleeping beauty, you're about to meld with the bed.” Daniel rubs my behind through the thin white sheet covering me. I open one eye and glance at him standing beside the bed, arms folded over his chest. I give him another look and lift the sheet over me, burrowing deeper into the warm bed. 
“Oh no you don’t,” he says, amused.
“Says who?” I murmur to the pillow.
“Says me.” I feel his hands gripping the hem of the fabric that covers me before hearing his reply. I start squeaking as he tears the cover away and easily lifts me off the bed and over his shoulder.
“What do you think you're doing?” I yelp from my helpless position.
“Rescuing you from bedsores.” 
I roll my eyes. 
“What will it be: you wake up and freshen up by yourself or do I have to make you?”
“You have to make me.” I say, imitating him.
“What was that? Are you testing me?” he says, and without any warning, I find myself, against the rules of both gravitation and adult behavior, hanging upside-down, thighs held firmly, blood rushing to my head. My hair is almost touching the water in the deck’s swimming pool.
“Are you insane?” I scream.
“Hmm, I think it was you who called me a psycho. So the answer is yes.” He laughs while I wiggle, airborne.
“All right, you win,” I say, and shake my head. “Psycho,” I murmur as my feet finally touch the floor.
“As we’ve also established before, it takes one to know one.” He beams and slaps my departing butt.
After taking a quick shower and putting on one of my white, linen sundresses and Jackie-O sunglasses, I return to the main room.
“Now that I’m up, what do you want to do?” 
He runs his eyes over me and smiles, pleased. Reflexively I mirror his contented gesture. 
“Let’s go for a walk and then have lunch at that fisherman's shack we passed on our way here,” he suggests, and I nod, shoving my palm into the back pocket of his grey bermudas and giving him a firm squeeze. He chuckles and laces his hand underneath my arm and around my waist. I lean into him as we start walking on the white, sun kissed sand in this surreal, strikingly beautiful place.
“I might have to fly out already next week again,” Daniel says after a lingering, pleasant silence. The last word comes out deflated. I rest my head against the taut muscle of his arm and heave a loud sigh.
“For how long this time?”
“The only positive thing is that it shouldn’t be more than a couple of days.” He kisses the top of my head. “I want you to come with me,” he says. 
“I’m not sure I can,” I reply and contemplate the option, coming to the conclusion that it isn't possible. “Actually, I’m sure I can’t. We’ve all had almost a week away. I took an extra day off to be here. I’m pretty sure Josh will need me back in the office Monday.” Daniel looks at the ocean, absorbed in thought. “I want you there, Hales.” The determination in his words is almost tangible. I turn my head to look at him. 
“I would love to fly with you to Thailand, believe me, but besides the fact that you’ll have your hands full, I seriously can’t allow it, work wise.” 
“Think about it,” my Mr. Stubborn says firmly, which I choose to disregard. I'm completely disinclined to start any sort of argument. Not here, not now.
“I will,” I say for the sake of letting the issue go for the time being. There’ll be enough time for fighting when we're back to reality. As I sit in our private piece of oceanic nirvana I gape at Daniel, who is deeply engaged in consuming the lobster and butter delight we're having for lunch. Upon our return from the long stroll we decided to stay at the bungalow for food and solitude in the few remaining hours before our flight back. I slowly trail my eyes over the side of Daniel’s bare chest—his cut ridges under tanned skin, his wide neck. The side of his handsome face, by far my favorite thing to look at, and those scars… I couldn’t even begin to praise them. They are unbelievable, sheer perfection. 
Yes Hales, maiming, psychologically-scarring injuries are totally 'sheer perfection', sicko. 
And I think about the saying I've heard so many times since I was first told about relationships: “Things are always at their best in the beginning.” After I walk a short recap of our relationship in the corridors of my mind, I couldn’t agree less with that saying. When it comes to us, when it comes to him, with every passing day, I just love him more. There are times I think it’s borderline insane to love someone as much as I love him.
“Earth to Hales.” Daniel looks at me with a creased forehead and an easy smile. “You seem to be in some faraway land where everything is great.”
“Aren’t I?” I link my stare with his. “Frankly, I was just thinking that loving someone as much as I do might get me a free pass to the crazy house.” 
“Me?” he mouths and points at himself.
I beam and nod in response. And from the way he smiles at me I know I'm done for. For life.
“Hales, baby, I wish ever after would be like this.” And here’s the slam dunk. I literally jump at him and kiss him all over his mouth and gorgeous face. He chuckles, enjoying every bit of my attack.
“Keep that in mind in two days,” he says with a secretive grin and bright eyes.
“What?” 
“Just saying.” He laughs to himself as if enjoying a private joke, and turns to take a sip from his beer bottle.
“Seriously, what are you talking about?” 
He shrugs, the same expression still resting on his face. 
I shake my head.

All of a sudden I feel like a small pebble has lodged in my throat. “Oh no, please tell me it's not something that'll make me question how I feel again...” I start to panic.
He narrows his eyes as he studies me, confounded. It takes him a moment to make sense of my question and when enlightenment comes he shakes his head. “No!” This one syllable word could not be uttered with greater resolve. “Hell, no.” 
Daniel smirks at me with one eye shut against the sun’s blinding light and says, “And I know what you're talking about, believe me. These feelings do seem unreal at times.” He gets up; as he passes by me he leaves a kiss on my head.
“Getting my shades, want yours?” is the last thing he says before going inside the bedroom.
That’s it? A cryptic statement launched into the air with no further explanation?

When he ambles back with his sunglasses on and hands me mine, I raise an eyebrow. “Well?”
“What?” He furrows his brows above the silver frames.
“Care to elaborate on your statement?”
“Are we still on that?” He twists his mouth animatedly and shakes his head. “Now that would be telling, so… no.”
“You are aware of the fact that you're the most irritating person I know, right?” Dramatically, I put on my shades and lie back, resting my head on my crossed arms, deliberately not looking at him.
“I love you too, baby.” He chuckles, a bit too amused.
~~~~
On the verge of reckless sun exposure, we decide to get inside and have a nap and some TV time. We slouch on the comfy sofa, our heads on opposite armrests, and my legs cozily snugged between Daniel’s. With one hand he engulfs my feet and with the other skims through the many available channels. When he finds an adult film he raises his head to catch my eyes. He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. 
“If it only had some sort of a plot,” I sigh, burrowing deeper in the couch. Daniel’s face lights up and a short, low chuckle comes out of his amused mouth. He cups his hand next to his mouth and whispers, “Let me tell you a secret, baby: in this kind of movies they don’t fall in love or get married.” His relaxed snicker from a moment ago turns into a full grin. 
I wrinkle my nose and with a narrowed stare, murmur “Hilarious.” But I can’t help give in to the urge threatening to pull my lips up into a smile. After more channel flipping we end up falling asleep to the news.
 
As we pack the last of our belongings, Daniel abruptly pauses and seems to sink into deep thought as he glances my way. Sensing his stare on me I also stop, and with a sundress semi-folded in hand I ask, “What’s up?” 
“Where do you see yourself a couple of years from now?” 
I run a visual seriousness test of his face and the results leave me rather dubious. 
Is he serious? Where is this coming from?
“Is this a job interview?” 
“Yes, for the role of being my sex slave.” He says, dryly.
“In that case, in your bed doing whatever you want,” I jibe.
“That you’ll be doing, no doubt about it. Now c’mon, Hales, I’m not kidding.” 
“Okay I’ll play along nicely, but seriously, where’s this coming from?” When he twirls his hand signaling for me to go on I give up and give in.
I’m not sure why but some tremors of panic are rearing their heads inside of me.
“I guess promoted at work, hopefully daring to do something with my book illustrations.” I try to pick my brain for more under Daniel’s expectant, piercing stare. Then I smile and add, “With you.” 
He continues to watch me for a few more long seconds, opens his mouth about to say something else but then freezes, and instead just nods. He rewards me with a thin pull of his lips and continues packing as if nothing really happened and he didn’t just ask me the weirdest question.
“So, this was…what, a survey?” 
He snorts. “No.”
I look at the dress in my hand and contemplate, then just shake my head and resume folding. Adding my bikinis to my neatly packed pile of clothing, I look at Daniel over my shoulder. 
“Listen Daniel, I'm not sure what’s up with you today. It’s not like you'd normally be categorized as an average Joe, but today you're definitely weirder than ever.” 
He just smiles, but that smile is a private one; he nods again. Whatever, why bother…
~~~
As we check out, I thank Daniel again for the amazing birthday present, as this short break was by far the most memorable vacation or birthday surprise I’ve ever had.
 


Chapter 28: It's Not about the Wrapping
 
All through the first part of Sunday we roll lazily around the house in zombie mode, trying our very best to cope with the symptoms of severe jet lag, doing next to nothing during the rare times we're awake.
Late afternoon, we finally make it into the shower and actually manage to keep our eyes open. Our minds just manage to maintain the lowest requisite level for basic functioning. Daniel joins me for another countless cup of coffee at the deck after he catches up on some work in his office. 
“Scoot over.” He starts sitting himself next to me on the wicker recliner. I rest my head on his shoulder and am bathed by his fresh shower scent. 
“I'm not sure how I’ll function tomorrow at work,” I say, taking another sip of my double espresso. 
“We’ll turn in early,” he says calmly, sliding his hand over my thigh. Hunger protests grumble from my stomach; he chuckles and mentions that he's also starving.
“Order in?” he questions.
“Tony?” I reply, referring to Daniel’s pizza guy. 
“Usual?” 
“Mmm hmm.” I nod.
We trade amused glances. I think we can officially declare this evening an evening of one-word conversations. I close my eyes again and think about how easy it is just to be with each other. Nothing comes as natural to me as him. As us. 
When I open my eyes, I see Daniel fetch his phone from his pocket to make the call for our cheese and sauce enriched carbs. Putting the phone on the floor, he turns my way and kisses me chastely—but soon the casual pecks turn more fervent and, by the time I mirror his position and lie on my side we are all hands, entwined legs, mouths, tongues and accelerated breaths. Just as I become heated and blissfully hungry—now for something far different from food—Daniel interrupts us. He shakes his head and runs his hands over his own flushed face under my perplexed gaze. I pout. When he gets up on his feet I actually start to get irritated.
“What are you doing? Come back here and finish what you started,” I order. 
He laughs and tips his head sideways. He reaches for my hand. “Up you go.”
I look at him, part doubtful, but mostly annoyed. “What?” 
“Come on Hales, let’s give you your birthday present.”
“What birthday present?” I look at him, confused. “As far as I recall, my birthday present was an extravagant, dreamy getaway in paradise.”
He just shakes his head, biting on a mischievous smile, and helps me up in a manner that could easily be much more refined. I follow him, curious, to the outer garage that lies parallel to the house. 
I gaze at him sideways as we walk. He's excited like a little kid, I’d say even somewhat… anxious? His shining glee makes me smile. I take his hand and bring it next to my mouth for a kiss. Glancing at me with a heart-melting, thin grin he echoes my kiss, ending it with a wide smile. 
As we approach the garage and I see what lies ahead of us, I stop at once. My eyes become enormous while my chin drops two levels down. A few steps away stands a glittering metallic, silver BMW SUV wrapped in a double ruby-red bow that sits on the center of its wide engine. 
OH MY GOD!
My breath catches and there’s nothing I can literally do but stay frozen.
“Breathe, baby,” comes a close whisper and Daniel lightly squeezes my waist. 
I gape at the shiny machine in awe, and tears slowly fill my eyes. Finally able to perform minor motor functions, I pivot to look at Daniel beside me, who is watching me closely with a stare of joy mixed with disquiet. 
“Mmm…Tha—” I pause to collect my ability to speak coherently. “That’s…Mm-my birthday present?” My voice comes out tentative and unsteady, shaken by the ridiculously excessive
gift.  
“No!” he answers, deadpan, letting me stew for a long moment.
NO?
I look at him with greater confusion. His smile turns wickedly impish, pulling his scar sideways. “That would be the wrapping.” 
That would be the what? 
Chuckling at my dismayed expression he adds. “It is just the wrapping on your present, Hales.” He makes a grand point of uttering each word slow and clear. He takes my hand and plants an lingering kiss on it. “Check the inside, Hales, in the glove compartment.” 
What? Where? Any ability to make sense of the situation has left me.
Impatiently he leads me to the passenger’s side and circles the car to sit beside me in the driver's seat.
He looks at me fixedly, his eyes tender with apprehension and fondness. “Go ahead,” he coaxes in a light voice, gesturing for me to open the compartment. He seems nervous.
As the seconds slowly tick by, a notion starts taking root in my mind, a notion that freaks the living hell out of me. Under Daniel’s piercing stare I shakily move my hand over to the glove compartment. My first attempt to undo the latch fails due to my unstable hand. I take in a deep breath and try again. As I watch the door slowly drop my panic-stricken heart starts to thud almost painfully, while a flurry of violent butterflies assemble in the middle of my stomach in squads.
“Take it out, Hales,” Daniel says. The small shudder in his voice that validates my suspicion doesn’t escape me even though I'm still in a state of shock. I feel déjà vu about the last time he gave me a box like this, only this time I know it’s the real deal.
I swallow hard and get the box. Slowly I open the velvety case to see an exquisite, princess-cut diamond set in a platinum band cushioned with dense diamonds. 
Oh god, oh god, oh god… breathe, Hales, breathe. Oh god. 
I look at the ring in my hands with empty lungs: shaken, thrilled, anxious, but mostly petrified.
“Look at me, Hales,” Daniel says in a feathery, nervous voice. He looks at me with sentimental eyes, and wraps his hands around mine, which are still holding the small box. His stare still trying to capture mine. He clears his throat. “First of all, breathe.” His mouth curves into a shy smile. Saying I love you without a sound.
“I’m trying,” I murmur. I really am. I can feel a wave of heat reach my cheeks.
He waits a silent moment, long enough to make me raise my eyes to meet his. When our stares lock, a gentle, wary smile settles on his lips.
“I’ve been going through my adult life without anyone I really cared about except for Iris, and it didn’t really matter, because I actually liked it that way.” He licks his lips, and my heart thuds violently in tandem with my swollen throat. “That was before I met you.” He folds his fingers tighter around my hands, which still hold the box. 
“I don’t love you, Hales.” Surprise widens my eyes and they fleetly flicker back and forth from the box in our hands to him. 
“I love Iris, dearly. I love surfing, I love racing and I love what I do.” His stare penetrates me, reaching my inner core. “You, Hales, I don't just love you. I lust you, crazily. I adore you. I think you are the most amazing person on this fucking planet.” I blink in a state of awe.
“I’m not sure how to categorize or name what I feel for you, but I’m more than certain about what I want to do with these feelings. I want to marry you, I want to have you, forever. I want you mine.” The gigantic lump in my throat expands as the seconds pass by. 
“Hayley, with this ring I give you my everything and I am asking for the whole of you.” 
I blink at him again, drinking in each word that comes out of his beautifully carved mouth.
“I can only give you everything I've got, and believe me baby, it’s all yours, no holding back. It has been that way for a while.” He brings his right hand to my face and brushes my lips with his thumb, and his eyes follow to rest on my mouth for an intense moment. His touch and stare are reverential, bringing my already racing heart to new speeds. I lean into the palm that’s now cupping my cheek.
“One thing I can assure you of, Hales,” he adds to my silence, “is that no one could ever love you as much as I do.” 
I
don’t want anyone else, D, I just want you. I open my mouth to speak but words seem to be stuck deep inside of me. He notices my futile attempt and continues.
“I want you for the rest of our lives. There is nothing I want more. Will you marry me, Hales?” 
I gape at him, overcome with emotions, paralyzed by his proposal and most of all by the overwhelming adoration in his eyes. He waits, staring at me, his face a spectacle of handsome, apprehensive anxiety. 
“Are we doing this, or yes?” He cocks his head in a sweet, coy, boyish manner, a naughty, askew smile appearing on his lips. 
The longest ten seconds of my life pass in tense silence til I regain the ability to form a clear thought, and to communicate. I gather all of my willpower and stammer, “No, I’m sorry, I can’t.” 
The immediate retreat
of his eyes and the withering of his confident demeanor makes my heart twinge severely. I hurriedly set the box on my thighs and frame his face with both my hands, leaning toward him. Looking at him sternly, I add, “Daniel, it's not really a no that I'm saying.” His look turns baffled. His fading smile slowly but surely wilts.
“So what are you saying?”
“I'm saying that this is a lot to take in, and that until just recently I never thought I would ever be someone’s wife. I truly believed that perpetual-living-in-sin-partner would be my permanent status. And I actually had a very strong aversion to the whole idea of matrimony.” He studies me with rapidly moving eyes, his face unreadable.
“And this, wow…” I gesture at the ring. “This is something I need to process first…” 
He disappears inside his own mind for a few long moments, looking behind me through the open car door. “I see. You need time,” he says first, still contemplating. “Will you be keeping it?” His question is quiet and tinted with dejection, and I hate myself for making him feel this way. “ 'Cause I sure want you to. I want you to think and keep it as a when, not as an if.” 
I nod, holding back tears, and feel as though the emotions I feel toward him are about to burst my heart to pieces. I close the box and thread my legs above the gears to straddle him. He pushes some button on the side of the car seat and slides it backwards to allow us more space. I place the box on the space between us, on his thighs and frame his face with both my hands. Slowly I tilt my head toward him and kiss him. I bury my tongue in his mouth with love and with all of me. Gradually I end the kiss and remain close enough for our breath to blend. “'No' doesn’t mean never. It just means no for the moment.” We trade tension-saturated stares.
“Daniel, there’s no one in this universe that I would want for the rest of my life besides you.” His eyes meld into mine. “I love you more than I could possibly put into words.” My smile is a mixture of sweetness and mischief. “You kinda ruined it for anybody else with me. No one could ever measure up to you.” Finally a bud of a smile forms on his lips. My heart jumps in joy at the sight. 
“If there is anyone I could see as my future husband, it’s you, but not now. I think that if we rush into this decision the odds are in favor of a catastrophe.” 
He shakes his head and I plant another lavish kiss on his mouth. 
“And this,” I gesture at the car. “This is just, what can I say? Too much, you blew my mind. It’s perfect.” I end my sentence with a deep, blissful sigh. 
“You mentioned it was your favorite in Baja.” His lips pull up. I smirk at him and crash my mouth into his. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” I repeatedly press kisses on his smiling lips. “Thank you!” 
His laugh comes in low bursts at my excited appreciation. “Hales, can you do me a favor?” He questions while reaching for the box with one hand and pulling me closer with the other. His expression turns solemn. 
“Of course,” I nod amicably. 
“Can you just try it on?” He opens the lid with his thumbs, pulls out the ring and takes my hand. In the silence and crackling tension he slips the delicate ring on my finger. 
“It fits perfectly,” he breathes quietly. We both stare at the ring for a few long moments. Shivers of future promises prickle my skin. He raises his eyes to meet mine and the expression they radiate sends pangs through my heart. I kiss him. “It’s beautiful.” And slip it off, putting it back in its case. 
“Well, a man can dream.” He covers his disappointment with humor. 
I rest my forehead on his. “I love you.” It seems like we stay there for an eternity, holding each other and kissing, though each of us is in our own turmoil of thoughts.
When the pizza is consumed down to the very last crumb—by Daniel, my stomach is too nervous for food—and the proposal subject is temporarily set to rest, Daniel leaves to go over some work while I am left with thoughts that gnaw at my mind. 
Daniel asked me to marry him.
In our bedroom, by myself, sitting on the bed, I tuck the box deep inside the drawer that holds my sketch book. The words Daniel just said to me keep repeating in my head over and over again, like some spell. A spell that leaves me enchanted. I open the drawer and get the box out and hold it tight in my hand. I glance at it once and, as though it were a piece of burning coal rather than a meaningful and beautiful piece of jewelry that holds a promise from the man I love, I throw it into my nightstand drawer and close the drawer quickly, hiding the ring away. My heart is beating fast and my palms start to sweat.
I bite my lips and hesitantly open the drawer again. I cautiously take out the box, open it as if it’s about to bite me and gape at the ring.
With this ring,
Daniel asked me to marry him.
I set the box aside and slip the shining ring on my finger, staring at it and at everything it represents. 
 “I want you for the rest of our lives. There is nothing I want more. Will you marry me, Hales?”
My emotions split into two polar teams. Team one represents run-for-your-life panic, while team two is browsing through a bridal magazine. I shake my head.
Hales, if anyone got a glance into your mind you’d need to kiss life as you know it goodbye and welcome a straitjacket.


I jerk the ring off my finger, and hastily place it in its box and into the drawer in a matter of seconds. I stare at the drawer, thinking no way, too soon, too crazily impulsive. We’ve known each other for about a minute, during which we’ve faced way too many setbacks. This is insane! Despite these thoughts, my fingers, with a life of their own, sneak over to open the drawer yet again. 
Okay, if the box is already out again… I might just try the ring on, one last time, just to check that it really fits and I don’t need to have it adjusted. 
I think my mind just rolled its eyes at me.
I slide the ring on again and run my thumb over it. The more I stare at it the greater the tremor slaloming through me. 
“You know you can just keep it on, or let me officially put it there.” Daniel’s voice makes me quickly jump to my feet and blush even faster.
“Umm…I was just checking the size,” I mumble, embarrassed. 
Daniel twists his mouth, sends me a swift, cross gaze and turns away from his position at the doorframe. I hurry to put the ring back into its place and follow him. Though he clearly hears me behind him, he doesn’t halt. I hasten my steps to reach him and grab his hand to make him stop. He turns back toward me, his face firm.
“Hey, don’t do that.” I say softly, willing love into my voice.
“Do what, Hayley?” I hate the look on his face, I hate that I’m the one who put it there, and mostly, I hate that he lets it get to him.
“Don’t let this come between us.” I press my hands against his chest and push him into the wall. I inch up, grazing my body against his, and bite his lower lip. A low, faint growl comes as a response. I rack my fingers through his hair and meet his eyes. “I love you no less than you love me.”
Flushed and still mildly heated he says, “You have a funny way of showing it.”
“No, I’m not letting you do this,” I say, and press my mouth into his. I drag us both to the floor; we end up with Daniel sitting, his back to the wall, and me straddling him. Scorching hazel meets intense brown. I don’t break our stare while reaching to undo the first two buttons of his jeans. His lips part, his tongue trails to his scar, and I watch, enthralled. I bend to lock my lips around the scar and suck it, gently caressing it with the tip of my tongue. 
“Don’t let it get between us,” I say hoarsely, before freeing him of his shirt. “Don’t.” I press kisses to his chest. Abruptly he grabs me by my arms and lifts me so our mouths collide.
I fuse into the kiss, sliding my hands under his belt. He faintly growls as he welcomes my assault, and passionately kisses me back.
“Time, that’s all,” I say, as our breaths return to normal. I’m still wrapped around him, indulging in the afterglow. 
He leans his forehead to mine. “Time…”
 


Chapter 29: Matter of Urgency 
 
Only during the latter half of the week can I finally declare my mind a mess-free zone, well, at least in the very last stages of cleaning. It takes me a few more days to completely shake off the jet lag, and the same amount of days to minimize reminiscing about Daniel’s proposal from about fifteen hours a day and all night to only four or five hours a day. Which means I need to bring myself out of daydream land and back to the present about every 360 minutes.
Even though my response to the proposal wasn't a yes, somehow the actual idea of it floating above our heads adds a certain something to our connection. There are a few occasions when Daniel playfully teases me that playing hard to get won't get me anywhere, and that I should just say the three letter word I’ve been dying to let free. That’s of course his point of view on the matter, though my heart aches thinking of the undercurrent in Daniel’s stares. It's very evident that beneath his cool, blasé demeanor he's disappointed, I’d even say hurt. 
I roll my eyes at myself, realizing once again that my mind has drifted there. I shake my thoughts away and try to listen to Mr. Clarkson, who is Josh’s boss, aka my boss’s boss.
Josh speaks next; he shares a budget summary with the room that includes both the summer cover and the next projects in the pipeline. I cross one leg over the other as gracefully as my black pencil skirt allows, and start to summarize Josh’s plans with bullet points in my notepad. The vibration of my phone next to my thigh draws my attention to the flickering device. I glance at the screen and press end on Tasha. The third time my phone insistently vibrates I decide to answer with the thought it might be urgent.
In a meeting, urgent?
Tasha: Yes!
A jolt of concern tugs at my mind. 
I try to refrain from panicking til I find out what’s the matter. I cringe, bite my lips and seek Josh’s eyes for agreement before leaving the room. I make my most I-am-so-sorry-I've-got-to-take-this face and then brilliantly think of the easiest excuse. “Ian,” I mouth, and an immediate nod of consent flies my way. 
Awful, awful person you are Hales, playing so easily with matters of the heart. Trying to make myself invisible, I tiptoe out of the room.
“Rafael,” Tasha yelps from the other end. 
“What?” I inquire, certain I’ve misheard.
“Rafael, Hales?” As if it makes it any clearer.
“What the hell, Tash! I was in the middle of an important meeting.”
“How could you not tell me about Rafael?” 
Okay, I am certainly losing my patience here. 
“Who’s Rafael? What the hell are you talking about? Why did you get me out of a meeting?”
“Daniel’s Baja Rafael.”
“Seriously, this is the urgent matter? God, Tasha, I thought someone was on their deathbed.” I shake my head. “What about Rafael?” I ask, my annoyance growing rapidly.
Oh well, if you can’t tame your crazy friends, give 'em either over the counter meds or the attention they seek.
“How could you not have told me about him?” To my disturbed, irritated silence she adds, “He is absolutely mouthwatering. Hales, on the scale of one to thong-dropping-hotness, he's at the very top.”
“What…how. How do you know he's thong-drop, whatever…?”
I can hear her feline purr before she explains that apparently Rafael's moved to SF and is now starting an internship at Stark Software. She explains that Daniel requested that HR assign Rafael to Tasha for his first week and asks me to thank Daniel for the opportunity. Sure. He’d be thrilled to know you want to hump the dude he asked you to mentor…
“Hales, I think I’m in love.” 
I snicker in return and send my eyes to the sky. “What about Brad?” Haven't they like, been disgustingly and disturbingly hot and heavy for a while now?
“Brad who?” she laughs, definitely amusing herself. Here I feel the need to kneel, bow, and thank the gods of hot Latino guys. 
If doing Rafa will exterminate any remaining notion of Brad, well, let the humpathalon begin!
“Careful not to catch a cold with that icicle for a heart you’ve got there, missy.” We both giggle. “Okay now, cradle stealer, I really need to get back to work. Let’s discuss this later.” 
She sighs with clear discontent.
“Oh, I do plan on cradle-stealing and molesting this young, gorgeous soul…hmm, body.” Knowing my wicked soul mate, her honed wiles, and the candidate in question, I'm pretty positive there’ll be much more than your basic, standard molesting.
“And Tash, we really need to redefine what constitutes a matter of urgency…” I say before walking back to the meeting.
Urgent: state or situation requiring immediate action or attention.
Tasha: Urgent: Desire or horniness requiring immediate “action” or “attention” that should be discussed with bestie.
Perv.
Tasha: And a proud one. LUV ya 2 ;)
When the meeting wraps up a quarter of an hour later, Mr. Clarkson announces to very pleased faces that on this coming Friday the company will host a summer cover reveal party, and that further details will be published companywide later today. The notion that Daniel won't be able to join me as he's flying yet again to Thailand dampens my own excitement. I quickly remind myself that at least this time it's just for a couple of days and is hopefully the last time in the near future, as he promised. I also remind myself of the fact that I'll definitely have Ian with me, who I'm pretty sure will be Josh’s plus one and the star of the event. Those two have been playing at a normal couple since we returned from the Maldives. I make a mental note for later to ask Tasha to come.
 


Chapter 30: Ten and a Half Reasons
 
“Hales, I’m not kidding here,” Daniel says, mildly irritated. “Just call him and tell him you're taking a couple of days off.” 
I stare at Daniel as he packs the last of his clothes into the hard-shell carryon, his expression stern.  
“Like I said before, I can’t. It’s way too much to ask.” 
“Can’t or don’t want to?” His retort sends currents of frustration through me.
What an annoying reply. 
No, I cannot ask for more days off to fly with you to Thailand. This place I call work is not a goddamn daycare.
I'm starting to lose my patience, but still try to keep emotions and drama out. I'm fed up with the exhausting arguments I have with Mr. Illogical here. “I can’t just drop everything and go with you. I do have this thing called a life, Daniel.”
“Your prestigious little job, that is?” he says dryly, twisting his mouth, further provoking my already irritated nerves. Voilà, Vol. 35 of annoying, condescending psychosis. 
“I am so deeply sorry I don’t measure up and own my own company, but it is a fact that I do like my prestigious little job and am good at it, and I'm appreciated there.” 
He rolls his eyes, making mine dart back in fury.
“GOD!” I vent out loud. “Well, you know, even Jesus was just a carpenter.” Sarcasm loud and clear.
“And look where it got him.” 
He pushes the bag down, aligning the two ends of the zipper. He then puts the suitcase on the floor and levels his eyes with mine, combing his fingers through his hair.
“Divine status?” I send him a bitter, mocking smile.
“Try crucified and, dead, baby,” he answers, deadpan. 
The anger he manages to spark in me… it’s just beyond human. The idea of strangling him gathers appeal by the second. And maybe then exercise necrophilia on his hot body. I don’t know why, but the more pissed I am at him, the sexier I find him. Sick is what you are, Hayley, sick.
“I’ll take illogical, stubborn, maddening boyfriends for five hundred, Alex,” I murmur. Daniel looks at me with a raised brow and snorts. I bite my lips to stifle a giggle. I am not laughing with him now. I am way too upset with him. 
Don’t let your poise crack. You can do it. Stop looking at the scar above his amused lips. That might help…
Mildly amused but exasperated, and with an urge to behead him, I send him a narrowed look, my hands demonstratively, firmly held at my hips. “You are so maddening!”
Almost impossible but so worth the effort…

“Another one of my many virtues,” he responds with a flirty grin. “Hales...” His features mellow and an impish sparkle takes residence in his eyes. “...is now one of those moments where I take you to one of those deliciously sinful places?” He makes a point of trying to look innocent which, against my will, prompts a snicker from my disloyal mouth. Spineless, unable to stay mad at him for too long, I nod and smirk. 
“Then come closer, baby and I’ll take you there.” 
With one single step he drops us both to the bed. I let out a squealing peal of laughter, which is rapidly sealed by a very eager mouth on mine. My body obediently follows his dominant lead, which soon turns into a hurried encounter of the flesh that leaves the sheets tangled in a complete mess.
“Hey baby,” Daniel tips my chin up with his finger. “It’s just for a couple of days.” He tugs me closer and I burrow into his firm embrace. I need to hold back tears at the thought of his departure—it's way too soon. Something changed the day he gave me that ring. Something's changed since our last getaway. I just don’t seem to be able to let go of him. 
“Maybe it’s better this way anyway. Now you’ll have some time to miss me and finally say yes,” he teases, and kisses the center of my head. I sink deeper, holding him as if he were my lifeline. I tilt my head back to look at him and reward him with a forced smile. 
“I can see through you, remember.” He regards me with a thin, adoring smile. “This excuse for a smile you're giving me is not acceptable.” He bends his head to plant a warm, Daniel-scented kiss on my gloomy mouth. When I finally let go, it's with a heavily laden heart.
~~~
Driving in my extravagant birthday gift with Jay-Z as my companion, I can’t shake off the low mood that spirals through me, nor the thought of all things Daniel. I try to focus on the mental task list I'm keeping for today, glad I’ll have my hands full at work. I remember pieces of my call with Tasha and Ian: I told them all about the weekend, my birthday present and the proposal. It puts a smile on my face. I totally expected Tasha’s smug “I so told you”. As I think of Ian’s cries that went something like, “Gorgeous, if you won’t marry him soon, I will,” I actually laugh. 
Grabbing a large cup of coffee for me and a normal sized one for Josh, I make a stop at Josh’s office to give him his caffeine fix before making my way to my cubicle.
“Everything okay?” he asks from behind his large screen and I nod, not sure if I'm convincing anyone, but still disinclined to share. After reviewing some issues I should deal with later, we discuss the upcoming party—but it's only neutral, work-related territory, which keeps things manageable. My concerns about crossing the boss/employee line have been completely unfounded. Surprisingly, Josh is acting very professionally, and I couldn’t be more grateful. 
Mentally recycling the important parts of his elaborate guidance, digging deeper into the new project at hand—“is black really the new black”—I fire up my PC. Without checking the caller ID I answer my ringing phone while gaping at the growing list of emails that keep dropping onto my screen. 
“Hello.” 
“So the answer is yes, I’m coming on Friday.” 
My lips inch up a little. “It's customary to say 'Good morning' first, so good morning, Tash.” 
“Yeah, yeah, that. So Friday: I’m coming, and I'm bringing someone with me.”
Please let it not be Brad.
“Someone as in?”
“Rafael.” Her voice is an octave higher, joyful.
But of course it is… Inwardly I snort, but I couldn’t be happier. 
“That quick, eh?” 
“Well, you know me, missy. I don’t waste time when it comes to bare necessities.” 
Of course she makes sure she sounds sleazy, as if it’s really necessary.
“Too early in the day, Tash. I’m hanging up now, bye.” 
Her own goodbye comes surrounded by giggles. I skim my eyes over the topics of the digital list piled in front of me. 
Meetings, meetings, party info, suggestions, objections, spam, requests, more requests…Daniel. I check the time stamp on Daniel’s email and with some quick math  figure out he sent it just before boarding. When I see the subject a smirk stretches over my lips and I hurry to open it.   
Ten and a half reasons why you should say YES. 
Well, knowing my man, I should have anticipated he would run a campaign til he gets what he wants. Highly
intrigued, I wrap my hands around the warm cup of coffee on my desk and start to read.
 
	First and foremost, accept the course your life has determined 
I shake my head with a smitten glee. 
	No one adores watching you gobble as much as I do 
How Daniel of you… Yeah, you're totally making me swoon here. Page the priest…
	Lifetime guarantee that the “Escort girl” episode stays top secret
Something I will never, ever hear the end of.
	Because you know I’d do anything for you, no matter how odd or crazy it might be
	A hippie for a mother-in-law 
I can’t stop the snicker that escapes my mouth.
5.5  So Iris doesn’t pull some witchcraft shit on you
	Because the best thing about me is you 
	Because I love you more than anything in this damn world
	Because you and me, it doesn’t get better than this
You’ve nailed that one.
	Because normal can never be truly amazing
	Because marriage is all about understanding and tolerance, and who’s more “understanding and tolerant” than me? I almost choke on my next sip, laughing.

Hales, if you haven't figured it out by now, I specialize in relentlessness. I get what I want. There’ll be plenty of persistence; you might as well just give in now. And lastly, between the two of us, you're not getting any younger…
Well, he had to end it in trademark psycho fashion, didn’t he?
I reread the email a couple more times, then mentally scowl at myself because I should stop and get back to what I get paid to do. Though the goofy smirk that took hold of my face when I saw the subject line of the email doesn’t show any signs of going away, ever. 
Knowing fine well I'll probably be the last person to leave work tonight, I allow myself a long lunch. I grab an organic banana and cinnamon jumbo-size smoothie and head out for a brief shopping spree—a shopping spree that ends up with me buying a new dark purple A-line dress with deep cleavage for myself and an Indoek surf wax kit for Daniel. I'm the one who turns off the lights at work, which is by far a better alternative to coming back early to an empty house. Now that my two best friends have an actual life and new relationships I decide to have a laid-back evening with my sketches, which I’ve neglected for far too long now, and to maybe add Jimmy Kimmel to the party. But first, I make my weekly call to my parents, and make sure to leave out the topic of Daniel's proposal as I recount the highlights of my week and listen to theirs. 
I can just imagine how that'll go down with my overprotective, not a number-one-Stark-fan father. Not something I'm keen on getting into now. And anyway, it’s not like I said yes or anything…
My mom's constant interference as she adds her own opinion between my father’s sentences makes me laugh. It is always the same, every single time: both speak to me simultaneously, my dad from his office and my mom from somewhere else in the house. Every week I hear the same annoyed sighs from my dad’s side when my mom bulldozes into his words. I don't think she's ever actually grasped the fundamentals of listening when other people talk during a conversation. 
Amazing how, every week, the conversation never varies, how every call ends up with the same conclusion that I don’t visit enough and how it's about time I visited again. No matter that I was there just a few weeks ago…
~~~
Snuggled into a pillow that has a comforting Daniel smell, I sketch on the board that rests on my bent legs, light coming from both the fire place and the TV. The cup of chamomile tea sitting next to me helps my eyes grow heavier sooner than I expected them to, and finally I sink into sleep, not making the slightest effort to go to bed. Somewhere in the wee hours of the morning I momentarily wake up to check an incoming message.
Daniel: Landed, will call at a sane hour. Say YES!
As I fall back asleep I have a huge smile on my face.
 


Chapter 31: Stark Admirer
 
Daniel and I are reluctantly forced to play catch during the twenty-four hours following his arrival in Thailand. As much as we try, we just can’t seem to reach each other. Thanks be to the gods of texting and sexting. 
Casual Friday at work is less work and more talks in the corridor about the party this evening. 
“I guess you could use my office today when I leave for my next meeting. You’ll be able to close the door and shut all this buzzing out.” Josh gestures across the room, at the atmosphere that's far from its usual quiet hum. Leaning casually on my cubicle wall, he seems annoyed, probably because of the distracted behavior of my fellow teammates.
“I might just take you up on that.” I shake my head at the workspaces around me and Josh’s Colgate smile agrees. “Later,” he says, taking a stick of my Big Red gum from where it sits on my desk next to the keyboard and leaves. 
Ian’s email address catches my eye at the very top of my inbox as I attach the graphs to the department’s weekly KPIs summary email and press send. Even before I check its contents a grin appears on my lips.
Ian Tamura to: Natasha Taylor, Hayley J. Grace-Stark
I can’t believe he bothered to change my title in his address book. Well, it is Ian. Coming from him I can believe anything. 
I shake my head, amused. Pretty boy clearly has too much spare time on his hands. 
The subject, which makes me roll my eyes in utter amusement, reads:
Wouldn’t Mr. Stark and I make a perfect couple? 
No you guys wouldn’t. Ever. For starters, he's not into men and second, he is so undeniably, absolutely mine.
The actual email is an image attachment and a URL to some local news site under the following sentence:
Dibs on Mr. Stark, Tash, if gorgeous is ever mental enough to let him go…
All humor leaves me to be replaced by a serious stab to the very core of my heart as the picture downloads. In front of me is an image of Daniel, sitting on what seems like a hospital bed, his guitar resting in his arms, fingers on the strings and his face highly concentrated but with an air of soft tranquility. Beside him, looking at him in absolute adoration, is a little girl not more than six years old with big, beautiful eyes. At the bottom left corner of the image I notice an IV attached to her little, fragile hand. I read the title and the caption accompanying the photo.
 
Young Stark Admirer
Hands-on: Daniel Stark playing to a cancer survivor at the Benioff Children's Hospital during a volunteer program by Stark Software.
 
If a heart could actually melt, mine would have turned into gushing, frothing mush by now. I'm unable to take my eyes off the screen. I seriously need to fight the urge to jump into my car, drive home, and put that ring, so carefully tucked in my night stand, on my finger. And call, text, telegram, send a courier pigeon, smoke signals, or scream at the top of my lungs all the way to Thailand: YES!
The next thing I do before isolating myself in Josh’s office, away from the bedlam, is try to call Daniel, but I get the same disappointing result I did earlier today. So I text him spellbound by love from the photo that still plays center stage in my mind.
D, you are amazing. I love you! 
 


Chapter 32: Slammed 
 
After one last glance in the mirror and another smidgen of lip gloss, I stride to my car, already thirty minutes fashionably late. Bringing the iPod to life with Nouvelle Vague’s serene voice I drive the car toward the electronic gates, en route to the YOU offices. An unsettling, strange vibe hovers at the back of my mind which I can neither make sense of nor shake off.
Hales, you’ll just have to have so much fun it’ll eventually evaporate by itself.
“Well?” A loud squeak destroys the momentary silence in the car as the hands-free system accepts a call.
“Good evening to you too, Ian,” I respond, amused.
“And the whereabouts of your fine ass?” 
“Thanks for the cultured compliment. We are on our way, my fine rear, that is, and I. In ten, dear. You can have a bubbly ready for me.”
“Da, gorgeous. Have I ever not treated you like my own flesh and alcohol-saturated-blood?” 
“You always do. Be there in 9.” 
“Look for me. I will be the stunning god at the bar with his face splashed all over the freaking place.” With Ian my head just shakes automatically.
“Is Tasha there?” 
“Hales, who cares about Tasha with that work of art wiggling his tail around her like an infatuated puppy.” I shake my head again.
“So I gather you’ve met Rafael?”
“Oh god, that’s his name? I just need to readjust my junk here. Rrrrfael,” Ian purrs Rafa’s name with a sleazy attempt at a Spanish accent.
Perv. And… headshake number three. 
“Aren’t you, like, in a committed relationship now?” I state the obvious.
“Does that mean I'm under a fantasizing ban?” 
Well, how can I argue with that. Perv has a point.
“Okay, sweet cheeks, we're down to 5. See ya soon.”
“Au revoir, gorgeous.”
Holy hell, Ian wasn’t kidding. His face is literally plastered all over the place. Seeing it in person, it’s kind of disturbing to have so many Ians looking at me with bedroom eyes from every damn angle. Something tells me Josh might have had a hand in the party décor. I startle out of my thoughts when someone grabs me from behind into a bear hug, a bear hug from very slim arms. A smile tickles my lips as I am bathed in Tasha’s familiar perfume. When I turn to face her we shift into a warm embrace. 
“I missed you so mucho!” 
I grin, truly happy to see her. “Me too, tons.” 
She mirrors my own joy and kisses my cheek.
“You look great, missy.” I compliment the perfect little black dress she has on.
“You too, love the color.” She says, referring to my deep purple, freshly purchased number.
“Trés chic, very Hepburn of you, gorgeous. Me like.” Ian hands me my promised drink and smacks a kiss on my mouth.
“And you, sexy cougar.” Ian gives Tasha the same affectionate treatment, waggling his eyebrows, gesturing toward Rafael.
“Boundaries. Behave!” I murmur quietly into Ian’s ear. 
Deliberately disregarding my threat, Ian extends his hand to Rafael. “Ian. Very, very much charmed.” 
Rafael seems somewhat bothered at Ian’s blunt onceover that ends with a suggestive wink, and reciprocates with a firm handshake and a frown.
“Hey, Rafa.” I squeeze Rafael’s palm.
“Hello, Hayley. How are you?” he answers politely. Ever since Daniel introduced me in his far from subtle way to Rafael, Rafael has been way too formal with me. 
“What's he been up to so far? Do we need to call security?” Josh joins our little group, gesturing with infatuated eyes at Ian.
“Hi boss, all fine. He almost behaved normal.” I grin Ian’s way. Ian raises his hand dismissively and folds his other arm around Josh’s waist.
“I need a drink.” Tasha grimaces toward the queue at the bar and steals my drink for a sip.
“I’ll get you one.” Rafael jumps.
Woo, someone is indeed already in for it.
“Let me.” Ian stops him with a friendly hand on his shoulder, smirking at us. Not more than a minute later, Ian returns with four tall, perspiring glasses. Rafael and Josh observe him appreciatively, failing to understand how Ian pulled it off given the long and impatient line. 
Ian hands everyone a glass and then points at his broad smirk. “I’ve used this so many times... It always works like a fucking charm.” Tasha and I snort in unison, trade amused glances, and shake our heads.
“He’ll grow on you.” Tasha pats Rafael’s chest and leads him to the dance floor for a much sensual dance.
Peeps, who’s in? The odds are high tonight. Who’s betting for either the cloakroom or toilet before midnight?
“Join us?” Ian reaches for my hand, moving toward the dance floor.
“You two go, I’ll join soon,” Josh says. He pecks Ian’s lips and shuffles over to where a group of senior managers are standing. Strangely enough, I find the idea of Josh and Ian together heartwarming. Seems like Josh could really bring stability and sanity to Ian’s life. And it does look as though they really care for each other. 
Disregarding the rhythmic summery music, Ian pulls me into a slow dance—it's the only way to talk. “Aren’t you a little intimidated by all those Ians all over the place?” I ask, giving the room another long glance.
“Me, intimidated by something like that?” He sneers and huffs. “For how long have you known me, exactly?”
“Dear, this is coming from a friend and out of pure love.”
Ian grins and raises an eyebrow. 
“You should seriously check into a rehab for narcissism, and then, when you get out, volunteer at a shelter or something. Get your morals and ego back to the basic prerequisite, for the sake of humanity.” His response comes as a wider grin. 
“What have you swallowed, the bible?” He shakes his head. “Morals,” he mumbles, this time sneering. “Nah, even that won’t help…” He then leans toward me and whispers in my ear. “Do you know that awkward moment when you see someone so hot you actually reach your hand to touch him and you're blocked by the mirror?”
“Jesus, Ian, seriously, this is even too much for you, c’mon.” I feign repulsion.
“Just messing with you.” He squeezes my waist and pulls me tighter against him; I can feel the remnants of his low chuckles reverberating through me before they soften. We start talking about the article he sent me about Daniel earlier today, and I answer his question—that I didn’t get to talk to Daniel yet—Josh interferes.
“Go ahead, all yours.” I detach from Ian and allow them some privacy. I grab a drink from the tropical bar and join a group of my teammates, who are in the middle of an enthusiastic conversation about our new project (“is black really the new black”). Minutes into the discussion, I reach for one of drinks on a passing waiter’s tray, this time choosing a pink cocktail decorated with a yellow umbrella and crystals of sugar. Before returning my attention to my colleagues, I catch a glimpse of Tasha and Rafael, who seem to have gotten much cozier. Moments later, I feel nature's call and excuse myself. 
“What are you trying to do,” Ian asks over the loud music, right into my ear, stopping me right in my tracks. I jump in surprise and almost spill what’s left of my drink, then shrug, not sure how I’ve sinned this time.
“Are you experimenting some kind of untrained liver resistance?” he asks, gesturing toward the glass in my hand.
How many have I already drained? I haven't eaten any solid food recently...
“Just take it from her,” Tasha says bossily, and rudely takes my drink away.
Where did she appear from?

“Only when you grow up.” She sends me a smug, condescending grin and an airy kiss.
“I don’t get it. Weren't you all occupied a millisecond ago? Am I under parental supervision tonight?”
“Not just tonight, try always,” Ian says, bored, smiling at Tasha. Then they both just kiss me and walk away. 
I shake my head, a motion that makes me a tiny bit wobbly, and start making my way to the restroom. Perhaps it's a good time to move to virgin drinks. But then again, that gloomy je ne sais quoi has drifted away…
“Oh my god, what a waste,” I hear a feminine, high-pitched voice behind the locked stall door. Sounds like it might be that Jenny girl from admin staff. 
“It’s like watching a juicy steak with your jaws wired shut.” I hear a frustrated huff conclude the sentence. 
“The hottest guys around, not only gays but a couple. Life is just too cruel,” whines a second voice.
I trap my lips with my teeth to hold my laugh hostage. Flushing, I put my hand over the lock when the first one says, “Talking about drop dead gorgeous, have you ever seen that chick, what’s her face, Shelly from Josh’s team? Have you seen her boyfriend? It’s that businessman, something Stark.” I retrieve my hand from the handle and remain silent.
Shelly? I twist my mouth.
“Yes, wow! And she is just like, plain okay, not like, a supermodel or anything. Unfair. Cruel, cruel life!” 
“Good evening. Great party, hmm?” I greet the two voices in the form of two temporary employees from the admin team. I send them both a wide, toothy grin through the mirror.
“Oh… hi,” says the squealing one, a freckled redhead who glances awkwardly at her friend.
“Bye,” says the second, a buzz-cut blondie who grabs her friend’s hand and pushes them both out the door. I stare at my reflection in the mirror while washing my hands, and huff. The mention of Daniel drops a stone in my gut and the melancholy returns. 
When I leave the toilet and hear the first tunes of the next song my eyes dart around, looking for two more pairs of eyes in the crowd, which I’m pretty sure are also looking for mine. I encounter Tasha’s stare first, which quickly turns gleaming. She nods, tilting her head toward the middle of the dance floor. I notice Ian's head above a harem of swooning, cackling ladies, which grins my way and nods. I gesture at the dance floor and he smirks. 
Ladies, ain’t gonna happen. EVER. Read the glittery pink, shouty neon sign. I feel sorry for the young women, wasting all this surplus energy, blinded by the “Ian charm.” 
Not half a minute later we unite in an overjoyed, spirited dance. Ian is all about the rhythm and suggestive sways of the hip, grinning at us, ridiculously elated, echoing our smirks. Tasha and I synch with teasing, circular motions of the pelvis, the three of us all perky and animated. We turn in unison to graze our behinds against Ian who counters, one hand on each of our waists. “Who’s your daddy,” Ian says above the music, chuckling. We fall into fits of laughter, enjoying our foolishness.
Ricky Martin comes on, energetically singing I Don’t Care, Ian’s favorite song, which brings us to a new level of silly ecstasy, as it always does. Mr. Martin is, and always was, Ian's one and only true love. Ian’s words of course. Toward the last chorus I feel a vibration in the little black bag hanging diagonally across my chest. Hoping that it's Daniel on the line, I hastily reach for my phone. My friends look at me, trying to assess my puzzled face when I see Iris’s name on the screen.
Why would Daniel’s mom call me? 
Pushing my way through the cheerful, moving crowd, looking for a more silent spot, I end up in Josh’s office, and shut the door behind me. Iris greets me calmly but there is an undercurrent to her tone that doesn’t slip by me and begins to summon uncalled for thoughts. The bad vibe that was hovering at the back of my head throughout the day intensifies. Her voice, as ever, is a soft melody, but the content of her words are the worst kind of malady.
One call.
One tone of voice.
A dozen sentences.
One minute and 47 seconds in time send me into an immediate frost.
I grab Josh’s desk for support. I'm not even sure how the call ends but what I do know is that I am sobered up and shaken. I take a deep breath, trying to make sense of what Iris just told me. Some alarming words repeat through my daze. Riots, antigovernment protestors, street fighting. Taken hostage.
Taken hostage, taken hostage, taken hostage, taken hostage. The more this short phrase resonates in my head, the more surreal it sounds. Between processing the information that was just laid on me and trying to breathe, I feel the sudden need to leave this place and go home. As I walk back to let Ian and Tasha know I'm about to bail, my face is placid but my insides are as wild as a Midwest storm. The impact of the dread is so powerful it deadens me, leaving me unable to feel. I can’t even shed a tear.
“Are you okay?” they both ask after a short glance my way, their faces an image of concern.
“You're so pale, Hales.” Tasha rubs my cheek with the back of her hand. “...and cold,” she adds, her face constricted. 
“I think I’m going to be sick,” I mumble incoherently, and they have to ask me to repeat myself. “Can you guys walk me to my car?” The last thing I want is to cause some kind of a scene with all my co-workers around. They both immediately, unquestioningly follow. Ian takes my hand in his and I can hear him whispering to Tasha, worried, “She's shaking.” They watch me quietly, in noticeable alarm, as I sift through my bag looking for the car keys. 
“Hales, talk to us,” Ian coaxes me quietly, rubbing my arm. 
“You're scaring me.” Tasha’s voice comes next, soft and alarmed. 
Holding the keys in a death grip, I turn my head, which is now thudding, to look at them both. “That was Iris on the phone. They believe that the group Daniel was traveling with…” I take a breath, but still feel suffocated, “…was taken, hos…tage.” My voice breaks over the horrifying word. 
Ian’s eyes tear open the same moment Tasha’s hand flies to her mouth, covering it in disbelief. 
“Believe?” It’s Ian who asks.
“Apparently there’s a government official among the group, so the information they disclosed to the families is vague,” I manage to answer, this time in a complete, coherent sentence.
“I gotta go home,” I mumble, and point the remote toward the car.
“Not by yourself, you don’t,” Tasha says, resolutely. 
“And you are definitely not driving, Hales, you're completely shaken up and have had enough alcohol.” Ian, poised and determined, takes the keys from my hands. “Girls, get in. Tash, you stay with Hales in the car, I’ll run back to let Josh and Rafael know we're leaving.”
Tasha opens the back door and scoots in next to me, saying nothing though giving me the exact kind of consoling I need with a comforting hug. 
We drive. In silence or not, I'm not sure. I'm in my own universe, looking blankly at the passing scenery thinking and not, perfectly numb. The few words that manage to penetrate my detachment are Ian asking Tasha if she knows where the remote is, or something along that line.
~~~
“What do you want to do, Hales,” Tasha asks hesitantly as I take my place on the couch. “Do you want me to bring you something?” I shake my head and with a weak voice mention I want to try and watch the news. There’s nothing about any US civilians taken hostage, though there’s a lot about riots in Bangkok that just back up what I already know. It's almost an hour after midnight so I decide to let Iris sleep, if she's even able to. I’ll call her first thing in the morning for more information. 
“Should I get you something, Hales?” Ian tries in a gentle tone. I shake my head.      
“I’ll just have a short shower,” I murmur. What I really mean is I want to be under running water, behind a closed door. Alone.
 


Chapter 33: The Morning After
 
Finally I fall asleep in the living room between Ian and Tasha, after staring, in a fog, at a movie they watch. I manage to stay asleep for less than two consecutive hours during the entire night. Horrid nightmares keep periodically waking me up. Each time I’m pulled out of oblivion I am sweating and shaky. 
The room starts to clarify with the first touches of pre-dawn light. I look at the two slouched bodies at my sides and tiptoe around putting blankets on them. I walk sluggishly through the corridor to the bedroom. Lying on my side, I pull Daniel’s pillow to my face, embracing it tightly, taking in a lungful so big it ends up with a sharp pain in the middle of my ribcage. I turn the flat screen on to the news channel. When the international news comes on there are updates about the wild street fighting between protesters and troops in Bangkok. The fighting has apparently left 15 people dead and hundreds wounded. There's still no mention of any foreigners or about anyone being taken hostage. There's no mention of any foreigners at all, for that matter, only images of armored vehicles, Thai soldiers shooting tear gas at antigovernment protesters, and the stories of witnesses. My stomach knots, sending me running to the toilet to puke up everything in me, and everything that’s not. I end up on my knees, trembling uncontrollably on the bathroom floor. 
I shut my eyes and my mind, trying to evade the images and sounds, and think about my last communication with Daniel. With all my heart I hope that he received my last text telling him that he is amazing and that I love him. My throat is clogged but I'm not able to cry. I am numb. 
I walk to my nightstand and take out the velvety box from the upper drawer. I curl my fingers tightly around it and bring it close to my heart, holding it as if it were my sole source of existence. 
He is aggressive and possessive, always gets his way, brings me to new heights of irritation, but all in all he is mine, and I love him more than anyone or anything in this world.
Hearing footsteps coming my way, I stash the box back in its place and instead take out my sketch book. I'm scribbling aimlessly when Tasha appears at the door. After seeking my consent she enters the room and sits herself by my side. “Is there anything new?” She gestures with her chin at the TV.
“Not much.”
“Do you want me to get you anything?” 
I shake my head.
The only thing I want is nowhere to be found. My throat closes tighter.
“Hales, I think you should spend the rest of the weekend with us.” To my objection she adds, “Just be with us, don’t stay here alone driving yourself crazy, thinking. We can go somewhere quiet, or not. Whatever you want.” 
“The only thing I want is to just be here at home.” Where we were together last…
She hugs herself at the waist and contemplates. 
“Then we’ll stay with you.”
“Tash, really, I don’t need babysitting. You guys just go, enjoy your weekend.” She shakes her head. 
“I’m going to wake up Mr. Sleeping Beauty and see what he has to say.” Without leaving me enough time to focus on my sketching, they both appear in the room. Ian rubs his hands over his still not-fully-conscious face and combs his hair with his fingers. Both hands threaded in his hair, his arms spread wide, he studies me with sleepy eyes.
“The verdict,” he says hoarsely, stops to clear his throat, and resumes. “We are going hiking.” Tasha and I exchange skeptical glances. 
“Since when do we do hiking?” Tasha voices our similar thoughts. 
“Since I’ve decided.” Ian shrugs.
“I’m pretty comfy with our usual lazyass activities,” Tasha tries to reason with the dictator. 
Ian scratches his abs. “Then hiking it is. Anyone want coffee?” He yawns, turns on his heels, not exactly waiting for an answer, with Tasha grumping and grunting right behind him. 
“Hiking, what the?” I can hear Tasha’s voice fading in the corridor. 
I can’t really explain how, but about a couple of hours later I find myself on the scenic Lands End trail listening to my friends banter about everything from which movie is better to who has a hotter boyfriend. I roll my eyes, though I can’t argue with the fact that this break was a good idea and that they're actually managing to distract me from my misery, and have even occasionally put a smile on my face.
“Hales, now objectively: Josh or Rafael?”
“Tasha you are not asking me that.” I wrinkle my nose. “Not taking part.” I keep avoiding the answer by taking long sips of my Evian. 
“If you had to do one of them, who would you do?” Ian smirks, wriggling his eyebrows suggestively.
“You guys are sick and c’mon, really, my boss is one of the candidates!” I flare and shake my head.
“Hey, I’d fantasize about your boyfriend any given day.” Tasha snickers and smacks Ian at the back of his head, shaking her own.
“You are sick,” I pout. 
With the mention of Daniel, I draw back into my thoughts. Ian sends a concerned look my way, nears me to hug my shoulders and kisses my temple. 
“Sorry. Let's go sit by that rock.” He points at a large rock about half a mile away. “In the meantime, let’s play association words,” he suggests, animated. 
“Are we on an elementary school fieldtrip?” Tasha dismisses dryly, but still looks eager to start. 
“I’ll go first.” Ian disregards the jibe. “Euthanasia.” We both look at him, grimacing. 
When Ian shrugs Tasha murmurs, “Morbid subject.” 
“Hey, one word only.”
“Sick,” Tasha corrects, pointing at Ian.
“Meds,” I add.
“Ian,” Tasha snickers, highly amused with herself. I give her a half smile.
When we finally reach our picturesque resting point we are at “Bestiality” which is associated with Ian’s former landlady, Mrs. 100-year-old-frustrated-virgin. Ian’s words, not mine. I sit at the edge of the rock looking at the amazing view spread before me and can’t shake the thoughts of where Daniel is being held right now and in what kind of condition he might be in. I close my eyes, and the air immediately deflates from my lungs as my imagination conjures alarming images that play behind my shut eyes. 
“Whatever it is you're thinking about, stop.” Tasha squeezes my knee, studying me closely. 
“You may as well just ask me to stop breathing.” My response comes out dry.
“The thing is, Hales, they're just speculations. Yes, something went completely wrong but you're not really sure what it was, so try not to torture yourself with the worst possible scenario,” she says, trying to sound calm.
~~~
The next day, when Iris calls to shed some additional light on the matter, we're at the farmer's market buying fresh produce for a feast Tasha and Ian are planning later tonight. Iris informs me that the group Daniel was traveling with was in fact taken hostage by “the red shirts,” anti-government protestors, and that there is contact with the group via neutral diplomatic authorities. She adds that the fact that there’s a government official among the detainees could be also the help catalyst as it is the appealing target.  
All through the weekend my two guardian angels leave me only to take care of absolute necessities. On Sunday evening, resolute and authoritative, I summon them both for a talk. 
“Guys, you are truly amazing and I love you hardcore, but this is where you stop and go back home, back to your lives.” 
When Tasha twists her pointy nose and Ian is about to speak up, I raise my hand and shake my head. “Don’t. Let me finish. We don’t know how long this thing will last, and we all have a life to return to after the clock strikes midnight and the weekend is over. I’m okay and I can manage by myself, and I promise that if I need you, I’ll let you know.”
“Hales, you know you can’t hold yourself poised and cool for very long. You’ll break down eventually, and I want to be there when it happens.” 
I shake my head again and bite my cheek to stifle the choking that is about to stiffen my throat, yet again. My voice comes weaker this time. “I promise. I’ll let you know if I need you.” 
“I can move in with you, gorgeous, just for the time being.” 
For the time being? It’s like living in limbo, waiting. Waiting for what? I dread the thought. 
“No, tonight you go back home. I need some alone time. Let me cope in my own way. Please.” The end of my sentence is so quiet it's hardly audible. 
When they eventually leave, it's way after midnight. I lie down on the hard wooden floor of the living room and stare at the ceiling, praying him back. The infinite fields of emptiness in my heart leave me without the ability to express my pain. When I finally make myself get up, I step into the bedroom fearing the night, frightened to face the darkness of my dreams again. I find myself fighting to stay asleep through episodes of insomnia. It literally hurts to stay awake.
 
 


Chapter 34: Numb: adjective, 1. deprived of the power of sensation
 
As I brush my teeth I stare at the mirror. I resemble myself but there's no depth in my eyes. I am my own synthetic clone. I don’t feel. I hear but I don’t listen. I look but I don’t see. Empty would be the best word to describe me. And any thought or memory that threatens to make its way into my head is like a direct infusion of venom to my heart, killing it piece by piece.
On automatic mode I dress, drink, drive, live. 
When Josh sees me he asks me to walk with him to his room. “Take a seat please, Hayley,” he says, his eyes a mirror of sympathy. “Ian told me.” All work formalities are immediately gone. 
I nod, not sure what he expects me to say or if he expects me to speak at all for that matter.
“You can take a few days off. You don’t need to be here,” he adds, somberly. 
“Thank you, but I’d much rather be here,” is all I say. My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears. 
“I see.” He rubs his jaw. “But just so you know, if at any point you feel that it's too much and you need to get away, just go.”
“I appreciate that,” I say, colorless. I nod, and leave to go to my desk. The looks and whispers around me are coming from every corner. I have the urge to scream to the space: stop, let me be!

I walk with two of my colleagues to the meeting room. More people join and our group of about a dozen take a seat. I sit in the far corner, pointlessly scribbling into my notepad. The words of my coworkers blend into nothing but noises, as if everyone around me is just a presence with a voice.
I play with my lunch at my desk, not able to bring any solid substance even near my mouth; I sit there in my own universe floating about a thousand miles away, above.
And time after time I have to ask myself, is it all worth it? Enduring all this crazy pain for limited moments of divine pleasure? Is this what the great 'love' thing is all about, going through a constant, nerve-wracking emotional rollercoaster? 
It was worth it. And I would do it all over again. I should not be composing a goddamn requiem; I should close my eyes tight and pray him back. When it comes down to what I really need, it's plain and simple: Daniel.

I wake up every morning and replicate the day before. The days come and go unmarked; they're just hours passing, in which, deep inside I am dying a little more, waiting. 
In the evening, with a half-empty bottle of white by my side, I glare at the TV and shiver. Once the news leaks out that US civilians are being kept hostage by anti-government protestors in Thailand, it turns into a full blown media circus and there's no getting away from it. 
Each time I dare to glance at the news, Daniel’s image appears in front of me. There are also a few other members of their group that I recognize, but not the government official. It stuns me the media hasn’t caught on to this piece of news yet, but surely it's only a matter of time before they do. I start to avoid turning on the TV at all, as each time I see the images, it validates my fears and my dread. I close my eyes and force myself to sleep.
~~~
Shaken out of sleep by the sudden chime of the intercom, I jump from bed and try to catch my breath. It’s past midnight. With my heart almost pounding out of my body, I sprint to check who it is. When Ian’s face appears at the small screen, I’m taken aback, and after a short, frozen moment of confusion buzz him in. I run my hands over my face and try to wipe the sleep away while trying to get my breathing back to normal. Securing the tie on my purple pajama bottoms, I head to the main door. I frown at the sight of both Ian and Tasha at the threshold, my eyebrows knitting deeper together when their appearance catalogs. They couldn’t look more in contrast standing side by side. Ian is clad in worn-out, homey sweats, while Tasha is all elegant and exquisitely made up in a beige sheath dress. 
They trade enigmatic stares with a trace of alarm and it’s Tasha who starts to talk first.
“How are you doing?”
Huh?
I motion for them to come in and ask, “You came here in the middle of the night to ask me how I’m doing? Were there no phones available? What’s going on?”
No smart reply comes from either of them, which could not be more alarming, and I don’t know what to think anymore. Something strange is going on and I don’t like it in the least. 
“What's going on? What’s with the looks?” I gesture at them.
“I was out and Ian was at home.”
“And you think that helps?” I look Tasha dead in the eye, and what echoes back at me twinges my heart.
Ian takes my hand in his and tugs me closer, then wraps his arm around my shoulder. 
“Guys, what the hell is going on? Obviously this isn't a friendly visit, so spill it before I lose it.”
Ian settles himself on the sofa and Tasha moves to sit on the sofa’s armrest. 
“Have you seen the news?” Ian asks, and his voice is so soft and full of compassion that my breath simply stops.
“What news?” My voice is so small and fretful, it’s barely audible. 
“Come, sit next to me,” he says, and stretches out his hand to me. 
Are Tasha’s eyes glossy? There’s a dark, slow thudding in my ears; it’s my heart. I bite the inside of my lips and take one step to reach Ian, my eyes on his warm ones, and they are the only thing that gives me the strength I need to take this step. When I bend to sit next to him, he pulls me over onto his thighs. Tasha moves to sit next to us. Yes, her eyes are glossy. 
I shut my eyes tight, and rest my forehead on Ian’s chest. He kisses the top of my head and hugs me. I can feel Tasha’s hand move to hold my own.
I take a deep breath that doesn’t reach fully inside my lungs “What is it?” It’s a whisper, my face still buried in Ian’s chest and warmth.
Ian coughs and with a cautious tone says, “Apparently there was some escalation tonight.” He kisses my head again and rests his chin lightly where he just kissed me.
“Someone from the group was injured.” The way he intones the words I know there’s more coming. I shut my eyes tighter and breathlessly wait for him to go on. Fearing his next words. “And one's dead.”
A sole cry leaves my mouth. I burrow further into Ian and start to shiver. Ian pulls me to sit astride him and envelops me almost completely. 
Tasha’s delicate voice comes next. “Hales, we don’t know anything at all. We came here because we were afraid you saw the news, or would see it alone.” She squeezes my hand. “It’s awful, I know, but it doesn’t have to be Daniel.” And when she says Daniel’s name, my soul shatters into an indefinite amount of pieces. Before my eyes I can’t help but see him wounded, see him…
We stay in silence for a while til Tasha and Ian start to talk between themselves while I’m still burrowed into Ian’s chest. At one point, when Ian says gloomily, “It’s as if god’s making a Hollywood remake of the story of Job with Hales as the star,” I can feel the impact of the slap Tasha gives him.  
I lift my face and press it sideways, my cheek glued to Ian, and I look at Tasha. Her eyes take on a somber shade and she slightly shakes her head, then leans in and hugs me and Ian together.
My head hurts, my eyes sting and burn, my heart hurts. “Guys, I can’t,” I mutter, not exactly comprehending what I’m trying to say, but it seems as though my friends have an idea.
“I think you should take a pill and go to sleep, Hales. We are staying with you tonight.” 
I nod.
“We both have to go to work tomorrow, so we’ll leave in the morning. But if you feel like you need us here, we’ll come back. Now let’s go to bed,” Ian concludes.
Weak and tired I take a sleeping pill that Tasha gives me with the hope that perhaps I can finally sleep a few solid hours and let this hell vanish, if only for a short while.
I snuggle on Ian's chest with Tasha next to me. Doesn’t take long for the pill to drop me into sleep.
 


Chapter 35: Breaking News
 
My body feels stiff and its throbbing intensifies as I stretch in bed, slowly waking from a deep, dreamless, full night of sleep. I feel like I’ve finally rested. I am much less tired, but that aching I host stays firmly intact, as though it were rooted in my body with the aim to never leave. Tasha and Ian must have gone to work already; I did sleep in. Barely able to hold myself straight I pass by the en-suite to splash some cold water over my sleepy face, and continue toward the coffee machine. I play with the remote in my hand, debating whether to check the news, while waiting for my coffee to brew. When the green light flickers, I toss the remote aside and pour my fix; I leave it black this time. 
Bitterness just seems more fitting with my overall mood.
There’s a muffled buzz coming from somewhere in the house. It takes me some moments to realize it’s my phone vibrating. Shuffling toward the bedroom, almost tripping on my oversized pajama bottoms, I try to think whether that’s where I left my phone last night, as last night is nothing but one big miserable blur. 
The phone starts a new session of vibrations, which become louder when I near the room; I grab it and fall sprawling on the bed before checking the screen. A cold sweat covers me and a tremble bolts through my body as I see Iris’s name in bold letters. 
Dread falls over me as I wait, restless, for her words to come.
“Hayley, are you alright?” 
She sounds almost panicked which just adds to my fear and thudding heart. I swallow hard.
“Yes, I...” I mumble, but before I manage to complete my reply she cuts me off. 
“Oh, thank god, I’ve been worried sick.” There is a clear tone of relief in her reply. “I’ve been trying to get you. I phoned all last night.” 
My mouth grows heavy and the air comes in thick. Why was she looking for me all of last night? 
“I was just deeply asleep,” I mutter dryly, not too much strength behind my reply. Better to withhold info about my usage of pharmaceuticals. 
She sighs lengthily, sending fear to every nerve in my body that wasn’t already on full alert. 
“They are on their way back, Hayley dear. They return today.” 
The words are positive but it takes me a few long moments to actually comprehend what they mean. And before I am able to get in a word, she continues.  
“Apparently there were negotiations going back and forth since day one. Officials at our end were briefed about the condition of the group daily. Very late last night, when actual negations between the Thai government and the protestors started, there was intense pressure put on the Thai government to release the foreign captives first.” 
How can she sound so joyful?
She halts to make sure I am still on the line and I confirm by asking, “Is he okay?” 
“I guess you heard.” Her voice momentarily sinks. “According to the bits of information I’ve received regarding their wellbeing, well, the rest of them, they are all supposed to be fine.” 
What does “supposed to be fine” mean? 
“Whe…when, do they, is he…” My voice breaks and I stammer, both fear and relief spiraling through me.
“This afternoon, at five,” she says, and continues with, “I'm on a waiting list for the next flight out.” Iris keeps on supplying the dry details: airport, flight, etc., for the next few minutes.
“Iris, how can you sound so positive? There's someone wounded and someone d…” I can’t even manage to complete the horrific word.
“Haley dear, I know how Daniel always makes fun of my spirituality.” Her next words sound as if they are uttered under a soft smile. “But I sense him, and I know that he's fine.” I contemplate for a long time, wanting some of this optimism to rub off on me without much luck.
“Thank you, Iris. Thank you so much for calling me.” I can almost see her angelic smile. 
“Of course, dear. I’ll see you later today. Hang in there, it’s just a few more hours.” I drop the phone to the bed, and collapse beside it with a thudding pulse that spreads through every inch of me as I hug Daniel’s pillow.
I scurry around the house like a mouse in a maze, not sure what to do or where to go next, not sure whether a punishment is coming or the best reward. I try to accommodate the crazy whirlpool of thoughts in my head, which jump from positive to negative and back in a fraction of a second. It’s more than I can stomach so I try to stop before I go nuts. 
For an hour I contemplate whether I should go to work, not sure I'm in the best condition to concentrate. Then again, perhaps I do need a distraction; otherwise I might get a heart condition waiting. I keep moving absent-mindedly from room to room til I end up in Daniel’s office. I sit in his chair and at once deflate physically, emotionally, mentally—everything that has built up inside of me erupts. The horrid thoughts, the physical pain, the numbness, the sleepless nights, the visions, everything that was stifled inside of me funnels out through my tears. 
I cry in howls and shrieks, gasping for air. Tears of suppressed depression, tears of fear, tears of longing, and tears of joy all mix together. I sit there and weep for the longest time, not sure if I can stop or if I even want to. When I finally dry out, I get up and head to the shower, letting the warm water wash it all away. 
An hour before I plan to leave for the airport I’ve changed in and out of multiple sets of clothes, painted my nails, removed the polish and painted them again with a different shade. I’ve tidied the house. I’ve called Tasha and Ian and then Tasha again and my parents. 
And finally it arrives, the time to leave home and hopefully meet my Daniel at the airport. My hands are far from being steady when I start the car, search for the right song and start to drive. When the gates close behind, me a thought bolts through my mind, making me immediately stop the car. With a rapidly pounding heart I make a U-turn and park at the front of the gravel pathway. With fierce resolve, I run through the house to get what I came back for. 
I bite my freshly painted nails when traffic gets thick, and scan frantically through the radio channels to kill the stress of driving slow. It’s a good thing that the windows are up, and no one can really hear the collection of “blessings” I utter at the traffic and anything else that prevents me from getting ahead faster. When I finally park, I almost forget the keys in the ignition. I stop for a second, take in some long, deep breaths, and command myself to relax before leaving the car. 
One last glance at the rearview mirror and, somewhat shaking, I start the short walk to arrivals. I am taken aback by the amount of reporters hanging around the place, but quickly realize that although there's only one person in my mind, there are a group of people either coming back, or not. A group of people that have been all over the news for a while now. This is a “hot” story that will have closure soon and every reporter involved would like to have a piece of it. There are people in uniform mingling with the media, forming a dense human barrier at the entrance door. A hand taps me on my shoulder and I am pulled into a warm embrace. Rather surprised, I look up to see a soft smile and kind hazel eyes. Iris clasps me tighter into her arms. 
“You're pale, dear,” she says, scanning my face, holding both my hands. 
“This has been really hard for me, Iris. Still is, I'm afraid,” I reply, swallowing hard at the thought of the fear living inside of me.
When we broke up it was horribly painful, but at least I knew he was fine. This time, not knowing how he is, or whether he suffered, or if he'll ever come back just slowly drained the life out of me.
“I know.” Her eyes tell me how she went through the exact same thing. “But he's coming back, and that’s the only thing we should focus on. We should send our gratification to the universe.” 
I almost roll my eyes. 
A thought of what Daniel would say to her suggestion amuses me, despite the fact that I'm only holding on by a thread. But I can’t not admire her positivity and this assurance she possesses.
“I’ll try to talk to someone, check if the plane is still arriving according to schedule,” she says, looking at the group of feds and news people standing just a few steps from us. I fidget and bite my already worked lips, looking ahead in anticipation. A sudden buzz piques my attention. When I look ahead I see reporters signaling for their camera men to start filming. Law enforcement gets closer to the electronic doors, forming a tight-knit first line. My heart hovers on the verge of hysteria. 
The first to arrive is a familiar face, though I can’t recall his actual name; bedlam begins with his first steps toward the waiting gaggle. I think he's one of the guys from the Stark Software legal department. I scrutinize him as closely as I can from where I am behind the human chain, trying to assess by his appearance how Daniel might have fared. The guy looks weary, and has thick stubble; dark circles shadow his eyes though all in all he looks fine, unhurt. I exhale a long sigh of relief.  
Please, please, please let him be unharmed, please let him return to me.
The second and third people that appear, only to be trapped by the media and the feds, aren’t even familiar; I just gape at the group, my entire body stressed with almost inhuman anxiety. My knuckles are white and my nails dig into my palms. I loosen my death grip and shake my hands out while breathing deeply. Another person comes out, and another, and here is someone familiar, but he's not the one I'm so desperately waiting for. An unbidden fear starts to grow inside me. My heart drops lower with fear.
Don’t do that, Hales. Don’t go there! He will be here soon. He must. I need him too much.
I take yet another deep breath and close my eyes to shake the unwelcome, venomous thoughts. I slowly blow out the trapped air, and when I open my eyes and turn to look at the point I’ve been impatiently watching for the last infinity, I recognize a familiar mien. As I focus my vision, Daniel’s entire image refines and there he is, just a few steps ahead of me, very much alive. He bears that same jaded look as his companions but he is still his usual handsome self. His white button-down shirt has lost its crispness and is tinted with dark stains. His stubble is thick and gray fatigue shadows his face. My hand flies up to stop a sharp cry from fleeing my mouth as I notice the deep red cut on his right cheek, too close to his eye. 
I hear several voices calling his name and see more than a few microphones shoved close to his tense features. A man in a black suit with the look of a special agent whispers in Daniel’s ear and grabs him sideways, getting curious glances from the mob waiting to accost him. Daniel nods and his eyes start to run over the hall. He slowly scans the room with squinting eyes, his head tilted toward the man beside him, who keeps talking. 
As his eyes finally meet mine his search stops and he holds my stare. His lips twist into a small, weary smile and his face turn soft. A worn smile forms on my lips and I drink in the sight of him. Unspoken, he transfers everything I need to hear. My heart tightens and tears of utter rapture prickle my eyes. Daniel’s hazels run me over from bottom to top through the distance between us and then abruptly halt, surprised. They narrow as he stares at the shining band threaded around my finger. Slowly his eyes travel up, a new, excited glee taking them over. When they finally meet mine again, they are almost luminescent. 
“Yes,” I mouth. 
And I know that this exact moment, the look in his eyes and the unspoken connection we share, the fact that he is here and alive and mine, will be one of those moments etched in the book called my life, forever.
Finally, after a moment that feels like it would never end, Daniel starts making his way toward me. His stare never leaves mine. Iris meets him halfway and pulls him into a deep embrace. He returns her hug and presses a kiss to her forehead while sending a quick assuring glance my way. She says something to him, and he whispers a reply in her ear. He caresses her cheek, and she leans into his hand, smiling gently. She hugs him once more for a long beat and lets go, nodding with tearful, joyful glee. The instant he leaves her side his eyes immediately meet mine and lock again. 
My breath comes in thick, and my heart beats madly. His last few steps take too long. I stand frozen, not able to even blink with the fear that he’ll vanish. When he's only a step away I leap into his arms, which catch me, lifting me up, pressing me close to his wildly beating heart. I feel as though a plug has been pulled inside of me and that I can finally really breathe. Daniel releases his firm hold just enough for me to slide down a bit and for his mouth to reach mine. 
We kiss, consumed by our reunion, as though this connection is bringing us back to life. We pull back slowly and Daniel puts me down in front of him with only a tiny gap between us. He slowly trails his hand over my arm, ending the journey at my hand, holding it gently. He brings it to his lips and plants a kiss near my ring. His eyes take mine and he smiles, a genuine, emotional, askew smile. I bob my head and my eyes fill with a glossy curtain of tears. I bite my shaky lips and he cocks his head, smiling at me with the sweetest side smile. I mirror him and say the one word I’ve been aching to say, the one word he wanted to hear.
“Yes.” 
 


Epilogue
 
Hayley
 
“What?” Ian frowns, moving his eyes from Tasha to me and back. “Seriously, why are you two gawking at me like some weed-deprived junkies?” 
“We are just completely enthralled by your exquisiteness,” Tasha says dryly, covertly rolling her eyes as she slides the white curtain further to the sides, letting more light in.
“God, sometimes I feel so objectified.”
“Bet you do, gorgeous.” I pat his hand. “I guess, it’s just, this whole situation… it’s kind of hard to grasp, you know...”
“Yes.” His smile is so gentle and sincere, I have to take a deep breath to kill the lump forming in my throat. 
“End of an era, huh guys?” Tasha says, gazing outside at the bright day. She turns around and we both nod, pensive.
“Come on, nothing will really change. Will it?” 
My friends look at me and Tasha is the one to say, “It already kinda did, Hales, no?” 
“Okay. Stop it. Now!” Ian stands dramatically and strides toward the door. Tasha turns to me, widening her eyes, and cringes. “Well, we are all a bit too emotional today, so just imagine what's going on with Mr. Xanax.” She couldn’t put it any better.
“Okay, let’s get this thing right, shall we?” Ian appears back at the door with a bottle of champagne in one hand, my favorite brand, and three champagne flutes held upside-down by their stems in the other. “I’m going to take control now.” He drops to the armchair next to where I’m perched on the large bed, and carefully places the glasses on the nightstand. “Tash, put some music on,” he orders while deftly releasing the bottle’s cork in a soft pop.
“Anything specific?” she asks, fumbling with the iPod. 
“Uhh, ‘I Love You’ by Café Del Mar,” I say with a nostalgic air. The moment Daniel told me the name of this song, our first time in Baja comes to life before my eyes and puts a small, wistful smile on my lips.  
Ian turns to us and hands each of us a glass. We take them, exchanging a mix of joyful, anxiously excited, meaningful glances between us. He clears his throat, raises his glass, and with a small gesture of his chin, prompts us to follow. “To our beautiful bride to be,” he says and we touch the three glasses at once. We take generous sips and in unison meet for a lengthy, dense group hug.
“I still can’t believe you guys are getting married,” Tasha says dreamily, taking back her seat.
“You mean you can’t believe they're finally getting married.” Ian shakes his head, giving me an evil look. I shrug.
“Frankly, gorgeous, I still find it hard to believe that he didn’t drag your tight ass to Vegas and made a decent woman out of you, like, two years ago!”
“I have to second Ian on that one,” Tasha says, nodding, and takes another sip.
“I guess we just weren’t ready…” I twist my mouth, shrugging it off.
“Pffft, ready, shmedy,” Ian says dismissively. “Whatevs. We wouldn’t BTW be the correct term here, try, I. I, Hayley—wasn’t ready because I suffer from severe head damage when it comes to commitment.” His eyes narrow at me. “Yep, it was you, just you. He was ready. About 912.5 days ago.”
My teeth dig into my bottom lip and I look at the ring on my finger. Well… What was it? If you don’t have anything clever to add…
We definitely had the longest engagement in history because of my I-love-you-so-much-but-I’m-not-completely-sane-thus-can’t-go-through-the-actual-ceremony excuse. It’s not like we weren’t sharing a life together, though. We shared one, a very committed one, if only sans actual papers. Hell, so much more than that: I think our relationship can easily be categorized as “started at the finish line.” 
“Hales, sorry.” Ian snaps me back from my thoughts. I raise my eyebrows. “I have a new female crush, if I ever convert…” Tasha makes a display of rolling her eyes.
“Okaaay?”
“Iris. She is so spiritual and maturely hot, I’d do her in a Mrs. Robinson kinda way.”
“If you treasure your dear life, don’t ever say that next to her son…” 
“Didn’t you say you were taking control of this thing?” Tasha questions, bored, waving her hands in my direction while looking at Ian pointedly. 
Ian stands up, claps twice and announces: “With the power vested in me by the gods of celebrations, I now declare this our last 'hangout with single Hales'. You may now kiss the bestie.” And before I know what’s going on they both launch at me and start hugging and kissing me like the two nut cases they are, dropping us all to the bed. A knock at the door stops our hysterics. I lift my head up to see Steven standing at the threshold, watching us suspiciously.
“Well, well, it’s the hotter half of the Grace siblings,” Ian says sleazily.
“You perv.” Tasha slaps the back of his head in a friendly way. “Though Steve-o,” she says, grinning at my baby brother, “you do look cute.” She winks and Steven’s cheeks flush.
Steven looks at the three of us and shakes his head. 
I watch him for a second, filled with pride. All of a sudden, he's so grown up. My handsome baby brother, a med school student. He smiles at me and his dimples sink into his cheeks.
“What’s up, little brother?” I ask while trying to untangle myself from under thing one and thing two, who are both still perched on top of me.
He scratches his buzz-cut hair, a do he adopted while serving. “Your husband to be wants to talk to you and I kind of tried to keep him away. Though I’m not sure I’ll manage to do that for much longer. Well, you know him better than me.” I smirk. Do I. 
“It’s not that I’m already dressed up or anything. You can tell him that he can come in.” Steven nods and as soon as he opens the door the man in subject appears in the doorframe. Yep, as if I expected him to listen to anyone…
A hint of tension that I’m positive only I can see radiates from Daniel as he sends me that special side smile. The one that has my name all over it. When I return his smile my insides start to stir while a smothering jolt of emotion voids my lungs. As opposed to me, he's already wearing his linen wedding ensemble. The cream pants and loose white button-down shirt enhance his natural beauty to new levels of absolutely delectable. He is barefoot and tanned, male and wild, and sexy. And soon to be officially mine. I drink him in with the strongest urge to lick my lips, or better yet, his.
“Everyone out,” he says in a strong voice to no one in particular, eyes locked on mine.
“As if I’m missing this,” Ian huffs. Two things that make him hurry out happen at once. Daniel quickly stares his way, and Tasha takes his hand and pulls him after her like a petulant toddler. At the small tap of the door closing behind us, Daniel takes a step and he is next to me. I stand to meet him.
“Hey you,” he says as he lifts my hair to one side of my neck and bends to kiss the area below my ear. I find myself in the middle of a whirlwind of intoxicating, freshly bathed Daniel scent and charged nerves.
“Hey yourself,” I say softly.
“Hey,” he says between kisses, leaving a scorching trail as he descends toward my jaw. “I missed you out there,” he says into my skin.
“I missed you in here.” I turn my mouth towards his. For a beat we stand still, him with his head slightly inclined, me on my tiptoes, our parted lips barely touching, breathing each other in. My lips start to quiver at the anticipation and a quick touch of his lips to mine causes a short-circuit. With our mouths hovering next to each other, Daniel cups my cheek and tilts my head even closer. Our mouths touching and not touching. My eyes melt into the fire radiating from his. 
“I can’t wait,” he whispers and I swallow hard, nodding slightly. I thread my hands beneath his shirt and suck his lip into my mouth. 
“Soon,” I say while nibbling on his lip. His hand moves to the nape of my neck and he pulls me into an emotionally saturated, searing kiss. As we let go ever so slightly, we trade charged stares.
“Anything special you wanted?” I ask, securing my embrace around his waist and leaning my head on his chest, a soft smile stretching my lips.
“This,” he answers and rests his chin on my head.
“How do you cope with all the parents out there?” I ask.
“I don’t. I was surfing til about half an hour ago.” I smile to his chest.
“Needed to relax?” I ask, and his answers comes as a gentle bob of his chin on the center of my head. 
“Who was watchin'…?”
“Everyone.” We fall into a contemplative silence.
“Umm,” we both say together and snicker. 
“You go first.” He inclines his chest so I look up at him. I shake my head. 
“What did you want to say?”
“Ready to be my wife?” My stomach ties to a tightly twisted knot at his question, and I smile and nod. My eyes turn emotional. He slides me up against him and kisses me profoundly. 
“I guess I need to start getting ready.” It’s his turn to nod.
“Make sure to avoid Iris, she tried to tie this red crap on my wrist, something about luck and Kabbalah shit.” I giggle and he shrugs with a smile. 
“Go now.” I start pushing his hard chest away. 
“Are you kicking me out Mrs. soon to be Stark?”
“Uh-uh.” He scratches his lip with the side of his thumb, looking at me from under his lashes, and then shakes his head. 
“I knew you’d be nothing but trouble the moment you tried to solicit me with that refined ‘fuck me’…” he says and smiles at me from the door, his hands holding the frame.
“And yet you are here.” I send him a flirty smile.
He mirrors me. 
“Bye, bye.” I bend my fingers to wave at him and giggle, and am gifted with an adorable smile. I sigh in contentment and put on my simple, layered, just short of knee length white linen dress. The tiny straps at my shoulders seem almost too delicate to stay intact. The dress is snug around my breasts and loose everywhere else. As I apply honey-toned shadow at the corner of my left eye, leaning closer to the mirror I hear my friends’ voices approach.
“I really need to meet this person. Who in the name of god declared you a fit parent?” Ian snorts a short laugh and hugs Tasha’s shoulders as they enter the room.
“I totally fooled them, gorgeous, didn’t I? I Let Josh do all the talking while I set there blinking and nodding like the supportive wifey I am.” Tasha giggles and plants a noisy smacker on his cheek. 
“It's so awesome you guys were approved to start the adoption process,” Tasha says and her eyes fill with pure glee.
“Yes,” I say. “Amazing.” I grin at them via the mirror, utterly happy for my Ian and his Josh.
“You look like an angel, Hales.” Tasha smiles at me and I send her an air kiss.
“Should we start with the hair?” she asks and I nod, applying the last touch of bronze-tan blush.
As Tasha starts threading a few small white flowers through the two braids that start at my temples and secure loosely at the back of head, Ian bends down almost touching the floor and retrieves a wooden box from under our bed. In response to my raised eyebrows he explains. 
“Your wedding starter kit.” 
Wedding starter kit?
“Don’t move so much.” Tasha pulls my hair gently. Ian settles on the floor next to us and slides his hand into the half-opened box, keeping it angled away so I can't peek inside.
“Your something blue,” he says, pulling a round object out of the box. “Which is also kind of something old…” My eyes widen at the item in his palm.
“Where did you find it?” I look at him, then at Tasha, somewhat stunned. They smirk back.
“It’s not yours, this one’s actually mine, which basically means it can also serve as your something borrowed.” Ian bends to secure an azure evil eye anklet on my ankle. 
“Seems like it was a lifetime ago,” Tasha says with a sentimental smile, referring to the piece of jewelry we each got on a trip to Greece millions of years ago. 
“Did you really think we'd combine all three in one item?” Ian rolls his eyes and retrieves a delicate, baby pink garter from the box. He waves it in front of me, wriggling his eyebrows suggestively.
“Something new.” Tasha sings cheerfully. 
“I want a video of Daniel pulling this one off you with his teeth. Consider it your wedding present to me.” He snickers.
“Ian!” we both say at the same time.
“Something borrowed,” Tasha beams as she hands me her white framed sunglasses. We all smile goofily at each other. The perfect thing to borrow for a low tide beach ceremony, I think idly. 
“So, blushing bride, are you nervous before your matrimonial night? Do you have any questions?” 
I lift my hand to my mouth and around it ask, innocently, “Will he actually, hmmm, errr, try to… you know…his… into me?” I blink at them and we all collapse into outbursts of giggles.
“He might also try to get you to taste it. He is a mean, mean man.” Tasha imitates my innocent voice, making us laugh harder.
“Okay, 'nuff.” Ian says to the knock at the door. My father’s voice calls for me.
“It’s time.” Tasha and Ian look at me with tearful, gleaming eyes.
“Hey…” I frown. 
“Come here, last embrace with Miss Grace before she turns into Mrs. Psycho-Stark.” We hug tightly and as we break they each hold one of my hands. Tasha sniffs and Ian winks at me right before turning the doorknob.
“I love you guys,” I say and swallow hard over the momentary lump in my throat.
Here we go. Ready to be mine, D? Forever and for always?
 


Daniel
So many times I’ve kissed her, but even now, after more than two years, when my lips touch hers, every other thought flies out of my mind. It’s insane how much I still want her. It just grows with time. We share this inexplicable connection; I have a vital urge to touch her. It’s a fucking perpetual need. I thoroughly examine every curve of her familiar body with my hands and mouth, driving us, to panting and shivering. 
I think I can literally feel my blood traveling in one direction, and it's not toward my head, at least not to the one that holds my brain.
I focus on nothing but the touch of her warm, silky skin and the incredible smell of cinnamon and clean that is my Hayley. The purr leaving her lips as I taste her turns to a choked moan; she arches her back and digs her nails into my shoulders, driving me to crazy levels of want. I need to fight the primal urge that is taking me over and not rush things. I want to take it slow. I need to feel her shiver for me, drive her crazy for me til she completely loses herself in my arms.
She is so goddamn sexy. 
She pulls at me forcefully, breathing erratically. Her thighs rise desperately and I sink deeper into her, throbbing. Christ. The sounds I’m drawing from her slightly parted and shivering lips send wild currents through me and I need to combat my every instinct to keep from devouring her. The burn for her is nearly inhuman.
Fuckkkk, are you kidding me? 
“Oh for fuck’s sake, really, now?” I murmur hoarsely, a mildly ironic-irate sigh gushes out of my engaged mouth. Hayley sucks in a sharp breath when I leave her unceremoniously.
“No!” she cries in humor-laced frustration, her sweet voice almost a plea. I chuckle. She blows out a loud pant as I reluctantly leave her and get out from under the covers. I shake my head with a thin smile in response to her dazed, adorably irritated stare; I shrug on my boxers, still flustered, just as she is. I inhale deeply and rub my face with both hands, trying to shake my pulsing heat away, together with all thoughts of sex, and try to focus. 
Fuck, as if that’s even possible.
Hayley slumps her head deeper into the pillow, her hair forming a wild golden halo around her face as she lets out another deep exhale, and murmurs something unclear. 
Cursing, Mrs. Stark? Oh how I need to subdue the urge to mess with her, but I do have a mission on hand and it should be handled A.S.A.P., otherwise we might face lingering disturbance. And that’s the last thing I want.
I bend down to kiss her sweet mouth, running my thumb over her pulsating lip, and with a suggestive side smile, command, “You. Don’t go anywhere!” 
“Now that’s something you don’t have to worry about. Make it quick, lover boy.” She giggles when we exchange humored glances. I shake my head again; a thin grin tugs on my lips with everything Hales still lodged in my head.
Shit, I can hardly walk straight. The bulge in my boxers controls my thoughts until the high-pitched noises in the background get louder. Contradicting my state of mind and the situation at hand, I utter calmly, “Emma, baby, daddy is coming.”
“Goddamnmotherfuck,” I hiss through my teeth as my feet bump into the doorjamb. 
Hales, still in bed, cracks up. “Careful not to injure any vital parts D, I still need you, remember?” 
I send her a short, wicked smile over my shoulder. I almost stumble again with images of Hales’ naked body still playing through my mind. “You are so going to neuter daddy with these tricks, baby girl.” I let out a chuckle of defeat.
If there’s one person in this entire fucking universe who can take me away from Hales, especially when I’m buried goddamn deep in her, it’s Emma. 
Though a promise is a promise, Hayley once again can’t keep hers and I can see her out of the corner of my eye peeking at me when I take our baby in my arms and rock her back to sleep. I smirk, knowing how she can never resist watching me with Emma. She tries to hide it, but I always sense her near.
I adore this woman crazily.
I see her shining eyes dance in the dark as she looks at us. I kiss Emma’s soft hair and gently tuck her back in. “I know you're here,” I whisper and turn back, amused, to catch Hayley’s eyes. She bites her lips in that sexy way of hers, and gives me a guilty smile.
Christ, the volatile reactions she causes! Stop it, man, baby’s in the room. 
“Now let’s take care of mommy,” I whisper and, stepping out into the hall, I lift her so she straddles me, cradling her sweet ass and nibbling the skin right above her smooth collarbone. 
She drops her head back and lets out a hoarse groan. “I love you so much,” she breathes and tightens her legs around me. 
I can feel the heat travel through my entire body, making me hard as a rock. “And I you, baby,” I say to her sexy mouth trying to focus my vision ahead and avoid colliding us with the goddamn walls. She tightens her legs and grinds against me. 
“Stop it, Hales, I’ll drop us both,” I say, amused, but through gritted teeth. I can hardly see with my need to throw her onto the bed and plunge into her. She giggles it off and continues teasing. I mount her against the wall, take her hands in mine, spread them above her head, and slowly start thrusting against her. 
“We’ll wake her,” she pants, sucking on my bottom lip.
“So control yourself, woman.” We both snicker into each other’s mouths and I continue our original route.
When we reach the bedroom I drop us onto the bed with me between her long, soft legs. When she bites my lips and breathes my name I lose the control I’ve been holding til now and ravish every bit of her, crazed.
As Hales' rhythmic breaths calm and her face takes on that serene expression, I kiss her gently. I pull the blanket up to cover her naked body, not before giving it another long, smug glance. Damn, so fucking hot...
I trace my finger softly over her beautiful mouth and watch her for a few minutes then shrug on my boxers. I pass by the kitchen to pour myself some scotch on ice then turn to my office and sink in the wide leather chair. I scan, somewhat irate, through the pile of emails waiting for me and rub my hand over my mouth and chin, then move the cursor over the folder titled “wedding photos.”
A sudden, unbidden thought crosses my mind, one that from time to time keeps invading my thoughts at the worst time. Before my eyes I involuntarily summon the awful time I spent trapped in Thailand, the darkened room with the thick, unbreathable air. I can almost smell the stench and uncertainty that littered that room. It wasn’t unnerving; it was hopeless. There was nothing any of us could fucking do. It was numbing and frustrating and goddamn desperate: feelings I was never familiar with, nor knew how to cope with, at least not as an adult. To a degree it made me think of a fucked-up period in my childhood I’d rather forget. I wasn’t concerned for my own sake, but the mere thought of not seeing Hayley again broke my spirit and menaced me brutally. I rub my hands over my stubble again and cover my face with both hands, taking a deep breath, working on shaking those images of cruelty and death away. I take a second breath and start a slideshow. Resting back in my chair, I savor the strong, burning taste of the liquor in my mouth. 
Now here's something that can eradicate those damn memories.
Thoughts of the past year fly through my head as I watch the images appear slowly, one by one, on the screen. I let out a short chuckle, as my eyes run over the image of Hales dressed in a white, nearly see-through dress beside me as I lift Emma in my arms. Hales laughed so freely and happily when I said to Emma, “Thanks to you, baby girl, we finally made it here.” Emma tittered as I explained that day on the beach in Baja to her and everyone around us. “Your mother finally agreed to get married when you were born, so Em, I owe you big time.” Emma looked at me with her big brown shiny eyes and let out a string of sweet noises. I run my eyes over my baby girl on the screen; she's a mini version of perfection, of Hayley. 
The next image to form on the monitor is of Ian and Josh holding hands. I can’t help but cringe. I move quickly to the next image.
Yeah, took me a while to smoothly digest these two, but like everything Ian, it kind of grew on me, eventually, sort of.
And there is Iris holding Julie's hand, both with teary eyes. I shake my head. Next to them, Hayley’s dad looks somewhat sentimental for the first time ever. When I’m around...

I truly thought he’d shoot me when he heard the news about Hales being knocked up and that we weren't close to being married. I clearly recall his face twisting in an almost comical way while glaring at me. I thought he was quickly composing a “50 Ways to Murder your Daughter’s fiancé and Get Away With It” manual. 
A good potential for a bestseller… Hell, I’ll buy it when Emma reaches that age. Christ, she will someday reach that age… I need to check around for the nearest convent.
Thinking about it, I’m not so sure Hales’ dad really believed what we told him, that it was Hayley who needed time to actually go ahead with the wedding. 
The next photo to display is of Natasha and Rafa. Now, there's a hookup I thought would never last longer than the first month of sexual attraction detonation, but here they are. Go figure.
I study the left corner of the picture and there’s Steven, Hales’ brother, who from the moment we met, became one of my closest friends. I’m still trying to convince him it’s a better plan for his future to drop med school and work at a software company. 
Wonder how many more points I’d earn if Dr. Grace heard about me trying to corrupt another of his precious descendants. 
The next image to show on the screen is one of my favorites. Me with Emma in one arm and Hayley held tightly with my other hand as we walked toward the priest. I run my fingers over the cold glass of whiskey, my lips pull up.
I bring the auburn liquid to my mouth, amused at how whipped I am.
I snort at the next photo, a snapshot of when I handed Emma to Ian. “Start practicing man,” I said. I had to ask the priest for a time out when he declared “You may kiss the bride.”
“This will require my complete attention,” I said, winking at Hales. With Emma in “good hands” I returned to Hales, lifted her up in my arms so her mouth reached mine and kissed her, my wife, senseless. Oh, Dr. Grace’s face watching us was an image that should have been hung in the pantheon of the best moments ever. 
“Thanks, Hales,” I whispered to her ear. 
“What for?” she asked, blushing and elated, mirroring me.
“For being you,” I said with my forehead against hers, feeling grateful that she is
mine. 
She almost choked me with her response: a death grip embrace and a mind-blowing, searing kiss. 
You are one lucky bastard, Stark. Everything about her is what I want, what I need. No one has ever reached so deep inside. No one understands me better. No one reads me and lets go when I need it like Hales. She is perfect, she is everything I didn’t even know I wanted, and so much more.
She is the coolest woman on the planet, not to mention sexy as fuck. She’s also the only woman that pisses the hell out of me and makes me want her at the same time. 
I must have done something right in this lifetime to have met her, to have gotten them both: Hales and Em.
I drop back deeper into my chair, take another swig of the whiskey and suck an ice cube into my mouth. I bite the cube into pieces and glance at the taped-up
boxes lining the wall. 
Its happening.  
It was Hayley’s idea; we started toying with a few months after Emma was born. We only recently decided to go through with it. For the first time ever, it had taken me a long time to make a decision. Hell, I’ve never given an idea that much space in my mind. In less than a week we’ll leave our SF house for a full year in Baja. The grand plan is that I'll run the company by flying back and forth when needed and Hales will focus on her illustrations, something she has wanted to do for a while now. She’s good at it and I’ve been pushing her to take it to the next level.
Leaving the company in Chris’s hands is something I can almost live with. Can try to live with… So far he's proven trustworthy. He actually delivers. I think I could trust him as managing director. With me in the background, that is. My lips immediately twitch up as I think of Hales’ scorn and mild exasperation when she saw my schedule for the next few months. She’s so damn sexy worked up. 
I toss back the last of the scotch that by now has lightened with the melted ice and head back to bed, passing first by Emma’s room. I stand above her cradle, watching her peaceful face under the dim light from the rabbit night light, which makes me inwardly snort. If someone had told me two years ago that I would have a fucking rabbit lamp in my house I would have thought them either highly intoxicated or severely deranged. I rest my hand gently on the blanket covering her chest and wait to feel the soft rise. 
I bend to kiss Emma and leave her room, leaving the door half open. I take the next few steps with Hales in mind; slipping into our bed, I turn to wrap her in my arms. She leans into me. I kiss her divine-smelling hair and pull her closer, exactly where she belongs. 
My Hayley. 
 
            The End.
 


About the Author
 
By teen age, Sigal already lived in three different continents where she was lucky enough to
experience and visit varied places, meet unique people, which only helped fuel her overly
developed imagination. Currently, Sigal calls Estonia home where she lives with her husband
and three kids.
Not exactly sure where they will end up next …
When she is not hiding in her office, writing, she enjoys music, reading and taking care of
her little clan.
With a great believe in “don’t wait for things to happen—make them happen,” she enjoys
anything exciting life has to offer.
Sigal would love to hear from you, please visit her on her website, Twitter, and Facebook.
 
http://www.sigalehrlich.com/
@Sigal_Ehrlich
https://www.facebook.com/sigalehrlich.author
http://www.pinterest.com/authorsehrlich/
auhtor.sehrlich@gmail.com
 


Table of Contents
Acknowledgments
Chapter 1: One in Seven Billion
Chapter 2: Addressing the Mammoth
Chapter 3: Meet the Parents
Chapter 4: Is My Blessing Also My Enemy?
Chapter 5: Messages
Chapter 6: Pending Proposal
Chapter 7: Confessions of a Call Girl
Chapter 8: State of National Emergency
Chapter 9: Three Wishes
Chapter 10: Under the Weather
Chapter 11: Soup, Wine, Ginger, Truth or Dare and Plain Ol’ Comfort
Chapter 12: Illegal Rush
Chapter 13: Lost Nostradamus Prediction
Chapter 14: Rolling Snowball
Chapter 15: Mrs. Stark?
Chapter 16: Cryptic Messages
Chapter 17: In the Best of Hands
Chapter 18: Forgive and Forget?
Chapter 19: Cardiac Shake, Rattle, and Roll
Chapter 20: Behind Deep Scars
Chapter 21: Open Matter
Chapter 22: Going the Distance
Chapter 23: Gay Times by the Indian Ocean
Chapter 24: D for Disaster Waiting to Happen
Chapter 25: Birthday Festivities
Chapter 26: Every Saint Has a Past
Chapter 27: Just Another Day in Paradise
Chapter 28: It's Not about the Wrapping
Chapter 29: Matter of Urgency
Chapter 30: Ten and a Half Reasons
Chapter 31: Stark Admirer
Chapter 32: Slammed
Chapter 33: The Morning After
Chapter 34: Numb: adjective, 1. deprived of the power of sensation
Chapter 35: Breaking News
Epilogue
Daniel
About the Author

cover.jpeg
SIGAL EHRLICH

INNER
CORE





