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Chapter 1 
Maybe Allie’s right; all I need is a no strings attached screw to get out of my funk. 
Oh, who am I kidding? That’s not me. I’m not a casual sex kind of girl. Besides, men are nothing but headaches, random or not. 
I shake my head to erase my rambling thoughts and concentrate on getting ready to go out. It’s one of those rare summer-like October days, the best kind of autumn day—unseasonably hot, sunny and Saturday. Talk about luck. 
Allie, my best friend since fourth grade and current roommate, is dragging me out to Central Park to “take in the sights” as she likes to call it. In reality, her goal is to gawk at the shirtless guys sunning out on the Great Lawn. She’s thrilled because she thought gawking season was over in September. She even had a day of mourning to commemorate it, but we’re blessed with a temporary reprieve. 
Looking in the mirror, I sigh. My green eyes always look so small without makeup, but what’s the use in wearing any if I’m sunning? It’s all going to melt off anyway. My hair looks perfect, black, with little waves, and shiny. There’s no way I’m leaving it down. It’s too hot outside. What a waste of a perfectly good hair day. I pull it up in a messy ponytail and grab the bag with my beach towel, sunscreen, water bottle, a few mindless gossip rags, my iPod, and a protein bar. All the essentials are covered. I throw a simple pink cotton sundress over my light blue bikini and slip on my comfy flip flops. Taking a quick glance at my watch, I see it’s only noon; plenty of time to soak up the sun. I’m good to go. 
“Come on, Jules. Let’s get moving. It’s sightseeing time,” Allie chirps. She’s anxious to ogle and drool at random men, especially half-naked random men, although I’m sure she’d prefer them entirely in the buff.
I walk out of my bedroom and see Allie standing by the front door, impatiently tapping her foot, with her overstuffed beach bag slung over her shoulder. Her makeup is perfect, her short blonde hair hidden by a giant straw hat with fake fruit lining the brim, along with large round-rimmed sunglasses, a bikini top, and a bright tie-dyed sarong wrapped around her waist. 
“You look like Carmen Miranda in that outfit.” I shake my head disapprovingly. “And what’s with all the makeup? We’re lying in the sun; you’ll look like a raccoon when it all melts off.” 
“Oh, stop being such a priss. We’re hunting for hot guys. You need the right bait in order to reel them in.” 
“You’re looking for hot guys. I’m not interested. I’m just coming along for the sunshine.” 
“Julia, you haven’t had a boyfriend since Mikehole. That was eons ago.” 
Mikehole is Allie’s nickname for my ex asshole boyfriend Michael; the guy who almost broke me and sent me into a month long downward spiral, drowning my sorrows in gallon tubs of ice cream and a serious cupcake overdose. 
I’ve penned my own secret nickname for Allie’s random thoughts …Allie-isms. I should start writing them down. It would make a great book someday. I am in publishing after all.
“That was over five months ago. I’m just not interested. I want to focus on my career. I don’t need any more boyfriend drama.” Because I know it just might break me for good. 
“Mikehole was just an immature jerk. Besides, you can’t date BOB forever. I think it’s time the two of you break up.”
“Who the hell is Bob?”
“Your battery-operated boyfriend— your vibrator. These walls are thin. I can hear you buzzing the night away. You and BOB have been intimate a lot lately. You’re twenty-four years old; let your hair down. Live a little. It’s time for you to get a real dick that actually gets hard naturally instead of one that relies on battery power and is in a permanent state of erect.” 
“I can’t believe you just said that to me.” 
“Pffft…I say it with love. Let’s go already. We’re wasting precious man time.” She waves her hand dismissively and opens the apartment door. 
I adore Allie. She’s a walking contradiction; ditzy, brash, incredibly loyal, freakishly intelligent, and loves a good time; a great match for my more serious, subdued and sarcastic personality. 
~o0o~
I love living in Manhattan. As far as I’m concerned it’s the center of the universe and I’m living the dream in the greatest city in the world. 
Being the baby of six children, my overprotective parents tried to convince me to live at home and commute to work from New Jersey, but there’s something electrifying about New York. I never thought Allie and I could afford the rent, but we lucked out with a tiny, two-bedroom apartment her grandmother has owned for the past fifty years on Leroy Street in the West Village. We know she’s undercharging us rent, but she was insistent, claiming we’re helping her by keeping an eye on the place while she lives in Florida. 
It’s a great apartment. It’s small—or cozy, as the chic like to call it. After living here for about a month, we thought there was a mold problem because Allie and I were constantly sneezing every time we came home. Ends up, we’re just terrible housekeepers and had to invest in some heavy-duty dusters and a vacuum that actually worked. 
The Village is a fabulous place to live. Tons of restaurants, quirky little boutiques, parks—it has its own character, its own unique vibe. The subway is a quick walk from our building. We reach the West Fourth Street station and hop on the B train to Central Park. Washington Square Park is in walking distance from our place, but Allie swears Central Park attracts more straight men. 
The subway is crammed with everyone and their mother taking advantage of this gorgeous day. I know crowded subways are a part of living in the city, but when it’s hot out, it just feels grimier. 
We trudge our way through Central Park. Although I hate the cooler weather, autumn is a visually stunning time of year in the Park. I feast my eyes on the trees changing to brilliant fall colors with rich shades of red, orange, gold and yellow leaves. In a few weeks the leaves will turn brown. I look forward to that. I love the sound of crunching leaves under my feet. 
But for today, I’ll happily take this summertime reprieve. The park is packed with people, a melting pot of city dwellers. I close my eyes and inhale deeply as the scent of boiled hot dogs from the nearby street vendors is wafting through the air. I don’t know why I like the street vendor hot dogs; they sit in dirty water for hours at a time. I doubt there’s a speck of any real meat in them, but I love them nonetheless. Anyway, they’re the cheapest meal in town. Since money is always an issue for us, I’ll take cheap every time. Soon the street vendors will have roasted chestnuts. My mouth is watering just thinking of them. 
There’s an elderly couple walking hand in hand down a tree-lined walkway. I stop in my tracks and wistfully watch them. I’m not a flowery type of person, but there’s something about them that is just so…lovely. Did I just say lovely? Must be the heat getting to me. 
“Earth to Julia. Move it. Our public awaits.” I snap out of my temporary lapse of sappiness and continue on. 
We make our way to the Great Lawn and, as expected, there are wall to wall sunbathers and picnickers sprawled out everywhere. Our goal whenever we come here is to stay as far away from anyone with a family as we possibly can. Kids cramp our style. They’re loud, whiney, always in your face; kryptonite to any cute guys on our radar. 
We find an area that’s kid-free, probably because of the group of hippie wannabes smoking who-knows-what and playing the Grateful Dead out of their small boom box. It’s not obnoxiously loud, so we set ourselves up here. 
We unfold our towels and remove our cover-ups. I sit on my towel and grab a gossip magazine while Allie, being Allie, stands for a while pretending she’s stretching, when in reality she’s making sure any guy in viewing distance will notice the hot blonde in a barely-there sparkling gold bikini nearby. Leave it to Allie, modest isn’t in her vocabulary; neither is subtle. After she is satisfied that she has displayed herself enough to get noticed, she sits down next to me as I shake my head. 
“Oh, cut the crap, Jules. I see that disapproving look. You’ll be thanking me when you reap the benefits of my hard work,” Allie says as she places her fruit salad hat on her towel. 
“If you say so, Al.” I roll my eyes and go back to reading my magazine. 
“Where the hell are my sunglasses?” Allie huffs while going through her beach bag. 
“Ah, Allie.” I point to the top of her head. 
She places her hand on top of her head and finds her glasses resting comfortably. “Oh, thanks. Stupid glasses. It’s always the last place you look.” 
“That’s right, Allie, it’s your glasses’ fault they’re on top of your head.” 
“I’m glad you agree.” She sticks out her tongue. Yeah, real mature. 
I’m deep into an article in the latest issue of Hollywood Chatter about a trophy wife who is divorcing her celebrity douchebag of a husband for cheating on her. I know from experience that cheating douchebags don’t have to be celebrities. They come in all shapes, sizes, and professions. I’m done dating them…I’m just done dating. Period. 
 I suppose BOB and I could make a happy life as a couple. He never makes any demands, other than the occasional battery change, which admittedly has been often since I dumped that cheating asshole. And I know BOB would never betray my heart. He seems quite taken with me; he’s hard for me all the time after all, and he lives rent free in my nightstand drawer. It’s a win-win for both of us. 
Mrs. Julia Dildofucker. Yup, my future’s looking bright. 
“Julia,” Allie whispers, nudging me with her elbow. “Check out the speedos on your right.” 
I peek over my magazine and look to my right. Very few men can pull off speedos and this guy isn’t one of them.  He’s older than dirt and gravity has not been kind. He’s all saggy balls. I try but I can’t look away. That sight will be etched in my brain for eternity. 
“God, Allie, that guy’s junk is hanging out all over the place. And he’s a hairy mess. It’s disgusting.” 
“I know, isn’t it hysterical?” She laughs. 
I close my eyes briefly and turn my attention back to my magazine. 
“Hey, Jules, have you ever wondered why when a guy has an orgasm, he always looks so shocked? It’s not like he doesn’t know what’s going to happen while he’s banging the hell out of you, yet when it does, his eyes practically pop out of their sockets… like someone just jumped out of a giant birthday cake in front of him and yelled surprise.” 
“No, can’t say I ever wondered that.” I roll my eyes, another Allie-ism. I should carry a pad and paper so I don’t forget them. 
“Hmm. Okay.” She resumes her man watching. “Jules, get your nose out of that rag. Straight ahead check out the hot guy with the khaki shorts and dark brown hair. Jeez, that guy works out. He’s a fucking god.” 
I hesitate to look. Last time she steered me to a dud, but curiosity gets the better of me. I put down my magazine and spot the most beautiful man I have ever seen laying out a towel. He’s so good looking, I should probably pay him just to let me stare. I wonder if he keeps a tip jar for us gawkers. I could get seriously drunk off his six-pack abs. I exhale a sharp breath as my eyes follow his sexy as hell V-line to his crotch. Allie and I refer to it as “The V of Stupidity” because just the mere sight of this magical V renders the most brilliant female completely brainless. He’s close enough that I can make out there’s a pretty nice sized package hidden in those shorts. Damn. 
Staring at some random guy’s crotch is awful…I blame Allie. She’s a bad influence. 
“Okay, you found a good one.” I play it cool while on the inside I’m fanning myself. 
“Good one? Are you out of your mind? Look at him, that’s what a great fuck looks like.” 
“How could you possibly know that?” 
“Look at him, everything about him screams sex. Go. Talk to him.” She nudges my shoulder with her hand. 
“You spotted him, you talk to him.” I nudge her back. 
“No tats. You know I like dirty bad boys. This guy is more your type: tall, built, brown hair, dark eyes… Go.” She nudges me a little harder. 
“I already told you, I’m not here to meet guys.” 
“Julia, you’re not marrying the guy. You’re just saying hello. I dare you to talk to him.” She raises her eyebrows with a smug smirk. 
That bitch. She knows my weakness. I can’t say no to a dare. I narrow my eyes and scowl at her. I’ll make up some excuse, ask him for something stupid, and get the hell out of there. 
“Fine. If I talk to him, you have to cook dinner and clean up tonight. Deal?” 
“Sure. Whatever,” she says dismissively. 
I take a deep breath and stand, mustering up my courage to make a fool of myself. I throw my sundress over my head, covering my bikini. 
Allie frowns. “Why are you covering up? You have a hot body. Flaunt it.” 
“I’m not going to walk around Central Park in a bikini like some desperate girl looking for attention.” 
She shrugs. “I would.” 
“I’m very much aware that you would. But that wasn’t part of the dare.” 
“Oh, fine. Be like that,” she huffs. 
I make my way through the sea of sunbathers over to Mr. Khaki Shorts. The closer I get, the more nervous I feel. This is the same way I used to get before going into a class to take a test I didn’t study for. Why is that? 
He’s lying on his stomach now, leaning on his right elbow, his chin resting in his palm while reading the Daily News. His back and shoulders are all muscle. Damn, look at his biceps … a guy with well-defined guns does something to me. And his ass is perfection. I could probably bounce a quarter off of it. I’d like to squeeze it, bite it, do anything to it. 
Calm down Julia. 
I take a deep breath and go for it. “Ah, excuse me. Do you have the time?” 
He grabs his cell phone and takes a quick peek at it, then looks up at me. My knees practically buckle. From far away he was gorgeous, up close he’s fucking immortal. He has the darkest brown eyes, the kind you want to get lost in. Forever. The kind of eyes you want peeking up at you from in between your legs. 
Whoa, where the hell did that come from? Allie is right. Mr. Khaki Shorts screams sex. 
He has a strong jawline…I’d love to run my teeth across it. His face has just enough stubble to make him sexy, but not so much that he looks like a slob. Damn. 
“It’s two-twenty,” he says with a smile. Of course, his teeth are perfect, too. 
“Oh, thank you.” I look down to the ground, blushing. Blushing? Really Julia? 
“Something wrong with your watch?” 
“Hmm?” 
“The watch on your wrist,” he answers as he points at my hand. I’m guessing I’m not the only girl looking to get Mr. Khaki Short’s time. Well, I feel like an ass. 
“Dead battery,” I answer flatly. 
“Do you make it a habit of wearing watches that don’t work?” He arches his brow with the hint of a sly smile playing at the corner of his mouth. He knows I’m lying and he’s teasing me. Smug bastard. 
“No, just today,” I snap. This guy is mocking me and enjoying it. 
“I’m happy to be your timekeeper…Miss?” 
“I’ll be going now. Thanks for the time.” 
“Anytime, Miss I’ll be Going Now.” He smiles, clearly amused at my embarrassment. 
I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me rattled; I turn around with my head held high and storm back over to Allie. 
I reach my towel, quickly take off my sundress and plop back down, sulking. 
“Well?” Allie asks, wide-eyed, ready for the lowdown. 
“He’s an ass, just like every other guy I’ve come in contact with. I’m taking a nap.” Allie knows me well enough to know that means the conversation is over. I close my eyes and pretend I’m sleeping, all the while envisioning Mr. Khaki Shorts and his smug hands all over my body. 
There’s something seriously wrong with me. 
~o0o~
After our afternoon of man gawking at the park, Allie and I head over to the subway and back to our apartment. 
I take a quick shower and tell Allie I’m going to the Cheese Shop around the corner on Bleeker Street before they close. Although Allie and I had a deal that she would cook dinner, I know her culinary skills are pretty dismal. A wine and cheese dinner to forget Mr. Khaki Shorts, and all men in general, sounds perfect. Besides, it’s too hot to cook. 
I walk around the block and into the store. The minute I step in, the heavenly scent of cheeses, cured meats and olives surround me. Who needs men? This store may be my one true love. Sorry, BOB. 
The shop is packed. I guess no one wants to cook tonight. Most of the cheesemongers already know me. I inform them that tonight’s wine is a Pinot Grigio. They pair it up with Brie and a Chevre. I always trust their selections. I walk over to the olive bar in the center of the store and grab a container. As I’m helping myself to the olives, something catches the corner of my eye. I look up and Mr. Khaki Shorts is standing at the cheese counter. 
Crap. What the hell is he doing in my neighborhood? 
I take a few steps back and duck behind a display of dried pastas. Why does this store have to be so tiny? I’m sure I look like an imbecile, spying on him sampling cheeses. I wonder if he lives around here. 
He looks really hot in a tight white T-shirt and a pair of jeans. He fills out those jeans nicely, very nicely. The bastard still screams sex, even with more clothes on. 
I sigh pensively. He really is a beautiful man. Too beautiful. Then again, I’m always attracted to beautiful gay men, so he must be gay. Yes, that’s it. He must be gay. Well, I feel better. It was never meant to be. 
Just as I convince myself that he’d never want me because I’m born with the wrong anatomy for his taste, a pretty girl with shoulder length pin straight, super shiny brown hair comes up from behind him and wraps her arms around his waist. He quickly turns around, they hug, and he kisses her cheek. 
God, it’s worse than I thought. He’s not gay; he’s taken. Well, I don’t break girl code. Mr. Khaki Shorts is off-limits. 
C'est la Vie. 
I hastily make my way over to the cashier, my eyes cast down toward the floor, hoping he doesn’t recognize me. I glance over to my left where he’s still standing. The girl he’s with is talking, but I can tell he’s not listening to a word she’s saying. 
His index finger is stroking his bottom lip with his gaze fixed on me. Our eyes lock. Whoa…I feel a strong pull, an intense invisible force drawing me to him like a magnet to steel. For a moment, I’m jealous of his index finger. I’d like to be the one stroking those lips. My face flushes. I need to get the hell out of here. 
He says something to his lady friend and walks toward me, politely making his way through the crowded shop. I practically throw my money at the cashier and hightail it out of the store before he reaches me. I walk as fast as I can around the corner. Once I’m out of view, I lean on a brick building, trying to catch my breath. 
Why does this random guy affect me so much? 
I suppose it doesn’t matter. He’s taken and I’ll probably never see him again. 
Looks like it’s just me and BOB again. I hope I have some fresh batteries. I’m going to need them tonight. 



Chapter 2 
There ought to be a law banning alarm clocks, especially on Mondays. Mondays suck. The day should be banished altogether. It’s a cruel reminder that the real world is alive, well and ready to devour us. I’d much prefer a string of endless weekends. 
After a quick shower, I blow dry my hair at record speed. I should patent my routine; I have it down so well, others could benefit from my knowledge. I grab my black pencil skirt and white cotton button down top. Although it’s not a requirement, I like to look professional at work. 
At least I have a great job, a really great job. I’ve been working at Wisteria Hill Publishing ever since Rutgers University placed that hard-earned diploma in my hand, thanks in part to a recommendation from my Communications advisor to my boss Vivian Newman, a fellow Rutgers alumnus. I was shocked when I received a phone call offering me a job. I’m so thankful for it. 
When I first met Vivian two years ago, I was so intimidated. She’s a true broad. Her short spiky fiery red hair is the first thing you notice when you meet her and it matches her personality. She’s always dressed for success, even though Wisteria Hill has a casual work environment. She looks the part of a true professional. She’s achieved it in spades, especially for someone in their late thirties. 
When you meet her, you know immediately that she doesn’t tolerate bullshit from anyone. But for as brash and upfront as Vivian is on the outside, she has a warm and generous side on the inside. She’s taken me under her wing, mentoring me in all aspects of the book business. I’m eternally grateful for the time she’s investing in showing me the ropes from fact checker to her editorial assistant and then some. 
She hates women who hate women, especially in business. She maintains that women have it hard enough in the business world without the cattiness of undermining each other. She’s absolutely fabulous. I’m so fortunate. 
“Julia, my nanny just called. Justin fell and hurt his arm. They’re on their way to get X-rays. Jim is out of town, so I’m the sole parent in charge. I have to leave and meet them at the hospital.” 
“Of course, Vivian. I hope Justin is okay.” I watch her quickly loading her Coach tote bag with paperwork. 
“Thanks. I’m sure he’ll be fine. I’m supposed to meet that author, Ben Martin at Emilio’s Cafe for an early dinner at five-thirty.” She looks at her watch. “Shit. It’s already after five. It’s too late to cancel. We were supposed to go over some editing issues. You know his work. Can you go in my place?” 
“Vivian, I’ve never met with an author alone before. I’ve never even met this guy.” 
“You’ll be fine. You practically edited the book by yourself anyway. You and I have discussed this book before. Just relay what we’ve already discussed,” she instructs as she continues to hastily shove half her desk into her tote. 
“I don’t want to screw this up for you Vivian.” I don’t want to screw this up for me, either. 
“You won’t. You’re very capable. It’s time for you to get out of your comfort zone and work directly with the authors, cultivate good relationships with them. It’s an essential part of your job. Look, I have to go. The dinner meeting shouldn’t take more than an hour or so. Are you going to help me out here, Julia?” 
“Sure Vivian. No problem.” It’s not like you’re giving me much of a choice.

“Good. Here…use my Amex. Email me later.” She throws her credit card on my desk and flies out the door like a bat out of hell, leaving me alone with my shattered nerves. 
~o0o~
I pass Emilio’s Cafe every day coming to and from work. I’ve always wanted to eat here. The fact that it’s on the company’s dime almost takes away the unsettling feeling I have about this meeting. Almost.

From the second you walk in, you feel like you’re in the middle of Barcelona. Mission red terracotta floor tile, a dark rustic wood bar with a copper top, dimly lit hanging lanterns illuminating the bar with a warm amber glow. There are several tables with white tablecloths and flickering votive candles. It’s very romantic, too romantic for a business dinner if you ask me.  Well, I didn’t pick the place. 
I walk over to the hostess who has her nose buried in the seating chart. “Hello, I’m here to meet a Mr. Ben Martin. Do you know if he’s here yet?” 
“Yes, he arrived a few minutes ago. He’s already seated. Please follow me.” 
I follow her like a lost puppy. With every step closer to the table, I’m more nervous. Of course, I’ve dealt with authors before, but never alone. I was always the observer, Vivian’s student. We reach a table where the person seated has his back to me. He’s looking over the menu. I walk around the table as I reach my seat and he stands. At least he’s a gentleman. I look up and… 
Just kill me now. 
The manuscript copy I’m holding almost falls to the floor. Standing in front of me, in the flesh, is none other than Mr. Khaki Shorts himself. I nearly faint. 
Cool it Julia. This is work. You can do this. 
He’s stunning. There’s no other word…simply stunning. He’s wearing a dark navy blazer over a light blue button down shirt, opened enough at the collar to see some of his chest hair peeking out and a tight in all the right places pair of jeans. He’s perfected the sexy stubble look; I’d like to freeze this moment so I could run my hand through his beard, just to feel it. The man is flawless. 
Okay. I need to get a grip. Yeah, the guy is beautiful, but he’s also taken. And an ass. Besides, I don’t want a man in my life. This much I know for sure. I’ve been burned enough to know the only way to preserve my soul is to stay away from men and love, anything that might break me. I won’t open myself up to that kind of hurt ever again. 
I wonder if he recognizes me as the Central Park Gawker or the Cheese Shop Ducker for that matter. Well, I’m in a different setting. I’m dressed professionally and my hair is down. Maybe I’ll luck out and he won’t put it together. I need to keep my eye on the prize…getting through this meeting without him recognizing me and more importantly, with some degree of respect for the work I do. I’m good at my job. That much I do know. I still have a lot to learn, but since Mikehole demolished my heart, I’ve poured myself into work. At least I got something out of the end of that disastrous relationship…a better work ethic. 
Here goes nothing… 
“Hello Mr. Martin. I’m Julia Conti, Vivian Newman’s assistant. I’m very sorry, but Vivian had an emergency and is unable to make it. She sent me in her place.” 
“I hope everything is all right with Vivian.” He holds his hand out to shake mine with a polite smile. 
Dimples? Damn, I didn’t notice those on Saturday. As my hand slides into his to shake, I feel a spark shoot through my body. I break our handshake, briefly staring at my hand. Whoa…what the hell was that? My eyes quickly dart down to the table and I sit. He politely follows my lead and sits. 
“Just a little mishap with her son, I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I recover. 
“I’m glad to hear it,” he says. 
Our server walks up to our table with a small pad in hand. “Can I get you a drink, sir?” she asks. Apparently, I’m invisible.

“Yes. Thank you. Would you like a drink Miss Conti? They make fantastic sangria here,” he asks. 
“Ah, sure. And it’s Julia.” 
One glass, Julia, one glass only. 
“We’d like a pitcher of white sangria, please.” He smiles. His teeth actually sparkle; this guy could star in a toothpaste commercial. 
“Of course, sir.” She gawks at him as she practically curtseys. 
Seriously? Get a grip, girlie. 
She leaves and his full attention is back on me, his dark brown eyes boring into my green. I squirm in my seat. “Mr. Martin, I have the manuscript here with the latest chapters you submitted. Would you like to go over them?” 
“First off, it’s Ben. Why don’t we order our dinner first? There’s plenty of time for work, Julia,” he answers smoothly. 
Duh…of course, what a rookie move on my part. We have to order dinner first. This is a dinner meeting. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
“Of course…Ben.” 
He hands a menu sitting on the table in front of him to me. I open the menu and frown. I don’t have a clue where to start, paella, tapas, and everything under the sun on a skewer. There’s too much to select. Ben peeks over his menu, looking amused. “It’s quite a varied menu, isn’t it?” 
“Yes. I’ve never had tapas before. There’s so much to choose from.” 
“Why don’t I order a few different tapas? We can share them. It’s a nice way to sample a little bit of everything. Do you like fish?” 
“Yes. Fish is fine. Thank you,” I answer, relieved. 
Our server returns to the table with a large pitcher of sangria. 
One glass, Julia, I remind myself. 
After a little too much fanfare in pouring two glasses and spooning a few chunks of fruit in our glasses, we finally have our drinks. All of her attention is directed toward Ben and I am, once again, the invisible woman. 
She’s so obvious. Why don’t you pull up a chair and gawk at him while we eat our dinner? Better yet, sit on his lap and feed him? 
“Are you ready to order, sir?” she stammers. 
Whatever happened to ladies first? 
“Yes, we’d like the baby chorizo, cracked Spanish olives, shrimp ajillo, plato de quesos variados and plato de jamón Serrano.” 
I peek over my opened menu and study his face while he orders our meal. He looks so in command and sure of himself. I wish he wasn’t so good looking, I know it’s going to distract the hell out of me. 
“Very good.” She nods, takes our menus and leaves. 
“So Julia, how long have you worked with Vivian?” 
“Two years.” 
“She speaks very highly of you. I was wondering if I was ever going to work with you.” 
“Well, here I am.” I take a sip of the sangria. It doesn’t seem to be packing too much of a punch. I hate when restaurants water down drinks, although I imagine in this case, it’s a good thing. “There are a few points about your book I was hoping to go over with you.” 
“We don’t need to rush. First tell me more about yourself. I only know the little bit Vivian has mentioned.” 
“Uh, I’ve been with Wisteria Hill for two years.” 
“As an assistant editor?” 
“No, I started as a fact checker. Vivian took me under her wing and eventually I became her assistant.” 
“You must be good. Vivian has a reputation for only taking on the best.” 
I try not to blush. I’m determined to keep this professional and not get lost in his gorgeous eyes or those kissable lips. I wonder if his hair is soft. I bet it is. “Vivian surrounds herself with the best team and only takes on authors she feels have true talent. She has great instincts.” 
“What made you choose publishing?” 
“Stories. I love all kinds of stories.” And gossip rags, but I’ll leave that out.

“What kind of stories do you like?” 
Gossip, gossip and more gossip. 
“Nonfiction, mostly. I like to read about people, learn how they tick. You know, behind the scene accounts of true life events, which is why I was drawn to your book.” 
“This may sound sexist but I did have reservations about a woman editing a book about baseball.” 
Want to know why it may sound sexist? Because it is sexist, you good looking chauvinist pig.  
I grab my glass of sangria and take a huge gulp. “A good editor knows how to make a story flow. And let me assure you, even we women know a thing or two about baseball, after all baseball is known to have the hottest quarterbacks.” 
His jaw drops. 
“I’m kidding, Ben.” 
“I was about to contact my lawyer to find the get out clause in my contract.” He laughs. 
“I promise we won’t steer you wrong,” I assure him. 
“No, I don’t think you will, Julia. More sangria?” 
“Sure.” I can drink twelve watered down versions of this sangria, besides half the glass is full of fruit. 
Our server brings our dinner to the table. This girl has real skills because she’s placing each small plate on our table while never taking her eyes off of Ben. Maybe I should give her my napkin so she can wipe the drool off her chin. I look at our table of small savory foods on colorful intricately patterned ceramic plates.  The presentation itself is a work of art. They say you eat with your eyes first; my appetite is sated from the visual alone. 
Ben explains each plate of tapas on our table. Some are blatantly obvious. Does he think I’ve never seen an olive before? He seems so nice. I have to keep reminding myself that somewhere behind the good looks and charm is the same idiot who called me out at Central Park. At least he doesn’t recognize me as the stalker gawker. 
“I read through your manuscript. I love the premise. Behind the scenes stories of the Mets is brilliant. How did you get access to so many people in the know? You have everyone from groundskeepers and batboys to security guards and upper management.” 
“I had a connection.” 
“Who?” 
“My father does business with some of the higher ups in the organization. They hooked me up with the right people. The rest is history.” 
So he’s good looking and rich. Figures. 
“You know people in the organization?” 
“Yes, well, a few.” 
“Impressive.” I nod. 
“I don’t know if it’s impressive, but it certainly opened doors that otherwise would have been closed shut. I was grateful for the help.” 
“When I first read your manuscript, I expected to see a lot about the World Series games. They were presented so well in your writing. I enjoyed reading about the nicknames some of the groundskeepers gave the players. I haven’t read that anywhere else.” 
“You read books about baseball?” 
“I read books about the Mets. I come from a long line of diehard Mets fans, as I suppose you probably do.” 
“Actually, I’m a Yankees fan.” 
A Yankees fan? It figures… 
“And they still hooked you up with insiders?” 
“Yes, they don’t hold it against me.” He laughs. 
“I might,” I answer sarcastically. 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he coos as he pops an olive in his mouth. I really wish he’d stop eating— it’s very distracting, drawing all my attention to his lips, his luscious, perfect lips. How’s a girl supposed to act professionally with a man who looks like this across the table? 
I clear my throat, redirecting my attention from his lips to his eyes. I never noticed the tiny golden flecks in his eyes before. Okay, now I’m lost in his eyes. Damn him. Damn me. Okay, I’m acting like an ass. I’m a professional. I have to behave like one. I straighten up my posture. “Vivian and I feel that your book has terrific technical merit. However, we think that a few chapters need some retooling.” 
“Retooling? You mean a rewrite?” He frowns. 
“Yes, some minor revisions to make a better story. It needs to be playful, you know, a little sexy.” 
“Sexy? It’s a book about baseball.” 
“Baseball can be very sexy. Romantic even.” 
“Can you explain to me what is sexy about a game with nine players on two teams covered in dirt and sweat, adjusting their cups and spitting?” he asks, his finger tapping on the table. He looks a little pissed. 
“The game depends on the skills, energy, and frame of mind of the two teams playing. Take the game you described in chapter five.” 
“What about it? It’s an accurate description.” His posture stiffens. 
“Yes. But it’s too mechanical, too precise. There’s no sexy. In the first inning you have a player on third, another on second. The batter grounds the ball. The shortstop grabs the ball and throws it home.” 
 “Ah yes, the sex is oozing,” he scoffs as he rolls his eyes. 
I take a big swig of sangria. He’s not going to frighten me off with his demeaning eye rolling. I know what I’m talking about. “What’s sexy is the push and pull, like a relationship between a man and a woman, should I, shouldn’t I? Do I try to move up the bases, or retreat back? Get inside their heads. In that play, once the ball was thrown to home plate, the player on third retreats back toward third. The guy on second is almost at third, but has to retreat back to second. The shortstop gets the ball again and chases the player back and forth toward second base. The shortstop momentarily stops to see where the guy on third is, giving the other player enough time to get back to second safely.” 
“And that’s sexy?” 
“The back and forth, the indecisiveness. I think that’s very sexy.” 
“Some might call that being a tease.” He smirks as he pops a chunk of cheese in his distractingly perfect mouth. 
“Others might call that doing what’s best for your game.” 
“Your game? Baseball is a team sport.” 
“Agreed. The ultimate goal is scoring, but most of the excitement is getting there. You need to build that up, raise the excitement level. Titillate your readers. There’s an intimate relationship between the written word and the reader. You need to keep them interested. Why didn’t you mention anything a little outrageous? I’d love to know what was going on behind the scenes, something a little scandalous,” I ask. 
“Scandalous or Slanderous?” 
“Spicy, something your reader can sink their teeth into.” 
“It has no place in my book.” 
“I’ve always suspected there’s some juicy behind the scene stories we’ve never heard. Surely with your resources, you could delve deeper.” 
“I can assure you, Miss Conti, I’ve delved deep enough. Everything that needed to be written was in that manuscript,” he answers sternly. 
Oh, now I’m back to Miss Conti. Touched a nerve, have I? 
“Mr. Martin, readers want something fresh. You have to give them something a little salacious, something they haven’t read before. You’re going in the right direction, but you need to add an additional chapter and some rewrites. Your stories are very good, but you need more grit.” 
“Grit, Miss Conti? Is that code for gossip? I am not writing a book for gossip hungry women.” 
I don’t know if it’s the two glasses of sangria that has given me the courage to speak my mind, but I’ve had it. 
“Do you have an issue with women, Mr. Martin? You will add an additional chapter and the rewrites and they will be ready by your next deadline,” I say heatedly. 
“My issue is with you. Do you think I’m going to take orders from a wet behind the ears assistant with hardly any editing experience? You look like you’re barely out of college.” 
“I can read, Mr. Martin. And make no mistake about it; I’m damn good at what I do. I know the difference between writing that’s worth my time and writing that falls flat.” I quickly look at my watch; it only took him forty-five minutes to completely piss me off. 
“I see you got your watch fixed.” He glares at me, his eyes cold and hard. 
Shit! That smug bastard knew who I was the whole time and didn’t say a word. 
“Yes, it’s telling me it’s time to leave. I’ll pay at the front. Enjoy the rest of your meal.” You sexist jerk. 
~o0o~
I walk into my apartment ready to forget tonight ever happened. Allie is sitting on the couch with her feet on the coffee table, remote control in hand. She turns around when she hears me. 
“Hey, how did your first one on one with an author go?” she asks. 
“Super. I should be unemployed by morning,” I answer sarcastically, walking over to the couch and sitting next to her. 
“Why? What happened?” 
“He was an arrogant ass. I lost my cool and called him out on it. I was unprofessional. I’m sure once he gets Vivian’s ear, I’m fired.” My stomach is starting to hurt. I just royally screwed myself. 
“Vivian is not going to fire you,” she assures me. 
“You weren’t there. I let her down. No matter what my opinion is about the guy, I shouldn’t have let it affect my work.” 
“Ah, Jules, I’m sorry. Just explain to Vivian what happened. She may reprimand you, but she likes you. She won’t fire you.” 
“There’s something else,” I say quietly. 
“What?” 
“The author guy…we’ve met before.” 
“Really?” 
“He’s Mr. Khaki Shorts.” 
“Get out!” She puts her hand over her mouth, stifling a laugh. 
“Yes. It’s not funny, Allie. It was mortifying. He was talking to me the whole time pretending he didn’t recognize me. Then we exchanged some words and he called me out on the Central Park thing.” 
“What did he say?” 
“Nice to see you had your watch fixed.” I close my eyes tight, reliving the embarrassment. 
She rests her elbow on her thigh, resting her chin in her palm. “What an ass.” 
“Yeah, well that ass is going to get me fired.” 
“Don’t get yourself all worked up. Tell Vivian your side of the story tomorrow. Don’t worry. It’s going to be fine.” 
“I’m not so sure, but thanks.” 
~o0o~
I arrive at work early, waiting for Vivian to hand me my pink slip. It’s like ripping off a band-aid; I want to get this over with quickly and as painlessly as possible. 
“Good morning.” Vivian’s voice startles me and I jump. 
“Good morning, Vivian. How is Justin?” 
“He’ll live. His arm is in a cast. He thinks it’s cool.” 
“Oh, sorry.” 
“Thank you. I received an email from Ben Martin last night.” 
“Oh?” Oh shit is more like it. 
“Yes. Come in my office in ten minutes. We’ll talk.” She walks into her office and closes the door. 
I close my eyes and see the blade of the guillotine slowly dropping. Here’s where I lose my head. 
After the longest ten minutes of my life, I take a deep breath and lightly knock at Vivian’s office door. 
“Come in, Julia.” 
I swallow hard and step into Vivian’s office. I sit in one of the chairs in front of her desk and wait for the bad news. 
“Vivian, before you say anything, I want to apologize for last night.” 
“An email recap would have been nice. I would have appreciated a heads-up, but it’s all water under the bridge now, isn’t it?” 
“Yes. I suppose.” 
“Ben’s email said you told him to add a chapter and the rewrites we discussed.” 
“Yes, he got very defensive about it.” 
“All authors are defensive about their work. It’s a balancing act, Julia. You have to deal with their fragile egos and still keep them on task to produce a product we can market.” 
“I know. I’m sorry.” I look down at her desk. 
“Sorry for what? He said he’ll have the new chapter ready on time.” 
“He did?” 
“Yes. His email also said that he was quite impressed with you. He said he was looking forward to working with you on future edits.” 
“I don’t understand. Our discussion got quite heated, honestly. I thought he hated me.” 
“Julia, most authors will resist suggestions and direction for their work. These manuscripts are their babies. They’ll fight you, go home, think about it, and usually we find a middle ground. It’s all part of the game. He obviously respects you or he wouldn’t ask to work with you. Schedule a meeting in two weeks; send me your notes. Good job.” 
“Uh, okay.” 
“All right. Next on the agenda, can you bring me Jane Morris’ manuscript, please?” 
“Of course. Thank you for this opportunity Vivian. You won’t regret it.” 
“I know I won’t. Oh…and Julia?” 
“Hmm?” 
“He’s pretty easy on the eyes, isn’t he?” She smirks. 
“He’s passable.” I smile. 
~o0o~
Ben’s request to work with me directly has thrown me for a loop. I can’t figure out exactly what his game is. I thought we ended on pretty bad terms last night. 
Maybe it’s what Vivian said; he just needed to go home and think about our conversation. I don’t know. I’m not going to complain. At least I’m still employed. I’ll just have to deal with him and force myself to bite my tongue when he says something asinine. This will be no easy task, but I want to keep my job. I only hope I don’t bite off my tongue in the process.



Chapter 3 
I’m sitting in front of Vivian’s desk waiting for her to finish up a phone conversation with her son, Justin. Ever since he broke his arm, he calls her constantly. I should look over the production and planning notes we’re going to review once she’s off her call, but my thoughts are drifting. 
It’s been a week and I can’t get my mind off Ben Martin. He’s all I think about. I can’t put my finger on what it is about him that has me in such a tailspin… our heated discussion, his confidence, his cockiness, his perfect mouth or his dark bedroom eyes. I don’t know. I keep reminding myself that he’s an ass, he’s taken and I don’t want a man but to no avail. He still sneaks in and invades my psyche. 
I’m ashamed to admit that on occasion, while BOB and I were having an intimate moment shared between a girl and her vibrator, Ben’s face or his bare muscular chest would pop into my head and speed up BOB’s job. 
The only communication we’ve had has been short, to the point and by email. He forwarded the file of the new chapter I requested two days ago. I have to admit; it’s good. Really good. He is a very talented writer despite the fact that he’s…well…him. 
Once Vivian is off the phone, we review the production schedule for the books ready to print as well as art design. I love that she includes me in on this. I’ve learned more from Vivian than I did during my four years of college combined. 
“Julia, have you looked over the new Martin chapter?” she asks as she focuses on her computer screen, reviewing her work schedule. Vivian is the queen of multitasking; she always seems to have eight different balls in the air at the same time. 
“Yes, it was very good actually. It only needed some minor edits.” 
“Good. Email the file to me with your notes then schedule an appointment with Ben Martin. I’d like to get this book moving. We’re ahead of schedule. I want to keep it that way.” 
“You want him to come to the office instead of emailing the files back to him with the revisions and notes?” 
“Yes, have him come in. He’s new, he’s talented, he’s local, and he deserves some one-on-one attention while he learns the process.” She lifts her brow with a sly smile. “Anyway, I like looking at him.” 
I smile and nod in agreement. It’s very rare for Vivian to cross the professional line with a remark like that. But I love when she does, allowing me a tiny glimpse into her brilliant, and I suspect occasionally perverted mind. 
~o0o~
“What are you all dressed up for?” Allie asks. 
“What do you mean? I’m dressed for work.” 
“Are you working the corners today?” she asks sarcastically. 
“What are you talking about? I look professional.” I stare down at my dress. I look perfectly fine. 
“Showing off the girls is professional? Have you switched professions?” She raises a brow, staring at my chest. 
“Stop exaggerating, there’s a tiny speck of cleavage showing, it’s barely noticeable. I still look professional.” 
“Don’t get me wrong, Jules. You know I’d wear that outfit; I’m just a little surprised to see you in it. It’s not your usual style.” 
“I wasn’t aware I had a style.” 
“You do. You dress like one of those tight-ass Wall Street traders, always hiding your assets.” 
“Don’t you have a train to catch?” It’s time to change the subject. I’m not in the mood for this conversation. I have enough on my mind today. 
“Yeah, yeah. I better get going. I’ll see you later.” Allie grabs her tote bag and coat and leaves the apartment.
I walk over to the full-length mirror in my bedroom and check myself out. The emerald green wrap dress I’m wearing does hug my body a bit tight, but it’s work appropriate. It said so on the tag when I bought it, work or casual night out. The tag wouldn’t lie. 
Admittedly, it took me twenty minutes last night to choose a dress, and I woke up thirty minutes early to spend a little extra time on my hair and makeup. But it’s important that I look polished. It shows that I’m a professional and I want to be taken seriously.
Oh, who the hell am I kidding? I know why I’m doing this. It’s B-day. Ben Martin is coming to the office today and the idiot inside of me felt compelled to look good. Really good. No sane professional would wear four and a half inch heels to work. My feet are going to be so pissed off by the end of the day.
~o0o~
Most of my workday has been spent drumming my fingers on my desk, mindlessly staring at the clock. Tick, tick, tick. Ben is due here right after lunch. I have met with at least thirty other authors before, but none has affected me like Ben.
I’m not that hungry, but I force myself to eat lunch. I’ve hardy touched the spinach salad I brought in from the deli across the street. I’m nervous, yet still a little excited to see him again.
I look at the clock for the thousandth time today. It’s five minutes until showtime. I sit behind my desk checking out my makeup in the tiny compact mirror I keep in my top left drawer. No goop in the corners of my eyes, no streaks of blush…excellent. I pucker my lips and dab on a little clear lip gloss. I’m ready for our meeting.
Ben walks into the office at one o’clock on the dot. I knew he’d be punctual. He seems like the type. I should probably work on that myself. I quickly throw my mirror back in my drawer. That’s right; I always look this fresh and lovely. My heart is pounding. 
Naturally he looks perfect. This guy must have made a deal with the devil; no one should look this good all the time. He’s casually dressed in a pair of dark jeans, a black ribbed turtleneck and a black leather jacket. His muscular chest fills out that turtleneck nicely, and I’ve seen the rock-hard abs he has hiding beneath it. It must be a little windy outside as his dark brown hair is a bit tousled. I have to fight the urge to walk over to him and smooth it out with my fingers.
“Hello Julia. Nice to see you again.” He smiles, showing his perfect sparkling white teeth. I could stare at those dimples all day. 
 “Ben, good to see you.” I snap out of my gawking and stand up from my chair holding my hand out to him. We politely shake hands. As our hands touch, my stomach flips. This man does things to me.
“I’d like to apologize for our last meeting. I was out of line. I may have disagreed with you at the time, but I had no right to be rude.” 
His apology catches me off guard. He looks so sincere. I didn’t think he was the type to admit when he’s wrong. 
“Apology accepted. Let’s just move forward. I’ll let Vivian know you’re here and we can get started.”
~o0o~
Vivian asks me to escort Ben into her office. “She’s ready for us,” I tell him.
“Okay, let’s do this. Ladies first.” He extends his arm out leading me to Vivian’s office door.
“Thank you,” I say as I walk in front of him. 
“That’s a very pretty dress, Julia. Brings out the green in your eyes.”
“Oh, thanks.” I look down to the floor. Don’t blush. Don’t blush.
As I pass him in the doorway, I catch him checking me out, his eyes glued on my peeking cleavage for a millisecond. Allie was right; this dress may be a bit much for the workplace. Oh well, it’s too late now. I inhale his scent as I walk by him. I don’t know if it’s cologne, body wash or plain old soap, but I wish I could stick my nose in the crook of his neck and inhale him all day. 
Vivian stands up when we walk in and they shake hands. We take our seats and begin our meeting. Most of the talking is between Vivian and Ben. His book is almost ready for publication. I try to pay attention to their conversation, but I’m so distracted not only by his good looks, but this extra something about him. I don’t know if it’s a vibe or his confident way, but there’s something that adds to his appeal.
They’re in a deep discussion about cover art, but all I hear are words, words, words. I’m too busy staring at his shoes. I wonder if the shoe size is proportional to the size of a man’s package theory is true. He does have a pretty big foot.

Holy crap, Julia, get your mind out of the gutter. What the hell is wrong with me? Once again, I blame Allie. Her influence is creeping into the professional section of my brain, the part that’s cool, calm, and collected. I need to shut her down.
I snap myself out of my perverted daydream and focus back to the business at hand. Once I’m invested in the conversation, I’m back on my game. And when I’m on, I’m really on. I can tell Vivian is pleased with my contribution. She looks like a proud mother hen. I worked my ass off to get to this point in my career; I’m not going to blow my chance to shine because I’m perving over the hot guy seated next to me.
After the editing discussion is over, we talk marketing strategies. I did my homework; studying demographics until I could recite them in my sleep. No need to pull up an excel sheet, I know my stuff. They look impressed with my knowledge. The truth is I crammed this information in my head for days. But I got the job done. I’m pretty damn satisfied with myself. All that hard work paid off.
Vivian’s cell phone vibrates on her desk. She quickly glances at the text and rolls her eyes. “I’m very sorry; I have to make a quick phone call. It won’t take more than a minute. My son …,” she drifts off, shaking her head.
“Of course, go right ahead,” Ben says.
Vivian stands and walks over to the corner of her office, making her call to Justin.  Ben turns to me and initiates some small talk. “You made a lot of very good points, Julia.”
“You seem surprised.” 
“No, not surprised. Impressed. I’m just glad you’re on my side.”
“Not in all things,” I tease.
He frowns.
“You do support the wrong baseball team,” I explain.
“I am but a humble misguided baseball fan.” He holds his hand over his heart and bows his head.
“There’s nothing humble about your team.” I realize this is my chance to feel him out so I go for it. “Is your girlfriend a baseball fan too?”
It feels like time has come to a screeching halt while I await his answer. I don’t know why it matters to me, but it does. It shouldn’t make a difference since I have sworn off men, but I’m curious nonetheless.
“I don’t have a girlfriend. No problem there.” 
I play it cool. Hmm…I wonder who that clingy brunette chatterbox was I saw him with at the Cheese Shop.
“Well, if you’re in the market for one, keep away from the Mets girls. They’re not interested in your kind.”
“Thanks for the advice.” He laughs. “I suppose your boyfriend is a Mets fan.”
“Nope, no boyfriend.”
“How is it possible you don’t have a boyfriend?”
“I have no interest in having one.” I shrug matter-of-factly.
“I understand that.” He nods with a tight smile.
“Oh, you don’t want a boyfriend either?”
“You’re quick, Julia. Very clever.” He shakes his head, grinning.
I can’t help but smile. Once you get past the idiot part of him, he seems pretty nice. He frowns, then cocks his head looking at me while pointing to his teeth with an apologetic look. What?
“Err. There’s something…in your teeth,” he whispers.
“Oh?” I turn my face away from him and glide my tongue over my teeth. Damn you, spinach salad. Damn you. I remove the offending piece of spinach and turn back to him.
“Thanks.” I blush. That took a little zip out of my step. I’m mortified.
“No problem.” He smiles politely.
Dammit, just when things were lightening up, I get spinach teeth. It probably looked like mold. Gross. Come on fire alarms...give a girl a break and go off now so I can get the hell out of here.
I politely smile back at him. I look up and Vivian is seated in her chair, her elbows resting on the desk with her chin resting on her fisted hands. Her eyes are darting between the two of us with a smirk on her face. When the hell did she get back here?
“Are the two of you done?” she asks, peering over her glasses.
“Yes, of course,” I mumble. 
“Good, let’s get back to publishing, shall we?” She cocks her head, her brow arched.
I nod.
~o0o~ 
I’m sitting at my desk, thinking back to earlier this afternoon. The meeting with Vivian and Ben went well…with the exception of the spinach in my teeth debacle. Oh, and Vivian waiting for the blatant flirting going on right in front of her nose to stop. It’s hard to stay professional when you have those dimples begging you to look at them. I’m going to have to work harder at that.
My head comes out from the clouds when my cell phone vibrates. It’s a text from Allie inviting me to go out for dinner and drinks with some of her work friends. Allie always invites me to these gatherings. Who knew accountants could be such a bunch of number crunching lushes? I decline her offer, knowing it’s Allie’s thinly veiled attempt to fix me up with one of her accountant friends. Besides, I know it’ll end up being a late night. I want to go home and catch up on the newest edition of Hollywood Chatter, my favorite gossip magazine.
Looks like it’s dinner for one tonight. I hate cooking for one person; it’s such a waste of time. Oh screw it, I’ll pick up something at the deli across the street and bring it home with me. It’s either that or a bowl of corn flakes. I’m too tired to cook.
“I’ll be going Vivian, unless there’s something else you need?” I ask as I peek into her office.
“No, I’m good. Have a good night,” she answers, never taking her eyes off of her computer screen.
I walk out of the office toward the elevators. After pushing the call button, I impatiently tap my foot while waiting. I’m starving. Get here already. Finally, an elevator reaches my floor and the doors slide open. It’s like a can of sardines, with tightly packed Wisteria Hill employees crushed in. I hate when it’s this crowded, but waiting for the next elevator is worse. I suck it up and do what I have to do by squeezing myself in. Some of these people I see every day, yet I’ve never bothered to learn their names. Once you know someone’s name, there’s a whole set of responsibilities that come with it, you’re obligated to say good morning, good evening, and make polite chit chat. No thank you. Anonymity allows you the ability to simply nod to someone as a friendly gesture and poof…you’re good to go.
“Julia, what a pleasure it is to see you again,” a familiar voice purrs.
I look to my side and the office leech is standing next to me. “Jake.” I nod. I know the names of maybe ten other people in this entire building and this guy has to be one of them.
 “Did you have a good day?” he asks.
“Yes, thank you.” I look forward, avoiding eye contact.
“Would you like a better night?”
This guy isn’t exactly original when it comes to pick up lines.
“I have dinner plans,” I lie.  
“You always say that,” he protests.
Yeah buddy, take the hint.
“What can I say, Jake. I’m a very busy person.”
“Someday you’ll say yes, Julia,” he declares with a cheerful lilt in his voice.
Don’t count on it.
The elevator stops and the doors slide open. I quickly turn my head to Jake. “Well, have a good night.” I barge straight ahead, quickly squeezing my way through the crowd, never looking back or waiting for a response.
Once I’m out of the building, the cool autumn air hits me. It’s chilly but not freezing; I can deal with this. It’s the bitter cold I hate, that bone chilling cold that bites right through you. That’s why I hate winter…unless I’m at the beach. There’s something peaceful about a cold winter morning watching the ocean waves crash.
I cross the street to the Sunshine Deli. Once inside, I stare at the menu board posted on the wall. There are so many choices, too many choices. What do you get when everything sounds good? There’s one thing on the menu I know I’m skipping, spinach salad. Spinach is now on my enemy list.
“Hey, I thought you had dinner plans,” a voice from behind me whines. I turn and it’s Jake. Crap, I hate when I’m caught in a lie. I don’t want to hurt the guy’s feelings, but he’s a major pain in my ass.
“I do,” I answer guiltily. 
“Then why are you buying your dinner here?” He looks hurt. Usually I’d just crush a guy like this, but he’s just so pathetic and harmless. I feel bad.
“I... Err,” I stumble on my words.
“Did you order our dinner yet, Julia?” a voice to my side replies. I turn my head and it’s Ben. I smile shyly at him and he smiles back with a subtle nod. 
“Uh, not yet. I was waiting for you.” I hook my arm around his.
Jake looks crushed, but he’s putting up a brave front. 
“Ben, this is Jake. He works at Wisteria Hill too.”
“Nice to meet you Jake.” He shakes Jake’s hand then turns to me. “Julia, we need to get moving or we’ll be late.”
“Of course,” I agree.
Jake’s shoulders noticeably slump. “Well, I’ll be leaving. Ben, it was nice meeting you. Have a good night, Julia,” he says as he turns towards the deli’s door.
“Thanks, same to you too Jake.” I hook my arm tighter around Ben’s. Damn this man smells good. I wonder if I could bottle it. I’d make millions. I could call it the Essence of Ben or Benessence… something like that. 
Once Jake leaves and the coast is clear, I unhook my arm from Ben’s. “Thank you,” I say gratefully.
“Was he bothering you? I can have a little man to man chat with him and set him straight.”
“Jake? No, he’s harmless. Just a persistent pain in the ass, that’s all.”
“Dinner alone tonight?” he asks.
“Yes. My roommate is going out with her friends. What are you doing here? Our meeting was hours ago. Stalking me too?” I tease.
“Yes, and I should warn you, I can be as persistent as that pain in the ass who just left,” he teases back. “Actually, I live around here. I was getting a sandwich for myself to take home.”
“Oh, I see. Well, enjoy your dinner. Thank you again for saving me.”
“Since neither of us has plans, would you like to have dinner together?”
“I don’t know, Ben.” On one hand, it would be nice to have dinner with him, if only to ogle him for a little while longer. But would it be professional to dine out with him socially? I am editing his book. There must be a line I’m not supposed to cross.
“Come on, Julia. It’s just dinner. We can talk shop. Besides, you owe me for saving you from the clutches of that harmless pain in the ass. My treat. I’ll take you to Emilio’s. Hopefully, it will end better than the last time.”
I’m torn. I want to go and I don’t. I’m not sure what the right answer is.
“We’ll talk shop?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.
“Strictly business. Cross my heart.” He draws an imaginary “X” with his index finger across his chest.
“Okay, strictly business.” 
 “Shall we?” He extends his arm out toward the front door of the deli. I walk in front of him and we leave.
As we’re walking silently to Emilio’s Café, a half block away, I can’t help but steal glances of Ben. He’s just so handsome and he looks so hot in that black leather jacket. The chilly autumn air has brought some color to his cheeks. There’s an aura about him; the way he walks, so confident and sure of himself. It’s very alluring.
We pass a street vendor selling pretzels and roasted chestnuts. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. “Mmm,” I groan. 
“You like pretzels?” Ben asks. 
Crud, did I just groan out loud? “Yes. But what I love are the roasted chestnuts. I can’t wait for chestnut season, too bad you can only find them this time of year. They’re a little pricey for what you get, but so worth it.” 
“Would you like some now?” he offers, his hand reaching in his back pocket. 
“I think I’ll wait for another time. Don’t want to fill up on chestnuts before dinner. There’s still a few more weeks before they’re gone. Thanks for the offer.”
We reach Emilio’s and Ben opens the door for me. I walk through and the place is bustling with patrons. The bar is packed and the dining area looks pretty busy. As we approach the hostess desk, I silently pray we get seated right away before my stomach starts growling and embarrasses the hell out of me. 
“Hello Mr. Martin. Great to see you again.” Our hostess seductively smiles, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder.
Here we go again. Is there a woman on this earth who is not drawn to this man? 
“Kimberly, it’s good to see you. I hope all is well with you and your family. Can we have a table for two, please?”
“Of course.” She grabs two menus. “Right this way.”
As we follow her to the table, my mind starts to wander. I know Ben comes from money, it’s obvious by the circles he travels in and the way he dresses, does he own this place? He seems so comfortable here, and they know him by name.
“I come here often,” he whispers to me. 
I nod. Sexy as hell, wealthy and a mind reader. He’s the trifecta of a perfect man.
A few feet before we reach our table Ben stops and bends down to pick up a nickel off the floor. Now, I know this guy isn’t hurting for money. He must sense my confusion as he looks at me and smiles.
“My grandfather collected coins as a hobby. When I was a kid, it was the one thing we did together. To this day, whenever I see a coin, I have to pick it up and look.”
“Awe, that’s sweet.” And a little nerdy. Still, he’s sweet to old people. That has to be the superfecta of a perfect man.
We reach our table, sit and the hostess hands us two menus. Once again, I’m lost. There’s too much to choose from. Ben peeks over his menu. “I’d be happy to choose for us again, that’s if you’d don’t mind.”
“That would be fine.” It’ll give me the opportunity to secretly gawk at you while you’re ordering.
“Is there anything you don’t like?” he asks.
“Spinach,” I deadpan.
“Okay, no spinach.” He laughs. 
Our server comes to the table looking down at the order pad in her hand. “Would you like to order a drink?” she asks, still staring down, when she looks up to acknowledge us, a big toothy grin appears. “Oh, Mr. Martin. I’m sorry; I didn’t realize it was you. Sangria?” 
“Did you like the sangria, Julia?” he asks.
“Yes, it was fine.” Ugh, look at this girl drooling at him. Pathetic.
“Yes, a pitcher of white sangria and two glasses. Thank you, Marcy.”
“Very good. I’ll be right back with your drinks, and then I’ll take your dinner orders.” She leaves. 
“You’re very popular here,” I note.
“I told you, I come here often.”
“The last time we were here, the server didn’t seem to know you.”
“She’s new. She will soon enough.” 
“That explains it. So, you don’t like to cook?”
“I like cooking. I don’t particularly enjoy cooking for one. Sometimes I eat here, sometimes I take it home. Depends on my mood.”
“I don’t like cooking for one either. That’s why I was grabbing a sandwich at the deli.”
“There’s something else we have in common,” he says.
I tilt my head, confused. 
“Our shared dislike of cooking for one and love of baseball,” he clarifies.
“Yes, I suppose we do.” I laugh.
Marcy the Drooler returns with our sangria and two glasses. Again, a ridiculous amount of unnecessary fanfare is put into spooning a couple of pieces of fruit in the glass then pouring the sangria. I suspect she’s trying to impress Ben, or spend a little extra time at our table to admire him…and get a bigger tip. 
“Are you ready with your dinner order?” she asks Ben. There’s something about this place that apparently makes me the invisible woman, as once again, I’m completely ignored.
“Yes, we’ll have an order of empanadas de pollo, tortilla paisana…” He pauses and looks at me. “Is octopus okay?” 
“I come from an Italian family; octopus is a Christmas Eve staple,” I assure him.
“Good.” He directs his attention back at our server. “Pulpo a la gallega, chorizo sidra and two small salads, house dressing, no spinach.” He winks at me.
Marcy takes our menus and leaves. 
“Cheers.” Ben raises his glass.
“Cheers.” We clink our glasses and sip our drinks. It’s as light, fruity, and delicious as I remembered.
“So...” Ben says, leaning back in his chair.
“So…” I repeat back.
This is always the awkward part of a date, getting the conversation started. No, wait, this isn’t a date. This is the opposite of a date. I’m going to think of this as dinner with a work colleague, a ridiculously good looking, mind reading, nice to old people, wealthy work colleague with dimples. That is after all, what this is…a strictly business dinner. This takes an incredible amount of pressure off the evening. 
“Tell me about yourself,” he says.
“You already know about me. We work together, remember?”
“There’s that wit again.” He shakes his head, smiling. “Tell me about Julia, not Miss Conti. I want to hear about you.”
“I thought we were going to talk business.”
“Always so eager to jump right in. I’d like to know a little more about you. Just like you, I like the back story too.”
I hate when my words come back to bite me in the ass.
“Okay. I’m originally from New Jersey.”
“Where in New Jersey?”
“The Shore. Near Seaside Heights.” I take a sip of sangria then tip the glass, plunging two fingers down in a very unladylike fashion to scoop out a few pieces of fruit. I don’t care. I’m not on a date and I’m starving.
“I know the area,” he says, pretending he doesn’t notice my terrible table manners.
 “Did you go to the Jersey Shore in the summer too?” I take another sip of sangria and fish out the last piece of fruit. Dammit. Where’s our food? 
“I went to the Hamptons. My family owns a house in Amagansett. When I was younger we spent most of our summers there.” He grabs the wooden spoon from the pitcher and spoons more fruit into my glass. That was sweet. I didn’t realize my hunger was that obvious. He probably thinks I’m a slob.
“Oh, thanks,” I say, looking down at my glass full of fruit. “You don’t go to the Hamptons anymore?”
“When I can. I hate fighting the summer traffic to Long Island on the weekends.”
“I hate the traffic too.  I have the same issues going to Jersey.” 
“Do you go back to the shore at all?” he asks.
“As much as I can. My parents still live there. It’s my home. I could never give up being so close to the ocean.” 
“Are your parents close to the beach?”
“Six houses away. It’s not a big town.” I dip my fingers in my glass and pinch a chunk of apple between my index finger and thumb, popping it in my mouth. The fruit is soaked in wine. It’s so freaking good.
“Are you an only child?” he asks.
“Hardly,” I snort.
“How many Conti siblings are there?”
“I’m the youngest of six. Three girls, three boys. Apparently my parents really liked each other.”
“It would seem so.” He chuckles softly. “It must have been a madhouse.”
“Yes it was,” I say fondly. “I miss it sometimes. The chaos. Although it’s nice not fighting for time in front of the bathroom mirror.” 
“So you just have the one roommate now?”
“Yes, Allie and I grew up together. We went to the same grammar school, even the same college.”
“You live in the city now?”
“Yup, the West Village.”
The Drooler shows up with our meal. Thank God. I’m less annoyed that she has devoted all of her attention to Ben, because I’m completely focused on our food. Our dinner, like last time, is served on gorgeous intricately patterned ceramic plates. It’s a stunning presentation, but I don’t have time to admire it. I need to eat. 
Food! Ben points out each dish and explains what he’s ordered. 
“That’s tortilla paisana; it’s a Spanish omelet with ham, potato, onion, and asparagus. These are the shredded chicken empanadas; they make delicious empanadas here. That’s chorizo, it’s cooked in a cider, you can dip that crusty bread next to it in the liquid at the bottom. Believe me, it’s worth it. This dish is the pulpo a la gallega, the octopus. It’s very simple really, just boiled with salt, paprika and olive oil.” A sly grin curls up from his lips as he hands me a salad plate. “I think you know what these are. Spinach free, just for you.”
“Spinach should be outlawed,” I mumble.
The freedom of a non-date dinner out has really relaxed me. I go for it, piling up a little bit of everything on my plate. It smells heavenly. Ben must have a pretty decent palate.
“More sangria, Julia?” Ben asks.
“Yes. Thank you,” I say as I scarf down a piece of octopus.
“I have no fruit to offer. It seems it’s all been taken.” He smirks. Wise ass.
“Emilio’s must have gone cheap on the fruit in this pitcher. I’d complain to the manager,” I reply sarcastically.
“Yes, I’m sure that’s it.” He laughs as he pours each of us another glass.
“Thank you.” 
We’re both enjoying the gastronomic delights in front of us. I like tapas, a little taste of everything. What a nice way to eat. I look across the table at Ben. He smiles politely, then his expression changes. He looks serious. He tilts his head and looks at me. I can tell he’s debating whether or not he wants to say something. 
Good God, don’t tell me there’s something else stuck in my teeth. 
“I thought I saw you,” he says quietly as he leans into the table toward me.
I frown.
“At the cheese shop on Bleeker Street, I thought I saw you there,” he explains.
My stomach flips. Should I admit that I saw him there and ran like a coward?
“Oh? I didn’t notice you,” I lie.
“I tried to speak to you, but you left before I could reach you.”
“What did you want?” At the time, I assumed it was to pour salt in my wounds and embarrass me. But after getting to know Ben a little better…I’m rethinking that was his intention.
“I wanted to apologize for teasing you about the watch. I was an ass.” His expression softens. I can tell he’s sincere.
 “Oh. I only asked you on a dare from Allie. It’s my biggest downfall. I can’t say no to a dare.”
“It shows you have an adventurous side,” he asserts. 
“Or I’m just plain dumb,” I counter.
“Let’s stick with adventurous,” he says, looking amused.
“That works for me. By the way, this omelet is delicious,” I say as I devour another mouth-watering bite off my fork. “Why were you in the Village?”
“My friend Camille lives in the Village. I was visiting her.”
“The brunette?” I frown.
“I thought you didn’t see me,” he teases.
Crap. I was right. I’m just plain dumb.
“Okay, you got me. I saw you but I thought you were an ass at the park, so I left before you could speak to me.”
“Do you still think I’m an ass?” He tilts his head raising a brow.
“I’m still deciding.” I grin.
“Well, let me know when you figure it out.” He raises his sangria glass to me, winks, then takes a sip. 
“Okay, maybe after dinner.” I laugh. “So, what about you, Ben? Where’s your family from?”
“Here actually. My parents live on the Upper East Side. My place is a few blocks from here.”
“Any siblings?” I ask, eyeing the crusty bread on the side of his plate.
“An older sister. She’s married and lives in Connecticut,” he says as he passes the piece of bread to me. He’s very observant. He must have noticed me lusting after it. Then again, maybe I’m just too obvious.
I nod as I dip the bread in the liquid at the bottom of the chorizo plate then in a very unladylike fashion, shove the last bite in my mouth. 
“This is refreshing,” Ben says.
“What?”
“You. Seeing a girl eat like a person who is hungry. It’s nice. Most women eat two lettuce leaves when they’re out with a man. I like that you actually eat your meal.”
“That’s because we’re not on a date,” I point out, although there’s a lot of truth to that. “Can you pass the dish with the octopus?”
“Sure, here.” He passes the dish to me. As I take the plate from him our fingers briefly brush up against each other sending an instant charge through my body. Our eyes momentarily lock; I quickly look down and place the plate next to me.
“Thank you,” I whisper. It feels like the wind was just knocked out of me.
He nods. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
“I thought you already did.”
“More personal.” He leans in toward me.
“Ask and we’ll see.” I shrug. Where is he going with this?
“How could it possibly be that you don’t have a boyfriend? I honestly don’t get it,” he asks, running his fingers through his hair.
“I already told you. I have no interest in one,” I state simply.
“May I ask why?” 
I sigh. “Oh, the drama, the strings attached, the hurt feelings, the mistrust. I could go on and on. I guess it comes down to me wanting to focus on me. I don’t want the hassle.” Or the pain when my heart eventually gets broken.
“I could ask the same about you, Ben. You said you don’t want a girlfriend. Why not?”
He leans back in his chair and tilts his head. “Same reasons. I like keeping things simple in my life, casual, you know? Relationships tend to complicate things and ruin what could be a good time between two people. Keeping things casual insures no misunderstandings or hurt feelings.”
“I suppose I never thought of it like that, but I can see your point. No expectations means no one gets hurt. Strangely that makes sense to me.”
I look down at the table and notice we’ve cleaned our plates. Marcy the Drooler comes back and clears our plates away, handing us dessert menus.
“Dessert?” Ben asks.
“Oh no. I couldn’t possibly fit another morsel in my mouth.” 
“Julia, you have to try Emilio’s flan. It’s the best in the city. You left before we got to dessert last time we were here.”
“I honestly don’t have the room for another bite. Thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” He orders a serving of flan for himself. While we wait for his dessert, I finish my third glass of sangria. “You better be careful with that sangria,” he warns.
“It’s just a little wine and fruit, it’s fine.”
“And brandy.”
“There’s brandy in this?” I ask.
He nods. “Yes, it sneaks up on you.”
“Thanks for the warning.” I slide the glass across the table, far away from me. You could have given me this information two glasses ago.
Ben’s flan arrives quickly. It’s served in a simple white fluted ceramic ramekin. He’s salivating over the flan the same way half of the wait staff is salivating over him, not so indiscreetly in the corner of the room. “Try it Julia, you’ll love it. Trust me.”
“What exactly is it?” I ask.
“It’s vanilla custard with a sweet layer of soft caramel on top. It looks simple, but there’s an understated decadence to it. It’s secretly sinful.”
“Okay, I’ll try it.”
He scoops a spoonful, playfully swirling it in front of me until it finally reaches my lips. I open my mouth and taste it. 
“Mmmm,” I groan, closing my eyes, savoring the sweetness of the custard and caramel as it smoothly slides down my throat.
“You like?” he murmurs, his eyes locked on mine.
“I like very much,” I answer, returning his intense gaze.
He takes a spoonful for himself and groans. “I could eat this every day. Would you like more?” 
I nod, gliding the tip of my tongue across the top of my lip in anticipation of the next sweet spoonful.
“They only gave me one spoon, is it all right with you if we share it?” he asks.
“Do you promise you don’t have any wicked germs that will get me sick?” I playfully tease.
“Germs are not the wicked part of me you have to worry about.” His voice is husky as he raises a brow.
“Okay.” I laugh.
He dips his spoon back into the ramekin and feeds me another delicious bite. I lick my lips and moan.
“You’re right, it’s secretly sinful. Quietly indulgent.”
“Some of the best indulgences are the one’s you didn’t see coming,” he says softly.
“You may be right about that.” I casually twirl a few strands of hair around my finger, trying desperately not to stare at his perfectly kissable mouth.
Ben looks at me and frowns. Now what?
“I’m sorry, there’s a tiny drip of caramel sauce on your…” He politely points to my chest.
“Oh?” I look down and there’s a tiny golden drip, right on my cleavage. Damn. I should add caramel sauce to my enemy list, but I can’t do that to caramel. I grab my napkin and dip it in the glass of water that’s been sitting on the table and never touched. As I’m dabbing my cleavage to remove the drip before it gets on my dress, I hear Ben inhale a quick breath. I look up and he squirms a little in his seat. Maybe I’m affecting him the same way he’s affecting me. Oh, it doesn’t matter, it’s never going anywhere. We both have the same opinion on relationships. No thank you. 
I can’t help but smile to myself. This has turned out to be a really nice night. Ben has another spoonful then offers me more, but I’m truly stuffed this time. I hold up my hands indicating I’m done.
“Your loss, the rest is all mine,” he says as he finishes the flan.
I watch him dip his spoon into the remaining flan. I can’t help but find myself jealous of the spoon. After the last mouthful, he licks the spoon clean. Lucky spoon.
Our server comes with the bill in a red billfold. Fluttering her eyelashes, she hands it to Ben. Give it a break, honey. He slides his credit card in the billfold and gives it right back to her. She leaves to have it processed. 
“Let me at least pay for half,” I insist. 
“No, I told you before we got here. Dinner is my treat. A thank you for saving me from eating alone.”
“You know, we never did talk business,” I remind him.
“Next time.” 
Next time?
The bill is back, Ben signs it and stands. “Are you ready to go?” 
“Yes.” I stand up and wobble. “Whoa.” Damn you, third glass of sangria.
“Hey, are you all right?” Ben asks, grabbing on to my arm.
“I’m fine. Just lost my footing.” Smooth, Julia. Real Smooth.
He holds my coat up for me to slip on. I catch him sneaking a lingering peek at my cleavage. I pretend I didn’t notice and let it slide. I stiffen when his hands brush against my shoulder. There’s something about his touch…
“Thank you,” I breathe.
He slides on his leather jacket and we leave. As we’re walking, I feel the effects of the sangria. I’m not drunk, but I may be a little tipsy. Spinach and brandy are bad.
“I’ll hail a cab for you,” Ben says as he raises his arm, calling for a taxi.
“It’s okay. There’s the subway station I use every day. I’ll just take a train downtown.” It’ll save me a few bucks.
“You’ve had three glasses of sangria. You are not taking the subway home alone,” he scolds.
A taxi stops and Ben opens the door. He probably has a point. I am a little unsteady and these four-and-a-half inch heels are killing me. I slide into the cab. Ben slides in next to me.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“I’m ensuring you get home safely,” he answers matter-of-factly. 
“I’m in the taxi. I’ll be fine. You live in this neighborhood. It doesn’t make any sense for you to ride downtown with me.”
“It’s not a big deal.” He leans forward and speaks to the taxi driver. “West Village, please.” He looks back at me. “What street?”
“Leroy.” I cross my arms and pout.
“Leroy Street,” he tells the driver who nods and drives off.
Why is he seeing me home? He’s insane if he thinks I’m inviting him in. I know how to protect myself; I’ll knee him in the balls so fast he won’t know what hit him if he makes a move. 
I turn to him and smile sweetly. “Just so we’re straight…I’m not inviting you into my apartment. Don’t get any ideas.”
“Perfectly straight.” He laughs. Nice to know I’m so damned entertaining.
The taxi ride is quiet. The fact that he’s inches away from me makes me nervous. I rub my hands up and down my thighs, trying to calm myself. A part of me wants to rest my head on his shoulder and cuddle up close to him. My thoughts drift off, picturing how it would feel to have his arm wrapped around me as we ride home. I sneak a quick glimpse of Ben and realize he’s doing the same to me. We both pretend we didn’t notice the other staring; our attraction to each other is obvious. 
But we work together and neither of us is in the market for a relationship. Such is life.
We reach my building and the taxi stops. Ben slides out of the car and holds out his hand for me. I place my hand in his and slide out. He leans into the taxi and instructs the driver to wait for him while he walks me to the door.
“Ben, this isn’t necessary. I’m here,” I say as he walks me to the front of my building.
“I want to ensure that you make it in safely. I bought you three drinks. It’s my responsibility to make sure you make it home in one piece.”
I fumble with my keys, finally finding the one for the front door to my building. I put the key in the lock and turn it, opening the door.
“Okay, I’m good.” I turn back toward Ben. “Thank you for dinner and the company. I had a nice time.”
“I could thank you for the same.” 
We linger at the door. Face to face, inches apart. I can feel the subtle pull between us, our bodies ever so slightly leaning toward each other. My heart is beating fast.
I peek up at him. My gaze fixed on his perfect mouth. I groan to myself. I desperately want to kiss him, run my hand across his cheek, touch him…but I know better. He looks down at me; his dark brown eyes intense as he gazes back at me. Yes, our attraction to each other is powerful and undeniable.
“Good night, Ben,” I whisper, breaking the spell.     
“Good night, Julia.” He takes my hand and sweetly kisses the back of it. Then turns around and walks back to the waiting taxi.
Walking into my building, I close the door behind me, and lean against it as I exhale a long breath.
Whoa.



Chapter 4 
I’m sitting on the couch in my favorite flannel pajamas; my legs stretched out in front of me and my feet resting on the coffee table with a stupid smile plastered across my face. Dinner with Ben tonight was surprisingly …wonderful…and that kiss on the back of my hand sent chills reverberating throughout my body. He has very soft lips. I can tell. 
I need to wind down and get my mind off of him. Not that I really want to, but I know I have to. I can’t continue to daydream about these things I’ve been thinking about. Most of my daydreams have his shirt off. If I’m honest with myself; my shirt is off too. 
I remind myself; I don’t want a man. I shake my head and grab a gossip rag. I’m reading about one of my favorite Hollywood couple’s rumored one thousand dollar a day high colonic rituals when Allie saunters in humming to whatever tune is currently playing in her head. 
“Hey Al. How was your night?” 
“Fun. You should have joined us. Tim from the tax division was asking about you again.” Her eyes squint with a twinkle of mischief. 
“Tim? The guy with the funky teeth?” I cringe. 
“Yeah, Tim Bucktooth.” She laughs. 
“Allie, you are so bad.” I place my magazine down on my lap and shake my head. 
“He calls himself that. Anyway, you missed a good time. You have to come out with us next time.” 
“Sure, okay.” 
“So, how was your meeting with Khaki Shorts?” she asks, crossing her arms and rocking back on her heels. 
“How did you know I had a meeting with him today? I didn’t tell you.” 
“I figured it out when you spent half the morning primping yourself up for work. You usually take five minutes. So, am I right? Did you meet with him?” Her eyes are wide. She knows she’s right and she’s teasing me. 
And here I thought I was playing it cool. 
“Yes.” I look down at my lap, answering reluctantly. 
“Is he still an ass?” 
I swerve my feet off the coffee table and sit up straight looking back at Allie. “Actually, he apologized for being a jerk and our meeting with Vivian went very well. Turns out he’s a pretty nice guy.” 
Oh and Vivian caught us flirting with each other in front of her nose. 
“Good looking and nice. Who would have guessed?” She shrugs. “So since you passed up an evening out with Tim Bucktooth, what did you end up making for dinner? The usual corn flakes or did you go exotic and make a bowl of oatmeal?”  
“Umm…tapas.” 
“There’s a take out tapas place? I didn’t know that. Where is it?” 
“Not exactly,” I squeak. 
“What exactly?” 
“I went to the Sunshine Deli to pick up a sandwich to bring home. And that Wisteria Hill leech, Jake, was on the prowl. I had already told him that I had dinner plans, but he caught me in my lie when he saw me about to order a sandwich. Ben came in and saved the day, pretending we had plans. It got Jake off my back and Ben and I ended up having dinner together at Emilio’s.” 
“Ben?” A frown creases on her forehead. 
“Mr. Khaki Shorts.” 
“Oh, he has a name. You had dinner with Mr. Khaki Shorts again?” 
“Yes, he invited me. We were supposed to talk more about his book.” 
“Supposed to?” 
“Well, we never talked business; it was mostly talk about our families.” 
“So this Ben, you like him?” 
“He’s okay.” I fail miserably at hiding my smile. 
“I know that smile. You like him.” 
“Yes, he’s nice.” I do my best to downplay our night out. 
“No, I mean you like him, like him. I can tell.” She nods vigorously with a big grin. 
“Like him, like him? What are we twelve years old? He saw me home. That was it. End of story.” 
“He took you back here? Did you invite him in?” 
“No.” 
“Did he kiss you?” 
“No. Well, he kissed the back of my hand. It was very sweet.” 
“I bet. You know, there’s nothing wrong with liking a guy Jules, especially a guy that good looking. And you said he was nice, that’s a good combination. Are you going to see him again?” 
“I don’t know. I suppose at work.” I shrug. 
“I meant are you going to see him again, you know, another date.” 
“First of all, it was not a date. It was two people having dinner together. Secondly, you know I have no interest in dating. I’m not going back down that road. And after speaking with Ben, he made it clear that he feels the same way about dating as I do.” 
“You’ve discussed dating?” 
“Yes…well not dating each other. In general terms.” 
“Julia, unless you intend on joining a convent, may I suggest you rethink your position. That guy is hot. I mean, aren’t you a little curious?” 
A little curious? It’s all I’ve thought about since he left. 
“I’m not going to deny that I think he’s attractive and I enjoyed talking to him, but I want to focus on my career. I don’t need all the baggage that comes with a relationship to screw it up.” 
“Even career women have sex lives. Anyway, who said anything about a relationship? Just go out, have some fun. You don’t have to live like a celibate nun to be a success. There’s nothing wrong with a fling, if that’s what you want.”
 “A fling? That’s just not me.” 
“Look, I only want you to be happy. Don’t let that dickweed ex asshole’s bad behavior ruin your future happiness. Not every guy is a prick who’s going to break your heart. Stop being afraid. Someday you need to stop thinking and live in the moment, see where it takes you.” 
“I’m not ready. Someday, maybe.” 
“Okay. At least there’s hope in someday. I’m peeling myself out of these clothes and going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
“Good night, Allie.” 
“Good night, Sister Julia. I’ll pray you get laid soon.” 
I shake my head and laugh. I know Allie’s heart is always in the right place. 
~o0o~ 
It’s been two days since my dinner with Ben. I haven’t heard a peep from him. I don’t know why I thought I would. It’s not like it was a date. I guess a part of me was hoping. Fortunately, work has been keeping me very busy. 
I’ve joked with Vivian that she’s become a real task master, pushing manuscript after manuscript my way. She knows I’m kidding. I adore it. I love my work. And it keeps my mind from wandering back to a certain author. 
“I think I’m done for the day unless there’s anything else you need,” I say as I poke my head in Vivian’s office. 
“Just one thing before you go. Ben Martin is having his head shots done for his book sleeve and promotional items. He’s booked at Marcello Gilbert’s Studio. His appointment is at six o’clock tonight. Marcello squeezed him in as a favor to us. Can you send an email to Marcello? Tell him I want a copy of the proofs emailed to me, along with a copy to the art department.” 
Marcello’s studio is in the Village. We’ve developed a close friendship over the past two years and hang out with each other after work when we can. I could always poke my head in and deliver Vivian’s request straight to Marcello. This way I know he gets the message. It’s a Friday night and I have no plans. Allie is staying over at her latest conquest’s apartment for the night. This will give me something to do and I’m helping Vivian. 
Oh, who the hell am I kidding? I know exactly why I want to pass by that studio. 
“Vivian. Um...Marcello and I had plans after work,” I lie. “I was going straight to his studio anyway. I’ll tell him in person.” 
She stops looking at her computer screen, pushes her glasses up over her eyes to the top of her head and leans back in her chair with an amused expression. “Do you now? Well, that’s convenient,” she says with a chuckle. “Very well. Tell Marcello when you see him.” 
We exchange a knowing look; I can feel the heat from my face turning it bright red. She knows I’m lying, but she’s letting it slide. I guess our subtle flirting in front of her desk wasn’t so subtle after all. 
“Great. Have a good night Vivian. I’ll see you on Monday.” 
“Good night, Julia,” she says, steepling her fingers over her lips, hiding her amused smile. 
My heart is racing. I’m going to see him again. Once I’m out of Vivian’s view, I make a mad dash out of the office and go straight to the bathroom. My tiny compact mirror will not do. I need a serious mirror. I lean over the bathroom sink and stare at my reflection. I’ve had a pencil holding up my hair in a messy bun most of the day. Yes, I’m the epitome of class. That’s fine when it’s just me and Vivian, but this will not work when seeing Ben. I pull the pencil out of my hair and unravel it. It’s wavy and a little wild. I smooth it out with my fingers because I’m an ass who doesn’t carry a brush or a comb. There is no way I’m going to ask to borrow someone else’s…not after the great lice invasion at Public School 12 in the fourth grade. 
I rummage through my handbag to see what else I have. Some clear lip gloss. Good. I pucker my lips and apply it. I find old eyeliner hidden in some crumbled up department store receipts I threw in my bag. There’s barely a tip, but enough to make it work. The compact to my blush opened and the remnants of it are all over the bottom of my bag. Shit. Well, it’s cold outside. That’ll pink up my cheeks and probably turn my nose red and runny too. 
I smooth out my pencil skirt and tuck my cotton button down blouse, assuring it’s not bunched up and wrinkled, quickly throwing on my coat and head out the bathroom door. I come to a quick halt and walk back to the mirror. I smile the toothiest smile I can possibly muster. Good, no evidence of today’s lunch lodged in my teeth. Now I truly am ready to go. 
I’m standing on the subway train, holding on to the steel bar above me, trying to keep myself balanced without falling into one of the dozen other complete strangers doing the same thing. This is crazy. Why am I doing this? The conscious part of me tells me that it’s work and I have to do it, but I know from the pre-Ben primping that it has nothing to do with work. I’m driven by my attraction to a man I have no intention of being with. This is crazy. No, it’s me. I’m crazy. 
Once again, I remind myself; I don’t want a man. 
I arrive at Marcello’s photography studio. Marietta at the front desk directs me to the room where Marcello is shooting Ben’s photos. I’m a bundle of nerves as my hand touches the doorknob. I inhale a deep breath and quietly open the door. 
There he is, looking so relaxed, seated on a low barstool with bright lights and giant reflectors surrounding him. Marcello is busy clicking away. 
Our eyes briefly meet and he smiles at me. My knees practically buckle. I smile shyly back and lean up against a wall in the corner of the room, nervously biting my thumb nail, watching them. 
There is something about Ben Martin that does things to me like no one else, not even Mikehole. 
Marcello looks over toward me and stops clicking, holding up his index finger to Ben, indicating he needs a minute. “Julia, you look beautiful. I like your hair like this, very wild. You look very seductive. Are you finally going to model for me?” Marcello jokes. 
I laugh. Marcello has teased me about modeling for him in the nude for the past year. I’d think it was just a sleazy come on to get me into bed if I didn’t know his boyfriend Peter so well. 
“Sorry Marcello. Keeping the clothes on. I’m just here to check out the shoot for Ben’s back cover and promo items. Oh, Vivian wants the proofs emailed to her and the art department.” 
“Okay, I’ll send them when they’re ready.” His eyes dart over to Ben then back to me. “You know, if it weren’t for Peter, I’d be all over our author friend over there like white on rice. I mean, look at him. He’s perfection. I doubt I’ll have any retouching to do on the photographs. You think he’d do nudes?” he whispers. 
I wish. 
“You better watch yourself Marcello. Peter hears everything, even when he’s not here.” 
“You’re not kidding. My man probably has this place bugged.” 
While I’m talking to Marcello, I notice a familiar looking brunette chatting with Ben. Oh yes, the Cheese Shop chatterbox. What did he say her name was...Carmen? No…it was Camille. She’s practically attached herself to his side. She’s wearing a ridiculously short gray knit dress and black leather thigh high boots with five-inch heels. You can tell she spent a fortune on this outfit. Despite the fact that she dresses like a high priced call girl, she reeks of money. I spot her Louis Vuitton bag in the corner where she was standing. Just looking at her, you know that bag is the real deal and not a knock off, like the one I have slung over my shoulder, purchased from one of the sidewalk vendors on Fifth Avenue. 
While they’re talking, I catch Ben sneaking glances my way. I can tell by the sour look on her face that she catches it too. She’s not happy. The girl clearly does not like me and hasn’t even met me. What is Ben doing with a girl like this? He said he doesn’t have a girlfriend; maybe this is one of those “casual relationships” he was talking about. 
The thought saddens me. He’s unofficially taken…I guess. I’m not sure how girl code works in a casual relationship situation. I’ll have to research that on Wiki later. 
Marcello goes back to the business at hand, having Ben stand, sit, look this way, look that way. Ben is a pretty good sport about it. Many of our authors give Marcello a hard time about having their picture taken over and over again. I know it’s boring and time consuming, but you can’t have a cover without the photo. These days, authoring a book is so much more than simply writing it. 
I walk back to the corner of the room, leaning on the wall. I cross my arms with one eye on Ben and the other on the brooding brunette. She’s doing the same. 
Bitchy
girl games…always fun after a long day at work. 
When Marcello finishes, Ben jumps off the barstool and walks over to me. His lapdog friend quickly sidles herself next to him, possessively grabbing hold of his arm. 
I’m secretly rolling my eyes. I get it…You want me to think he’s yours. Funny thing is he doesn’t seem to be the slightest bit interested in you. 
“Julia, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Ben says, smiling cordially. 
“Vivian asked me to pass by and check out the shoot since it was on my way home. And Marcello is a friend of mine. I visit him when I can.” I’m also a big fan of lusting after you. 
The brunette not so subtly clears her throat. Relax honey, you’ll get your turn. 
“Oh, Julia. This is my friend Camille. Camille, this is Julia. Julia is one of the editors of my book.” 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she lies. 
Camille? More like Cam-eel. The slimy way she slithered up next to Ben in her snakelike fashion, moving side to side going after her prey. I know immediately that she hates me. I can tell. She’s a woman hater. It’s written all over her face. I remember reading somewhere that Moray eels are one of the main predators of other Moray eels. Yes, this girl would definitely take down another woman; especially one she thinks is on the hunt for the man she just attached herself to. 
“Camille, it’s very nice to meet you too,” I lie right back. I turn my face away from her and look at Ben. “Well, it looks like everything here is under control. I guess I’ll be going. Good to see you Ben. Camille.” I nod and walk over to Marcello who’s moving the studio lights back to the corner of the room. 
“Hey Marcello. I’m going to take off. Don’t forget to email the photos when they’re ready.” 
“Will do, Julia.” He glances over at Ben and Cam-eel. “She’s pathetic, isn’t she? So clingy. It’s obvious he has no interest in her at all,” he whispers. 
See…that’s what I thought too! 
“I don’t know Marcello. It’s none of my business. Give my love to Peter. You both should drop by the apartment sometime. Allie would love to see you.” 
“Maybe Allie will pose for me?” He raises a brow. 
“Is there even a doubt?” We both laugh. 
Marcello kisses my cheek and I turn to leave, taking one last quick peek at Ben. 
“Julia, can you wait a minute?” Ben calls out. He whispers something to Cam-eel. She smiles and nods, but I can tell that smile is as fake as most of the breasts in Hollywood. He politely hugs her and kisses her cheek. Her lips are pressed tight as she grabs her Louis Vuitton handbag off the floor. The room echoes with the clicks of her high heels against the wooden floorboards as she walks right past me, barely acknowledging my existence. 
Friendly girl. I hope she trips. 
Ben walks over to me and smiles. “Can I walk you home?” 
“Ah, I guess so. Sure.” 
“Okay, I’ll grab my jacket and we’ll go.” He walks across the room, leaving me alone with Marcello. Marcello looks at me with a sly grin, gently nudging me with his shoulder. I shrug, wide eyed. 
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. I want details tomorrow,” Marcello whispers in my ear. 
“Oh, shut up.” I playfully punch his arm but I can’t hide my smile. 
Ben walks back with his black leather jacket on, looking hot as usual. “Ready to go?” he asks. 
“Yes. I’ll talk to you soon Marcello,” I say as I give him a quick hug goodbye. 
“Sooner than you think, Julia,” he teases. 
“Marcello, thanks for everything,” Ben says while shaking his hand. 
“It was my pleasure, Ben. Take good care of my girl. Julia is one in a million.” 
“Yes, she is.” He looks at me and smiles. 
He holds the door open for me and we leave the studio. The cold air hits you immediately. Normally, I’d bitch and moan about the temperature, but having Ben so close to me makes it tolerable. I shove my hands in my coat pockets and stare straight ahead, occasionally stealing a quick glimpse of Ben. 
“I had a nice time the other night,” he says. 
“I did too. Thank you again for dinner.” 
“It was my pleasure. How was work today?” 
“Good. Busy. Vivian runs a tight ship. How are your rewrites coming along?” 
“Just about done.  Then I start research for the next book.” 
“What’s that one about?” 
“Baseball stadiums, old and new. Their history. That sort of thing.” 
“Interesting. Are you going to include a chapter on stadium food?” 
“Stadium food?” 
“One of the best things about going to a game is the food. Different parks have different specialties. Just think of all the different ways hotdogs are prepared in ballparks across the country and Canada. You could write a whole book just on that.” 
He laughs. 
I tilt my head and smile. “What?” 
“You.” 
“What about me?” 
“Back to food again. I love the way your mind works.” 
“Are you teasing me?” 
“Never.” He holds up his hands, pretending he’s surrendering. 
“Well, whatever you write, I look forward to reading it.” 
“And sending it back to me with redline mark-ups and revision requests?” 
“I do have bills to pay. If I don’t send something back, I don’t have a job.” 
“So my first book was really perfect?” 
I nod with a wry grin. “Yup, I’m just a working girl looking to keep herself employed.” 
“I knew it. I’m glad I could help. I wouldn’t want you out on the streets.” 
“Thanks. I appreciate that. So…what made you decide to be a writer?” 
“It’s all I ever wanted to do. After college, I worked with my father for a few years. I was miserable. Corporate life isn’t for me. I quit my job and never looked back.” 
“Was your father upset?” 
“He was…less than thrilled. He said I’d never make a living at it. But I have an inheritance from my grandfather’s estate to live off of for a while; I figured I’d give it a shot.” 
“Well, you’re a very talented writer.” 
“Thank you.” 
As we’re turning the corner, a shiny silver object catches my attention. I bend down and pick up a quarter. “Here.” I hand it to Ben. He looks at the quarter, then back up at me with a frown. “I remembered you collect coins,” I explain. 
“Ah, thanks.” He examines the coin. “Common, but always worth a look. Thank you again. I’ll put it in the donation jar.” 
“You have a donation jar? What are you donating to?” 
“I donate the random coins I find to the Alzheimer’s Foundation, in memory of my grandfather.” 
“That’s very sweet.” 
“He couldn’t remember any of my family members by the end of his illness, but he remembered fine details about his coins. Funny the way the mind works.”
 We turn the corner on to Leroy Street. My heart sinks a little; we’re almost home. 
“I was thinking of calling you,” he says. 
“Why didn’t you?” 
“I didn’t know if you’d want to see me again….socially.” 
“Oh.” Nervously, I look down to the sidewalk. 
“Would you?” 
“We work together. I edit your work. I’m supposed to be impartial. I don’t know if I could remain impartial if we had a personal relationship.” 
“I could always stop writing.” 
I shake my head and laugh. “No, you’re too talented.” 
“I could switch publishing houses.” 
“No, Vivian would fire me.” 
“Okay, we’ll do it your way, strictly business.” 
“I guess so.” God,
I’m an idiot.

“Might have been fun,” he says flirtingly, running a knuckle down my forearm. 
“I guess we’ll never know.” 
“I guess not.” 
“Can I ask you something personal?” This has been bugging me since we left Marcello’s. 
“Sure,” he says.
“Is Camille one of your…casual relationships?” 
“A long time ago,” he answers bluntly. 
“Because you don’t do serious relationships.” 
“You remembered.” He smiles. “We’re just friends now.” 
“I see.” 
He cocks his head to the side and frowns. “Why did you want to know?” 
“I don’t know. Just wondering, I guess.” And she was shooting me her death stare all during your photo shoot. 
We reach the front door of my building and stop. That went fast, much too fast. 
“So,” I say. 
“So.” 
“Thank you for walking me home.” 
“It was my pleasure.” He takes my hand and sweetly kisses the back of it. 
I put my key in the door, turning it until I hear the lock click and unlock. I turn back to Ben. He’s so close to me, we’re practically touching. He smells so good, it’s intoxicating.
 “I like your hair like this.” He reaches out and lightly runs his fingers through a few wavy strands. My breath hitches and I briefly close my eyes at his touch. I feel that pull, the energy that crackles between us, it’s so powerful I can almost touch it. I know he feels it too. My eyes focus on his mouth. Oh, those perfect lips 
“Thank you again,” I mutter. 
He looks at me intensely, his gaze darkening. He runs his index finger down my cheek then lightly traces my lips with his fingertip. My lips slightly part, as I close my eyes and hold in a breath. 
He grabs my face with both hands, tilting it up toward him and covers my mouth with a hungry kiss. I respond back immediately, running my hands up his chest until they’re around his neck matching his fervor. His tongue slides into my mouth, twined with mine, dancing, inciting a salacious moan from him. He’s pressing his hips against me, holding me tightly against the door. The feel of his body against mine has every nerve ending in my body tingling. 
“I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done that,” he breathes as he leans his forehead into mine. 
I nod, still breathless. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to kiss Ben. Now that I know, I wish I didn’t. It’s better than I could have possibly imagined. 
I peek up at him. I know he’s sincere in his apology. This is the moment where I usually have the good Julia in angelic white on one shoulder and bad Julia in slutty red on the other whispering in either ear, confusing the hell out of me. I shoo them both away and for the first time in my life, I stop thinking and live in the moment. 
“Ben?” I murmur as I lift my hand to his hair and sweep it off his forehead. 
“I’m sorry, Julia.” 
“Just shut the fuck up.” I grab his leather jacket, pulling him close to me, and kiss him. Hard.



Chapter 5 
I pull away from Ben, panting. Our eyes fixated on each other, like lions ready to pounce. He swings me over to the side of the doorway and with his free hand turns the door knob, opening the door. Grabbing my hand, he pulls me into the building, closing the door behind him with his foot. He grips the top of my shoulders and pushes me against the wall of the small common area. 
He kisses me hard, grinding his pelvis into me. Holy Shit! I realize we’re getting it on in a very public area and reluctantly know what I have to do. 
“Ben, we have to stop. We’re putting on a show.” 
“What floor is your apartment on?” 
“Third.” 
“Elevator?” 
“Yes.” I take his hand, drag him over to the elevator doors and push the call button. He presses me against the wall while we wait, nuzzling into the crook of my neck with light kisses. His stubble is rubbing up against my jawline. God, I love his stubble. I inhale his Benessence and I know I’m a goner. 
The elevator pings and the doors slide open. We step into the elevator, our gazes locked on each other. Ben is on one side, leaning against the wall. I’m leaning on the wall facing him. He pushes the button for the third floor and the doors close. That magnetic pull is in the air, drawing us together. It’s so strong; I can almost touch it. The taste of Ben’s kiss has only increased my appetite for him. I run my index finger lightly across my bottom lip. He swallows as he’s watching me. Every single molecule of my body wants him, desperately. I can tell he has a million things going on in his head right now, and we’re naked in all of them. 
The elevator doors open, I take his hand and lead him to my apartment. As I turn to unlock my door, he kisses my neck from behind me. Sweet mother of all things holy. As I’m turning the knob, he puts his hand against the door, preventing me from opening it. 
“Are you sure about this?” he asks. 
“I’m not sure about anything. Come.” I grab his hand, push the door open and pull him inside my apartment. 
Once we’re inside, we’re all hands and tongues. He peels my coat down my shoulders as I shimmy out of it, unceremoniously dropping it on the floor. He shimmies his arms out of his leather jacket and drops it. 
What little restraint we may have had earlier has completely vanished. We are devouring each other. He grabs the small of my back, pulling me to his body. His erection is grinding into me as he kisses me. Hard. 
He nuzzles my neck again, lightly nibbling on my earlobe…the pathway straight to my sex. 
My mind momentarily drifts off as I try to remember if I shaved my legs this morning. I slip off my shoe and secretly run my foot up and down my calf. They’re smooth. Yes, thank fuck. That would have been a deal breaker for me. Glad I skipped the stockings today. I slip my shoe back on. 
“Is your roommate home?” he pants. 
“No, we’re alone.” 
He nods into the crook of my neck. The next thing I know we’re standing in front of the couch. I have no idea how we managed to get here without me noticing. He playfully pushes me down on to the couch. I crawl back on my elbows to the arm of the couch until my body is lying across it, our eyes never breaking contact. He stands over me with a lascivious grin. 
“You are so fucking hot,” he growls. He joins me on the couch; his body pressed against mine, supporting his weight on his forearms. 
We’re kissing like our lives depended on it. Holy crap, this man can kiss. I wrap my legs around his. I should probably light a candle next time I go to church because the way he’s kissing me surely is a sin. 
Wait. What am I doing? We shouldn’t be doing this. This is wrong. 
“Ben, we need to stop. We work together. We shouldn’t do this.” 
“I know you want me. And God knows I want you.” 
“Yes, but…” I say. He tilts my chin up, exposing my neck and kisses his way down. I groan…this is better than I imagined and we’re just making out on my couch. “Ben,” I protest half-heartily. 
He stops kissing me and rolls on his side, his head resting in his hand with his elbow bent supporting him. “Julia, I don’t want you to do something you don’t want to do. There’s something about you… I want you. You want me. Maybe we just need to get it out of our systems. Just once. This way we don’t wonder every time we see each other. Then we can move on.” 
“That’s crazy.” So crazy it makes sense. 
I’m not sure if it’s my libido guiding me to this insane notion or some misguided intellect, but at the moment, I don’t give a shit. I want him. I want him bad. 
“We’ll satisfy our curiosity. No more wondering. It’s just sex.” 
Just sex? I’ve never had just sex before. I’ve had sex, but it was always with my boyfriend and within the confines of the relationship I was in. I don’t want a boyfriend. I don’t want a relationship either. Maybe Ben is right. We just need to get each other out of our systems. Maybe once we do it, I’ll stop the daydreaming and I can get back to focusing on my career. 
I can’t lie to myself anymore. I’m horny as hell for him. I mean, look at him. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a man. Five months. What if I suck? I’d still have to work with Ben on occasion. How mortifying would that be? 
I turn toward Ben, face him, hook one leg around him and pull him back on top of me. It’s a battle of the wills between my lusting body and my mind and there’s no doubt which one is going to win the war. 
“Yes,” I whisper. This is insane. I know I shouldn’t do this, but I don’t care. I’ll regret it later. Right now I want this man, every single fucking inch of him. 
“Bedroom?” he pants. 
“Second door down the hall.” 
He stands up from the couch, bends down and lifts me into his arms. My hands wrap around his neck as he carries me to my bedroom. Once we’re in my bedroom, he lowers me until my feet are back on the floor. I quickly open my nightstand drawer. I know there are some condom packets in the bottom of my drawer from back in the dark ages when I had sex. God knows, I don’t want Ben to meet BOB today. I discreetly dig out a condom packet and place it on top of my nightstand. 
My hands go straight to his shirt buttons, as I’m rushing to undress him before I lose my nerve. 
“Slow down, Julia. If I’m only going to have you once, we’re going to take our time.” He takes a step back and sits down on the bed. “Come here,” he murmurs. 
I walk nervously in-between his legs. 
“Give me your hands.” 
I hold my hands out to him. He takes hold of my wrists, unbuttoning each sleeve cuff and lets them go. 
“Unbutton your blouse,” he whispers, his eyes are fixed on mine, his pupils dilated. 
I take a step back. One by one, I slowly unbutton my blouse. I don’t know how Ben does it, instead of the embarrassment I should feel undressing in front of this man, I feel sexy, desired. 
I’m secretly thanking the Clean Laundry Gods for the fact that I washed my clothes this week. I’m wearing my good bra and panties and not my period week panties that I usually resort to when I’m too lazy to do the laundry. 
He exhales a long breath, running his index finger under his bottom lip. He stands up and steps in front of me, his arousal evident by the bulge in his jeans. I look up at him. He lightly runs his fingertip down my neck to the lace neckline of my bra, tracing the tops of the cups, lightly brushing against my breasts. I inhale deeply, close my eyes and relish in his touch. 
“Take off your shirt,” he orders. 
Slowly, I slide each sleeve over my shoulder and down the length of my arm until my shirt is off and in a pile at our feet. I’m standing in front of Ben in just my white lace bra and pencil skirt, peeking up at him thru my lashes. He tilts my chin up with his index finger and looks into my eyes. 
“You are stunning.” 
I look down to the floor. No one has ever made me feel as sensual as I feel right now, and I still have most of my clothes on. At this moment, I know I will do anything he asks. 
“Turn around, Julia.” His voice is soft and so, so sexy. 
I oblige without hesitation. He unzips my skirt, sliding it down over my hips until it falls to the floor. I step out of it. He wraps his arms around me, placing his hands over my bra, his hands cupping my breasts through the lace, as his erection presses into my backside. 
“I have pictured this since the first time we had dinner… my hands all over your incredible body. I couldn’t have imagined you’d look this fucking hot,” he whispers in my ear. I tilt my head back into his body, lifting my arms up, curling my fingers around the back of his neck. He slides his fingers down from the side of my breasts to my waist. He runs his hand across my stomach; his fingers barely gliding across the top of my panties. I’m tingling everywhere; the moisture between my legs is building. 
He places his hands on my waist, turning me back around to face him. 
“Take off your bra,” he murmurs. 
Okay, I can do this. If I were on a beach in Europe, I’d be topless and it would be no big deal. They’re just breasts, right? I slide my bra straps down and then unclasp the hooks in the back. I hold my bra up against my breasts with my hands, take a deep breath, and drop it to the floor. 
Ben is gazing at me, nodding appreciatively. 
I swallow hard and find my voice. “I think it’s your turn. You’re wearing too much.” 
“I’m all yours.” He opens his arms up wide with a lustful grin. 
I have undressed Ben in my daydreams dozens of times. There’s no way I’m passing up this opportunity. Pushing aside the fact that I’m standing naked in front of him with the exception of my white lace panties and heels, I unbutton his shirt. His eyes occasionally peek at my breasts as he licks his lips. I know he’s itching to touch me but he’s resisting. 
Carefully, I slide his shirt off his shoulders and it drops to the floor. I pull off his V neck undershirt. It’s blindingly white. How the hell does he get his whites so bright? Get a grip, that’s a question for another day. 
 I run my hands up and down his muscular chest, my fingernails making tiny circles on his small patch of chest hair.  His skin is so warm; it’s everything I imagined it would be. I glide my hand over the V line that points the way straight to his erection straining against his jeans. I love that he wants me as badly as I want him. 
“You look happy to be here,” I say softly, my eyes focused on the bulge in his pants. 
“I think that’s apparent.” His voice is low and sultry. 
I unbuckle his belt, then unbutton and unzip his jeans. Hoping that I can do this without looking too clumsy, I bend down to the floor, take off his shoes and socks and pull down his jeans as he steps out of them. 
I stand back up. Our lustful gazes meet. He wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me closer to him. He brushes his lips lightly against mine, kissing me. Our kiss deepens, our tongues entwined, dancing around each other. I don’t know how I’m still standing. 
“I want to be inside you,” he whispers as he kisses my neck. 
“Yes,” I breathe. I feel his smile against my neck. I know there is no turning back. 
“Sit on the edge of the bed, Julia.” 
I comply immediately. Ben bends down and takes off my shoes. He runs his hands up my legs and lightly pushes me down to the bed. I twist around until my head is on the pillow. He walks to the end of the bed and takes off his boxer briefs springing his erection free, proving the shoe size theory is correct. Big shoes, big Ben. I’m either going to have the time of my life riding it… or that massive boner is going to kill me. I’m willing to take the chance.
He crawls up the end of the bed beside me, hooks his fingers around my panties, slowly pulling them down my legs until I’m naked. 
“You are fucking perfect,” he murmurs. 
He lies down next to me, inhaling deeply at the crook of my neck and kissing it. He slides down my body, pressing delicate kisses against my skin as he descends to my breasts. He brushes his thumb against my nipple then takes it in his mouth, gently sucking it, circling it with the tip of his tongue. I take a deep breath and moan softly. My back arches up toward the ceiling. Oh, this is heavenly. He brushes his lips across one breast and then moves to the other; the prickly feel of his stubble is making my nerve endings hyper-sensitive. He takes my other nipple in his mouth and sucks on it, teasing it with his tongue, looking up at me with a wicked grin. I smile back at him. We’ve hardly begun and I already know this is going to be the best sex I’ll ever have. 
Light, delicate kisses trail down my stomach, his tongue circling around my navel before continuing down. I feel the warmth of his breath against my skin. It’s driving me wild, sending tremors through my body. Lust is swimming through my veins. I’m want to drown in it. His tongue trails to my hipbone and he nibbles on it. My attempts to lie still are futile; as I quiver each time his lips touch my skin. 
“Your skin is so soft,” he whispers.
He strokes my thigh with his hand, gently gliding it down to my calf. I savor the feel of his fingertips against my skin. He slips his hand back up over my stomach and glides it down my body until he’s cupping my sex. His fingers stroke the outside of my folds; then he slowly opens them and caresses me with slow circles around my clit. I tense, then melt. It’s a heady combination. With each luscious stroke, I’m getting closer and closer. He slides a finger inside me, in and out, in and out. I feel my body building up…and he stops. Dammit. 
He works his way to the bottom of the bed, running his hand up my other leg; his fingertips expertly gliding up the inside of my thigh. He bends down and kisses the inside of my calf, his tongue running up the length of my leg. I didn’t think it was possible to get this wet. I’m practically dripping with anticipation. I look down and see his head where I imagined it the first time I saw him in the park…in-between my legs. Fuck, that’s sexy.
He inhales deeply and lingers at my throbbing sex, his gaze looking up at me, locked on mine as I look down at him. He’s teasing me, building the anticipation. And it’s working. He skims by my sex, passing it, kissing the inside of my other thigh. The bastard. His stubble is rubbing against my thigh; the friction is driving me wild. I want him. I don’t think I ever wanted anything so bad. 
He kisses back up my leg until he reaches my sex. His arms stretch up, caressing my breasts. He brings one arm down and pushes my legs open slightly with his hand. Knowing what he’s about to do has me quivering. His tongue gently teases the entrance of my folds. 
“Ahhhh,” I gasp softly. 
His tongue slides inside my slick, swollen folds, expertly swirling against my clit, lavishing me with slow and steady, up-and-down strokes. My body melts into the bed. It's exquisite. My hips sway to his rhythm as my back arches up. I close my eyes tightly as intense waves sweep through me. It feels like the room is spinning, it may be for all I know. 
“So sweet. I knew you would be,” he murmurs. His hand skims up my body, cupping my breast and fondling my nipple with his fingertips. 
“Oh,” A soft moan escapes as I tremble at his touch, his tongue still lavishing me with long, luscious licks. 
He senses I’m close to my orgasm as his hand glides back down to my tingling sex. He sinks a finger inside of me while sucking on my clit, flicking it, licking it, swirling it...pushing me to the edge… And I'm gone. 
“Ben,” I cry out, as amazing tremors overcome me. 
He looks up at me, his eyes twinkling with satisfaction. I like a man who makes sure his woman is well taken care of. I’ve been left hanging too many times in the past. I look down at him in awe. That was fucking amazing. I certainly plan to return the favor. 
He kisses lightly up my stomach. The warmth of his skin rubbing against mine is feeding my euphoric aftershocks. I think this orgasm may last a week. As he’s kissing my neck; I inhale the scent of my arousal on him. Usually, kissing a guy after he’s gone down on me has not been high on my list. But with Ben, I just don’t care; I’m desperate to kiss him. 
I grab his face and kiss him hard, our tongues dancing. His erection is grinding up against me.  Oh, I want a piece of that. I flip him onto his back and crawl between his legs, bend down and work my way down his chest with light kisses. It’s taking all the restraint I have not to straddle him right now and go for it, but if I only get to have him once, it’s going to be epic. 
My mouth finds his nipples; I lick them then lightly nibble. He moans lustfully.
Just wait until I’m done with you, Ben. 
My tongue glides down his chest until I reach his V line. I sit up, naked before him, his gaze greedily taking in my body. My fingers trace his V line, relishing the contours of every ripple in his muscles. I run both hands up and down his chest, around the curve of his shoulders and back down. I love the way he feels.
I scoot to his feet, as my hands trail down his legs to the inside of his thighs.  It’s obvious he takes care of his body; he’s all muscle.
 I straddle his thighs and massage around his erection, never touching his length. From the way he’s twitching, I know this teasing is driving him insane. Tit for tat. Slowly, I wrap my fingers around his length, moving my fist up and down, mixing up the pressure and speed. Ben closes his eyes and hisses through his teeth. He reaches down and grabs my hand. I take the hint.  He wants me to stop. I crawl back down to his feet, allowing him a little cool down time. I rub my breasts against the inside of his thighs. 
“You’re trying to kill me.” He cracks one eye open, looking down at me.
“Not until I’m done with you,” I murmur.
I kneel on the bed, on his side and wrap my fingers around his length again. He’s watching me intensely. I lick my lips, bend down and take his length with one hand and lick the tip, teasing him with my tongue.
“Fuck, Julia.” Soon, Ben, very soon.
I love his reaction. I lick his length, slowly up and down, and take him in my mouth. He thrusts his hips up, moving his hands down, fisting my hair and guides my head back and forth to him over and over again, increasing the speed. I take him in deeper and deeper, sucking his length, swirling it around my tongue, touching him with my free hand. His breathing is fast and harsh.
“Stop, Stop.” He holds my head in place.
I know he doesn’t want to come like this, and I want the whole Ben Martin experience. I stop, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and the taste of him still on my lips. He sits up and grabs me, twisting me around until my back is flat against the bed.
He reaches over to the nightstand and grabs the condom packet. He rips it open quickly and rolls it over his erection. This is it. The moment I’ve thought about since the first time I laid eyes on him.
He rolls over me and covers my body. He spreads my legs with his and leans up on his hands, holding my arms in place. I pull my knees up. He pauses and looks down at me; our eyes locked on each other. The anticipation is overwhelming. I want him. I want all of him. He says nothing, nor do I… but I feel our connection. It’s powerful. It’s visceral. It’s intense. I know he feels it too. 
Never breaking eye contact, he slowly eases into me, stretching me, inch after delicious inch filling me, and stills. I groan softly. He’s smiling slyly at me, deliberately holding himself motionless deep inside of me.
He’s claimed me… And it’s fucking hot.
He feels exquisite. Oh-so-slowly, he moves, burying himself deeper and deeper inside me. 
“Jesus, you’re so tight,” he says. It’s been so long since I’ve had sex, maybe I’m re-virginized.
He picks up speed and thrusts harder and faster, slamming into me. I groan loudly and grab the bed sheets, fisting them in my hands. My legs wrap around him, holding him. 
He pounds deeper inside me, with each rhythmic push; I tighten my grip on the sheets, my toes curl into a tight clench. Our breaths are ragged. Tingling waves are taking over my body; I’m all sensation. 
My headboard is banging violently against the wall. We’re probably going to break this bed. And I don’t care.
“You feel fucking incredible,” he pants. He thrusts deeper, moving his hips side to side, hitting just the right spot. “That feel good?” he growls, thrusting hard, filling me.
“Mmm.” I nod. I’ve lost my ability to form any coherent words. Every frenzied molecule of my body belongs to him. My body quivers and I know I’m gone.
“Ahh,” I cry out as I find my release, spiraling into my orgasm, my muscles clenching tight around him.
He thrusts hard three more times, and he tenses. 
“Fuck.” He closes his eyes as he hisses through his teeth, convulsing in spasms deep inside of me, finding his own release. 
Once we both float back down to earth, Ben leans on his forearms, looking down at me. He rubs his nose against mine, then sweetly kisses my lips. I look up at him and smile. He pulls out of me and lies down next to me. I’m not quite sure what the protocol is for after sex with a one-timer. I hand him a tissue from my nightstand. He wraps the condom in it; throwing it in the tiny overflowing trash can I keep on the side of my bed. 
I’ve had sex before, but this was… I don’t know if there’s a word to describe it…. Passion? Yes, urgent, desperate, passionate… I needed it like I need air to breathe.
“Come here.” He pulls me close to him, my head resting on his shoulder and his arm wrapped around me. He turns his head and kisses my forehead.
We lay in bed quietly while our breathing calms, staring up at the ceiling, each lost in our thoughts. A few minutes of silence pass when Ben lets out a sigh.
“So…,” he says, still staring at the ceiling.
“So…what?” I ask.
“So, now we know.”
“Now we know…” I nod. I turn my head and look at Ben. He’s grinning. “What are you grinning about?”
“I’m grinning about us.” He turns his head to look back at me.
“What about us?”
“We’re so good together.”
“I thought so too.” I smile.
He stares back up at the ceiling. After about a minute, he sighs again. “I have a problem,” he says.
“Really? It seemed to me that everything that was supposed to work, worked fine,” I tease.
“You’re funny,” he says sarcastically, rolling his eyes as he turns toward me. “My problem is once with you will not be enough for me. Now that I’ve had you, I want more.”
“I feel the same but I’m still editing your book. Besides, neither of us wants a relationship.”
“Who said anything about a relationship? We can keep it casual. See each other when we want. No expectations. No strings. I have friends who were in committed relationships. They came out of it hating each other. It doesn’t have to be that way. When we’re done, we stay friends. No hard feelings. We’ll just have a good time, on our own terms, make our own rules.”
“Rules?”
“Well, technically, the only rule is there are no rules. It’s casual, Julia.  You don’t want a boyfriend and I don’t want a girlfriend. That doesn’t mean we have to ignore what this is between us.” He presses his pelvis into my side. “We’re too good together to ignore this.”
“So you only want to see me when you want sex?”
“I’m a man, I always want sex. I’d have to kidnap you for that. Anyway, it’s a two way street. You can call me for the same.”
“You want me to be your fuck buddy?”
“That’s a little crude. We’re friends. If we want to have sex, we do. No rules, Julia. There are no expectations. But for the record, my answer will always be yes.” 
I laugh. Of course it will.
“I don’t know, Ben.” This is insane, but then again, he is offering me something that would be perfect. I won’t have to worry about my heart getting pulverized…it’s just sex. Really, really, really good sex…with someone who is not only nice to look at, but who’s company I genuinely enjoy. No strings. No expectations. No hurt feelings. This is so crazy; I think it just might work. Besides, Ben does things to me, things BOB can only dream of.
“You know you want to,” he teases. And I know he’s right.
“Okay,” I agree, smiling shyly.
“Okay? Really?” His eyes widen.
“Sure, why not.” I shrug. I can do this. It’s actually perfect in its simplicity.
“Great. Trust me, it’s going to be so good.” He kisses me tenderly. “Now let’s get you fed. You must be starving. I’ll whip up something in your kitchen.”
“You’re going to cook dinner for me?” 
“Yes, I’m going to feed you and then I’m taking you back to the bedroom.”
“So much for one time only.” I laugh.
“I lied earlier. Tonight’s a double header.” He covers his body over mine, nuzzling my neck with delicate kisses.
“Again? We just finished.” This guy has some stamina if he can reload that quickly.
He looks down at me, smirking, supporting his weight on his forearms. “Jesus, Julia. I’m only human. Give a guy a few minutes.” 
“Well then…I’m starving. Dazzle me with your culinary skills.”
“You need more dazzling?” He playfully nibbles on my earlobe. My heart starts racing again. I was right; Ben Martin does things to me…especially a very naked Ben Martin.
“What I need is food, you’ve used up all my energy reserves.” I need to eat something before my stomach starts grumbling and embarrasses the shit out of me.
“I can’t say I’m sorry. I rather enjoyed depleting your energy.” 
“I rather enjoyed it too.”
“Then let’s eat and we’ll enjoy it all over again.” Ben rolls off of me to my side. I sit up, holding the bed sheet to cover myself up. “Julia, I’ve seen you naked. You don’t have to cover up. I don’t think there’s any part of your beautiful body I missed.”
I look down and blush. He’s right; he’s probably seen more of me than I have. Still it feels so intimate to just walk around naked in front of him. Logically it makes no sense, in the throws of passion, all I wanted was our clothes off, but now I’m shy. 
“You just want to gawk at me,” I tease.
“You’re absolutely right, that’s exactly what I want to do.”
“Pervert.” I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to hide my smile.
“Do you have a problem with that?”
I have been so closed up and guarded my entire life. It’s time to turn over a new leaf and try to be fearless instead. Even with Mikehole, after we had sex, I had my guard up. 
“No problem at all.” I briefly close my eyes, summoning up all the courage I can muster and drop the sheet. I sit at the edge of the bed, facing away from Ben. He glides his finger slowly down my spine, making small circles on my back.
“You have very soft skin. I could touch it all day.” No argument from me. 
Naked, I stand up and walk across the room to retrieve a short red silk robe that’s on top of a pile of clean clothes I left on the floor. I know he’s watching me. It’s an incredible turn on. As gracefully as I can, I bend down and pick up the robe. When I stand, my eyes lock on Ben’s, his eyes greedily looking over my body. 
I face him. I want him to see me, to want me, to lust me. A sly smile curls up from the corner of his mouth and I know he likes what he sees. Slowly I slide the robe on, tying the sash loosely, leaving the top portion of the robe open enough that my cleavage is exposed.
“Are you ready to cook?” I ask, my voice low and husky.
Ben stands up from the bed and walks over to me. He’s certainly not shy…. who can blame him with a body like that. I’d run naked through Times Square if I had his body.
“You are so fucking sexy.” He traces the tops of my breasts with his fingertip. He’s amazing. He’s seducing me all over again. My eyes scan down his happy trail as I drink in his body. 
 Fuck the food. I can eat tomorrow.
“Let’s go.” He grabs his boxer briefs and undershirt off the floor and puts them on. Damn. I was hoping to get another glimpse at his fine ass.
We walk through my tiny apartment to the kitchen. In my “I have to fuck you right now” haze; I forgot what slobs Allie and I are. Oh God, the place is a pigsty. There are shoes strewn on the floor, piles of mail scattered on practically every flat surface and clothes everywhere. Usually when we have company, we throw all of our crap in a giant garbage bag and hide it in a closet. I better say something before he does.
“Our cleaning lady has been sick these past two weeks. Poor woman has the flu,” I lie.
“Ah.” He nods. “Let’s see what we have to work with.” He opens the refrigerator, which is full of plastic containers of moldy leftovers and old Chinese food take-out boxes that could be mistaken for scientific experiments. 
“Our cleaning lady takes care of the refrigerator too. Sorry about the mess,” I lie again.
“It looks like a science lab in here,” he jokes. “Let’s check out the freezer.” He opens the freezer door and a bag of frozen baby peas fall on his foot. “I guess that’s a sign. Do you have any tortellini?”
“I think I have a bag of cheese tortellini somewhere in there.”
“Is it from this century?” he teases.
“Yes.” In my mind I’m sticking my tongue out at him.
“Ah, here it is. Good.” He closes the freezer then goes back into the refrigerator, taking out a stick of butter and a container of grated parmesan cheese. “Can you put up a pot of water to boil for the tortellini? Throw some salt in it too.”
“Sure.” I grab one of the two pots we own, fill it with water and put it on the stove.  Ben has his back to me while he’s reading the tortellini package. I stop and admire his backside; it’s so strong and muscular, even hidden under his undershirt. And damn those arms, whenever he flexes and I catch a glimpse of his guns, I swoon. He has an incredible body, the kind sculptors only wish they could chisel. 
And I had sex with that body.
A smile slowly curls up from the side of my mouth at the realization of the moment I’m in right now. There’s an extremely hot, half-naked guy who just gave me two mind-blowing orgasms, making dinner for me in my filthy apartment. Can things get any better than this? 
“Is the stove on?” he asks.
I snap out of my perving and turn the knob. “Yes.” Well, it is now.

He turns around and faces me. My kitchen is so tiny; he’s practically stepping on my toes. 
“We have ten minutes to kill until the water boils,” he says. 
“What would you like to do with those ten minutes?” I ask darkly.
A sexy smile plays on his lips. He grabs the sash to my robe and pulls it, opening my robe. He shifts me away from the stove and lifts me onto the counter top, positioning himself between my legs. I wrap my legs around his waist as he wraps his arms around me, playfully grinding into me and kisses me. My stomach is doing flips. I feel that now familiar tingle I always feel when he’s near me.
“This has possibilities,” he mutters. “But I think we’ll wait.”
Wait? No, no waiting. Take me now! 
He tries to escape the clutches of my leg lock to check on the pot of water, but I hold him in tighter.
“The water is going to boil over, Julia.”
“I don’t care, Ben.” I tighten my legs’ grip, holding him in place.
“Holding me captive? Okay… now that you have me here, what are you going to do with me?” he teases.
I wrap my hands around his neck, linking my fingers together, pull him close to me and kiss him. After our kiss, he leans his forehead on mine and smiles.
“Was that okay?” I ask.
“That was much more than okay.” He kisses the tip of my nose. Suddenly we hear the sound of the water sizzling on the stove top. “Shit, it’s boiling over.”
I unhook my legs from around Ben’s waist and he walks over to the stove, taking off the lid and lowering the heat. Talk about ruining a perfect moment. Stupid water.
“Be careful, you hardly have any clothes on. Don’t get burned.”
“I’m touched by your concern,” he says.
“Purely selfish. I’m hungry. I don’t want to waste time getting you to the hospital for second degree burns.”
“There’s that wit again.”
“You think I’m kidding? I’m starving.” 
Ben grabs the bag of tortellini and adds it to the water. I jump off the counter and retie my sash. I take a spoon out of the dish rack and hand it to him. He stirs the tortellini and puts the spoon down on the counter. “Can you put a colander in your sink and pour the package of peas in it?”
“Seriously? You’re not going to cook the peas?” I ask.
“Yes, seriously, they’ll cook in the pasta.” 
I do as he asks, emptying the frozen peas in the colander. After a few minutes, Ben grabs the handle to the pot and pours the tortellini in the colander, the hot water draining out the little holes. Once it’s all drained, he returns the tortellini and pea mixture back into the pot and adds butter.
“Can you pass the cheese please,” he asks.
I hand over the container of grated parmesan and he sprinkles some in, never measuring.
“Done.”
“That’s it?” I frown.
“That’s it. It’s a simple dish. Two plates, please?”
I take two plates out of the cabinet and hand them to Ben. He spoons a hefty helping of the tortellini with peas on each plate. 
“Sir, would you like to dine in the sophisticated ambience of the formal dining area,” I ask in my best English accent, tilting my head toward the tiny table for two cluttered with mail in our kitchen. “Or would you prefer the pedestrian casual seating on the floor and use the coffee table in the parlor?” I ask, tilting my head the other way.
“Well Madame… Why don’t we relax? I don’t mind sitting on the floor.” 
“Would you like some wine. I think I have a bottle of Chianti hidden somewhere?”
“Hidden?” he asks, amused.
“Yeah, Allie’s friends will drink anything they see when they’re here. I have a hidden stash.”
“I see,” he laughs. “Sure, Chianti sounds good.”
I bend down and search toward the back of the cabinet that holds our pots and find the hidden bottle of wine. The bottle is full of dust. At least, the wine is clean. I take it out of the cabinet and quickly dust it off with my hands before Ben sees it. I take a corkscrew and pop the cork, pouring two glasses of Chianti.
“Shall we…” I ask, pointing my chin toward the living room.
We walk over to the coffee table. “Where should I put these?” he asks, pointing to the mess in front of him.
Shit, he found my stash of gossip magazines spread out all over the coffee table. It’s not like they’re hard to miss. I can’t let him know that his editor is seriously addicted to this crap. It’ll ruin any credibility I have. Well, what little credibility a mostly naked editor can have.
“Oh, Allie leaves those ridiculous rags everywhere. I’ll take them.” I gather up the pile of magazines and move them over to the small table in the kitchen area. 
Ben places our plates down. We sit with our legs stretched out under the table.
“Would you like to turn on the television?” I ask.
“Sure, if you want.”
The remote for most people is usually a hassle to find, but Allie and I have a system. We figure since it always ends up in-between the couch cushions eventually, we might as well just keep it there. The only organization in this entire apartment is based on the laws of disorganization. Whatever works, right? I grab the remote and turn on the TV. 
Normally, I’d watch one of my cable shows about clothes I can’t afford, bitchy brides, or just horrible people in general but I don’t want Ben to know about my vices, not yet anyway. I hand Ben the remote and he puts on a cable Sports Channel talk show.
“Is this okay?” he asks.
“Sure.” If you want to bore me to death.
We dig into our tortellini. It’s surprisingly tasty. How can this be? Four ingredients… fast and delicious?
“This is really good,” I say appreciatively.
“You sound surprised.”

“I guess I am. It was such a simple dish to make. I didn’t expect it to taste this good.”
“Things don’t need to be complicated to be good,” he explains.
I don’t think he’s talking tortellini. I guess this is Ben’s mantra.
“I suppose you’re right. Thank you for making dinner.”
“Purely selfish. You’ll need your energy for what I have in mind for you later,” he jests, mimicking the words I said to him earlier. 
“You sound pretty sure of yourself.” I arch a brow.
“A man can dream.”
“Not all dreams come true,” I remind him.
“Some already have.” His voice is low and silky smooth. He runs his index finger playfully up and down my arm.
There’s no way in hell I’m going to say no to another round with Ben. I’m eyeing the couch; the five extra steps to the bedroom seem too far away.
As we’re eating our dinner, I catch Ben’s eyes shifting focus to the side where I’m sitting. Naturally, my first thought is I have peas stuck in my teeth. But he’s not looking at my mouth. I look down and see my robe has popped open, exposing my breast. 
Men are such adolescents when it comes to breasts. 
“Were you enjoying the show?” I roll my eyes as I straighten out my robe until I’m properly covered.
“I was enjoying it very much,” he says with a smug expression. “Thank you.”
I shake my head, mocking disgust, trying to hide my amusement. I figure while things are pretty light between us; I should ask some questions that I should have tackled before my panties were swinging on chandeliers.
“I’m a little embarrassed to ask this since it’s kind of after the fact, but you don’t have any STDs, do you?” 
“No. I’m clean. I can give you my last test results if that makes you feel better,” he says candidly. “I should ask you the same.”
“I’m clean too.” After finding out that Mikehole was a serial cheater, the first thing I did after dumping his cheating ass was to get tested. I was scared as hell and lucky. With all the screwing around he did, it’s a wonder the asshole still had a dick to use at all. 
It’s all water under the bridge now. No one can cheat on me anymore. I don’t do the boyfriend thing.
Ben chuckles, shaking his head. I tilt my head, look at him and frown. What’s so funny?
“I suppose in the heat of the moment, we left out some important information. I’ve never been that careless before. I just wanted you so badly. I wasn’t thinking,” he explains, looking a bit bewildered.
His words set me on fire. He feels the same way I do. Any sense of rational decision making flew out the window. I had to have him. I needed to have him, to feel him, to kiss him, to fuck him. His sense of reason was dictated by his dick, while mine was lured by my libido. My hormones awaken, the slick wetness between my legs building again. This half-naked god sitting next to me wanted me that badly, making my yearning for more of him blast at full force. I’d like to push him down on the floor and have another go. 
Calm down and let the man eat, Julia. Ok. I need to get my mind off his abs… And his strong, muscular arms… And that beautiful bulge in his boxer briefs.
“Um, so how old are you?” I ask. God, I’m such a slut. I don’t even know how old the guy is. Then again, I’m a slut who had sex with Ben Martin... that makes me a smart slut. I can live with that.
“Twenty eight. You?” he asks.
“Twenty Four.” I laugh.
“What’s so funny?”
“Us. This. We know each other better horizontally than vertically,” I say.
“We could change that.” He wiggles his eyebrows and devilishly grins. My heart races. I know his remark has everything to do with sex. Being the newly christened smart slut that I am… I’m game. He slides his dinner plate forward, indicating that he’s finished eating. He stands and holds out his hand to me. I place my hand in his and he helps me off the floor. We walk silently to my bedroom, hand in hand.
“Condoms?” he asks.
“I’ll get it.” Once again, now is not the time for Ben and BOB to meet. I use my body as a shield to cover my open drawer; BOB is relaxing comfortably in the back. I find a packet and place it on my nightstand. I’m about to sit on my bed when Ben interrupts me.
“Don’t sit,” he murmurs, his voice husky. Ben can turn on the sexy in a split second. “Come here,” he says as he crooks his finger at me.
With condom packet in hand, I walk over to Ben who is standing by my dresser. Once I’m in front of him, he grabs the silk sash from my robe and unties it, opening the robe. His eyes scan my naked body, up and down, slowly drinking me in. He licks his lips; I know he likes what he sees. I look down and blush, my eye catching a glimpse of his erection. With his index finger, he tilts my chin up, leans in and kisses me, hard.
“You wanted to know me vertically…” He flips me around so I’m facing the dresser; our reflections in the mirror in front of us. “Bend forward. Hands on the dresser,” he whispers, leaning into me, his lips lightly brushing against my ear, the hum of his voice vibrating straight down to my sex.
My heart races and I obey immediately. He reaches around and cups my breasts; gently kneading and stroking them, his fingers roll my hardened nipples while he rubs his erection against the back of my silk robe. I tilt my head back against him, as his hands glide down my breasts, and splay across my stomach. I love the feel of his hands on me. He reaches a hand between my thighs and spreads my legs, then continues to move until he reaches my throbbing sex. I close my eyes and moan as I delight in the exquisite feeling of his fingers gently teasing my folds. I’m desperate to feel him inside me. 
I tremble as his fingers work their magic on me, stroking inside my swollen folds, his fingers teasingly rubbing against my clit. I had no idea I could get this wet or that I could have so much need for his touch…. But I do. I need it. I crave it. He sinks two fingers inside of me, sliding them in and out, grinding his erection against my backside, and I know I’m gone.
I close my eyes tightly, my hands gripping the edge of the dresser, my hips rocking to his rhythm as I feel that strong exquisite sensation begin to claim me again. Pulsating wave after wave of tremors run through my body.
“Give it to me, Julia,” he growls in my ear.
His words put me over the edge. I cry out as I convulse around his fingers finding my release.  Ben wastes no time, as I hear him pull off his boxer briefs and tear the condom packet open, sheathing his erection quickly. He moves my legs further part, pushing my robe up to my waist. His hands caress my naked ass then he grasps my hips, ramming his length inside of me. He pounds me hard, rough, frantic. The back of my wooden dresser bangs hard against the wall. I close my eyes as he plunges inside of me, harder and harder. I hear my nail polish bottles, perfume bottles and hair products falling over violently, rolling along the top of my dresser, some falling to the floor.
“Open your eyes, watch us.”
I open my eyes and look into the mirror, our eyes meet, and I’m lost in his intense gaze. I feel like a voyeur in my own hedonistic life. 
“Do you like to watch us, Julia?” he growls through his clenched teeth.
“Yes,” I gasp, my arms tensing, holding me in place. Thank God I have this dresser to lean on…there’s no way I could stand on my own. 
He’s pumping inside of me at a punishing rate. Pounding me, grinding into me. His breathing is harsh and uneven. I love watching him do this to me. I fucking love it.
“Julia… Fuck.” He holds my hips still as he cries out my name. He tilts his head back, closing his eyes tight, finding his own frenzied release. He exhales a deep breath and leans into me, resting his hands on the dresser, his chest touching my back. Both of us are motionless as we catch our breaths.
“You are amazing.” He kisses behind my ear, eases out of me and stands. I straighten myself out and turn to face him. “Come.” He tugs on my hand and we walk to my bed. “Lay down with me a while.” He disposes of the condom, pulls off his V neck, and lies down on the bed. I crawl next to him and we spoon, his front to my back. After a while of lavishing in the comfort of his arms, I find myself dozing off.
“Hey, are you falling asleep?” he asks.
“Maybe.” I yawn.
“Then I should probably get going.” He sits up on the bed.
Going? He’s not staying?
Allie told me about this phenomenon. A guy fucks you then ducks out on you quickly after. A Fuck and Duck? Have I just been fucked and ducked?
“Ben, you don’t have to go. I mean, you can stay if you want.”
“I’m sorry. I have a 6:00 A.M. appointment with my trainer tomorrow. I’m running a marathon in Brooklyn in December. He’s been training with me before he meets with his regular clients at the gym. I’d have to get up at five to get back to my place, change and go to the park to meet him.”
Looking at his body, there’s no doubt he works out. Running a marathon doesn’t surprise me. My gut says he’s telling the truth and not ducking. It’s already late. I can see his point. 
“Okay,” I say, looking down at the duvet covering me.
“Hey, look at me,” he says. I look up and meet his gaze. “I had a good time.”
“Me too.” I smile and nod. “Anyway, it’s for the best; my paying customers are due here in a half hour.” I’ve always found making a joke helps me deal with disappointment. Allie says I use humor as a defense mechanism. Maybe… but it works. I hope he doesn’t see through it.
“There’s that quick wit.” Ben gets out of bed and dresses himself. A hollow feeling fills me as I watch him buttoning up his shirt. I don’t know if I’m supposed to feel this way in a casual relationship. I don’t know much right now.
No, no. This is for the best. This is good. No awkward morning after is a bonus…it’s too… relationshipy. Sex and fun… That’s all I’m looking for and that’s exactly what he delivered.
“Walk me to the door?” he asks, holding out his hand. 
“Sure.” I tighten the sash around my robe and place my hand in his, as he helps me off the bed.
We walk quietly through the apartment. Ben picks his coat up off the floor where we left it in our “get naked fast” frenzy and puts it on. We stand at the front door facing each other.
“Thank you, Julia. Tonight was the best. You really are incredible.”
“Thank you for cooking dinner… and the orgasms.” I smirk.
“Believe me, it was my pleasure.” He laughs. “I’ll see you soon?”
“I’d like that. But we have to be cool when we work together. I don’t want Vivian to know about us. We have to keep things professional between us at Wisteria.”
“Ashamed of me?” He pouts, jokingly holding his hands to his heart.
“Yes, you’re my charity fuck,” I deadpan.
“You’re very poetic for an editor. Ever think of writing?”
“I’ll take that under advisement.” I laugh.
“Good. I’ll be in touch. Good night, Julia.” He sweetly kisses my lips and leaves.
“Good night, Ben.” I close the door, leaning my forehead on it, wondering what the hell I just got myself into.



Chapter 6 
I feel like I just came off a gang bang bender. My nether regions are sore as hell. This must be what a virgin bride feels like the morning after her wedding night. Shit, I ache. It’s going to be a bitch to walk. Sex with Ben was definitely a workout. I sit up and wince when I stretch. I’ve stretched muscles I haven’t used in a long, long time. I need to exercise more often if I want to keep up with him. God, I hate exercise… maybe yoga. Yoga’s not real exercise, is it? That ought to bring some bendiness back to this body. 
I drag my aching body out of bed and stumble to the kitchen. I put on a pot of coffee and take two Advil. As I’m waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, I think back to last night. My fingers brush across my lips as I remember our kisses, sometimes passionate, sometimes sweet, and always amazing. 
I have no regrets. The sex was… incredible. 
I must admit, for someone who hasn’t done the deed in nearly half a year… I was Pretty. Fucking. Good. It really is like falling off a bike, except I got back on a bike with rock hard abs and buns of steel. It’s a bonus that Ben comes fully equipped with all sorts of sex skills, no training wheels necessary for that man. 
 I like the idea of a no strings attached relationship. It’s mutually beneficial, the pleasure without the baggage. There’s no dishonesty. It’s all out on the table. We’re both into each other physically, but have no want or need for anything more. I thought detaching sex from love would be difficult for me but I find I’m surprisingly comfortable with it. The more I think about it, the happier I am with its simplicity. 
The aroma of freshly brewed coffee fills the room. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. It’s heavenly. I pour a cup, grab a gossip rag off the kitchen table and plop down on the couch. 
I’m engrossed in an article about an aging celebutante’s drug induced escapades when Allie saunters in. 
“Hey Al.” I yawn, peeking up from my magazine. 
“Good morning, my Sweet Julia,” she sings as she twirls around the entranceway. 
My Sweet Julia? Apparently Allie is still drunk or hasn’t come down from her sex high from last night’s conquest. 
“Did you have a good night?” I ask. 
“Deeee-lightful,” she purrs as she hangs her coat on a hook near the door. She looks back at me and tilts her head, her brow furrowed. “The place looks neater than yesterday. Where are all your magazines?” She looks in the kitchen. “Pots on the stove? You never cook dinner for yourself.” She narrows her eyes looking directly into mine. “Wait a minute…You had sex last night!” she exclaims. 
“What?” My mouth falls open as my eyes widen. 
“Sex. You had sex,” she squeals, swaying from foot to foot. 
Are there cameras in my bedroom? How can she possibly know this? 
“Why do you think I had sex last night?” I ask, testing her. 
“You obviously haven’t looked in the mirror, Jules. You have the remnants of stubble burn all along your jawline and you have horrible sex hair. It’s messier than just woken up hair. I can tell the difference. Besides, there’s two wine glasses on the coffee table, you cooked dinner, and the place looks less filthy. ” 
“You’re insane,” I counter. 
She narrows her eyes and studies my face. “Holy shit, it was Khaki Shorts, wasn’t it?” she asks, slapping her hand to her cheek, her mouth gaping open. 
Am I wearing a scarlet letter? I’m speechless. Allie has been in the apartment less than thirty seconds and she’s already pegged out my entire evening, all the way down to the what and with who. 
“Well?” she asks, tapping her foot impatiently. 
I sigh, my hands twisting together. She’s going to find out eventually. I might as well get it out in the open. “Yes, okay?” I answer, annoyed. 
“Get out! I was totally bluffing. I figured maybe you made out with him. Holy shit! You did? Really?” 
“Yes,” I say quietly. I know I’m every shade of red. 
“How did it happen? Deets. I want the deets.” She giggles, jumping up and down, clapping her hands. 
I explain to Allie the sordid details leading up to Ben in my bed and how we decided to keep things casual. She stares at me with a wide grin. You’d think she’s the one who had sex with him, she looks so damn happy. 
“So how does he rate on the sausage scale... cocktail wiener, bun sized or foot long?” 
“Are you seriously asking me to tell you the size of his penis?” 
 “Of course I am. Oh, maybe he's girthy... Kielbasa or Bratwurst?” 
“You’re insane. I’m not answering that question.” Allie’s curiosity for the inappropriate never ceases to amaze me. 
“Geez Jules, if you’re going to re-pop your cherry, you sure picked a prize to do the deed. Is he still here?” Her eyes scan the apartment. 
“No, he left last night.” 
“A fuck ducker?” 
“No. I don’t think so. He said he was meeting his trainer at the park at six. It was easier for him to leave last night than wake up at five and go across town to get his stuff.” 
“Do you believe him?” 
“Yes.” I nod. 
“Okay. That’s good enough for me. So this Casual Ben, he’s an exerciser?” 
Casual Ben? Great, Allie has already bestowed a new nickname. I guess it’s an improvement over Khaki Shorts. 
“You’ve seen him with his shirt off, what do you think?” I ask sarcastically. 
“Yeah, good point. I hope he doesn’t try to suck you into that world. Tell him you’re allergic to exercise if he ever asks.” 
“Yes, that’s a very believable excuse.” I roll my eyes. “I don’t think he’ll ever ask. Isn’t that something a couple would do together? We are most definitely not a couple.” 
“Yeah, you are… you’re a couple of fuck buddies,” she jokes. 
“Classy, Al. Real Classy.” 
“Just keeping it real. You can sugarcoat this all you want, but at the end of the day; you’re still fuck buddies. There’s nothing wrong with that.  I’m certainly not one to judge. Anyway, I like this adventurous side of you. You deserve a little fun. So, how are you going to manage working with him?” 
“I told him I didn’t want Vivian to know about us, so we’ll have to keep it cool when we work together at Wisteria.” 
“How the hell are you going to keep your hands off that body? My hat’s off to you. You have more willpower than I do.  If it were me, I’d be on my knees servicing him at the foot of Viv’s desk.” 
“Once again Allison, you have proven yourself to be the undisputed Queen of Demure.” 
She laughs. “Yeah, maybe I’d wait until I got him alone in the elevator. So when are you going to see him again?” 
“I don’t know. He said he’d be in contact.” 
“Good. You gave him your number?” 
“Crap. No, I didn’t.” I frown. 
“Do you have his?” 
“I can access it through work but that would be wrong.” 
“There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
“Shouldn’t I wait for him to call me?” I ask. 
“Jules, we moved off the Prairie a long time ago. Women don’t sit around and wait for the man to court them anymore. Besides, you said it was casual, so all bets are off.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” 
“Is he seeing anyone else?” she asks. 
“I don’t know.” 
“Do you want to know?”
“I don’t know.” I shrug. 
“Do you plan on seeing other people?” 
“I don’t know.” I shake my head, placing my hands over my face. 
“There’s a lot you don’t know.” 
“I know.” 
“Both of you need to clear the air. Even in ‘no rules’ relationships, there are rules. Remember Jules, this is based on physical, not emotional feelings. You have to check your feelings at the door. If you’re okay with that, then okay. It creates an unbalanced relationship on both ends if one person is exclusive and the other isn’t. You need to be on the same page or there will be hurt feelings. Trust me on this, I speak from experience. Do you want to see other guys?” 
“Allie, I didn’t want to see any guys, remember? Ben just fell into my lap.” 
“More like he fell into your bed. How would you feel if you knew he was seeing other women, maybe having sex with them too?” 
“I hadn’t given it any thought. There wasn’t much thinking going on last night.” 
“I bet. Was he any good? Some good looking guys suck in the sack. They rely on their looks and get lazy.” 
“He was fine.” All the heat from my body has rushed to my face. Allie has always been very comfortable giving me play by plays of her sex life. I’m much less of a sharer. 
“Judging by the shade of red on your face, I’m guessing he was more than just fine.” 
“Okay…he was mighty fine.” I beam. 
“So you like him?” 
“I slept with him, didn’t I?” 
“That doesn’t mean anything. I’ve slept with plenty of guys that I didn’t particularly like. I knew they were good in bed, so I figured what the hell.” 
“Yes. I like him... as a person. Neither of us is looking for a relationship, but we click physically and we have fun …so I’m taking your advice. I’m having an emotionally detached whirlwind fling with a really hot guy, and I’m going to use him for his body.” 
“Mother Allie is so very proud. One bit of advice the Queen of Demure shall bestow upon you, be honest with him and yourself. Don’t ever confuse this as a romantic relationship. It’s fun and it’s sex. That’s all it is. If you go in with your eyes wide open, you’ll be fine.” 
“Duly noted, Queen.”
~o0o~
While Allie sleeps off her Friday night sexcapades, I take out my laptop and log into my work computer. I feel like an idiot secretly checking through Ben’s Wisteria files for his cell number, but since I never gave him mine, there’s no means of communication. Since I asked him to keep it cool at work, a work email isn’t possible. I know they’re monitored.  
Like Allie said, I’m a modern woman. I got into this casual arrangement to avoid games. I’m going to be straight forward and give him my cell number. There’s nothing wrong with exchanging digits. 
I locate Ben’s number. Now I have to come up with a clever text that says “Here’s my number, don’t think I’m a clingy stalker.” 
I could go the funny route:
*For a Quick Fuck Call 917-555-2653.*

Nah, sometimes funny doesn’t translate well through a text. 
Maybe…
*For a Good Time Call…. 917-555-2653*

No, I sound like a bimbo. I might as well sign that text: *With love, Whore Girl.*

Screw it. I’ll just keep it simple.
* My cell number. Enjoy your day! -Julia*
Okay, it’s not exactly Pulitzer material, but it’s something. I click the send button and I’m done. 
I get a text back from Ben immediately. 
*Great. Thanks. Running out. Talk to you soon. *
What the hell? That’s all I get? Hmm, I guess that’s how it’s done. Short and simple. Like Allie says, it’s fun and sex. No need for flirting or playful banter, although a little banter would be nice. 
Maybe this was a fuck and duck. No, no…stop. I’m thinking like a girlfriend. I’m not a girlfriend. He doesn’t owe me anything. No expectations, I have to remember that. I have to adjust to this new kind of arrangement. It’s actually quite refreshing. 
I look up at my laptop and check out my work schedule for the week. Vivian is really pushing his book through. Ben is due in on Wednesday to look over Marcello’s proofs and the final cover art. I guess I’ll see him then. 
~o0o~ 
Monday has arrived, which means another work week to get through. I haven’t heard a peep from Ben, despite the fact that he has my cell phone number. Allie caught me checking my phone a few times and felt the need to “school” me on the mechanics of casual relationships. She assures me this is normal. The only call I’ll get is a booty call. For as crude as that sounds, I’ll take it. Yes, this is nice. No expectations, no strings. Freedom. This is good. Yes, just what I need. 
If I’m to be completely honest with myself, I’m a little confused. I thought the sex was pretty spectacular, the kind you’re instantly addicted to, yet I haven’t heard a peep from Ben. Not a call. Not a text. Nada. Maybe I did suck in the sack and he was just being nice. Or worse, he has a long list of weekend screws and I was just a number. Was I the Friday entry in his “To Do” list… or rather his “Who to Do” list? 
Thoughts of that clingy woman-hating Cam-eel bitch flash through my brain. Is he with her? No, no…he said they aren’t involved like that anymore. I know who he sees shouldn’t bother me. But it does. It makes me feel a little cheap. 
Is there such a thing as monogamous casual dating? Would it be okay with me if he was out banging half of Manhattan at the same time he was banging me? I don’t know how I feel about that. I’d like to think I was a little bit special. If I ask Allie, I’ll get another dissertation on the rules of casual dating. I don’t know if I’m up to it. 
I know I’ll see him in two days when he meets with Vivian. Maybe I could pull him aside and ask, then decide. I know a boyfriend is not on my radar. I don’t want that kind of obligation, but I don’t want to be one of countless many either. That doesn’t feel like me. I need to hash this out with Ben…when our clothes are on. 
~o0o~ 
“Seeing Casual Ben today?” Allie asks, her brow arched. 
“How did you know?” I frown. 
“You woke up a half hour early and you’re wearing a shorter-than-usual skirt.” 
“You picked the wrong profession, detective.” 
We both know she’s right. I intentionally chose this outfit because I knew I’d see Ben. The white lace top with a white camisole underneath screams sexy virgin. The short grey pleat front skirt just covers the garter belt clipped to my thigh high stockings. It’s my way of feeling secretly sexy around him. My high heel black leather ankle boots with a side buckle tell you I have a naughty side. It’s the perfect combination of suggestive yet still work appropriate. 
“Allison Lewis, Private Dick. I like the sound of that,” she says proudly. 
“You would.” I laugh. “I’m running out the door. See you tonight.” 
“Unless you get your very own private dick, then I may not see you until tomorrow.” She wiggles her brows. 
“Allie…” I shake my head. Words escape me. Although I don’t think I’d mind one particular dick… Hopefully private for just me. 
~o0o~ 
Ben is the last appointment today. This day is going to drag. I haven’t heard anything from him since Friday night. I’ve reconciled the fact that this is the way it’s done. No communication unless we’re looking to hook up. Once I readjusted my expectations, I feel more comfortable about it. It’s a two way street. Although I would have liked a little more Ben time this past weekend. If I wasn’t such a chicken shit, I would have called him. I think as I get more comfortable with this arrangement, I’ll get a little more daring. 
I’ve stayed away from all salads and any sandwiches that contain lettuce, parsley, oregano or basil for lunch. I’ve checked my teeth three times. I’m not going through the greenery in the teeth debacle again. Once was enough for me. 
I look at the time in the corner of my computer screen and see it’s almost Ben O’clock. My heart races and my legs bounce up and down like a giddy schoolgirl. It’s time to do my Pre-Ben prep. I pull out the compact mirror from my desk drawer and check out all the angles. Hair, makeup and teeth checked. I’m good to go. 
At four-thirty on the dot, Ben walks through the office door. My heart has now relocated to my throat. I briefly close my eyes and inhale his Benessence wafting through the office. Damn this guy smells good. He looks perfect, just perfect, in a pair of dark jeans, and a charcoal turtleneck. His muscular chest sure can rock those turtlenecks. Yum. I look down at my hand and it’s trembling, actually trembling. I need to hone it in and relax. He’s just a man. Well, a godlike man who had his hands and lips all over my naked body. 
“Good afternoon, Julia. It’s good to see you again.” He smiles cordially as he extends his hand out to shake mine. 
Seriously? I had his not so little Ben in my mouth five freaking days ago and all I get is a courteous handshake and a “Good to see you”? I don’t expect him to bring flowers, but something a little less formal would have been nice. 
“Ben, good to see you.” I place my hand in his and we shake. I feel the spark again. I wonder if he feels it too. The warmth of his skin, even from this brief touch, has my body tingling. Couple that with his unique Benessence and I’m afraid I might just pull an Allie and service him at the foot of Vivian’s desk. 
“Ben, nice to see you again. Come right in. Julia, you as well.” I startle in my seat. I was so preoccupied ogling Ben that I didn’t realize Vivian had been standing in the arch of her doorway the whole time. Maybe that’s why Ben was so aloof toward me. 
Ben, the gentleman that he is, stands at Vivian’s doorway until I walk by him. It’s taking all my willpower not to jump his bones and straddle him. Ben looks forward and politely nods. This polite shit is royally pissing me off. 
The leather chair makes a loud, obnoxious squeak as I sit down. Fabulous, now they’ll think I broke wind. “Stupid chair,” I mumble loud enough for them to hear and adjust my position in the chair. 
Vivian and Ben are doing most of the conversing. She pulls up the photos Marcello emailed to the office on her computer screen. As Marcello predicted, there’s not a bad picture to be found. There’s one picture in particular that I really like. Ben is seated on a stool. His arms are crossed, showing off his biceps. His hair is a little messy, but in that playful, run your fingers through it, kind of way. His dark eyes are hypnotizing, like they could see right through me. And his smile… Damn, I forgot how much I love his dimples. God, I want him. 
While they’re busy discussing each photograph, I float in and out of the conversation with an occasional “Mmmhmm”. I don’t want to look at pictures anymore when real-life Ben is inches away from me. I can stare at him all day. He leans in toward the desk to get a closer look at the screen while stroking his bottom lip with his index finger. I’m so ridiculous; I’m actually jealous of an index finger. 
The attention to his mouth brings back memories of his soft lips all over my naked body, his warm moist breath on my neck, kissing me, licking me, playfully nibbling my hips, my breasts, and pounding his rock hard erection inside of me. Damn I want him and the bastard is sitting there cool as a cucumber, talking cover art. My hands are clammy and my skin flushed. How the hell can’t he feel the heat between us? 
“What do you think, Julia?” Vivian snaps me out of my daze. 
“Uh… I like that one.” I point to a random picture. It doesn’t matter which one I choose, Ben looks amazing in all of them. The camera was invented for him. There’s one picture that really shows off the stubble on his face. The stubble that rubbed its way across my neck, down my stomach to my inner thighs…. Damn it, I have to stop this. 
I shake my head and refocus, dragging myself back into the conversation. Blah, blah, blah is all I hear. Look at me, you bastard. Give me a clue you are thinking of me the same way I’m thinking of you. I am not going to be satisfied until I trip him up. I’m just going to have to work a little harder. 
“Vivian, will the photo placement be on the inside sleeve or back cover?” I ask, tilting my head while twisting a loop of hair around my finger, exposing part of my neck to Ben. I already know it’s going on the back cover. Ben’s face alone would sell the damn book. I just want Ben to look at my naked skin. 
“Back,” Vivian answers. 
“MmmHmm.” I nod. I purposely hum instead of answering with a word. Humming sounds like groaning and that will make him think of sex. I peek to my side, no reaction. Grrr… 
I’m so childish. I need to get my head back into my job. 
Legs! I know he likes my legs; he spent enough time kissing them. I casually cross them, tapping my foot in the air to draw his attention my way. My skirt rides up, exposing more of my thigh. Perfect! I lean back in my chair while Vivian explains to Ben the final stages of publication. Gently, I put my hand on my knee and not-so-innocently move it up and down, making small circles with my fingernail. The attention to my legs will make him think of sex. Ben glances at my legs for a brief second, straightens his posture then calmly continues his conversation with Vivian, never missing a beat. 
So… that’s the way it’s going to be. This man is frustrating the hell out of me. I’m stepping up my game, bringing it up a few notches. I may not be a natural born seductress, but I’ve watched enough late night cable movies to know how to get his attention. 
 I place my hand on the hem of my skirt and oh-so-slowly slide it up until the band around my stockings and the garter belt’s clips are exposed. I sit back leaning away from Ben, allowing an unobstructed view for his eyes. I rest an elbow on the arm of the chair, leaning my chin on my hand, with a finger touching my bottom lip, as I nod along with the conversation. 
After a little while of talking shop, Ben inhales a quick breath and shifts in his chair, leaning away from me. I sneak a quick glance at him; his eyes are peeking at my legs. They quickly dart back up to Vivian, as he continues his conversation with her, cool and relaxed. 
I growl to myself with frustration. I give up. I can’t ruffle him at all. I don’t have many tricks up my sleeve and I’ve run out of ideas. Maybe he just isn’t as into me as I hoped. 
Luckily it’s a short meeting, so my torture doesn’t linger on for hours. Vivian asks me to stay behind so we can finish out our day. I know she needs to get home on time for some school function for Justin. 
“Have a good night Vivian. Thank you for everything,” he says as he shakes her hand. 
“It’s what I do.” Vivian smiles. 
“Julia, thank you. Have a good night.” He shakes my hand. My heart sinks— no secret wink, no knowing glance, no lingering hold. Nothing. Friday night was just talk. I guess I was just a one-night stand after all. I didn’t expect flowers and candy, but I thought we were going to see each other again. Sometime. I think I’m going to be sick. I have to hand it to him, he’s slick. I was played. 
“Thank you. You too,” I croak out as I watch him walk out the door. I pull myself together, put my work face back on and sit back down to finish out my day. 
~o0o~ 
Once Vivian leaves, I walk back to my desk, log out of my computer, and grab my bag and coat. I feel defeated and maybe a little used. I really thought we clicked. 
I’ll have to shake this experience off as a lesson learned… All men are dirtbags. I sigh and decide I need to move on. I should ask Allie if I should pick up something for dinner. I fish my cell phone out of the bottom of my bag to text her. The little green light is already blinking. I guess she beat me to the punch. Should I tell her right away that Ben is an ass? I’ll just wait until I’m home. 
I touch the message icon and blink when I see who it’s from. 
*I wanted to fuck you on that desk. My place after work tonight? *
I purse my lips in a failed attempt to hide my smile. I text him back. 
*Leaving now. Address?* 
~o0o~



Chapter 7 
The butterflies are fluttering like crazy in my stomach as I walk to Ben’s apartment. I can’t believe how nervous I am. With each step closer to his building, my heart races a little faster. This is what he does to me. He energizes me, arouses me and unnerves me. This relationship, for lack of a better word, is exciting. Our limited communication makes the times that I do see him feel exhilarating, fresh… and a little wicked. 
I whistle to myself as I look up and down Ben’s building. I thought it, now I know it. Ben comes from money. You can’t live in a place like this unless you have an impressive bank statement. I close my eyes, count to five, and exhale. Nope, that didn’t work. I’m still a bundle of nerves. I’ll have to fake my confidence. 
There’s a tall, brawny doorman at the entrance to the lobby. He’s built like a few of the bouncers I’ve seen at some high-end bars, but better dressed in a classic gray overcoat and hat. No one is going to get past this guy. 
“Ma’am. May I help you?” he asks courteously. 
“Err… Yes, I’m here to see Mr. Martin. Ben Martin.” 
“Your name, please?” 
I clear my throat. “Julia Conti.” 
“Yes. Mr. Martin called down a few minutes ago. The elevator to the twentieth floor is to your right. Have a pleasant evening Miss Conti.” He tips his hat, opens the door, and politely smiles. 
“Thanks. Same to you.” I smile back and walk to the elevators. 
While I’m waiting for the elevator to arrive, I look around the lobby area. Wow, this is luxurious. It’s nicer than some hotels I’ve visited. Dark marble floors, a modern seating area, a freaking concierge desk… For a residential building? That’s insane. Yeah, we’re talking big bucks. The elevator pings, the steel doors slide open, and I step in. 
Once inside, I watch each floor number light up over the elevator doors as we get closer and closer to the twentieth floor. The elevator in my building is so old; I always make sure I pee before getting on it in case I get stuck in between floors. I don’t think I have anything to worry about here.  By the time the elevator passes the sixth floor, I exhale the breath I was holding. My legs are a jittery mess; my palms are clammy, and my heart is pounding. 
Attractive, I know. 
I’m excited; I’m anxious… and I’m horny as hell. What a combination. I have to remember to address the monogamous question while we still have our clothes on. I know there’s no way I’m going to think straight once he touches me. 
The elevator stops at the twentieth floor. The doors slide open. I walk out to a beautiful hallway. Dark brown tile flooring with pale yellow walls decorated with modern stainless steel lighting sconces from one end of the hallway to the other. I spot Ben’s place immediately, apartment 2012 and walk to the door. I hesitate before knocking, patting down my hair, and straightening my coat. I close my eyes and take a few calming breaths.  This is it. I swallow hard and knock on the door. My insides are doing flips in anticipation of what’s waiting for me on the other side. 
I look down and watch the doorknob turn. My stomach is twisting; I hope I don’t throw up on his shoes. The door opens and there he is. The most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. He smiles seductively at me, his gaze smoldering. 
“Julia, I’m very glad you could make it. Come in,” he says smoothly as he opens the door wide. I anxiously walk into his apartment, stop and look at my surroundings. His place is gorgeous. This had to be professionally decorated; it’s spectacular. Wide plank white oak floors, dark chocolate leather couch with a matching loveseat, and coffee table. Off to the side, I can see the kitchen… it’s modern and sleek with stainless steel appliances, beautiful dark cabinetry, and a light almond colored granite countertop. There are three large windows providing a spectacular view of Manhattan along one wall of the living room area. Stunning. 
“Can I take your coat and bag?” he asks. 
“Sure.” 
He places his hands on my shoulders as he slowly peels off my coat. I close my eyes and freeze. His touch sends a tingling wave straight down to my sex. He wields some magical power over me. I’m bound to him and I don’t want to break the hold. I remind myself again—talk before going any further. 
He hangs my coat up in the closet by the door and puts my bag on a chair next to it. He places his hands around my waist, spinning me around to face him. Tilting my face up toward him, he brushes his lips against mine, never kissing me. I close my eyes and moan into his mouth. 
“I’m very happy you’re here,” he murmurs. 
He gently pushes me against the wall near the door and nuzzles my neck. His hands glide down my body, over my clothes. His body pressed against mine, pinning me to the wall, grinding his pelvis into me. He nibbles on my earlobe then slides his hand under my skirt, his finger sliding under the garter belt strap. I know I promised myself we’d talk first, but fuck it. Talk’s cheap. This is exactly what I need right now. 
His finger traces the edge of my lace panties. I’m already wet and desperate for his touch. He runs his finger gently across the thin fabric of my panties, lightly brushing against my swollen folds. 
“You wanted to tease me at the office today, didn’t you?” he whispers in my ear. 
“Yes,” I breathe. 
“I’ll let you in on a little secret.” He presses his pelvis hard into me; I feel his erection on my stomach. “It worked.” 
A moan escapes the back of my throat. I tilt my head back against the wall. 
“Do you want me, Julia?” His voice is low, alluring. 
“Yes.” 
“Do you want me to touch you here?” He lightly presses his fingers on my panties, applying pressure against my throbbing sex. 
My muscles clench. “Yes,” I gasp. 
“Do you want me inside you?” He brushes his lips down my neck, lightly nibbling by my collarbone. 
“Yes,” I whisper. My body is on fire. I need him right now like I need air to breathe. 
“Good… After dinner.” He straightens himself out and releases his hold on me. 
My mouth falls open. I’m completely confounded. What the fuck just happened? I thought we were about to have sex. 
“Something wrong?” he asks with a devilish smirk and raised brow. Holy shit, I know his game. He’s teasing me back. The bastard. 
“No, nothing at all,” I answer dryly. Don’t tit for tat me, Ben Martin. I’ll play right back. I straighten myself out, pressing my thighs together to relieve some of my pent-up frustration. “What’s for dinner?” I smile sweetly. 
He shakes his head, with a satisfied grin plastered across his perfect smug face. Neither of us is going to acknowledge the game we’re playing. This is going to be a long dinner. 
“I ordered some take-out Chinese food. It should be here soon. I hope that’s okay with you.” 
“That’s fine.” Let’s get this meal over with; all I want is my Ben Martin dessert. 
“Would you like some wine, beer or I can warm up some sake?” he asks as he walks toward the kitchen. 
“Wine would be nice. Something white?” I answer. Ben has already proven to me that he can do cool and collected while horny as hell. Now that I don’t have Vivian’s eyes on us, I can step up my game. “Ben, can you direct me to the bathroom?” I call into the kitchen where he’s uncorking a bottle of wine. 
“Sure, it’s in the hallway to your right, second door,” he calls over. How big is this place? It makes my apartment look like a shoebox. 
I walk to the bathroom and turn on the light. Wow. Nice bathroom. It’s modern and light, with varying shades of gray travertine tiles on the floor and walls and a glass enclosed shower. There’s a beautiful white pedestal sink. I’ve always wanted a sink like this. 
I stop admiring my surroundings and get to the business at hand—seducing Ben. All day long, I had to keep mindful that my skirt was on the short side and not to bend over. If I dropped something, it stayed where it fell. Now that we’re alone, all bets are off. 
Unsnapping my garter belt straps, I remove my panties then clip the garter’s straps back on my stockings. I’m going to be the clumsiest guest Ben has ever had the pleasure of entertaining. I’ve never gone commando under my skirt before. This casual sex arrangement certainly brings out my naughty side. Who knew I had this in me? 
Oh crap, I forgot my bag. Where the hell am I going to hide my panties? Damn…didn’t think this all the way through. I spot a wicker basket on the floor with spare toilet paper rolls and shove it in there. I’ll come back for it later. 
I walk back into the living room where Ben is standing with two wine glasses in his hand, politely waiting for me. 
“Want to sit on the couch?” he asks. 
“Sure.” 
We walk over to the couch. I take the opportunity to bend over and pretend I’m straightening the throw pillows that are already neatly lined on the couch. I stretch out far enough until I’m sure my garter belt and the very bottom of my ass cheeks are peeking out. After adjusting the pillows long enough for a decent gawking show, I turn around and sit. 
Ben’s standing in place, his pupils dilated, licking his lips. I’m pretty sure he’s not even aware he’s doing it. He closes his eyes briefly then shakes his head. Ha. Perfect reaction. 
“Your wine.” He hands a glass to me and puts his on a coaster on the coffee table in front of us. Ugh, he’s one of those coaster people.

“Your place is nice,” I say as my eyes scan the room. 
“Thanks. I like it. I’ve been here about a year.” 
“It’s so tidy for a bachelor pad. I guess your cleaning lady was just here?” 
“She hasn’t been here in almost two weeks. She’s due here tomorrow.” He takes a sip of wine. 
He’s worse than a coaster person; he’s a neat freak. There’s no dust, no mail piled up, everything is in its place, and the cleaning lady hasn’t been here? I wish I had her job; it has to be the easiest gig in town. I bet he cringed when he saw my filthy apartment. 
 “It’s a little warm in here. Do you mind if I change into a T-shirt?” he asks. 
“Of course not.” 
“I’ll just be a minute.” He pulls his turtleneck off as he walks away, giving me an up close view of the rippling muscles on his broad, muscular back. He’s doing this on purpose. My entire body is aching with longing. I’d love the run the tip of my tongue across every steely contour. 
I grab my glass and take a big gulp. What to do…What to do? Oh, I know… 
Ben walks back in the room, in a tight black T-shirt. He looks positively delicious. I quickly remove my lace top, leaving on just the white camisole. He comes to an abrupt halt when he sees me and frowns. 
I smile coyly. “I didn’t want to chance spilling dinner on my top. It’s so difficult to clean lace.” 
He nods with a twinkle in his eye, realizing the game I’m playing and sits at the other end of the couch, turned toward me. He thinks I’m lying. In reality, it’s closer to the truth than I care to admit. I spill food on myself on a regular basis and cleaning lace is a bitch. 
“Did you have a good weekend?” he asks. 
“Friday night was just okay,” I tease. “The rest of the weekend was good.” Yeah, good and lonely. “You?” 
“My Friday night was spectacular. The rest of the weekend paled in comparison.” 
What does that mean…paled in comparison? Does that mean I’m the winner of the Best Weekend Screw? Are there runners up? Is this why he never contacted me? I have a sinking feeling about all of this. 
 “My grandmother fell and injured her hip. She’s been hospitalized since Saturday afternoon. My parents are away. I’ve been at the hospital pretty much around the clock, helping her,” he explains. 
Well, I feel like a stupid shit. I’ve been sticking imaginary pins in my imaginary Ben voodoo doll all week because he hasn’t tried to contact me while the poor guy was caring for his ailing grandmother. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry. Is she okay?” I reach over and place my hand on his knee. 
“Yes, thanks. To be honest, I was worried. You know what they say... an elderly person injuring their hip can be the kiss of death. But she’s the strongest woman I know. She was transferred to a rehab facility this morning.” 
“I’m glad to hear she’s on the mend.” I like this side of Ben; caring, sweet, a little vulnerable. It’s surprising, considering he exudes an air of confidence, much like a rock star walking into a room. There’s no doubt he adores his grandmother. This softer side of him is rather endearing. 
There’s a loud knocking sound coming from the front door that startles me. 
“That must be dinner,” he says as he stands, taking his wallet out of his back pocket. He opens the door and takes a bag from the delivery man. Judging by the smile on the guy’s face, I’m betting he got a pretty hefty tip. Ben turns back to me. “Do you want to eat at the dining table, or keep with tradition and eat off the coffee table?” 
“Let’s stick with tradition.” 
“I’ll grab some plates and utensils.” He places the takeout bag on the table and walks over to the kitchen. 
“I’ll help,” I offer, walking behind him. 
Ben takes out the forks and spoons from the flatware drawer. “Julia, would you mind grabbing two plates? They’re in the cabinet above you.” 
“Sure.” I open the cabinet and reach up on my tiptoes to the stack of plates on the second shelf. My skirt rides up when I stretch my arm up to the shelf. I look to my side and see Ben, with a lascivious grin, staring at my ass. 
I blush. He did that on purpose. Damn, he’s good. 
“That’s a very pretty skirt.” He chuckles. 
“You don’t think it’s too Catholic School girl, do you?” I know guys have this weird erotic fantasy about women in Catholic School uniforms. I’ll plant the idea in his head. It’ll make him think of sex. 
He tilts his head to the side and smiles. “No one would ever mistake that outfit for a Catholic School uniform, especially with those boots.” 
“Are the boots good or bad?” I ask, fluttering my lashes, feigning innocence. I know they’re hot. 
“Good, definitely good.” He nods. 
We take the plates, napkins, and utensils then walk back into the living room. 
~o0o~ 
Our legs are stretched out under the coffee table as we sit. Remembering that I’m au naturel under my skirt, I cross one leg over the other. It feels strange to be so exposed…. even though I know no one is on the other side to get a glimpse of the goods. 
“Would you like to watch TV?” Ben asks as he’s piling both plates with our dinner. 
“How about we talk?” 
“Okay.” He places my filled plate in front of me. “What would you like to talk about?” 
My foot rapidly taps as I fidget with my fingers. This question has been gnawing at me for days, but I’m terrified to know the answer. “You and me.” I purposely did not say us. I don’t want him to get the wrong impression and think that I think we’re a couple. 
“What about you and me?” he asks as he takes a bite of a stuffed moo-shoo chicken pancake. 
“Well, we said we were going to be casual. And that’s exactly what I want.” I quickly make clear. 
“Good. That’s what I want too.” 
“But there is something we need to clarify. Something I need to know.” I swallow hard, trying to hold on to my nerve. “Are you seeing other women while you’re seeing me?” 
There… it’s out there, my personal elephant in the room. I’m terrified to hear the answer because I know in my heart that although I’m truly not looking for anything more than some fun with Ben, I don’t want to be a number. The boyfriend part I can live without. In fact, I like that part… but I don’t want to be a member of Ben Martin’s Speed Dial Harem. 
“Are you asking me if I’m a man-whore?” He laughs. 
“I suppose I am.” I smile shyly. 
“There’s no bullshit with you, is there?” 
“No, I guess not. Is that a bad thing?” 
“It’s a very good thing. I like that you’re upfront and honest.” 
“Are you avoiding my question?” Please say no.

“No,” he answers. 
“No, you’re not avoiding my question? Or no, you’re not a man-whore?” 
“Both.” He laughs. “I told you, I don’t like things complicated. When I was younger, I played the juggling game, but in my advanced age I’ve learned that one woman at a time is complicated enough.” 
“Yes, twenty eight years old, so advanced. You have one foot in the grave already,” I joke. 
“Are you asking me this because you want to be with other men?” he asks softly. 
“No. Not at all,” I assure him. 
“Would it have been a deal breaker for you? If I saw other women?” he asks. 
“Yes, I think it would,” I answer honestly. 
“Good.” 
I tilt my head from side to side, puzzled by his answer. He must sense my confusion as he continues. “I know it’s a contradiction in terms, but for the sake of safe sex, I like to keep it casually exclusive. And if I’m completely truthful… Call me selfish, but I don’t want anyone else touching you while we have something going on. If you want to hang out, I want to be the one you hang out with.” 
“Is ‘hang out’ code for have sex?” 
“It sure as fuck is,” he snorts with a wicked grin. “There’s chemistry between us. Why would I want to share that? As long as it’s working between us, we’ll go with it. When it doesn’t anymore, we’ll just stay friends.” 
“Is that how it worked with your other relationships?” 
“Yes. I’ve never lied about what I want or what I have to give. As long as we’re on the same page, I think this could be good for both of us.  Are we on the same page?” 
“Yes, definitely on the same page,” I answer, relieved. 
“Good. Finish your dinner. I know you have no panties on under that skirt and I’d like to hang out with you… soon.” 
I bite the inside of my cheek, in a failed attempt to hide my smile. This is everything I hoped for; an incredibly good looking, smart, exclusive fuck buddy. It feels like Christmas. I dig into my vegetable lo-mein. I need to carbo-load. Hanging Out with Ben requires a lot of stored energy. 
Once we finish our dinner, Ben hands a fortune cookie to me. We break open our cookies and remove the fortunes inside. Ben reads his fortune out loud. “You are going to get lucky tonight.” 
“It does not say that. Let me see.” I try to grab it from him, but he pulls his hand up, holding the fortune away. 
“It’s written in Mandarin. I translated it.” He stuffs it in his jeans pocket with a grin. 
I unfold my fortune and read it. “Man is only as lucky as Woman allows.” I raise an eyebrow. 
“Let me see that.” He reaches out to grab it. 
“Sorry, Ben. My fortune is written in Cantonese.” I hold my fortune up in the air. He lunges across to snatch it out of my hand, knocking us both down to the floor. 
We’re lying on the floor next to each other, laughing. 
“It’s been a shitty few days. I’m so glad you’re here,” he says as he turns to me, gazing into my eyes. I feel the warmth in his sincerity. 
“I’m glad I’m here too.” I caress his cheek, his breathing hitches as he briefly closes his eyes. When he opens his eyes, he’s smiling tenderly. 
“I think we better get off this floor,” he murmurs, rolling up then stands, extending his hand out to me. I give him one hand, while the other hand protects my modesty by holding down my skirt. 
~o0o~
Ben insists on clearing off the table and cleaning up our dirty dishes. Anal Retentive Neat Freak. I would have left them there. I take the opportunity to freshen up in the bathroom. Once I’m done with my pre-sex primping, I walk out of the bathroom and head back to find Ben. I pass a room with a door slightly ajar. There’s a dimly lit desk lamp on. I hadn’t noticed it earlier tonight. This must be where Ben writes. 
Curiosity gets the better of me. I quietly walk into the room to see where he crafts the words that come to life in his writing. As I get closer to the desk, it becomes apparent that this is not where he writes. There are magnifying loops and small plastic canisters on the side of the desktop. On the shelves above are dozens of dark green albums and binders, some wrapped in protective clear film, and a ton of books about currencies. There are six wooden cases displaying various coins hanging on the walls. 
Holy shit, when he said he collected coins, he wasn’t kidding. This is a numismatist nerd den. Ben is a sneak geek… a coaster using, neat freak, sneak geek. How can a guy that hot do this as a hobby? It’s like I’ve entered an alternate universe where all the High School brainiacs are smoldering and the football players are scrawny nerdlings. There’s a small blue velvet box on the desk, like a jewelry box. I brush my hand over the soft velvet. 
“That was the last coin my grandfather purchased for his collection before he died.” 
I turn around and Ben is leaning in the doorway. 
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be in here.” I look down to the floor, embarrassed by my snooping. 
“It’s fine.” He walks up to the desk. “Would you like to see it?” he asks quietly. 
“Okay, if you want to share it.”
He picks up the box and opens it. “It’s a 1796 25C Draped Bust Quarter.”
 “A what?”
“An old quarter.” He chuckles. “It’s very rare. It took him years to locate it. This was before we had the internet at our disposal. Beautiful, isn’t she?” he asks, staring at it wistfully. The front of the coin shows a portrait of a woman with long flowing hair and the word “Liberty” written above her. There are stars circling the coin and 1796 at the bottom. 
“Yes, it is,” I agree. 
“It’s quite valuable. It should be in my safe. I was thinking of my grandfather when my grandmother was hospitalized and took it out to look at. My grandmother made sure his coin collection was passed down to me when he died. It’s very special to me.” 
“Well, I’m honored you’re sharing it with me.” I curtsy. 
“You mean after I found you nosing around in here?” 
I laugh nervously. “Yeah, I guess. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to spy. I thought this was where you wrote.” 
“And you wanted to spy on my writing?” 
“I wanted to see where you work. I can’t explain it. The creative process fascinates me.” I look up at the shelves. “I recognize those albums. One of my brothers had one like that to collect State Quarters. He never finished his collection. He err….” 
“Thought it was boring?” 
“Yes, you have to admit. It’s kind of geeky.” 
“I don’t think so. Coins can be very seductive.” 
“I think you’re stretching it.” 
“I’ll show you.” He pulls out his chair and sits, tapping his hand on his knee. “Have a seat.” 
I sit on his lap. The closeness to him and the fact that my bare butt is rubbing against him is going to drive me crazy. I already feel the familiar tingling. I look down at my camisole and see my nipples are already standing at attention through the fabric. There is no hiding my state of arousal. 
“You know, Julia, there are plenty of women who get turned on by coins.” 
“Yeah, when you spend those coins on them.” I roll my eyes. “I remember you said you collected coins when you were a kid, why do you still collect?” 
“It appeals to my alpha male side, the thrill of the hunt. I get a rush when I locate a coin I’ve been searching for.” He opens a desk drawer, pulls out a wooden box and places it on his desk. Then grabs a pair of eyeglasses out of the drawer and puts them on. 
“You wear glasses?” I ask. 
“Only to look closely at the coins.” 
Damn, Ben in glasses is hot. Naughty professor kind of hot. 
He opens the box and there are six old coins inside. I look down at them and my mouth gapes open. 
“Are they doing what I think they’re doing?” I ask incredulously. 
Ben laughs. “Yes, they’re having sex. They’re Spintriae, Roman sex coins, or tokens. Some believe they used the coins in brothels. One side shows the act you want; the other shows the cost of said act. There’s debate among some scholars as to what they really are. There are a few coins that have some man on man action, a little something for everyone.” He winks. 
Holy Shit. There are men and women in several different sexual positions. In one, a woman is collared and is about to get it doggie style. There’s a blow job coin. Oh my God, an actual blow job is depicted on a coin. Erect penis and all. This is crazy. Another coin has the female riding the male and another has the male giving it to the female. They’re erotic as hell. 
“Are these real?” 
“No, they’re replicas. The only replicas I own. I couldn’t pass up owning them. For obvious reasons.” He smiles slyly as he takes off his glasses, placing them back in the desk drawer. 
“The Ancient Romans were a bunch of pervs.” 
“Apparently,” he says as he slides his hand under my skirt and gently rubs the side of my ass. 
“I didn’t realize you were of Roman descent.” I smirk. 
“Just my hands,” he coos, as he moves his hands from under my skirt to under my camisole, cupping my breasts over my bra. “You have perfect breasts. Perfect,” he whispers. 
I lean back into his body, close my eyes and savor his touch. He could feel me up all night, and I think I’d be satisfied. He slides his hands out from under my top and stands up from the chair, taking me up with him. He turns me around until I’m facing him with my back to the desk. With one arm, he clears the coins to the side. He lifts me up and sits me down onto the desk. 
He sinks to the floor onto his knees, spreading my legs open and pushes up my skirt. 
“Do you have any idea how hot you look in these stockings and boots?” he asks as he runs his hand up my inner thigh. 
I shake my head slowly, licking my lips. Every inch of my body wants him. 
“If you wear this in front of me at work again, I don’t give a shit if Vivian is there or not, I’m going to fuck you on her desk. Do you understand?” He runs a finger down my sex. 
“Mmm,” I groan. 
“Is that a yes?” He licks the inside of my folds, expertly swirling his tongue around my clit. 
“Mmm.” My back arches up as my hands grip the edge of the desk. 
“Good. I want you in my bed. Now.” He stands and holds his hand out to me to help me up. My nerve endings are a quivering mess. I’m so close to an orgasm, and he’s hardly touched me. His tongue is magic. 
He snatches the box of Roman coins off his desk and holds it out to me. 
“Pick one. What do you want tonight?” A sexy smile plays on his lips. 
“This one.” I point to the coin of the woman on top of the man. 
“So, you want to take charge? We can work with that.” He wraps his hand around my waist. His lips capture mine with a hungry urgency in a long, passionate kiss. We break from our kiss; he grasps my hand and starts to walk out of the room. “This way.” 
I hesitate, holding his hand tight. 
“What’s wrong?” he asks. 
If Ben were an actual boyfriend, I wouldn’t let him see this side of me, just yet anyway. But since our relationship is based on fun and sex, I’m going for it. “Um… do you think you could wear your glasses?” I ask quietly, pointing to his desk drawer. 
“In the bedroom?” 
I nod slowly. I know I’m blushing, but I don’t care, he looks damn sexy in those glasses. 
“I can.” He opens the desk drawer and takes out his glasses. “Any other requests?” he asks with his brow arched, clearly amused. 
“Just one. Can I call you Professor Martin tonight?” 
He laughs. “Julia, you can call me whatever the fuck you want.” He lightly swats my ass. “Bedroom, Miss Conti. Now.” 
I jump, laughing. “Yes, Professor.”



Chapter 8 
“Any plans with Casual Ben tonight?” Allie asks while shoving a piece of cinnamon roll in her mouth. 
“I guess not. I haven’t heard from him since Wednesday night. His grandmother is ill. He may be with her. I don’t know.” 
“Marcello, Peter and I are celebrating the fact that it’s Friday. We’re meeting at that new Korean barbeque restaurant on Thirty-Fourth Street. It’s supposed to be fantastic. Why don’t you come along?” 
“Thanks, but I’m backlogged with manuscripts. I’m going to stay in, read, and relax tonight. I’m pretty tired anyway.” 
“Ah yes, that midweek sexcathalon tired you out. Casual Ben must have some skills. Two days later and you’re still exhausted.” 
I sigh, ignoring Allie’s statement. I grab my bag and coat. “That’s my cue to go to work. I’ll see you when you get home. Say hello to the guys for me.” 
“Text me if you change your mind.” 
“I won’t, but thanks.” 
~o0o~ 
The work day is dragging. There’s not enough coffee in New York to keep me awake today. I’m twenty four, for crying out loud, one midweek late nighter shouldn’t make me this tired. I really need to get out more often. I could always join a gym and build up some stamina. Pfftt…yeah right. File that under “When pigs fly.” 
Maybe I should meet up with Allie and the guys. I’m sure Peter would appreciate the company. Allie and Marcello are cut from the same cloth. The two of them together is a ton of fun, but absolutely exhausting. 
I have a stupid grin on my face as I think back to two days ago. I’ve never role-played before, but playing the college co-ed to a very hot Professor Martin in his glasses was wickedly arousing—especially when Professor Martin assigned an oral exam. It’s funny now, but I wanted to kill him when he hid my panties he found in the wicker basket in the hall bathroom. It took a lot of sexual negotiating to get them back. Ben always makes things exhilarating, sexy, and fun. 
I was hoping I’d hear from him today. I know, I know… I shouldn’t have any expectations. But it is Friday. Isn’t that some sort of internationally recognized night for sex? I’m pretty sure it’s an unwritten rule. I could always send him a text, but I’m not ready. I still get panicky making the first move. I guess I’m afraid of feeling rejected if he says no. I’ll get there… someday. 
Maybe he’s helping out his grandmother. But how late can a rehab facility stay open? They have to kick him out at some point, don’t they? I suppose taking care of an older relative can suck the life out of him.  I hope nothing else is sucking him. Stop it Julia! He said he isn’t seeing anyone else. I have to trust that he’s being truthful about that. 
Maybe he’s with his clingy “friend” Cam-eel. God, I hope not. There’s something about that woman-hater that rubs me the wrong way. There’s not much I can do about it, even if he is with her… I have no say in his friends. I have no say in his everyday life. I have a little say in his sex life. I do like that…I like that part a lot. I would never admit it to Allie, but she’s right… Ben has some damn fine skills. I suppose I’m getting what I bargained for. 
I grab a stack of papers off my desk and poke my nose in Vivian’s office. “Have a good weekend, Vivian. I’m leaving for the day.” 
“Are those manuscripts you’re holding?” she asks, her eyes peeking over her glasses. 
“Yes.” 
“I’m glad to see you take your work seriously, but please enjoy your weekend. You’re twenty-four, no kids, no mortgage, no stretch marks, and a metabolism that still works. Trust me; enjoy it while you still can. One day, you’ll be sitting in my seat and you won’t have the time, the figure or the energy to have fun.” 
“I will, I promise.” 
~o0o~ 
As I’m walking to the subway station, I can’t help but smile as I pass by Emilio’s Café. The last time I was here with Ben, he took me back to my apartment and gave me that swoon-worthy back of the hand kiss. I never thought we’d end up… Well, wherever we are now. 
I’m almost at the station when I look down and spot a penny on the ground. Normally, I’d walk past it. But visions of Ben’s coin room pop into my mind and I pick it up. I have no idea if it’s a common coin or some rare find. If I give it to him, would he think it’s clingy? Oh please, he’s got the Queen of Clingy attaching herself to his side and he doesn’t notice it. I doubt he’ll read much into a penny find. I’ll start a coin jar and let him go through it, when I get the nerve to fess up. 
Once I’m back in the Village, I decide to indulge myself in a weekend treat. I stop off at Clara’s Cupcake Shoppe. This has to be the most dangerous place in all of New York City. The size of my thighs increases just by walking through the door. It’s soooo worth it. Vivian is always reminding me to take advantage of the fact that my metabolism still works, before, as she likes to put it, “You have a kid and he sucks all the thin out of you.” 
The line is long, but I don’t care. One decadent cupcake with too much sugary sweet frosting piled high with colorful sprinkles is food for the soul. As I’m looking up at the menu board above the display cases, there’s a sudden chill in the air. I get a spine tingling feeling someone is staring at me. I hate that feeling. Slowly, I turn around. 
Shit. Cam-eel. Why does she have to live in my neighborhood? I groan to myself. 
“Judy, isn’t it?” she asks. I know she knows my name. This is part of her girl hating game. 
“It’s Julia.” You Bitch. “Camille, right?’ 
“Yes.” She smiles. Her teeth are so white, too white. I bet they glow in the dark. Someone really needs to lay off the teeth bleach. 
I nod. Well, this is awkward. A polite conversation with one of Ben’s former sex partners feels strange and uncomfortable. I know I should be all cool and adult about it, but the truth is I hate it. I don’t know if I’m made for this sort of civilized exchange. I want to act like an adult, but the irrational jealous bitch inside of me wants to scratch her eyes out. I hate that she knows him intimately and they still hang out. But I’m not a girlfriend; I’m his good-time girl, so I have no real say in the matter. 
“So Ben tells me you and he are seeing each other,” she purrs. 
I know they’re “friends” but it bothers the hell out of me that he talks to her about me. I talk to Allie about Ben, so maybe I’m applying some kind of double standard here. No, I haven’t had sex with Allie. There’s the difference. 
“Yes, we’re friends,” I answer warily. 
“I’m sure he’s mentioned that we go way back. Our families have been friends for as long as I can remember,” she tells me. 
Great…she’s a trust fund baby with family ties. There will be no getting rid of her. 
I nod politely. 
“Ben seems to be quite taken with you. But a little friendly advice; you know, girl to girl.” She winks. “Don’t get yourself too attached. He’s not the stick around type of guy. Don’t get me wrong, Ben is a great guy, and I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, a great lay. But sooner or later, he’ll move on to the next flavor of the month. If I couldn’t land him with our history, no one can.” 
Why is she telling me this? Is she looking out for me, girl to girl, like she said or is she bringing out the claws? I’m going to trust my gut and go with the claws. She continues… 
“Someday he’ll be ready to settle down and…” She purposely ends her thought, twirling her hair around her finger. I get it now. She’s biding her time until Ben gets back with her. She’s waiting for a permanent status with Ben. That’s why she latches on so tight. She wants him. And I’m in her way. 
“Thanks for the warning. But there’s no need to worry about me. Between us… you know, girl to girl… I’m just using him for his body. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you how incredible it is.” 
If you’re going to push me, honey… I’m going to push you right back. 
She gasps, but quickly recovers. “Well then, you should be just fine.” The corner of her mouth curls into a condescending smile. 
I’m finally first in line. Thank. You. God. “It looks like it’s my turn to order. Nice talking with you,” I lie. I turn to the counter, ready for an emotional eating frenzy. This Cam-eel person gets me so damned twisted. 
“Hey Julia. What can I get for you?” Hannah from behind the counter asks. Is it bad that all the bakers in the neighborhood know me by my first name?

“Hi Hannah,” I snarl. 
“Hey, is everything okay?” 
“Peachy.” Why am I taking this out on Hannah? She’s a nice girl. 
“The usual?” 
“Sorry Hannah. I was thinking about something at work. Can I have a half dozen of the chocolate cupcakes with the buttercream frosting and sprinkles? Pick the cupcakes with the most frosting. Please.” 
She boxes up the cupcakes and hands it to me. “Six? Having company tonight?” 
Yeah… Me, myself and I… times two. 
“Err… yes.” I’m chock full of lies today. I pay for the cupcakes and turn to Cam-eel.
“Well, have a good night.” Don’t choke on your cupcake.

“You too, Judy,” she says as she’s reading a text off her phone, barely looking up to acknowledge me. 
She’s worse than a bitch….she’s a Stupid Bitch. I leave the Cupcake Shoppe, with steam pouring out of my ears, staring down at the ground, walking at a hurried pace, and mumbling to myself. “Eight million people live in this city. That’s eight million to one I’d bump into her. And just my luck I do. Stupid Bitch.” 
As I’m marching down the street in an angry blind rage, I bump into an elderly woman walking in the opposite direction. Her eyes widen; she frowns and stares at me. 
“Oh God, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t calling you a stupid bit….I’m sorry. I was talking to myself,” I explain. 
Her expression softens. She pats my shoulder sympathetically. “Relax sweetie. I think you may need those cupcakes tonight. Maybe two.” 
“I think I do.” I nod and continue walking to my building. 
How dare that Cam-eel school me on Ben. It’s none of her damn business what goes on between us or how long it lasts. Her so-called friendly advice is as insincere as her motives. She wants him. No doubt about it. Friend… My ass. She’s hanging around until he settles down. And she plans on being the one he settles down with. Desperate Stupid Bitch. 
The walk and elevator ride up to my apartment hasn’t calmed me at all. In fact, it may have fueled my anger. I’m so irritated. I don’t know what to do with myself.  I eye the box of cupcakes. I could inhale all six and crush the box way down in the garbage pail. No one will ever know. I take the first cupcake, peeling the paper down, and take my first bite. Oh, this is good, sinfully good. I take another bite and another. 
Okay, I’m finally calming down. Reason is working its way back into my brain. If I eat six cupcakes, my ass will be the size of a small planet. Cam-eel would probably like that. Her words at Clara’s Shoppe pop into my thoughts. She was purposely messing with my head. And it worked. 
Hmm…. 
A sly smile curls up from my lips. I have something she wants. I snatch my cell phone and text Ben. 
*Hey, are you busy tonight?* 
I get an immediate text back. 
*Leaving rehab facility now.* 
I quickly text him back. 
*Hang Out? My Place?* 
Please don’t say no. Please don’t say no. 
*Be there in 15 minutes. Need anything?* 
There’s only one thing I need… 
*Your body.* 
I know he’ll smile when he reads that. 
*I
can bring that. See you soon.* 
Screw you Cam-eel. I’m going to fuck the hell out of your imaginary husband-to-be, you delusional Stupid Bitch. 
I have fifteen minutes to hide the filth. I run into the kitchen and grab a trash bag. I dash across the apartment, grabbing my gossip rags, piles of mail, and anything I can get my hands on in the bag and shove it in the closet. Then I run into the kitchen and take all the dirty dishes and pots out of the sink and throw them in the oven. There’s no time to wash them. I take a can of orange scented furniture polish and spray it in the air. The place may not be clean, but it sure as hell will smell clean. 
Next, I run into my bedroom. I have to look hot. I strip off my work clothes and ransack the pile of clean clothes on my floor, or as Allie calls it, my floordrobe. I find my red push-up bra and matching thong and quickly change into them. I dash over to my dresser and spritz on a little perfume. Then throw on my short red silk robe, tie the sash loosely, and slide on a pair of five inch heels. 
I collect the pile of clothes off the floor and shove them under my bed. Pretty productive fifteen minutes. Now I wait. 
I hate when the clock moves backwards. I know it’s not really, but it feels that way.  Finally, the intercom sounds and I buzz Ben into the building. 
It’s another two long minutes, curse you slow elevator, until he knocks on the door. I open the door and look at him standing there…gorgeous… and mine. For tonight anyway. I grab his hand, pulling him into the apartment, closing the door behind us. 
“Whoa,” he exclaims. 
I untie my sash and drop my robe to the ground. 
“God, Julia.” His gaze travels up and down my body. This push-up bra is doing wonders, my breasts look spectacular. Even I can’t keep my eyes off of them. I push him against the wall and kiss him, hard. His hands run greedily up and down my backside, resting on my ass. 
“A thong. I like,” he murmurs. 
I grip his hand tightly and pull him toward my room. 
“No wasting time, huh?” he teases. 
I ignore him and drag him into my bedroom. Once inside, I slam the door shut with my foot and furiously unbutton his shirt, sliding it off until it’s crumbled on the floor. I kiss him hard, rubbing my hand over his crotch. I can feel he’s already hard. I sink to my knees and unbutton his pants, pushing them and his boxer briefs to his ankles. I peek up at Ben. 
“I’m about to blow your mind,” I purr, as I lick his tip. 
“That’s not my mind you’re about to blow.” He closes his eyes and tilts his head back. 
“I like when you’re hard,” I murmur. 
“You must like me a lot right now.” 
I rub the cleavage spilling over my bra on his length. Up and down, side to side. He gets harder with each soft stroke. 
“You have great tits Julia,” he groans. 
An ape could wear this bra and have great tits. But I’ll take the compliment. 
“You like this, Ben?” I unsnap my bra and sensually rub my breasts over him. 
“Hmm,” he moans. 
“How about this?” I wrap my fingers around his length and stroke it over and over, my tongue teasing just the tip. 
“Mmm.” He closes his eyes as his teeth bite down on his bottom lip. 
I love that I can arouse him like this. I know I own him right now. I feel so powerful. I take his length in my mouth and deep throat as much as I can without gagging and ruining the moment. I want to look sexy. Dry heaving on his dick isn’t sexy. The deeper I take him, the more he groans. The fact that I can get him this turned on arouses the hell out of me. He fists my hair and moans louder. I’m getting wetter with each moan. I may come without him touching me. 
He tenses and holds my head still. “No. No. Not yet.” He looks down at me, his eyes burning. 
I stop sucking and take his foot, one at a time, pulling off his shoes, socks, and jeans. I push him down on my bed. 
“Leave on the heels and the thong,” he orders. 
 I crawl on top of him and kiss him hard, over and over, our warm tongues entwined, dancing, stroking. His hands feverishly skim over my body, everywhere. He needs to touch me and I love it. He reaches over to my nightstand drawer to grab a condom and pulls out BOB. 
Buzzkill. 
“What’s this?” He holds BOB up in the air. Of course, we both know he knows exactly what he’s holding. 
“My other lover. Your competition,” I deadpan. “Ben, this is BOB.” 
He laughs. “Bob?” 
“Yes. He lives in the drawer.” 
“I see. Maybe he’d like a threesome with us?” 
“Another time. Tonight, I just want you. Now put BOB back in his cave and get a condom.”
He grabs a packet and closes the drawer. “Turn around Julia, on your knees,” he murmurs. 
No complaint from me, doggie style is almost always a guaranteed orgasm. I flip over onto my knees, my hands holding my weight in front of me. He leans into me; the weight of his body feels incredible. He runs his hands down my naked back, caressing the round curve of my ass. His hand moves around my hips sliding it in between my thighs. He slides his finger under the silky triangular front of my thong and lightly brushes his fingers over my swollen folds, teasing me with his gentle touch. 
“Julia, you’re so wet. I like that,” he whispers, trailing soft kisses down my back. All he has to do is utter my name from his perfect lips and I’m instantaneously wet. He opens my folds and caresses my clit with his thumb as he sinks his finger inside of me, pressing my g-spot with another finger. Holy shit. Holy, holy shit. My hips sway and circle. His erection rubs up against my backside. So many sensations at once. “You like that, don’t you?” he whispers. 
 Fuck yeah, I love it. I nod with short, sharp gasps, as I begin to tremble. I close my eyes tight; readying for what I know will be incredible. Wave after sensual wave overtakes me. My muscles clench in spasms. 
“Oh, Oh God,” I cry out as I explode with soul shattering intensity. 
Ben quickly rips the condom packet open and rolls it over his erection. His legs spread mine open wider. He pushes my thong to the side, rubbing his erection against my wet folds but doesn’t enter me. 
“You called me here to fuck you?” he growls. 
“Yes…fuck me,” I pant. I’m so lost in the waves of my orgasm; he can do whatever the hell he wants to me. 
“You want this, Julia?” With one powerful thrust, he slams hard inside me, forcing the breath from my lungs. 
“Yes,” I cry out. “Again.” 
Grabbing hold of my hips, he pounds furiously inside of me again and again. The headboard on my bed is slamming hard against the wall. My bed is rocking with each powerful thrust. This is rougher than I ever had before. God, I love it. 
We’re not just fucking… we’re fucking amazing. 
“Oh. Oh.” I groan loudly. I close my eyes and tilt my head back, panting. I move my hips, meeting his thrusts. He grips my hips tighter, gyrating in circles, filling me, buried deep inside me. “Ohh.” I didn’t know it could feel this intense, this raw, this incredibly deep. 
“That’s it, let me hear you.” He slams hard inside of me. 
“Ahh,” I cry out, gasping for air. 
“Fuck, Fuck,” he hisses, holding me still as he finds his own release. 
~o0o~ 
Ben’s lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. I’m on my side, resting my head in my hand, my fingernails running through the small patch of hair on his chest. 
“That was nice,” I say. 
“Mmm,” he hums appreciatively, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. 
“Can I take off my heels now?” 
“Yes, now you can.” He chuckles. I slip off my shoes and rub my foot up and down his calf. 
He’s pretty relaxed. This is probably a good time to see where that horrible woman stands in his life. “I saw your friend Camille today,” I say matter-of-factly. 
“Oh?” He opens his eyes and turns his head toward me. 
“I was at the Cupcake Shoppe around the corner and bumped into her there. She said you mentioned we were seeing each other.”
“I may have mentioned something. She dropped by the rehab facility the other day to check on my grandmother. Is it okay with you that I said something?” 
So, she’s using her family ties and playing the sick grandmother angle to work herself into his life. “Yes, it’s fine.” Especially if that information pissed her off.  Do I say what’s on my mind? Ben says he likes my honesty. I’ll just go for it. “She still has a thing for you, you know.” 
“No. She’s just a friend. I’m not interested in her that way. She knows this.” 
“She may know it, but she’s waiting for you to change your mind.” 
“Did she tell you that?” He frowns. 
“No, but I can tell.” 
“I think you’re reading too much into it. We’re friends. Our families are friends. Our thing is ancient history.” 
“So you never hooked up after your ‘ancient history’?” I ask. 
He sighs and stares back up at the ceiling. I have my answer. “Do you really want to talk about Camille?” he asks. 
I realize I’m starting to sound like a possessive, jealous girlfriend and I need to stop. I have no rights to that title. “No.” I change tack, running my nails through his chest hair. “Can I interest you in a dinner cupcake?” 
“A dinner cupcake?” he scoffs. 
“Yes, I accidentally bought five.” No one needs to know about the cupcake I’ve already inhaled. 
“How does one accidently buy five cupcakes?” His eyes sparkle with amusement. 
“Don’t know.” I shrug. “Chalk it up to one of life’s many mysteries.” 
“So the cupcakes replace dinner?” 
“Yes, they cover all the important food groups. Eggs for protein, milk for dairy, flour for the starch.” 
“What about a vegetable?” 
“I’m sure there’s vegetable shortening in the batter or the frosting. That covers vegetables and fats.” I playfully zigzag my finger down his neck to his chest, making small circles on his warm skin. 
“There is absolutely no truth in that statement.” He shakes his head, the laugh lines around his eyes crinkle, revealing his amusement. 
“Today it’s the truth. And as a bonus, all the sugar groups are covered.” 
“Well then, how could I pass up such a healthy meal?” 
“Good. Stay here. I’ll get it.” 
“When is your roommate due back?” 
“She went out to dinner with Marcello and his partner, Peter. They usually go out clubbing after. It’s typically a pretty late night. Why do you ask?” 
“I thought another round in the shower might be nice.” 
“I would be a terrible hostess if I allowed you to leave here soiled in cupcake crumbs.” 
“I am a very messy cupcake eater.” The corner of his lip twitches, as he’s trying to hold back a smile. 
“Then in the name of good manners, I will personally scrub each and every crumb off of every inch of your body with my extra special scrubbing tools.” I pull the sheet down exposing my breasts and smile slyly. 
“Nice tools.  That’s very gracious of you.” He rolls to his side and brushes his thumb across my nipple, the palm of his hand cupping the side of my breast. 
“What can I say, I’m a giver. Stay here, I’ll be right back with our dinner.” I kiss his cheek and sit up. 
“I’ll be waiting.” 
I scan the floor for my silk robe then remember it’s on the floor in the other room. I’m not about to walk around my apartment in just a thong. I grab my dingy blue terrycloth robe and slide it on. 
“Keep wearing sexy clothes like that and I’ll never let you out of the bedroom,” he teases. 
“Only a real man can appreciate the true sex appeal of my blue terrycloth robe.” I tie the terrycloth sash around my waist. I take a quick peek at my wall as I’m walking out my bedroom and see a gash where the headboard was slamming into it. “Hey, you banged me so hard; you damaged my wall,” I tease. 
“You’re welcome.” He winks with a sly grin. 
I giggle and shake my head as I turn on my heel and leave the bedroom. 
~o0o~ 
I walk into the living room, blissfully thinking about the cupcake I’m about to devour and the shower sex to follow, when I come to an abrupt halt. 
Allie, Marcello and Peter are sitting on the living room floor around the coffee table… eating my cupcakes. The three of them look up at me, smirking. 
“What… what are you doing here?” I stammer. There are times in my life when I wish I were invisible. This is one of those times. 
“The wait at the restaurant was too long. We grabbed a quick bite instead and decided to come back here to keep you company. I guess you didn’t need us.” Allie grins. 
“How long have you guys been here?” I am dreading this answer, embarrassed at the possibility that they overheard us having what I’m sure was very loud sex. 
“We got here about twenty minutes ago-oh-oh-oh,” Allie groans suggestively, her eyes rolling up toward the ceiling, as she pretends she’s having an orgasm. I place my hands over my face, praying the earth will swallow me now. No question, they heard us. “Hungry, Jules? Sounds like you worked up an appetite.” Allie holds up a cupcake. 
Don’t touch my cupcakes. 
I narrow my eyes toward her then turn my attention to the guys. “Hello Marcello, Peter. I’ll be right back.” I turn around and march back into my bedroom. 
~o0o~ 
“Hey, where’s my dinner?” Ben asks. 
“On the coffee table.” I bend down, pick up his scattered clothes and throw it at him. “You’re going to need some clothes.” 
“Why, do you want to undress me again?” he asks. 
Well, yes, I do actually. 
“There’s a full house in the living room. Apparently they’ve been here for a while,” I add grudgingly. 
“Have they?” He actually looks amused.  I’m positively mortified that we’ve had an audience listening to us having loud, raunchy sex and Ben finds it funny. “Okay, let’s get dressed.” He grabs his clothes. 
I grab a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt that were sitting on my dresser. I’m about to put back on my sweatpants when Ben stops me. 
“No thong,” he says sternly. 
“No?” I ask. He shakes his head. “You want the thong on during sex and you want it off after?” 
“That’s exactly what I want.” He grins. 
 I take off my thong then put on my sweats. “Is a bra okay?” 
“The red one you were wearing before,” he says. So, he likes the push-up bra. Who can blame him? My breasts look tremendous in it. I pick my bra off the floor and put it back on. I grab my T-shirt. “Wait.” Ben walks over to me, facing me. His fingers trace along the silk edge of the bra, skimming the tops of my breasts. “I like this. It’s going to drive me crazy knowing this is under your shirt.” I bring my finger up to his mouth and trace his lips.  He sweetly kisses the pad of my fingertip. 
“I promise you’ll see it again soon.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. 
Together we walk to the bathroom across the hall to wash the sex off our hands then finger brush a dab of toothpaste in our mouths. I turn to Ben. “Ready to meet the gang?” I ask. 
“Ready.” 
~o0o~ 
We enter the living room to face the troops. Of course, Allie already knew who was in my bedroom, but Marcello’s eyes widen and he grins as he recognizes Ben from the photo shoot. 
“Everyone, this is Ben. Ben, this is my roommate Allie, Peter, and you know Marcello.” I point to each friend. 
“Ben.” Allie nods with a wide grin. 
Marcello and Peter stand and walk over to us. Marcello shakes Ben’s hand. “Good to see you again, Ben.” He walks back to the couch, making sure he passes me and nudges my side. 
“Good to see you too,” he says to Marcello then turns to Peter. “You look so familiar. Didn’t you work for Booker and Lithell?” 
“I still do. You were at Martin and McKee, right?” Peter asks. 
“Yes, my father is Richard Martin. I left the company about a year ago.” 
“Wow, small world,” Peter says as they shake hands. 
Yeah and getting smaller by the minute. 
Ben and Peter walk over to the couch together and catch up; talking about banks, investments, and hedge funds. It’s all Greek to me. 
“I think we have some cheese and crackers. I’ll go in the kitchen and get them.” I turn to everyone shaking my finger at each of them. “No one touch the last two cupcakes or your days will be numbered.” 
“I’ll help,” Allie offers, jumping off the floor. 
“Me too!” Marcello chimes in. 
I’m not stupid. I know they have no intention of helping me; they want the lowdown on Ben. Once we’re in the kitchen and out of earshot of Ben and Peter, the barrage of questions begins. 
“Julia, you little minx. I knew he had a thing for you,” Marcello says. 
“I thought you had manuscripts to read tonight. Was Ben here to deliver the audio version of his book?” Allie teases. 
“No, maybe it’s the Braille version. You need your hands for that. I’m betting Julia had her hands all over the spine of Ben’s book.” Marcello winks. 
Allie laughs, holding in her stomach. “No doubt the book is a hard-cover.” 
“The both of you are hysterical,” I reply sarcastically. 
“Fess up Jules. Did you have plans with him all this time?” Allie asks. 
“No, I swear.” I cross an imaginary “x” with my finger over my heart. “And Marcello, no word of this to Vivian. We’re keeping this quiet.” 
“My lips are sealed.” He pinches his lips closed with his index finger and thumb. “Although Julia honey, if I were banging that man, I’d be shouting it from the rooftop.” 
“How did he end up here or should I say… in there?” Allie asks, pointing in the direction of my bedroom. 
I could save myself the embarrassment and make up a story or I could go for the truth. Allie can read me better than anyone. Lying is not an option. “Okay, this doesn’t go past the three of us,” I warn, pointing my finger at both of them. 
“Okay,” Allie says. 
“Promise me, Marcello,” I plead. 
“I promise, now spill,” he says, holding up his hands. 
“Remember that clingy friend of Ben’s who was at the photo shoot? Camille?” 
“Ugh, the Ice Queen. Yes, I remember her.” He pokes his finger down his throat, sticks his tongue out and pretends he’s dry heaving. 
“Apparently she and Ben had a thing a long time ago. He thinks they’re just friends now. I know she wants otherwise. I bumped into her at Clara’s Cupcakes. She pretty much said I was just a passing phase and he’ll dump me before I can blink. There’s no doubt she’s waiting for him to pick things up with her again.” My jaw clenches. I can’t stand her. 
“Bitch,” Marcello says, wrinkling his nose. 
“Exactly. She pretended she didn’t remember my name. Called me Judy.” 
“Stupid Bitch!” he exclaims. 
“That’s what I thought too. So, in my anger I sent a text to Ben to see if he was free tonight for some… well, you know.” Is it me, or is it getting hot in here?

“Yes, we heard. I think the whole building heard,” Allie says, straight-faced. I shuffle my feet, looking down to the floor as I feel the heat from my face turning red.
“So let me get this straight. You had sex with Ben to get back at the Ice Queen?” Marcello asks. 
“Yeah, I guess so.” 
“Spite Sex!” He grins. 
“What?” 
“You had spite sex. You know, you have sex with someone to spite someone else.  That explains why the apartment was rocking. God, I love spite sex,” he says enthusiastically. 
“Me too. It’s so wild and angry. Spitegasms are fucking amazing.” Allie nods her head in agreement. 
“Well, all I know is she’s home alone eating a stupid cupcake. I just screwed Ben and I’m about to eat a cupcake too. There’s no doubt my victory tastes sweeter.” 
“Definitely.” They agree in unison. 
“I realize that Ben and I are just casual and we’re not actually dating, but she didn’t have to be such a bitch. I know this is only going to last until it fizzles out. She didn’t have to rub it in my face.” 
“So, you’re not a couple?” Marcello frowns. 
“Yeah, they’re a couple of fuck bud...” Allie begins. 
“Allie,” I hold up my hand, stopping her mid-word. “I think we all know what this is, you don’t have to class it up, okay? No, Marcello. We’re not a couple. We just see each other when the mood strikes, no strings.” 
“That’s cool with you?” he asks. 
“That’s all I’m interested in. And that’s all he wants too. Can we go back before Ben and Peter come looking for us?” 
“Yeah. Sure.” Thankfully, Allie lets me off the hook. 
~o0o~ 
I set the tray of cheese and crackers on the coffee table and take my place on the floor with my legs crossed next to Ben. Allie pours each of us a glass of wine while Ben reaches over for a chunk of cheese. I reach straight for the cupcake. He looks at me and smiles. 
“I told you, cupcakes are healthy,” I insist. 
“That’s what you claim,” he says skeptically. 
“Ben, Julia’s had a not-so-secret love affair with cupcakes ever since we were kids,” Allie jokes. 
“And Allie has had a not-so-secret love affair with all things male.” I throw a crumbled cupcake liner at her. 
“True. Very true.” She laughs, ducking the flying object. 
As the night goes on, I find myself marveling at how easy it all seems to come to Ben. He’s sitting here talking to my friends like he’s known them his whole life. I can tell they like him. Then again, what’s not to like? 
Fortunately Allie and the guys have gone easy on me. I was expecting some ribbing about the loud sex in front of Ben. But I think after watching me pick up the pieces from my last disastrous relationship, they’re just happy I have someone in my life. Even if he’s with me for just a little while. 
Ben catches me sneaking a quick peek at him while he’s talking with Peter. He truly is a beautiful man. And he’s mine… for now, anyway. Our eyes briefly lock and he smiles. 
I have to admit; I can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy watching Marcello and Peter. It’s obvious they love each other. They’re so opposite, but fit together so perfectly. Peter is always so attentive and loving to Marcello. Marcello may talk a good game, but there’s no doubt he adores Peter. They’re committed to each other, not like me and Ben…buying time until we get bored and move on. 
It’s a sobering thought. 
But I know this is what I need to protect myself from getting hurt. Another heartbreak would slay me. The last one almost did. This no strings arrangement is the only solution for me. Besides, the sex is fan-fucking-tastic. I didn’t know sex could be so intense, fun, and steamy at the same time. It must be this way because we’re free. We’re here by choice, not under the guise of an obligation. Freedom, that’s what makes it so good. 
“Hey. Are you okay?” Ben whispers in my ear. 
“Fine. I’m fine.” I smile warmly back at him. 
“You looked a million miles away.” 
“I must be coming off my sugar high,” I say. 
He laughs. “Crashing, huh?” He rubs his hand up and down my back, playfully snapping my bra strap. Nice to know this bra is still on his mind. 
“Apparently cupcake rushes are short lived.” 
“Oh, quit the whispering,” Marcello complains. “Peter and I are going to the Central Park Zoo tomorrow. Would the two of you like to join us?” Typical Marcello. I just finished telling him that Ben and I are not a couple, so naturally he invites us out on a double date. I’ll have to skate around this. 
“Isn’t it a bit cold for a zoo visit?” I ask, glaring at him. His eyes widen as he realizes his faux pas. 
“He’s dragging me there.” Peter rolls his eyes. 
“You could be more supportive, my darling. It’s part of my research,” Marcello explains. 
“What are you researching?” Ben asks. 
“Tell him, Sweetheart.” Peter smiles, shaking his head, looking very entertained. This should be interesting. 
“I have a theory that all flamingoes are gay,” Marcello explains. 
“Oh, he told me about this. It makes perfect sense. Tell them,” Allie agrees. Her endorsement tells me what we’re about to hear will make no sense at all. 
“Well, I read that a flock of flamingoes is called a flamboyance. When I read that, I thought, they must be gay. I knew I had to see it in person.” 
“You know that makes no sense at all,” I tell him. 
“That’s exactly what I told him,” Peter adds. 
“You’re just a bunch of naysayers,” Marcello dismisses, waving us off. 
“I think I’ll pass on the zoo visit. But thanks for the invite,” I say. 
I peek over at Ben and he’s smiling, a genuine panty creamer smile. Between his dimples and the adorable laugh lines on the sides of his eyes, I may need to jump him right now. My God, he’s so incredibly sexy. I love my friends, but go the fuck home already. 
~o0o~ 
After about two hours of wine, cheese, cupcakes, and a lot of laughs courtesy of Marcello and Allie’s theories, everyone decides to call it a night. 
“Anytime you want your portrait taken, I’m you’re man. Maybe something special for Julia, like a boudoir shoot,” Marcello slurs, wiggling his brows. 
“Come on, Sweetheart. The wine has compromised your filter. Good to see you, Ben.” Peter drags Marcello out the door. 
Allie says her goodnights and stumbles into her bedroom leaving me and Ben alone. I turn to him and he wraps his hands around my waist. 
“I like your friends,” he says. 
That’s good. I hate yours. 
“They’re a little crazy, but they’re the best,” I agree. 
“Looks like I’ll have to take a rain check on that shower.” 
“You could stay over if you want,” I suggest nervously. 
“I have a training session. It’s very early. Rain check on that?” 
“Sure.” I shrug one shoulder up. 
He holds me tight; his hands slide under my sweatpants, landing on my ass. 
“You like to rest your hands there, don’t you?” 
“They’re Roman, remember?” He chuckles as he caresses my butt. 
“Roman or roaming?” I ask sarcastically. 
“Both.” He laughs. “I had a good time tonight.” 
“Me too.” 
“We’ll do this again soon?” he asks. 
“Hopefully without the audience.” 
“Good night, Julia.” He leans in and kisses me. 
“Good night.” 
He turns and leaves. I watch him step into the elevator from my doorway. He sees me and winks. I wave shyly then close the door. Once inside, I lean against the door and sigh.



Chapter 9 
I wake with a stage two hangover, fuzzy and no doubt a little stupid, but at least I won’t puke. Drinking wine on a cupcake dinner probably wasn’t the brightest idea. I need to hydrate. Slowly, I drag myself out of bed and head for the kitchen. 
“Good Morning, Sunshine. Where’s Ben?” Allie chirps, peeking over the opened refrigerator door. 
“He left last night.” I open the oven and take out the dirty dishes I hid last night, placing them back in the sink. 
“Why? It looked like you were having fun.” 
“We were. He was meeting his trainer early. He had nothing to change into.” 
“Oh, that’s right. He’s one of those exercise freaks. Are you bummed?” she asks with a sympathetic smile. 
“I don’t know. Maybe a little.” I shrug half-heartily, trying my best to look blasé. 
“Well, another time, maybe.” She closes the refrigerator door with a carton of orange juice in her hand. 
“I guess so.” 
“He seems like a nice enough guy. And he’s hot as hell.” She points to the carton of juice. I nod. She grabs two glasses and pours the juice in each. 
“He is.” You should see him naked. 
She hands me a glass of juice. “He’s really into you.” 
“You think?” I hope. I take a big swig of my juice. This is exactly what I needed. Now I want coffee. Or better yet, a greasy burger with a side of gravy fries. 
“Jules, his eyes were glued on you all night.” She stares at me with her eyes wide and her mouth slightly parted… A look we affectionately refer to as her “DUH” look. 
“I don’t know.” I know my eyes were on him all night. 
“I do,” she says confidently, leaning back against the kitchen counter. 
“Can I ask you something?” I look down into my glass of orange juice, twirling it in my hand. 
“Sure. Anything. I’m an open book.” 
“Was it weird that he didn’t make any plans to see me today? I mean, it’s Saturday. He didn’t mention he was busy or had plans of his own.” I fiddle with the top button of my flannel pajama shirt, a little hesitant to hear her answer. 
“It doesn’t always work like that. In my experience, you pretty much go with the flow, take it as it comes. Pardon the pun.” She takes a quick sip of her orange juice; frowns then tilts her head. “You’re not getting romantic feelings for him, are you?” 
“What? No.” I shake my head, wrinkling my nose. 
“Julia, are you?” Her voice is stern as her eyes widen. 
“No. I’m not. It’s just I thought we had fun last night… in my room.” I clear my throat. “I…I was hoping to have more fun tonight.” 
“So send him a text.” She waves her hand dismissively. 
“It’s not that easy,” I answer, defeated. 
“It’s exactly that easy.” 
“What if he says no?” 
“Then he says no. It’s going to happen sometime. I thought you understood… you can’t have expectations from him, just like he can’t have any expectations from you. You don’t clear calendars for each other. He’s not your boyfriend. He doesn’t owe you anything, including room in his daily life. If you’re both available at the same time and feel like getting together, you do.  If one of you is busy, it’s no biggie. That’s the beauty of your arrangement. Are you having second thoughts?” 
“No, not at all. I like the way things are.” 
“Jules, listen to me. I’ve known you forever. If you feel you might get attached to him emotionally, get out of this now. I don’t want to see you get hurt down the road. That friend of his may be a bitch, but there’s some truth in what she said. Guys like Ben are great while it lasts, but they aren’t wired to stick around for the long haul. There’s always an expiration date in this kind of relationship. There’s no if it will end, eventually it will end, you need to accept that. That’s the way these casual flings are designed. If you’re looking for forever, I’m afraid you’re looking in the wrong place.” She leans toward me, glaring directly into my eyes. 
“I’m not,” I insist, placing my glass down hard on the counter with a louder bang than I intended. “I appreciate your concern, but I swear… the last thing I want is a romantic relationship. I like the way things are. I was just wondering, that’s all. Don’t read any more into my question. I was just curious. I need a better understanding of the rules of no rules. Okay?” 
“Okay. Good.” She lets out a long breath. “So are you going to call him for some horizontal time?” 
“He’s pretty good vertically too,” I gush. A flush creeps across my face. I can’t believe I just said that. 
Her hand flies over her mouth and she snickers. “Why Julia Conti, you saucy little vixen. I think we better start stocking up on some cranberry juice.” 
“For what?” I frown. 
“With all the action you’re looking to get, we need to take a preemptive UTI strike.”  
I laugh. “Thanks for looking out for my health.” 
“That’s me. Dr. Allison Lewis, Crotchologist, at your service.” She laughs as she salutes. 
~o0o~ 
I can do this. When that bitch Cam-eel pissed me off, I sent Ben a text looking for a good time. Then again, I was angry, and apparently spiteful, so a lot less thought went into my texting. I really want to see him again tonight. Ben is addicting. He does things to me. Good things. Naughty things. Wildly naughty things. He makes me swoon, actually swoon. He makes my toes curl until my nails feel like they may break skin. I’d be crazy not to be addicted to that. 
Screw it, I’m a modern woman, and there’s nothing wrong with wanting sex. Ben certainly didn’t mind when I made the first move last night. Isn’t that the point to our whole arrangement anyway? When you want it, you tell the other person. There’s no drama or nonsense. My doubts are complicating something that was meant to be uncomplicated. That’s the appeal of our arrangement… it’s straightforward and easy. 
There’s no room for feelings. It’s just lust and sex. And I’m pretty damn comfortable with that combination. I like sex with Ben. Simple. 
I pull out my cell phone, hold my breath and go for it. 
*Hi. Are you busy tonight?* 
I tap my fingers on my knee nervously watching the minutes tick by on my cell phone’s clock. Where is he? Is he thinking up an excuse to politely ditch me? I need to stop allowing my imagination to get the better of me. He’ll answer. After the longest fifteen minutes of my life, my cell phone finally pings. 
*Parents back in town tonight. Rehab visit & late dinner after with them.* 
I believe him. I know his parents were out of town and his grandmother is in rehab with her fractured hip. His answer is certainly plausible. Damn. I was looking forward to getting some. Like Allie said, I can’t assume that it’s always going to happen. Well, this sucks. 
Just as I’m trying to remember if I have fresh batteries for some one on one time with BOB tonight, my cell phone pings again with another text from Ben. 
*This afternoon?* 
My body instantly tingles. How the hell can he have such power over me with a two word text? I don’t want to look as desperate as I know I am. I wait three long minutes to text him back. 
*Your place? 2:00?* 
I know Allie is around. And the way I’m feeling, things may get a little noisy. 
*See you then.* 
Afternoon sex… It’s been a long time. 
Come to think of it, I don’t remember the last time I had sex in the daylight. I can’t count the quickies in Mikehole’s dorm room when his roommate was in class. You could hardly call that sex anyway. There was nothing sexy about it… and it was always about him. Selfish bastard. It was like a quick prodding with a cocktail wiener; you barely taste the meat, leaving you feeling unsatisfied and hungry for more. All bump and grind, never any passion. By the time I realized he was in me, he was finished. At least he’s someone else’s problem now. I’m sure he’s leaving a bevy of sexually frustrated whores all along the Tri-State area. The asshole. 
Oh God, I just realized something. Ben’s going to clearly see my orgasm face. Crap, this is bad. I’ve caught a glimpse of my ‘O’ face when BOB and I had a stolen moment near a mirror. It’s not a good look for me. Sex in the dark hides a lot of the embarrassing crap, like wearing a blindfold… Or at least having really blurry vision. 
Hopefully, the curtains will be drawn. 
It’s been my theory that afternoon sex is not nearly as dirty as nighttime sex. Something about sex at night with only the soft glow from the moonlight or a dimly lit lamp makes you feel less inhibited… raunchier, sluttier. 
I think Ben is about to prove that theory wrong. 
~o0o~ 
“Hi, come on in.” Ben opens his apartment door wide, extending out his arm. 
“Hi” I answer shyly. I’m giddy on the inside like a silly school girl, but I keep up my mask. 
“Let me take your coat.” I immediately tense at his touch, briefly closing my eyes, my heart racing as he slides my coat off my shoulders. “Have you had lunch?” 
I nod. I don’t know when my voice box left me. 
“Can I get you a drink? Water, wine, anything?” he asks. 
I shake my head. “No, I’m… I’m fine. Thanks,” I stutter, knotting my fingers behind my back. I look around his apartment. It’s funny how the same room can look so different depending on the time of day. The curtains on the windows in his living room are wide open, the sun blazing in. Sheesh, it’s blindingly bright in here. It’s still a beautiful room, just missing some of the cozy feeling you experience at nighttime. I look down at his coffee table. The fact that I still don’t see one speck of dust amazes me. There are no coffee or red wine stains on his area rug. Everything is in its place and pristine. How can anyone be this clean and orderly? It’s not normal. I inhale deeply; it smells so good in here…A mix of clean apartment and Ben. 
“Your place looks different in the daytime,” My neck twists slightly as I continue to survey his apartment. 
“Different, how?” 
“I don’t know how to describe it, just … different.” I shrug, my stomach doing flips again. 
“Okay. Different.” 
Why am I so anxious? It’s not like this is the first time we’ve had sex. 
“Are you okay? You seem a little nervous,” he asks. 
“I’m fine. It’s a little weird seeing you socially in the daytime, I guess.” 
“I’m not a vampire, Julia. I am awake during daylight hours.” 
I glare at him, pursing my lips. “I am well aware of that,” I turn my nose up at him, expressing my mock displeasure in his teasing. 
He smiles and shakes his head. 
“So, what time are you meeting up with your parents?” I ask. 
“Six… on the dot. Late is not a word my mother understands.” 
Oh, she’s one of those. 
“Where have they been?” 
“Cruising on the Mediterranean.” 
“Oh, like on a cruise ship, cruising?” God, what a stupid question. Duh, no Julia, they were cruising on a rocket ship. 
“No, their friend owns a yacht.” Of course they do. “They were going to cut their trip short when my grandmother fell, but I assured them I had everything under control and to enjoy the rest of their vacation.” 
“That’s nice of you. I’d go into panic mode and beg my parents to come home.” 
“I think you’re exceptionally capable of managing adversity. You managed me pretty well the first time we met at Emilio’s.” 
“Well, you were an ass. Somebody had to knock you down a few pegs,” I tease. 
“That you did.” He laughs. “And look where we are now.” 
“Yeah, who would’ve thunk it?” 
“I’m glad you’re here,” he says sincerely. He wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me close, pressing his lips against my forehead. 
“So am I.” I look up at him and smile, wrapping my arms up around his neck. 
“Even when we argued that night, I have to admit, I was getting turned on. I wanted to lay you across that table and have you for dessert.” He grins wickedly. 
“The more I hated you, the more I wanted you,” I admit, laughing. 
“Well, you have me now,” he says. 
“That I do.” For as long as this lasts anyway. 
“Would you be interested in having me… right now?” His brow arches. 
“I would.” I tilt my head to the side and smile then slowly skim my hand down his back and squeeze his exceptionally fine ass. 
His hand reaches over to my hair and he threads his fingers through it. “You have such soft hair.” He glides his finger down my cheek. I close my eyes and savor his gentle touch. I love when he touches me like this. 
He steps closer, nuzzling my neck with feather-light kisses. It’s heavenly. Without saying a word, he takes my hand and leads me toward his bedroom. 
We’re about four feet away from his bedroom door when he gently pushes me up against the hallway wall and kisses me. Hard. Passionately. His tongue in my mouth, my hands twist in his hair. This kiss is perfect. What ravenous yearning it brings. He breaks away and gazes down at me. “I can’t wait to be inside you. You always feel so damn good,” he whispers in my ear, his stubble rubbing against my cheek. I whimper at his words as my knees begin to buckle. Inhaling his Benessence, my body melts into his. “Come. Let’s get you naked.” 
Shyness overcomes me as we enter his bedroom. It makes no sense. We’ve had sex before. We’ve seen each other naked, touched each other, tasted each other. I shouldn’t feel this way. 
I glance around his room. It looks the same as the last time we were here playing professor and co-ed. Soft beige walls, king size bed with a black leather headboard, and a matching chair to the side. Sky blue comforter with a few fluffy pillows neatly piled at the top of the bed. Two cherry wood nightstands on either side of the bed with matching table lamps and wall to ceiling curtains. His dresser has a huge mirror that reflects his backside perfectly.  Why does this feel so new to me? 
I know exactly what it is. The curtains are wide open, and the damn sun is shining in the room. It’s so fucking bright in here. Obscenely bright, like there’s a giant spotlight on me.  I was hoping once I saw Ben, I’d get over my afternoon sex-phobia, but instead, I think I’m developing a case of sex-fright. 
“Hey, what’s wrong? You look uncomfortable,” Ben asks, obviously sensing my nervousness. 
“Nothing. I’m just being silly.” 
“What is it? Tell me.” 
I pause to gather my thoughts. My eyes dart over toward the window where the sun is brightly shining into the room. 
“The open curtains bother you? No one can see in, Julia. We’re twenty stories up.” 
“It’s not that.” I sigh. “Daylight. It feels weird to have sex in broad daylight.” 
“We’re alone in my bedroom, not in the middle of Central Park.” 
“I know.” 
“Then why is it weird? This isn’t exactly our first time. I hope the sex we’ve already had was memorable. I’ve already seen you naked. From several different angles… all exquisite angles, by the way.” 
“It feels strange with the sun shining in. Oh, I’m being stupid.” I look down to the floor, shuffling my feet. 
He tilts my chin up to meet his gaze. “If it bothers you, it’s not stupid.” 
“I don’t know. I feel so exposed. More naked,” I explain. Even I know the words sound absurd coming out of my mouth. 
“More naked? How can you feel more naked than naked?” he snorts a laugh.
“Don’t laugh at me.” I pout. 
“I’m not laughing. Okay. I am, a little. But you have to admit, it’s a little bit funny. It’s not like we’ve fooled around blindly in the dark and felt around for each other. We have seen each other without our clothes on. You’ve undressed in front of me before. It was quite a show.” 
“Yes, but it was different.” This is so damn frustrating to explain. 
“What was different?” He frowns.
“The degree of light is infinitely magnified now. Even with the lights on, it wasn’t as stark as it is now. I feel like I’m on display.” 
“I like you on display.” He rubs his index finger under his chin, arching his brow. “You don’t want me to look at you?” 
Here’s where I’m confused. I think back to our first time together; I made sure I faced him so he could get a good long look. I loved how sexy it made me feel. I do want him to look at me. 
“I like when you look at me,” I say softly. 
“Good, because I sure as hell love to look. I could look at you naked all day. Someday I’d like to do just that,” he mutters with a sinful grin. 
“You want to stare at my naked body all day?” 
“Absolutely. You have an incredible body.” 
I sigh at the ridiculousness of this conversation. I’m embarrassed to let Ben see something he’s already seen. My anxiety is completely illogical. “It’s just daylight sex that’s throwing me off. Welcome to my crazy.” 
“You’ve never had sex in the daylight?” he asks. 
“Nothing worth remembering. I know I’m insane.” 
“You are not insane. Tell you what…we can close the curtains and make it darker in here, or we can do this together and you’ll get over your trepidation. Whatever makes you more comfortable. I want you horny, not self-conscious.” 
At this moment, I realize something. I feel safe with Ben. I trust him. I don’t need to hide in the shadows.  He makes me feel sexy, sexier than I have ever felt before. I want to embrace it. Live in the present. Be brave. 
“Leave them open,” I say softly, my tongue peeking out of my mouth, licking the top of my lip. Despite my nerves, I have no doubt that I want him, and I want to do this. 
He licks his lips as a sexy grin spreads across his face. “Let’s start with our shirts. Face me. I want to see you.” 
I watch as Ben unbuttons his shirt, one by one, painfully slow, building the anticipation. There’s no doubt I want him.  I want every inch, every tiny molecule of him. I fight the urge to reach over and help him as he slowly slides his shirt off, casually dropping it on the floor. I follow his lead; slowly pulling my T-shirt over my head and dropping it at my feet. 
His eyes are filled with lust and fixed on my pale pink lace bra. Men and their fascination with breasts. Unreal. 
Hopping on one leg at a time, he takes off his shoes and socks, dropping them on the floor. As gracefully as I can, I slip off my sneakers and socks and kick them off to the side of the bed. 
He unbuttons his jeans and takes them off. I look at his muscular runner’s calves. He has nicer legs than me. It’s not fair. I could take up running and get those calves, but then I’d have to actually run. That’s not happening. I wiggle out of my jeans; careful not to trip myself while pulling each pant leg over my feet and dropping them unceremoniously wherever they fall. 
We’re standing in front of each other, in the bright light wearing only our underwear. 
“Is this okay?” he asks softly. 
“I’m good.” I smile. I love his concern; he really does want me comfortable. 
He pulls his V-neck undershirt off and drops it on the floor. My gaze travels down his muscular chest all the way to his V-line. I’ve seen what’s waiting for me at the end of that sexy pathway and dammit I want it. I long to touch the small patch of hair on his chest. I want to nuzzle in the warmth of his skin. The rock hard muscles of his biceps, his flat stomach… he’s just so… incredibly male. 
Time for me to take off my bra. I briefly peek up at the window and squint. Why is the sun so freaking bright? I swear the sun rays are aimed right on my breasts, front and center. It’s the universe’s cruel joke. Mother Nature, I hope you’re having fun amusing yourself at my expense…you’re a little bitch. 
I hesitate for a moment. I’m so damn foolish. The guy directed me to strip for him the first time we had sex and now I’m too shy to show him my boobs? I really am crazy. Now's probably not the time to disclose the fact that I won’t sleep naked because I have an irrational fear of fire in the middle of the night and don't want to run out of my apartment in the nude. I can’t let all the crazy out at once. 
Ben cocks his head to the side, sensing my reluctance. “Tell you what… Take off your bra, and I’ll buy you a cupcake,” he eggs me on. 
“Are you seriously bribing me to take off my bra with a cupcake?” 
“I am.” He nods with a devious smile. 
I shake my head disapprovingly. “You have no morals, Mr. Martin.” 
“I know. Take it off.” 
“I have a pair of breasts,” I point out. 
“Negotiating, huh? Fine. Two cupcakes. Unhook it.” 
I chuckle softly and unhook my bra, rolling the straps slowly down my arms and drop it. Although I’ve stripped for him before, this feels different. Maybe because there’s no dimly lit room, or shadows hiding anything. It’s just us. 
Ben’s eyes are ogling my breasts. “My eyes are up here,” I playfully remind him. 
“I know exactly where your beautiful green eyes are, but those are staring at me. They were calling to me.” 
I look down at my breasts. My nipples are standing at attention, pointing right at him. Traitorous tits. 
“Ready?” he asks. 
I nod. He pulls off his boxer briefs. His erection springs free. My eyes follow his V-line as I imagine running my fingernails through the lushness of his happy trail until I reach the prize at the end… steely, stiff, and longing for my touch. My hand instinctively rises to stroke it, but I catch myself and resist.  Nice to know he’s happy to see me, it makes me want him more. Damn, he has some amazing body. Now I get what he means, I could stare at his naked body all day. 
“Ahem, my eyes are up here,” he teases. I love that he’s making this light and easy for me. 
“You look happy to see me,” I purr. 
“I’m always happy to see you,” he mutters darkly with a smoldering stare. That look alone could turn the most frigid person into an instantaneous slut. 
I take a deep breath and pull my panties down, over my feet, leaving them on the floor with the rest of my scattered clothes. 
 As I stand naked in the brilliant light of the sun in front of Ben… instead of embarrassed or vulnerable, I feel empowered. Two people… naked, with nothing to hide behind. It feels so honest. Maybe it’s because we know each other better, trust each other…. but this feels more intimate than it ever has before. My earlier concerns about sex fright have proven to be a complete waste of time. I’m so turned on right now; I fear I may combust if he lays one finger on me. 
But I’m willing to chance it. 
They say a woman’s body is a work of art, but Ben’s could challenge that belief.  He is positively delicious. Whoever they are, never laid eyes on Ben Martin. 
He steps forward, our bodies almost touching, but not quite, and traces my mouth with his fingertip, making his way to my outer ear, circling it. He leans into me. “You are so beautiful. Truly, truly, beautiful,” he murmurs in my ear, the prickly feel of his beard’s stubble tickling my cheek. I close my eyes and soak in the mellow hum of his voice. The muscles below my stomach clench tight. 
I open my eyes and look down at the floor, blushing. 
“Look at me Julia,” he says softly, raising my chin with his index finger. I look up and our eyes lock. “Can I touch you?” 
I nod. My pulse is racing. I love that he’s asked permission. It’s so…sensuous. He’s doing the touching, but he’s given me the power. It’s liberating. I’m dying to straddle him but I’m so aroused by the anticipation of his touch, I’m rooted in this spot. 
 He slides his index finger down from my temple, skimming down my cheek over my jawline to my neck. Our eyes never break their lock. Slowly he glides one finger down my neck, around the curve of my shoulder, then down my arm to the tip of my middle finger. This is the most intimate feeling I’ve ever experienced with a man. Soft, subtle touching on parts of my body anyone can see, yet his gentle touch is personal, cherishing, special. 
His finger slides down to my hip bone, trailing back up my side until he reaches my breast. He pauses and looks at me, seeking permission to continue. I nod slightly.  A subtle smile curls from the corner of his mouth as his finger slowly traces my breast, circling the outline of my nipple. His fingertip grazes across my breast until it reaches the other, once again delicately tracing my nipple, then caressing each breast with the palm of his hand. His simple touch has my insides on fire. It’s much more than just sexy… it’s quiet and beautiful. 
I inhale a deep breath. That magnetic pull that charges between us is so strong; I can feel my body leaning toward him, searching for him. I don’t know how he does this to me; I’m overwhelmed with a hunger. Not just for carefree sex… I yearn for connection, for closeness… for him. 
“Touch me,” he commands as he drops his hand to his side, closing his eyes, awaiting my touch. 
I reach up and run my fingertips lightly down his cheek, feeling the coarse prickle of his perfect stubble. My fingers glide down his neck, around his strong shoulder, and I splay my hand across his chest, feeling the smooth ripple of muscle beneath his warm skin. I make small circles in his chest hair then continue down to his V-line. God, I love that V-line. My fingers glide down each hard line, careful not to touch his twitching erection. That rock hard bad boy wants me… And I love it. 
“Tease,” he jokes. “Does the light bother you now?” 
I look at this stunning man standing in front of me, naked and fearless. I never thought I was one of those girls who would ever gawk at a man’s body. But things have changed in the short time since Ben came into my life. I could stare at him all day. And just like I enjoyed him looking at me in the artificial security of a dimly lit room, I’m finding that it wasn’t the darkness that made me feel comfortable and safe after all. It’s Ben.  It doesn’t matter if it’s a brightly lit or pitch-black room; he makes me feel at ease in my skin. 
“No, it’s fine,” I say. 
“Would you like to join me on the bed?” 
“Tired?” I kid. 
“Not yet… If I’m lucky, I will be.” He holds out his hand. I place mine in his as we stroll to the bed. 
“I don’t want to tire you out before your visit with your parents tonight,” I say as we reach the edge of his bed. 
“I’m willing to chance it.” He playfully pushes me down on the bed. I giggle as he climbs over me. We laugh as we roll around, above the blankets, in his brightly sunlit bedroom and lose ourselves in each other. 
~o0o~ 
The room has softened with a heavenly warm glow as the sun sets over New York. Ben and I lay in bed, sated from our earlier sexcapades, each silently staring up at the ceiling, lacing our fingers together, lost in our thoughts. 
Ben breaks our silence. “What are you thinking about?” 
“Nothing and everything.” 
“That’s a lot of thinking,” he says, still staring up at the ceiling. “Why don’t you tell me two of those thoughts?” 
Do I tell him what I’m really thinking and let him in on more of my crazy, or let it go? Here’s a perk to a casual relationship… I can ask weird questions and not worry that it will follow me for my lifetime. The answer is only around as long as the relationship. Then I can conveniently wipe it out of my memory.  Fuck it… 
“Do I look like an idiot when I orgasm?” I know I’m opening myself up to a potentially embarrassing response; he might think I look like a deranged escapee from an asylum— or worse— I might look like I’m constipated. 
“This is what you’re thinking about?” 
“Believe me, women wonder about these things.” 
“Why would you want to know?” 
“I’m just curious. Tell me.” 
“I don’t know… sexy. You look sexy.” 
“Sexy? You’re a writer and that’s the best word you can come up with? Ben, orgasms may feel sexy, but even I know they don’t look sexy.” 
“You really want to know?” 
“I asked didn’t I?” 
“All right. You throw your head back and close your eyes tight. Your face flushes to a beautiful reddish hue. Your jaw clenches, like your biting down hard, then you open your mouth and it looks like you’re about to scream or groan, but nothing comes out right away, like you’re building up to it. You start off soft; then you get loud, like you’ve lost all control. And it fucking drives me insane. Takes all my power to hold it together when you moan like that.” 
“But do I look like an idiot?” 
“You look hot. Raw. Unhinged. I love that I can bring you there.” 
“Validation for all your hard work?” I gently nudge him. 
He chuckles. “Yes. I suppose it is.” 
“Don’t you want to know how you look when you have an orgasm?” I ask. 
“No,” he says flatly. 
“Why not?” 
“Because guys don’t care. All we care about is the sex. We don’t care how we look doing it.” He briefly pauses. “I should be afraid to ask, but I have to know, what’s your second thought?” 
“I was just wondering.” 
“About…?” 
“What attracted you to me?” 
He unlaces his fingers from mine and turns to his side, facing me. The frown on his face tells me he’s perplexed. “What kind of question is that?” 
“Was it my legs? Boobs? Ass? What?” 
“I knew you were hot when you asked me for the time at Central Park.” 
I cover my face with the blanket. I’m still embarrassed about that debacle. He pulls the blanket down, grinning. “But what truly attracted me to you is your fire.” 
“My fire?” 
“When I teased you about the watch, you didn’t twirl your hair and act like a ditz. That’s usually the response I get from the type of girl who tries to pick me up.” 
“I was not trying to pick you up. I told you; it was a dare.” 
“I’m glad you took that dare.” He clasps my hand and lightly kisses each finger. “What I liked was the fact that you were pissed off at me when I teased you. You had spunk. And like I told you before, the first time we had dinner at Emilio’s…” 
“That disastrous dinner meeting, you mean?” 
He laughs. “Yes, that dinner. When you argued with me— that fire. With every word of contempt for me you spewed out, I was so turned on. Lucky for me, you didn’t notice I was getting a hard-on. I thought about you that entire night. Emailed Vivian to let her know I was looking forward to working with you.” He chuckles softly as his thumb skims my lower lip. “God, I wanted to fuck you on that table so bad.” 
I laugh. It’s not the answer I expected… it’s much better. 
“What attracted you to me?” he asks. Duh, does this man not own a mirror? He is male perfection. 
I turn to my side to face him, leaning my head on my hand. “Initially… your body. But that was from a distance.” 
“Oh? Were you repulsed when you got close up?” he jokes. 
“Yes Ben, your chiseled abs and muscular back were a real turn off,” I deadpan, rolling my eyes with a smirk. “Seriously, I’m sure you’ve figured out that I like your body. But when we met for dinner, I noticed your dimples and thought, now that’s a hot man….if he could only sit there and look pretty smiling at me without opening his big mouth…” He grins, showing off those dimples that melt me from the inside out. I raise my hand and trace each indentation on his cheeks with my index finger. 
“So it’s only my looks? So very shallow.” 
“Well, there is one more thing.” 
“What?” he asks. 
“You’re going to think I’m a geek.” 
“You’re naked in my bed. Believe me, geek is not the word that comes to mind. Come on, tell me.” 
“While we were arguing at Emilio’s and you were being all stupid and manly…” 
“Stupid and manly?” he interrupts. 
“Yes, stupid and manly. Anyway, while you were busy beating your chest like a caveman, I was thinking about how well written your manuscript was. I appreciated your good grammar.” 
“While you were busy hating me, my grammar turned you on?” 
“I know. It’s the editor in me, but I think good grammar is erotic.” 
“Erotic, huh? So there were no dangling participles in my manuscript?” 
 “Nope. Beautiful grammar.” I flex my hips to touch him. “There is, however, something dangling here, but I’m certain that’s no participle.” 
He laughs hard, throwing his head back; it’s contagious. I can’t help but laugh with him. 
“No, that’s definitely not a participle. So prepositions, interjections, conjunctions, punctuation, all that gets you aroused?” 
“HmmMmm.” I nod. 
“I see. Well, Julia, my specialty is irregular verbs.  For example, I know the difference between lie and lay.” 
“Do you?” I arch a brow. 
“Lie is an intransitive verb, it means to rest or recline. A lay, on the other hand, is what you’re about to get." 
“Again?” 
“Oh yes.” He grabs my hand and places it on his growing erection. “There’s nothing dangling here.” 
“It’s almost five o’clock; you’ll be late meeting your parents. You may upset your clock watching mother.” 
“I’ll take the risk,” he breathes, pulling me close and kissing me as we lose ourselves in each other again.



Chapter 10 
Friday is finally here. For the past five minutes I’ve been lying in my bed with my hands behind my head, humming to myself as I mindlessly stare up at the ceiling. It’s been two weeks since my introduction to carefree daytime sex. Thanks to Ben, I’m much more comfortable in my skin. The perk to my nakedness is Ben gets naked right along with me. I can look at him all day. 
Over the past two weeks, we’ve gotten into a wicked sex groove. My place, his place… almost in the elevator on the way up to his apartment. Luckily… or unluckily, I still haven’t decided, we pulled ourselves together and made it inside his apartment…barely. I tingle all over when I hear a ping from my cell phone. I know it’s a booty call, but I don’t care. He’s got one hell of a booty. 
Last week Ben had a short meeting with Vivian. I swear that smoldering look he secretly gives me could melt off my panties, but we play it cool in front of her and always remain professional. Of course, I knew later that night was going to result in a luscious fuck-a-thon. Like a magnet to steel, when we’re together, there’s a sexual pull that neither of us can resist. 
Work has been fantastic. Vivian has entrusted me with more responsibilities, stressing that I’ve earned them. There’s a ton more work to do, but I’m thrilled. This is what I’ve dreamed of, what I worked so hard to achieve.  I respect Vivian and her work ethic so much; having her seal of approval is the icing on the cake. 
Life is great. I have a job I absolutely love and an incredible boss who values me. A best friend who is... well, the best. I’m having amazing sex with a guy who knows what he’s doing. I don’t answer to him and he doesn’t to me. 
Everything is perfect. 
After a quick shower, I dry my hair, get dressed, and bounce my way down the hallway, still humming to myself as I follow the heavenly scent of freshly brewed coffee in the kitchen. Allie is leaning against the counter with a cup of coffee beside her and a powdered sugar donut in hand. 
“Hey, I’m going to Johan’s Pub with some work friends tonight. I know you probably have the Casual Ben Special penciled in, but I thought I’d ask if you wanted to join us, just in case,” she asks, handing me a donut on a napkin. I gladly grab it. 
“Oh, I’m not seeing Ben tonight. That marathon he’s been training for is tomorrow. He’s carbo loading and going to bed early.” I pour myself a much needed cup of morning joe and take a bite of my donut, careful to keep the powdered sugar residue off my clothes. 
“What is it with athletes refraining from sex the day before a big event? It makes no sense. Wouldn’t sex relax you? It relaxes me.” 
“I don’t think it’s the sex he’s avoiding, it’s the late night. Apparently he’s trying to conserve his energy. Because of this stupid marathon, I get the shaft.” 
“Actually, it’s the opposite,” she says, correcting me. “Because of this stupid marathon, you don’t get his shaft,” she snorts, giggling. 
 “Quit your cackling. You’re so perverted.” I crumple my napkin and throw it at her. 
“I am,” she says proudly, catching the napkin with one hand. “So come out with us tonight. It’s been so long since you’ve joined us. We’ll have fun.” 
I should catch up on my reading. I don’t want to fall behind at work and could use some make-up time, but Allie’s right. I haven’t gone out with her in a long time. Besides, knowing me, I’ll toss aside the manuscripts and get lost in the three new gossip rags I bought at the newsstand in front of my building yesterday. 
“Okay. Sure.” 
Her face brightens up instantly. “Okay? Yay, it’s been forever Jules…ever since you’ve been getting some of that Casual dick.” 
I playfully smack her arm. “Watch your mouth, perv. And wipe the powdered sugar off your lips. You look like a coke whore on a bender.” 
“Yeah, yeah.” Allie laughs, wiping her mouth with a potholder she spots on the counter. Classy. “I’ll send you a text later.” She quickly grabs her leather hobo bag and heads out the door. 
~o0o~ 
The workday has flown by pretty fast. It sucks not having a Friday night Ben Martin Special. I suppose I can’t expect that Friday nights are a standing order; although I wouldn’t mind if they were. 
After a quick subway ride downtown and a short walk down the block from the subway station, I arrive at Johan’s Pub to meet Allie and her friends. I’ve always liked this place. It’s been around forever. It has all the character of an old man’s bar…dusty and dimly lit with a small restaurant in the back of the building. No loud music, just loud patrons. This place isn’t anything fancy, but it’s perfect for a good time. 
 On the sidewalk in front of the building, a small cluster of people are huddled together smoking cigarettes and who-knows-what. Is filling your lungs with smoke worth freezing your ass outside? I guess they think so. I’m so glad they can’t smoke inside anymore. I despise that lingering stench of smoke following me home, leaving my hair and clothes stinking like an ashtray. 
I take a quick peek through the front window; it’s wall to wall people. Grabbing the tarnished handle, I push the door open. I forgot how heavy this door is. They don’t make doors like this anymore. Red paint is flaking off everywhere; clearly cosmetics are not a high priority for this establishment. 
Instantly I’m struck by the blaring sound of several rowdy conversations, all spoken at the same time, and the smell of stale beer, and musty leather. If you’re looking for glamour and glitz, you opened the wrong red door. 
“Julia, Julia, over here!” I spot Allie jumping up and waving from across the room. It’s a miracle I heard her over the deafening roar of people getting their after work buzz on…and from the looks of things, succeeding.  I make my way through the crowd; careful to protect any body parts that some degenerate perv may get his jollies from accidentally rubbing against, and occasionally choking on an unpleasant whiff of a random guy who bathed in too much cologne, until I finally reach her. She leans in, “Here, I ordered a beer for you,” and hands me a glass mug spilling over with dark ale. 
I lean in close to her ear, “Are we going to eat here too?” 
She nods. “Yes, as soon as everyone arrives we’ll go to the backroom. If you’re hungry, there are beer nuts on the bar.” 
Gross. A community bowl of bar food is disgusting. There’s either some drunken imbecile, with his ass firmly planted on the barstool in front of the bowl, doing what he thinks is a secret side nose pick, then dipping his snot residue fingers in the bowl or someone with opened, dry skin cracks helping himself. No thank you. I’d rather starve. It’s a public Petri dish festering with all sorts of nasty diseases, most resulting in a hideous cold sore resting above your lip. 
Of course, knowing me, if I have two more beers, those beer nuts are going to look like the best food on the planet. I better stay far away while I still have my wits. 
“Hi Julia. It’s been a long time.” I turn around to find Tim Bucktooth, appearing out of nowhere, standing behind me. 
“Hi Tim,” I wince. Ugh, I forgot about Tim. I know he’s going to sidle next to me all night. Super. 
“Are you joining the gang for dinner?” he asks. 
“Looks that way.” I shrug. 
“That’s excellent. We can catch up,” he says, his face beaming. 
“Sounds good.” I politely nod while cringing on the inside. Craptastic. 
It’s no secret that Tim has a massive crush on me. I pretend not to notice in hopes that eventually he’ll get the hint and focus his attention on some other poor soul. This strategy has not worked well. He tries to act smooth around me, but this guy is as smooth as a gravel driveway. He’s nice enough, just not my type. Allie swears it’s his funky teeth that throw me off, but honestly, it’s just him. The whole Bucktooth package throws me off. There’s no chemistry. At all. 
After downing the last half of my second beer, the last member of our group arrives. Thank God. My stomach is growling and that festering cesspool of germ infested beer nuts was starting to look appetizing. 
The six in our group walk to the back restaurant area and are directed to a table. Fortunately, it’s a lot quieter back here. Allie and I each take the middle seats. We like to face each other in social situations. It’s easier to give signals to each other from across the table, a glance that says it’s time to leave, a kick under the table that says “Hey drunk girl, shut the fuck up.” We have perfected our system. 
I scan the table and it dawns on me… Allie and I are the only girls seated. Leave it to Allie. She has a ridiculously huge grin on her face, sandwiched between two tat covered coworkers. Knowing the way Allie operates, I suspect she’s had an office quickie with at least one of them, but I’m not sure which as she’s flirting with both equally. On my right is Tim Bucktooth. No shocker there. He’d crawl in my lap and spoon feed me if I let him. On my left is Carter Johnson, an actuary from Allie’s company. We always hit it off, having long discussions on baseball, sex, and life in general. We can talk about anything and after a few drinks, we usually do. Carter is a man whore, a real player, always with a different girl, another casual relationship guy. He’s good looking and knows it. I always tease him, calling him a commitment-phobic male slut, but now that I’m a card carrying member of the Casual Club, I have a new appreciation for the way he’s wired. 
“Hey Julia, good to see you,” Carter leans in and whispers in my ear, “Looks like ol’ Bucktooth found his spot to the right of his beloved Queen.” 
I nudge him with my shoulder. “Shut it, Carter.” 
“Don’t bullshit me, you love the attention.” He nudges back. 
“You’re so bad. Still using your freaky math skills for evil?” 
“Yep, got my internal mathematical crystal ball to manage insurance risks… and card counting at the casinos, of course.” 
“Of course.” 
Tim has a sour puss on his face; obviously annoyed that Carter has my attention. I pretend not to notice. He needs to get over it. 
The menu is simple. Burgers and sandwiches. I order the fanciest item on the menu…a bacon cheeseburger with a large side of fries. It’s a little known fact that Friday night calories don’t count. And as an added bonus, if you drink enough beer, you’ll pee all the calories away. That’s Allie’s philosophy; tonight it’s mine too. 
“Are you meeting up with one of your harem later tonight?” I ask Carter. 
He laughs. “Not quite.” 
“Really? I thought you always kept one of your many lady admirers on stand-by.” 
“Things have changed,” he says cryptically. 
“Oh? You’re gay now?” I wisecrack. 
He pulls his cell phone out from his shirt pocket and places it on the table in front of us. The screensaver has a close up photo of a pretty brunette. “This is Janine, my girlfriend.” 
I blink my eyes a few times and shake my head. “I’m sorry, I think I misheard you. Did you say girlfriend?” 
“I did,” he says, proudly staring at his screensaver. 
I’m shocked into silence. Either I’m dreaming or I’ve entered an alternate universe. A girlfriend? The guy is a man-whore… Webster’s definition of male slut, player, lothario, hound dog, himbo. 
“What happened to playing the field? I thought you didn’t like things messy with strings.” 
He shrugs one shoulder. “I grew up. I met Janine and thought what am I afraid of? I realized the whole casual thing was a cop out. Why go into a relationship with such low expectations, just meandering through the motions, until it ends?” 
“But you said commitment was overrated.” I’m confused as hell. This is the one conversation that in a million years I never expected to have with Carter. He’s the poster child for the eternal bachelor. 
“I know what I said. I thought a lot about it. It was all bullshit. I came to realize that I was never giving any of the girls I hooked up with a chance for anything more than a good time. It was time for a change. A commitment.” 
“Maybe you never committed because all you needed was a good time?” 
“Or maybe I never committed because I was afraid someone better might come along,” he counters. “I don’t know. I got to thinking…what did that say about Janine? She’s disposable?” 
“Yes, but isn’t the sex more exciting without the baggage that comes with a traditional relationship?” 
“Anyone can have sex. It’s just as exciting and in all honesty, better with a connection, with feelings. Great sex isn’t just getting naked and bumping uglies. It’s here,” He points to his temple, “and here.” He taps his finger over his heart. He pauses for a moment then lets out a soft chuckle. “Listen to me, I sound like a chick.” 
No kidding, if he keeps this up, we’ll end up on the same menstrual cycle. 
“Since you’re going all-out chick on me, can I ask you something serious?” 
“Sure, whatever you want.” 
“Aren’t you afraid?”
“Afraid of what?” he asks. 
“That you’ll get your heart broken?” 
“A little, maybe.” He shrugs. “That’s probably why I built walls around me. But I’m more afraid of what I’m missing if I don’t put myself out there and try for something better.” 
“Don’t think I’m implying there’s anything wrong with your relationship, it’s just…there are no guarantees.” 
“I used to think that way and that’s probably why I avoided commitment. Are there any guarantees in anything? It’s ironic, assessing risk is what I do for a living yet taking a risk was the one thing I always avoided. I know it’s all a crapshoot. Take your chances and hope for the best. If I didn’t take a shot and abandon that fear, I’d never have Janine.” 
“I’m dumbfounded. I never thought I’d hear this from you.” 
He laughs. “Yeah, neither did I. Fucked up, right?” 
“Sure is. I always thought you liked not being accountable.” 
“I started to feel like a shit, only contacting a girl when I wanted to hook up. I never stayed over. I always found an excuse: a work meeting, taking my mother out for breakfast, an early morning session at the gym. Anything to keep the lines drawn. Looking back, it’s seems pretty cold. Was the sex fun? Yeah, but that’s all it was.” He pauses, rubbing his jawline thoughtfully. “I found myself wondering about Janine; what she was doing, how her day was. But I didn’t want to cross that line because it’s the way I always operated. You know, no contact for anything other than sex.” 
I think back to the times Ben and I have contact. Other than work emails, which are always dry and professional, our only personal contact is for sex. I’ve invited him to stay over and he’s always used his marathon training as an excuse to leave. I thought it was sincere, but maybe it was just a way to keep me at arm’s length. A line drawn. And if I’m completely honest, I do wonder about him during the day, what he’s doing, who he’s with, how his writing is going… if he’s thinking of me too. But that’s normal curiosity, no different than how I’d wonder about any other friend. Isn’t it? 
Carter continues, “Then I thought…what the fuck is wrong with me? I really like this girl. She deserves better than the way I’ve treated the others, she deserves more than just a part of me. She deserves all of me, the good, the bad and the mundane shit. And you know what? I’ve never been happier.” He shakes his head, looking mystified at the discovery of his revelation. “Enough about me, I sound like a babbling asshole. Are you seeing anyone?” 
Here I was, planning to brag that I’m a fellow member of the Casual Club and now I feel like a loser for having the honor of such membership. 
I don’t know how to answer this question. Ben’s certainly not a boyfriend. He’s the guy Carter used to be and after listening to Carter’s gushing, I’m a little embarrassed to admit that I’m part of that world. “No, not really. I’m focusing on my work,” I answer. That’s truthful… sort of. 
“Work’s not everything. There’s someone special out there for you. When you find him, make sure he never forgets how lucky he is.” 
“HmmMmm.” Yeah, Ben gets lucky often… I wonder if he feels lucky too. 
Oh, screw this. Carter is still in the honeymoon phase of his relationship. He doesn’t know the heartache that will follow. He’s never had his heart stomped on then left for dead. He’ll learn. Keeping up the barriers are the only means of self-preservation. I’ve been down that road once and it was one too many times for me. Maybe I have walls up, protecting me. He doesn’t know any better… yet. When she breaks his heart, and it will happen, it always does… He’ll come back singing his old tune. Then brick by brick; he’ll rebuild that wall. If he’s smart, he’ll keep that Casual membership card in a safe place. 
I’ve heard enough of his loved-up ramblings. Luckily two servers come out with our group’s dinners and drinks. I grab the mug of beer in front of me and chug it down in record time. Carter’s words have left a bitter taste in my mouth. I think I’d rather suffer through Tim’s fawning than listen to another word from Mr. Blissfully Happy. 
I turn to Tim. “So Tim, how are you?” 
A big smile splashes across Tim’s face. He proceeds to tell me all about his day while I shove french fries in my mouth, three at a time. 
~o0o~ 
I have to admit, I’m glad I came out tonight. Allie’s work friends are always good for a few laughs. And once Carter stopped droning on and on about his love life, I was able to enjoy the night. 
Allie’s already in her room, sleeping off her six beers. I was the designated roommate, with a lesser four beer buzz. The two beer deficit deemed me the responsible one…for whatever that was worth. We both slurred our way through the subway station and sang old Broadway tunes all the way up to our apartment. The neighbors must love us. 
I lie across the couch, propping a throw pillow under my head and snatch a gossip rag off the coffee table, quickly flipping through each page. I like to look at the photos first, then go back and read any article that interests me, if you can call it that. I’m studying the “Why did She Wear That?” page as my thoughts wander. 
Since Ben came into my life, for as much as the no strings guidelines were supposed to keep things uncomplicated, sometimes I feel like I’m on pins and needles waiting for him to call or text... or talking myself into texting him. It’s exciting and we’re amazing together. I have to admit, sometimes I miss the in-between times, the downtime that comes with a regular relationship. The stuff Carter was talking about. 
Dammit, this beer buzz and Carter’s puppy love jabbering are fucking with my head. I remind myself yet again, self-preservation is smart. Smart. No man will ever break me. I have work, good friends, and great sex with no drama or hurt feelings messing it up. 
The Tri-fucking-fecta of perfect. Why would I want to screw that up? 
Ben’s a friend. I know, I know, a friend with benefits, but he is still my friend. I do care about his well-being. I want him to have success with his book, and not just because I’m working on it. I want it for him. He’s worked hard. He deserves recognition for it. 
Come to think of it, he’s worked hard training for that stupid marathon he’s running tomorrow. I can tell when he talks about it that it’s a big deal to him. He is my friend. I should go there and surprise him. 
Yes. That’s what I’m going to do. It’s only a subway ride into Brooklyn. I can handle that. I’m going to freeze my ass off, but I’ve always prided myself on my loyalty to friends. Okay, I’m going. 
Crap…Allie. If I tell her, I’ll get another “He’s not your boyfriend” speech. I’m really not up to listening to her lecturing me on how I’m supposed to behave. When it comes to Ben, she always reads more into my motives than I intend. 
We’re friends. That’s all. I’m supporting my friend, just like I’d support Allie or Marcello. It’s absolutely no different. I grab my cell phone and open up my browser. After a quick search on the internet, I find the only marathon in Brooklyn tomorrow. It’s the only marathon running in the tri-state area. I know I’ve found the right one. 
As I look around the website, I realize that this is a charity run for Alzheimer’s research. Ben never mentioned that to me. So, this race is more to him than reaching a target number… it’s about his grandfather too. That’s so sweet. 
I’ll do myself a favor and avoid her lecture. I’ll tell her I’m meeting someone from work for coffee. With six beers in her, she should sleep pretty late; if I’m quiet I can make a quick escape and leave a note on the counter. I hate lying to her, but it’s easier to lie and run than listen to her go on and on about emotional bonding, blah, blah, blah. I’m not falling for him. He’s my friend and this is how friends act. 
I’m going to Brooklyn. 



Chapter 11 
I hate waking up early on a Saturday. This is supposed to be my sleep-in day, but supporting my friend is the right thing to do. Running for recreation is bad enough, but running in December is insane. 
I need my caffeine fix, but I don’t want to risk waking Allie before I leave. I’ll just grab a cup of coffee from a street vendor. I should only drink half a cup, which sucks because I really need that caffeine boost, but I know there’s rarely a public bathroom to be found. I don’t want to stand around in the freezing cold with a full bladder and nowhere to pee. I write a quick note to Allie, take a protein bar and quietly leave the apartment. 
The blast of the December morning air hits my face. Damn, it’s cold, even with my hat and gloves. Who the hell willingly runs a marathon in this temperature? 
Quickly, I walk over to the subway station, clasping the collar of my coat closed at the neckline. I always walk at a faster pace in the cold. The bitter winter chill cuts through my coat straight to my core. I hate this bone-chilling cold. After a ten minute wait, the train finally arrives and I’m on my way to Brooklyn. Once I reach my stop, I get off with a few other freezing souls and walk toward the race. Fortunately, there are enough idiotic spectators like myself to follow and find the correct route. It’s days like this that make me wish I owned a car. 
I know I didn’t have to get here as early as this but I want a good spot at the finish line. I want to see him accomplish the goal he worked so hard for. That damn goal stole him away from me, greedily taking any potential orgasms along with it.  I take a quick peek at my watch to see how much time has passed since the race started. I laugh to myself; this watch brings me back to that one freakishly warm October day when I first laid eyes on Ben. I have to admit, a warm grassy park is infinitely better than the tundra I’m standing in now. I’m going to have to stand here for at least three long hours. I’ll probably lose my finger tips to frost bite. Okay, slight exaggeration there, but anything under sixty-five degrees is far too cold for one as delicate as I am. 
I found a great spot near the finish line, right up front, directly behind the barricades. I keep a keen eye on the runners coming in. He said he was hoping to finish in about three and a half hours. I’m hoping he comes in under two, so I don’t freeze my tits off. The chilly air is permeating through my coat. As time goes by, the crowds get thicker and thicker. Some pushy jerk tried to weasel his way into my spot. He’s obviously not a native New Yorker because one ice-cold death glare from me and he cowered back into the crowd with his tail tucked between his legs. Pfft…Amateur. Don’t mess with me, you loser. I’m tired, my tits are cold, and there’s no way in hell I’m missing Ben’s first marathon finish. 
Despite the cold, the race is fun to watch. The elite runners file in a little after the two-hour mark. I try my best to divert my eyes at some of their choices in running apparel. Their man-junk is bouncing around freely. There’s no guessing whether a guy is circumcised or uncircumcised; it’s all out there, outlined in multicolored spandex. It’s not a good look. Don’t they have cup support for runners? They have bras that keep breasts from bouncing around; can’t they do the same for men? Allie calls them Salami shorts, and naturally, she’s a huge fan. I hate them. Try as I might not to stare, my eyes go straight to their crotch. It’s like a horrific car accident; you don’t want to look, but you can’t stop yourself. 
We’re at the three hour and fifteen minute mark when I see Ben mixed in with a small pack of runners. My heart jumps to my throat. He’s going to finish. I know how hard he worked for this moment. He looks sweaty, pained, exhausted and absolutely beautiful. 
I enthusiastically clap and holler along with the other spectators as we watch the runners cross the finish line. I’m so excited for him; I can barely contain my glee. 
“Yes!” I shout, thrusting my fist high up in the air as he crosses the finish line. He bends over, placing his hands on his knees as he catches his breath. A volunteer wraps a Mylar blanket around him. I’m bursting with pride. I know this was important to him. He worked so hard and he did it. He actually did it. He really can do anything. 
I aggressively push my way through the crowds over to the finish line where the runners are filing in to congratulate him. I can’t wait to surprise him, share in his special moment. I’m about ten feet away when I stop dead in my tracks. 
“Ben, Ben… over here!” I look to the opposite side of the finish line and see Cam-eel waving to him. He looks up, still panting, waves, and makes his way over to her on the side of the finish line. She wraps her arms around him with a big toothy grin. He’s grinning too. He doesn’t seem surprised in the least to see her here. Then it dawns on me… He knew she’d be here. He asked her to come, yet I was not invited to experience this important milestone with him. 
Telling. 
This is the bitter reminder of who I really am in Ben’s life, my pecking order. 
 I’m the girl he fucks. 
That’s all I am. Sure, we have some laughs and fun when we’re together, but in the end that’s all I am. I shouldn’t have come. I’m investing myself in his real life. I need to take a step back. 
Slowly, I make my way out of the crowd, pulling my hat down halfway covering my face, wishing I were invisible. Defeated, I trudge my way back through the frigid streets of Brooklyn to catch a train home, hoping the earth opens up and swallows me. 
I don’t know why I’m surprised. He’s always maintained that they are just friends. I know he’s completely blind to her real intentions, but they are still friends. Today. Who knows what the future will bring. 
I shouldn’t feel this way. She’s not my competition. This isn’t a contest to see who gets Ben’s heart. The answer is easy. 
No one. 
Sure, he gives a girl a great time. I’m sure he likes me. But it’ll never be any more than that. Allie has told me this often enough and so has he, if I’m to be honest. 
I’m an idiot. How many times have I reminded myself that I don’t want a relationship? Why am I reminding myself at all? There is no competition. When we move on, whatever he does, he does. Whatever she does, she does. If they do it together….so be it. 
Although he deserves better. 
The subway is so damn loud but the ride gives me more time to think. I realize that my feelings of doubt have nothing to do with the status of my relationship with Ben. We’re exactly where we said we wanted to be. My problem is that bitch and I need to get over her. 
After the subway ride back to the Village, I grab my cell phone to see what Allie is up to. There’s a text waiting for me from Ben. I guess I didn’t hear my phone ping over the subway noise. 
*Finished. Wish you were here to see it.* 
My hand flies over my mouth in disbelief. I read the text two more times. He wishes I was there. I don’t want to appear like a stalker and tell him that I was at his race. Then left like a jealous coward when I saw him with Cam-eel. 
*Congratulations! I knew you could do it!* 
*Celebrate tonight? My place?* 
*Aren’t you tired?* 
*Exhausted. I’ll sleep this afternoon. Come.* 
*Okay. 7:00?* 
*Perfect. See you then.* 
~o0o~ 
Celebratory sex should be epic. The guy ran twenty-six miles, it’s the least I can do. I’m about to give him sex that will be engrained in his memory forever, all because he ran a race to benefit those who have a disease that takes away their memories. The irony’s not lost on me. I wonder if that makes me an unofficial ambassador for the charity. Great sex is a much better memento than a T-shirt with a charity logo. Not all contributions are monetary. It’s my good deed, sure to earn me some heaven points. 
I know he likes push-up bras and thongs. I rummage through the lingerie pile in my floordrobe and find my black satin push-up bra and matching thong.  Once again, I marvel at how spectacular my breasts look. They’re so high up, practically touching my chin. That ought to get his motor running. 
I squeeze into my super tight skinny jeans. I have to jump up and down to shimmy them over my hips, suck in my stomach to zip them up and squat a few times to loosen up the denim. I need to lay off the cupcakes. I throw on a tight black T-shirt with a low-cut V neck. My breasts are peeking out. Correction, my breasts are bursting out. I look like a whore. 
Perfect. 
I call out to Allie who’s in her bedroom. “See you later, Al.” 
She peeks her head out the door and shouts back. “Or tomorrow?” 
“Maybe.” If I’m lucky. 
After stopping at the local liquor store for a bottle of chilled champagne that didn’t break my miniscule budget, I treat myself to a taxi ride to Ben’s place. 
~o0o~ 
“Miss Conti, good to see you again. Mr. Martin already called down.” The doorman tips his hat as he opens the door for me. 
“Oh, thank you.” 
As the elevator climbs up to the twentieth floor, I turn into a jittery mess. I can’t wait to see his expression when he sees what I have on under this coat. I can’t wait to wrap my legs around him and feel him inside of me. I can’t wait to see him. 
All the doubt I had earlier has dissipated. This is right. This is exactly how it should be: in the moment, spontaneous, carefree. I’m a fool for thinking otherwise. 
I walk up to apartment 2012, suck in a few deep breaths to calm myself, and knock on the door. The anticipation is building. Sex has never been so exciting … or satisfying. I feel so alive. I watch the doorknob turn, wondering if I should pounce on him the second I see him or make him wait and seduce him. The door opens and he looks utterly… exhausted. 
“Oh my God, Ben. You look awful. Have you slept at all?” 
“A little, come in.” He waves me into the apartment and closes the door. 
“I should leave,” I offer. He has dark circles under the darker circles under his eyes. 
“No, I’m fine. Stay,” he insists. 
“Okay, as long as you’re sure. I brought some champagne to celebrate.” I lift up the champagne bottle. 
“Thank you, that was sweet. Let’s sit on the couch.” 
We walk over to the couch together. I notice Ben wince as he walks. 
“What’s wrong? You’re wincing,” I ask while placing the champagne bottle down on a coaster on the coffee table. 
“My muscles are a little tight and fatigued. My feet are sore. It’s nothing.” 
“Your legs should be elevated. Put your feet up on the coffee table.” 
“Yeah, maybe for a little while.” In painfully slow motion, he lifts one leg at a time up onto the table in front of us. I’m horrified at what I see on his feet. 
“Ben, your feet have blisters. Some are broken. Have you put any antibacterial ointment on them?” 
“No, it hurt too much to walk over there.” 
“I’ll get it. Is it in your bathroom?” 
“Yes. Not the hallway bathroom, the bathroom in my bedroom. It’s okay. I’ll go.” He winces as he tries to get off the couch. 
“Just stay there. I’ll go. Keep your legs up.” 
“That’s something I’d say to you.” The guy is half dead and he’s flirting with me. 
I playfully punch his arm. “You’re an idiot. Don’t move.” 
“I couldn’t if I wanted to.” 
I walk into the private bathroom off his bedroom. It’s like a picture out of an architectural magazine. A jacuzzi tub with a separate glass enclosed shower. Double sink with black cabinets and soft toffee colored walls. Beautiful. 
I open the medicine cabinet and find the tube of ointment immediately. I take the opportunity to spy through some of his medications. He knows I’m in his medicine cabinet, so it’s not truly snooping. Thank God, there’s only ordinary medicine cabinet finds, no red flags on the medications. I can cross off several possible diseases I don’t have to fear catching. Naturally everything is neatly lined up, in size order. Neat freak extraordinaire. I take the ointment and a box of bandages back to the living room. 
He’s sitting on the couch with his head tilted back and eyes closed. I sink down to the floor and take his right foot in my hand. 
“You don’t need to do this,” he says, opening one eye. 
“Yes I do. Be a good patient and sit back.” 
“You’re very bossy. I like it,” he says suggestively. 
I roll my eyes up to the ceiling. Men are an interesting breed. He’s dying in pain and coming on to me. 
“Relax,” I order. 
“I like your shirt,” he says, staring at my cleavage. That opened both eyes. 
“I thought you might.” 
He arches a sly brow. “Take it off,” he commands, jutting out his chin toward my shirt. 
“This is what you’re thinking about? My top off?” I ask, letting out a heavy sigh. 
“Don’t you want a happy patient?” He tilts his head with a mischievous smirk. 
“I want a patient that can walk.” 
“Then take off your top.” 
“Nurse Julia says relax. I have ointment to apply.” 
“I’d rather Naughty Nurse Julia help me relax with her top off.” 
I sigh, exasperated by his one-track mind. “Will you let me take care of you if I take off my top?” 
“Yes.” 
“Fine.” I pull my T-shirt off. I’m kneeling on the floor in my push-up bra and jeans. I don’t know what’s more ridiculous …him asking me to take off my top or me actually doing it. 
He exhales through his teeth. “Naughty Nurse Julia, you are fucking hot.” 
“Lay back, buddy. I’m here to tend to your feet.” 
“There’s more of me that needs tending.” He flexes his groin up toward me. 
I smile and laugh. “Very well. I’ll tend to one part of you at a time.” 
“If that’s the case, you should start with what needs the most care.” He looks suggestively down at the pup tent growing out from his sweatpants. 
“How can you have a hard-on now? Aren’t you exhausted?” 
“I’m game. You’ll just have to do all the work.” 
I shake my head. He should be half dead after running twenty-six miles. Only Ben would want sex when he can barely move. 
“Feet first.” I unscrew the cap of the ointment and carefully apply it to the blisters on his right foot. I look up at him. He’s clenching his teeth and flinching. I blow on each broken blister and apply a small bandage on each. By the time I finish with his left foot, he looks visibly relieved that it’s over. 
“Better?” I ask. 
He nods. 
“Have you eaten anything?” I ask. 
“I had a banana and an orange earlier. I’m sorry; I was going to order dinner up for us. Time got away from me.” 
“A few pieces of fruit aren’t enough for you. I’ll find something in your kitchen. You need carbs and protein.” 
“I’ll get it,” he offers. 
“Just sit there,” I insist. “I’ll be right back.” 
Grabbing the bottle of champagne, I walk into his kitchen. I open the refrigerator and marvel at it. It’s spotless. How the hell can someone have a refrigerator that has no spills and no rings where bottles once stood? This is not normal. There’s some pre-sliced turkey in the fridge and a loaf of bread on the counter. Multigrain. Naturally, he’s a health food freak too. 
“Is a turkey sandwich okay?” I call out. 
“Anything you make, I’ll eat.” 
Good, he’s hungry. I can’t believe he just ran a marathon and all he ate was a few pieces of fruit. Men have no clue how to take care of themselves. 
I put the champagne bottle in the refrigerator and take out the turkey, some mayo and lettuce. “Do you like mayonnaise?” I ask. 
“Yes. Thanks.” 
There’s a shock, the man eats mayo. There’s hope for him yet. 
I bring two sandwiches and two bottled waters I found chilling in the fridge back to the living room. Ben is slumped on the couch with his eyes closed.  He straightens himself out when he hears me; his eyes stare directly at my chest. I almost forgot I was wearing just my bra. 
“Start eating or I’ll put my top back on,” I warn. 
“Yes, ma’am.” He smirks, his eyes still focused on my chest. 
“You’re a perv, you know.” 
“I do.” He smiles slyly. 
“Oh, just eat,” I say, exasperated. 
~o0o~ 
After we’re done eating, I take a quick look at Ben. I can tell he’s hurting. He looks stiff and not the good kind of stiff I’m used to seeing. 
“Do your legs hurt?” I ask. 
“A bit.” 
“Did you ice your muscles?” 
“No. After Camille dropped me off, I took a quick shower and dropped dead on the couch.” 
“Oh, Camille was there?” I pretend I’m surprised at this information. 
“She gave me a ride home as a favor.” 
So, she was just his ride. I don’t know why, but I feel a little better about that. Besides, he sent me a text while he was with her. That has to mean something. 
“I see. You need to ice your muscles. Do you have ice packs?” 
“I don’t want to ice them.” 
“You really should. It will help with your recovery.” 
“I hate ice packs.” He crosses his arms and frowns like a five-year-old right before a temper tantrum. Men are such crybabies when it comes to anything uncomfortable. 
“Tell you what… Let me ice your legs and I’ll take off my jeans.” 
“No. I hate ice packs.” 
“I’m wearing a thong,” I tease, slipping my finger down my waistband and pulling up the elastic string. 
“Okay,” he answers instantly. Typical male, even in pain, he thinks with his dick. 
“It’ll be easier to do this on your bed. Can you walk over there?” 
“Of course I can.” He rolls his eyes, then stands and reaches down for the dinner plates. 
“I’ll take care of that. Take off your pants and get into bed.” 
“Naughty Nurse Julia, I like the way you think.” Slowly he walks to his bedroom. At the rate he’s going between his stiff muscles and the blisters on his feet, this could take a while. 
I take the plates and place them in the dishwasher and grab two ice packs from the freezer. 
When I get into Ben’s bedroom, he’s sitting on the edge of the bed. 
“Lay down,” I tell him. 
He shakes his head. “Strip first,” he commands. 
“Seriously?” 
“No thong, no ice.” 
“Are you thirteen years old?” I ask, my hands planted firmly on my hips. 
“Occasionally. Now strip,” he orders, his voice stern. 
I slip off my shoes and shimmy out of my jeans. I can’t believe I have to do this in order for him to do what’s good for him. He’s very good at getting me undressed. “Satisfied?” I ask, holding out my arms. 
“Turn around.” He twirls his finger in a circle. 
“Fine.” I throw my hands in the air, surrendering to his indecent request and twirl around. 
“Naughty Nurse Julia has a fine ass.” 
I try to stop, but I can’t help but smile. “I’m glad you like it. Lay down. I’m going to ice your calves. I want hear about the race.” 
His eyes sparkle as he tells me about his run, yawning most of the way through his stories. He talks about a few things I’m clueless about, like splits, gel packs at an aid station and target zones. But I smile, nod and listen intently. I can see it gives him great pride to relive these moments. 
“I had intense calf cramps at mile twenty, fucking awful. I pushed through it— each step, each stride. That’s when I started making my deals with God.” He laughs. “I continued to make deals over the next six miles.” He pauses and looks down at me, his expression changing from humorous to serious. “I knew I had to finish. I didn’t want to disappoint my grandfather.” Our eyes lock. He smiles tenderly at me and I smile back. His words pull at my heartstrings. 
I remove the ice packs from his calves and gently massage his legs. “Better?” I ask. 
“Colder. Thank you for taking care of me.” 
I look down at the bed and blush. I don’t know what to say. I enjoyed taking care of him. I lay down next to him, pulling the blanket up over us. I lean on my hand, resting on my elbow and rake my fingernails through his hair. 
“Mmm, that feels nice.” He moans appreciatively, tilting his head back slightly into his pillow and closing his eyes. 
“So tell me about the end of the race. How did it feel to cross the finish line?” 
“Surreal… amazing.” He yawns, turns his head and looks at me with a sleepy smile. His eyes are watery from yawning so much. He looks absolutely adorable. 
“I should go and let you sleep,” I say. 
“No. Stay. I just need a few minutes to recharge.” 
“Ben, you’re exhausted.” 
“I’m okay,” he insists, but I know better. 
“All right, for a little while.” 
I continue to rake my nails through his soft hair. With each gentle stroke of my nails against his scalp, his breathing gets deeper and deeper. I peek over and he’s asleep. He even sleeps beautiful. 
 “I’m very proud of you, Ben Martin,” I whisper in his ear. I reach across the bed and delicately kiss his soft lips. I scoot in close to him just to feel his warm body next to mine. I’ll lay here for just a few minutes, get dressed and go home. 
~o0o~ 
There’s a hand on my stomach. 
I open my eyes and see Ben’s arm draped across my waist. The sun is filtering through a small crack between the drapes; it’s obviously morning. Oh God, I fell asleep. It figures; my first sleepover with Ben, I’m half naked and he’s comatose. To top it off, no mind-blowing sex. Not exactly what I pictured. 
What do I do? Stay? Sneak away before he wakes up? He told me to stay, but I don’t think he meant all night…. Did he? I’m so confused. I don’t know what to do. 
While I figure out my next move, I take a moment and watch Ben sleep. Yeah, it’s a little creepy, but I have no witnesses to give me up. His lips are slightly parted as he takes slow, steady breaths. His long lashes fanned against his face and his hair is mussed up against the pillow. He looks so peaceful. His beard stubble grows in fast. I’m itching to touch it, but I don’t want to wake him in case I decide to make a run for it before he knows I stayed all night. 
I take a deep breath and inhale his Benessence. Even in the morning, I’m attracted to his unique scent. There’s got to be away to bottle this; I could be a billionaire. He looks like he’s going to be out cold for a long time. I’m sure the marathon took a lot out of him. Typical male. He should have known he’d be too tired to tango last night. I should have known too. I saw how tired he looked at the finish line, but I wanted to be with him. Anyway, he contacted me. 
I’ll just snuggle in for a few minutes, get up, dressed and leave him a note. I cozy myself into his side. His arm wraps around me, but he never awakens. This feels nice, lying in Ben’s arms, his skin against mine. I have to remind myself not to get too attached to this feeling, as I reluctantly have to admit, Cam-eel’s words do hold some truth. I’ll stay for five minutes and then I’m out of here. 
~o0o~ 
“Good morning.” 
I blink a few times and see Ben, leaning on his side, smiling over me. Oh God, I fell asleep again. I pull the sheet up to cover my mouth. “Good morning,” I mutter. 
“Why are you covering your mouth?” 
“Morning breath,” I mumble. 
“Julia, you’re being ridiculous.” 
“I don’t care.” I pull the sheet tighter. 
“If you want to talk to me through a sheet, fine. I’m sorry I passed out on you last night. Not exactly the night I had hoped for. Thank you for taking care of me.” 
“I’m glad I was here to help you. Sorry I passed out here all night.” 
“Waking up next to you was the best surprise. I’m glad you’re here. I slept so well last night. It must be you.” 
“Or the marathon you ran yesterday,” I say skeptically. 
“No, I think it’s you. Come here.” He stretches out his arm and pulls me into his side. I cuddle in close. This feels perfect. 
He turns his head and kisses my forehead. “You really are something else.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“I don’t know what it is about you. I like this. I like when you’re with me. It’s just… I don’t know… it just feels good to be with you. I’m glad you’re here.” 
“I’m glad I’m here too,” I say sincerely. 
“Can you put the damn sheet down, I want to kiss you.” 
“That is not going to happen until I brush my teeth.” Lucky for me, I keep a spare toothbrush in a travel case at the bottom of my purse for the days I eat something funky at work. 
He looks at me with his smoky dark bedroom eyes. My stomach flips. He’s willing me to kiss him and I’m tempted as hell. No, even I have my limits. My first morning kiss with Ben will not be tainted by bad breath. 
“I’ll be right back.” I scan the floor looking for something to throw over my bra and thong. The only clothing on the floor is my skinny jeans. I’m not shimmying back into those this early in the morning. I spot a white button down shirt hanging off a hook on his closet door. That’ll have to do. I crawl out of bed and retrieve the shirt. 
“Don’t cover up,” he complains. 
“It’s too cold to walk around in my underwear.” 
“I’ll turn up the heat.” 
“That won’t be necessary. This will do.” I slide on his shirt and button it up. 
“I have to admit, you look hot in my shirt. I’m going to enjoy watching you take that off.” 
“Stripping? Is that all you think about?” I ask. 
“When it comes to you…getting you naked and what’s to follow is definitely all I think about.” 
“You’re impossible” 
“Impossibly attracted to you.” 
I bite the inside of my cheek to hide my smile. “I’ll be right back.” I walk out of his bedroom to find my purse and my toothbrush.  When I walk back into the bedroom, Ben is climbing back into his bed. I look at him and frown. 
“Brushed my teeth. You’re not the only one who is going to have fresh breath,” he answers my unasked question. 
I smile and nod. This guy is so perfect he probably doesn’t have morning breath, but I’m glad I won’t have to find out. 
 The first thing I do once I’m in the bathroom is remove my push-up bra. My squished breasts have endured enough torture. I unhook the back and set them free. Sweet relief! After taking care of my morning pee, I wash my face to rid myself of the raccoon eyes from my melted mascara, brush my teeth, and comb my hair with my fingers. I take a long look in the mirror. This will have to do. 
I walk back into the bedroom. Ben blinks a few times and cocks his head to the side. What now? Is there toilet paper stuck to my foot? No, I’m barefoot, I would notice that. “What is it?” I ask, as I throw my bra on the floor toward my jeans. 
“You look nice like that. No makeup and just my shirt. I like it.” 
My face is heating up. I hope I’m not as red as I feel. “Thank you for allowing me to borrow it.” 
“Just so you know, I can request my shirt back at any time.” 
“I have no doubt you will.” I smirk. “Are you hungry?” 
“HmmMmm,” he hums. “Hungry for you.” I didn’t know it was possible to be in a continuous state of lust. But I can’t help myself. His words, those panty dropping smoldering glances, his strong muscular body, those soft lips…all of it, I want him. I always want him. And judging by the way he’s looking at me, he wants me just as much. 
I’m more than happy to oblige in our licentious longings, preferably over and over again. But first we need to eat. At least I do. I can tell I’m fifteen minutes away from an early morning concert of my stomach growling. I’m not ruining this moment with that embarrassment. 
“Don’t you want breakfast?” I ask. 
“I want you for breakfast,” he growls. 
I look at him and smile. “I’d like to cook a proper breakfast for you first.” 
“I can wait.” 
“I can’t. You can wait here if you want.” I lean down and give him a quick peck on his lips. 
“Are you really leaving me here all alone?” He pouts. 
“Yes, Ben. My stomach trumps all the parts of my body that have trouble resisting your charms.” 
“Which parts in particular can’t resist me? I’d like to keep track.” 
“It doesn’t matter. I’m bringing all my parts with me. Do you like omelets?” 
“Yes. I’ll come with you. We’ll make breakfast together. Let me grab my sweats.” 
~o0o~ 
Ben is standing in front of his opened refrigerator, pulling out ingredients for our breakfast and placing them on the countertop next to him. 
“Do you like mushrooms? Swiss cheese?” he asks. 
“Yes to both. I thought I was cooking.” 
“I thought we were cooking,” he says, stressing the “we” as he closes the refrigerator door. 
“Okay. We are cooking.” I pick up a package of turkey bacon off the countertop. “What is this?” 
“Turkey bacon.” 
“I know it’s turkey bacon. Why would anyone eat it? It’s not real bacon.” 
“It’s healthier. Less fat.” 
“The fat is what makes it taste so good.” Who switches out bacon for healthier options? That’s insane. 
“It’ll clog your arteries,” he explains as he places a frying pan on the stovetop. 
“But it tastes so good.” 
“Don’t you want to eat healthy?” he asks. 
“Ben, need I remind you that I consider cupcakes an acceptable dinner alternative?” 
He smiles and nods. “That’s right. Very well. Real bacon next time.” 
Next time? 
After washing the mushrooms, I stand at the counter with a cutting board and knife and slice them. Ben is slicing up the cheese and whisking our eggs. “I never get the chance to ask you when I’m there because of Vivian, but how’s work going for you?” he asks, as he takes the mushroom slices and pours them into the hot frying pan. 
“Good actually. Vivian has been gradually giving me more responsibilities. I have more one-on-one time with authors. I’m learning a lot more than just editing. She has me sit in on marketing and production meetings. She wants me to learn the ropes.  It’s a great opportunity. I’m so grateful she has faith in me.” 
“You deserve it, Julia. You’re an excellent editor. She’s lucky to have you.” 
“Thanks.” I think I deserve it too, but it’s nice to hear. 
“So, this one-on-one time. It’s only in the office?” 
“Mostly. Sometimes out of the office.” 
“I hope not at Emilio’s?” he asks, his voice uneasy. 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t know, I think of it as our place.” 
“We have a place?” I ask, confused. I thought only traditional couples had “a place”. 
He pauses for a moment, and furrows his brow, like he’s carefully considering what he’s about to say next. “I know how Emilio’s sangria affects you. I wouldn’t want someone to take advantage of you.” 
“Oh, like you did?” I joke. 
“I did not take advantage of you. I walked you to your door. I was a perfect gentleman.” 
I remember that well. Poor BOB came out of his drawer twice that night. 
“Yes, you were. You didn’t take advantage of me until a few days later.” 
“Complaining?” He raises a brow, giving me a knowing look. 
“Never,” I answer, giving him the same knowing look back. 
“Good. Keep those other authors at arms distance. I don’t want them to get any ideas. We’re all untrustworthy perverts.” 
“Says the man who has me strip for him every chance he gets.” 
If I didn’t know Ben was Mr. Laid Back and Casual, I’d think he was jealous. 
Ben is cooking most of the meal while I put on a pot of coffee. It’s a real treat to watch him in action. He really does enjoy it. When he’s finished cooking our omelets, he walks to the front door of his apartment and opens it. He crouches down to pick up an awaiting newspaper, tucks it under his arm and quickly closes the door. Bringing our omelets and coffee, we sit at the kitchen table. He places the newspaper between us. I grab it first, taking each section apart and rearranging it in the order of importance: gossip, fashion, sales, television, magazine, news, sports. 
He’s watching me intently with a confused look on his face. “What are you doing?” 
“Organizing the paper.” 
“You don’t think they’ve already organized it?” 
“They didn’t organize it the way I like.” 
He nods, looking amused. We quietly eat our breakfast, each lost in our chosen sections, mine being Sales and Ben’s Sports. 
I’m flipping through a Christmas circular from a big toy store chain when I see something that melts my heart. I smile and sigh. 
“What?” Ben peeks over the sports section. 
“I was just looking at a toy in this circular that reminded me of a stupid stuffed animal I spent an entire summer trying to win in a crane game on the Boardwalk in Seaside. It drove me crazy.” I turn the paper around for Ben to see. “See this elephant in a tutu. It’s so close to the one I wanted, except mine was smaller, the elephant was green and the tutu was hot pink.” 
“Sounds ugly.” 
“It was hideous. But I was thirteen and I had to have it. I don’t know why they made it green. I was obsessed. I went through so many quarters that summer. The stupid things you get stuck on, right?” 
“I suppose,” he says as his eyes focus back to the sports section. I’m done reading my sections, but now Ben’s moved on to actual news. How dull. I loudly plop down my papers a few times on the table, trying to get his attention, but he’s focused in whatever he’s reading. 
I should stop staring, but he looks sexy when he concentrates on his reading. Maybe I should offer to get his glasses in his study. He looks really hot in them. Slowly, I lift up my bare foot and hook it around his calf, rubbing it up and down. 
He lowers the paper, peering at me. “Something you want, Julia?” he mutters darkly. 
“I have ideas.” I slowly sink my teeth into my bottom lip. 
“Care to tell me about these ideas?” 
“I’d rather show you.” I unbutton the top button of my shirt, casually gliding my index finger across the top of my breasts. 
This captures his attention. He places the newspaper down on the table then cocks his head to the side, looking quite amused. 
“Nice shirt,” he notes suggestively. 
“Thanks. I like it,” I say innocently, batting my eyelashes. 
“I want it back.” 
“You’ll get it back when I’m done with it,” I say, still gliding my fingers lightly across my breasts. 
“You’re done with it,” he states flatly. 
“You think so?” 
He nods, with a salacious look that could melt the sun. I stand up and walk over to him. 
“You want it? You’ll have to take it from me,” I tease. 
He stands up from his chair and steps inches from me; I feel the heat from his body. He leans in close to my ear, gently pushing my hair to the side and lightly kissing my neck. “Gladly,” he murmurs. The hum of his voice does to me what it always does, sets my insides on fire. I close my eyes and whimper. I actually whimper. What power this man has over my body. One by one, he unbuttons the shirt, kissing my neck as each inch of fabric opens, exposing my breasts. 
“Ben,” I whisper. 
“Shhh… Come with me.” He takes my hand and we walk silently to his bedroom. 
~o0o~ 
Ben’s lying on his back while I’m cuddled up next to him in our post coital bliss. His calves weren’t the only stiff muscles Ben had. There’s one muscle in particular he sure as hell knows how to use. 
“How do you feel?” he asks. 
“Mmm, perfect. You?” 
“I think perfect is the perfect description.” 
“Are your legs okay?” I ask. 
“All three are doing fine,” he says, grinning. 
It takes me a minute, but the light bulb finally goes on, and I realize he’s talking about his dick. I playfully slap his chest. “You think you’re funny?” 
He chuckles. “I’m fucking hilarious.” 
“You’re going to land on Santa’s naughty list if you keep up that language.” 
“I like the naughty list. I remember a few naughty acts that may place you right there next to me. Looks like it’s coal for you this Christmas.” 
“It was worth it.” I snuggle in closer. “So… what are you doing for Christmas?” 
“Every year I go to my sister’s house in Connecticut.” 
“What about Christmas Eve?” I ask. 
“Nothing. It’s just Christmas Eve.” 
I jerk my head back as my eyes widen. “Just Christmas Eve? In my family, that is the day. Christmas Eve is a bigger celebration day than Christmas Day itself. It’s my favorite day of the year.” 
“Why’s that?” 
“My entire family gets together at my parents’ house in Jersey. We eat, drink, eat some more, play penny poker, eat again, and open presents. It’s chaotic, loud, and insane. It’s the greatest. There’s nothing in the world that could replace it. Just thinking about it makes me happy, like sitting on the beach late at night under the stars or watching the sunset over the bay. It’s magical.” I smile cheerfully. “Christmas Day is always quiet. Church and back to bed.” 
“Sounds like fun. I’d love to see that. I’ve always had a pretty tame day, just me, my sister, and my parents. It’s a very typical small family Christmas.” 
“Tame is the last word I’d use to describe our Eve.” I hesitate and look at Ben. Do I go there? Should I? Oh, fuck it. “You’re welcome to come experience it if you like.” 
“Meet your family?” 
“Experience a traditional New Jersey Italian-American Christmas Eve dinner. Ben, don’t think I …” Oh God, he’s going to think I’m inviting him as a boyfriend. What have I done? I’ve totally fucked this up. “I... I meant come as my friend,” I stutter. 
His body slightly stiffens; I know his wheels are turning. He’s working on his “This isn’t going to work out” speech. I fucked up. I’m finally getting laid by someone who knows what he’s doing and I just screwed myself… Or I’ll be back to screwing myself once he cuts the strings. Dammit. Why couldn’t I keep my big mouth shut? Stupid. Stupid. 
“Okay,” he says, as his body noticeably relaxes. 
He said what? 
“On one condition,” he continues. “Since Christmas Day is no big deal for you, come with me to my sister’s and experience an All-American traditional Christmas Day. You can keep me company. It’ll make the day a little more interesting, for me at least.” 
“Really?” 
“Sure, why not?” He shrugs. 
“Okay, let’s do it.” I nod.



Chapter 12 
“What time do you want to catch the Express bus tomorrow?” Allie asks. 
“Oh, we don’t need to take the bus to Jersey. Ben is driving us there.” I cringe on the inside. There’s a reason I kept this information from Allie until the last minute. 
“You’re taking Casual Ben to your parents’ house for Christmas Eve?” 
“Yes,” I answer dryly. 
She leans back against the kitchen counter, narrowing her eyes. 
“Don’t look at me like that. He didn’t have plans, so I invited him. It’s no big deal.” 
She slowly shakes her head, her disapproval obvious. “Julia, I hope you know what you’re doing. I don’t want to see your heart broken again.” 
“Allie, it’s only dinner with my family.” 
“It’s Christmas Eve dinner,” she says, stressing the day. “Is he staying for Christmas Day too?” 
“No, we’re going to his sister’s house for Christmas Day.” 
There’s a long uncomfortable pause. I know exactly what she’s thinking. “Julia, all I’m saying is be careful. It sounds to me like this relationship is getting serious for you. That’s great…as long as you both feel the same way. But if he wants to continue to keep this relationship casual, you need to know. It seems to me that your feelings for him are deeper than you care to admit.” 
“I know what I’m doing, Allie.” 
“Do you, Jules?” 
“Yes. I do. My friend had no place to go on Christmas Eve. I invited him. That’s all.” 
“The guy you’ve been sleeping with for two months. That friend? I think you need to take a long hard look at whatever this is between the two of you before it’s too late for you to turn back. You’re falling in love with him.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I am not in love with Ben. I like him. We have fun. I’m not looking for love. You know that.” 
“You may not be looking, but from where I’m standing, I’d say it found you anyway. Be honest with yourself.” 
“I hear everything you’re saying.” I sigh. “Look Al, you’re seeing things that just aren’t there.” 
“You may hear me Jules, but are you listening?” 
“Yes, I’m listening. I appreciate your concern. I do, but you’re off the mark on this. I don’t want a romantic relationship.” 
“You drag yourself out in the freezing cold, something we both know you absolutely hate, to go to Brooklyn and watch him run a marathon. Do you think I didn’t figure out where you really went that day? You stay over at his apartment to take care of him after. Now he’s meeting your family?” 
“I am not falling for Ben. We fool around. We have a good time. We’re friends. There’s nothing more than that. You’ve had these types of relationships for as long as I can remember. How is this any different?” 
“I never invited my fuck buddy to meet the folks.” 
Ouch, that stings. Allie has never been one to mince words. “He had no plans. I was being nice.” 
“So you say,” she answers skeptically. “I suppose you bought him a Christmas gift too?” 
“Just a little something. I got a gift for our apartment Super too. Are you going to accuse me of falling in love with George as well?” 
“Comparing George to Ben is like comparing the Dollar Store to Saks Fifth Avenue. George is old, flabby and married. Ben is hot, single and having sex with you on a regular basis. I don’t think you’re screwing around with George. If you are, that’s a whole other conversation we need to have. You say one thing, but your actions say something entirely different.” 
“My actions are that of a friend. Nothing more, nothing less. I know you’re looking out for me, but you need to stop. I’m a big girl. Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think. You’re reading this completely wrong and I’m getting a little tired of this lecture. Ben and I have fun. That’s it. There’s no violin music and imaginary wedding plans in the back of my mind. We are two people who fool around from time to time. That’s it. That’s all he wants. That’s all I want.” 
“All I’m saying is to be careful. Don’t let good sex cloud your judgment and make you think you’re in love. You said it yourself; you are in a casual relationship, a fling. Unless you’re both changing the rules, you need to remember that.” 
 “This conversation is going in circles. I. Am. Not. In. Love. With. Ben. Can we drop this now? Please?” I huff. 
“Fine.” She holds her hands up, surrendering. “I love you Jules, you know that? Please don’t be mad at me,” she pleads. 
I sigh heavily. Despite Allie’s nosey-body warnings and drudging up this topic again and again, deep down, I know her heart is in the right place. 
“Yes, I know. I’m not mad. I love you too. Stop with the lectures and finish packing.” 
“Okay.” She wraps her arms around me and hugs me tight. 
~o0o~ 
“Allie, are you ready? We have to get moving. Ben’s waiting in the car.” 
“Yeah, yeah. I’m ready. Do you have everything? The gifts, whatever food you had to bring?” 
“Yes. The gifts are in the large bag by the door and the cheesecake is on the counter. I’ll get them.” I walk in the kitchen and grab the cheesecake I bought at the corner bakery. I take it out of the bakery box and transfer it to one of our plastic cake carriers. I know I’m not fooling anyone into thinking that I actually baked a cheesecake, but I like to keep up the illusion anyway. 
“Okay. I have my stuff. Let’s roll. Don’t want to keep Casual Ben waiting, do we?” Allie calls out. 
“Can you cut it with the Casual Ben crap, Al?” 
“I can try.” We
both know she has no intention of stopping.

We walk outside and Ben is parked in front, leaning on a Silver SUV.  Why does he need such a big car? It must be a guy thing. 
“Big car, Ben. Overcompensating for something?” Allie gibes. 
“Good to see you too Allie,” Ben answers. 
“What kind of mileage do you get with this tank? Two miles to the gallon?” she teases. 
“Two and a half,” he jokes, rolling his eyes. 
“Nice to know you’re concerned about saving the planet.” 
“You can always take the bus if it offends you.” He smiles, displaying his dimples. Good, if the dimples come out, I know he’s enjoying trading jabs with Allie. 
“You need me Ben; I’m your ticket to the car pool lane.” Allie throws her bags in the back of the SUV and slides into the backseat. 
I stroll over to him and look up. “Hi,” I say softly, smiling shyly while I fidget with the pair of gloves in my hand. 
“Hi.” He smiles, grabbing the scarf wrapped around my neck toward him as he sweetly kisses my cheek. 
“Are we set?” I ask, running my hands down the lapel of his black wool topcoat. 
“All set,” he says. “You look nice.” 
“Thank you. You look nice too.” I reach up and brush a few strands of his hair to the side, gliding the back of my index finger down his cheek. 
He opens the passenger side door for me. There’s a small bag of roasted chestnuts on the seat. I look back to Ben. He shrugs. “I remembered you once said you liked roasted chestnuts. I picked up a bag from a street vendor on the way to get you. They’re still warm.” 
 “I can’t believe you remembered. This is so sweet. Thank you.” I stand on my tiptoes and give him a quick peck on his cheek. He smiles as I climb into the car; he closes my door and walks around the car, sliding into the driver’s seat. 
With the car loaded with our gifts and overnight bags, Ben starts the engine and we’re off to New Jersey. 
“Ben, I hope you can stop ogling my friend for a little while and concentrate on the road. I’d like to get to my parents’ house in one piece,” Allie teases. Ben is ogling me? I stare out the passenger side window to hide my smile. 
“I’ll do my best, Allie.” He sounds annoyed. I think she’s getting under his skin. 
“So Ben, this is the first time you’re meeting Julia’s family. I hope she prepped you. There are a lot of them.” 
“I’m sure he’ll be just fine, Allison,” I tell her sternly. 
I love Allie, but she can be such a meddlesome pain in the ass. 
“They’re going to assume you’re her boyfriend, you know,” she snickers. 
“Well, we know better, don’t we?” I turn around from the front seat to face the back where Allie is sitting and frown at her, mouthing to her to shut the fuck up. 
She smiles and shrugs. 
“I’m taking a nap. Wake me up when we get to my parents’ house.” She bunches up her coat and leans on it as a pillow, closing her eyes.
Finally. Peace at last. 
Traffic getting out of the city has been a nightmare. After a thirty-minute standstill, we’re just coming out of the Holland tunnel and are finally in New Jersey. I’m surfing through radio stations trying to find the perfect Christmas song to listen to. 
“Christ, Julia, can you just pick a fucking station and stick with it?”
“Calm down, Ben. I do this all the time. What’s eating you?” 
Crickets. 
Oh, I get it. “Are you nervous about meeting my family?” I ask. 
“I suppose I’m a little nervous about meeting your father.” 
“My father? Oh, you have nothing to worry about with my dad. If there’s anyone you should fear…it’s my sisters.” 
“Your sisters?” 
“Ben, if you think I’m crazy, wait until you meet my sisters.” I cup my hands over my mouth, hiding my grin. 
“Fucking great,” he mumbles under his breath. 
“I’m kidding.” I reach across and pat his arm. I’m not kidding. 
“Do they know about us, that we’re…?” I can tell he’s searching for the right word. I briefly wonder if I should let him stumble and see what he comes up with to describe us, but I crumble. 
“Friends?” I ask. 
“Yes. Friends.” He sighs, obviously relieved in my choice of words. 
“They know I have no interest in a boyfriend/girlfriend relationship. I’ve told them that we’re friends. That’s what we are, aren’t we?” Well, friends who fuck like rabbits. 
“You can call it that. We’re having fun.” 
“I think we’ll leave out the fun part when talking about us to my family and leave it at friends. Work for you?” 
“Yes. That works for me.” So he’s just made it clear to me that he does not want to cross the casual line. Great, that’s all I want too. We’re definitely on the same page. 
~o0o~ 
We drop Allie off at her parents’ house a few blocks away from mine and continue on to my parents’ place. 
“Did you like growing up at the Jersey Shore?” he asks. 
“Yes, it was perfect. Tons to do in the summer, I always had a summer job and it’s dead in the winter. That’s when you could really enjoy the quiet of the beach.” 
“I bet you had plenty of summer romances?” 
“I wasn’t the local trash that the tourist boys had their flings with, but I did okay.” 
“A lot of making out under the boardwalk, hmm?” 
“A lady never kisses and tells,” I say coyly. 
“I wouldn’t like hearing about horny teenaged boys pawing at you, anyway.” 
“Then don’t ask.” I grin. 
Hmm…he doesn’t like hearing about me and other guys. It’s a good bet that he stuck his dick in half of the teenaged girls who lived around his parents’ summer Hamptons home and probably a few of their mothers. Why would Mr. Casual care about my past and who I was with? Is he joking or jealous? I’m going to kill Allie for planting these thoughts in my head. 
We pull up to my parents’ house. It’s a nightmare to park with cars already lined up and down the block. One disadvantage of belonging to a big family… parking spaces are scarce on holidays. Ben parks the car and sighs. 
“Ready for the insanity?” I ask with a cautious smile. 
“I suppose I have no choice, do I?” 
“No, you don’t.” I caress his cheek and smile warmly. He leans into my touch and smiles back, briefly closing his eyes. 
“Let’s get the show on the road, shall we?” He gets out of the car and pops open the trunk, removing the giant bag full of gifts and our overnight bags. 
“How many gifts do you have in here?” 
“Too many. My parents, nephews, nieces, grandparents.” 
“Nothing for your brothers and sisters?” 
“No, we stopped exchanging a few years ago. It got to be too expensive.” 
“I could see how that might drain your wallet.” This is coming from a trust fund baby who will never have to worry about money for the rest of his life. I wonder if he has a clue what it’s like to just scrape by. 
I grab the cheesecake from the back seat of the car and we walk to the front door. I glance over at Ben. He takes a deep breath, looking a little nervous. It’s pretty adorable, actually. I notice he’s holding a small gift, separate from the giant bag I brought. “What’s that you’re holding?” I ask. 
“Just something for your parents to thank them for the invite.” 
I lean over to him and give him a quick peck on his cheek. “That’s very sweet.” 
He rings the doorbell and stares straight ahead at the closed front door, rocking back and forth on his heels.  I stare at him. “What?” He shrugs. 
“Ben, no one is going to hear the doorbell. Just walk in. You have no idea of the level of pandemonium you are walking into.” 
“Isn’t it rude to just barge in?” 
“Rude? It’s my parents’ house. I grew up here. It’ll always be my home. Come on.” I open the door and we walk in. 
The first thing that hits you is the mouth-watering aroma of Christmas Eve dinner. It immediately brings me back to my childhood. You can’t pinpoint any particular food because there are so many different scents wafting through the air at the same time. 
The next thing you notice is the noise level. It’s loud. Really loud. Adults talking over adults, children yelling. It’s the soothing sound of chaos, at least for me. I instantly feel a sense of peace. Home. Ben, on the other hand, looks a little shell-shocked. This is not for the faint at heart. I have to keep reminding myself that Ben is a newbie at these big family gatherings. 
I place my hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” I ask. 
“Yes, I know you warned me about all of this, but it’s different coming face to face with it.” 
“Good different or bad different?” 
“That remains to be seen,” he answers anxiously. As the words leave his lips, we’re rushed by my eight-year-old niece, Olivia. 
“Are those presents, Aunt Julia?” 
“Yes, Liv. Can you take the bag and place the gifts under the tree for me?” 
“Sure.” She takes the bag from Ben and looks him over. “Who are you?” 
“I’m Ben.” He smiles. There’s no way those dimples are going to charm Olivia. 
She frowns; crossing her arms in front of her chest then narrows her eyes at me. “Where’s Michael?” she asks in a disapproving tone. 
“I don’t know Liv.” 
“He’s not your boyfriend anymore?” 
“No.” He’s probably out screwing some bimbo as we speak.

She points her tiny index finger at Ben. “Is he your boyfriend?” she asks. Could this be any more mortifying? Why must children be so curious and honest? 
“Ben is my friend.” 
She frowns, pursing her lips. “I liked Michael.” Of course she did, he was great at fooling everyone, all the while he was the devil in disguise sticking his tiny pitchfork in any whore willing to spread her legs for him. 
“Well…we aren’t friends anymore. Why don’t you take care of the gifts?” 
“Okay. See ya.” She grabs the bag and drags it off to the Christmas tree. 
Hopefully, the Olivia inquisition will be the only line of questioning we’ll have to endure, although I have my doubts. 
“Kids.” I shrug, embarrassed. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” I hold his hand and we walk into the kitchen. 
The kitchen is the hub of my parents’ house, where everyone eventually ends up. My mom is there with my two sisters, busying themselves with food preparation….sort of. My mom is busy frying something over the stove and my sisters are watching her while drinking their wine. 
“Hello. I’m here,” I call out. 
“Julia!” My mom rushes to me and kisses both cheeks. 
“Mom, this is Ben.” 
“Mrs. Conti, it’s very nice to meet you.” He extends his hand out to shake hers.  She looks at his hand and looks back at me. We both laugh. A handshake from my mother? Oh no, that will never do. She grabs his face and kisses his cheek. 
“Ben, it’s very nice to meet you. Julia never mentioned how handsome you are. You’ll make very good looking babies someday.” 
“Mom!” My face heats up. I know I’m bright red, mortified. My family has no filters. 
“Thank you Mrs. Conti.” He chuckles. 
“Please, call me Rose.” She rests her hand on his chest. I forgot to mention to Ben that my mom is a very tactile woman. He’ll figure that out. 
“Very well, Rose.” He nods. 
“Ben, these are my sisters. It’ll do you good to beware of them….Sophie and Isabelle.” 
“Hi Ben, welcome to the jungle,” Sophie jokes as she hugs him. I guess I should have warned Ben that all the Conti women are tactile. 
“Sophie, it’s nice to meet you.” He politely hugs her back. 
“So you’re Julia’s friend. Just how friendly are you?” Isabelle chimes in. 
“Shut up, Isabelle. Go find another place to stick your nose.” I turn toward Ben. “Just ignore them. They don’t get out much.” I glare at Isabelle. She sticks out her tongue. 
And I’m supposed to be the baby in the family. 
“I’m going to get the rest of the introductions over with so Ben can relax.” 
I grab Ben’s hand and drag him into the dining room. My dad is sitting at the head of the table with my grandparents seated on his right. My three brothers, their wives and brother-in-laws are scattered around the table. Everyone is conversing at the same time. 
“We tend to speak over each other,” I whisper to Ben. We walk toward my dad and I lean down to kiss his cheek. “Hi Daddy.” 
“Hey JuJu Bean.” He gently grabs my face and kisses my cheek. 
“Dad, this is Ben. Ben, my father, Frank.” 
“Mr. Conti, it’s nice to meet you.” They shake hands. 
“Ben, my daughter tells me you’re a writer.” 
“Yes sir. I just completed a book about the Mets.”
 “The Mets, huh? Glad to hear you support the right team.” 
“Uh, Dad. Ben is a Yankees fan.” 
“Nice knowing you, Ben. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” he jokes. Well, I think he’s joking. 
“Julia has pointed out the error of my ways a few times, Mr. Conti.” 
“It might do you good to listen to her, son,” he says firmly. 
“My dad takes his teams very seriously.” I turn toward my grandparents. “Grandma and Grandpa, this is Ben. Ben, my dad’s parents Marie and Vito.” 
“Mr. and Mrs. Conti, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Ben shakes my grandfather’s hand and has already worked out that a handshake does not do for the Conti women. He leans down and kisses my grandmother’s cheek. 
My grandmother grabs his hand and holds it. “Well, aren’t you a handsome young man. I’m surprised Julia let you out of the bedroom.” 
“Grandma!” Oh God.

“Relax, Julia. I’m not an old fashioned prude.” 
“No one will accuse you of that, Grandma.” I tug Ben’s hand from her grip. “Ben these are my brothers, Frank Jr., Dominic, Mark, and their wives, Gina, Beth and Joanne. That’s Sophie’s husband Jim and Isabelle’s husband Bruce.” Ben makes his rounds to everyone, shaking their hands. 
“Ben, sit down. Have some wine. There are a few open bottles on the table. Unless you’d rather have a beer?” my brother Dominic offers.
“The merlot is fine. Thank you.” Dominic pours the wine in a glass and hands it to Ben. 
The conversations and the wine are flowing. My mother is busying herself, making sure there are enough plates and forks for everyone. I don’t think my mother has sat down at the dinner table on a holiday in twenty years. 
The table is full of a delicious array of gastronomic treats, a giant tray of antipasto with olives, cheeses, stuffed hot peppers, a large tray of my grandmother’s to-die-for eggplant parmesan, rice balls, broccoli rabe and several stuffed breads. The children are called to the table, which for tonight are three folding tables bucked up to the dining room table with folding chairs and the green resin chairs from the outdoor patio set to sit on. 
Ben seems to be holding his own pretty well, navigating through multiple discussions at the same time. I’m impressed. It took me years to perfect it. He even seems to enjoy the spirited debate my brothers are having about some new scientific find in space. I usually zone out of these conversations. It sounds like the Namibian Bushmen clicking language to me. Click, click, click….I don’t have a clue what the hell they’re talking about. Whoosh…right over my head. 
After we’ve had our fill of noshing, we collect the dirty plates and replace them with dinner plates. The women bring the food to the table. I know it’s sexist, serving the men, but they’re completely useless in the kitchen. Probably because my mother coddled my brothers from the time they were born. Their only job was taking out the trash and mowing the lawn. It bothered me a lot growing up, but as an adult, I don’t mind it as much. Now, we make fun of them out of earshot when we’re in the kitchen. 
“There’s more to eat?” Ben asks as I place a large platter of King crab legs in front of him. 
“That was only the appetizers,” I explain. 
“Jeez.” He leans back in his chair and pats his stomach. 
“At some point you’ll see most of us unbutton our pants. We don’t stop when we’re full; we stop when the food is gone,” I whisper. 
“Interesting mentality,” he whispers back. 
I take my seat next to Ben. He’s staring at the food in front of him. 
“Is there something wrong?” I ask. 
“There’s sushi, fried calamari, octopus, crab legs and coconut shrimp.” 
“And?” 
“I thought it’s traditional for Italians to have the Feast of the Seven Fishes on Christmas Eve. Where’s the baccala, the sardines in pasta? ” 
“How do you know about that?” I ask. 
“I researched it.” 
“Why would you research it?” 
“I wanted to understand some of your family traditions,” he explains. 
Why would he do that? Research our traditions, like all this matters to him. 
“Oh. We’ve modernized the seven fishes to our tastes. Besides, baccala is disgusting.” I shudder. 
He rests his hand on my knee; squeezes then briefly caresses the top of my thigh. He’s showing affection? In front of people? We’re always platonic outside of the bedroom. I’m a little confused. It must be the wine. 
We’re eating our dinner, listening to my grandfather tell one of his infamous “Back in My Day” stories, when my youngest niece, Emma, climbs on Ben’s lap. 
“Emma, Ben is eating his dinner,” I scold as sweetly as I can. 
“That’s okay, I don’t mind,” she says, cocking her head and batting her eyelashes at him. Oh my God, this five-year-old girl is flirting with him. “You’re cute,” she says coyly. 
“Uh, thank you. You’re cute too,” he stammers, his eyes widen in panic. It’s hysterical. 
“Is Aunt Julia your girlfriend?” Okay, now it’s not so hysterical. This kid may look innocent, but there is nothing innocent about this question. I smell a rat. I bet one of my sisters put Emma up to this. Nosey bitches. 
The chatter in the room falls silent. I feel all eyes on the two of us. There are twenty conversations going on at the same time, yet my entire family picks up on this one question and quiets down. I could save Ben and answer the question, but I’m as curious to hear his answer as the rest of my family. 
“Your Aunt and I are very good friends,” he replies. 
“Why isn’t she your girlfriend? Don’t you like her?” She purses her lips and frowns. 
He squirms in his seat. “We like being friends.” 
“Do you kiss her? This boy in my class, Ryan Harper, said he was my friend but he tried to kiss me.” 
He nervously glances at me, then back at Emma. I need to stop this. “That’s enough questions Emma. Go play with your cousins.” I tap on her shoulder, shooing her away. I look across the table and see my sisters huddled together with their hands covering their mouths, laughing. Those witches did put her up to this. I knew it. I purse my lips at them and scowl. They simply shrug, playing the innocents. I’m going to kill them. “Sorry about that,” I whisper to Ben, as Emma jumps off his lap. 
“I suspect that line of questioning was the work of the cackling duo across the table?” His eyes dart across the table toward Isabelle and Sophie. 
“You are very wise, Mr. Martin,” I say as I shake my head looking in my meddlesome sisters’ direction, mouthing “bitches” to both of them. 
Although he roots for the wrong team, my brothers seem to be pretty impressed in Ben’s vast knowledge of baseball. He shares some behind the scenes stories about different baseball teams; nicknames the field crew secretly gave to a few of the team members that get some pretty big laughs. Ben sure knows how to play to his audience. These baseball stories are winning big points with my dad. I think my dad may be as enamored with Ben as most ladies who are graced in his presence. 
Dinner is finally over. Everyone is stuffed. Pants are unbuttoned. Success. My dad rises from his seat and walks over to us. 
“JuJu Bean, perhaps Ben might like to join the men outside. We’re going to light up a few cigars and walk off some of this dinner. Ben…would you like to join us?” my dad asks. 
“Sounds good, Mr. Conti.” Ben stretches in his seat, patting his stomach. 
“It’s Frank.” 
“Frank.” Ben nods. 
“The man walk…it’s quite an honor to get an invite,” I whisper in Ben’s ear. 
“I’ll remember that, JuJu Bean,” he teases. 
Once Ben leaves for his walk with the men, I turn to my sisters and sister-in-laws. “Which one of you put Emma up to that?” 
They look at each other and grin. 
“Oh, Julia, don’t be so paranoid. No one put Emma up to anything,” Sophie answers. Liars. 
“You two do look awfully chummy for just friends,” Isabelle adds. 
“Girls. This is Julia’s business. Drop it,” my mother interrupts, trying to keep the peace as she has all throughout our lives… especially during our teenage years. 
“Fine Mom. So Julia, did you warn Ben about the man walk?” Isabelle asks. 
“Crap. I forgot. Shit.” Oh God, if he thinks my family is crazy now; wait until he’s done with the man walk. 
“I guess you’ll find out how much he really likes you if he sticks around after the walk.” 
Twenty minutes later, the front door opens and the men stroll back into the house, still yakking away. 
Ben walks up to me, looking amused. “You could have warned me,” he whispers in my ear. 
“I know. I’m so sorry. I forgot. They’re Neanderthals.” 
“Your brothers call it the fart walk.” 
“I know. They’re disgusting.” 
“They’re something all right.” He shakes his head and laughs. At least he finds some humor in this. 
My brother Mark clinks a glass with a knife a few times, getting everyone’s attention. “Everyone, I’d like to congratulate the newest member of the fart walk team, Ben Martin, on his maiden voyage. Impressive job, Ben. I salute you and your formidable flatulence.” 
“Thank you, Mark.” Ben bows. 
“Good God, Ben. You participated?” My jaw drops. 
“When in Rome…” He shrugs.
~o0o~ 
A few of the adults are sitting around the table playing a not-so-friendly game of poker. Nickel ante and a quarter is the high bet. Luckily, I remembered my plastic bag of change from home and gave it to Ben to play. My dad takes out the Jim Beam and pours out a few glasses. 
“Is everyone sleeping over?” Ben whispers in my ear. 
“No, just us.” 
“How the hell are they going to get home with all the alcohol they’re consuming?” 
“Our family rule is that the in-laws, or outlaws, as they like to call themselves, don’t drink on holidays. This way there’s always a designated driver. When one of my brothers or sisters goes to their spouses’ family’s home, they won’t drink.” 
“I suppose that’s a pretty responsible solution.” 
“Yeah, once in a while we get it right,” I joke. 
The game has a massive pot of probably five dollars. I shake my head at the intensity the players have for winning this windfall. It’s absurd. A few times I caught Ben secretly checking each coin before he bet it. Collecting coins really is ingrained in him. 
Ben and my dad are the last two in the game. My dad bets a whopping quarter with a wry grin. Ben stares at him intently, reading his opponent. My dad is wearing his Frank Conti poker face. He perfected it over many years of playing cards with his Knights of Columbus lodge buddies. The tension in the air is thick. 
“That’s too rich for me, Frank.” He throws down his cards and folds. 
The table erupts in a lively roar when Dad wins the big pot. He looks so damn happy gathering up the coins in the center of the table. It melts my heart. I love to see my dad happy. 
I glance over at Ben. He slyly winks at me and I realize he threw the game. That was so….sweet. 
My mom walks over to my side and leans in close to my ear. “He’s a keeper,” she whispers. I stare down at the floor and smile. 
~o0o~ 
“Why are all the kids still awake? Isn’t it late for them?” Ben asks. 
“Because in two minutes, it’s midnight.” 
“What happens at midnight?” 
“Presents,” I say with a twisted smile, wiggling my brows. 
“You open gifts at midnight?” he asks, rubbing his hand over his dark stubble. 
“Yes, it’s officially Christmas at midnight.” 
“What about Santa?” 
“Santa comes to their homes while they’re sleeping. These are gifts from the family.” I reach across and pat his shoulder. “Trust me, it’s quite an experience.” 
My nephews and nieces count down the two minutes like it’s New Years Eve…once the clock strikes midnight, pandemonium begins. The kids run for the tree. There are piles and piles of gifts. They spent half the night divvying them up. Wrapping paper is flying everywhere. Complete insanity in one small room. The kids are screeching with every gift they open, wrapped up in the excitement of new toys. The adults are making their rounds, welcoming Christmas with hugs, kisses and handshakes. 
“Merry Christmas, Ben.” I stand on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek; he quickly turns his head to catch my lips on his, as he pulls me in close to him. 
“Merry Christmas, Julia.” He runs his finger down my cheek, stroking it back and forth under my bottom lip. For a quick moment, it feels like we’re the only two people in the room. I feel the pull he always has over me, I can’t escape it, even in a room full of people. 
“Come on Aunt Julia, there’s a present for you.” My nephew Nicky grabs my hand and pulls me away from Ben, bringing me back down to earth. 
I shrug apologetically and dash off with Nicky. I sit cross-legged on the floor with a gift box in front of me. Ben furrows his brow, cocking his head to the side. 
“From my parents,” I tell him. He nods. 
I unwrap the box. It’s a pair of flannel pajamas. I knew it would be. My parents have bought all of us flannel pajamas for as long as I can remember. 
“Very sexy. I’d like to see you in those,” he whispers. 
“I don’t think you could handle it. It may be too sexy for your eyes.” 
“Try me.” He winks. “I see the shirt has buttons. I do enjoy unbuttoning your shirt.” My mind flashes back to the other day in Ben’s kitchen when he unbuttoned his white shirt. My breathing hitches. I shake my head as I remember where I am and pull myself back together. 
Ben snatches the small gift box hidden under the tree for my parents. He grabs my hand and helps me off the floor. We walk over to my parents. 
“A little thank you for tonight, for you and Frank.” Ben hands my mom the box. 
She unwraps the gift and her eyes open wide; she nudges my dad, who has the same reaction. 
“We can’t accept this, Ben. It’s too much,” she says. 
“What is it?” I ask. It takes a lot to render my father speechless, now I’m dying to know. 
“It’s passes to the Sterling Luxury suites at Citifield,” my mom explains. 
“Actually, you have the entire suite. Whatever game you’d like to go to, you can invite up to thirty of your nearest and dearest. Let Julia know when and I’ll have it arranged.” 
“Ben…” I look at him, dumbfounded. 
“It’s not a big deal. My father’s company owns the suite. Please, enjoy it.” 
My dad tries unsuccessfully to mask his glee. He’s thrilled and doing a terrible job hiding it. He pulls himself together and puts back on his poker face. “Thank you, Ben.” He nods. 
Ben smiles. “You’re very welcome.” 
~o0o~ 
After all the gifts are opened and the kids are off playing with their new toys, the adults gravitate back to the dining room table. My mom has put out an array of desserts, my cheesecake, various Italian pastries, a fruit platter and a few pies. She places a pot of coffee and a pot of espresso with a bottle of Sambuca, and some lemon peel on the table. 
“Of course, more food.” Ben sighs. 
“Oh, this isn’t it,” I warn. As the words leave my mouth, my dad comes walking out of the kitchen with a tray full of sausage and peppers, and a loaf of Italian bread tucked under his arm. 
“Are you kidding me? Sausage and peppers…now?” 
“It’s after midnight, we can eat meat.” 
My brothers convince Ben to skip the coffee and have another shot of Jim Beam instead. I hope he doesn’t regret it. 
This is what makes Christmas Eve so special to me. It’s these little things: the food, the mayhem, and my family under one roof. It’s my favorite day of the year and somehow having Ben at my side, experiencing this day with me, makes me cherish it even more. 
~o0o~ 
It’s almost two in the morning. The dining room table has been cleared off…enough. 
The night is finally coming to a close. Sophie’s family is driving my grandparents back to their house. I can’t believe they’re still awake. They have more energy than all of us combined. We say our goodbyes to everyone, hugging, kissing, and wishing them a good Christmas Day. 
“I saw that midnight kiss, Julia. I call bullshit on the ‘just friends’ line you’re both dishing out,” Sophie whispers in my ear. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie. 
“HmmMmm,” she hums skeptically. 
The cars are packed and full of gifts as my brothers and sisters carry their sleeping children to their respective cars and drive off. 
“I’ll make sure Ben is set up in the boys’ old room. Good night, Mom, Dad.” 
“Good night, JuJu Bean, Ben,” my father sleepily replies as my parents walk arm in arm to their bedroom. 
We walk through the dark hallway to my brothers’ old room. I know I’m twenty-four and my parents have probably figured out that Ben and I are more than just platonic friends, but I respect their rules. The only couples that sleep together under this roof are married couples. 
Ben’s a bit wobbly, probably from the late night and the combination of wine and whiskey. 
“The bathroom is across the hall.” I point to the door across from his. 
His eyes are half closed, he looks like he’s about to pass out. 
“Come on, let’s get you in bed.” I hold his hand and guide him to the edge of the bed. 
“Now you’re talking. Let’s get naked,” he mumbles playfully. 
“Not in my parent’s home.” 
“We’ll be quiet.” He grabs my hand and places it on his crotch. 
“Not going to happen, Romeo.” I shake my head. 
 He sits down on the bed and I unbutton his shirt. He wraps his hands around me, caressing my backside. “You have one fine ass JuJu Bean,” he sputters. 
“Come on, let’s get your pants off. Can you do it?” 
“I knew it. You do want me naked,” he slurs as he unbuttons his pants and flops down on the bed. I roll my eyes. I slip off his shoes then grab his pant legs and pull his pants off, peeking at the hallway, making sure we aren’t disturbing my parents. Swinging his legs around so he’s lying on the bed, I cover him with a blanket. He looks so peaceful lying on my brother’s bed. I lean down to kiss his forehead; he grabs my hand, holding me down. “Stay with me. I want you with me.” 
“I can’t tonight. Get some rest. We’ll have a sleep over another day.” 
“I don’t think we’ll sleep.” His eyes are closed shut, but he’s grinning. 
I laugh. “No, probably not. Sleep now. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
He opens his eyes and gazes at me with an emotion I haven’t seen from him before. I’m not quite sure what it is. “You are so beautiful Julia. You’re the most beautiful girl I have ever met.” 
“Good night, Ben.” I press my lips to his forehead and leave him to sleep it off. 
I walk down the hall to my old bedroom. I change into last year’s Christmas flannel pajamas, brush my teeth, and lay in my old bed, staring up at the ceiling. Tonight was fun…not that I expected it to be anything other than a good time, but having Ben here made it feel, I don’t know…. better? 
I close my eyes and try to shut off my mind for a little while to get some sleep. 



Chapter 13
There must be something ingrained in us when we are children that no matter how late you fall asleep the night before, Christmas Day you’re going to wake up early. Too early. 
I sit up in bed and peek at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It’s seven a.m. Stupid clock. I drag myself out of bed and look out the window. Snow! And it’s my favorite kind of snow too, the kind that sticks on everything but the streets or sidewalks. It’s picturesque, and no shoveling required. Perfect! I walk over to my brothers’ bedroom to find Ben. The bed is empty and already made. He’s awake? 
I walk into the kitchen and find my mom, dad, and Ben, each with a cup of coffee, shooting the breeze like old friends. They look so comfortable around each other. 
“There’s our sleepyhead,” my mother announces. 
Sleepyhead? It’s seven in the morning and a freaking holiday. My body clock tells me I should be asleep for another three hours. 
“Good morning.” I look toward Ben. “Did you sleep well?” 
“Like a baby,” he says. 
Yeah, like a drunk baby. 
“Glad to hear it.” I stretch and let out a huge yawn. 
“Coffee?” my mom asks. 
“Yes. I’ll get it.” I walk over to the coffeemaker on the kitchen counter. As I’m pouring the coffee in my mug, I eavesdrop on Ben and my parents chatting. I don’t know how the hell he does it. He has them eating out of the palm of his hand. Seems his magical powers work on more than just lusting young females and my friends…he also attracts the middle aged. I walk over to the table and plop myself down on a chair, grabbing a bagel from the plate in front of me. 
“Julia, your parents tell me the church services are at ten-thirty and noon. I was hoping we could make it to the earlier mass, so we can hit the road and get to my sister’s house at a decent time.” 
“You want to come to church with me?” I frown. 
“Of course. Ten thirty?” 
“Sure,” I say, as I pop a piece of bagel in my mouth. He never ceases to surprise me. 
Ben in my childhood church…this should be interesting. 
~o0o~ 
Sitting on the church pew while some of the bitchy mean girls I went to middle school with drool over Ben has proven to be quite satisfying. They’re sitting with their husbands, boyfriends, whoever the hell they are. They all look miserable. 
Yeah, that’s right bitches; this gift from God himself is mine. So what if he’s not really my “boyfriend”. I am screwing his brains out; they don’t need to know the details. 
I’m glad I wore my emerald dress. It hugs me in all the right places and brings out the green in my eyes. I look pretty good, if I don’t say so myself. I even averted a near stocking catastrophe when I put my big toe through my black thigh highs. Luckily some clear nail polish stopped the hole from running up my foot and it’s covered nicely by my shoe. And as luck would have it, I’m also having a great hair day. Kismet. 
That’s right popular girls, I look damn fine, I have a great job, my man is a sex god, and yours is not. 
Hallelujah! I forgot how fulfilling church can be. 
I glance at Ben sitting next to me. He’s so damn handsome. I know he’s had hardly any sleep, but he looks like he just stepped out of the pages of GQ, in his charcoal gray suit and white button down shirt opened at the collar. His hair is tousled from the windy walk to church. He’s sin in a suit. 
Just looking at his mouth is making me weak. I’m tempted to trace it with my finger, lightly brushing my fingertips across his soft lips. I miss his touch. Oh, the sinful things I want to do to this man. Sex on a church pew would send me straight to hell for sure. He catches me peeking at him and smiles warmly, then redirects his attention back to his hymn book. 
I know I shouldn’t think this way while I’m in church... but look at him. I’ll go to confession next time I’m in town. I think God will forgive me. 
~o0o~ 
Once church service concludes, I hook my arm around Ben’s as we leave, making sure the mean girls who gave me and Allie grief in middle school witness it. Stupid bitches. 
“You don’t like those girls, do you?” he asks. I guess he noticed the daggers shooting out of my eyes. 
“No, not really. They were the popular girls at school. They were real bitches.” 
“You weren’t popular?” 
“Hardly,” I snort. 
“What were you like when you were younger?” 
“I don’t know. Just an ordinary girl.” 
“Julia, there is nothing ordinary about you. You are amazing.” He holds my hand up to his mouth and presses a sweet kiss on the back of it. 
“Come with me, I want to show you something,” I say, resting my head against his shoulder. 
We walk arm in arm down the street toward the ocean. My town is so small; everything is in walking distance: church, the bakery, the library, schools and the ocean.  Somehow having Ben next to me warms me up enough to forget how cold I am. We walk past my house until we reach the entrance to the beach. 
“It’s a little cold for a swim,” he jokes. 
“Just come with me.” I tighten my arm around his and tug at him to follow. 
We walk up the wooden planked walkway that leads to the beach. Once we reach the end of the walkway, we stop. The salty scent of the sea washes over us. There’s a delicate beauty to the tall dried grasses peeking out of the snow covered dunes and the few remaining birds walking along the shoreline. 
I close my eyes as I inhale the cold sea air. This is my heaven. I listen to the thunderous sound of the ocean waves breaking against the shore. It’s nature’s symphony. I open my eyes and watch the ocean powerfully moving in an endless rhythm, rolling in one after another. Growing up, I’d come to watch the waves crash in the winter as an escape from reality, a place for solitude and thought. It’s the only time I didn’t care about the freezing temperature. This is my serenity. 
“Isn’t it beautiful?” I ask. 
“Breathtaking,” he breathes. I turn my head to look at him and he’s gazing at me. He tucks a few errant strands of my hair behind my ear, then leans in, brushing his lips lightly against mine and kisses me… slowly, softly, deeply. We’ve kissed before, but never like this. This was different. This was… in the depths of your soul intimate, like we’ve poured a part of ourselves into each other. My stomach is in knots. For a moment, I forget how to breathe. I actually feel a little …uncomfortable. I want to melt into him, never letting go, yet run as far away as I can at the same time. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react to that kiss, or if I should react at all. 
I look up at him. “We better get back to my parents. It’s almost time to leave for your sister’s house.” 
He clears his throat and takes a step back. “Yes. We should get going.” 
We walk quietly back to my parent’s house. Too quietly. There’s a sudden awkwardness between us. Maybe he felt something in that kiss too. 
~o0o~ 
I’m packing up my overnight bag when there’s a light knock on my door. 
“Can I come in?” 
“Of course, Mom. It’s your house.” 
“Do you have everything you need? Do you want me to pack up some leftovers?” 
“Thanks Mom. I’m good,” I answer as I stuff my new flannels in my overnight bag. 
“Ben seems nice.” She’s acting blasé, but I know better. This is a fishing expedition to see how much I’m willing to reveal. 
“He is,” I answer warily. 
“Do you see a lot of each other?” 
“Enough.” 
“Seems to me he plans on staying around for a while.” 
That got my attention. I stop packing and look at her. “Why would you think that?” I ask. 
“Mets tickets,” she says with a knowing smile. 
“What about Mets tickets?” 
“Julia, he gave your parents baseball tickets.  Opening day is not until April. That’s four months away. You don’t give a girl’s parents tickets to a ballgame that you have to personally make the arrangements for unless you plan on sticking around.” 
“Mom, we don’t have that kind of relationship. We’re friends.” 
“Mmmhmm,” she hums, staring at me skeptically. 
“You’re imagining things, Mommy.” I say sarcastically. 
“Perhaps neither of you realizes it, but there’s much more going on than either of you care to admit. Open your eyes. I see the way you look at each other when you think the other isn’t looking. There’s something special between the two of you, whether you are aware of it or not.” 
“Now I know where I get my overactive imagination. Don’t wait to hear wedding bells. It’s not in the cards for us. Just friends. That’s all we are. That’s all we’ll ever be.” 
“That’s what you show on the surface, but anyone who’s paying attention can see there’s more underneath,” she sighs, reaching her hand to my face and tucking a few stray strands of hair behind my ear, like she used to do when I was a little girl. “Your hair always did have a mind of its own,” she chuckles softly. “JuJu, I know your last relationship didn’t end well, you were hurt and now you’re scared. Don’t close yourself off because of one bad apple. I know you’re afraid to put yourself back out there, but if you can put aside your fear, you may find that just maybe your future is sitting at the kitchen table, chatting away with your dad right now. You’re a wonderful girl with so much love to give. You deserve to be loved. I just want you happy.” 
“I know you do.” I hug her tight. “Look Mom, Ben is waiting for me. Thanks for everything.” 
“You’re welcome, baby. Open mind, open heart. Remember that.” 
“I will.” 
~o0o~ 



Chapter 14 
The drive to Ben’s sister’s house is long, way too long. Holiday traffic on the Garden State Parkway is painfully slow. 
“How far away is Greenwich, Connecticut?” I ask. 
“About two and a half hours from your parents’ house on a good day. We’ve only been in the car for a half hour. You better get comfortable. Take a nap if you’re tired. You went to bed late last night.” 
Yeah, like he’d remember. 
“It’s okay. I’ll keep you company while you’re driving.” I turn on the radio, once again searching for the perfect Christmas song. 
“Haven’t you had your fill of Christmas music?” 
“It’s impossible to get too much Christmas music. In fact, one day every summer, Allie and I celebrate Christmas in July.” 
“Why does this not surprise me?” 
“Because it’s something awesome, like me and Allie,” I proclaim with a big cheesy grin. 
He laughs, shaking his head. “The two of you are something, all right.” 
 “So, did you have a good time last night with my family?” I ask, a little fearful of what his answer might be. 
He hesitates for a moment; a bewildered expression briefly crossing his face. “I did.” 
“You sound surprised.” 
“I guess I am, a little.” 
“Why?” 
 “The mayhem, meeting your family, the kids, the noise. But it was good. A little intimidating, but fun.” 
“My parents liked you.” 
“Did they?” He quickly glances at me, looking almost hopeful. 
“You did give them baseball tickets.” 
“A small price to pay for their approval. Thank you for inviting me.” He takes my hand and sweetly kisses the back of it. 
He wants my parent’s approval. Why? 
“So what are we walking into today? Tell me more about your family,” I ask. 
“They’re quieter than yours.” 
“Ben, every family is quieter than my family.” Rock concerts are quieter than my family.

“They’re more traditional,” he states. 
Traditional? That’s code for dull. 
“Tell me about them.” 
“My father worked a lot at his brokerage firm when I was growing up. Still does. But he takes off two weeks every year and flies the family out to our villa in Tuscany to unwind.” 
“Your family owns a villa in Italy?” 
“Yes. It’s an investment property, actually. It’s nice. The hills are filled with olive trees and there’s a small vineyard.” His family owns a freaking house in Tuscany? Of course they do. 
“My mother stayed home to raise Elizabeth and me, though it was our nanny, Ruby, who did most of the raising. My mother was always wrapped up in her charity work, ladies’ functions and what-not.” 
“That must have been hard for a kid to understand. What about your sister?” 
He lights up at the mention of her. She must be someone very special. “Elizabeth is great. She’s the funny one. You’ll love her. We were inseparable when we were kids. She’s been married for six years to Stuart. He owns a chain of floral shops. It’s proven to be a very successful venture. No kids yet, but they’re very attached to their two dogs.” 
“I look forward to meeting them.” I stretch and let out a huge unladylike yawn. 
“Julia, we have at least two hours, probably more with the traffic. Why don’t you take a nap?” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, sleep. I want you to have some energy for later. I’ve been with you for two days now. I want you in my bed tonight.” 
“I would like that.” 
“I’ll make sure you do.” He reaches his hand over the console between us and squeezes my leg, slowly inching his hand up the inside of my thigh, his fingers gently skimming over the lace top of my thigh highs. I feel that familiar tingle throughout my body. I miss his touch. 
“Ben, you are a very naughty boy. Santa will leave you coal in your stocking if you keep this up,” I warn, shifting in my seat. 
“I’m willing to take that chance.” 
“Focus on the road now, you can focus on me later.” I grab his hand to stop his playful assault. 
“Julia, I’m going to focus the hell out of you later.” He places his hand back on the steering wheel. 
“I look forward to it.” I recline my seat and close my eyes. 
~o0o~ 
“Hey, we’re here sleepyhead. Wake up.” Ben gently nudges me. 
“I’m up, I’m up.” I instinctively wipe the corners of my mouth with the back of my hand, making sure I didn’t drool in my sleep. I spring my seat up from the reclining position and look in awe at the property in front of us. This is not a house. My parents live in a house…this is a mansion. It’s stunning…and tremendous. Why would two people need to live in a place so large? 
The front of the house is a beautiful gray fieldstone with a white pillar porch front. The grounds are like a park; I bet it’s breathtaking here in the summer when the flowers are in bloom. The outside of the house is decorated for Christmas beautifully. These people have money. Serious money. Thick green pine garland and slow twinkling white lights surround the doorway. There’s a huge pine wreath on the door with silver and purple balls. A tall lantern is sitting on either side of each step leading up to the front door. The bushes and trees in the front are adorned in white lights. 
“Are you ready?” he asks. 
“As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
We walk up to the front door. Ben is holding a bag with gifts for his family with one hand as he rings the doorbell with the other. 
“Do I look okay?” I ask warily. 
“Julia, you look beautiful. You always look beautiful.” 
I smile shyly. I know he told me I’m beautiful last night while he was feeling the effects of the booze and late hour, and he’s told me as a prelude to sex often enough. But it means more coming from him sober and not as an element of foreplay. 
He really thinks I’m beautiful. 
The front door opens. We’re greeted by a stocky, balding man. I’d guess he’s in his late thirties. He’s wearing a lavender button down shirt with a dark purple crushed velvet bow tie and plaid pants. He looks like a mix between a golfer and an eggplant. Interesting fashion sense. 
“Ben, you made it. We were about to call out the cavalry to look for you.” 
“Sorry Stuart, traffic was a nightmare.” We walk into the foyer. Wow, what a place. 
“And who is this lovely creature?” Stuart asks, eyeing me up and down. 
“Stuart, this is my friend Julia. Julia, Stuart.” 
“Nice to meet you Stuart.” I extend my hand to shake his. 
“Julia, aren’t you just adorable. Come in.” He heartily shakes my hand. “Everyone is waiting. Shoes over there.” He points to a small mat on the side of the door. 
Ben walks over to the side of the front door and kicks off his shoes. “They have a no shoes policy here. Don’t want to mark up their wood floors.” 
Seriously? Even for guests? I’m about to kick off my heels when I remember the hole I have in the left toe of my black stockings. Shit. I thought I was in the clear when my shoe covered it. The first and probably only time I’ll meet Ben’s family and I’m going to have my big toe sticking out like a sore thumb. Shit. 
I walk over to the mat, like a criminal facing the firing squad and kick off my shoes. My big toe is proudly sticking out. This is mortifying. Mortifying. All I need is a spotlight directed on my toe to highlight my embarrassment. 
Ben glances down at my feet, clearly amused at my toe predicament. “Nice look,” he taunts with a smirk I’d love to wipe off his face. 
“Shut up,” I growl through my teeth, nudging his arm with my shoulder. 
“Come, come darlings.” Stuart waves us to follow him into another room. 
“Stuart seems interesting,” I whisper in Ben’s ear. 
“He’s a bit quirky but a good guy.” 
We walk into the living room. It’s a lovely room, although a bit old fashioned for a couple in their thirties. There’s a Queen Anne couch, loveseat and arm chair with floral upholstery that I swear my grandmother had as drapes when I was a kid. There’s a huge area rug, probably Persian, over a gorgeous mahogany hardwood floor.  The walls are a neutral beige color with a huge oil painting of Victorian women sipping tea over the fieldstone fireplace. 
Ben’s family stands as we enter the room. 
“Ben, Darling. So good to see you.” An impeccably dressed woman reaches her hand out toward him. She’s tall and rail thin. She’d probably snap in half if the wind blew a little too hard. Her hair is gleaming silver, perfectly coiffed into a retro bob.  Her dark navy knee-length ziberline dress is reminiscent of Jackie Kennedy, circa 1963. 
I bet she has white gloves to complete the outfit in her purse. 
“Mother.” Ben leans in to kiss her; she quickly turns her head to the side and offers him her cheek.
“This is my friend Julia. Julia, this is my mother, Beverly.” 
“Mrs. Martin, it’s very nice to meet you.” I extend my hand as I try to hide my exposed toe behind my foot. 
“Lovely to meet you, Julia.” She politely shakes my hand, her eyes skimming down toward the floor, as she looks me over, briefly stopping at my feet. Yeah, didn’t think I’d get away with it. 
“Ben!” A woman exclaims with a shrill that could set off a three-day migraine. She’s very pretty, with long brown hair up in a high pony-tail, dark brown eyes, and pale skin. She’s dressed like she’s ready to go to a Fifties Sock Hop, wearing a flared out green skirt and tight red sweater. All she’s missing is a poodle on her skirt. She’s even wearing a strand of pearls. I bet there’s a pair of saddle shoes on the mat by the front door. 
Did I just enter a time warp? I feel like the universe has just pulled a hell of a practical joke on me. 
“Hey sis.” Ben and his sister politely hug. 
“Elizabeth, this is Julia. Julia, this is my sister Elizabeth.” 
“Julia, it’s so good to meet you. Ben doesn’t let us in on much of his private life. I’ll have to pull you aside later and get the dirt.” She extends her hand and we politely shake. 
Looking forward to that Lizzy! 
Ben walks over to a tall man in what has to be the all time winner in an ugly Christmas sweater contest. I can tell right away it’s Ben’s dad. Other than the questionable fashion sense, Ben looks just like him, minus the gray hair. 
“Dad. Good to see you.” 
“Ben.” He nods as he pats his shoulder. 
Isn’t this a warm and cuddly family? 
Ben hooks his arm around my waist, guiding me in front of his father. “Julia, this is my dad, Richard.” 
“Mr. Martin, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you Julia, and please, call me Dick.” We politely shake hands. 
Oh God, there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to get through this with a straight face. 
“Nice to meet you… Dick.” I nod subtly. 
Dick, Dick, Dick. Gah! I’m so immature. 
Finally, he introduces me to an absolutely adorable elderly woman sitting on one of the Queen Anne chairs. There’s something about her that warms you up immediately. I know instantly it’s Ben’s grandmother, as there’s a walker placed next to her chair. I also notice she gets to wear her shoes. Lucky.

“Grandmother, this is my friend Julia. Julia, this is my grandmother, Kitty Martin.” Kitty and Dick…does anyone else see a pattern here? 
“Mrs. Martin, it’s very nice to meet you.” I hold out my hand to shake hers. 
She takes my hand and holds it. “Oh Leonard, she’s such a lovely girl,” she says, her voice soft and sweet. 
Leonard? Who the hell is Leonard? 
“Yes she is, Grandmother. Come on, Julia. Let’s have a seat.” He redirects me to the couch. 
“Leonard?” I whisper in his ear. 
“My full name is Leonard Benjamin Martin. My grandmother is the only one who calls me Leonard. It was my grandfather’s name,” he whispers. 
“Oh, I see.” I nod. 
Leonard? I’m having the best sex I’ve ever had with a neat freak coin collector named Leonard?  Seriously? I think I’ve entered Bizzaro world. 
 I sit next to Ben on one of the old lady couches, still trying to hide my exposed toe and listen to the Martin family converse. It’s so civilized and dull as ditchwater. His mother is droning on and on about this one and that one at “The Club”. She sure likes to say “The Club” a lot. I’ve figured out that “The Club” is in the Hamptons, their summer home away from home. I wonder if she knows that Leonard probably poked his pecker in most of her friends at “The Club”. 
“Would you like a glass of Chablis, Julia?” Stuart asks as he’s positioning a CD in their stereo. 
Before we arrived, I promised myself I would not drink. I think I may have to revise that… I’ll only drink enough to make Ben’s family interesting. “Yes, thank you Stuart. A glass of Chablis sounds nice.” 
Stuart hands me my Chablis in a crystal wine glass that I’m sure cost more than I make in a week, then sits next to Elizabeth. He’s really into the Christmas music he has playing in the background, closing his eyes and humming along to the songs. 
“Who is that singing?” I ask. 
“Oh, that’s Judy Garland. Stuart is a huge Judy Garland fan,” Elizabeth answers. 
“Love, Love, Loooove Judy,” Stuart sings. Apparently Stuart loves Judy. 
The room is pretty quiet with just some polite chit-chat going on between Ben and his dad. I feel everyone’s eyes on me… and my toe, which I swear is getting bigger by the minute. 
Elizabeth has a sour look on her face, her eyes scanning up and down, looking me over from my hair to my exposed toe when she thinks I’m not paying attention. I know girls like her. She’s a Stealth Bitch. They seem nice on the outside, but they’re secret bitches; oozing their bitchiness when they think no one is looking. I’m going to have to be careful around her. My Bitch radar has never let me down before. 
Finally, some life is breathed into the room when two of the most adorable Yorkshire terriers prance in. 
“Miss Lily! Miss Blue Belle! Come to Daddy my little sweethearts!” Stuart exclaims, holding out his arms. 
I can’t help but smile at these sweet creatures. One has a sparkly red bow on the top of her head and the other’s is sparkly green. Stuart is fussing over them, lifting up each dog and kissing them repeatedly. Then it hits me… 
The one comical irony to Stealth Bitch’s life is that she is not aware that her husband is a GIND… a Gay IN Denial. How can it be that no one else sees this? They all think he’s adorably quirky. He is…he’s an adorably quirky gay man…in denial. 
The floral shops, Judy Garland, the outrageous outfit, the dogs…She landed herself a gay husband. Unless you’re a gay man…this is not the husband you want to be married to. Oh, this is rich. 
Ben is a smart guy. Doesn’t he see this? My family may be on the insane side, but his is completely blind. When Stuart finally figures out who he is, I can think of a few guys in my neighborhood I could fix him up with. 
Tired of feeling like my giant toe and I are on display, I get off the couch and walk over to admire the Christmas tree. Ben is busy talking with his father. Elizabitch sidles herself next to me. Super. 
This is the ugliest damn Christmas tree I have ever seen. It’s so dull. There are hardly any lights, gold bead garland and just a few sparse ornaments. They look handmade, like crocheted doilies. 
“What a lovely tree,” I lie. “The ornaments are very different.” 
“Aren’t they lovely? Stuart crocheted them.” 
Of course he did… because he’s a GIND. 
I’ve just experienced a Christmas miracle; a flamboyant gay man has managed to make a boring Christmas tree. 
“So how did you and Ben meet?” I guess Ben never filled them in about us. I suppose that’s because there’s no “us” to speak of. 
“I’m editing his book.” 
“Really? You’re an editor? You seem so young.” Maybe I’ve impressed her.

“I’m an assistant editor,” I explain. 
“I see.” She purses her lips. Nope, not impressed. “And how long have the two of you been dating?” 
“Oh, we’re not dating.” We’re screwing around, however. 
She cocks her head and crinkles her nose. “He invited you to meet his family for Christmas dinner and you’re not dating?” 
“We’re friends,” I clarify. 
“Of course, you’d understand why we’d assume that. The only other girl he’s ever brought to any family gathering was Camille. She and Ben are old friends. For a time, they were inseparable. I’m sure he must have mentioned her. They still see each other on occasion. We hoped they would eventually…” She stops her thought and changes tack. “Lovely girl. Have you met her? ” 
I’m not stupid. It’s clear to me that Stealth Bitch and Cam-eel are friends. It makes sense; they travel in the same circles. I bet they all belong to “The Club”. 
Cam-eel has Ben’s sister doing her dirty work, trying to finagle info about our relationship status and sizing up what she perceives as her competition. Ben may think they’re “just friends”, but I’m no dummy, Cam-eel would jump at any opportunity to get back in his bed. Lizzy is probably wearing a Team Camille T-shirt under that red sweater. 
“Yes, I’ve met her. She seems nice,” I lie. I’m surprised my nose didn’t grow as the words left my mouth. 
“Isn’t she fabulous? We were doubles partners at the Club when we were teenagers,” Elizabitch gushes. 
I nod and plaster on a fake smile. Yeah, she’s just ducky. 
“Nice tree, sis.” Ben sneaks up behind us. Are we looking at the same tree? 
“Isn’t it?” She smiles tightly. “I’m going to check on dinner. Be right back.” She leaves for the kitchen. It’ll probably take her a half hour to get there judging by the size of this house. 
“Is everything all right?” Ben asks. 
“Sure,” I answer flatly. 
“What’s wrong? Did Elizabeth say something to upset you?” 
“No, why would you think that?” Other than the fact that your sister just told me that you should be with her bitch twin and not me. 
“You get a wrinkle on the bridge of your nose when you’re upset about something.” 
“Do I?” 
“You do. What’s up?” 
“Nothing.” 
He rubs his hand under his chin, studying me. “There’s something,” he muses. “Tell me or I’ll have to torture it out of you.” 
“Promises, promises.” I roll my eyes. 
“You don’t believe me?” His lips curl into a devilish grin. 
“Your family is right here…what are you going to do?” Torture me with more of Stuart’s song choices? 
“Dinner’s ready everyone,” Stuart calls out from the dining room, ringing a brass dinner bell. 
Saved by the GIND. 
“Later,” Ben warns in a low menacing tone. 
~o0o~ 
The formal dining room is ornate, dark mahogany table with enough seating for eight. The table and chairs have elaborate carvings. It’s nice, in a King Henry the Eighth kind of way. There’s more of my grandmother’s drape pattern on the fabric of the seat cushions. The table is set like a page out of a magazine. Crystal and china, sparkling silverware, too may different sized forks to count. There’s fabric napkins in brass napkin holders laid on top of each place setting. I think they’re brass, for all I know they’re twenty-four carat gold. 
“Stuart, can I help you with anything?” I offer. 
“Just sit your pretty self down. Magda is here.” 
“Magda?” I ask. 
“Silly me, Magda is our housekeeper. She is also a fab chef.” 
We take our places at the table. Stuart is sitting at the head of the table with Elizabitch on his right. Dick is on the other end with Beverly and Kitty on his left. 
Dick, Dick, Dick. Damn, still immature. 
Ben sits to Stuart’s left, and I’m next to Ben. The seat next to me is empty. Lizzy is probably keeping it open in case Cam-eel drops by. 
An older woman, whom I assume is Magda, comes out of the kitchen carrying a beautiful ham with pineapple slices with maraschino cherries tooth picked on and garnished with roasted root vegetables served on a silver platter. The ham smells delicious. There’s a green bean casserole and a small wicker basket of seven dinner rolls. Seven? Who puts out seven rolls? This is it? This is all the food they’re serving? Are they rationing? 
Magda leaves and comes back with a pitcher of ice water. “Thank you, Magda,” Ben says as she fills his water glass. 
“Thank you,” I say when she fills mine. She smiles warmly and continues making her way around the table. 
I can’t help but notice that Ben and I are the only two people who have acknowledged that this woman is in the room. Once everyone has their dinner on their plate, Magda excuses herself, getting only a quick nod from Elizabitch. Yup, warm and cuddly.
The Martin family dinner conversations are so civilized. It’s making me uncomfortable. I’m used to fighting over voices to get your opinion heard. Here, everyone waits their turn and speaks one at a time. 
“Julia dear, I understand you’re editing Ben’s book,” Beverly says. 
I quickly swallow my ration of the dinner biscuits I just jammed into my mouth and clear my throat. “Um, yes. Ben’s writing is brilliant. It’s been a pleasure to work on it.” 
“Perhaps once he stops wasting his life away on this book nonsense and gets it out of his system, he’ll snap back to his senses and get a real job,” Ben’s dad adds in a condescending tone. 
“Dad, I think we’ve beaten this topic to death,” Ben warns. 
“Ben, you worked hard for that Masters from Columbia University, you have your brokers license. Do something with it, make a name for yourself. You have a natural talent for the business. Use it.” 
“When are you going to accept the fact that I’m not coming back to your firm? I’m happy doing what I’m doing,” Ben argues. 
“You’re wasting your talent,” his dad chides. 
This conversation is really pissing me off. The more his dad talks, the more I picture the evil villain from those old black and white silent films, that guy with the dark cape and long mustache curling at the waxy ends. How can his family sit here quietly and let that idiot tear him down like this? No one here is going to defend the guy for following his dreams? Before I can stop myself, the words pour out of my mouth. 
“Mr. Martin, I’ve read many manuscripts. I can honestly say Ben has a natural talent for writing. There are many writers who make an excellent living. Writing is a calling to them.” 
“Julia, a small percentage make a living at it. There’s too much risk,” he argues. 
“Brokering stocks, bonds, futures, that’s your business. Isn’t that all a risk too… Dick?” I retort, stressing the word “Dick”. 
Ben turns his head and looks at me with an amused smile. Mr. Martin opens his mouth, I’m sure to reprimand me, but before he can get a word out he’s interrupted. 
“Richard, I’ve heard enough. This conversation is over. I have faith in Leonard’s ability and I look forward to reading his book,” Ben’s grandmother admonishes. Dick retreats at once. There’s no doubt who wears the pants in this family. 
I like grandma. 
Fortunately, the conversation changes direction. Stuart is giving us a long list of the newest tropical flowers he’s had imported into his flower shops. As the conversation flows, Ben places his hand on my knee, his fingers slowly inching up my inner thigh. Slowly, slowly, slowly. Never quite reaching my sex…but close enough that I’m getting aroused. 
The bastard. This is the torture he promised. Two can play at this game. We’re both pretty horny for each other. We always are. 
Discreetly, I place my hand on his leg, easing up until I’m caressing his crotch, my fingers tracing the outline of his growing erection, while he continues to tease me with his fingertips brushing across the edge of my panties. 
He leans back and slowly blows out a breath. My eyes dart back and forth between his family members.  Everyone seems to be oblivious to our wicked game playing under the table. 
“Touché Julia,” he whispers in my ear, retrieving his hand back from my thigh. 
I smirk subtly, placing my hand back on my lap, rubbing my thighs together, in a desperate attempt to relieve some of this pent-up frustration. 
~o0o~ 
After dinner and our under the table antics, the party is moved back to the living room. 
“It’s time for presents,” Elizabitch exclaims, clapping her hands like a school girl. 
Everyone sits down on the couch and loveseat and Stuart hands each person a gift. 
“Here’s one for you too, Julia, from Beverly and Dick,” Stuart says and he hands me a small box. 
“For me? Oh um… Thank you Mr. and Mrs. Martin,” I stammer. 
“It’s just a little something to open. It’s not much,” Beverly says, waving her hand dismissively. 
“And Julia… it’s Dick,” Ben’s dad adds. Now that I know you a little better, your name is fitting. 
“Stuart, why don’t you open your gift first?” Elizabitch instructs. 
“You open presents one at a time?” I whisper to Ben. 
“Yes, this way everyone can see your gift.” 
Crap. Maybe this was the torture Ben was talking about. Opening gifts one by one? So if you hate it you have to plaster on a fake smile and make a comment. I don’t want to seem ungrateful…it’s just I was brought up in chaos, so masking your dislike of a gift was never an issue. Half the time I didn’t know who gave me what. And that was fine. No feelings ever got hurt that way; we were too focused on our own stuff. 
Stuart looks like he’s about to explode with happiness when he opens up a box with a rainbow colored scarf. Apparently he requested it. It’ll be the perfect accessory to wear at the Gay Pride Parade he’ll attend when he figures things out. 
One by one, the rest of Ben’s family opens their gifts. It’s slow and torturous. How many times are you going to ooh and aah a new shirt? 
It’s my turn. I feel so self conscious. The temperature in the room feels like it just jumped up twenty degrees. I unwrap the box, feeling all eyes on me. It’s unnerving. 
I recognize the box immediately. There’s no mistaking the robins egg blue color. It’s something from Tiffany & Co. I carefully open it and inside is a delicate sterling silver chain with a solitary pearl charm. It’s exquisite and probably the nicest piece of jewelry I now own. They’ve never met me before, and this is what they give? Wow, it must be nice to have money like this. I’m grateful and completely stunned. Somehow I manage to find my voice, “Mr. and Mrs. Martin. I don’t know what to say. It’s lovely. Thank you. Thank you very much.” 
“I hope you don’t have one already dear,” Beverly says dryly. 
“No. I don’t.  Thank you again.” I look to the floor. I must be every shade of red. I came empty handed. I didn’t even bring a fake-baked cake and they give me a gift from Tiffany’s. 
Ben smiles and winks at me as his family continues to open their gifts, one by one. 
~o0o~ 
As the night comes to a close, we say our goodbyes to Ben’s family. I look down at my watch. We’ve only been here four hours? Feels more like four days. At least it’s over. 
After saying our goodbyes to Ben’s parents and my new hero, his grandmother, we walk over to Elizabitch and Stuart. 
“Stuart, thank you so much for your hospitality. It was very nice meeting you.” I shake his hand. 
“Wonderful to meet you, Julia. I hope the traffic back to Manhattan isn’t too bad.” 
“I hope not.” 
“Where in the city do you live?” he asks. 
“The West Village.” 
“Oh, I love the Village. I always wanted to live there. It’s so quirky and alive,” he says with a melancholy look. 
You’d fit right in. 
“Sis, thanks for everything. Talk to you soon,” Ben says to Elizabitch, politely hugging her. This family always seems to have a giant stick shoved way up their asses when they attempt to show any affection. It seems so forced and unnatural.  How can Ben be so carefree at home and this person he is here? It’s like I’m looking at two different Bens. I’ll take my Ben before this one, any day. 
“Ben. Have a safe trip home.” She politely hugs him back. “Nice to meet you, Julia.” 
“Thank you for having me. Everything was lovely,” I answer politely. 
Magda comes out from who knows where, they probably keep her in a dungeon, and hands us our coats. We both thank her. Once again, no one else acknowledges her presence. Boy, this family irks me. 
I walk over to the floor mat by the front door to retrieve my shoes. As I slip on my shoe, relieved that I can finally hide my giant big toe, I notice that my clear nail polish failed on me and I had a giant run going up my leg the entire night. Of all colors, I had to wear black stockings. Classy. 
As we’re walking out the front door with our gifts in hand, Elizabitch calls out to Ben. 
“Ben, make sure you say hi to Camille for me.” 
Stealth Bitch. 
~o0o~ 
“So… did you like my family?” Ben asks. 
“They were nice.” It’s all I can say. 
“They’re different from yours.” 
Thank God. 
“Yes, quieter,” I agree. 
“Thank you for trying to stick up for me. My father loves to beat that dead horse.” 
“I meant every word I said. Besides, your grandmother seemed to take charge and shut him down.” 
He laughs. “Yeah, she looks frail but don’t mess with her. She’ll kick your ass. She’s an amazing woman.” 
“She sure is. I can see why she’s so special to you.” 
He grabs my hand and holds it. “I know tomorrow is a work day, but I have something for you. It’s at my place. Do you mind if we stop?” 
“Are you trying to seduce me into going to your apartment with the promise of a gift?” I feign shock. 
“I can think of better ways to seduce you. I know it’s getting late, with all the traffic slowing us down but would you mind?” he asks. 
“I took tomorrow off,” I say, slowly biting down on my lip. 
“Did you?” His brow rises. 
“I did.” 
A grin curls up from his lips. “No use in wasting a day off. Now that I no longer have to watch the clock to get you home… Would you like to stay over? I’ll make it worth your while.” 
“Whatever will you do to me, Leonard?” I tease, stressing his name. 
He chuckles softly. “Oh, Leonard has a few tricks up his sleeve. So, you’ll stay?” 
I nod, squeezing his hand. 
“Good.” He lifts my hand to his lips and kisses it. 
~o0o~



Chapter 15 
We pull into the parking garage next to Ben’s building. He clasps my hand and kisses it before opening his door. “Wait here,” he says as he slides out of the driver’s side. A few seconds later, he opens my door, holding out his hand to help me out. I step out and feel the chilly December air. He pops the car trunk open and tosses his keys to the parking attendant as he grabs our overnight bags. “Thanks Jimmy.” He turns to me. “Christ, Julia what do you have in here? It weighs a ton,” he complains as he closes the trunk with our bags in hand. 
“Weakling,” I deadpan. 
“Oh, is that what you think?” 
I nod, holding back my laugh. He drops our bags to the floor. “Could a weakling do this?” He lifts me up, twirling us around in a circle. 
The parking attendant smiles and shakes his head as he slides into the driver’s side of Ben’s SUV. He starts the engine and drives away. 
I wrap my hands around his neck. “Put me down, you beast.” 
“Are you going to take it back?” 
“Fine, fine. I take it back. I take it back. You’re a big strong, virile man.” I laugh as I rest my head on his shoulder. 
“Damn right.” Gently he lowers me until my feet touch the ground, facing him. He cups my chin in his hands, tilting my head back, and kisses me. Hungrily his tongue invades my mouth, claiming me. My tongue meets his with equal fervor. This is no ordinary kiss. This is a desperate need for each other. It’s heaven. He breaks away, leaving me breathless. “Oh, how I’ve missed those lips. Let’s go.” His voice is sexy, low and full of sensual promise. He grabs our bags as we walk out of the garage, smiling. 
~o0o~
The elevator ride up to Ben’s apartment feels like it’s taking forever. After two days of sharing ourselves with others, I need alone time with him, X-rated alone time. That kiss in the parking garage sent my hormones into a sexual frenzy, desperately seeking relief. Our arms briefly rub against each other. I feel the spark that always burns between us. The G-rated family gatherings over the past two days haven’t cooled our fire. In fact, I’m afraid if I don’t have him soon, I may self-combust. 
“Julia, can you reach for my keys? My hands are full.” 
“Sure, where are they?” 
“In my pocket.” 
I reach my hand into his coat pocket. “No, no. Not there,” he says, with a mischievous lilt in his voice. “My pants pocket.”  I shake my head disapprovingly while I reach my hand into his pocket. “Ah, the other one,” he says. 
“You could have told me before I put my hand down there,” I complain.
“Yes, I could have.” 
“You are sick and twisted.” 
“I don’t deny that.” 
I slide my hand down the pocket on the other side of his pants and grab the keys, careful not to give him the satisfaction of touching any body part other than his thigh. “Got it.” I hold up the set of keys. 
“Are you sure they’re the right keys? Maybe you want to take another look,” he says suggestively. 
I put the key in the lock and turn it, opening the apartment door. “Right key. Tough break, you pervert.” 
We walk into the apartment. Ben places our overnight bags on the floor and hangs our coats. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get some wine.” 
I walk over to the couch, my hand gliding against the back of it. This is nice. Just me and Ben alone, unwinding after what felt like an endless stream of family and idle chitchat. I learned a lot about him over these past two days. He can schmooze anyone, including my parents. He adores his grandmother. He loves his family despite the fact that his mother seems a bit detached for a mom, his sister is a Stealth Bitch and his father is a dick. I don’t know where the warmth I see in him comes from. If he wasn’t the spitting image of his dick for brains father, I’d think he’s adopted. 
Ben walks back into the living room holding two glasses of white wine and a small gift bag with red tissue paper fluffed out of it. He hands a glass to me and places the bag on the coffee table as he sits down next to me. 
“Here’s to making it through the past two days in one piece,” he toasts, raising his glass up. I raise mine to his and we clink glasses, each taking a sip of wine. “I got you a little something. It’s not much.” His eyes dart over to the bag sitting on the coffee table. 
“I have something for you too. Wait here.” I walk over to my overnight bag and pull out a wrapped box. I walk back to Ben and give him his gift. 
“Whoa, now I know why your bag was so heavy,” he jokes as he exaggerates his hands weighing down. 
“Open it,” I say nervously. I struggled to figure out if buying a Christmas gift for Ben was crossing an imaginary line in our arrangement. I don’t want him to get the wrong idea. I know what we are, but it’s Christmas and that warrants a gift in my book. Chicken shit that I am, I decided to wait to see if he had a gift for me before I was brave enough to disclose mine. 
“Okay.” Slowly and neatly, he unwraps the gift, gently pulling the tape from the wrapping paper. I don’t see the need for such anal unwrapping. It’s not like we’re going to reuse the paper. Finally, the paper is off and there’s a plain cardboard box. He rips off the tape and pulls out the gift. 
It’s a cast iron coin bank, the movable kind from the forties and fifties. There’s a baseball pitcher on one end and on the other a batter and catcher, crouched down. He looks down at the bank in his hands then back up at me with a genuine Ben, bring out the dimples and laugh lines smile. I know I did well. 
“It’s a reproduction of a vintage coin bank. Sort of a combination of your love of baseball and coins,” I explain. “I thought you could keep it in your coin room. You put a coin in the pitcher’s hand and cock his arm back into place, then click the button behind the batter. The batter’s bat will swing and the pitcher will throw the coin. It’s supposed to look like the catcher catches it and the coin falls into the base. 
Ben digs into his pocket and pulls out a nickel. He puts the nickel in the pitcher’s hand and follows my instructions. The coin goes to the catcher so fast, you can hardly see it. “I love it. It’s so cool. Thank you.” He gives me a quick kiss then returns his attention back to the bank. He pulls a quarter out of his pocket and sets it up in the pitcher’s hand then presses the button. “Look at that,” he says, staring at the bank with a childlike grin. I feel like I’m walking on a cloud, weightless and happy. He really does like it. 
 “I can play with this bank all night, but I want you to open your gift.” He grabs the bag and hands it to me. It’s pretty light. Knowing Ben, it probably has something to do with sex. What could it be? A collection of thongs and push-up bras? Handcuffs? A giant box of condoms? I pull out the red tissue paper and look down into the bag. 
“Oh my God, Ben. Is this…?” I ask. He nods, with a shy smile. I pull my gift out of the bag. It’s the ugly green elephant with the hot pink tutu I spent an entire summer trying to win at the crane games at the boardwalk. It’s exactly like I remember it. “How did you…?” I place my hand over my mouth. I’m speechless. I only mentioned the elephant once in passing over breakfast. I barely described it. I didn’t think he was even paying much attention to that conversation, yet here it is in my hand. I stare at him in amazement, my hand still over my mouth, and shake my head. Finally, I’m able to speak. “Thank you,” I say, my voice cracking as my eyes water. 
“Hey, it wasn’t supposed to upset you. I thought you’d like it.” He brushes the back of his hand against my cheek. 
“I love it. I know it had to be nearly impossible to find. I have no idea how…” 
“I had a general idea of what it looked like from the sales circular you showed me. After that, a bit of researching on the internet came in handy.” 
“Thank you, Ben. It’s probably the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received.” I wrap my arms around him and hug him tightly. 
“I’m glad you like it,” he says softly as he kisses my hair. 
~o0o~ 
“Hey, did you get lost in there?” Ben calls out to me. 
“Keep your pants on,” I yell back from inside his private bathroom. 
“I was hoping to take them off,” he retorts. 
I look in the mirror and ignore him. He truly has a one-track mind. Staring at my reflection, I rake my fingers through my hair as it falls nicely over my shoulders in little waves. While I was packing my overnight bag, I packed my only true piece of lingerie, a black silk and lace long gown, on the chance that I’d end up here tonight. I had no other reason to pack it. I certainly wasn’t going to sleep in it at my parents’ house. 
I’ve never worn this before. I don’t know what possessed me to buy it in the first place… maybe for this moment. My breasts fill out the cups nicely. There’s a low back with criss-cross tie shoulder straps and a slit on the back with lace trim. I feel sexy and elegant in it. I’m not sure how Ben will react to this. Other than a push-up bra and thong, I’ve never dressed up. It’s always been straight to the point slutty sex, but tonight I want to look pretty for him. I hesitate before I open the door, closing my eyes and taking a deep cleansing breath, my stomach fluttering. I summon up my courage and turn the doorknob. 
Ben is placing the contents of his pockets on his nightstand when he turns around and looks at me, his gaze travels up and down my body. He blinks a few times as his mouth opens then closes. Slowly he walks over to me and stops inches away. “Wow,” he breathes as he shakes his head. “Wow.” 
I smile. “You like?” 
He cups my face in his hands, pressing his lips to mine, capturing my mouth with a hungry urgency. Our tongues warm and wet, entwined, probing each other’s mouths. I moan into his mouth, my body tingling, responding to him like it always does. “You look stunning,” he whispers in my ear, his teeth grazing across my earlobe, trailing feather-light kisses down my neck to my shoulder. “Wait here.” 
He flicks the switch to his bedroom lights off; a warm glow from the moonlight softly illuminates his bedroom. Then walks back over to his nightstand and picks up a remote. His iPod docking station lights up and John Legend’s “All of Me” plays through the speakers. A love song? Interesting choice. Is he trying to tell me something? No, I’m reading too much into this. It’s probably the first song on his shuffle. 
He strolls back over to me, his gaze intense. 
“Ben, what are…” 
He puts a finger over my lips “Shhh… Dance with me.” He holds out his hand. I place mine in his, slowly lacing our fingers together. 
He places his other hand around my waist as I rest my free hand on his shoulder. He pulls me closer to him as we leisurely sway to the music. 
He rubs his cheek against my hair, inhales deeply then kisses my hair. I close my eyes and relish this…the beautiful music, his body pressed against mine as we hold each other. This is the most intimate we’ve ever been and we’re still dressed. He turns his head slightly and gazes at me with a half smile. I tilt my head and smile back. 
This dance is our foreplay, the most beautiful and sensual foreplay I’ve ever experienced. I’ve never felt so close to Ben. Here, in his arms, exactly where I’m meant to be. 
He moves his hand away from my waist and slowly twirls me, eventually returning his hand back to my waist. There’s something about the way he’s looking at me. Something’s different. Maybe it’s a combination of the music and my nightgown, I don’t know. But I feel truly beautiful, like his beauty is reflecting onto me. 
I set my hand back on his shoulder as we face each other. He leans in toward me. Our eyes lock. My stomach flutters and goosebumps prickle up my arms. He hesitates then closes his eyes and brushes his lips lightly against mine. I close my eyes and feel him. Just feel him. 
Opening his hand, he unlaces our fingers, sliding his hand up my arm until both hands are around my waist. His touch is so light it tickles. I glide my hand up his chest and rest it on his shoulder. He tilts his head back slightly, like he’s searching for something then pulls me tightly to him. I wrap my hands tighter around him. We’re barely moving, just holding each other. It’s exquisite. 
He leans down and kisses me. A low moan comes from the back of his throat and I know he feels it too. Whatever this is between us right now, he feels it too. He breaks our kiss and holds me, gently rubbing his cheek against mine, lightly kissing my hair over and over. I close my eyes and try to collect myself as I feel tears threatening. I’m so overwhelmed and I don’t know why. It’s like all of my emotions are bubbling to the top. 
I realize that we’re not just dancing… it’s much more than that. 
He lets me go and takes a small step back. His hand glides down my back, over my silk nightgown as he caresses my backside, the cool feel of the silky fabric moves smoothly over my skin. I love the feel of his hands on me. He glides his hand back up, brushing lightly against my nightgown then slowly slides the thin straps to my nightgown down my shoulders. The black silk falls to the ground forming a small pile around my feet.  He stands captivated, admiring me as I stand naked in front of him. I blush at his appreciation. He lifts his hand and cups my breast, gently stroking his thumb across my hardened nipple. We gaze at each other longingly. I raise my hand to his shirt and one by one, slowly unbutton it, sliding each arm out of the sleeves until his shirt is on the floor. I’m eager to unwrap the rest of him. He grabs the bottom of his V neck, but I stop him. I want to undress him. He lets go, and I pull it over his head. 
My hands splay across his bare chest, touching the smooth muscle beneath his warm skin. He lifts his hand to my face, his index finger tracing my lips. I press a delicate kiss on his fingertip.  He glides his finger up to my cheek, caressing it as he slides down my neck, lazily skimming across the nape of my neck to my shoulder. 
He cups my face and kisses me, a long drugging kiss, passionately claiming my mouth, slowly, sensually. He breaks our kiss and nuzzles my neck, running a trail of feather-light kisses from my neck to the curve of my shoulder. 
I can’t take it anymore. I want all of him, everything he has to give, naked with nothing between us. I pull away and grab the waistline of his pants, unbuttoning the button and pulling down his zipper. I slide my hands inside his pants and run my fingers through his pubic hair, gently brushing over the dewy tip of his erection. He closes his eyes as a low groan escapes from the back of his throat. I know I’ve got him under my spell. I bend down to the floor and pull down his pants and boxer briefs until he steps out of them. 
He clasps both my hands and takes me to the edge of his bed. I lower myself on the bed, lying down, never breaking eye contact, as he joins me, lying next to me. He pulls me close to him, as our bodies melt into each other. This skin on skin contact is fueling my need for him. His hand trails down my side until he reaches my inner thigh. Gently he pushes my thighs apart, rubbing a finger between my swollen folds then plunging into my wetness. My back arches up, responding to his touch as I always do. My hips begin rocking up, swaying to his rhythm. I breathe in little gasps, as the sensation inside me is building, building, building. My body briefly stiffens, as uncontrollable contractions take over, wave after wave of glorious bliss. I moan, in helpless surrender. Surely this is heaven. 
I turn my head and look at him, my eyes full of grateful lust. He runs his nose across my jaw line, then kisses down to my breasts, taking each nipple in his mouth, sucking and teasing me with his tongue. He reaches over to his nightstand, grabbing a condom and rolls it on.  Slowly, he climbs on top of me, parting my legs wide with his. I gladly oblige, giving myself to him. Not just my body, but my soul. I am his and I will do anything for this man. He kisses me hard and passionately then stares deeply into my eyes, my unrestrained desire staring back at him. He knows he’s captured all of me. I want him like I’ve never wanted him before. I need this. I’ve missed this. 
He pulls one of my knees up and in one long slow motion, plunges deep inside me, joining his body to mine. My hips arch up against him.  He begins to really move, thrusting in a slow calculating rhythm, rotating his hips. This isn’t our usual hard punishing pounding. This is slow and deliberate. He’s taking his time, sensually grinding his body into mine. We move together like we’re one, the way only lovers can do. 
His hand tenses around my leg and I know he’s there. I press up to meet his thrusts. He calls out my name as I feel his shattering release. He leans on his forearms as he looks down at me, gazing deep in my eyes, like he’s looking into my soul. His expression is warm, tender. We say nothing. We don’t need to. Our eyes say everything… and it takes my breath away. He smiles, rubbing his nose against mine. He sweetly kisses my lips and moves next to me, catching his breath as we collapse in our afterglow. 
He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight. 
I know in this moment, that for the first time, we did not just have sex. This was cherishing, tender, meaningful.  This was more. For the first time, we made love. 
And it was beautiful. 
~o0o~ 
I lie on my side and watch Ben sleep; his chest peacefully rising and falling. I think back to our lovemaking and smile. I would have never believed I’d end up here, feeling so content and happy. I don’t remember the last time I felt so complete. I reflect on our times together, fighting our attraction, and then finally giving in to it. The laughs we’ve had, things we’ve shared. I think about the things my mom said to me before we left New Jersey and all the lectures from Allie. I know they saw my truth before I did. 
I lie on my back, facing the ceiling and close my eyes. Warm tears stream down my face as I realize I can no longer lie to myself. 
I love him.



Chapter 16
I spent the entire night watching Ben sleep and trying to figure out what to do about my epiphany. He looks so peaceful and I’m a bundle of nerves. Why didn’t I see this happening? Why didn’t I stop it? How could I be so blind to something that was clearly right in front of me? 
I love him. Damn. What am I supposed to do about this? I think I’m going to throw up. I know it’s too late now. Once I finally admitted my true feelings to myself, I realize I’m in deep. 
Shit. 
I sneak out of bed, careful not to wake Ben, find my black silk nightgown still in a pile on the floor where we left it last night and slip it on. Quietly, I walk into the living room and sit on the couch, my back leaning against the arm rest with my legs spread across, staring out the window into the darkness of the night. What am I going to do? This is going to ruin everything.  Should I ignore my feelings? Pretend I don’t love him. We’ll go on status quo. Things will remain the same, good, perfect… because if he knows, he might end this. 
Oh, who am I kidding? I can’t conceal this information. How can I possibly hide it? He’s going to figure it out and then he’s going to leave me. What have I done?  
This is his fault. He should have warned me he was so easy to love. If I knew, I never would have agreed to this arrangement. Somehow he found the chink in my armor and ripped it open. I know there’s no turning back for me. 
I’m going to lose him. 
Then again…. 
Maybe he feels the same. I wasn’t expecting this, maybe he wasn’t either. I know we didn’t just have sex last night, I know it. I felt it, surely he felt it too. He had to. I didn’t imagine the shift from sex to lovemaking. It was real. In that moment, we were real. That kind of connection can’t possibly be one sided. 
Maybe he’ll fall to his knees and pledge his undying love to me, ask me to move in... No, it’s too soon for that. Maybe he’ll be relieved that we can finally be honest with each other, we can embrace our feelings, without fear. He’ll hold me tight and tell me over and over how much he loves me too, he can’t live without me. 
Or he’ll go. 
I’m feeling sicker by the minute as I watch the sun rise. It’s tomorrow and I don’t know what to do. If I’m honest with him, will it be our new beginning or the beginning of the end for us? I’m terrified to find out the answer. 
Feather-light kisses tickle behind my ear and I stiffen. “I missed you,” he murmurs, pushing my hair to the side. “Why are you out here?” 
“I, I couldn’t sleep…I didn’t want to wake you,” I stutter, straightening up my posture on the couch. 
“Next time wake me.” He lightly kisses down my neck and around my shoulder, his stubble rubbing against my skin. “I could have tired you out more.” 
“HmmMmm.” I nod stiffly. 
“Come back to bed.” His teeth graze my earlobe. I close my eyes and feel him. He said he missed me. Maybe there’s hope. Then again, he was referring to sex. Always sex. Only sex. I’m so confused. 
“I’m comfortable here,” I lie. 
“Watching the sunrise?” 
“Um, yes.” I know I’m buying time, but if I go back to bed with him, we’re going to make love and I know I’m going to blurt it out. How can I not, now that I know? 
“Okay, I’ll watch it with you. Let me get behind you.” I move forward as Ben sits down behind me, with one leg bent up on the couch and the other on the floor. I scoot back close to him, as he wraps his arms around me and kisses the back of my head. My heart aches as I lean back, enveloped in a love I can no longer deny. 
We watch silently as the sun paints the sky from dark blue to beautiful pinks, oranges and reds. I already miss the darkness, where I could stay hidden from my truth and the consequences that will follow it. The more brilliant the sky, the deeper my fears. 
“I haven’t watched a sunrise in years,” Ben muses. “It’s like a fresh start. It’s here everyday, yet we never take the time to appreciate the simple miracle that it is.” He kisses the back of my head. “Thank you, Julia. Sometimes I forget how beautiful a new beginning can be.” He tightens his arms around me. I cross my arms over his, holding him close to me. 
I’m fighting the tears that are threatening to fall. Are we the sunrise... the beautiful new beginning Ben spoke of? Or the sunset… the darkness that follows the end of the day? I wish I knew. 
Ben lifts my hand and brings it to his mouth, pressing his lips against it. “Would you like to go back to my bedroom?” he murmurs. 
My pulse races as I go into panic mode. My body and my heart desperately want that connection to him while my mind is full of fear. “I, err,” I stammer. 
“Ah, I get it. Your stomach is trumping me again isn’t it?” he asks, with a hint of humor in his voice. 
“Um…yes,” I answer softly. The last thing on my mind is eating, but it’ll buy me time to think some more. 
“Well then. Let’s get you fed.” 
~o0o~ 
“Here you go. Artery clogging fat-laden real bacon and scrambled eggs made especially for the very beautiful Julia ‘My Stomach Comes before Ben comes’ Conti,” Ben jokes as he places our breakfast plates on the kitchen table. He bought real bacon… just for me. 
I wish he’d stop being so damned charming. Now that the love gate has opened, everything he does is going to make me fall harder. 
“Thank you.” I sit down at the table playing with my food. I have no appetite. What should be a happy discovery is making me miserable. The uncertainty is making me miserable.  I don’t know how to be around him. 
“Something wrong with your breakfast?” 
“No, it’s fine.” I lift a tiny forkful of eggs and put it in my mouth. 
“You’ve been moving your eggs from one side of the plate to the other for the past five minutes. And you haven’t touched the bacon. What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing is wrong.” I feel a lump forming in my throat. 
“Julia, there’s obviously something bothering you. You look like you lost your best friend.” 
I think I’m about to. 
“I’m fine Ben, really,” I assure him. 
He cocks his head, studying me. He knows I’m lying. “Is it something I did?” Yeah, you made me fall in love with you. “Talk to me.” 
Do I come clean? Sooner or later, I’m going to have to. If I ignore it, I’ll only get in deeper. I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to tell you,” I say quietly. 
“Why?” He frowns. 
“It will change things.” My nerves are raw; I hug myself in an effort to calm them. 
“Change what things?” He drops his fork down on his plate focusing all his attention to me. 
“Things between us.” My voice, shaky. 
“You’re not making any sense. What could possibly change about us?” 
“The way you feel about this.” I wave my finger between the two of us. “The way you feel about me.” 
“Julia, you’re not making any sense. Just tell me what’s on your mind.” 
“I…I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I stammer, looking down at my hands wringing my wrists. 
“You’re seeing someone else?” He actually looks a little hurt. Maybe he does feel the same. 
“What?” I shake my head. “No, it’s nothing like that.” 
“Good, so what is it?” he asks, looking noticeably relieved. 
“Please don’t make me say it,” I beg. 
“What the fuck happened between last night and this morning? Tell me. What?” I’ve never seen Ben so irritated; I know he’s losing his patience with me. 
I take a deep breath, gathering up all of my courage. I stand from my chair and walk over to him, crouching down to his level. He looks at me, confused and tense. I lift my hand and caress his cheek, looking for this one last connection before my world changes. 
“I love you,” I whisper as all the air in my lungs evaporates. 
No reaction. Nothing. His silence speaks volumes. He stares at me or through me. I’m not sure if he can see me at all. He looks completely dumbfounded. Stunned. Is my confession so horrific that it’s rendered him speechless? 
“Say something…” I whisper, breathlessly. The walls that I’ve built around me come crashing down, brick by brick until they’re dust on the ground. I’m standing in front of him with nothing to protect me, completely vulnerable to his reaction. 
After what feels like a lifetime, he finally finds his voice. “I don’t understand. I thought we were on the same page.” 
“We were.” 
“I...I don’t understand,” he stutters. 
“It changed for me. I didn’t plan it. It just happened.” I grab his hands and hold them. 
“Julia… What are you telling me?” He looks utterly lost. 
“I want something long term. Something that may be more than a casual fling. Do you love me Ben? Maybe just a little?” I ask, hopeful. 
He pales as he looks to the ground and says nothing. I let go of his hands. 
“Okay, maybe you don’t love me now. Could you love me someday?” I ask softly, my voice cracking, mirroring my heart. 
“Julia, it’s complicated.” 
“No. It’s quite simple, really. Don’t you feel it? It can’t just be me. Surely you feel it too?” I sound desperate, but I don’t care. “Ben, tell me you feel it. I know I didn’t imagine it last night. Tell me. Please,” I plead. 
“I care for you. But I….” He sighs, staring down at his feet, his shoulders slumped. 
“But you don’t love me,” I whisper, finishing his thought. “Do you think this thing between us could ever be anything more than a fling?” 
“This was never meant to be…” He hesitates. I know he was going to say permanent. “We talked about this in the beginning. I thought you felt the same way.” He looks down to the floor then back at me with a look I’m not sure how to describe... pity? 
“I see.” I shake my head. I’m suddenly dizzy; the apartment walls feel like they’re closing in on me. Sometimes the truth is heartbreaking, but it doesn’t stop it from being the truth. 
 Reluctantly, I realize what I have to do. This will never work, not anymore. I can’t pretend I don’t love him now that I know. It’s like trying to fit two puzzle pieces together that don’t want to fit. Breaking up with this man I love is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. But I know it’s what I have to do. I’ll never be anything more to him but a good time. It’s all so clear to me. 
I stand and walk back to Ben’s bedroom, saying nothing. He stays, paralyzed in his seat, looking completely bewildered. I step into his bathroom to find anything I may have left there. There’s nothing. No box of my tampons under his bathroom sink or toothbrush in his toothbrush holder. No signs of me...no signs of us... anywhere. Sex. It’s just sex. That’s all it ever was. He told me. Allie told me. My heart didn’t listen. I walk back in his bedroom and take my clothes out of my overnight bag. 
“What are you doing?” 
I look up and see Ben, looking like someone just punched him in the gut, leaning on the door frame to his bedroom. 
“I’m getting dressed then I’m going home,” I tell him as I pull my panties up under my nightgown. 
“Don’t go.” 
I turn around and face the wall, pulling off my nightgown and snap my bra on. I don’t want him to see my naked body. “I can’t stay here,” I say as I pull my emerald dress down over my head. “I let my guard down and fell in love. I’m sorry. I know I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you. I’m sorry.” 
“Please stop.” 
“I don’t want our contact to only be about sex. I want to call you because I miss you… or you miss me. I want to make plans to stroll through Central Park, or cuddle on the couch and watch some stupid reality TV show that I love and you hate, but you watch it anyway, just to be with me. That’s what I want. I want you. I want all of you and I want you to want all of me, even the parts that are boring.” 
“Julia, I don’t want to lose you.” 
I inhale a sharp breath and shake my head. “You never really had me, not all of me anyway. You only had parts of me. The parts I was allowed to show. I realize now that I had to hide the rest.” 
“What did you hide?” 
“My love for you. I hid it from both of us. I know in my heart that I can’t continue like this…us, this way. Everything I thought I didn’t want when we started this, I’ve discovered I do. I love you. And I know you like me, but that’s not enough. I want the strings, the obligations. I want your heart. I want you to love me the way I love you. If you don’t have that to give, I have to move on. I can’t pine for you in hopes that one day you’ll change your mind. I can’t live my life in limbo waiting on you if you don’t have anything to give back.” Images of Cam-eel flash into my mind, the girl who still pines for him. I quickly dismiss her. “Do you have anything to say?” 
“Julia…I…uh…” He exhales a long breath, places his hand on his forehead and shakes his head. 
“That’s what I thought. I’m going to go,” I say sadly. 
“I don’t want you to go.” 
“There’s nothing here for me.” 
“I’m here.” 
“Only part of you. I want the rest and you can’t give it. If you didn’t want my body anymore, I could live with that. But what you don’t want is my heart, and I can’t live with that. I should have known. I should have stopped myself.” I pause to catch my breath. “I was there… at the marathon the day you ran. I was there.” 
“Why didn’t you say anything?” He jerks his head back slightly, staring at me incredulously. 
“Because it meant I’d have to admit my true feelings to myself. The funny thing is, after you ran that marathon, I thought you could do anything. I was wrong. I just found the one thing you can’t do.” I swallow hard. “Love me.” 
I zip up my overnight bag and walk out of his bedroom.  Ben follows closely behind. As I reach the door, he stands in front of it. 
“No Julia, wait,” he begs, panic stricken. 
“Wait for what? There’s nothing here for me. I’m just another one of your many fuck buddies. That may be enough for you, but it’s not enough for me. Not anymore.” 
“You’re not just a fuck buddy. Don’t say that.” 
“I know we agreed to keep things casual. I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I don’t want to be your booty call anymore, your good time girl. This thing between us, it’s more to me now. I can’t help the way I feel. If it isn’t the way you feel, let’s just cut our losses and I’ll go. I need more than casual from you. Judging by your expression and lack of words, it’s clear you can’t give that to me.  You’ve always been honest. I can’t fault you. I’m the one who broke our rule. I’m sorry,” I sniffle, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “I feel like such an idiot, apologizing for loving you.” 
“Please don’t apologize.” 
“We’re two different types of people. You buy a flower, wait for it to wilt and die, then just replace it with a different flower. I buy a flower, nurture it and watch it grow.” 
“You want a flower?” 
“No, Ben. I want the whole damn garden.” I’m going to completely crumble if I don’t get out of here. I need to leave. “Please move out of the way.” 
“Let me take you home,” he says quietly. 
“That won’t be necessary, I can get myself home.” 
“Julia, please. Can’t we stay…” He pauses, searching for the word, “friends?” 
 I shake my head. “I can’t be your friend,” I say sorrowfully. “This isn’t your fault. It’s mine.” I reach my hand up and caress his cheek. He inhales deeply as tears roll down my cheek. “Please don’t call me anymore.” 
He closes his eyes, hanging his head as he nods. “Can I kiss you goodbye?” he asks, his voice low and serious. 
Although I know this may kill me, I need to feel this one last connection. I nod looking down at the floor as I feel tiny pieces of my broken heart shattering inside me. Pain is all I feel, complete and utter heartache and pain. He tilts my chin up with his index finger and gazes at me, with a profound sadness in his eyes. His thumb gently skims across my bottom lip. He leans in and sweetly kisses my lips. I pour every ounce of love I feel for this beautiful man in this one sweet kiss, knowing I will never have this again. He gently strokes my cheek, wiping away my falling tears. 
“Goodbye Ben,” I whisper, barely able to get the words out as I take a step back. 
“Julia,” he says softly, looking as somber and heartbroken as I feel. He moves to the side of the door opening it for me. I walk past him toward the elevator down the hall, as he watches me from his doorway. As the elevator doors open, I take one last glance back at him, he smiles wistfully. I turn and walk into the elevator. 
As the doors close, I lean against the wall, dropping my overnight bag, and slowly sink down to the elevator floor. 
~o0o~ 
I rush home. I’m completely dazed during the subway ride back to my apartment, staring straight ahead, slowly dying on the inside. 
I’m glad the apartment is empty. I don’t want to talk. How am I going to face Allie? What am I going to tell my mom? She was wrong about Ben. He had no plans to stick around. And my dad? He liked Ben. 
Failure, humiliation, shame, and pain, every molecule in my body is racked with unrelenting grief. 
I open the apartment door, dropping my coat and overnight bag on the floor and run into my bedroom, closing the door behind me. I’ve held myself together so well up until now, but I can’t anymore. 
My head is pounding as a raw howl escapes me, coming from deep down in the depths of my soul. I sob uncontrollably into my hands. I really fucking left him. 
I stare at my bedroom door, hoping it’ll open and he’ll burst in, begging for my forgiveness, explaining how he followed me the second I left. He loves me. He’s loved me for a long time. But here I am, alone in my room. Lost and empty. 
Sinking to the floor, I lean my back up against my bed and try to catch my breath.  I left him. I love him and he doesn’t love me. He never will. How am I going to get through this? How? The pain has numbed me. I feel nothing. Nothing. 
I’m so tired. Just tired. I want to sleep. Just sleep and never wake up from the nightmare that’s unfolded in the past hour. 
Inhaling long deep gasps of air, I try to relax and steady my breathing. In and out, deep and slow. Eventually, my breathing quiets and I close my eyes, placing my hand over my heart. I sit still in silence, as I concentrate on the feel of my heart beating in my chest… Thump-thump, thump-thump, to remind myself that although I feel dead inside, I’m still alive.



Chapter 17 
Allie walks into the living room wearing a tight, short royal blue strapless sequined dress with a sweetheart neckline. Her hair is clipped back with two floral shaped rhinestone hair clips to the side. 
“You look pretty,” I say softly. 
“Thanks, I was looking for a dress that matched the Times Square crystal ball.” 
“You succeeded. Seriously, you look gorgeous.”
She smiles politely. “Jules, come out with us tonight. It’ll just be a few of my work friends. You know most of them anyway. It’s New Years Eve. You might feel better if you get out of the apartment.” 
“Thanks, but I don’t feel much like celebrating. I’m going to stay here.” 
“I’ll cancel my plans and keep you company.” 
“Thanks, but please don’t. I just want to sleep. Go out. Have a good time,” I insist. 
“We’ll have a good time together, just you and me.” 
“I’m not much company. Please go. I’ll feel worse if you change your plans. Go.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.” No.

“All right, I’ll have my cell phone with me at all times. Call me if you need me. Meet us if you change your mind. I’m worried about you.” 
“Thanks. Have a good time. I’ll be fine.” I’m far from fine.

“Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.” After bundling up her coat, she grabs her purse, hesitating for a moment then opens the door, taking one quick glance back at me. 
“Go, go.” I wave her away. 
She nods slowly, blows me a kiss and leaves, quietly closing the door. 
~o0o~ 
After tossing and turning for the past hour and a half, I give up. I can’t sleep. My brain won’t shut down. My thoughts are running all over the place. I want to turn it off. I want to just lie still, but it’s not happening. 
They say that God only gives you as much as you can handle. I think maybe God was wrong on this one. I can’t handle this hollow feeling anymore. I’m just so sad. So very sad. When I look in the mirror I see me, but I don’t feel like me. It’s like the stories you hear about patients who die on the operating table and look down on the medical team trying to revive them. That’s how I feel, like my body and soul disconnected. I’m lying on the table dying and my soul has already left. 
When I think I can’t possibly shed another tear, I cry. Every time I remind myself of my resilience, I got over Mikehole and I’ll get over Ben, my heart reminds me this was different. How I feel about Ben, what we were…Well, what I hoped we could have been, was different. I love him. I really truly to the depths of my being love him and it’ll never be returned. I sound like a sap, but it’s the truth… it’s my truth. 
This is worse than Mikehole cheating on me. He showed his true colors. He’s not a real man. He’s nothing but a selfish coward, only capable of loving himself. Ben, on the other hand, is everything he said he was…what he omitted was that he’s giving, kind, funny, warm and loving. He has plenty of love to give. I’ve seen it. He freely gives it to his family; though a few of them don’t deserve it …he just has none to give to me. 
He doesn’t want my love. And I can’t give him anything less. Not anymore. 
I walk into the living room and sit alone on the couch watching the crowds in Times Square on television. The TV camera pans up to the crystal ball waiting to drop to welcome in the New Year. The revelers look so happy and drunk, couples in love, kissing when the camera points to them. The more I watch, the more my heart breaks. 
I pick up my cell phone that’s sitting on the coffee table. I always keep it nearby. Just in case… 
I brush my fingers against the screen and it lights up. Maybe I should send him a text wishing him a Happy New Year. Maybe when he sees my name on his cell phone, he’ll miss me and we can start over. No, no, no. There’s no turning back from this. We want different things. He made that clear. I place the phone back down on the coffee table. 
I glance at the clock on our cable box and notice it’s five minutes to midnight. I don’t want to watch the New Year ring in all alone. It’s too depressing, even for me. I reach across the couch to find the television remote control when I hear the front door burst open. I drop the remote and turn my head toward the door. Allie walks in alone, looking winded, her coat wide open, still wearing her sparkly blue cocktail dress. She throws her coat on the floor and walks toward me. 
Saying nothing, she sits down on the couch next to me and holds my hand, staring straight at the television. We sit silently for the next five minutes as we watch the seconds to the New Year count down. Midnight strikes and the ball drops. The crowd is going wild, confetti pouring down on to the city streets, couples kiss, Auld Lang Syne plays over the cheers. Allie squeezes my hand tightly, smiling sympathetically, and I realize she didn’t want me to be alone at midnight. 
This simple act of friendship is all it takes for me to breakdown. I crumble into her arms, sobbing as she embraces me, silently rocking me back and forth until I’m cried out. 
~o0o~ 
It’s been a week and the pain in the pit of my stomach has not lessened at all. I didn’t think it was possible, but it’s worse. I have to move on. I just have to. I can’t keep torturing myself. 
I want to hate him, I really do. It would be so much easier if I did. But I can’t, not really. He was always clear about what he wanted.  I’m the one who changed, broke our one rule. He said casual and he meant it. I continued to fool myself into thinking that’s all I wanted too. But the simple truth is…I love him…and he doesn’t love me. 
Work has been my only solace. Vivian has been really good about my moping around, going easy on my workload. I’m sure she knows something happened. Pain is written all over my face. 
“Are you all right Julia?” she asks in a soothing tone. 
“I’m fine. Thanks.” 
She hesitates for a moment, a very un-Vivian move, softening the usual business facade she wears in the office. “If you ever feel the need to talk, you know about work…” She pauses briefly peeking over her glasses, “or whatever, I’m a very good listener.” 
“Thanks, I’m good.” I’m sure Vivian has better things to do than get sucked into my personal drama. “I think I’m done for the day. Is there anything else you need?” 
“No, Julia. Go home. Please relax this weekend. If you need me… for anything, I’m a phone call away.” 
“Thank you. I will.” 
I walk over to the elevators and catch a glimpse of myself in the stainless steel doors. Even through this distorted view I can clearly see that I look horrible. And what’s worse is I just don’t care. 
I’m not ready to go home. I need to walk, to think. I stroll mindlessly through midtown Manhattan, nearly walking into a stop sign. I’m so lost, just lost. The city is bustling with people leaving work, probably going home to their significant others. It’s amazing how you can be smack dab in the middle of a city buzzing with millions of people and feel so alone. 
The glare of a shiny object on the sidewalk catches my attention. I look down and see a quarter. Dutifully, I bend down and pick it up, looking at the date and markings. It’s nothing special. Just another quarter, like I was just another girl. I shove it in my coat pocket and continue walking. 
The chill in the air has finally gotten to me. I need to get home and hide out in my bedroom. 
As I’m walking toward the subway, I reach Emilio’s Café. I can’t help but feel a sense of melancholy. This is where we shared a pitcher of sangria and the rest was history. It’s bittersweet. I wonder if he misses me, maybe a little, like I miss him. I stop and peek in the front window. It’s just like I remember it, a little slice of Barcelona. There are a few people lurking around the hostess’ desk waiting to be seated and the bar is crowded with patrons getting their weekend started.  Everyone is laughing and look like they haven’t a care in the world. It
must be nice to feel that way. 
I wonder if I’ll ever feel that way again. Right now, I can’t see it happening for me. I’m stuck with this feeling of loss for what never was. This dark cloud feels like it will loom over me forever. 
My eyes widen, as I recognize a familiar face. That bitch Cam-eel is sitting at the bar with a man. Her arm casually stretched across the chairs, her hand resting on his shoulder. His back is to me, but I’d know that back anywhere. And my heart sinks. 
It’s Ben. 
For a moment, I feel the contents of my stomach threaten to come up. I hold my hand to my mouth and recover. He’s brought her to our place. How could I be so gullible? “Our place” was just a line…. pillow talk. And I fell for it. 
They look very chummy and deep in conversation. She briefly looks up. Our eyes lock as she cocks her head slightly, her brow arching. She subtly lifts her wine glass up to me as she smirks slyly in my direction. Then she looks back at Ben and leans in close to him, whispering something in his ear while slowly rubbing her hand back and forth on his shoulder. He hasn’t turned around to see me, so I know she hasn’t divulged I’m here, gawking at them like a lovesick stalker. It appears they are having a very intimate conversation. It’s apparent to me that Ben is back to his original fuck buddy. 
I’m sure Elizabitch will be thrilled. 
My heart sinks. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess my heart is lying dead on the sidewalk below me. 
It’s always going to be her. He sees her as someone he needs in his life. They screw around when the mood strikes and confide in each other. His family sees her as his great match. I can’t compete with that. The fact is I never stood a chance. 
I’ve seen enough. I rush to the subway station, fighting the tears, repeating my mantra. 
Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. 
~o0o~ 
Somehow I find the strength to hold myself together during the subway ride and walk to my apartment. I open the door, throw my coat on the floor, and run for the bathroom. 
I fall to the floor, dry heaving over the toilet. Holding in these emotions is too much for my body to take. After a while of hugging the toilet, I stand and walk over to the sink. I look at myself in the mirror. 
“Stupid!” I yell at my mirror image. 
I sink to the floor and sob into my hands, my body heaving, wallowing in my emptiness and the realization that I lost at love. I need to get out of here. I dab my tears on my shirt’s sleeve and get off the floor. Standing in front of the bathroom sink, I throw some cold water on my face. I look at the reflection staring back at me. My eyes have dark circles under them and I’m pale. I look like hell. I’m a complete mess. A cold splash of water can’t mask my red swollen eyes. 
When I open the bathroom door, Allie is standing on the other side. She opens her mouth to say something. I immediately hold up my hand to stop her. 
“Not now, Allie. I don’t want to talk about it.” I wipe my runny nose with the back of my hand. 
“Okay. I’m here if you need me,” she says softly. 
“I know. Thanks,” I choke out while running to my bedroom, closing the door behind me. 
I change into my Christmas flannel pajamas. Even a simple pair of pajamas makes me think of him. There’s nothing I can do to escape him. I collapse on my bed, my arms wrapped around my bended knees, weeping. Why did I think I could do this? I know I’m not a casual relationship girl. I’m such a fucking fool. I did this to myself. I put myself here. This is my fault. 
There’s a light knock on my bedroom door. 
“Julia, can I come in? I made some soup.” 
“Yeah, come in.” I sniff, wiping my tears away with the back of my hand. 
Allie walks in holding a tray with a bowl of soup and a few Saltine crackers on it. 
“Please eat something before you die from malnutrition,” she pleads. 
I straighten myself up on the bed as she places the tray over my lap. I look down at the bowl. It’s chicken noodle soup. My mom used to make this when we were kids. There’s a feeling of comfort just from the aroma. I sip a spoonful. 
“You opened the can and heated the soup very well. Thank you,” I say. 
“I’m glad you still have your sense of humor.” 
“Barely,” I mutter. 
“Would you like some company? I can sit with you.” 
“Sure. Thanks.” 
We sit quietly while I finish my soup and crackers. 
“That’s much better,” Allie says as she moves the tray off my lap. She sits on the edge of my bed beside me, playing with my hair like my mom used to do when we’d talk. 
“Do you want to tell me what happened since this morning? You looked very upset coming out of the bathroom.” 
My shoulders slump and I sigh. “I saw him. He was in a bar with that Camille bitch hanging all over him. He’s gone back to her.” 
“Maybe they were just talking.” 
“She was all over him. She saw me. I was glued to my spot, just staring at them through a window. I felt like such an idiot.” 
“Ben didn’t say anything to you?” 
“He didn’t see me. Her victorious smirk was all I needed to read the writing on the wall. He’s already replaced me. He’s gone back to his original fuck buddy. That’s all I ever was to him, just another girl to fuck. He told me. You told me. I just didn’t listen.” 
“Are you sure they’re together?” she asks. 
I nod as the tears roll down my cheeks. Allie hands me a tissue from the box on my nightstand. I wipe my tears and nose, and throw the crumbled tissue on the giant pile of used tissues on the side of my nightstand. 
“It’s just…” She stops her thought. 
“What?” I sniffle out. 
“Nothing.” She shakes her head. 
“Allie, now isn’t the time to hold back. Say what you have to say.” 
“I’ve seen the two of you together. I saw the way he looked at you. He was totally into you.” 
“Yeah, for sex,” I counter. 
“It was more than sex. There’s no doubt in my mind. Maybe you misunderstood what you saw. He told you they were friends. Maybe what you saw was just old friends meeting up for a drink.” 
“I know what I saw Allie. She was practically in his lap. I have no doubt they are back on.” 
“Awe Jules, I’m sorry,” she says as she smoothes out my hair. 
I close my eyes. I know I can’t hold it back anymore. Tears stream down my face and I lose it again. I turn my face into Allie’s shoulder and sob. 
“Shhh…it’s going to be okay,” Allie whispers as she glides her hand up and down my back, holding me, rocking me back and forth. 
I lift my head out of her shoulder and look at her. It doesn’t feel like it’s ever going to be okay. 
“You warned me. I just didn’t listen. What’s wrong with me? Michael cheated on me. Ben never wanted me for more than just sex.” 
“Look at me.” She looks directly into my eyes. “There is nothing wrong with you. You have the biggest heart of anyone I know. Michael is a selfish asshole. He never deserved you. And Ben…” She shakes her head. 
“Why doesn’t he love me?” I whisper mournfully, my eyes brimming with tears.  
She tucks the hair that’s sticking to my tear stained face behind my ears and sighs. 
“Julia, I’m not convinced he doesn’t.” 
“He doesn’t. He had his chance to tell me. I asked him, point blank and he balked.” 
“Maybe he’s afraid.” 
“Afraid? Afraid of what?” 
“His feelings about you. Commitment. You said he’s only had casual relationships. From what I saw, there was nothing about your relationship that was casual.” 
“Relationship? We didn’t have a relationship. We were nothing. I was fooling myself.” I weep, shaking my head. 
“Don’t listen to his words, look at his actions. Actions tell the truth. I’ve seen the way he looks at you...the guy couldn’t take his eyes off of you. He introduced you to his family. Hell, he met yours. He went out of his way to buy you chestnuts and got you that stupid elephant. That had to be nearly impossible to find. He didn’t treat you like just a fuck buddy.” 
“That’s where you’re wrong. When I told him I loved him, he backed off so fast.” I hold my hand over my mouth, unsuccessfully holding in my emotions. “He treated me exactly like a fuck buddy.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She shrugs. 
“Maybe I wasn’t worth his heart.” 
“Maybe he’s not worth yours,” she retorts. “It’s going to be okay, you know. It will.” 
“When?” 
“Someday. Just give yourself some time. Someday you’ll find someone who loves you the way you deserve to be loved.” 
“But I want him,” I whisper, my bottom lip quivers. 
“I know. I’m sorry.” She wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly. 
“There’s got to be something about him you don’t like.” 
“Other than the fact that he rejected me, is screwing around with his recycled fuck buddy, the Ice Queen, a.k.a. his sister’s bitch twin… Oh and he pulverized my heart?” I hesitate and look up the ceiling, thinking. “Well, his real name is Leonard,” I deadpan. 
“First of all…impressive title for the bitch.” She chuckles. “Secondly, Leonard? He just dropped five degrees on the hot scale.” 
“I thought that too, but it’s kind of sweet. It was his grandfather’s name. Can we talk about something else? Talking about him exhausts me.” 
“Sure. Boys are icky anyway. How about I open a bottle of wine and we get ourselves drunk.” 
“That’s the best offer I’ve had all week.” 
Allie leaves my bedroom with the tray. After a few minutes, she comes back, wearing her own pair of flannel pajamas, holding two glasses, a bottle of wine, and a familiar white box with thin red string wrapped around it. I know it immediately. 
“You bought cupcakes for me?” I ask, my lip quivering. 
“I did,” she says proudly. “Hey, what’s wrong? Since when do cupcakes upset you? These were supposed to make you feel better.” 
“They do. I just know how long the lines are at Clara’s. And I know how much you hate lines. You did it anyway, just to make me feel better.” 
“Of course.” She shrugs. 
“Allie?” 
“Mmm?” she hums as she pours the wine in our glasses. 
“Thank you.” 
“For what?” 
“For listening to me. For the cupcakes. For everything.” 
“Pfffttt. That’s what best friends do. Jules, no matter what...I will always have your back. No man will ever break us.” 
“I love you, Al.” 
She hands a wine glass to me. “I love you too. Cheers.” 
We clink our glasses and drink. 
“Allie?” 
“Mmm?” she hums, tilting her head to the side. 
“You know I’m going to eat all the cupcakes in that box tonight.” My eyes flit to the box of what I know is half a dozen delicious cakey treats. 
“Yeah, I know.” She winks and raises her wine glass. “They’re all yours.” 
My broken heart may be shattered into a million tiny pieces, but I know I’ll always have Allie to help pick them up. 
~o0o~ 
Monday has snuck up on me once again. It’s time to suck it up and rejoin the living. I’m glad it’s a work day; it’ll be a pleasant distraction from my personal life’s turmoil. This will be the first time since Friday night that I’ve worn anything but flannel pajamas. 
I go through all the motions of a workday morning, barely paying attention to anything I’m doing. It’s so mechanical to me at this point.  After a quick subway ride to midtown, I walk toward my building. I see Emilio’s Café coming up, and although I know it’s closed this early in the morning, I cross the street to avoid passing it. I don’t want to relive the painful memory of that bitch wrapped around him. 
I hate that I miss him. I hate that I can’t get him out of my head no matter how hard I try. 
At work, Vivian has asked me a few times if everything was okay. I know she cares about me, more than just a boss/employee relationship and I appreciate it. I don’t want to crumble at work. I need to stay focused and professional. 
“Vivian, I emailed my edits to Jennifer White. Are there any other notes you need me to forward?” 
“No. I can forward the rest. I have the files.” She clears her throat. “Is everything all right? I don’t mean to pry, but you seem a little preoccupied.” 
“Uh…everything is fine. I must be coming down with a cold or something,” I lie. 
My work load has been pretty light for a Monday. I suspect Vivian is still handling me with kid gloves until I pull myself back together. 
It’s three in the afternoon when Vivian calls me into her office. 
“Julia, I have a meeting with an author at four. It’s a pretty slow day. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off and go home early. Get some rest... you know, since you’re not feeling well.” 
Normally I’d argue the point and insist on staying. I always want to be professional, despite anything going on in my private life. But the truth is, I’m mentally exhausted and take the gift she’s given me. I’m pretty sure she knows I’m lying, but I play along. 
“Thanks Vivian. If you’re sure it’s not a problem, I think I will.” 
Before I leave the office for the day, I take a quick look at Vivian’s schedule on my computer screen to see who she’s meeting and it becomes clear to me why she wants me gone. One Mr. Ben Martin is her four o’clock. The appointment was set up before we imploded. I forgot all about it. I guess we weren’t fooling anyone. Vivian obviously put two and two together and figured out that Ben and I had a thing and he is the reason for the black cloud hanging over my head. 
I don’t want to bump into him. I know eventually I’ll have no choice and I’ll have to see him professionally again, but I’m not ready for that today. I quickly pack up my stuff and leave. 
The elevator door opens and I step in, pressing the lobby button. 
“Leaving early today?” 
I turn and see Jake, the office leech, at the back of the elevator. How did I miss him? 
“Uh…yes.” 
“Early date with that guy?” I know he’s referring to Ben, as we lead him to believe Ben was my boyfriend. 
“Um, no.” I answer flatly, staring straight ahead. 
“You’re not seeing him anymore?” Jake is nothing, if not tenacious. 
“No.” I stare at the lit up panel of floor numbers. Are all the elevators in New York this slow or just the elevators I use? 
“Well, I can leave early too. I’ll buy you a drink …or we could just skip it and go straight for the good stuff at my place,” he says smoothly as he wiggles his brows suggestively. He really thinks he’s got game. Amazing how clueless he is. Then again, maybe I should take Jake up on a drink and… 
My God, what is this lunacy I’m entertaining? Me and Jake? I’m more messed up than I thought. 
I think I just hit rock bottom. 
~o0o~ 
Tuesday comes and my curiosity is piqued. I wonder if Vivian will give me any clues about her meeting with Ben or if she’ll spare the gory details and stop my heart from breaking even more. I bet he looked good. He always looks good. He probably wore one of those turtlenecks he looks so hot in. I wonder if his Benessence is still wafting in the office. 
I arrive at work and see Vivian already sitting at her desk with her office door open. 
“Good morning, Julia,” Vivian calls out from her office. 
“Good morning. You’re here early.” I walk into her office and stand behind the two chairs facing her desk. 
“Yes, I’m catching up on some work. My four o’clock meeting yesterday went a little long. It appeared as though my author was purposely stretching it out, perhaps in hopes of maybe bumping into someone?” She peeks over her glasses, lifting a brow. 
I’m not biting. 
I rest my hand on the top of one of the chairs. I wonder if this is the chair he sat on. I glide my hand across the top, just to feel close to him. “I’m sorry it ran so long. Would you like a coffee? I’m getting one for myself.” Because I only sleep two hours a night. 
“Thanks, I already have my coffee. Did I mention the author I met with was Ben Martin?” 
“No, I don’t think you mentioned that.” Although it’s all I’ve thought of since I saw his name on your schedule yesterday. 
“Yes, he seemed rather preoccupied. Curious thing, he looked back in the direction of your desk quite a few times.” 
“HmmMmm.” I pretend this information doesn’t faze me. 
“He looked awful. Who would think it was possible for such a handsome man to look so terrible… like he lost his best friend.” 
Yeah, well he found a new friend pretty fucking quickly, didn’t he? 
As much as I want to hear about Ben, it’s killing me on the inside. I have to stop this conversation. 
“Would you like Margaret Sullivan’s manuscript? I finished my edits.” 
“Sure. Email the file with your notes.” 
~o0o~ 
I walk back to my desk and sit. I’m tired. I’m just so tired. I press my fingers to the keyboard to find the Sullivan file to send to Vivian, when I come across the one file I forgot to delete. The duplicate copy I kept for myself of Ben’s photo shoot for the back of his book cover. 
Against my better judgment, I open the file. It’s picture after picture of Ben smiling, reading, serious…beautiful. I reach across and touch the screen, tracing his lips, his dimples. I ache looking at a few simple images of him. It’s a dull, hollow ache that penetrates through my entire body. I close the file and drag it over to the recycling bin on the top corner of my desktop screen. I need to do this, to delete him from my life in order to move forward. 
I hesitate before I drop the contents to the recycle bin. Taking in a deep breath, I watch the folder icon hovering over the recycling bin. I keep my finger on the button, closing my eyes briefly, then release the folder and hopefully Ben along with it. 



Chapter 18 
It’s been three weeks since I spotted Ben having drinks at Emilio’s with Cam-eel. I hoped with time I’d start to feel a little better, but I’m still just as empty as I was the day I left his apartment for good. I grab a sleeve of chocolate chip cookies and retire to my bedroom for the night. I sit on my bed, staring off at nothing, listening to my iPod when Allie cracks open my bedroom door. I take one earplug out of my ear. 
“Are you ever going to leave your bedroom? Other than work, this is the only place you go.” 
I look up at her and shrug. 
“What number playlist are you listening to?” she asks sharply, folding her arms in front of her chest. 
“What does it matter?” 
“Just tell me,” she insists. 
“Number five.” 
She waves a finger back and forth. “No. I know playlist number five all too well. That’s your depressing love songs for the brokenhearted list. The next thing I know you’re going to take out a box of crayons and draw sad clowns all night. Change the playlist right now.” 
“It suits my mood,” I grumble, hugging my pillow. 
“You need a mood lifter. Jules, you can’t stay in your pajamas every weekend feeling sorry for yourself. It’s Friday night. Rejoin the living. Please come out with us tonight.” 
“Thanks Al, but I just don’t have it in me.” 
“I have enough for the both of us. You’re coming, even if I have to drag you out in those ridiculous flannels. Don’t test me Julia. You know I’ll do it,” she warns. 
She’s not kidding. I know she would. I could protest until I’m blue in the face, but the truth is, I know Allie is never going to stop nagging. Her intentions are good. And she’s right. I need to rejoin the living. Move forward with my life without him. The mourning has to end. 
“Fine, but I leave when I want to leave.” I cave. 
“Deal!” Allie jumps up and down, clapping her hands. “You won’t regret this, Julia.” 
I hope not. 
~o0o~ 
“Seriously, is that what you’re wearing?” Allie frowns, her hands planted firmly on her hips. 
“What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I ask, looking down at my outfit. 
“Jeans and a crappy old T-shirt? The dance club’s name is Sinful, dress the part.” 
“I think I look fine.” 
Allie walks over to my closet, pulls out a sleeveless black lace Dior dress I picked up at a sample sale and throws it at me. “Wear this. You’ll look hot.” 
“I don’t want to look hot.” 
“Too bad. I’m your Fairy Fucking Godmother tonight and I’m not letting you out of the apartment looking like that. I’ll lose my fairy license if you don’t comply. Do you want the other godmothers to laugh at me? They’re a catty group of flying bitches. Chop, chop. Abracadabra, hocus fucking pocus, so on and so forth. Get changed.”
 “Fine,” I growl. 
I change into the little black lace dress Allie threw at me. It’s form fitting and short. Not prostitute short, but short enough. I slip on my five-inch heels and stand in front of the full length mirror. My black hair is down and falling perfectly around my shoulders. For the first time in weeks, I don’t have bags under my eyes and the green eyes looking back in my reflection sparkle. I look good and I feel it. I feel human again, not the mechanical being I’ve been. I feel like me. 
Allie walks back into my room wearing a short, low cut hot pink dress. She looks at me and grins. “You look hot, my friend. Sizzling hot. Now off to the ball we go. Vince is meeting us there.” 
Vince is Allie’s newest conquest and from what she’s told me about him, he seems to be one of her better choices in men. For starters, he’s employed. He’s part owner of a marketing firm in the city that specializes in clubs. Sinful is one of their biggest clients and his dealings with them is our ticket inside this very exclusive club. 
The taxi drops us off in front of Sinful. There’s a line about half a city block long to get in. Allie walks up to one of the tank-sized bouncers and gives our names. He checks his clipboard and lets us walk right in. That’s pretty cool. Vince just won a few points. 
The first thing you notice at Sinful is the volume of the music. You can feel the bass vibrations through the building. It’s insanely loud with a DJ booth way up over the dance floor. A rotating light show in purples and hot pink shining on what has to be the hugest disco ball I’ve ever seen. This is definitely the place for beautiful people, a depot for every model in New York City. The dance floor is wall-to-wall people. It looks like half of Manhattan is here. 
“This way, we’re going to the V.I.P. lounge,” Allie yells over the pounding rhythm of the music, pointing to a staircase that leads to another level overlooking the dance floor. We carefully climb up the staircase; this is no easy feat in five-inch heels. We’re greeted by a hostess in silver hot pants and a tight pink button down shirt with most of her breasts hanging out. I’m betting that girl is going to clean up in tips tonight. Allie gives her our names and we’re waved in. Purple and gray crushed velvet couches and small tables with lit votive candles are set up in small clusters everywhere. The room is dimly lit with a large stainless steel bar in the middle. It’s a little quieter than downstairs, thankfully. 
I try hard not to stare, but I can’t help noticing that half of the celebrities I’ve read about in my gossip rags are sitting at these tables. Holy crap. I’m hanging with the A-listers. I hope I don’t end up on one of those “what not to wear” pages. 
Stay cool, Julia. Hide the fangirl dork lurking inside of you. 
“Vince!” Allie exclaims, waving to a good looking sandy blonde haired guy in a pair of jeans and a tight black T-shirt leaning against the bar, talking to the bartender. I knew this must be Vince by the amount of tats I see on his arm. Allie loves her tats. He looks up and waves, motioning for us to come to the bar. 
Allie grabs my hand and makes a beeline for Vince. 
“Hey baby.” Vince pulls her close and kisses her. Allie giggles like a schoolgirl. 
Allie giggling like a schoolgirl? This is new. 
“Vince, this is Julia. It’s our job to make sure she has a good time tonight.” 
“Nice to meet you, Julia. I think we’re up for that challenge.” He shakes my hand then puts his hand on the shoulder of a man standing next to him. “This is my friend Pierce Harrison. We had a consultation for a client earlier today. I invited him to join us. Pierce, this is my beautiful lady Allie and her roommate Julia.” 
I get why his name is Pierce. His baby blues pierce right through you and they’re mesmerizing. His dark brown hair has golden highlights that shimmer when the lights hit them and he has dangerously full kissable lips. He’s handsome, seriously handsome. He holds out his hand and shakes Allie’s and then mine. I smile politely at him. 
“Bruno, please send a bottle of champagne to our table,” Vince tells the bartender. The bartender nods while he grabs a tray. “Let’s sit. Our table is over there.” 
As we’re walking to our table, I pull Allie aside. “Is this a sneak blind date?” I whisper in her ear. 
“I swear it isn’t. I had no idea about Pierce, but look at him…yummy.” Allie winks. 
I have to admit, he is a mighty fine sight. And it’s nice to get out of my self-imposed exile from the real world. The four of us sit at one of the couch clusters. A server in super short purple hot pants and a low-cut silver spaghetti strap top brings our champagne in a silver ice bucket and four champagne flutes. It takes all my restraint not to stare at the celebrities sitting around us. I have to play it cool. It’s killing me. Maybe I can take out my compact mirror and spy on them. 
Vince pours the champagne then hands each of us a glass. “To friends, old and new,” he toasts. 
The four of us clink our glasses together and drink. Our conversation flows like old friends instantly. These are honest-to-goodness nice guys. Seems Vince and Pierce have been working on the Sinful account since the club’s inception. They share stories about building up the buzz for the club, the business end of marketing it and getting the high-end clientele… it’s all fascinating. 
Pierce tells us about his life growing up on Long Island, close to Jones Beach. Pierce, Allie and I compare notes on growing up so close to the beach. It’s amazing how Jones Beach and the Jersey Shore can be so different, yet the same. We come to realize that we have a lot in common. I find I’m actually relaxing and enjoying my evening. 
“There’s something I haven’t seen in a long time,” Allie whispers in my ear. 
“What?” I ask. 
“Your smile. I knew it was there somewhere.” 
I tilt my head and grin at her. Yes, it does feel good to smile again. 
I watch Allie and Vince, and I’m genuinely happy for them. He’s very attentive to her with his arm draped protectively around her shoulder, always asking if she needs a drink or if she’s cold. Allie looks positively smitten. Not in her usual lustful way, there’s something different in the way she looks at him. She likes him. I have a good feeling about Vince. He just may be the real deal for her. 
“We’re going dancing. Do you want to join us?” Allie grabs Vince’s hand. 
“Not just yet, go ahead. I’m going to finish my champagne. I’ll find you,” I tell her. 
“I’ll stay behind with Julia,” Pierce says, smiling back at me. 
“You don’t have to do that,” I tell him. 
“Someone has to protect you from all the vultures. I’d like to stay, if you don’t mind the company.” 
“Of course.” I smile. What’s to mind? Like Allie said, he’s yummy. 
Allie and Vince go down the stairs to the dance floor, leaving me and Pierce alone. It feels a little strange; I haven’t been alone with a man in a social situation, since…. No, I’m not going to think about him. 
“So, have you known Vince for a long time?” I ask. 
“About seven years. We met at NYU and became fast friends. I know you’re both from the Shore, but how long have you and Allie known each other?” 
“Oh, we’ve known each other forever, since we were kids.” 
“Vince seems to like her a lot, hasn’t stopped talking about her.” 
“Allie is the best.” I nod enthusiastically. This makes me happy to hear. Although my own love life is shit, Allie deserves some love in her life. 
“So Julia. Do you have a boyfriend?” Pierce asks. 
“No,” I answer a little louder than I intended, crossing my arms. 
“Sore subject?” I guess he picked up on my tone. 
“Dead subject,” I answer bluntly. 
“Very well, on to the living. What do you do?” 
“I’m an assistant editor at a small publishing house.” 
“That’s very interesting. We have a lot in common then, don’t we?” 
“How so?” I ask, twirling my finger around a few strands of my hair. Have I inadvertently gone into flirt mode? 
“Well, I market clubs from the ground up and you do the same with books.” 
“Yes, I suppose you’re right about that.” A wary smile surfaces on my lips. It feels like a lifetime ago since I enjoyed a man’s company. 
“Although how any of your colleagues could concentrate on working, when one as beautiful as you are in the same room with them is beyond me.” He arches a brow. 
I look down and blush. I look back up at him and smile. “Do men go to a special school for their pick-up lines? Is that where you all get them?” 
“Yes, I took a six week online course from Hookup University, or as we graduates call it, Hookup U. It was the best ten bucks I ever spent. You can’t go cheap for a good education.” 
“No, you definitely can’t.” I laugh. I like Pierce. 
“All kidding aside, you are gorgeous. Haven’t you noticed all the eyes on you from the moment you walked into the room? I know I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. I was so glad you weren’t Allie.” 
“Pierce, this room is wall to wall models and actresses. I doubt anyone noticed me at all. But thank you for the compliment.” I tilt my head and smile. 
“Do you think I’m making this up? Don’t sell yourself short. You are the whole package. Look at that guy across the room. He hasn’t taken his eyes off of you since you walked up the stairs.” He juts his chin, pointing it to the corner of the room. 
I look across the room. Our eyes lock. My stomach sinks. It’s him…and he’s sitting with her. She must be very satisfied with herself. She got just what she wanted; Ben back in her bed. She has a fake smile plastered across her face. All the feelings I’ve been trying to swallow down are threatening to bubble back up. I have to fight it. Ben is leaning back on the couch with a scowl on his face. One hand is twirling a tumbler full of brownish liquid; I’d guess scotch, and the other hand is rubbing his chin. He’s staring at us, just staring. A chill runs up my spine. He looks majorly pissed off. 
I sink down in my chair. I don’t know why I’m slouching; he knows I’m here. It’s not like I can hide. I’m already found. He’s glaring right at me. No. I am not going to continue to allow him to break me. What the hell is he scowling about anyway? He’s got his recycled fuck buddy back. Of all places in the world, in a city with a gazillion clubs, why did he have to end up here? 
I straighten myself up and hold my head high. I’m done feeling sorry for myself over a man who will never love me. Fuck you, Ben. 
“Pierce, would you like to dance?” I ask. I need an escape from Ben’s ice-cold glare. 
“I’d love to.” He stands and holds his hand out for me. 
I put my hand in his and stand. I straighten out my lace dress, what little there is of it. Pierce places his hand on the small of my back, guiding me to the staircase. I’ll have to thank Allie for insisting I dress up.  I peek over at Ben. He is absolutely seething. 
See what you’re missing, you son of a bitch. 
As I’m cautiously walking down the staircase in my five-inch stilettos, paying careful attention that I don’t fall flat on my face, I see a shiny coin laying on one of the steps. I hesitate for a moment, ignore it, and move on. 
We reach the dance floor and lose ourselves in the crowd. Pierce is dancing close to me, and boy, can he move. He has his hands on my waist and we’re moving to the beat. I’m trying to push the fact that Ben is in the same building out of my head and enjoy this moment with a man whose company I was enjoying, and who wants to be with me. 
Pierce is twirling me around as we dance to our third song, when I spot Ben out of the corner of my eye on the dance floor. It’s obvious he’s looking for someone, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out it’s me. I pull Pierce closer to me and turn him to the side so he’s blocking me from Ben’s vision. I watch as Ben surveys the dance floor. He looks frustrated. Good. He turns his head and…shit. He sees me. 
I take Pierce’s hand and guide him to the other side of the dance floor. Once again we’re lost in the crowd, moving to the beat of the music. It’s getting more and more difficult for me to relax knowing I’m being stalked. My eyes are everywhere but on my dance partner, as I look out for another Ben sighting. My paranoia, anger and hurt overwhelm me. This is just plain stupid. I can’t play cat and mouse with Ben all night. It’s not fair to Pierce. It’s exhausting. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want a scene.
 I just want to go home. 
“I’m sorry Pierce. I need to get going,” I yell in his ear, keeping a careful eye on Ben, who seems to have gotten swallowed up by the crowd once again. 
“Is there something wrong?” he asks. 
“No, I’m just tired. I’m going to grab my coat and purse and leave.” 
“I’ll walk you out,” he offers, guiding me back to the VIP lounge to get my things. 
 I grab my cell and send Allie a text to let her know I’m leaving. She texts me back telling me that she’s staying at Vince’s tonight. No surprise there. I’m a little grateful she’s not coming home; I don’t want to do a recap with Allie about our night anyway. Pierce escorts me to the exit. 
“Where do you live?” he asks. 
“The Village. I’ll take a train. There’s a subway station right across the street.” I fight the hollow feeling inside. I won’t cry over this man anymore. 
“I can’t let you take the subway to the Village alone this late at night. I’ll get a taxi for us and make sure you get home.” 
“Thank you, but that’s not necessary.” 
“I know it’s not. I want to. Please, Julia. Let me do this for you.” 
I’m so mentally drained from my near run-in with Ben that all I can do is nod appreciatively. 
Hailing a taxi was surprisingly easy. Pierce opens the car door. I slide in and Pierce slides in next to me. 
“Leroy Street. West Village please,” I tell the taxi driver and we’re off. I stare down at my feet while the taxi drives off into the night. 
“Do you want to talk about it?” Pierce asks. 
“About what?” 
“That guy you were trying to avoid. I saw what was going on.” 
“He’s the dead subject.” 
“Is he harassing you?” 
“No. This is the first time I’ve seen him in weeks. I don’t know what his problem is. It’s over. We’re ancient history. I was just caught off guard; that’s all.” 
“The way he was looking at you, I don’t think it’s over for him.” 
“It never started for him. I was just someone to help pass the time.” I stare out the window, trying to hold back the tears that are welling up in my eyes, momentarily lost in the agony of that truth. The drive the rest of the way to my apartment is silent. 
We arrive at my building. Pierce walks me to the front door, asking the taxi driver to wait. I fumble with my keys at the door of my building until I finally get it in the lock and turn to Pierce to say good night. 
“Thank you for seeing me home. Would you like to come in? I have wine, I think, or I can make some coffee.” I know where this might go if I let him in, but I need to feel wanted. I need to experience something other than pain. I want to forget, even if it’s just for a little while. 
“I want to come in, but I’m going to pass. You’re vulnerable. I don’t want to be the guy that takes advantage of you. You’re so beautiful, sweet, and sexy; I don’t trust that I could stop myself.” 
I momentarily feel a pang of pain, rejected again…but as fast as that pang struck me, it’s immediately replaced by relief. My emotions are such a mess. He’s right. Maybe there is hope for mankind after all. I’m not ready. I’d never forgive myself if something happened between us. I’m not that girl. 
“You’re a good man, Pierce Harrison. Maybe another time? Without the drama?” 
“I would like that very much, Julia.” 
He leans in close; our lips hover, nearly touching. We hesitate for a second; I turn my head and kiss his cheek. 
“Good night, Pierce. Thank you.” 
“Good night, Julia.” He smiles warmly. I turn to let myself in the building when I hear him call me from the sidewalk. “Julia?” 
I turn my head toward him. “Yes?” 
“That guy is a fool for letting you go.” 
I cock my head to the side as I look at Pierce and smile, my tears threatening to fall. “Thank you.” I mouth back to him. 



Chapter 19
Despite the late hour, I can’t sleep. I change into my flannel mourning uniform and head over to the kitchen. Taking a wine glass out of the cabinet, I walk over to the refrigerator and pour myself a glass of opened chardonnay. 
I actually thought about having sex with someone else, practically a stranger. I don’t know how I feel about this. Was it progress or a desperate act? I don’t sleep with guys I just met. Thankfully, Pierce was a true gentleman. 
I sit down on the couch and take a large gulp of wine. I’m such an ass. I can’t believe for a second, I considered whoring myself out to numb my pain, to make me feel wanted. Would I have gone through with it? I don’t know. I don’t think so. I don’t know. At least Pierce had the decency to leave before I made a mistake I couldn’t take back. 
I hate Ben. I hate him. Try as I might, I can’t stop the tears from falling as I stare up at the ceiling. Why? Why can’t I stop loving him? I close my eyes tight. “Please just make this pain stop.” 
Even though he’s out banging who knows who…Who am I kidding? I know exactly who. Still, I can’t bring myself to betray him. What is wrong with me? I don’t understand what tonight was all about. He looked pretty angry seeing me with Pierce. I don’t know why. He’s with his little whore. Perhaps he was coming by to pour salt in my wounds. Maybe he was trying to act adult and civil. He prides himself on the fact that he stays friends with all the girls he screws. Well, screw that. I’m not allowing him to hurt me anymore. 
 Grabbing the tote bag with my stash of gossip magazines, other than cupcakes… my only true comfort, I kick my feet up on the coffee table and indulge in reading some trash. Maybe some useless gossip will help me forget how alone I feel for a little while. 
I’m finally dozing off once I’m into my third magazine and second glass of wine, when I’m startled by a loud pounding on the apartment door. Allie? I get up off the couch and peek through the peephole. It’s Ben, his arm extending out, leaning on the door. How the fuck did he get into the building? One of my idiot neighbors must have recognized him and let him in. Dammit. My stomach sinks to the ground, pain is back. 
“Julia,” he yells as he pounds hard on my door. “I know you’re there. Let me in.” 
I stay silent. What am I supposed to do? I sink to the floor and lean against the door. My heart aches. I have to find the strength to ignore him, even though every molecule in my body misses him. I can’t be with him anymore. He doesn’t love me. I’m just another notch on his bedpost, just another conquest. I must protect myself; protect my heart from falling any deeper for this man who doesn’t want anything more than a good time. 
“I’m not leaving until you talk to me.” He continues to pound on the door. “I can stay here all fucking night.” 
I’m sure my neighbors are enjoying the show. Screw them. I have to listen to their bratty kids screaming in the hallway all day…now we’re even. 
“Please Julia… please.” His voice cracks as he quietly pleads into the door. 
Tears roll down my cheeks as I weep. I close my eyes tight, placing my hands over my ears and shake my head. I can’t listen anymore. I can’t do this anymore. I won’t do this anymore. 
“Julia… Please,” he quietly pleads. “Julia…” 
I remain silent, fighting the urge to open the door and fall into his arms. 
Fifteen minutes have passed. I haven’t heard a sound from Ben. I guess he finally gave up. I’m disappointed and relieved at the same time. I know I love him, but that’s not enough. He doesn’t want love. He wants sex; he wants a good time and nothing more. I don’t want to live my life in a permanent state of limbo. It’s too painful. Leaving him was the right thing to do. I’d just fall deeper and one day he’d tire of me and move on to his next playmate. 
I pick myself up and peek through the peephole. Ben is gone. Breathing a sigh of relief, I open the door to see if the neighbors are looking to have me evicted. Upon opening the door, I see Ben slumped against the wall next to my apartment door… passed out cold. His hair is a tousled mess, his clothes are wrinkled, and he stinks of scotch. Jeez, he reeks of scotch. How much did he drink? I sigh dejectedly. 
 I look down at this drunken mess of a man in front of me and all I can think is…I love him so much. What the fuck is wrong with me? Against my better judgment, I try to wake him. 
“Ben, wake up.” I gently shake him. 
He grumbles something unintelligible and slumps over. Crap. Crapity Crap. Should I just leave him here? Yes, I should, the inebriated idiot, but I know if I don’t move him one of my neighbors will call the cops on the drunk sleeping it off in the hallway. I groan to myself, knowing what I have to do. 
“Come on, Ben. Let’s get you inside.” I shake him a little harder; he opens his eyes and looks up at me. His eyes are bloodshot and glassy. He looks so sad, like a lost little boy. It breaks my heart. I hold out my hand and he grabs mine. With all my strength, I pull him off the floor. He’s so out of it; it’s like pulling ten tons of dead weight. He’s unstable on his feet and his shoulder slams into the wall.  That’s going to hurt tomorrow. “Here, support yourself on me. I grab his arm and wrap it around my shoulder then put my arm around his waist. He’s wobbling all over the place. I’m praying he doesn’t take us both down to the ground. 
“You are sooooo beautiful,” he slurs. 
“You’re drunk.” 
“A little.” He winks as he stumbles across the floor. 
A little? He smells like he bathed in an oak barrel at the distillery. 
We reach the couch and I let him go. He plops on the couch like a rag doll and lies down. I carefully take off his socks and shoes. He so out of it, he hardly moves. 
“I didn’t know. I didn’t know,” he mumbles. 
I hate drunks. They babble on and you have no idea what they’re talking about. He’s probably having an imaginary conversation with me in his head right now. I cover him with a folded crocheted blanket sitting on my armchair. He’s already unconscious. Maybe I should place a pot on the floor by the couch, in case he gets sick. 
I stare down at the drunken mess sprawled out in front of me. I’m angry with myself for still loving him. I think back to all the reasons I fell in love with him; the way he made me laugh, his stupid coins, his love for his family, our quiet moments, how he made me feel beautiful. I hate him. I hate me. I bend down, run my fingers through his hair and press my lips against his forehead, lightly kissing him. I’ve missed this… the soft feel of his hair, the warmth of his skin against mine…Him. Just when I think my heart can’t break anymore, it does. Being this close to him kills me a little more inside. 
I turn to walk to my bedroom, exhausted from tonight. As I’m leaving I hear Ben turning on the couch. 
“Where is he?” he slurs. 
I stop and face the couch. “Who?” 
“The guy you’re fucking,” he sputters angrily. 
I roll my eyes. Now I know the reason for this late night visit. “Go to sleep, Ben.” I shake my head and walk back toward my bedroom. 
“I love you,” he mumbles softly. 
Did he just say…? 
I turn around to look at him. He’s out cold. I know what I heard. I know I didn’t imagine it. I walk back over to the armchair facing the couch and sit, staring at this passed out mess of a man. He loves me? Was that him or the alcohol talking? Will he even remember he said it in the morning? 
Fuck you, Ben. Just when I think I can’t get any more confused, he throws this at me. He loves me; at least the intoxicated version of Ben loves me. But the sober one, the one that counts, doesn’t want me for anything more than a good time in the sack. 
I know this drunken confession should make me happy, but it doesn’t. It makes me angry and sad. I’ve poured my heart out to this man and he just sat there silently and said nothing. Not a damned thing. He let me go. He watched me leave as my heart shattered into a million tiny pieces. 
Allie loves the toaster, the lamp post, the taxi driver, everybody and anybody when she’s this smashed too. It’s the words of a drunk and they’re meaningless. Our relationship, the sex… all meaningless. I was too blinded by my feelings for him to see it clearly. 
~o0o~ 
I wake up with a jolt as my elbow slips off the armrest of the chair I slept on last night. Ben is still unconscious on the couch. I feel like shit from the two hours of sleep I got. I quietly watch him sleep. I hate that I miss him. I hate that all I want to do is join him on that couch and snuggle in close to him, to feel him, to love him. 
After about twenty minutes of sitting here nervously bouncing my knee up and down, Ben begins to stir. My stomach has once again relocated to my throat. I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know if I have anything to say. He slowly opens his eyes and blinks a few times, then swings himself around and sits up. He places his elbows on his knees and rubs his face in his hands. Running his fingers through his hair, he looks at me with glassy, bloodshot eyes. He looks dazed, disheveled, confused, and absolutely beautiful. 
Our eyes meet, but we say nothing. 
I stand up from my chair and silently walk to the kitchen, coming back with a glass of water and two Advil. I set them on the coffee table in front of the couch and sit back down on the chair, looking at Ben. His eyes nervously look toward the window, he winces at the sunlight. 
Good, he’s hungover. Serves him right, the drunken idiot. 
“How did I get here?” he asks softly, rubbing his shoulder. Yeah, I figured that would hurt. 
“You were pounding on my door, making a scene. I found you passed out in the hallway.” 
“What did I say?” 
“You don’t remember?” 
“No.” He shakes his head and cringes. That must be some headache he has. 
“You just rambled on and wanted me to open the door.” 
“I’m sorry,” he mutters, staring down at his feet. 
“Sorry for what?” 
“Making a scene.” 
I nod. “How do you feel?” I ask. 
“Shitty,” he grumbles. 
“You look it.” 
“Thanks,” he answers sarcastically. 
There’s an awkward silence. I decide to break the ice. “Well, I guess you should be going.”  
“Do you have …company here?” he asks, glancing anxiously toward my bedroom. He must think Pierce is here. 
“No, we’re alone.” 
He nods, looking relieved. “Julia…,” he breathes. 
I hold up my hand to stop him. 
“Ben, I think we’ve said all we have to say to each other. Unless you have something new to add, it’s time for you to go.” 
He sighs, resigned. I guess last night’s confessional was exactly what I thought, a drunken rambling. Meaningless. 
“Do you hate me?” he asks. 
“Sometimes,” I answer honestly. 
“I miss you, Julia,” he says quietly.

“I miss you too. Please leave.” 
He stares down at the floor, turning his head to the side as he rakes his fingers through his hair. He exhales a long breath and looks up at me. “Is he your boyfriend?” 
“Who?” 
“That guy you were with last night.” 
I sigh and ignore the question. 
“Are you sleeping with him?” he asks. 
“That’s none of your business. I’m taking a shower. Go home, Ben. I can’t do this anymore. You know where the door is. Besides, I’m sure Camille is wondering where you are,” I say matter-of-factly. 
“Why would she wonder?” He frowns. 
I tilt my head and purse my lips. Why do you think, you idiot? The look of disgust on my face apparently gave away exactly what I was thinking, as Ben’s eyes widen. “Camille is just a friend,” he says, shaking his head.
“So was I. I know what you do with your friends.” 
“It’s not like that,” he says emphatically. 
“What you do in your personal life has nothing to do with me anymore. You’re a grown man. You don’t owe me explanations; you don’t owe me anything. We want different things. Let’s just leave it at that and move on with our lives.” I sigh. “I have asked you nicely, now I’m telling you. Go home, Ben. Please. Just go.” 
He nods solemnly, looking defeated. He bends down to pick his shoes and socks up off the floor. I know if I watch him walk out my door, it’ll break me. It’s taking all the strength I have not to hold him right now, tell him I was wrong and never let him go. 
“I’m going to take a shower. Please lock the door on your way out.” I stand up from my chair, fighting the urge to jump into his arms and tell him I’ll wait for him to love me, that I love him enough for the both of us. 
“I’m sorry. I won’t bother you anymore,” he says sadly, his voice low. 
I nod, biting down on my bottom lip to stop it from quivering. Using all the strength I can gather, I turn around and walk toward the bathroom. 
“Julia?” 
I turn to look at him. 
“I never meant to hurt you,” he says softly. 
“I know,” I whisper, barely able to get out the words. I turn back around and walk into my bathroom. I turn the shower on as I sit on the bathroom floor; my face buried in my hands with the noise of the water masking the sounds of my sobs as my body heaves uncontrollably. 



Chapter 20 
After my shower, I peek out of the bathroom to see if Ben is still in the apartment. Thankfully, he left. I don’t have the strength to talk to him anymore. I’m tired of feeling beaten down. 
With a towel wrapped around my wet hair, I walk out from the bathroom in my blue terrycloth robe and head to the kitchen for a bottle of water. I need to rehydrate from all my crying. 
The apartment door flings open and Allie dances through. Obviously she and Vince had a very good night. “Good morning,” she chirps as she glides into the kitchen. She stops in her tracks and stares at me. “What happened?” 
“Nothing happened. What are you talking about?” 
“Your eyes are puffy and red. You’ve been crying. Why are you upset? Does this have anything to do with you leaving the club last night?” 
I look down to the floor and nod, holding back my tears. I honestly don’t know if I have any more tears to cry. 
“Oh Julia, what happened? Vince said Pierce took you home. Did he do something to you?” 
“No. Nothing like that.” I shake my head. 
“It’s him again, isn’t it?” Her voice is laced with anger. 
“Yes,” I answer softly. “He was there…at Sinful…with her.” 
“Shit. Did he talk to you?” 
“He wanted to, but no. I didn’t give him the opportunity. He tried to find me on the dance floor. I knew I had to go.” 
“Weren’t you curious to hear what he had to say?” 
“I wanted to get as far away from him as possible. I didn’t want to see him, especially since he had that bitch with him. So I left. Pierce saw what was happening, which is why he made sure I got home.” 
“That was nice of him.” 
“Yeah, he’s a stand-up guy. Too bad there’s not more like him out there. I…I invited him in,” I stutter, biting my thumbnail. 
“You did? Did you…?” 
“No. He turned down my invitation. Said I was vulnerable and didn’t want to take advantage of me.” 
“Wow, that was decent.” 
“He was a real gentleman. I was such an emotional mess. I don’t know if I would have gone through with it, if we decided to… well, you know. But I’m grateful he took it off the table and went home.” 
“Is that what’s upsetting you?” She reaches across and squeezes my shoulder. 
“I wish that was it.” 
“What the fuck else happened?” 
I stare at her, pursing my lips. 
She nods, narrowing her eyes. “Ben,” she says sharply. 
“Yes, he showed up in the middle of the night, beyond drunk and was pounding on our door.” 
“Why did he come here?” 
I shrug. “I don’t know.” 
“Maybe he misses you,” she says quietly. 
“Maybe he misses screwing me,” I snap. 
“What did he say?” 
“He was demanding I open the door. I ignored him.” 
“Good. He doesn’t deserve your time.” 
“Unfortunately he got it anyway. I found him passed out in the hallway. I dragged him in before someone called the cops.” 
“Shit….the drunken asshole.” Her hand flies over her mouth as she shakes her head. 
“Yeah, well, the drunken asshole slept it off on our couch. As soon as he woke up I asked him to leave.” 
“Did he say anything to you?” 
I pause and take a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “He told me he loved me.” 
Her eyes widen. “He did? That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 
“Not like that. He was three sheets to the wind when he said it. He didn’t even remember saying it this morning. Hell, he had no idea how he ended up on our couch. All he cared about was if I was screwing around with Pierce. I gave him the opportunity to tell me again when he was more coherent and he didn’t. It was meaningless babble. I told him to go.” 
“Good for you. Are you okay?” 
“I don’t know.” I shrug. “What I do know is I’m tired of feeling sorry for myself. Maybe someday I’ll find someone who cares about me as much as I care about him… it’s hard to think that way, but I have no choice.” 
“Because you still love him.” She reaches over and strokes my arm. 
I swallow hard and nod. “More than I thought I could. But being part of a one-sided love affair will never be enough for me. And I won’t wait for him to come around, like her. If she wants to live her life in an eternal state of uncertainty, waiting on Ben Martin to commit, more power to her. But, for as much as I love him, I have to be realistic and let him go. I won’t do that to myself. Like you said, guys like Ben aren’t wired for long term or any kind of commitment. I know he didn’t mean to, but he broke my heart…” My voice cracks. “I’m the only one who can fix it.” I shake my head and look to the floor. “Besides, I’m driving myself crazy. I think I see him all the time. I hear his voice in my dreams. I miss him, Allie. I really miss him. But I’m going to be committed to a padded room if I don’t start working on myself and get over him.” 
“Maybe Pierce is your answer.” 
“You know what, Al? I’m just going to take life as it comes. If I stumble on love again, fine. If not, so be it. I still have you.” 
“You’ll always have me.” 
I wrap my arms around Allie and hug her tightly. “I know. Maybe you’re the love of my life.” 
“That asshole really fucked you up, didn’t he? Now you’re switching teams,” she teases. 
“Maybe.” I laugh. 
“There’s nothing that makes me happier than the smile of my future wife. I’m very proud of you. I know sending him away was hard for you to do. You’re going to be okay. You will.” 
“Thanks Allie. Someday, I hope so. Now, enough about me. Tell me more about Vince.” 
“Oh, he was fine.” She blushes. 
This is why I love Allie. I can tell from her blush that she really likes Vince. I also know that she doesn’t want to rub in the fact that she found a piece of happiness while I’m knocked down. I reach over and hold her hand. 
“I know you’re trying to protect my feelings. But I want you to share with me. I love that you’ve found someone. You’re my best friend. Your happiness is all I want. Truly. Please don’t ever feel that you can’t share something good with me. In fact, I need to hear it. Restore my faith in humanity. Tell me about Vince.” 
“Are you sure?” she asks cautiously. 
“The last thing I need is you tiptoeing around me. No walking on eggshells. Deets. Give me the deets.” 
She sighs and her hidden grin surfaces. “Holy fucking orgasms. He’s so down and dirty in bed; he even makes me blush. And don’t get me started on where he falls on my sausage scale. God, I love it.” She beams. 
~o0o~ 
It’s been almost two weeks since Ben showed up drunk at my door. True to his word, he hasn’t been back. Fortunately, his book has been with the printers, so I haven’t had to deal with him professionally yet.  Soon, I’ll have no choice. I’ll worry about that another day. 
I still think I see him everywhere, walking the streets, coming out of the Sunshine Deli, walking out of Emilio’s. I’m down to just three dreams a week of him, at least the dreams I remember. He either loves me or leaves me in every dream…. sometimes both.  It’s exhausting. 
I need to exorcise him and all the ghosts that follow. 
“Vivian, we have no appointments today. Would you mind if I left work early? I have a few errands I was hoping I could take care of.” 
“Sure, go ahead. Maybe I’ll sneak out early too. I can go for a quick massage to perk up my mood.” 
I smile. “Sounds like a plan. Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
“Good night, Julia. Have fun.” 
~o0o~ 
I’m never going to move forward until I face my Ben demons. Maybe it won’t be too hard; his demons are probably casual too. 
I button up my coat and wrap my scarf snugly around my neck. I grab my hat and put it on my head. Now I’m ready to freeze my ass off. 
My first stop is Central Park. Here’s where it all began. The park is so different in the winter. The sky is a brilliant blue and the sun is shining bright. The air is crisp with just a hint of a breeze. The grass is now dormant, brown and crunchy. Despite the chill in the air, the park is busy with tourists, dog walkers, groups of teenagers and a couple of joggers. The leaves on the trees are gone. Still, the park is enchanting. 
I find an empty bench and sit, watching the world continue to move around me. I have been so wrapped up in my own drama; I forgot there’s life out here. I turn my head and look toward the Great Lawn where we first met and smile wistfully, remembering our first disastrous exchange. 
This extraordinary place in the middle of the hustle and bustle of a city moving at a million miles an hour is where I met my great love…I know it’s him, and it’ll probably always be him. But here’s where I have to start letting him go if I want to move on. 
I’m so torn. I don’t want to hurt anymore, yet I don’t want him completely gone from my heart. He’s a part of it, even the tiny shattered pieces. How do I make him just disappear? I’ve tried for weeks. I feel so lost without him. How do you just shut off love? Is it even possible? 
I straighten my posture and take in a deep breath. Stop it! I came here to rid myself of the demons, not torture myself with their memories. I stand from the bench and leave the park. 
There’s a street vendor selling pretzels and chestnuts right outside the entrance. I’m surprised to see the chestnuts. Their season is usually over by now. It must be a sign. The smoky scent of the burning coals makes me smile as I think back to the bag of chestnuts waiting for me on my car seat on Christmas Eve. He had this way of picking up on the smallest details of anything I’d say in passing. The chestnuts… my crane-game elephant…. When I didn’t think he was paying much attention, he was. 
I haven’t had a chestnut since that car ride. I couldn’t bring myself to buy a bag. It reminded me of happier times. But I can’t take away things that have made me happy just because he’s not a part of them anymore. 
“A bag of chestnuts, please.” I give the street vendor a five dollar bill. Taking one out of the small brown paper bag, I peel off the hard shell and take a bite. It’s delicious. I’m glad I haven’t lost my taste for it. He hasn’t taken everything away. 
With my bag of chestnuts in hand, I continue on to my last and hardest destination. My cheeks are stinging from the cold, but I continue walking, it’s helping me clear out my head. Figure out how to move forward. 
I stand in front of Emilio’s Café and stare in the front window. As usual, the place is bustling with people. My stomach is in knots. I no longer feel the cold. I no longer feel anything. “Our Place”, that’s what he called it. And it was all bullshit. 
Ever since I saw Ben with that bitch here, I’ve avoided walking past it. I’m tired of inconveniencing myself and crossing the street to steer clear of a building. That’s just stupid. Brick and mortar. That’s all this place is. I will not fear it anymore. 
Taking in a deep breath, I open the door. The place looks the same, a small slice of Barcelona. Summoning all my courage, I walk to the end of the bar and take a seat. I need to sit here…if only for five minutes, just to prove to myself that I’m not broken or afraid anymore. 
I order a club soda with lime and watch people saunter in and out. There’s a bar menu in a holder in front of me. I grab it and take a look. I’m not hungry, but I’m curious to see what they have to offer. This isn’t a typical bar food menu; it’s all tapas. I liked eating the small portions and trying a little bit of everything. I’m not going to let him take that away from me too. 
I glance at my watch and breathe a sigh of relief. It’s five o’clock. My five minutes are up. I passed my bravery test. I throw a five dollar bill on the bar and get up to leave. My eyes are on my coat as I button it up, readying myself to face the cold again. When I look back up, I gasp. 
I came here to exorcise my demons and who walks in but the demon himself. 



Chapter 21 
I’m usually the invisible woman when I’m here and for once I wish I really was. I quickly sit back down and hold the menu up to cover my face. I don’t want him to see me. 
Ben walks into the bar area and sits at the opposite end near the window. The bartender hands him a beer without asking as they exchange some pleasantries. His eyes are focused out the window watching people walk by. Oh God, what if he’s meeting her here. That’ll kill me to witness. I can’t bear to see him hold her, smile at her the way he used to smile at me, kiss her. It’ll crush me. 
I peek over the menu and watch him. It’s taking everything in my power not to walk over to him, touch him, wrap my arms around him, and never let him go. I’ve been fooling myself all afternoon. I love him and it’s never going to stop. 
“Do you see her?” the bartender asks Ben. 
He shakes his head. “No, not yet.” 
Shit. He is meeting her here. I have to go. I won’t torture myself watching them together. I swivel my barstool toward the back of the room and slip on my hat. He’s too busy concentrating on staring out that window to notice anyone leave.  I inhale a deep breath and stand. It’s time to make my run for it. 
In a ridiculous attempt at my own personal covert operation, I pull my hat down slightly over the side of my face and quickly walk out. As I pull the door open, thinking I made a clean break, some moron comes plowing in and knocks right into me, causing me to stumble back a few steps. 
“Sorry Miss,” he apologizes. 
“It’s fine,” I grumble, as I barrel forward, looking to make my escape. I’m halfway out the door when I hear my name. 
“Julia?” Ben shouts. 
Damn. It’s the Cheese Shop all over again; Ben spots me and I run away like a coward. I dash through the crowded sidewalk, stretching my hat down to cover as much of my face as I can without rendering me completely blind.  
“Julia!” He catches up to me, grabs my arm and stops me. 
I look down furiously at his hand on my forearm and back at him. Our gazes lock… I want to kiss him and punch him in the face. I’m not sure which feeling is stronger. “Let go of my arm,” I hiss. 
He releases his grip. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to grab you like that. I just wanted to see you.” 
“You see me. Goodbye.” I turn and walk straight ahead. I have no idea where the hell I’m going. 
“Julia. Can I talk to you for one minute? Please.” 
I stop and glare at him. “Don’t you have someone to meet? I’m sure she wouldn’t want to be kept waiting.” 
He frowns. “I’m not meeting anyone.” 
“Don’t lie to me. I heard what the bartender asked you. Is Camille running late?” 
He shakes his head. “I’m not meeting Camille.” 
“Oh, tired of her already? You move fast, Ben. Already lined up a new friend?” 
“You misunderstood what you heard. I was not there to meet anyone.” 
“Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot. He asked you if you saw ‘her’ yet. Go back to Emilio’s. You don’t want to keep ‘her’ waiting.” 
“You are so fucking frustrating. I was not meeting anyone. The ‘her’ he was referring to is you.” 
I cock my head and frown. “Me? That makes no sense. You couldn’t possibly know I’d be there.” 
“I didn’t.” He sighs. “Look, I hadn’t planned on doing this today but since you’re in front of me… I have things to say to you. We can’t talk in the middle of a crowded sidewalk. Will you come back to my place? Please.”
 “No Ben. I don’t want to talk to you. I want to forget you.” 
“I promise you will never see me again if you just talk to me. I’ll switch publishers. I’ll do anything you ask. Just hear me out.” 
“Then you’ll leave me alone?” 
“I swear on my grandmother’s life.” I know how much he loves his grandmother. He’d never say anything like that unless he meant it. 
“Fine. I’ll give you five minutes. Then we’re done talking. Are we on the same page?” I know it’s bitchy, but I purposely throw those words back in his face. 
He nods with a slight smirk. “I suppose I deserved that. Did it feel good?” 
“What?” 
“Nothing. Let’s go.” He places his hand on my back and leads me in the direction of his place three blocks away. His brief touch sends a spark through my body. The bastard. 
Our walk is silent. I cross my arms, pouting like a spoiled brat as I steal secret glimpses of his perfect profile. I have no idea what the hell he has to say. The casual fool probably needs to ease his guilty conscience for breaking poor little Julia’s heart. I don’t want his pity. I have to hold on to my anger. Anger is good. It’s better than crying. 
~o0o~ 
We enter the lobby of his building and walk into the waiting elevator. Once the doors close, I feel the magnetic pull; my body instinctively leans toward him. I hate that even in my hurt and anger; I’m so damn attracted to him. The tension between us is palpable. I cast my eyes down toward the floor; if we make eye contact I’m going to fall into his arms. I know he’s watching me, I feel it. Why, oh fucking why, did I agree to this? 
Ben clears his throat. “You look well.” 
I nod politely. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. 
Finally, the elevator stops and the doors slide open. “After you.” He holds his arm out. I walk past him without waiting, marching at a brisk pace toward his apartment. He catches up to me at his door. Reaching into his pocket, he digs out his key ring, fumbles with it and drops it. He actually looks nervous. 
He picks up the keys and puts it in the lock. He turns the key and slowly opens the door. Warily, I enter. I never thought I’d walk through this door again.
It feels strange being here. There are so many happy memories in this apartment, except for the last one when I left him. I briefly look into the kitchen and see a messy pile of mail sitting on the counter and a few dirty dishes near the sink. I guess the anal retentive fairy took the week off. 
“Can I take your coat?” 
I unbutton my coat and hand it to him along with my scarf and hat. I don’t know why I even bothered. I don’t plan on staying. 
“Would you like a drink?” he asks with a tight smile. 
“No. I won’t be here long,” I snap, holding on to my anger. 
He nods as his smile fades. “Let’s have a seat, shall we?” 
We walk to the couch and sit on either end. I place my hand on my knee to stop it from nervously bouncing up and down. I look down at my watch. “You have five minutes.” 
“Okay. How are you?” he asks. 
“I’m fine,” I answer curtly. “Is that why you brought me here? To ask me how I’m doing?” 
“No,” he answers, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “First, I’d like to apologize for showing up at your apartment the way I did.” 
“You mean shit-faced?” I huff. 
“Yes. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” At least he looks embarrassed. “After I left, I walked back to my apartment.” 
“You walked to your apartment from the Village? That had to be one hell of a walk.” 
He clears his throat. “I had a lot to think about, my behavior was inexcusable.” 
“Fine. Apology accepted. Care to explain how you knew I was at Emilio’s?” 
“I had no idea you were there.” 
“You said you were there to see me.” 
“I was,” he says cautiously. 
“You’re not making any sense.” 
“You once mentioned that you pass Emilio’s on your way to the subway station to and from work. Since you left me… As often as I could, I’d sit at the bar at Emilio’s and wait for you to walk by, just to get a quick glimpse of you. I told you… You are the her the bartender was referring to.” 
“Why?” 
“I don’t know. I had to see you. You were so upset when you left me. I was worried about you. I needed to know you were okay.” 
He’s been stalking me? 
“That was weeks ago. Why are you still watching me?” 
“At first, I tried to convince myself it was to make sure you were all right. But as time went on, I realized that I was fooling myself. I tried to stop thinking about you, wondering about you. Move on, like I always had. It’s all I knew.” He hesitates then shrugs contritely. “I couldn’t get you out of my head. You owned my thoughts; you belong there. I missed you so fucking much but I didn’t want to hurt you anymore than I already had. I had this overwhelming need to see you. I couldn’t stop myself. I tried. I just couldn’t stay away. So I continued going to Emilio’s to catch a quick glimpse of you. It became difficult when you started crossing the street. Why did you do that?” 
His admission confuses me. “I saw you there with Camille. I didn’t want to see the two of you together ever again.” 
“She found me there one day. She was worried about me. I was pretty messed up after you left.” 
“You and her aren’t?” 
“No.” He shakes his head. “Julia, there’s been no one else. No one. You’re the only one I wanted. You’re the only one I want.” 
“Ben, we’ve been through this. We both want different things.” I stand up from the couch. “I’m not interested in being just a sex partner. This is a waste of time. I’m leav-.” 
He cuts me off. “My five minutes aren’t up. Sit back down and hear me out.” 
I roll my eyes and sit. “Fine.” 
“I thought we wanted different things too. Then one day, I went to check up on my grandmother. She asked about you. I think she likes you for sticking up for me at Christmas.” 
I knew I liked that woman. 
“I told her about the bank you gave me. It got us talking about my grandfather’s coin collection. She told me how happy she was that I continued the tradition and you’ve seen it. She said its worth isn’t in the gold or rare finds. What made the coins truly valuable was having someone to share them with. Reluctantly, I told her that you and I weren’t seeing each other anymore.” 
“You did?” 
“Yes, I did. She was disappointed. She told me a story about her and my grandfather before they married. They were in Central Park, right in front of Bethesda Fountain, when they got into a fight over something trivial. She threatened to call off their engagement. To prove his love to her, he pulled a coin out from his pocket. It was one he’d been looking for years to locate. He finally found it and purchased it that day from some collector. He took it, closed his eyes and threw it in the fountain. She thought he lost his mind. She asked him why he threw it in the water. He said he made a wish… that they would never be apart. That’s when she realized she was the most valuable thing in his life. And that’s how she knew he would always be the one.  Then she asked me… if I had a coin to throw, what would my wish be?” He tilts his head and smiles. “I knew my answer immediately. I told her I’d throw every coin in that collection in the fountain and wish you and I were never apart.” 
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I blink a few times and secretly pinch the top of my hand to make sure I’m not dreaming. 
Ben continues. “She smiled and told me she already knew my answer. She said I needed to get off my ass and make things right with you.” 
“What are you saying, Ben?” 
He slides across the couch, close to me, takes my hands in his and gazes into my eyes. “The day after Christmas…when you asked me if I felt something the night before… I did. I felt it too.” He swallows hard, his expression uneasy. “I know we made love that night.” 
“I don’t understand. You just sat there and said nothing while my heart was shattering right in front of you,” I whisper, the pain from that morning returning and searing right through me. 
 “I know. I’m sorry. I panicked. I was afraid of what I was feeling.” He gazes down at our hands, his thumb lightly skimming over my knuckles. He looks up at me; his eyes search mine, looking for a clue to what I’m thinking. 
Angrily, I pull my hands away. “You hurt me. You gutted me. You let me leave thinking I was nothing more to you than a good time,” I hiss. 
He pales as his chin slumps into his chest. “I’m sorry. You were always more to me. I didn’t think I was capable of giving you what you wanted. I thought letting you go was the right thing to do.” He looks back up at me. “I’ve started seeing a therapist.” 
This captures my attention. “You have?” 
“I had to figure out some things. Apparently, I have commitment issues.” 
“No shit,” I scoff, rolling my eyes. 
A wary smile surfaces on his lips and he lets out a nervous laugh. “I had been seeing the therapist for about two weeks, trying to get my shit together. Camille complained I was becoming a hermit and dragged me out to Sinful to get me out of my apartment. And I saw you there… with that guy. God, you looked so beautiful.” His eyes narrow. “When I saw you sitting there, laughing with him, it killed me.” He casts his eyes down then looks back at me, his eyes brimming. “That used to be me. I was the one who made you laugh. When I saw his hands on you on the dance floor, I wanted to fucking kill him. I was the one who should be touching you, holding you. I was trapped in a hell I let happen, watching some other guy do the things that I used to do. I tried to find you, to talk to you, but you left.” 
“So you showed up at my apartment, completely wasted?” 
“After I figured out you left with that guy, I went to the bar and drank. A lot. The thought of the two of you together was driving me crazy. Camille tried to convince me to go home, but I was way too twisted at that point and just started walking. The next thing I remember it was morning and I woke up on your couch. I had so much to say to you. I took the coward’s way out and left. I’m a fucking asshole.” 
“You won’t get an argument from me,” I say flatly. 
“My head was pounding, but I needed to think things through. So I walked from your place to my apartment to do some soul searching. I had to stop dragging you down into my misery.” He lets go of my hand, running his fingers through his hair. 
I sit motionless, glued in my spot on the couch. He’s miserable too? 
He continues. “During my walk, I was thinking about what you said about Christmas Eve. Your face lit up at the mention of the day, like your heart was about to burst with pure joy over the thought of it. You told me that it’s your favorite day of the year and nothing in the world could replace it. You called it magical. It was exciting just to be a small part of it.” He tilts his head and smiles. “When I think of you…when I look into your eyes, see your smile, hear your laughter, inhale the scent of your perfume lingering on my pillows, feel you wrapped in my arms. All of it… It all became so clear to me.”
He briefly looks down to the floor shaking his head then back up at me. His eyes are glassy, his expression serious. He takes my hands in his and gazes longingly into my eyes. “Julia, you are my Christmas Eve.” 
He takes in a deep breath, shifting in his seat. “I’m twenty eight years old and on a warm day in October, I met the love of my life. I didn’t know it. I just didn’t know.” His voice cracks, raw with emotion. This is his confession. He looks vulnerable… maybe even a little fearful. 
My mouth falls open, completely astounded. I think back to the night Ben showed up at my apartment, his drunken mumblings of “I didn’t know” on my couch, that’s what he was talking about. I place my hand over my mouth. I’m stunned speechless. Did he just say he loves me? He loves me? Tears well in my eyes as this man bares his soul to me. 
“I realized this was my fork in the road. I had to either love you or step away and watch someone else love you. I don’t know if you’re still seeing that guy. I hope I haven’t missed my chance,” he asks apprehensively. 
“He’s not my boyfriend. He never was.” 
“He’s not? I thought you and him were…” He sighs. I look into his eyes and see his pain. 
I shake my head. “No,” I say as I try my best to hold myself together. 
He exhales a huge breath as his entire body noticeably relaxes. 
My mind is blank. Completely blank, like it shut itself off. I look out the window to find my thoughts and see a small folding table set up in front of one of the windows. On it are two daisies in two separate terracotta pots, their long stems twisted together. I frown and look back at Ben. 
He notices my confusion. “I bought those after you left me. You said I treated our relationship like a flower that I waited to wilt, die and then replace. I needed to prove to myself that I could nurture them and watch them grow,” he explains. 
“Why?” 
He shrugs apologetically. “So I could give you the garden. At first I had them on my coffee table. After about three weeks, they got long and lanky. They turned toward the windows, straining for the sunshine. I got this folding table and set it up in front of the window and placed them on it. I thought they were going to die. When I came back from your apartment the day after Sinful, I found them like this, wrapped around each other, entwined. I didn’t think daisies did that. But these did. They were holding each other up like they belonged together… Like us.” 
“Ben, what are you telling me?” 
“Since you left, I’ve just been going through the motions. But it feels so empty. I was always afraid that a relationship would complicate things, but I met you and… the truth is... falling for you was simple. Look at you… you’re smart, funny, loving, and the most beautiful woman I have ever met. The truth is I didn’t stand a chance. Deep down, I knew it. 
I want to be a part of your life. Everyday. I want to call you because I miss hearing your voice. I want to hold your hand and take long strolls through Central Park in the spring. I want to make out with you under the boardwalk at Seaside Heights and win you ugly crane game prizes. I want to laugh with you, cry with you… love you. 
I want to be your boyfriend.” 
He pulls me close, grabbing my face in his hands. “I love you Julia. I’m empty without you. I’m nothing. And I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry I hurt you. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I don’t know if it’s too late. If you don’t want me anymore or you can’t forgive me for hurting you. But if there’s even a slight chance that I’m still somewhere in your heart… that you still love me, even a little. I hope you’ll consider it. My heart is yours.” He softly caresses my cheek, looking lovingly into my eyes. “It’s always been you, Julia. It will only be you. I don’t know how to feel any other way.” 
 I can no longer hold back my tears. His eyes are glassy, our connection stronger than ever. 
He loves me. 
“Can I hold you? Please?” His voice cracks. I feel his pain, his longing, his fear. 
Words have left me as tears stream down my cheeks. I can only nod, my love for him overpowering the hurt and anger. 
He sweeps me into his arms. They’re wrapped tightly around me, like he’s afraid to let me go, kissing my hair again and again. It takes my breath away. I throw my arms around his neck, holding him just as tightly. “I missed you. I missed you so much,” he whispers. 
“Ben.” My voice chokes up. 
“Julia, Julia. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he mutters softly. “I love you. Please don’t tell me it’s too late. I love you so much,” he groans into my neck. I hear the desperation in his plea. 
I look up at him and he has tears in his eyes. “I love you too,” I breathe. I lift my hand up to his face and caress his cheek. He closes his eyes tightly, like he’s absorbing my words. 
He opens his eyes and tilts my face up to him. We kiss and it’s different this time. He belongs to me, all of him and I feel it. I really feel it. I know he loves me. Truly loves me. 
And that’s all I need to know.
He holds me tight, rocking me back and forth, whispering my name over and over, like he can’t believe I’m here. My tears won’t stop, as I sob into his shirt. 
“Hey, please don’t cry,” he says as he wipes the tears trickling down my face with the back of his knuckle. 
I look up at him and smile. “I just never thought it was possible that we’d have a happy ending.” 
“Ending?” He smiles warmly, his eyes shining with his love. “Oh Julia, this is our beginning.” 
~o0o~ 
 



Epilogue:
 
3 weeks later…
 
 I’m bored out of my mind, listening to a newly signed author drone on and on about his Zombie Clown Killer trilogy ideas when my cell phone vibrates on my desk.  Discreetly, I cup my hand over it, slide it toward me, and place it on my lap.  I tap the message icon and read the text.
 
*What time are you leaving work?*
*Don’t know. Stuck with chatty author.*
*Get rid of him.  I miss you.*
*You just saw me this morning.*
*It’s been 8 hours. Too long. Are you wearing the boots I like?*
*You already know I am.*
*You know what I said about those boots in the workplace. Desk sex tonight.*
*Will you wear the glasses?*
*I will.*
*Ok. I’m getting rid of this guy.  See you soon.*
*Good.  I love you.*
*I love you too.*
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